CHAPTER

Reproducible pages are in italics.
About the Authors

Challenges of Family Engagement

ow

Family Concerns

Ed

The Importance of Family Engagement

uc

vii

Introduction

1
2

3
5
6

Principal Attitudes and Assumptions

8

nl

7

ow

Conclusion

Br

Eleven Strategies for Welcoming Families

9
11
11
11

Strategy 2: Observe and Interact

13

ke
r

Strategy 1: Pay Attention to First Impressions

Strategy 3: Prioritize Your Efforts

14

Strategy 4: Narrow Your Focus

15

aw
H

1

Educator Attitudes and Assumptions

Creating a Family-Friendly School

©

at
io
n

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Strategy 5: Take a Leading Role

15

Strategy 6: Create a Faculty Handbook

16

Strategy 7: Reach Out to Community Leaders

16

Strategy 8: Set Expectations for Students

16

Strategy 9: Work With the PTA

17

Strategy 10: Encourage Volunteers

17

Strategy 11: Establish Family Centers

18

Conclusion

19

Sample Note of Appreciation From Principal to Volunteer

21

© 2012 Hawker Brownlow Education • 9781743306888 • SOT6888

IV

STRENGTHENING THE CONNECTION BETWEEN SCHOOL & HOME

3

Improving Communication With Families

23

Communicating With Hard-to-Reach Families

24
25

Create a Detailed Agenda

26

Use Education Plans

27

Understanding Academic and Affective Communication

30

uc

Scheduling
Formats

Ed

Preparation and Structure
Atmosphere

ow

Parent-Principal Conferences
Using Media and Technology
School Websites

nl

Social Media

ow

iTunes, YouTube, and Skype

31
32
33
33
34
34
35
36
36

Call-In and Auto-Dialer Services

36

Br

Blogs, Wikis, Podcasts, and Messaging

36

Print Communication

37

ke
r

Telephoning

Creating Successful Events

39

Family Events

39

Home Visits

40

aw
H

29

30

Creating Successful Conferences

©

at
io
n

Set Precise Goals

Conclusion

41

Assessing Our School’s School-Family Communication System

42

Personalized Education Plan

43

Making the Most of Conferences

45

Sample Script for Phone Call to Parent: Diffi cult News

47

Sample Script for Phone Call to Parent: Student Success

48

Sample Parent Homework Help Tips

49

Sample Beginning-of-the-Year Letter From Principal to Parents

50

SOT6888 • 9781743306888• © 2012 Hawker Brownlow Education

Ta b l e o f C o n t e n t s

4

V

Sample Beginning-of-the-Year Letter From Teacher to Parents

51

Do’s and Don’ts for Home Visits

52

Developing a Family Engagement Plan

53
53

at
io
n

PTA Implementation Guide

54

Teacher and Staff Survey

54

Organizing the Data

54

uc

Establishing Goals and Benchmarks
Generic Benchmarks

Ed

Goals for Teachers
Goals for Families
Goals for the District

ow

Launching Your Plan

nl

Progress Monitoring
Conclusion

54
56
57
58
59
60
60
62

Sample Cover Letter for Parent Survey

63

Parent Survey on Family Engagement

64

Carta de Muestra Para la Encuesta Para Padres

66

Br

ow

Teacher and Staff Survey of Family Engagement

ke
r

Cuestionario Para Padres de Familia,

67

Volunteers in Our School

69

aw

Participación Familia

71

References

73

H

Final Thoughts

79

©

Index

© 2012 Hawker Brownlow Education • 9781743306888 • SOT6888

CHAPTER

at
io
n

INTRODUCTION

ow

nl

ow

Ed

uc

This Essentials for Principals guide deals with a subject that is of high importance yet often
poses significant challenges to school leaders: engaging families in the education of their children.
According to a meta-analysis conducted by John Hattie (2009) as well as research studies conducted
through Michigan State University (Tableman, 2004), the most accurate predictor of a student’s
achievement in school is not income or social status, but the extent to which the student’s family
is able to create a home environment that encourages learning, to communicate high but reasonable expectations for their child’s achievement, and to become involved in their child’s education at
school and in the community. For many years, organizations such as the Harvard Family Research
Project and the National Parent Teacher Association (PTA) have also supported research on the
benefits of family and community engagement on student achievement and overall school achievement (Westmoreland, Rosenberg, Lopez, & Weiss, 2009). The research has shown strong positive
connections between family engagement and student success. If improving student achievement
were not enough of an incentive to developing a family-engagement plan, No Child Left Behind
(2001) requires all Title I schools to develop and implement such a plan.
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Leaders acknowledge the very real challenges to the development of effective family engagement
in education. One of those challenges arises from the constantly changing landscape of today’s public schools. According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2010), since 2001 there has
been a 4 percent increase in U.S. children from poverty, single-parent households have increased
by 4.5 percent, students speaking a language other than English in their home has increased to
20.5 percent, and one in six students attends a high-poverty school. Research tells us that children
from low-income families are less likely to be read to regularly (Barton & Coley, 2007). In fact, 62
percent of parents from the highest-income quintile read to their children every day, whereas only
36 percent of parents from the lowest quintile read to their children daily.
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How can schools ensure that families, particularly families of poverty, feel welcome in the life of
school? What degree and what types of family engagement lead to a positive school climate and
higher student achievement? And what should school leaders do to bring this about? The purpose
of this Essentials for Principals guide is to help you, as the school leader, address these questions in
light of current research on effective family engagement and use the answers to design an effective,
productive family program that meets the needs of your school.
Before we begin the journey, we feel the need to preface this advice with a little background about
ourselves. Kym is one of four children of college-educated, middle-class parents who were well
