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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Thirty years of research supports the conclusion that family involvement in children’s
education is critical to student achievement (U.S. Department of Education, 1994). Increasing
families’ involvement in the education of their children so that all children can achieve at levels
articulated in challenging academic standards is an important goal of Title I of the Elementary and
Secondary Education Act, as amended by the Improving America’s Schools Act (IASA) of 1994. For
example, Title I requires all schools and districts receiving Title I funds to engage in an extensive
array of activities to build the capacity of both parents and school staff to work together in support of
students’ learning. Title I also requires schools to develop, with parents, a written parent
involvement policy that describes how schools will keep parents adequately informed and how they

will involve parents in the planning, review, and improvement of Title I programs.

IASA requires that the U.S. Department of Education (ED) conduct a study of parent
involvement that identifies and describes:

o “common barriers to effective parental involvement in the education of participating
children;" and

"successful local policies and programs that improve parental involvement and the
performance of participating children."

Data sources for ED’s study include: (1) a review of the research literature on parent involvement;
(2) the Fast Response Survey of School and Family Partnerships in Public Schools, K-8 (SFSP), a
nationally representative survey of 810 elementary and middle schools; (3) the Parent/Family
Involvement component of the National Household Education Survey (NHES), a nationally
representative survey of 20,792 children and their parents; (4) profiles of 20 local Title I programs
that have been successful in overcoming barriers to parent involvement; (5) parent focus group
interviews conducted at’five of thosé programs; and (6) a survey of 36 state educational agencies
regarding state activities to promote school-family partnerships.

Barriers to Family Involvement in Their Children’s Education

A large body of research has documented that when schools make a concerted effort to enlist
parents’ help in fostering children’s learning, student achievement rises (Armor, 1976; Epstein, 1991;



Leler, 1983; Toomey, 1986). When schools invest in developing partnerships with families that
enable parents to support their children’s learning at home and in school, the potential benefits for
students are great. When school-related, family-related, or community-related barriers deter parents

from becoming involved, students lose an important source of support for their academic learning.

Lack of Time and Other Resources

Both schools and families frequently lack the time and other resources they need to establish

effective partnerships.

. Principals of K-8 Title I schools report that time is a barrier to parent involvement
more often than any other factor. Eighty-seven percent of Title I principals report
that lack of time on the part of parents is a significant barrier to parent involvement,
and 56 percent report that lack of time on the part of school staff is a barrier.

. Teachers and parents lack the logistical support that would facilitate their work
together. For example, many teachers lack access to private telephones, and parents
often lack the transportation and child care that would allow them to make more
frequent visits to schools.

. Time and resource constraints are especially problematic for poor parents. For these
parents, basic survival, child care, and health needs often interfere with their
participation in school events (Fruchter, Galletta, & White, 1992; Liontos, 1991).
Principals of high-poverty Title I schools report that fewer parents attend traditional
school events than principals of low-poverty Title I schools.

Lack of Information and Training

Most parents and school staff receive little training on how to work with one another.

’

. Almost half of principals (48 percent) in K-8 Title I schools report that lack of staff
training in working with parents is a great or moderate barrier to parent '
involvement.

. Some parents report that they do not know how to assist their children’s academic

learning. These parents would like more guidance from school staff on how to help
(Epstein, 1992; Leitch & Tangri, 1988).



Without the proper information and the skills to work together, school staff and families are
more likely to view each other with suspicion and distrust:

. Twenty percent of principals in K-8 Title I schools report that staff attitudes about
parents are a barrier to parent involvement in school. Uninformed teachers are more

likely to view parents’ absence in school as an indication that parents don’t care about
the education of their children.

Parents who experience schools as uninviting or alienating may decide that teachers
do not really care for them or their children. Twenty-seven percent of Title I
principals report that parent attitudes about the school are a problem.

School Organization and Practices

Traditional school organization and practices, especially in secondary schools, often
discourage family members from becoming involved.

. Survey data show that parents of older children are less likely to attend a school
event or volunteer at their child’s school than parents of younger children. For
example, 61 percent of principals of Title I elementary schools report that most or all
of their parents attend regularly scheduled parent-teacher conferences, compared with
22 percent of principals of Title I middle schools.

Because secondary schools are generally much larger than elementary schools, with
each teacher responsible for many more students, they can seem impersonal to
parents. Parents often find it difficult to identify a staff member specially charged
with the well-being of their child (Eccles & Harold, 1993; Rutherford, Billig, &

Kettering, 1995), and find it more difficult to develop a relationship with school staff
as a result.

Some schools continue to rely exclusively on traditional outreach methods that have proven
effective for only a limited number of families:

. Many school activities that involve parents, such as open houses and student
performances, tend to be school-dominated and peripheral to the day-to-day
operations of the school (Fruchter, Galletta, & White, 1992; Mannan & Blackwell,
1992; Swap, 1992). Survey data show that parent attendance at these kinds of events
is lower among parents with lower income and education levels.

If schools do invest in developing a repertoire of parent involvement activities that
emphasize personalized attention and interaction with parents, they will be more

successful in engaging parents whom they had given up as "hard to reach.” Survey
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data show that when schools engage in more personalized interactions with parents,

such as parent-teacher conferences, low-income and less-educated parents attend about
as often as other parents.

Family-School Differences

Differences in education level, language, and cultural styles between parents and school staff
sometimes make it more difficult for them to form effective partnerships.

- Parents who have little education themselves participate less often in school-related
parent involvement activities, such as volunteering in their child’s classroom or
attending parent-teacher conferences. Parents who have had negative experiences
themselves as students may avoid contact with their children’s schools as a result. In
fact, survey data show that parents’ educational level is even more strongly associated
with their involvement in schools than is household income level.

Survey data show that parents who do not speak English at home are less likely to
participate in school-based activities, and more likely to participate in fewer activities
over the course of the school year. Nevertheless, few principals of Title I schools
serving children with parents whose English skills are limited identified language
differences as a significant barrier. Parent survey data also suggest that parents do
not see language differences as a significant problem.

Culturally based differences in communication styles, expectations for teachers,
parents, and children, and views on the best ways to raise and educate children can
create discontinuities between families and schools (McCollum & Russo, 1993;
Kellaghan, Sloane, Alvarez, & Bloom, 1993).

Lack of External Support for Family-School Partnerships

Family-school partnerships are difficult to nurture without the support of state and district
policymakers, community organizations, and employers.

The absence of clearly defined and articulated policy on family involvement from the
state or district level and a lack of resources to support professional development
related to family involvement sends a powerful message to schools. When state or
district policies and resources do not reflect a clear priority placed on school-family

partnerships, schools are likely to respond by neglecting efforts to work effectively
with parents (Burns & McClure, 1993).




. Many neighborhoods lack easy access.to resources that can support parents’ efforts
to help their children learn. Such resources include libraries, museums, recreation
facilities, and health and social services.

. Many employers compound the pressures on parents. Flexible work schedules, part-
time employment options, and child care for working parents can provide the time and
logistical resources parents need to get more involved in school (Mannan &
Blackwell, 1992).

Survey data suggest that many of the barriers described in this report have significant,
measurable effects on parent involvement in schools, especially among low-income parents, parents
with little education, and parents of older children. Nevertheless, a vefy large percentage of parents
are involved in some way--for example, 76 percent of Title I principals report that half or more of
their parents attend open house or back-to-school night. Research on schools and families that have
developed effective partnerships in support of children’s learning suggests that parents and schools
must build on these first steps. Schools, under the leadership of principals, possess the primary
responsibility for initiating family-school partnerships; the experience of hundreds of schools across
the country demonstrates that it can be done.

Successful Local Approaches to Promoting Family Involvement in the
Education of Their Children

Many successful strategies used by Title I schools and districts across the country demonstrate
the capacity of families, schools, and communities, working together, to influence children’s learning
in positive ways. The experiences of 20 schools and districts that have been successful in engaging
parents in their children’s education illustrate many effective strategies for moving schools, families,
and communities beyond the common barriers to family involvement.

7’

Overcoming Time and Resource Constraints

e Schools can set aside time during the school day for teachers to meet with parents or
Jfree teachers from routine chores, such as lunchroom supervision, so that they can
work with parents. Teachers can use this time to meet with parents at school or visit
them in their homes. Stipends and compensatory time off also encourage teachers to
use time after school and on weekends.



Some schools can also use technology to support school-home communication. This

kind of logistical support includes easier access to telephones for teachers, voice mail,
and "homework hotlines."

To help parents overcome time and resource constraints, schools can provide
transportation and child care services, schedule events at convenient times, and
conduct home visits. Each of these strategies addresses a barrier faced by parents
who want to participate more often in school-sponsored parent involvement activities.

In addition to finding ways to help parents become involved at school, schools can
help parents support their children’s learning at home. 1In their daily interactions

with their children at home, parents can be powerful resources for promoting their
children’s academic success.

Providing Information and Training to Parents and School Staff

Training in basic parenting skills teaches parents about child development and how
to establish a home environment that supports student learning. This information
can help parents create a context at home that fosters students’ academic progress.

Courses that help parents build their own basic literacy skills, earn a GED,
accumulate college credit, or develop job-related skills also support parents’
involvement in their children’s education. By helping parents to reach their own

academic and vocational goals, schools equip them to better support their children’s
learning.

Workshops help parents support their children’s learning at home by offering
practical ideas on ways that parents can work with their children directly on school
_work. Common topics include helping students with curriculum-related activities,
homework, other academic decisions and planning, and preparing for required tests.

