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Summary
Parents strongly influence their children’s development, and prekindergarten and early 
elementary programs—especially those serving children at risk for low achievement because of 
their family backgrounds—often feature programming to support parents’ role in their children’s 
learning. Despite the prevalence of such programs, however, we have little good evidence of their 
effectiveness. In this article, Katherine Magnuson and Holly Schindler review more promising, 
fully developed parent “add-on” programs.

In their daily work, preschool and elementary school programs and teachers commonly use a 
variety of formal and informal activities to support, educate, and involve parents, such as having 
parents volunteer in the classroom or encouraging children to share classwork or other materials 
with their parents. Though such practices are widespread, the authors write, we have little 
rigorous evidence to show that they’re associated with children’s academic success.

“Add-on” parenting programs, in contrast, generally target a particular subset of parents, and they 
often have a highly specific and clearly developed programmatic approach. Such programs focus 
on helping parents improve either their children’s early academic skills or their behavior and 
self-regulation. Among the types of parent support that Magnuson and Schindler review, add-on 
programs have shown the most promise to improve children’s learning. But parents with many 
demands on their time may find it hard to sustain a commitment to these programs; technological 
solutions such as communication by text messaging may be one way to solve this problem.

A final way to involve parents is to give them information about the quality of their 
prekindergarten or elementary school choices, although such information may not be particularly 
useful to parents who live near a set of similarly high-performing or low-performing schools, or 
can’t access programs because of limited enrollments or cost.

www.futureofchildren.org

Katherine Magnuson is a professor at the University of Wisconsin–Madison School of Social Work. Holly S. Schindler is an assistant 
professor of Early Childhood and Family Studies and Educational Psychology at the University of Washington College of Education.

Jane Waldfogel of Columbia University reviewed and critiqued a draft of this article.



Katherine Magnuson and Holly S. Schindler

208 THE FUTURE OF CHILDREN

 

Because young children spend 
so much of their time in their 
parents’ care, parents are 
often described as children’s 
first teachers. Parents’ verbal 

interactions, responsiveness, and stimulation 
all help to develop their children’s early 
skills and to prepare them to learn in formal 
settings. However, parents differ in the 
quantity and quality of their interactions 
with their children and the degree to which 
they provide enriching experiences, both 
of which are important in understanding 
socioeconomic gaps in children’s academic 
achievement.1 Thus early learning and 
educational settings—especially those serving 
children at risk for low achievement because 
of their family backgrounds—often feature 
programming to support parents’ role in their 
children’s learning.

Despite the prevalence of parent-related 
services, practices, and programmatic 
components in early learning and elementary 
school, we have little good evidence of their 
effectiveness. In this review, we discuss why 
preschools and elementary schools often 
target parents in their efforts to improve 
students’ learning, and we critically review 
evaluations of several types of parenting 
programs for parents of prekindergarten 
through third-grade children. However, we 
don’t examine more general efforts to involve 
parents in school activities, school decision-
making, and leadership, and to build school-
family partnerships.

Why Target Parents?

Parenting behaviors that are consistently 
warm, responsive, and cognitively stimulating 
promote children’s cognitive and behavioral 
development, providing a strong foundation 
for learning in schools.2 Volumes of research 

link children’s experiences with their 
caregivers—and in their home environments 
more generally—to their early language, 
literacy, math, social, and behavioral 
development. However, because many other 
factors might explain these associations, 
it’s hard to claim that the links between 
the quality of parent-child interactions and 
children’s early skills and behavior constitute 
a causal chain.3 But even if parenting 
practices and parent-child interactions aren’t 
the only (or even the most) important factor 
in explaining children’s early skills, parenting 
practices and parent-child interactions likely 
affect children’s school readiness, academic 
success, and behavior.4 Convincing evidence 
comes from studies of twins that try to 
separate the effects of parenting from the 
effects of shared genetic factors, as well as 
from experimental studies showing that if you 
change the nature or frequency of a specific 
set of well-defined parenting behaviors, 
children will gain more of the targeted skills.5

