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W
e know from a decade or more of research, and 
centuries of common sense, that family members 
play significant roles in the education of children 

and youth (e.g., Henderson, A.T. and Mapp, K.L., 2002).A 
growing number of studies show that when family members 
talk to their children about schooling, participate with school 
personnel, and support their children's efforts, those students 
achieve more, attend more regularly, and are more motivated 
and engaged as learners. 

At the same time we also know that many schools struggle to 
get parents to come to meetings and events or engage school 
initiated activities of other kinds. One reason is that for many 
family members, schools may be unwelcoming and/or intimi
dating; especially to those whose primary language is other 
than English, are working hard to raise their income level out 
of poverty, or who may feel shy about developing relation
ships with teachers for a variety of reasons, including more 
familiar cultural norms (Gutman and McLoyd, 2000; Lewis 
and Forman, 2002; Rao, 2000). Yet these reasons may not 
be very obvious to school personnel. 

Definitions of family "involvement" or engagement in their 
children's education varies between school personnel and 
family members, The research suggests that this is more 
likely for some families than others: especially some groups 
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of family members, like those who have less cultural capital 
with school personnel (Bourdieu, 1984), are culturally and 
linguistically different from the teachers in the school, or who 
operate at a quite different economic level (e.g., Lareau and 
Horvat, 1999; Lopez, Scribner, and Mahitivanichcha, 2001). 
For example, teachers often focus on ways family members 
can support teachers' efforts through such things as helping 
with homework, or doing special learning activities at home 
along with attending parent/teacher conferences and other 
school meeting and events focused on helping families teach 
their sons and daughters more effectively at home (e.g., Brain 
and Reid, 2003; Machen, Wilson, and Notar, 2005). Family 
members, on the other hand, might have other notions of 
what "being involved" in their children's education might 
entail that never involves going to school at all, and might 
not involve doing school activities at home, including home
work (Lopez, et al., 2001 ).Of course, these interpretations 
vary from family to family. Some families do share teachers' 
most common interpretations and definitions of involvement. 
But many more do not.Schools that make their decisions 
about family linkages based on the perspectives shared with 
only some families, frequently leave out large numbers of 
families. 

A growing number of family support specialists and urban 
educators are moving away from the terminology of "parent 
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involvement" because they feel it symbolizes the limita-
tions of unsuccessful past attempts to bolster relationships 
between home and school (Banks, C. A. Mc., 2001; Barton, 
A.C., Drake, C., Perez,j.G., St. Louis, K, and George, M., 
2004; Dunst, 1998; Ferguson and Asch, r989; Ferguson and 
Ferguson, r98 ; Harry, Kalyanpur, and Day, 1999; Lopez, 
G.R., Scribmer, J.D., and Mahirivanichcha, K., 2001; Rao, 
2000; Turnbull and Summers, 1987). Instead, there must be 
a mutuality of interaction and collaboration that commits 
both home and school to each other. Parents must not only 
be involved with schools, bur schools must be involved with 
families. Especially in our cities, the linkage between families 
and schools must be strong enough to hold in the e most chal
lenging settings. Finally, even this move from involvement to 
linkage is not enough. The reciprocity required by the notion 
of linkages must also be played out in a process of cultural 
awareness and critical reflection (Abrams and Gibbs, 2002; 

Harry, Kalyanpur and Day, 1999; Kalyanpur, Harry and 
Skrtic, 2000). 

As often happens in social science re earch, once a finding 
is pronounced, it becomes strikingly obvious: families have 
a structure and history of their own, in addition to that of 
each family member. Researchers are recognizing the impor
tance of identifying families' shape and location in their "life 
course". Particularly important today is to understand how 
a particular family may depart from what used to be seen as 
the normative family model (e.g., grandparents as primary 
caregivers, blended families, gay and lesbian couples as 
parents, and, of course, single parents). Researchers are only 
beginning to explore how the variation in these critical ele
ments of family structure can affect patterns of response to 
disability. (Banks, 2001; Ferguson, 1998; Fewell and Vadasy, 
1986; Turnbull, Summers, and Brotherson, r986). 