Some training prepares parents to contribute effectively to school decision-making or
to work as volunteers. This training enables parents to participate in school
governance and day-to-day operations. ,

Training for school staff is essential for supporting the development of effective
school-family partnerships. Such training addresses telephone calls, home visits, and
other contact strategies; communication skills for parent-teacher conferences: and
involving parents as leaders and decision-makers in the schools.

Engaging parent coordinators or volunteers to train school staff not only builds

parents’ leadership skills but also offers teachers the opportunity to learn first-hand
about parents’ perspectives.

Vi
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Restructuring Schools to Support Family Involvement

Some schools highlighted in this report have reorganized to promote closer interaction
between teachers and students and, by extension, between teachers and families. They have also

redefined traditional parent events to create more meaningful ways to welcome and involve parents in

school life.

. An on-going needs assessment helps schools respond.more effectively to parents’
needs and interests. By asking parents about their interests, needs, and ideas for
family involvement on an ongoing basis, schools help ensure that their efforts to reach
out to parents complement parents’ real needs and strengths.

o Schools can make changes to their physical environment. For example, they can

create a space just for parents within the school, such as a parent resource center, and
they can post a parent volunteer in the entrance hall to welcome parents.

Schools can also create formal organizational structures Jor parent participation.
Groups such as parent committees, volunteer committees, and site-based management

councils allow parents to take an active role in decisions affecting the school and their
children. -

Whatever steps schools take to develop close partnerships with families on behalf of students’
learning, schools that are most successful are prepared to reconsider all of their established ways of

doing business and to restructure in ways that will make them less hierarchical, more personal, and
more accessible to parents.

Bridging School-Family Differences

. Schools can help parents strengthen their own basic literacy skills. Some schools
highlighted in this report offer GED, ESL, and other adult basic education classes to
, parents on site; other schools send home projects and activity kits intended to build
parents’ literacy skills as they work on them with their children. At two of the
schools highlighted in this report, Even Start projects combine adult basic education,

parenting classes, and early childhood education in on-site programs designed to foster
literacy skills for both parents and children.

"Family Math" nights or similar events help allay parents’ fears about their own
mastery of subject matter. These events give parents a chance to learn together with
their children in an environment that is pleasant and non-threatening.

11
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To address language barriers, schools highlighted in this report provide extensive
translation services. These schools provide translation for school-home

communications, parenting training, and participation in decision-making and school
governance,

A home-school liaison, often a parent who lives in the community, can play a
crucial role in building trust between home and school. Because a home-school
liaison is usually closely identified with the community and shares the same cultural

background with parents, he or she is well-equipped to reach out to parents whose
cultural backgrounds differ from teachers’.

Other schools provide training and other activities to promote understanding of
different cultures among school staff.

Tapping External Support for Family-School Partnerships

Among the schools highlighted here, successful parent involvement strategies often grow out

of family resource centers and partnerships with local businesses, agencies, colleges, and universities.

School-community partnerships can support an array of services that help parents
get more involved in their children’s education. Such services may include
homework hotlines, social services such as substance abuse or child abuse prevention
conferences and workshops, adult education, health services, refurbished school
facilities, and refreshments for and transportation to school-sponsored events.

)

District and state supports for family involvement include policies, funding, training,
and family services that support school-family partnerships. With the backing of
these district and state supports, schools can draw on a broad system of expertise and
experience to cultivate partnerships with families. District and state-run parent
resource centers are one example of how schools can benefit.

" Effects on Student Achievement

Although it is impossible to attribute student achievement gains or other positive outcomes in
any school or district solely to their parent involvement activities, it does appear that many schools
that make parent involvement a pribrity also see student outcomes improve in some way. For
example, of the 13 schools highlighted in this report, eight report gains in student achievement data
over the last one to three years and four report gains in attendance rates or attendance rates hovering

consistently over 95 percent. Parents themselves believe that their involvement influences their

vill
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child’s performance in school. In focus group interviews, for example, many parents argued that
their involvement had improved their children’s attitude toward school and engagement in learning.

State Policies and Practices to Support Family Involvement in Education

State survey data suggest that states are taking an active role in supporting school and
district efforts to involve parents in their children’s education, although the intensity, extent, and
quality of this support is unclear. States have also undertaken a number of activities that support
school and district efforts to implement the Title I parent involvement requirements in IASA.

. Almost two-thirds of the 36 states responding to the survey report that they have
developed documents to guide state-level support of school and district family
involvement efforts.

o In more than half of responding states, statutes are in place to guide state-level
support of family involvement efforts.

. All of the 36 responding states identified at least one source of funding that
contributed to a state-level parent involvement budget.

o Of all the sources of funding available to states to support family involvement
activities, states rely most often on Title I and other federal funds. Thirty states
identified Title I as a source of funding for parent involvement activities, while only
19 of 36 states support family involvement with their own general education funds.

. Most of the 35 states responding to this section of the survey report providing
technical assistance and support to schools and districts that includes disseminating

information, providing staff development, and supporting parent education and
training.

. Most of the 35 states responding to this section of the survey report assisting schools
and districts in implementing the Title I parent involvement provisions, including
assisting with crafting parent involvement policies and school-parent compacts,

building capacity among staff and parents, and ensuring access and coordination with
other parent involvement efforts.

Early Implementation of the Title I Parent Involvement Provisions

Survey data collected from Title I elementary and middle schools in spring 1996, less than a
year after the new Title I provisions went into effect, provide some preliminary information on the

Q | 13




implementation of many activities required or endorsed by Title I. Because the data were collected

early, the findings presented in this report should be considered baseline measures of schools’
progress in implementing Title I.

. Sixty-four percent of Title I principals report that their schools consult parents in the
development of parent involvement activities. This consultation is a key requirement
of Title I.

. More than three-quarters (78 percent) of Title I principals report that their schools

have advisory groups or policy councils that include parents.

. A much smaller number of Title I schools report, however, that they consider parent
input when making decisions on selected topics related to school programs and
policies. For example, only 40 percent involve parents in making decisions about the
allocation of funds, and only 49 percent involve parents in making decisions about
discipline policies and procedures.

To build parents’ capacity to support their children’s learning, most Title schools take steps to
provide parents with information on how to help their children learn at home, although the quality, as
well as the reach, of the information provided clearly varies across schools.

. Ninety-six percent of Title I principals report that their schools provide information
to parents on at least one topic related to parenting or helping their children learn at
home. Topics include: (1) child or adolescent development; (2) nutrition, health, or
safety; (3) parenting skills; (4) information on community services; (5) helping with
homework; (6) developing study skills; and (7) ideas for learning activities outside of
school.

Other services to parents endorsed in the Title I legislation are fairly common among Title I
schools, although they are not universal.

. Of the Title I schools that serve students whose parents have limited English skills,
86 percent report that they provide interpreters for meetings. Sixty-nine percent
report that they provide translations of printed materials. These findings indicate a

relatively widespread effort on the part of Title I schools to accommodate parents with
limited English proficiency.

. Thirty-seven percent of Title I school principals report that their schools have parent

resource centers. An additional 14 percent report that their schools are currently
developing them.
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. More than two-thirds (67 percent) of Title I principals report that at least some of
their staff make home visits. Staff reach an average of 17 percent of families in one
year.

Conclusion

Although evidence of the most common barriers to parent involvement can be found in almost
any school, the experience of many schools and districts demonstrates that they can be overcome.
‘Schools that succeed in involving large numbers of parents and other family members in the education
of their children invest energy in finding solutions for problems, not excuses. Successful schools
view children’s success as a shared responsibility, and all stakeholders--including parents_;

administrators, teachers, and community leaders--play important roles in supporting children’s
learning.

Title I, as reauthorized by IASA, can be an important catalyst for the wider adoption of
policies and practices that have proven effective in fostering partnerships between schools and
families. Title I requires or endorses many strategies that are recognized as effective in supporting
parents’ involvement in their children’s education, and many of the practices highlighted in Title I--
for example, parent resource centers, home visits, and the provision of information and training to
parents--are already common among Title I schools.

It remains to be seen how well federal and state efforts to foster family-school partnerships
will support the successful development of school-family partnerships in Title I schools. Continuing
research will be needed to assess schools’ implementation of the Title I parent involvement provisions
as well as the quality of the assistance that schools receive from states and districts. A closer look at
the strategies required or endorsed in federal and state policy--for example, school-parent compacts,
information and training for parents and school staff, and special strategies such as home visits--as
they are implemented in schools will provide policymakers, practitioners, and parents with. a better
understanding of how all schools can sustain effective partnerships with families.

~
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I. INTRODUCTION

Thirty years of research supports the conclusion that family involvement in children’s
education is crucial to student achievement (Henderson & Berla, 1994; U.S. Department of
Education, 1994). When families are involved in their children’s education in positive ways, children
earn higher grades and receive higher scores on tests, attend school more regularly, complete more
homework, demonstrate more positive attitudes and behavior, graduate from high school at higher
rates, and are more likely to enroll in higher education. In fact, research suggests that family
encouragement of learning at home and family participation in school activities are critical factors
contributing to student achievement, even more so than the family’s socioeconomic status and parents’
education (Eagle, 1989; Ziegler, 1987).

Increasing families’ involvement in the education of their children so that all children can
achieve at levels articulated in challenging academic standards is an important goal of Title I of the
Elementary and Secondary Education Act, as amended by the Improving America’s Schools Act
(IASA) of 1994. Title I now requires that all schools receiving Title I funds develop a school-parent
compact that outlines how schools and parents will share the responsibility for ensuring that students
achieve at high levels. Title I requires that parents be informed of the state standards for what all
children are expected to know and the state assessments for measuring performance and progress;
Title I schools must also inform parents of the school’s curriculum, assessments, and the proficiency
levels used to evaluate student performance. In addition, Title I requires schools and districts to

engage in an extensive array of activities to build the capacity of both parents and school staff to work
together.