Preschool and elementary school parent 
programs seek to enlist parents to support 
their children’s growth and learning in a 
way that’s congruent with the classroom’s 
instructional content and methods. To 
achieve these goals, programs take many 
approaches. They often focus on teaching 
parents about how they can support their 
children’s learning and on promoting a 
particular parenting behavior, such as 
reading books with their children. Nearly all 
programs strive to communicate effectively 
with parents, because to support learning, 
parents must first know which sets of their 
children’s skills are developing, including 
what areas need more work. Parents 
also need general information about 
developmental opportunities and challenges. 
If parents know more about developmental 
goals, it’s easier to help them embed 
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learning opportunities in daily routines and 
use positive parenting strategies. Parents 
might introduce a new behavior (such as 
shared book reading or using a quiet space 
at home), embed learning in daily activities 
(for example, identifying letters in print, 
counting, or encouraging independence in 
self-care), or develop a more general pattern 
of interactions (for example, holding longer 
and more complex conversations or praising 
positive behaviors more often).

Despite these common features, preschool 
through third-grade programs work with 
parents in many different ways. Often, they 
embed parent education, involvement, 
or support in their educational programs, 
but not as a neatly packaged component. 
Another approach is to offer a clearly defined 
parenting program that focuses on specific 
skills to support children’s early academics 
or behavior. Yet another is to give parents 
information about the preschools and 
elementary schools among which they can 
choose.

We’ll discuss each of these approaches in 
this article. However, we won’t cover several 
types of related evidence, because the studies 
available don’t directly answer questions 
about the effectiveness of parent-directed 
interventions added to prekindergarten 
through third grade. First, we exclude 
stand-alone parent programs. Such programs 
may be designed to improve children’s skills 
or behavior, but they aren’t embedded or 
delivered in early learning programs or 
schools. Second, we don’t discuss programs 
developed specifically for parents of children 
who have special needs or receive special 
education services. Third, we don’t review 
programs designed specifically for one 
gender of parents, such as fathers; in any 
case, these are frequently also stand-alone 

rather than school-based programs. Fourth, 
we don’t review two-generation programs 
that try to build both children’s and parents’ 
human capital at the same time, in part 
because Lindsay Chase-Lansdale and Jeanne 
Brooks-Gunn reviewed them in the Spring 
2014 issue of Future of Children, and in part 
because evaluations of such programs have 
yet to be completed.6 Finally, we don’t review 
school transition programs, which typically 
include parenting outreach or involvement 
as part of a larger effort to improve children’s 
transition to kindergarten.7

Do Parent Programs Make a 
Difference?

Teachers and schools often conduct a 
variety of formal and informal activities 
to support, educate, and involve parents. 
Formal practices include, for example, having 
parents volunteer in the classroom, one-
time parent workshops, occasional teacher 
home visits, regular discussion sessions, and 
regular parent-teacher conferences. More 
informally, teachers may encourage children 
to share classwork or other materials with 
their parents, and they may tell parents 
what children are learning or how positive 
behavior is being supported in the classroom. 
Teachers may also send home educational 
materials to be used in the home, such as 
a book with suggestions about how parents 
can extend their children’s reading to other 
learning opportunities.

Though working with parents in these 
settings is common, we have little rigorous 
evidence to show that children achieve more 
academic success when educational programs 
include practices intended to engage and 
support parents. It may be that it’s not easy 
to estimate the added value these programs 
provide for children, given that it’s hard to 
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isolate the impacts of parent activities from 
those of a broader program. Recently, two 
sets of reviewers looked systematically 
across many evaluation studies to compare 
early childhood programs with and without 
parenting activities. One review found that 
any services added to preschool programs 
(including not only parenting programs but 
also other forms of social service supports) 
were associated with significantly smaller 
effects on children’s cognitive development 
than the effects of the preschool services 
alone.8 This finding raises questions about 
the effectiveness of such added services, 
although in general, all the programs had 
a positive impact on children’s cognitive 
and academic outcomes. A second analysis 
across early childhood education programs 
looked only at the provision of parenting 
education programs that sought to directly 
improve parent-child interactions.9 This 
analysis found no differences in effects 
on short-term measures of children’s 
cognitive or pre-academic skills between 
preschool programs that did and didn’t 
provide programming and education for 
parents. But again, all the broader programs 
effectively boosted children’s outcomes. 
No similar review has looked at elementary 
school–age children.

We have little rigorous 
evidence to show that 
children achieve more 
academic success when 
educational programs 
include practices intended to 
engage and support parents.

