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Partnering with Families
Supports Student Engagement

Engagement with families should not be viewed as periph-
eral or tangential to school improvement efforts. There

is significant evidence that strong parent engagement
practices are related to student achievement."? Students
who have involved parents are more likely to earn higher
grades and test scores, and enroll in higher-level classes;
be promoted to the next grade level, pass their classes, and
earn more credits; and attend school regularly.”® Student
achievement tends to be higher in schools where princi-
pals and teachers are open to parent engagement and view
parents as partners in the learning process."* Further,
there is a substantial body of evidence that parental

t115

involvemen influences the development of academic

mindsets across multiple dimensions."®

Schools’ approach to their relationship with families
is evolving. Historically, parental engagement involved
teachers telling parents information about their children
and perhaps soliciting their support in specific ways.
Now, parental engagement is far more complex. Engaging
parents involves listening and appreciating their contri-
butions and being responsive to the ways in which they
would like to participate in the classroom or in the school.

Teachers understand that their relationships with
families are critical to students’ success and to the
creation of a strong school community. In schools
where there are strong relationships between school
staff and families, students feel safer and more support-
ed."” Much of what accounts for the large differences
in safety among schools are the ways in which parents,
teachers, and students work together and trust each
other. Research in Chicago found that among schools

that served students from similar neighborhoods—

with similar levels of poverty and similar levels of
neighborhood crime—those that had strong relationships
between teachers and families had much safer school

climates with lower reports of crime and disorder."®

Teachers are more likely to remain at schools with
strong family engagement. Schools that don’t foster
family engagement run the risk of having teachers feel
less connected and potentially leaving. In schools where
teachers and parents work together to support students,
teachers are more likely to feel effective and continue

to teach in that school from year-to-year. In a study

of many different factors that might be related to
whether teachers left or remained in their school,
parent involvement was second only to school safety

in importance for teacher stability, comparing schools
serving similar populations of students.™®

How can educators work together to create a school

culture that prioritizes and supports family engagement?

Teachers Are the Primary
Connection Point

Teacher-parent relationships where parent contribu-
tions and knowledge are valued can foster strong and
trusting bonds. The teacher is the main connection that
families have to the school. Families’ experiences of
school are deeply influenced by their experiences and
relationships with their children’s teachers. This makes
the teacher-parent relationship critically important.
There are many things for teachers to consider in de-
termining how best to engage with families, including

self-examining their existing practices. Approaching
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focus of the research literature. We recognize, however, that
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engagement of families through a similar lens as we
have outlined with student engagement, we propose
that the teacher sets the conditions that enable families
to participate in ways that leverage their strengths and
that the teacher’s role is to be responsive in adapting
their approach based on the needs and interests of
their students’ families. Moving from parent commu-
nication as a one-way, sporadic effort to a thoughtful,
on-going, and mutually beneficial relationship can be
an additional building block on the path to creating
transformative learning opportunities for students.'2°
In schools where family engagement is a priority, the
work of teachers is supported by principals who set organi-
zational goals and strategies aimed at fostering a culture of
family engagement. At the University of Chicago Charter

School, the school leadership team was intentionally

designed to build a culture of family engagement.'® The
three-person leadership team includes a Director of
Family and Community Engagement (FCE), who, in
collaboration with the school’s full-time social worker,
“attends to the facilitative, inclusive aspect of leadership,
particularly engaging the parents and creating an envi-
ronment that strengthens social and emotional factors
that influence learning.”'22 The FCE works closely with
teachers and other school staff to cultivate and maintain
a culture of continuous engagement with families. In
practice, this means teachers make weekly calls to stu-
dents’ families, participate in drop-off and pick-up, and
schedule informal meetings with families—all in service
of providing multiple touchpoints and opportunities to
build relationships, and help families feel informed and

empowered in supporting their children’s education.

Teachers Can Foster Family Engagement by Working with Parents as Partners in
Supporting Students

There are many strategies teachers can use to engage families. Teachers lay the foundation for parent

engagement at the beginning of the school year by proactively getting to know parents and learning more

about their children. By integrating the input and feedback they receive from families, teachers are able to

develop and plan the supports they provide for students, including how they set the learning climate and the

goals they jointly work on.

Host a “meet and greet” where teachers can share
with families how they will communicate with
them throughout the year and their expectations
for students in their classes.

Create opportunities for informal interactions with
parents during drop-off and pick-up times—these
can serve to foster relationships and to share
information about students.

Assess student work and enter grades through-
out the year, and provide families access to those
grades so that they know if the student is falling
behind.

Leverage conferences as opportunities to work
with parents to make connections between

classroom material and expectations, and their
goals for students; teachers can also use these

opportunities to learn from parents about stu-
dent’s strengths, interests, and the development
of their children’s self-identity and agency outside
of the classroom and school.

Foster connections between parents, which
may serve as another mechanism to help parents
persevere through any challenges they encounter

in supporting their children at home.1?3

Send weekly email updates about what is happen-
ing in the classroom or send photos of students
working on projects in the classroom. This can
foster two-way communication by helping fami-
lies to feel engaged in the classroom community
and providing an opportunity for families to

share information back to teachers about student
experiences of particular lessons or projects.'?4

120 Hassrick, Raudenbush, & Rosen (2017).
121 The UChicago Consortium and UChicago Charter School are both
units of the University of Chicago Urban Education Institute.
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Principals Set the Tone for
Their Schools

School leaders play a vital role in creating and
sustaining authentic engagement with parents and
community members. When principals and teacher
leaders see parents as partners, they are better able

to engage parents and community members in school
improvement efforts.’*® The organization and culture
of schools play a large role in the success of school- and
teacher-led parent engagement efforts. Since there are
many ways in which parents can be involved in their
children’s education, it is valuable for teachers and
school leaders to work constructively with parents to
determine what shared efforts can be most produc-
tive.1?® Principals can organize teachers around shared
goals of family engagement and lead by example in their
interactions with families. It is important for teach-
ers and principals to think about how best to reach out
meaningfully to parents to increase their connections.
School leaders could engage staff in discussions of
ways to involve parents in roles beyond the oftentimes
surface-level tasks they are asked to participate in that
are not related to their children’s learning (such as
bake sales). School staff may inadvertently marginalize

families because they ask them to be involved in ways

that do not reflect the crucial role they could otherwise
play in support of their children’s education.