Problems with traditional models of home-school interac
tions are already clear (Banks, 2001; Lopez, Scribner and 
Mahirivanichcha, 2001; Shumow and Harris, 2000). As we 
already argued, there is an increasing awareness of the sys
temic cultural bias embedded within some core assumptions 
in both the rhetoric and regulations of general and special 
education. Acknowledging such cultural diversity does not 
<tbandon the core beliefs of our own dominant culture (equal
ity, sel f-derermination, due process, etc.). Rather, it acts on 
the discovery that they are nor universal truths by designing 
strategies for family engagement that respect the subtlety 
of different interpretations. In the face of such diversity in 
beliefs and values, it is unfeasible and undesirable to replace 
one recipe for parent involvement with another. 

For example, the per pective of parental agency is one that 
is challenging school 'traditional understandings of fam
ily "involvement." It i concerned with documenting the 

ways in which parents are proactive protagonists who act 
and respond to concerns with their children's education 
(Auerbach, 2002, p. 1385; Vincent, 2001). The notion of 
parental agency also includes the attitudes, values, and beliefs 
that guide, for example, Latino parents' interventions and 
advocacy on behalf of their children (Civil, Andrade and 
Anhalt, 2000; Friedel, 1999; Hammond, 2001; Samaras and 
Wilson, 1999). Examples of these ideational components of 
agency are found in parental "counterstories" that comment 
on the barriers faced by Latino parents within the education 
system such as institutional racism (Auerbach 2002). These 
counterstories illustrate that parental agency may also be 
exercised through insightful critique of the educational sys
tem as well as participation in educational activities. In the 
case of Latino parents, parental agency is linked to the dual 
mission of supporting their children's education and reaffirm
ing the value and contributions of Latino culture to the educa
tional careers of their children (e.g. Auerbach, 2002; Villenas 
and Deyhle, 1999; Villanueva, 1996). 

Examinations of Latino parental agency, for example, need 
to also address parents' u!1derstanding of the educational 
process as expressed in the term "la educaci6n" which refers 
to both formal study and the moral upbringing of the child 
(Ree e, et al., 1995). It is critical to differentiate the English 
term "education" from culturally specific notions of "la 
educaci6n" since the latter term encompasses much of what 
drives Latino parents' effort to educate their children and 
teacher-parent interactions can be supported through knowl
edge of what the term represents (Galindo and Olguin, 1996). 

The traditional research on parent involvement then, has too 
often limited consideration to parents (Villenas and Deyhle, 
1999), and then created understandings of involvement 
that limit roles to participation in formal school-initiated 
activities. (e.g., Epstein et al., 1997; Machen, Wilson and 
Notar, 2005; Shurnow and Harris, 2000). However, such a 
focus overlooks the involvement of parents in out-of-school 
contexts such as church-sponsored activities (Baquedano
Lopez, 2000). As Barton, et al., (2004) point out most parent 
involvement literature focuses on what parents do and how 
that fits with school defined needs (what they term a "deficit 
mode" of understanding) especially for families in high pov
erty urban communities (e.g. Gutman and Mcloyd, 2000; 

Moll and Greenberg, 1990). 

As Barton, et al. (2004) point out, traditional understandings 
and research conclude that "either parents participate in school
sanctioned ways (i.e., Family Science Night) or their children's 
educational growth may suffer" (p. 4). Instead, they argue for 
focusing not just on what parents do but also how and why 
they engage and participate in their children's education and 
how that engagement relatt"s to their history and c perience in 
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and outside of the school community. Family involvement or 

engagement, then, must be viewed in more complex terms of 

relationships, agency, and an ongoing dynamic of mediation of 

all stakeholders' knowledge Jnd cultural C<lpital (Abrams and 

Gibbs, 2002; Lareau and Horvat, 1999). 

The Family/School Linkages Project 
A main purpose of the Family/School Linkages Project was 

to ,1ssist schools to discover what these reconceptualizations 

-from involvement to linkages; from parents to all forms of 

families; from straightforward to a complex dynamic -actu

ally meant. One way to effect change in the relationships and 

cooperation between family members and school personnel 1s 

to try ro enlist both in learning more Jbout each other' per

spectives and trying to develop school practices with regard 

to families that are well informed by such data. 

This paper reports on the results to date of The Family School 

Linkages (FSL) Project, a research efforr of the National 

Institute for Urban School Improvement (NIUSI ). The FSL 

Project recruited a total of l6 schools in one of the National 

Institute's synergy sites (Denver) and one of the linking sites 

(Louisiana State Improvement Project) that lud already 

defined a need to improve linkages with families as part of 

their school improvement plans. 