Study Goals and Data Collection Activities

IASA requires that the U.S. Department of Education (ED), through the Office of Educational -

Research and Improvement (OERI), conduct a study of parent involvement that identifies and
describes:

“common barriers to effective parental involvement in the education of participating
children;" and

“successful local policies and programs that improve parental involvement and the
performance of participating children."
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In order to support schools and districts in meeting the parent involvement requirements of the
reauthorized Title I, IASA also requires ED to disseminate the study’s findings on successful local
policies and programs to local school districts. OERI, with ED’s Planning and Evaluation Service,
contracted with Policy Studies Associates, Inc. (PSA) to assist in the development of this report to
Congress and in the preparation of a Title I Idea Book for dissemination to states and districts. The
Idea Book will present successful local policies and programs to help practitioners design better

approaches for involving parents and other family members in children’s education.

Findings from many data sources informed this report. First, a review of the research
literature on parent involvement identified the most commonly cited barriers to parent involvement
and provided a framework for later data analysis and reporting.

Second, two nationally representative surveys furnished data on barriers to parent involvement
in school activities and on school strategies to engage parents in their children’s education. The
Survey on Family and School Partnerships (SFSP) in Public Schools, K-8, a nationally representative
survey of 810 public schools administered as part of the Fast Response Survey System, provides data
on principals’ perceptions of the barriers to parent involvement, specific strategies undertaken by
schools to involve parents, and early implementation of Title I parent involvement provisions. Survey
data allow comparison of Title I and non-Title I schools on responses to some survey items, as well
as comparisons among schools with different concentrations of poverty and comparisons between
elementary and middle schools. Appendix A presents more information on the SFSP.

Third, the Parent/Family Involvement Component of the 1996 National Household
Educational Survey (NHES) provides data on the parents of a nationally representative sample of
20,792 children in K-12 public schools. Survey items address parents’ participation in school
activities, as well as information about specific strategies employed by schools to reach out to parents.
Although it is not possible to link parent responses on the NHES Parent Interview with their
children’s enrollment in Title I or non-Title I schools, NHES data do allow responses to survey items
to be disaggregated for low-income parents and parents with limited English skills, both populations
whose children are eSpemally likely to be served by Title I schools. Appendix A presents more

. mformatlon on the NHES.

To supplement these survey data, PSA selected 20 school- and district-level Title I programs
that have successfully overcome barriers to parent involvement, based on nominations from a panel of
study consultants and from the field. These comprehensive district- and school-level programs
enhance parent-school communications and help parents support their children’s academic work at

school and at home. Some of the 20 projects also involve parents in school planning and governance

2
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activities and as volunteers. Telephone interviews with staff and parents at these programs provided
detailed illustrations of specific strategies for overcoming barriers to parent involvement, as described
in this report. Appendix B presents basic information on each of these school and district programs.

PSA also conducted focus group interviews with parents at five of these successful local
programs to elicit parents’ perspectives on the most effective ways to engage parents in their
children’s education, barriers to parent involvement in Title I schools, and the steps schools can take
to reach out to parents. Data from these parent interviews inform our findings on barriers to parent
involvement and strategies for overcoming those barriers.

Finally, a survey of state activities to promote parent involvement conducted by the Council
of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) supplements data collected on school and district programs.
State educational agency (SEA) staff in 35 states and the District of Columbia provided information
on state efforts to support family involvement in children’s learning at school, at home, and in the
community. Survey topics included state policies and laws related to promoting family involvement
in schools, state support for activities that build families’ capacity for involvement, and state support
to schools and. districts to meet the parent involvement requirements of Title I. Appendix C presents
more information on the CCSSO survey.

Both this report and the Idea Book focus on children in grades K-12, setting aside parent
involvement activities in early childhood programs, about which much has already been written, and
both make a special effort to present examples of efforts to involve parents in middle schools and high
schools. In addition, this report examines barriers and successes to developing effective school-family
partnerships in the context of improving basic school programs--as described in Part A of Title I--
rather than in the context of specialized programs such as Even Start.’

' Part B of Title I, Even Start Family Literacy Programs, offers a valuable model for schools

seeking to involve parents more deeply in the education of their children. We include an example of
an Even Start program in chapter III of this report. However, because parents’in Even Start are
already enrolled in a program with a focused set of parent involvement activities, their circumstances
are different from those faced by schools and parents more generally.

3
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School-Family Partnerships

Parent involvement® can take many forms, both in the home and at school. At the most basic
level, most families can and do support their children’s learning in many ways: families love and
care for their children, meeting their basic physical and emotional needs so that they can fully engage
in learning; they teach children to value education, help them study at home, and provide them with
other learning experiences outside of school; and many support schools by volunteering and working
closely with teachers on specific academic goals for their children. Although many parents cannot
come often to the school building, research shows that nearly all parents want to know how to help
their children succeed academically (Center on Families, Communities, Schools, and Children’s
Learning, 1992). Schools that are most successful in engaging parents and other family members in
support of their children’s learning look beyond the more common definitions of school-based parent
involvément—-participating in a parent-teacher organization, volunteering at school, or signing
quarterly report cards--to a broader conception of parents as partners in the education of their
children. Rather than striving only to increase the participation of a few parents in school-based
activities, successful schools seek to support the ways that all families encourage their children to
learn both at home and in school. These efforts become the basis of a true partnership between
schools and families. Throughout this report, we use the term “parent involvement" in its broadest
sense--to describe one aspect of a fully-developed school-family partnership.

If families are to work with schools as full partners in the education of their children, schools
must provide them with the opportunities and support they need to become involved (Epstein, 1992;
Epstein, 1995). Too often schools expect families to do it all alone. Developing effective
partnerships with families requires that all school staff (administrators, teachers, and support staff)
create a school environment that welcomes parents, provide parents with the information and training
they need to become involved, and reach out to parents with invitations to participate in their
children’s learning. Because this study examines local school and school system efforts to improve
parent involvement and enhance student performance, school-initizited forms of parent involvement are

its main focus, rathc_er than the actions parents might take on their own with schools or with their

. children at home--as important as these parent-initiated efforts may be.

The four chapters that follow examine the most common barriers to effective parent
involvement in schools and local, state, and federal efforts to overcome those barriers and support the

development of effective school-family partnerships. Chapter II describes common barriers to

? Here and elsewhere in this report, the terms "parent involvement" and "family involvement”
are used interchangeably. As other family members take on the responsibilities of parents, they
become parents in the broadest sense of the word.
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effective parent involvement in Title I schools and schools serving low-income children, drawing on
our review of the relevant research literature and the SFSP and NHES surveys. Chapter III describes
comprehensive district- and school-level programs that enhance parent-school communications and
help parents support their children’s academic work at school and at home. Chapter IV describes
state efforts to support and encourage parent involvement in schools and districts. Chapter V
examines early implementation of recently enacted Title I parent involvement provisions, including
the adoption of parent involvement policies, school-parent compacts, and training activities for parents
and school staff. We conclude by summarizing the report’s findings, identifying areas of continuing
challenge, and make recommendations for future study.




II. BARRIERS TO FAMILY INVOLVEMENT IN THEIR
CHILDREN’S EDUCATION

A growing body of research evidence supports the idea that families and schools both exercise
"spheres of influence" (Epstein, 1995) over student achievement. Schools enable students to achieve
at high levels embodied in challenging academic standards by engaging them in high-level content and
providing them with the assistance they need to master that content, but families also play a key role
in supporting student achievement. In particular, families support students’ academic success by: (1)
creating a home environment that encourages learning; (2) expressing high, but realistic, expectations
for their children’s achievement; (3) monitoring out-of-school activities; (4) modeling the value of
learning, self-discipline, and hard work; and (5) encouraging reading, writing, and discussions among
farhily members at home (Henderson & Berla, 1994). These spheres of influence exercised by
schools and families may be drawn together or pushed apart. Where strong partnerships between
schools and families exist, teachers and parents see their influence as overlapping and mutually
reinforcing (Epstein, 1995).

Many studies have documented that when schools make a concerted effort to enlist parents’
help in fostering children’s learning, student achievement rises (e.g., Armor, 1976; Epstein, 1991;
Leler, 1983; Toomey, 1986). Similarly, students whose parents are involved at school or spend time
with them on educational activities achieve at higher levels (Benson, Buckley & Medrich, 1980;
Dauber & Epstein, 1993; Fehrmann, Keith, & Reimers, 1987; Tizard, Schofield, & Hewison, 1982;
Walberg, 1984). When schools invest in developing partnerships with families that enable parents to
support their children’s learning at home and in school, the potential benefits for student learning are
great. On the other hand, the barriers that deter family involvement in schools can have serious
consequences for students. When parents are less involved in their children’s education, both schools

and students lose an important resource for fostering students’ success in school.

Barriers to family involvement in their children’s education spring from many sources,
including the constraints facing teachers and other school staff, the challenges and pressures that
families face, and the language, cultural, and socioeconomic differences sef)arating families and
school staff. Based on a review of recent research and data from surveys of schools and parents, this
chapter identifies a common set of barriers to family involvement. It discusses the following school-
related, family-related, and community-related barriers:

. Lack of time and other resources

. Lack of information and training
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. School organization and practices
. Family-school differences
. Lack of external support for family-school partnerships

For many schools across the nation, the barriers to increasing parents’ involvement in their
children’s education that are described in this chapter are formidable obstacles. Experience in some
schools and communities, however, demonstrates that families and schools can work together to
manage these barriers and to develop productive partnerships.