These analyses provide a clear takeaway: 
adding any type of parent-related support, 
service, or practice won’t necessarily yield 
a more effective early learning program 
as measured by children’s academic 
outcomes. But such broad conclusions 
have limitations. First, the parenting 
components of early childhood programs 
are often ancillary services that may 
be insufficiently developed or poorly 
implemented, with little attention paid to 
identifying key goals or training staff to 
support those goals. Second, diversity of 
parenting activities also makes it difficult to 
interpret their combined effect on a broad 
set of outcomes, because goals and intent 
may be quite different from program to 
program.

Another approach to understanding the 
role of parenting practices is to study 
a population of children attending a 
particular educational program and see 
whether adding a parent component for 
some subset of these children improves 
their outcomes relative to business as usual. 
In the following sections, we examine 
the evidence for such add-on parenting 
programs, distinguishing between programs 
that focus primarily on children’s early 
academic skills, such as language, literacy, 
numeracy, and basic concepts, and those 
that focus on behavior or self-regulation. 
These programs often have a highly specific 
and clearly developed programmatic 
approach compared to the parent-related 
practices or general support activities found 
in most pre-K–3 settings. Studies often 
focus on demonstration programs, which 
typically have their own funding sources 
and are implemented in settings with the 
staffing and commitment to deliver the 
programs as intended. Although relatively 
few studies offer empirical evidence for 
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such programs, these types of approaches 
have demonstrated the most promise to 
improve children’s learning.

Add-On Programs: Language, 
Literacy, and Reading

Language and literacy skills have received 
considerable attention in early learning, and 
numerous parenting programs have focused 
on them. Because early language plays a 
pivotal role in acquiring later reading skills, 
some programs aim to foster parenting 
practices that promote children’s early 
language. The key idea is that parents don’t 
fully understand how to engage their children 
in rich language interactions that will 
promote early language skills. Specifically, 
these programs teach parents not only to 
talk more with their children, but also to 
use a wide and varied vocabulary, complex 
grammatical structures, and language for 
analytic purposes. They also encourage 
parents to ask their children questions 
and promote rich language interactions by 
embedding conversations in daily routines, 
and in some cases to specifically teach 
children about language (for example, by 
playing rhyming word games or identifying 
letters and sounds in words).

One focus of literacy programs has been to 
promote interactive or dialogic reading—
regular book reading in which parents ask 
their children to think about and discuss 
aspects of the story and to interact with the 
text rather than passively listen. Reading to 
children promotes comprehension, while 
engaging them in conversation promotes 
children’s ability to express themselves. This 
type of interactive book reading for preschool 
children is most effective when both parents 
and teachers do it, rather than just teachers 
alone. Individual attention from parents 

during book reading may be an especially 
good way to engage children in reading.10

Several variations on parent-child dialogic 
reading programs have been evaluated.11 
For example, Raising a Reader, a classroom 
interactive reading program with a parenting 
component, included a series of five “family 
nights” in which parents were instructed in 
shared reading techniques and given time 
to practice the approach, as well as to share 
a meal with other families.12 Compared to a 
Raising a Reader program that didn’t have 
family nights, the parenting components 
were associated with small improvements in 
spoken language skills and print knowledge 
(for readers familiar with statistical analysis, 
the effect sizes ranged from 0.11 to 0.15), 
but not in more advanced skills like word 
reading. Because the improved outcomes 
came in areas that were directly involved 
in the intervention, the close alignment 
between the intervention activities and the 
pattern of results isn’t unexpected. However, 
such programs are often designed with the 
hope of affecting a wider set of skills. These 
findings suggest that it may be quite hard to 
create programs that increase broader school 
success.

A comprehensive review of programs for 
early elementary school children who are 
learning to read found that on average, 
programs that explicitly promoted parents’ 
role in supporting their children’s reading 
acquisition from kindergarten to third grade 
had a moderately large effect on children’s 
outcomes compared to children whose 
parents didn’t have the opportunity to 
participate in such a program.13 Programs 
that trained parents to serve as tutors had 
the largest effect (weighted effect size of 
1.15). Programs that focused on having 
children read to their parents demonstrated 
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moderate effects (weighted effect size 
of 0.52), while programs that aimed to 
increase parents’ reading to their children 
had only small effects (weighted effect size 
of .18). These findings indicate that add-on 
literacy programs that encourage parents to 
support their children’s literacy learning can 
successfully boost certain reading practices 
and children’s skills.