Principals can support teachers’ capacity to engage
with families by providing professional development on
parent engagement strategies.'?” Principals can provide
resources to mitigate challenges, extra supports for
students who are behind, and access to the resources
in ways which support a culture of trust and support.
They can also support teachers in accessing training
and resources around understanding the influence
that trauma has on student behaviors and experiences.
As highlighted in the prior chapter, this knowledge
helps support teachers in developing the trusting,
supportive relationships with students that can help
mitigate the negative consequences of adverse child-

hood experiences.

A Responsive Classroom Also
Informs Family Engagement
Engagement strategies should be intentional and
include strategies to reach parents who might face
barriers to participation. Every parent wants the best
for their child. Every parent wants to understand how
their child is experiencing school and what their teach-

ers are doing to foster learning and development of their

Principals Can Create a School Climate that Supports Family Engagement

Schools that are welcoming to families set a
positive foundation for engagement.

A welcoming school office environment with
friendly school staff who greet parents can
create a climate of respect and openness.

Schools can create easy opportunities for families
to be involved and stay informed. School climate
surveys are one mechanism which can provide
principals with information about which aspects
of school climate to prioritize.

Strategies should be responsive to the ways in
which families want to engage. There is no one-

size-fits-all approach to engagement. Strong
principals are reflective leaders who prioritize
the needs of their individual school community
when developing family engagement strategies.

Communication with families works best when it
is two-directional and when parent voice is visibly
valued. School leaders and teachers can create a
feedback loop with parents. This means frequent
opportunities to regularly share important infor-
mation, while simultaneously hearing and inte-
grating parental perspective on both individual
goals for their children’s learning and develop-
ment and on important school decisions.

125 Giles (2006); Louis (2003).
126 Epstein & Dauber (1991).
127 Weiss et al. (2005).
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children. As teachers develop family engagement strate-
gies, it is essential to reflect and think about the sorts of
opportunities they are creating for families to interact
with the teacher and the school. In many communities,
systems have been developed in ways which limit, if
not exclude, family involvement. Families can be shut
out of schools in obvious ways, such as a lack of school
communications in native languages. There are also
subtle practices that can make families feel excluded, for
example, receiving communications only when there is
a “problem” or something negative to share.'?® Parents
who have previously had positive experiences with
schooling or who have access to more social and financial
resources may be better positioned to engage in schools.
This can inadvertently perpetuate inequality of access
for families unless teachers and school leaders reflect
on the opportunities they are providing for engagement,
and how those are perceived by diverse parents. Many
schools in the U.S. today serve students from different
cultures and who speak a variety of languages at home.
Teachers and school leaders should review their engage-
ment strategies to ensure that they are being intentional
about conducting outreach to embrace all members
of the school community and are effectively reaching
families who otherwise may face barriers to engagement.
This can include things such as reviewing and evaluating
school-home communication systems and structures,
parent-teacher meeting times and locations, school event
planning, and how well school norms and the physical
school environment reflects and embraces the cultures
and languages of its students and families. By taking an
active and intentional approach with a specific focus on
engaging parents who might face barriers to engagement,
teachers and school leaders can further strengthen
supports for all students.

Itis important to put special emphasis on under-
standing the unique challenges facing families who
have different cultural backgrounds than their child’s
teacher or the dominant culture of the school staff.
By understanding the power of culture in supporting

students’ learning and development, teachers are

increasingly motivated to learn about the cultural back-
grounds of their students and integrate this knowledge
into the learning opportunities they create in their class-
rooms.'?® Learning about family culture and background
can help foster connections in the classroom. As first
steps, this can include having literature that reflects and
includes characters with diverse backgrounds; high-
lighting historical contributions made by individuals
from multicultural backgrounds beyond those which are
already well known; identifying role models within fields
of study that reflect students’ race and ethnicity; and
creating opportunities for students to share their cul-
tural backgrounds in class projects and assignments.'3°
However, frameworks for culturally responsive teaching
also emphasize the importance of “deep culture,” as edu-
cators come to understand different ways of viewing the
world or different conceptualizations of “the self” across
different cultures. These underlying aspects of culture
are critically important because they shape the ways
students learn and make meaning.’®' Concurrent with
providing a richer and more inclusive learning environ-
ment, teachers should also examine their own identities
and implicit biases. Reflecting on how the dominant
culture has influenced the development of structures
that perpetuate inequality can help foster understand-
ing and empathy, as well as create the foundation for a
responsive classroom. This can be difficult and emotion-
ally challenging work. School leaders can provide critical
leadership in supporting teachers to engage in under-
standing these deeper levels of cultural responsiveness
and in fostering a supportive and reflective environment
for adult learning.

Supporting a culturally responsive classroom
can help students in forming positive identities and
viewpoints of the world that reflect understanding and
appreciation for different cultural backgrounds. By
supporting students to appreciate and value diversity
and focusing on differences in culture as advantageous,
teachers can promote and recognize the unique and
valuable contributions their students’ cultures bring to

the learning environment.

128 Evans (2011); Hargreaves (2001).
129 Gay (2010).
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