Lack of Time and Other Resources

Time is crucial for establishing partnerships between families and schools, but both schools
and families frequently lack it. Eighty-seven percent of principals in K-8 Title I schools report that
lack of time on the part of parents is a barrier to parent involvement in their schools, and 56 percent
report that Jack of time on the part of school staff is a significant barrier. In fact, principals identified
these two barriers--lack of time for both parents and staff--as significant more often than any other
items included in the SFSP (see Exhibits II.1 and II.2).

In addition to time, both schools and families lack other resources needed to foster
partnerships. Teachers lack logistical support, such as access to private telephones, for their
interactions with parents, and parents often lack the child care and ability to take time off from work
that would allow them to make more frequent visits to schools. At a time when many priorities lay

claim to scarce education resources, logistical support for building school-family partnerships often
gets short shrift.

Lack of Time for School Staff

Because the majority of teacher time during the school day is devoted to instruction, teachers
have limited opportunities to reach out to parents during traditional school hours. In addition, union
contracts often restrict teachers’ availability after school hours. The rigid work rules contained in
many union contracts limit both the amount and the flexibility of the time that teachers can devote to
working with parents, and limit the schools’ options for planning parent involvement activities.
Principals who want to make parent involvement part of every teacher’s responslblhty often find their
hands tied by union contracts that dictate the number of evenings or weekends teachers can make
home visits or attend meetings with parents. In addition, the proportion of teachers who are parents

o
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themselves has increased over the years, placing additional demands on teachers’ time after school

(Swap, 1993).

According to SFSP data, over half of all Title I schools experience the pressure of time
constraints: 56 percent of Title I schools identify lack of time on the part of staff as a great or

moderate barrier to parent involvement, with no significant variation among Title [ schools of various

poverty levels (see Exhibit I1.3).3

Exhibit I1.3

Barriers to Parent Involvement Identified by Title I Principals,
by School Poverty Concentration

School Poverty Concentration

Barriers to Parent Involvement to a Great or All

Moderate Extent Schools 0-34% | 35-49% | 50-74% | 75%+
Lack of time on the part of parents 87% 88% 92% 90% 81%
Lack of time on the part of staff 56% 57% 62% 56% 52%
Lack of staff training in working with 48% 48% 48% 50% 44%
parents

Lack of parent education to help with 45% 14% 42% 62% 70%
homework '
Cultural differences between parents and 29% 9% 23% 42% 44 %
staff

Parent attitudes about the school 27% 15% 18% 34% 41%
Staff attitudes about parents 20% 17% 11% 22% 30%
Language differences between parents and 14% 5% 17% 13% 25%
staff
Safety in the area after school hours 11% 2% 7% 7% 31%

Exhibit reads: Eighty-eight percent of principals of K-8 Title I schools with free- and reduced-price
lunch rates of 0-34 percent report that lack of time on the part of parents is a barrier to
parent involvement to a great or moderate extent. ‘

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Fast Response Survey
System, "Survey on Family and School Partnerships in Public Schools, K-8," FRSS 58, 1996.

3

In this case and in others where we report that there is no significant difference in survey

results across various groups of schools, we mean that the differences did not grow progressively
higher or lower across categories, nor were they all statistically significant at the p=.05 level.

1l
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Lack of time constrains the way teachers are likely to interact with parents. According to
NHES survey data, school staff are much more likely to rely on mass communication, such as
newsletters or notices sent home with students, as the most efficient way to maintain contact with
parents, rather than more personalized contact in person or over the telephone. Ninety percent of all
parents* of public school children report that they received newsletters, memos, or notices addressed
to all parents from their child’s school one or more times during the school year; by contrast, 47
percent report that they received personal notes and 42 percent report that they were called on the
telephone (see Exhibit 11.4).5. Notes and phone calls home are less common for children in middle
schools and high schools, where teachers are responsible for many more students and find the time
they have available for contacting families stretched even more thinly. For example, 53 percent of
parents of children in grades 3-5 report that they received one or more netes from their child’s
teacher, while 45 percent of parents of students in grades 6-8 and 36 percent of parents of students in
grades 9-12 report the same (see Exhibit 11.4).

Similarly, schools’ own accounts of their communication with parents indicates that they tend
to rely on the most efficient methods for communicating with parents. According to the SESP, for
example, 56 percent of Title I principals report that their schools always give parents written interim
reports during grading periods, and 69 percent report that they always give parents written
information about the school’s performance on standardized tests. By contrast, only 16 percent of
Title [ principals report that their schools always give parents positive phone calls or notes when their
child’s performance improves at school (see Exhibit V.2 in Chapter V). Researchers note that this is
a potentially significant problem among Title I schools and tends to exacerbate barriers to parent
involvement. When school staff have so little personalized contact with parents, the contact they do
have tends to occur only during crisis situations. In these situations, teachers’ interactions with

parents tend to be negative and sometimes even adversarial (Swap, 1993).

“ The 1996 NHES sampled children, not parents, although a parent or guardian, not a child,
responded to the parent questionnaire in each household where a sampled child lived. As a result, the
findings based on NHES data presented here and elsewhere in the text represent the percentage of
children whose parent or guardian responded in a specific way to survey items. For the sake of
readability, we have described these findings as the percentage of parents responding to survey items.
However, it would be more precise to say, for example, that 90 percent of public school children had
a parent or guardian who reported that they received newsletters, notices, or memos. In fact, it is

impossible to estimate how the entire population of parents might respond to these survey items (see
note in Appendix A).

* In this case and in others where we report differences in survey results, the differences are
statistically significant at the p=.05 level.
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Exhibit II.4

Families’ Frequency of Contact with Schools, as Reported by Parents,
by Child’s Grade Level

During this school year, how many times
did your child’s school contact you Child’s Grade Level
without your having contacted them first?
How many times did they: All K-2 3.5 6-8 9.12
' Children’s
Parents'
Send your family personal notes?
Never _ 53% 45% 47% 54% 64 %
1-2 times 24% 24% 26% 25% 20%
3 or more times 23% 31% 27% 20% 16%
Call you on the phone?
Never 58% 56% 57% 57% 62%
1-2 times 24% 26% 25% 24% 21%
3 or more times 18% 18% 18% 19% 17%
Provide newsletters, memos, or notices
addressed to all parents?
Never 10% 5% 5% 12% 18%
1-2 times 14% 8% 9% 16% 21%
3 or more times 76 % 88% 86% 73% 61%

' The National Household Education Survey samples children, not parents, although a parent or guardian, not a
child, responded to the parent questionnaire in each household where a sampled child lived. As a result, the
tabulations presented here and in other exhibits based on NHES data represent the percentage of children whose
parent or guardian responded in a specific way to survey items. For the sake of readability, we have presented
these tabulations as the percentage of parents responding to survey items. In fact, it is impossible to estimate
how the entire population of parents might respond to the survey (see note in Appendix A).

Exhibit reads:

Forty-five percent of public school students in grades K-2 have parents who report that

their child’s school never sent them a personal note in the last year.

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Household
Education Survey, Spring 1996.
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Lack of Time and Other Pressures on Families

Title I principals identified lack of time on the part of parents as a great or moderate barrier
more often than any other concern--87 percent of Title I schools report that lack of time on the part
of parents is a significant barrier to parent involvement (see Exhibit II.1). The time pressures facing
parents result partly from changes in the workforce and family structures. For example, 70 percent
of mothers of school-aged children are now in the workforce compared with 30 percent in 1960, and
the number of single-parent families has doubled since 1970 (Swap, 1993).

Time constraints are especially problematic for economically disadvantaged parents, because
many work at jobs that do not provide the flexibility that is charaeteristic of professional occupations
(Burns & McClure, 1993; Dwyer & Hecht, 1992; U.S. Department of Education, 1994). In focus
group interviews, one working mother noted that schools "not being flexible with meeting times" was
a barrier to involvement for some parents. Outside of work, parents face many stresses--such as
meeting basic survival, child care, and health needs--which often take priority over school events
(Fruchter, Galletta, & White, 1992; Liontos, 1991).

School survey data also suggest that the relationship between school involvement and the
barriers associated with poverty is significant. Principals of Title I schools with large concentrations
of poor students report that fewer parents attend traditional school events, as compared with principals
in schools with smaller concentrations of poor students. For example, 64 percent of Title I principals
of schools with poverty rates less than 35 percent report that most or all of their parents attend open
house or back-to-school nights, while only 27 percent of principals of Title I schools with poverty
rates of 75 percent or more report the same level of parent attendance at those events (see Exhibit
IL.5). Title I schools report similar differences in attendance between high- and low-poverty schools
for other types of school events as well, including parent-teacher conferences, arts events, sports
events, and academic demonstrations. In all cases, higher-poverty schools are less likely to draw

most or all of their parents to selected school events than are lower-poverty schools.