Buoyed by the successes of language and 
reading interventions, developers have 
recently broadened the range of skills that 
parenting programs target. For example, the 
Research-Based Developmentally Informed 
Parent (REDI-P) curriculum includes a 
parent component to support children’s 
classroom learning during the transition 
from Head Start to kindergarten, focusing 
on socioemotional and literacy skills.14 For 
literacy, REDI-P incorporates aspects of 
parenting interventions that have proven 
successful, such as interactive or dialogic 
parent-child reading and activities like letter 
identification and letter-sound skill practice. 
The curriculum embeds socioemotional 
content in stories and activities, encouraging 
parents to use targeted praise, help children 
identify emotions, and support self-control 
strategies. Parents receive the intervention 
during 10 home visits in the spring of the 
Head Start year and six in the fall after their 
children enter kindergarten.

The results from an experimental evaluation 
at the end of kindergarten are promising.15 
REDI-P had small to medium impacts on 
teachers’ reports of children’s academic 
performance (effect size of 0.25) and an 
assessment of literacy skills (effect size of 
0.28), but not on vocabulary or reading 
fluency. Teachers rated the REDI-P 
children as more self-directed and more 
socially competent (medium effect sizes 

of 0.28–0.29) than the comparison-group 
children, although they were no less 
aggressive. Possible explanations for the 
program’s positive impacts include its 
relative intensity, the use of coaching, the 
intervention’s timing, and its synchrony 
with the school curriculum. Further 
research will tell whether the program’s 
effects persist, and whether such a program 
can feasibly be scaled up.16

Technology may be able to 
reach more parents with less 
effort and cost.

Technological Approaches to Improve 
Parenting Programs

One problem with more intensive 
programs is that they may achieve greater 
effectiveness at the cost of a wider reach 
because parents—especially disadvantaged 
parents—can’t sustain the intensive 
demands on their time and interest. 
Technology may be able to reach more 
parents with less effort and cost. And some 
technology-based approaches overcome 
other barriers to improving parenting 
practices. These approaches assume that 
changing parenting behavior is complicated, 
not only (or even primarily) because parents 
lack information about how to promote 
their child’s learning, but also because of 
other, behavioral factors. Specifically, factors 
that may inhibit parents from increasing 
the number of stimulating parent-child 
interactions include their perceptions of 
the task’s complexity, lack of attention, 
and difficulty delaying gratification and 
disrupting established routines.
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One literacy-based program used text 
messages on mobile phones to break down 
parenting support for children into small, easy-
to-achieve steps and to provide continuous 
encouragement and reinforcement.17 The 
text messages, based on the prekindergarten 
curriculum, told parents in a widely accessible 
but nonintrusive way how to embed learning 
activities in their children’s daily lives. A 
rigorous evaluation found that the program 
improved children’s targeted home-learning 
activities, parents’ involvement in their 
children’s schooling, and some dimensions of 
children’s literacy skills like letter sounds, but it 
didn’t affect other advanced literacy skills like 
name writing. These promising results suggest 
we need further research on text message–
based approaches to working with parents, and 
that a simple and achievable set of suggested 
activities for parents may be important.

Another program gave families tablet devices 
that were preloaded with electronic books 
to increase the reach and effectiveness 
of a parent literacy intervention.18 Staff 
members checked in with parents about 
setting reading goals, and the parents got 
text messages with reminders, information 
about progress meeting their goals, and 
positive encouragement and praise. After six 
weeks, parents in the intervention group were 
reading to their children for about 25 minutes 
a week, compared to less than 10 minutes a 
week for control-group parents. The next step 
will be to test whether this increase in reading 
is sustained over time and whether it improves 
children’s literacy skills.