The overall purpose of the FSL project is to: ( i ) help school 

personnel to better understand the famihe - of their students; 

(2) assist school personnel to seek information from families 

about the school and their roles; (3) develop responses to the 

information from ,rnd about families that make a difference 

in school/family relationships; and (4) ,\SSess the impact of 

developing new and novel school/family linkages. 

Levels of Inquiry and Method 
The FSL Project employed two levels of inquiry and method. 

First, we worked with schools to form inquiry teams that 

included both family members and school personnel that 

would become the "conscience" of the school with regard to 

family engagement. It was the responsibility of the team to 

ask questions and seek answers about: 

i. what fanulies thought about the school and their relation

ship with chool personnel, 

2. which families were engaging well with the school and 

which were not, and how they might be approached and 

engaged, 

3. what school personnel thought about parent and family 

engagement and ways in which their current thinking 

might be better informed both by families directly and 

by the literature and research on family involvement, and, 

over time, and 

4. how effective were the efforrs chosen by the school to bet

ter engage more of its families? 
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We also wanted to learn about how we could influence and 

support school personnel to prioritize family engagement as 

a critical component of their ongoing school improvement 

efforts. This level of the research was guided by different 

questions: 

Did school personnel learn new ways to think about fami 

lies and their roles in student learning? 

Could schools focus on building relationships with all 

their students' families despite pressing requirements to 

focus on testing, scores, and "annual yearly progress"? 

What tools, supports, and development are needed by 

inquiry teams that include both school personnel and 

family members? 

What approaches and strategies are successful in engag

ing more of the school's families in their children and 

youth's education? 

How do successful efforts to support familie and assist 

them to participate in schools and/or children and youth's 

education address issues of culture, language, and class to 

improve genuine linkages with families? 

How do teachers and families report the re ult for stu

dent learning and achievement that accrue from family 

participation in schools and in the design and develop

ment of curricula and teaching, including IEPs? 

Do teams' efforts coincide with indirect effects uch 

as reducing absenteeism, increasing achievement, and 

decreasing suspensions <rnd expulsions 

We recruited schools in the Denver area that were already 

involved with the school improvement work of the National 

Institutes for School Improvement (NIUSI).We also asked the 

Louisiana State Improvement Grant project (LASIG) to offer 

the option of focusing on family engagement to some of the 

participating schools and districts. 

Thirteen teams have participated for more than one school 

year and sevenof those for more than two. The remaining three 

teams partit:ipated for only one year. Two new schools are join

ing the project in fall 2005. Descriptions of these sites reflect a 

range of settings with varying demographics. In the 16 schools 

that have participated in the project so far, only two have fewer 

than fifty percent of student on free or reduced lunch. The 

lowest is twenty-eight percent and the highest is ninety-six 

percent. Student populations at the schools range from 379 

to 1484. The highest percentage of students in four schools is 

Latino, and in three schools, African American. Two are nearly 

evenly divided between African American and Latino students 

and families. The schools include rural, urban, urban ring 

and suburban with a majority being urban or urban ring.Ten 

elementary, three middle, and two high schools have partici

pated and in one district the team represented four schools in 

the north part of the district. 
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Beginning late in the second year of the Project each school 

provided data annually on demographics and student 

achievement. Quarterly schools provided data on suspen

sions/expulsions, absenteeism, office referrals and place

ments of students with disabilities.In Colorado these were 

disaggregated by race and disability. Finally, each time there 

was any event or meeting that involved the FSL inqu iry 

ream or families, a ream member filled out an activity card 

and these were compiled roughly quarterly for the teams. 

These data represent effects that research (e.g. Henderson 

and Mapp, 2002) suggests should occur over time as family 

members become more involved in their children's education 

and the school 

All data were reviewed by the project staff periodically to 

guide staff discussions of how to adjust project activities 

to best support and enable the teams.In addition, the proj

ect director (Ferguson) sorted and analyzed data from all 

sources in to a variety of categories related to research ques

tions including: ream learning, meaning of family involve

ment, team needs, family involvement results, and teams 

that disband. These sorted data are still being reviewed and 

mined for information, but initial findings and reflections 

are included in this paper.We have organized the results into 

three sections: what the teams did, what the teams achieved, 

and what we are all learning. 