Parents’ own reports of their attendance at school events confirm these findings. Parents
from households with higher incomes are more likely to attend a school event than parents from low-
income households; for example, 86 percent of parents in households earning more than $50,000 a
year report that they have attended a general school meeting in the last year, such as a back-to-school
night, while only 65 percent of parents in households earning less than $10,000 a year report that
they have attended a general school meeting (see Exhibit 11.6).
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Exhibit II.S5

Proportion of Parents Attending Selected Events at Title I Schools,
as Reported by Principals, by School Poverty Concentration

School Poverty Concentration

School Events and Proportion of Parents All Title I
A[[ending Schools! 0-34% 35-49% 50-74% 75% +

Open house or back-to-school night

Most or all 43% 64% 49% 28% 27%
More than half 33% 29% . 37% 38% 31%
About half or fewer 24 % 7% 14% 34% 43%

Regularly scheduled schioolwide parent-
teacher conferences

Most or all 54% 73% 61% 44 % 33%
More than half 23% 17% 23% 24 % 30%
About half or fewer | 23% 10% 15% 33% 38%

Arts events such as plays or dance or
musical performances

Most or all 32% 45% 36% 29% 13%
More than half 31% 37% 33% 32% 22%
About half or fewer 37% 19% 31% 39% 64 %
Sports events such as ~
Field Days
Most or all 10% 17% 11% 4% 8%
More than haif 22% 28% 22% 22% 12%
About half or fewer 68% 55% 67% 74% | 80%
Science fairs or other academic
demonstrations
Most or all 18% 34% 2% 0% | 3%
More than half 21% 30% || 26% 17% 11%
About half or fewer 61% 37% 52% 75% 86%

' More that 94 percent of all Title I schools hold back-to-school nights, parent-teacher conferences, or arts
events, with no significant variation by poverty concentration. More than 82 percent of Title [ schools hold
sports events or science fairs, with no variation by poverty concentration.

Exhibit reads: Among those schools that hold open houses or back-to-school nights, 64 percentv of
principals of K-8 Title I schools with free- and reduced-price lunch rates of 0-34 percent

report that most or all of their parents attend.

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Fast Response Survey
System, "Survey on Family and School Partnerships in Public Schools, K-8," FRSS 58, 1996.
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Exhibit I1.6

Family Attendance at School Events, as Reported by Parents,
by Household Income Level

Household Income Level

All
School Event Children’s $10,001- $20,001- $35,001-
Parents! $0-10,000 20,000 35,000 50,000 $50,001 +

Attended a general
school meeting, such
as a back-to-school 75% 65% 67% 72%. 79% 86 %
night or meeting of
the PTA

Went to a regularly
scheduled parent- 71% 69% 68% 69% 74 % 72%
teacher conference or
meeting

Attended a school or
class event, such as a

play or sports event, 65% 50% 58% 62% 70% 76 %
because of child

Acted as a volunteer

at the school or served 35% 22% 25% 31% - 40% 49%
on a committee

! The tabulations presented here represent the percentage of children whose parents or guardians responded in a

specific way to survey items. For the sake of readability, we have presented these tabulations as the percentage
of parents responding to survey items.

Exhibit reads: Sixty-five percent of public school students in grades K-12 who live in households earning
'$0-10,000 a year have parents who report that they attended a general school meeting in
the last year.

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Household
Education Survey, Spring 1996.

Although the time pressures created by inflexiblé or heavy work schedules are only one
reason why poor parents may find it difficult to attend school events (other reasons, such as parents’
own negative school experiences and limited ability to speak English, are discussed later in this
chapter), time, or lack of it, does appears to be important. For example, the difference in -

participation rates between high-income and low-income parents is higher for activities that require a
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greater time commitment; 49 percent of parents in the highest-earning households report that they
have volunteered at their child’s school or served on a committee, while only 22 percent of parents in
the lowest-earning households report that they have done the same (see Exhibit I1.6).

In addition to the pressures many families face in providing for their children, some families,
and especially those in schools with the highest concentrations of poverty, are reluctant to attend
school events after hours in neighborhoods where they worry about their personal safety. Although
most Title [ schools report that safety after school hours is a relatively minor concern,® nearly a third
of Title I schools with poverty rates of 75 percent or more reported that safety is a significant concern
(see Exhibit I1.3). Because crime tends to be concentrated in high-poverty neighborhoods, the
highest-poverty schools are most affected by parents’ fears about traveling to and from the school
after school hours.

Schools’ Lack of Funds and Other Resources

Most schools find that funding to support parent involvement activities is extremely limited.
Schools that struggle with growing class sizes or lack of instructional materials, for example, face
serious, and competing, demands for resources. As a result, schools must make difficult choices as
they allocate resources to strengthen family involvement. Title I funds can support various kinds of
family involvement activities, including home visits, parent resource centers, training for parents and
teachers, and additional staff whose primary responsibility is parent involvement. Schools that are
most successful in developing strong family-school partnerships, however, have usually included
parent involvement as an essential component of their general school improvement plans; these
schools often support the development of family-school partnerships with general school funds.
Nevertheless, these choices are often not easy to make.

On a more basic level, many schools lack simple logistical resources to support interaction
with families, such as telephones conveniently located for teachers to use and space for parent
meetings. Teachers need access to telephones in a location (not the school office) that alldws them to
have private conversations with parents. Few schools have voice mail systems or the technology that
would support homework helplines, both of which make it easier for teachers and parents on different
work schedules to communicate. For example, SFSP data show that 72 percent of Title I schools

S Only 2 percent of low-poverty Title I schools and 7 percent of Title I schools with moderate
concentrations of poverty said it was a significant barrier to parent involvement.
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have no homework helplines, making this one of the least common methods of communication
between schools and parents (see Exhibit V.2 in Chapter V).

Families’ Lack of Resources

Families may also lack the resources that can enhance relationships with schools. Even if
parents have free time, they may lack transportation or child care, making it difficult for them to
attend school events. In focus groups, parents cited child care responsibilities as one of the factors
that keeps them from getting involved, even when they 'do not work outside the home. As one
mother of two at a rural Title I school noted, "Some people have younger children at home and no
one to watch them, or maybe one vehicle and the husband takes it to work." Some parents do not
have telephones, making it harder for schools to contact them and for them to stay connected to the
school and other parents. One parent at an inner-city elementary school noted, "Lack of phones is a

problem, so we stand in the courtyard, and as parents bring their children to school, we try to tell

them what is going on." Most parents with telephones still lack the home technology (e.g., an

answering machine, or e-mail) needed to take part in computerized communication systems used by
some schools.

Lack of Information and Training

Most parents and school staff receive little training on how to work with one another.
Without the proper information, time, and the skills to work together, school staff and families are
more likely to view each other with suspicion and distrust. In such a climate, family-school
partnerships are difficult to foster.

Schools’ Lack of Knowledge about How to Work with Parents

According to SFSP data, almost half of Title I schools (48 percent) report that lack of staff
training in working with parents is a great or moderate barrier to parent involvement. Teachers often
have little understanding of parents’ strengths, needs, and interests and how parents can best support
their children’s learning; many teachers also do not know how to help parents become more involved
- (Burns & McClure, 1993; Epstein, 1992; Fruchter, Galletta, & White, 1992; Mannan & Blackwell,
1992; U.S. Department of Education, 1994). Teachers and administrators currently receive little or

no preservice or inservice training on how to develop family-school partnerships (Epstein, 1992;
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Liontos, 1991; Mannan & Blackwell, 1992; U.S. Department of Education, 1994). Only about half
the states require any training in parent involvement for teacher certification, and of those that do,
most focus on the early childhood and elementary levels (U.S. Department of Education, 1994). The
training that does exist for teachers of older children tends to portray parents as problems or
hindrances, not as assets, and often fails to note their strengths (Epstein, 1992, 1995).

Parents’ Lack of Knowledge about How to Contribute to Their Children’s Academic Learning

On the other side of the equation, parents frequently report that they do not know how to
assist their children’s academic learning. Without adequate support, parents are often uncomfortable
and lack self-confidence in such endeavors. In one study of parents’ and teachers’ perceived barriers
to collaboration in junior high schools, many parents expressed a sense of "not knowing what to do
next" and believing that there was nothing more they could do to help their child in school (Leitch &
Tangri, 1988). Parents with little education or low literacy skills themselves may be even less sure
about how to help their children. We address the special challenges facing these parents in the
section on “Family-School Differences" later in this chapter. '

Research shows that most parents would be willing to spend more time with their children on
school-related activities if schools simply gave them more guidance on ways they could contribute
(U.S. Department of Education, 1994). Parents can make a positive contribution to their children’s
educational achievement if they receive guidance and encouragement in the types of parent
involvement that can make a difference, such as reading with their children at home, or engaging in
out-of-school learning experiences appropriate to their child’s developmental level (Burns & McClure,
1993). As one elementary school parent observed, "Until someone grabs you and says, ‘Let me show
you how to do this,” you just don’t know how."

Misperceptions and Distrust between Parents and Teachers

When structural barriers to the involvement of parents and other family members are high and
parents and teachers lack the information and skills needed to work together, misconceptions and
mistrust between school and home can flourish. Within schools, uninformed teachers are more likely
to view parents’ absence in school as an indication that parents don’t care about the education of their
children. This is a false impression, since research shows that the majority of parents care deeply
about the their children’s education but want guidance from schools on ways they can contribute

(Epstein, 1992). Uninformed teachers are more likely than knowledgeable teachers to believe that
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parents who do come to school are trying to subvert their professional judgment and classroom
authority (Burns & McClure, 1993; Epstein, 1992; Epstein, 1995; Leitch & Tangri, 1988; Liontos
1991).

»

Parents’ observations in focus group interviews suggest that the attitudes of school staff are
crucial to their success in working with parents. Asked what advice they would offer for schools
trying to bolster parent involvement, many parents answered with one word: "Respect." "Get to
know the parents; make them feel as if they belong," one elementary school parent noted. "Keep the
parents informed; let them know you are interested in them and you want them to know what is going
on in the school." Schools that make it an important part of their mission to cultivate those attitudes
are likely not only to have a better rapport with parents but te win their trust and participation.