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informed and fairly involved in their children’s education. She was educated in both public and
private schools and was involved in programs for high-ability students.
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Ricardo’s experience of living in a family that escaped poverty into middle-class life, his current
work in a high school with 94 percent of its students eligible for free and reduced lunch, and his
work with teen moms in grades nine through twelve have given him particular insight into the
subject of engaging families of poverty in the process of educating their children.
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Given our two very different experiences and perspectives, we have included information on schools
that are comprised of low as well as high percentages of at-risk populations, and low as well as high
percentages of students of poverty. Although the strategies listed in this book will work for all types
of schools, we point out where there are key differences when working with high-poverty schools.
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We begin in chapter 1 by looking at the importance—and the challenges—of family engagement,
and at steps school leaders can take to let families know they are welcome and appreciated—beginning with an examination of their own assumptions and attitudes. Communication is one of the
keys to successful family-engagement efforts. How many problems and headaches could the principal avoid with effective and clear communication, either face to face or employing 21st century
technology? Chapter 2 contains eleven strategies for improving school-home communication and
creating a family-friendly school. In chapter 3, we discuss the practical steps involved in planning,
building, and implementing communication with families in a variety of forms, including home visits,
conferences, media and technology, and family events, and offer suggestions for communicating with
families who are hard to reach. Chapter 4 looks at setting goals for, implementing, launching, and
progress monitoring a family engagement plan for your school.
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A note on terminology: the use of the terms family and family engagement are not meant to
exclude or marginalize other adults who actively support a child’s education. Many children in our
public education system are being raised by grandparents, aunts, uncles, and even older siblings—
and some by other caregivers who fulfi ll the parental role. We do not believe that these relationships are any less important or effective, or that they in any way lessen a child’s ability to succeed.
A child needs an adult who cares for that child, takes an interest in that child’s life and education,
and articulates to him or her the importance of getting a good education. We have also consciously
chosen the term engagement. The research clearly states that any kind of increased family interest
and support has a positive impact on student achievement; however, it is also clear that true family
engagement, not just occasional involvement, produces the best results for all concerned—school,
family, students, and community (Ferlazzo, 2009).
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As in all publications in the Essentials for Principals series, this guide is intended to be a practical
reference used on a continuing basis rather than a book to read once and put on a shelf. It includes
many reproducible samples, checklists, and handouts that you can either use as is or adapt to your
school’s specific family-engagement efforts.
We are sure that you will find this Essentials for Principals guide a useful tool for you and your
staff as you strive to improve the effectiveness of family engagement in your school.
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The Importance of Family
Engagement
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A growing body of research shows the critical role families play in student success in U.S. public education (Elementary and Secondary Education Act [ESEA] Reauthorization, 2010). Families
who are engaged in their children’s education support learning, advocate for opportunities for
their children, collaborate with educators to ensure students’ needs are met, establish connections
with community organizations to support overall school improvement, help children navigate the
complexities of the K–12 system, and play a crucial role in closing the achievement gap. In his metaanalysis, William H. Jeynes (2005) finds that by setting expectations, communicating with their
child, and reading with their child, parents have a significant effect on overall student achievement.
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In their book on school improvement, Bryk et al. (2010) name parent involvement as one of the five
key ingredients in school improvement in low-income schools. Henderson and Mapp (2007) indicate
that when schools successfully engage parents in the educational process, students’ grades and test
scores are higher, they have higher attendance rates and fewer discipline issues, and they have a
stronger likelihood of education beyond high school. Engaged families also become advocates for
the school and general public; a legion of informed, motivated families can do wonders when it’s
time to vote for a bond issue (Warner, 1997).
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When educators reach out to families, build positive connections, communicate effectively, and
honor the family’s involvement in the child’s educational experience, students achieve at higher
levels. In a synthesis of eighteen different studies, embodying over forty years of research, Chad
Nye, Herb Turner, and Jamie Schwartz (2006) find that the effects of family involvement on student
achievement are positive and statistically significant in the areas of reading, math, and science. The
research on family engagement is extensive and clear: developing and promoting effective family
involvement and engagement is a win-win situation.
Figure 1.1 (page 4) illustrates the importance and benefits of connecting families, students, and
educators.
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Teacher Beneﬁts