Add-On Programs: Early Math Skills 

In general, developers of parent programs 
haven’t devoted much attention to math. 
That’s unfortunate; numeracy and math 
skills are foundations for later learning, and 

parents can support the growth of these 
skills. Certain parenting practices, such as 
direct math instruction, explaining numerical 
concepts, or practicing math facts—as well 
as informal activities involving numbers, 
such as measuring ingredients while cooking 
or counting tokens in a board game—are 
strongly linked to children’s mathematical 
learning.19

According to a survey of schools in 2001–02, 
the most common parent “partnership” 
activities related to math achievement 
involved communicating with parents—for 
example, explaining the curriculum and 
testing. Parent-directed efforts to improve 
student math achievement or specific math 
skills were less common. The survey’s 
creators noted that most teachers aren’t 
trained to work with parents to practice math 
or extend math learning.20 Given that so 
few efforts focus on math, it’s not surprising 
that we have almost no empirical evidence 
on the effectiveness of parent-based math 
programs in early learning. One small-scale, 
experimental pilot study involving parents of 
children in Head Start suggests that parent-
based math interventions may have some 
promise.21 The parent training sessions were 
well attended, and an evaluation showed that 
the program significantly improved children’s 
math skills.

More evidence that parent-based math 
interventions can be effective comes from a 
program called Bedtime Learning Together, 
in which parents used a math application 
on a tablet.22 The application presented 
short text passages related to mathematical 
topics, followed by mathematical questions 
for parents and children to answer together. 
When parents used the tablet an average of 
once a week over the course of a year, their 
first-grade children’s math skills improved 
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compared to children whose parents used a 
reading application. Interestingly, however, 
these improvements were detected only 
for children whose parents said they were 
anxious about math; children of parents who 
weren’t anxious about math saw no benefit. 
Researchers need to determine whether 
this type of intervention can be feasibly and 
effectively embedded in schools in such a 
way that it reaches and engages the parents 
of children who might benefit from it 
substantially.

Finally, another project is examining the 
effectiveness of a parenting program that 
targets both reading and math skills. Getting 
Ready for School, which was developed 
in Eastern Europe and has been adapted 
for the United States, promotes parents’ 
engagement in literacy and math learning 
activities before children enter formal 
schooling.23 The program involves a nine-
unit activity curriculum with materials 
and guides, as well as two-hour parent 
workshops that include online videos 
showing how to engage children in learning 
activities. The results of a small pilot study 
suggested that the intervention might 
improve some aspects of children’s early 
learning, especially early numeracy and 
math skills (it had less effect on language 
and literacy). A larger evaluation, currently 
under way, should tell us more about the 
program’s potential.

Add-On Programs: Socioemotional 
and Behavior Skills

The broad concept of school readiness 
includes children’s socioemotional skills. 
Disparities in these skills by income or 
socioeconomic status are far smaller than 
disparities in academic skills.24 Nevertheless, 
socioemotional skills and behavior are 

important for school success.25 When asked 
to identify factors associated with a difficult 
transition to formal schooling, kindergarten 
teachers point to weak academic skills, 
problems with social skills, trouble following 
directions, and difficulty with independent 
and group work.26 These responses highlight 
the breadth of socioemotional and behavioral 
skills that children need in the classroom, 
including prosocial skills, independence, self-
regulation, and attention.

Children’s behavior is most 
likely to improve when 
caregivers and teachers have 
consistent expectations and 
responses both at home and 
at school.

Because parenting practices are strongly 
associated with children’s early behaviors 
and socioemotional skills, efforts to improve 
children’s classroom behavior often include 
parents. Harsh, inconsistent, and coercive 
caregiver-child relationships early in life are 
associated with higher levels of externalizing 
behavior (commonly known as acting out) 
and low levels of self-regulation.27 Moreover, 
evidence suggests that children’s behavior is 
most likely to improve when caregivers and 
teachers have consistent expectations for and 
responses to children’s behavior both at home 
and at school.

Many parenting programs that target 
children’s behavior were originally designed 
for children whose aggressive, defiant, 
oppositional, or impulsive behaviors were 
significant enough to warrant clinical 



Parent Programs in Pre-K through Third Grade

VOL. 26 / NO. 2 / FALL 2016  215

 

intervention. These include the Incredible 
Years program, in which parents with 
children in early childhood education 
participate in 12 weeks of parent groups 
that use video vignettes as a platform to 
discuss parent skills (for example, behavior 
management) and practice alternative 
responses. Incredible Years has been shown 
to be effective in improving the behavior 
of young children with significant behavior 
problems.28 

Increasingly, however, attention has shifted 
toward heightening the social and emotional 
skills of all children, not just those with high 
levels of problem behaviors. Improving early 
behavior skills in the general population 
may prevent the emergence of behavior 
problems, which in turn may reduce the risk 
of academic problems, such as dropping out 
or having low levels of engagement, down 
the road.29 Some programs for children at 
risk for social and emotional problems have 
adopted a prevention framework that targets 
parents in an effort to reduce risk factors and 
increase protective factors, such as school 
engagement and community connections.