Although staff attitudes were a central concern for parents in focus group interviews, a
relatively small number of Title I principals (20 percent) report that staff attitudes about parents are a
great or moderate barrier to parent involvement (see Exhibit II.1). - Principals of high-poverty Title I
schools are more likely to see staff attitudes as a problem than principals of low-poverty schools, and
Title I middle school principals are more likely to report that staff attitudes are a problem than Title I
elementary school principals. Thirty percent of Title I principals in high-poverty schools report that
staff attitudes about parents are a barrier, compared with 17 percent of principals of low-poverty Title
I schools (see Exhibit I1.3), and 30 percent of Title I middle school principals report that staff
attitudes are a barrier, compared with 19 percent of elementary school principals.

As we have seen, parent involvement in traditional school activities tends to be lower in
higher poverty schools and in middie schools. These data, and the fact that high-poverty schools and
middle schools are more likely to report that staff attitudes are a significant barrier to parent
involvement, may suggest that when teachers interact with parents less often, they have fewer chances
to develop personal relationships based on understanding and trust, and misperceptions are more
likely to sour staff attitudes. However, survey data on teachers’ attitudes about parents are limited by
the fact that the survey instrument did not define the phrase "staff attitudes"; as a result, schools
could have been referring to a whole range of beliefs and perspectives when they 1dent1ﬁed staff
attitudes as a barrier to parent involvement.

Within families, misperceptions of schools and schooling can also be impediments to effective .

parent involvement. Some parents are reluctant to engage in partnerships with schools because they
do not see the schooling of their children as their responsibility, or because they distrust teachers and
schools (Dwyer & Hecht, 1992; Fruchter, Galletta, & White, 1992). Parents who experience schools

as uninviting or alienating may decide that teachers do not really care for them or their children.
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More Title I principals (27 percent) report that parent attitudes about the school are a
significant barrier to parent involvement than staff attitudes about parents (20 percent) (see Exhibit
II.1). Principals of high-poverty Title I schools are more likely than principals of low-poverty Title
schools to see parent attitudes as a problem; 41 percent of high-poverty Title I schools reported that
parent attitudes are a barrier to parent involvement, as opposed to 15 percent of low-poverty schools
(see Exhibit II.3). In high-poverty schools, school staff are less likely to belong to the community
served by the school and the social and class differences between teachers and parents tend to be
greater, leading to greater perceptions of uneasiness and distrust. Like the survey data on staff
attitudes, however, these findings on parent attitudes are limited by the fact that they may refer to a
‘whole range of beliefs held by parents or perceived by schools.

School Organization and Practices

The way schools are organized often discourages family members from becoming involved.
The dominant model of school organization emphasizes hierarchy as opposed to collaboration, and
family-school relationships tend to reflect this model. The problems associated with school
organization are generally greater in middle and high schools, where large school sizes and
departmentalized staff reinforce parents’ perceptions that schools are impersonal and anonymous
places. In addition to the barriers associated with school structure and organization, the traditional
repertoire of strategies for reaching out to parents, such as newsletters or calls home when 2 student
is in trouble, is extremely Iimited.' Although traditional methods of communicating with parents are

still useful, schools need to expand their arsenal of strategies in order to reach all families more
effectively.

School Environments That Discourage Collaboration

The traditional approach to managing schools emphasizes hierarchy and'i,ndividualism. In
many schools, teaching continues to be an isolating experience, where partnerships and collaboration
among teachers still tend to be the exception rather than the rule. Swap (1993) argues that this
hierarchical, bureaucratic approach to school organization and management governs schools’
relationships with families as well. Under a bureaucratic "delegation model" of family involvement,
parents accept the proposition that the job of education has been delegated to the schools (making
their involvement unnecessary), and educators learn to see parent involvement as interference with

their own job responsibilities. In this scenario, conversation is necessary only during crisis situations,
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and, as a result, these exchanges tend to exacerbate perceptions of alienation and distrust (Swap,
1993).

Parents participating in focus group interviews suggested that warm and welcoming attitudes
are the most important resource a school can offer to encourage parent involvement. These parents
often highlighted the personal qualities of teachers and principals who went out of their way to help
parents, make them comfortable, and communicate with them about their children. “The teachers are
warm and friendly, and you can talk to the principal anytime," noted one elementary school parent.
Another observed, "We’re all like a big family here." These parents described a feeling of
community and family that is at odds with the culture of bureaucratic efficiency common in traditional
“factory model" schools. As one parent observed: -

“When we first moved here, my children were in a traditional school and the teachers looked
at my husband and me as if to say ‘What are you doing here?’ But here, teachers’ attitudes
are positive and encouraging. "

Structural Barriers in Middle and High Schools

The organization of many middle schools and high schools deters collaboration between
school staff and families. Middle and high schools are usually much larger than elementary schools,
and are organized into departments. Students have five to eight different teachers each year, and each
teacher may see as many as 120 students a day. These conditions make schools much more
impersonal for parents, who usually find it difficult to identify a staff member specifically charged
with the well-being of their child (Eccles & Harold, 1993; Rutherford, Billig, & Kettering, 1995). In
addition, middle schools and high schools are usually located farther from students’ homes than are
neighborhood elementary schools, making it more difficult for parents to attend events at the school.

Survey data show that family involvement tends to decrease sharply as students grow older. -

Middle schools draw many fewer parents to traditional school events than do elementary schools; for
example, 49 percent of Title I elementary principals report that most or all of their parents attend
open house or back-to-school nights, while only 8 percent of Title I middle schools report that most
or all of their parents attend (see Exhibit I11.7). Sixty-one percent of elementary principals report that
most or all of their parents attend parent-teacher conferences, while only 22 percent of principals of
middle schools that hold parent-teacher conferences report that most or all of their parents attend.
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as Reported by Principals, by Grade Levels Served

Exhibit I1.7
Proportion of Parents Attending Selected Events at Title I Schools,

All Title I Grade Levels Served?
School Events and Proportion of Schools'
Parents Attending Elementary Middle Elementary/Middle
Open house or back-to-school night
Most or all 43% 49% 8% 36%
More than half 33% 31% 56% 30%
About half or fewer 24% 20% 37% 37%
Regularly_écheduled schoolwide parent-
teacher conferences
Most or all 54% 61% 22% 46%
More than half 23% 22% 21% 30%
About Half or fewer 23% 17% 60% 24%
Arts events such as plays or dance or
musical performances
Most or all 32% 37% 21% 20%
More than half 31% 31% 34% 32%
About half or fewer 37% 33% 45% 48%
Sports events such as
Field Days
Most or all 10% 13% 0% 7%
More than half 22% 18% 26% 39%
About half or fewer 68% 68 % 75% 54%
Science fairs or other academic
demonstrations
Most or all 18% 20% 6% 17%
More than half 21% 23% 16% 1%
About half or fewer 61% 57% 78% 3%

' More that 94 percent of all Title I schools hold back-to-school niglits, parent-teacher conferences, or arts
events, with no significant variation by poverty concentration. More than 82 percent of Title I schools hold

sports events or science fairs, with no variation by poverty concentration.

? Schools where the highest grade level is six or lower are defined as Elementary schools; schools where the
highest grade level is 7 or 8, and the school serves four grade levels or fewer are defined as Middle schools
(i.e., 5-8, 6-8, 7-8, 4-7, 5-7, 6-7); all other schools are defined as Elementary/Middle combinations.

£
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Exhibit reads: Among those schools that hold open houses or back-to-school nights, 49 percent of
principals of Title I elementary schools report that most or all of their parents attend.

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Fast Response Survey
System, "Survey on Family and School Partnerships in Public Schools, K-8," FRSS 58, 1996.

Differences in parent attendance rates between middle schools and elementary schools are smaller but

significant for arts events, sports events, and academic demonstrations.

Similarly, the number of parents reporting that they attended a school event or volunteered at
their child’s school in the last year falls off between the elementary and middle school grades, and
between the middle and high school grades. For example, the number of parents reporting that they
have attended a general school event in the last year declines from 83 percent of parents of students in
grades 3-5 to 76 percent of parents of students in grades 6-8 to 63 percent of parents of students in
grades 9-12 (see Exhibit I1.8). The number of parents who volunteered at their child’s school drops
from 45 percent of parents of third through fifth graders to 27 percent of parents of sixth through
eighth graders and 26 percent of parents of ninth through twelfth graders.

Although barriers to parent involvement increase at the middle and high school levels, school
supports for parents tend to decrease. Epstein notes that "Parents [of older children] need even more
self-confidence, negotiation skills, information-gathering skills, and intervention skills than parents of
young children but typically get less assistance from schools" (1992, p. 1144). Survey data show that
as children move up through the grade levels, however, schools tend to provide parents with less
information, not more. For example, a larger proportion of elementary school parents than secondary
school parents report that their child’s school does a good job of letting them know (between report
cards) how their child is doing, providing information about why their child is placed in a particular
group or class, or providing parents with information on community services (see Exhibit 11.9). A
. smaller proportion of secondary school parents report that their child’s school provides parents with
information and materials to help them support their child’s learning at home. For example, 56
percent of parents of students in grades K-2 report that their child’s school does a good job of
providing them with workshops, materials, or advice about how to help their.children learn at home,
while only 45 percent of parents of students in grades 3-5, 31 percent of parents of students in grades

6-8, and 22 percent of parents of students in grades 9-12 report the same about their children’s
schools (see Exhibit 11.9). .
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Exhibit IL.8

Family Attendance at School Events, as Reported by Parents,
by Child’s Grade Level

Child’s Grade Level
All

Schoo! Event Children’s K2 3-5 6-8 912
Parents’

Attended a general school
meeting, such as a back-to-school 75% 81% . 83% 76 % 63%
night or meeting of the PTA

Went to a regularly scheduled

parent-teacher conference or 1% 87% 85% 68 % 48%
meeting

‘Attended a school or class event,

such as a play or sports event, 65% 67% 73% 64% 58%
because of child

Acted as a volunteer at the school
or served on a committee 35% 47% 45% 27% 26 %

! The tabulations presented here represent the percentage of children whose parents or guardians responded in a

specific way to survey items. For the sake of readability, we have presented these tabulations as the percentage
of parents responding to survey items.