What the Teams Did 
Recruiting Team Members 
All teams formed inquiry teams that included both family 

members and teachers or other school personnel though 

there were more family members or community members 

in the Los Angeles teams than Colorado teams.Three Los 

Angeles teams have more parents than school personnel and 

for three teams family members serve as team leaders, as is 

the case for two of the three newest teams in Colorado. But 

a little more than half of the teams have an even number of 
family members and school personnel. Three of the teams 

lost several members and essentially needed to reconstitute 

themselves, but for most of the teams, membership has 

remained stable over the two-plus years of the project with 

some transitions as family members moved away or to new 

schools. Perhaps more important is how actively the teams 

sought to ensure a broad diversity among team members, 

drawing not only from cultural groups served by the school, 

but also families and teachers in both general and special 

education, community partners, and others who might help 

to further the teams inquiry and action focus. This descrip

tion from one of the Los Angeles team leaders explains her 

team's efforts. 

We have our pri11cipa/, 11Jho is a pt1re11t educator at the 

school as 11Jell as a comm1111ity activist. Mr. M.11Jorks 11Jitb 

a lot of chi/dre11 cm bis ow11 time as well as with some other 

projects. YN is a special ed teacher. She's 11ow the fo urth· 

grade exte11sio11 teac/Jer for Title I. She's also a parell/ at t/Je 

school a11d 011 the SIT (school improveme11t team). CA is 

a social worker who also spe11ds a lot of her uw11 free time 

worki11g with a lot of childre11 at the school that are i11 11eed. 

Myself, I Illas the PTA preside11t a11d still am. I was 011 the 

SIT as 11Jell as bei11g i11vo/ved i11 the i11c/11sio11 project. I am 

the FSL team leader. Mr. E] is a comm1111ity activist. He is 

very heavily involved 11Jith the Elm Street com1111111ity. It's 

the partic11/ar comm111rity we have really made a11 effort to 

get i11volved at the school. A11d, LB, is a religious director. 

She has a small church in the Elm Street co111m1111it)'. YV is 

active/)' im10/ved i11 the Hispa11ic comm1111ity. We've 11oticed 

011r Hispa11ic pop11/atio11 was beginni11g to i11crease. We 

thought we 11eeded represe11tatio11 from that pop11/atio11 . 

At least a third of the teams included the principal as a 

member either formally or informally and was one strategy 

teams employed to ensure that their work was communicated 

effectively with school leadership and faculty.Other strategies 

included bulletin boards, presenting regularly to faculty meet

ings and parent organizations, including updates in school 

newsletters, and regular emails, to name a few. 

Developing an Inquiry Focus 
All of the teams began their efforts by first completing 

an "assets map" of their school and, to some extent, their 

communities, to identify resources and activities that 

were already occurring and which the school might both 

better understand and build upon in their efforts to fur

ther improve linkages with families. Once this task was 

completed, teams worked with school leadership teams to 

develop an inquiry focus that would guide the first action 

research cycle of their work. 

All the teams wanted to increase family involvement, espe
cially of those families not already involved.What was less 

common or understood was what constituted family involve

ment and at least two of the teams targeted exploring the 

meaning among both families and teachers as part of their 

initial inquiry focus . Most of the teams wanted to hear from 

families to "learn about their ideas" while a couple chose to 

focus on "how parents support the learning that happens at 

school" through monitoring homework and other such strate

gies familiar to teachers. For example, 

Our Year 1 Focus was to i11crease the 11umber of families 

participati11g i11 the PTO by te11 perce11t a11d to empo11Jer 

parents to actively participate in their child's ed11catio11. We 

encouraged this by giving pare11ts infor111atio11 and strate

gies to help tl1eir childre11 achieve i11 school a11d by providi11g 

resources that ca11 be utilized i11 the home setti11g. 
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Most wanted family members to be visible in school in more 
substantive ways like this team leader from one of the middle 
schools explained, 

I think pare Ills need to be more visible in these schools. 

\Vorking parents do11 't hal'e t/Jat kind of time, but if you 

have twent)• 111i1111tes just to come and say /Jello, or walk 

aro1111d the classrooms, I think it would add more l'llergy 

to these c/Jildre11. Some other ideas would be to /Jave parelll 

volunteers train to help monitor the halls and lzmc/Jroom, 

and not just put parents in that situation, but give them 

some training 0 11 how to deal with situations that might 

come up. 

Still other teams targeted engaging ethnic or cultural groups 
that had not been very visible in the school or at school event 
and functions as one of the elementary schools. 

Although many of the parents are very involved with school 
activities, we noticed that there was little participation from 
the African-American population despite the fact it made up 
nearly a quarter of the student numbers. We also noticed that 
teacher involvement (during family events) was dwindling 
and we wanted to improve and maintain their participation. 
We wanted more parents to feel comfortable helping out at 
school. 