In one such program, ParentCorps, 
classroom teachers and other school staff 
deliver a series of 13 group-based parenting 
classes, using video vignettes to support 
positive parenting skills.30 ParentCorps 
aims to create more opportunities for 
parents and teachers to interact, thereby 
increasing parents’ engagement in their 
children’s education. An evaluation among 
prekindergarten children enrolled in a large 
urban school district found that ParentCorps 
had medium-size effects on effective 
parenting practices and on teachers’ ratings 
of child behavior problems, although neither 
parent involvement nor children’s more 
general school readiness were affected. A 

second experimental evaluation found that 
ParentCorps had small positive impacts 
on kindergarten achievement scores and 
teacher-rated academic performance.31 
Unfortunately, although it had promising 
results, the program had trouble reaching 
parents. Only 42 percent of parents who were 
eligible for the program enrolled in it, and, 
on average, enrolled parents attended less 
than half of the sessions.

Like ParentCorps, Families and Schools 
Together (FAST) provides group-based 
parenting programs (eight sessions in all), 
held at school.32 Unlike other programs, 
FAST focuses on building parent-school-
community connections and social 
relationships. Four randomized controlled 
trials of FAST have been conducted with 
diverse, low-income populations.33 The 
evaluations found high enrollment and 
retention rates; moreover, each of the 
studies produced some evidence that FAST 
improved parent involvement, children’s 
social skills, and children’s behavior. 
However, the results weren’t consistent from 
trial to trial. In some studies, for example, 
FAST affected social skills; in others, only 
aggressive behaviors were improved. In some 
cases, teachers’ reports of behavior problems 
fell significantly; in others, only parents’ 
reports of behavior problems dropped. 
A large, new, randomized controlled trial 
is under way that will examine FAST’s 
effectiveness across a large set of outcomes 
expected to measure the program’s theory of 
change, including parent social support and 
parent-school engagement.

Like children’s early achievement, behavior 
and socioemotional development have many 
dimensions. Thus key questions for program 
developers are which child behaviors to 
target and which parenting strategies to 
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emphasize. We also need more research to 
determine which approaches are likely to 
work for all children and which are most 
successful for children who demonstrate 
high levels of problem behavior. As more 
evaluations test underlying theories of 
change and causal mechanisms, we’ll learn 
more about how to design programs to 
reduce behavior problems and to promote 
social and emotional competence. One area 
that could use more attention is how to 
improve parents’ own self-regulation and 
mental health as a pathway to improving 
parent-child interactions, and ultimately, 
their children’s behavior. Finally, as is the 
case for programs that target children’s 
academic skills, enrolling parents and 
keeping them engaged remains challenging. 
Although technology has yet to be used as a 
platform for delivery of programs targeting 
socioemotional skills, no doubt such 
programs will be developed and studied in 
the near future.

Parenting Supports: School 
Information

A final way to support parents is to give 
them information about schools and 
preschool programs. Many school systems 
now give parents a range of choices about 
which preschool programs and schools 
(local public schools, private schools, 
charter schools, and magnet schools) their 
children could attend. When researchers 
have studied efforts to help parents of older 
children make decisions by giving them 
clear information about the set of schools 
their children could attend, they’ve found 
that parents who receive well-packaged 
information choose higher-performing 
schools.34 However, they do so only if they 
live near a school with higher scores. Not 
surprisingly, information doesn’t help 

parents when they live near a set of similarly 
low-performing (or high-performing) 
schools. For parents of preschool and 
younger children, states’ quality rating and 
improvement systems seek to serve a similar 
purpose by giving parents clear, easy-to-
access information about the quality of early 
care and learning programs. We don’t yet 
understand how this information affects 
parents’ enrollment decisions, but these 
systems may be an important way to help 
parents.35

Effective programs train 
their staff in how to work 
with parents; they also target 
specific skills or behaviors 
and focus on parenting 
practices that are clearly 
linked to the targeted skills.