Exhibit reads: Eighty-one percent of public school students in grades K-2 have parents who report that
they attended a general school meeting in the last year.

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Household
Education Survey, Spring 1996.

Although we might expect secondary schools to adapt the information they provide to parents
to suit the age level of the children they serve (for example, we might expect secondary schools to
provide parents less information about child development than elementary schools), parents of
students in grades 6-12 report that their child’s school does a good job providing them with
information less often than pare;lts of elementary school students, even on topics particularly relevant
to students in grades 6-12 (see Exhibit 11.9). For example, only 41 percent of high school parents
say their child’s school does a good job of providing them with informétion on how to help their child
plan for college, and only 27 percent say that their child’s school does a good job of providing
information about helping their child plan for work.
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Exhibit I1.9

Effectiveness of Communication between Families and the School,
as Reported by Parents, by Child’s Grade Level

Parents’ Assessment of How Well Child’s Grade Level
Their Child’s School Communicates
with Them on Selected Topics All
Children’s K-2 3-5 6-8 9-12
Parents'

Lets family know (between report
cards) how child is doing

Very well . 57%. 64% 61% 57% 49%
Just OK 30% 25% 27% 32% 34%
Not at all 13% 11% 13% 12% 16%

Helps family understand what
children at child’s age are like

Very well 35% 50% 39% 31% 23%
Just OK 32% 31% 34% 32% 29%
Not at all 34% 20% 27% 37% 48%

Makes family aware of chances to
volunteer at school

Very well 56% 73 % 69% 48% 37%
Just OK 28% 20% 23% 33% 33%
Not at all 17% 7% 7% 20% 30%

Provides workshops, materials, or
advice about how to help child learn

at home
Very well 38% 56% 45% 31% 22%
Just OK : 29% - 27% CO32%7 T29% | 27%

Not at all 33% 17% 23% 40% . 51%

Provides information about how to
help child with his/her homework

Very well 37% 55% 45% 33% - 23%

Just OK 31% 28% 33% 31% 30%

Not at all » 33% 17% 2% 36% 47%
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Parents’ Assessment of How Well Child’s Grade Level
Their Child’s School Communicates
with Them on Selected Topics All
Children’s K-2 3-5 6-8 9-12
Parents’

Provides information about why
child is placed in particular groups

or classes
Very well 40% 49% 46% 37% 31%
Just OK 26% 23% 27% 27% 26%
Not at all 34% 28% 27% 36% 43 %

Provides information on community
services to help child or family

Very well 33% 43% 39% 29% 24%
Just OK 33% 35% 35% 33% 31%
Not at all 33% 22% 26% 38% 44%

Provides information on how to help
child plan for college

Very well - -- -- -- 41%
Just OK , - - - - 31%
Not at all - -- - - 28%

Provides information about how to
help child plan for work after
he/she completes his/her education

Very well -- - -- - 27%
Just OK -- -- -- -- 33%
Not at all -- -- -- -- 40%

' The tabulations presented here represent the percentage of children whose parents or guardians responded.in a. .. -
specific way to survey items. For the sake of readability, we have presented these tabulations as the percentage
of parents responding to survey jtems.

Exhibit reads: Sixty-four percent of public school students in grades K-2 have parents who report that
their child’s school lets them know how the child is doing between report cards "very.

“well." ' .

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Household
Education Survey, Spring 1996.
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Without a primary point of contact (a classroom teacher) to help them get involved, secondary
school parents are also less likely to know about ways they can contribute in their child’s school. For
example, only 7 percent of parents of children in grades K-2 and 3-5 say that their child’s school
failed to make them aware of chances to volunteer at the school, while 20 percent of parents of
students in grades 6-8 and 30 percent of parents of students in grades 9-12 said their children’s
schools never gave them information about chances to volunteer (see Exhibit 11.9).

Some of the variation in parent participation rates can be explained by the fact that as children
grow more independent, parents may believe that it is less appropriate for them to be directly
involved in their children’s schooling. Also, as children mature and grow more articulate, parents
may believe that they can track their children’s academic progress by talking with their children and
monitoring grades at home, rather than relying on close contact with teachers. Some parents who
participated in focus groups for this study suggested, however, that the pressures young people
experience today--from drugs to gangs to teenage pregnancy--make it even more critical to stay
involved as their children grow older. "When your child is younger, you feel you have to be there to
protect your ‘baby,” and as they get older parents tend to think “They don’t need me,”" said one high
school parent. "But it’s just the opposite--they need you more. "

Limited Repertoire of Strategies for Increasing Family Involvement

Epstein and Dauber argue that what schools do to involve parents is crucial: "The strongest
and most consistent predictors of parent involvement at school and home are the specific school
programs and teacher practices that encourage and guide parent involvement" (Epstein & Dauber,
1991, p. 61). Despite the importance of schools’ efforts to support family involvement in children’s

learning, many schools continue to rely exclusively on traditional outreach methods that have proven
effective for only a limited number of families.

As we have seen, parent attendance at traditional school events, such as open-house or back-
to-school nights varies with parents’ education and income levels. An exception to this general
pattern is parent attendance at regularly scheduled parent-teacher conferences, where there is no
significant difference in attendance rates among parents from households of various income levels (see
Exhibit 11.6). It appears that most parents, no matter what the demands on their time or their.
inclination to attend other kinds of events, find a way to meet with their child’s teacher to discuss his
or her progress and needs one-on-one. However, parents who are struggling with competing-
priorities at home will be less likely to find that other school activities, which promise less

personalized attention from teachers, are a worthwhile investment of their time and energy. These
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findings suggest that, if schools do invest in developing a repertoire of parent involvement activities
that emphasize personalized attention and interaction with parents, they will be more successful in
engaging parents whom they had given up as "hard to reach."

Nevertheless, many school activities that involve parents, such as bake sales, open houses,
and student performances, tend to be school-dominated and peripheral to the day-to-day operations of
the school (Fruchter, Galletta, & White, 1992; Mannan & Blackwell, 1992; Swap, 1992). Ina
typical day of parent-teacher conferences, for example, parents arrive at fifteen minute intervals to
discuss their children’s progress. Although these conferences can be useful, the allotted fifteen -

minutes rarely permits either extended discussion of students’ accomplishments and needs or effective

. problem-solving by parents and teachers (Swap, 1993). As Swap writes, both parents and teachers

feel pressure to "smooth over problems, limit honest dialogue, inhibit future connections, [and] see

themselves as separate” (Swap, 1993, p. 21). As a result, both are likely to find the encounter
disappointing.

One problem underlying traditional family involvement efforts undertaken by schools is the
fact that schools organize many activities and events based not on what parents say they need but on
what schools believe parents need. This decision may lead parents to view some of these programs as
"something done for the parents, rather than with the parents" (Mannan & Blackwell, 1992, p. 220).
Parents may further perceive that they are simply part of a school’s public relations program and that
their input is not genuinely valued. As a result, these parents may eventually stop attending school
events altogether (Mannan & Blackwell, 1992). A second problem is the fact that many school-based
activities are designed with traditional two-parent, one-earner family structures in mind. The increase
of single-parent families and families where both parents work requires that schools develop
opportunities for parents to partiéipate in their children’s education that accommodate parents’ work
schedules and other responsibilities. If schools are to succeed in developing strong school-family

~ partnerships, they must expand their repertoire of activities to reach all families and to engage family

members in activities that are central to the education of their children and the life of the school.

Family-School Differences

Although all families face barriers to involvement, including those described in the sections
above, it is often the case that families from different linguistic, cultural, and socioeconomic
backgrounds have an especially hard time connecting with schools. Schools must make a concerted
effort to reach these families and engage them in meaningful partne.rships.
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Parents’ Lack of Formal Education

Parents who have had negative experiences themselves as students may avoid contact with
their children’s schools and teachers to avoid reviving bad memories or experiencing again similar
unpleasant encounters (Finders & Lewis, 1994; Liontos, 1991). Parents who did not graduate from
high school or finish college, or parents who have weak literacy skills, may also doubt their own
ability to help their children with homework or see themselves as intellectually inferior to teachers

- and administrators, avoiding contact as a result. Some parents with little education may not be able

to read or understand the print materials sent home to families. To be sure, not all such parents
respond this way; some comments by parents in focus group interviews suggested that parents who
did not finish high school themselves may be willing to work harder to turn the tide for their own
children. Even so, many parents perceive themselves as less knowledgeable than teachers and avoid
what they think will be embarrassing exchanges (Liontos, 1991). As one parent serving as president

of a Title I parent advisory council noted, "Some parents are academically insecure; they do not want
to be embarrassed. "

Forty-five percent of Title I principals report that parents’ lack of education is a barrier to
parent involvement. Lack of parent education was cited as a barrier much more frequently by
principals of high-poverty schools than by principals of schools with lower concentrations of poverty;
70 percent of schools with poverty levels of 75 percent or more report that lack of parent education is

a significant barrier, as opposed to 42 percent of schools with 35-49 percent poverty and 14 percent
of schools with 0-34 percent poverty (see Exhibit 11.3).