Collaboration

Communication

Ed

Family Beneﬁts

Student Beneﬁts

• Increased achievement for the
child means greater access to
opportunity in his or her future

• Greater understanding of student’s
achievement data and goals

• Access to schoolwide resources
such as parent learning centers,
homework hotlines, homework
centers, parent workshops, and
home visits

• Increased opportunity to engage in
home learning activities

• Consistent expectations, practices,
and messages about homework

• Opportunity to become partners
with teachers and to shape
important decisions that enhance
their child’s success

• Greater consistency between family and school goals

• Increased rate of homework and greater family engagement
in home learning activities

• Completion of more homework because of greater parent
engagement

Figure 1.1: Who beneﬁts from family, community, and school engagement, and how?

• Parental involvement through volunteering and positive
promotion of academic success for students

• Development of stronger skill set and work ethic, resulting
in greater opportunities in the future
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• Better and more grade-appropriate homework assignments

• Parent support and monitoring of student achievement

• Increased parental support and cooperation

• Higher achievement in math, science, and reading

• Better understanding of student based on parent insight,
communication, and feedback

• Involvement and ownership in goal setting for achievement
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• Better attitude toward school
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Students
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Student Success

Br

Collaboration

Collaboration
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Communication

Communication
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Teachers

H
Family

• Better understanding of parent expectations and closer
communication with parents
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The Importance of Family Engagement
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As the graphic shows, family engagement is a win-win-win situation. Along with the documented
benefits to students and teachers, there are also benefits to families: they develop a better understanding of their child’s achievement results, learn about resources they can access when students
need support with their homework, often find help for their own parenting challenges, and are well
informed about their child’s success.
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It is no wonder then that the ESEA outlines expectations for family involvement in the areas of
policy, communication, and decision making. Moreover, these accountability measures are greatest
in schools with the highest poverty and at-risk populations, which tend to be made up of families
whose members have to work significant, varied hours. Current legislation calls for Title I schools to
allocate 1 percent of their overall Title I budget toward family engagement (Weiss & Stephen, 2010).
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The Harvard Family Research Project at the National Policy Forum for Family, School, and
Community Engagement (Weiss, Lopez, & Rosenberg, 2010) suggests that family engagement be
systemic, integrated, and sustained. Poway Unified School District in California is a strong example
of a district working in just this way to engage its families. These educators utilize assessment to
help students set goals for their own learning. After students receive their assessments, teachers
work with them to help set goals for the next level of learning. Workshops for families explain the
assessments and resource materials to help support the child’s goals at home. Schools also work
with families to establish family goals to further support the learning at home. These can include
setting limits for time spent on video games, creating a dedicated space and routine time frames
for homework, and so on. These goals help families and students see the connections between what
students do at school, what can be done at home, and how students own their goals—thus promoting authentic motivation for learning.
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By engaging both families and students in the goal-setting process, Poway was able to raise overall achievement, and the district’s efforts have resulted in schools that are no longer categorized as
program improvement schools (Weiss et al., 2010).
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Challenges of Family Engagement
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For all the reasons outlined previously, as well as your own personal experiences as an educator,
you no doubt recognize the benefits of family engagement in education; you also know that schoolhome relationships can be stressful and a major source of challenge. You’ve likely experienced the
community meeting that only a handful of parents attended or the PTA event that didn’t have
enough volunteers. You’ve received the phone call or email from the angry parent demanding that
something be done immediately about a difficult situation, and you’ve listened to teachers report
that they don’t have enough time to reach out to all the individual students with specific needs,
much less all the families with whom they need to communicate.
A Gallup Poll conducted in collaboration with Phi Delta Kappa (Rose & Gallup, 2011) indicated
that 77 percent of parents believe that the parents are more important factors than school in
whether students learn. The general public shares this belief; 86 percent of the public believe that
support from parents is the most important way to improve schools (Michigan Department of