Conclusions 

Given the fundamental role that parenting 
and home environments play in young 
children’s development, it’s clear why 
prekindergarten and early elementary 
programs want to work with parents to 
improve children’s academic outcomes. 
Nevertheless, only a handful of such efforts 
have been shown to improve children’s 
school learning and adjustment. Looking 
across the effective parenting programs in 
prekindergarten through third grade, we 
see some shared features. First, effective 
programs train their staff in how to engage 
and work with parents. Second, they target 
specific skills or behaviors and focus on 
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parenting practices that are clearly linked to 
the targeted skills. Some programs also give 
parents the materials, such as books, that 
they need to implement the recommended 
parenting strategies.

These programs show promise, but their 
benefits also tend to be limited to the content 
domains and skills targeted. Although that’s 
not surprising, it suggests that parenting 
programs are unlikely to have sweeping 
impacts across many domains of children’s 
academics and behavior. It may be unrealistic 
to expect a program to improve numerous 
and diverse aspects of parenting repertoires 
and behaviors. A significant challenge, 
then, is to determine which dimensions of 
parenting practices—and related children’s 
skills and behaviors—in what combinations 
can be changed most effectively by school-
based parenting programs. Moreover, when 
we think about which skills to focus on, we 
need to attend to how these short-term 
changes in parenting and children’s skills may 
affect children’s later learning. It may be easy 
to improve a particular aspect of parenting 
and children’s related skills, but if these don’t 
do much to promote school success in the 
long run, we may not be making the best use 
of resources. Unfortunately, few studies of 
parent programs have long-run follow-ups, 
so it’s uncertain to what extent the programs’ 
impacts persist or are linked to improvement 
in other skills later in children’s lives.

Several more issues loom large for designers 
of parent programs. One important 
consideration is the trade-off between 
sustaining parents’ participation and the 
program’s convenience and time demands. 
Some evidence suggests that shorter, less 
intensive programs may not be as effective as 
longer, more intensive programs. But getting 
parents to show up and keep coming to 

longer-lasting programs may be a problem, 
especially for parents who have many 
demands on their time. Prevention services 
may have an especially hard time enrolling 
and retaining parents, given that their 
children haven’t yet demonstrated low skills 
or problem behaviors. A related, persistent 
concern is whether there’s a cultural 
match among program leaders, content, 
and the families they seek to support. 
Program design would benefit from greater 
attention to why parents don’t participate. 
Indeed, problems with parent participation 
constitute one reason that the use of 
technology holds promise as a platform 
for delivery. Technological solutions 
might reduce the costs, complexity, and 
inconvenience of either participating in the 
program or implementing a new parenting 
strategy. But we need considerably more 
work to understand how and under what 
conditions technology can be used to 
effectively engage parents in supporting 
their children’s learning.

To date, no empirical evidence indicates 
that incorporating a smattering of parent-
related activities into an early learning 
or elementary school program, even in 
a systematic way, can improve children’s 
academic and socioemotional skills or 
classroom behaviors. However, some 
well-developed and carefully implemented 
parenting programs can be effective in 
improving these outcomes, and educators 
should consider these approaches. We 
caution, however, that delivering a program 
so that it reaches parents effectively 
seems to be important. For parent add-
on programs, we think it’s best to target 
families that are likely to benefit from 
particular types of interventions rather than 
to implement universal programs. One 
exception to this argument might be text 
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message–based parenting programs, though 
we need more research on the effectiveness 
of this low-cost mode of parent-based 
intervention.

In closing, we should also acknowledge 
that schools and teachers may undertake 
parent-related activities and seek parent 
involvement for many reasons that aren’t 
primarily about improving student’s 
academic learning and skills, and that many 
parent-related practices and partnerships 

serve other important goals, such as building 

community and cultivating leadership. 

Indeed, just because we lack rigorous 

evidence that general parent education and 

involvement can boost children’s academic 

skills or improve behavior doesn’t suggest 

that these efforts shouldn’t be an essential 

part of early learning. It does suggest, 

however, that such practices aren’t likely to 

be an effective way to improve all children’s 

school success.
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