Parent survey data show that differences in participation at school events are even more
pronounced among parents of different educational levels than they are among parents of different
income levels or parents of children at different grade levels (see Exhibits I1.10, I1.6, and II1.8).
Parents’ participation rates fall off especially sharply for children whose mothers did not complete
high school, suggesting that parents who did not finish school themselves are reluctant to spend time
in a setting that reminds them of this. For example, 56 percent of parents in households where the
mother did not complete high school report that they have attended a general school meeting in the |
last school year, as opposed to 74 percent of parents where the mother is a high school graduate with

no further training. Parents in households where the mother is a college graduate are more likely

than parents in households where the mother is a high school graduate to attend some types of school

events, with 88 percent of parents in households where the mother is a college graduate reporting that
they attended a general school meeting. The differences in levels of involvement are even more

pronounced for activities that require parents to spend significant amounts of time at the school;
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Exhibit I1.10

Family Attendance at School Events, as Reported by Parents,
by Mother’s Educational Level

Mother’s Educational Levef?

All
School Event Children’s || Less Than Some
Parents! High High School Vocational/
School Graduate Technical College
Training Graduate
Attended a general school
- meeting, such as a back-to-

school night or meeting of 75% 56% 74% 79% 88%

the PTA

Went to a regularly

scheduled parent-teacher 1% 63% 69% 74 % 77%
conference or meeting

Attended a school or class
event, such as a play or

sports event, because of 65% 43% 62% 70% 77%
child

Acted as a volunteer at the

school or served on a i 36% 16% 32% 40% 53%
committee

' The tabulations presented here represent the percentage of children whose parents or guardians responded in a

specific way to survey items. For the sake of readability, we have presented these tabulations as the percentage
of parents responding to survey items.

? The analysis here and in Exhibits II.11 and I1.12 was done using the mother’s highest level of education (the
term "mother" includes birth mother, adoptive mother, stepmother, foster mother, and other female guardians).
The NHES parent survey, however, asked respondents to describe the participation of all adults in the sampled
child’s school activities. The 6 percent of households that had no mother were not included in the cross-
tabulations that generated these findings. In the remaining 94 percent of cases, the mother’s educational level
represents the education of one of the adults whose activities -are described in the survey.

Exhibit reads: Fifty-six.percent of K-12 public school students whose mothers have less than a high

school education have parents who report that they attended a general school meeting in
. the last year. '

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Household
Education Survey, Spring 1996.
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for example, 53 percent of parents in households where the mother is a college graduate report that

they acted as volunteers or served on the school committee, as opposed to 32 percent of parents in
households where the mother is only a high school graduate and only 16 percent of parents in
households where the mother did not complete high school. Similarly, in households where the

mother is less educated, parents were less likely to participate in a large number of activities over the

course of a school year than their better-educated counterparts (see Exhibit II.11).

Exhibit II.11

Frequency of Family Participation in School Events,
as Reported by Parents, by Mother’s Educational Level

Mother’s Educational Level?
Number of Events Some
Attended by Family : High School Vocational
Members in the Last All . Less Than Graduate /Technical College
Year Children’s || High School Training Graduate
Parents'
0 8% 20% 9% 6% 2%
1-4 52% 61% 55% 50% 42%
59 20% 13% 19% 21% 25%
10+ 20% - 6% 17% 23% 30%

' The tabulations presented here represent the percentage of children whose parents or guardians responded in a

specific way to survey items. For the sake of readability, we have presented these tabulations as the percentage
of parents responding 10 survey items.

? See note to Exhibit I1.10.

Exhibit reads: Twenty percent of K-12 public school students whose mothers have less than a high

school education have parents who reported that they attended no meetings or other
school events in the last year.

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Nationél Household
Education Survey, Spring 1996.

Parents with more education also tend to be more confident about their ability to help their
children at home. Although large numbers of parents across all education levels reported that.they

were confident about their ability to help their children in grades 6-12 with their homework, their
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responses varied according to their level of education. For example, the percentage of parents in
households where the mother is a college graduate who séy they are confident about helping their
children with their English homework is 20 percentage points higher than the percentage of parents in
households where the mother did not finish high school (see Exhibit II.12). 4

Exhibit II.12

Parents’ Confidence about Their Ability to Help Their Children
in Grades 6-12 with Their Homework, as Reported by Parents,
by Mother’s Educational Level

Mother’s Educational Level?
All
Subject Children’s Some
Parents’ Vocational/
Less Than High School Technical College

High School Graduate Training Graduate
Math 80% 74% - 78% 81% 85%
English composition;
literature, reading 93% 78% " 93% 96 % 98 %
Science 87% 78% : 86% 88% 94 %

' This question was only asked of parents of students in grades 6-12; therefore, the table only reflects the

reports of parents of secondary school students. The tabulations presented here represent the percentage of
children whose parents or guardians responded in a specific way to survey items. For the sake of readability,
we have presented these tabulations as the percentage of parents responding to survey items.

2 See note to Exhibit I1.10.

Exhibit reads: Seventy-four percent of students in grades G-12 whose mothers have less than a high
school education have parents who report that they feel confident about their ability to
help their children with their homework in math.

7

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Household
Education Survey, Spring 1996.

Language Differences

The problems that arise when schools and families do not speak the same language are
obvious. Language gaps impede the exchange of information between schools and families, make

teachers and parents less comfortable in dealing with each other, and make parents less confident
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about their a{bility to help their children with their school work. As one Latino parent at an iriner-ciiy
elementary school summed it up: "Some parents are shy because they don’t know English."

NHES data show that parents who do not speak English at home participate less often in
certain kinds of school-based activities. For example, while 67 percent of parents who speak English
at home report that they have attended a school or class event in the last year, only 43 percent of non-
English-speaking parents have.” Thirty-seven percent of parents who speak English at home report
that they have volunteered at their child’s school, while only 15 percent of non-English-speaking
parents report that they have (see Exhibit I1.13). Similarly, parents who do not speak English at
home are less likely to participate frequently in school events; for example, only 3 percent of parents
who do not speak English at home report that they have attended meetings or participated in school
activities ten times or more in the last year, as opposed to 21 percent of English-speaking parents (see
Exhibit I1.14). Conversely, non-English-speaking parents were more likely not to attend any events at
all (see Exhibit 11.14). Although parents who do not speak English at home participate less often in
school events than parents who do speak English at home, it is impossible to know whether this

difference is due to a language barrier or to barriers raised by differences in culture, as described
below.

Despite the challenges faced by schools serving large numbers of children with parents whose
English skills are limited, few Title I schools or parents seem to see language differences as a
significant barrier to parént involvement. Relatively few Title I principals (14 percent) identify
language differences between parents and school staff as a great or moderate barrier to parent
involvement (see Exhibit II.1), although 55 percent of Title I principals report that their schools have
parents with limited English skills. A larger percentage of high-poverty schools, which tend to enroll
larger numbers of students with limited English skills, identify language differences as a significant
barrier (25 percent) than low-poverty schools (5 percent); nevertheless, the percentage of high-poverty

schools that identify language differences as a barrier is low compared to other concerns (see Exhibit
11.2). '

7 Readers should interpret this finding and those that follow with caution. NHES parent surveys
were conducted over the telephone in English or Spanish only; respondents who did not speak either
of those two languages were not included in the sample. In addition, respondents who reported that
they speak Spanish or some language other than English most at home may still be proficient in
English, but prefer to speak another language at home.
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Exhibit I1.13

Family Attendance at School Events, as Reported by Parents,
by Language Respondent Speaks Most at Home

Language Respondent Speaks Most At
: Home?
All English or English Spanish or

School Event Children’s and Spanish Another

Parents' Equally Language
Attended a general school meeting, such as a
back-to-school night or meeting of the PTA 75% 76% 67%
Went to a regularly scheduled parent-teacher 1% ' 71% 68 %
conference or meeting
Attended a school or class event, such as a play 65% 67% 43%
or sports event, because of child
Acted as a volunteer at the school or served on a 36% 37% 15%
committee

! The tabulations presented here represent the percentage of children whose parents or guardians responded in a

specific way to survey items. For the sake of readability, we have presented these tabulations as the percentage
of parents responding to survey items.

? Readers should interpret this table and those that follow with caution. NHES parent surveys were conducted
over the telephone in English or Spanish only; respondents who did not speak either of those two languages
were not included in the sample. In addition, respondents who reported that they speak Spanish or some

language other than English most at home may still be proficient in English, but prefer to speak another
language at home.

Exhibit reads: Seventy-six percent of K-12 public school students whose parents speak English or

English and Spanish equally at home have parents who report that they attended a
general school meeting in the last year.

Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Household
Education Survey, Spring 1996.

7

Parents themselves do not appear to see language differences as a major barrier to their
participation; for example, according to NHES data, 94 percent of parents who speak some language
other than English at home say that their child’s school is "understanding of parents who don’t speak
English," and 96 percent of parents who speak another language at home report that their child’s

school "makes it easy to be involved." Parents who speak some language other than English at home
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were also more likely to say that their child’s school communicates with them "very well" on selected
topics (see Exhibit II.15).

Exhibit 1I1.14

Frequency of Family Participation in School Events,
a