© 2012 Hawker Brownlow Education • 9781743306888 • SOT6888

6

STRENGTHENING THE CONNECTION BETWEEN SCHOOL & HOME

uc

at
io
n

Education, 2004). Yet families at all economic strata report that increased work demands and
stress often make it difficult for them to be involved in their children’s education. The problem only
worsens as the children get older. Data from the 2000 National Assessment of Educational Progress
indicate that 90 percent of fourth graders attended a school where more than half of parents participated in parent-teacher conferences, but among eighth graders, that figure drops to 57 percent
(Rice, 2011). Educators assert that one of their greatest frustrations and most difficult challenges is
engaging families in parental education programs, academic family events, conferences, and family
activities (Caspe, Lopez, Chu, & Weiss, 2011). Yet this may also be due in part to the lack of school
initiatives; the Michigan Department of Education (2004) reports that school activities to develop
and maintain partnerships with families decline with each grade level and drop dramatically at
the transition to middle grades.
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There are many other reasons for the lack of engagement. Some families may be hard to reach
because they are non-English speaking or economically disadvantaged. In addition to language
and cultural barriers, there are logistical ones: families who lack childcare or who care for elderly
relatives may find it difficult to find time to get involved with school. Increasingly, given long working hours and fast-track careers, many professional, middle-class families can also be described
this way. The phenomenon of overprogramming children in afterschool activities, clubs, and sports
also produces time challenges for families.
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Family Concerns
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Hattie’s research (2009) indicated that families’ decisions about becoming actively involved
depend on the following factors:
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• Personal perception of their role in education—Although the research clearly states that
when parents convey their expectation for academic success to their children, they have a
positive effect on student learning, parents often do not know what actions at home support
student success at school. It is critical that families understand that even just monitoring
student attendance and academic achievement through progress reports and report cards
makes a tremendous difference in their child’s education. Schools may also work with families to support the learning of basic skills and ask that parents reinforce classroom learning.
In education, we must make a very purposeful effort to help parents understand the positive
impact they can have on their child’s education and what specific actions result in student
success at school.
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• Families’ work schedules—Many parents have demanding work schedules of their own,
which place constraints on the time they can devote to their children’s education. Your staff
need to be sensitive about constraints on family engagement and work with families to
develop alternatives. Help your staff reflect on potential tasks that interested family members can do at home.
• Sense of efficacy—Parents who have done poorly in school or did not graduate may feel
that they have little to offer their children and may be self-conscious about revealing their
own academic difficulties. Language-minority families may feel ineffectual because they
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cannot read textbooks in English well. These touchy situations call for great sensitivity. One
strategy is to deemphasize the skill or knowledge aspects of these families’ involvement.
Instead, focus on how they can contribute to their children’s positive attitude toward school.
Share with these families the importance of having high expectations for their children
and communicating the value of school to them. This is a great opportunity to help families understand the value of establishing daily routines, monitoring out-of-school activities,
and modeling hard work and self-discipline. All of these are possible avenues of support,
regardless of English proficiency. Finally, where possible, make literacy activities, extended
education programs, or GED classes available to those who want them.
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• Feeling of being welcomed—According to a synthesis of fifteen research studies conducted from 2005 to 2008, the sense of welcome families feel in school has a direct, positive
effect on families’ involvement in their child’s education (Ferguson, 2008). Provide a variety
of options for participation, and let families choose. Learn as much as possible from families
about their cultural experiences, values, and attitudes. Spend time creating a school environment that reflects the community from which the students come. Consider personally
inviting parents. Families who receive a personal invitation from the principal or a teacher
are more likely to accept.
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Educator Attitudes and Assumptions
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The growing variety of ethnic, economic, and social backgrounds among our school population
makes reaching out to families increasingly complex. School educators who think only in terms
of traditional families are also likely to have a particularly hard time dealing with today’s various
family types.
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Issues regarding family engagement can also stem from teacher attitudes about low-income families. Teachers surveyed through the Michigan Department of Education (2004) often expressed a
belief that low-income parents and single parents will not or cannot spend as much time helping
their children at home as do middle-class parents with more education and leisure time. In fact,
students who grow up in professional families hear about forty-five million words, whereas children
in working-class families are likely to hear half that many, and children from families of poverty as
little as one-fourth or about ten million words (Walberg, 2011). We know that children of poverty
can succeed, but the adults in their life must put forth a concerted effort to make that happen.
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Many educators believe that classroom learning is best left to the professionals and that involving
parents is too time consuming and places yet another burden on already overworked teachers and
principals (Epstein, 2001; Henderson, 1988). In a 2011 brief by the National PTA, Margaret Caspe
et al. (2011) state that teachers feel unprepared to engage families in meaningful ways. They cite
a report (Johnson, Yarrow, Rochkind, & Ott, 2009) that asserts teachers feel the lack of support
they receive from parents as their most pressing challenge. Teachers voice a desire to have parents involved in their child’s education, yet do not know how to go about getting them connected.
Therefore, many teachers do not put forth efforts to invite parents to be a part of the educational
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