Teams' Inquiry and Action 
The main goal of each team was to improve the relationships 
between school personnel and family members. Most teams 
started out with ideas about things they could try and one 
role of the project staff was to help them hold in check their 
eagerness to do things rather than first listen to families 
and school personnel so that actions were well grounded in 
information from all perspectives. All the teams struck some 
sort of balance between inquiry and action, but the balances 
were not all even.Some either directly or by facilitating other 
groups in the school seemed to do more, while some others 
had a harder time taking what they heard from their inter
views and surveys and figuring out what they might do. 

For example, one of the elementary schools that had a pretty 
even mix of Latino and African American families learned 
from some initial surveys that the Latino families responding 
voiced a strong interest in working in the classrooms.When 
the team shared this information with the school leadership 
team, however, the discussion and ensuing brainstorming 
resulted in only one idea to offer family members: coming to 
school and reading to and with students, especially those that 
needed support in learning to read. This experience led the 
project to develop a product series entitled "Let's Try!" that 
describes strategies schools and teams had used successfully 
to better engage families.readable and accessible formats. 1 
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Some of the specific activities and areas of inquiry focus 
acros the inquiry teams include: 

Systematically asking parents and teachers what they 
thought about the school, about the relations between 
school personnel and families, about how those relation
ships could be improved to better support families and 
student learning. 
Creating a welcoming environment for family members 
in schools that had reputations among families for not 
being very welcoming. 
Providing more opportunities for family participation 
in school activities by moving some activities off campus 
into familiar places in families' neighborhoods, transla~

ing materials and announcements into Spanish, or trying 
novel strategies for getting information to families about 
events (like putting up flyers in the families' neighbor
hoods or handing out flyers as families dropped off or 
picked up their children from school). 
Increasing attendance and participation of families who 
had not typically participated. Several schools targeted 
African American or Asian family members that did not 
typically attend events or meetings by taking events to 
their neighborhoods or by planning events that drew 
upon their culture and interests. 
Increasing participation of all family members in class
rooms and PTA functions by creating a larger menu of 
choices for participation. 
Providing support and ideas to family members so they 
could help their child learn by offering more specific 
information about what was going on in school, or 
explaining how to help students prepare for state tests, or 
just making it easier for families to reinforce things their 
children and youth were learning during typical family 
activities and routines. 
Supporting school staff to get to know the comm1111ity in 
which the school is located by systemically exploring the 
community, by talking to families about the community, 
and by getting out into the community for some school 
activities. 
Increasing the presence of family volunteers, especially 
in secondary schools, and helping the school develop 
new activities for volunteers to ensure they had successful 
experiences. 

Teams employed various methods of collecting data to help 
them narrow down their focus and find out what steps were 
needed toward achieving their goals. Teams commonly used 
surveys to gather information from staff and family mem
bers, often combining information collection with a Back To 
School or Literacy Night. Wall surveys in both English and 
Spanish, where appropriate, proved an effective way for fam
ily members who usually don't have a voice to communicate 
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their concerns. Some teams followed up the surveys with 

group and/or individual interviews with family members, 

which provided more in-depth information. One team can

vassed key neighborhoods talking with families and bringing 

the information back to the school. Some interviews were 

conducted in Spanish and then transcribed and translated. 

Still other teams encouraged team members to always be talk

ing informally to families wherever they encountered them 

-from athletic events to the grocery store and church -and 

then bring what they were hearing back to team meetings for 
discussion. 

Teams typically met once or twice a month formally with 

additional informal and formal meetings as needed. Some 

met during school time, others before or after school.One 

team met on Saturday mornings and a couple of others met in 
members' homes, usually with supper. 

What the Teams Achieved 
The majority of surveys and interviews revealed that family 

members were willing to participate, but they are not sure 

how to do that or where they fit into the bigger picture of the 

school's work. Many of the teams solicited information about 

how families felt about the school. While some team mem

bers expected the worst-that family members would be criti

cal and dissatisfied-most were pleased to learn that families 

were mostly positive about their work. Of course, they also 

learned about areas of concern, but often these concerns were 

well known to the school and came with new and possibly 
productive suggestions. 

One area of concern that emerged in several schools involved 

communication between home and school. Family members 
and school personnel both carried misconceptions about 

the other group, and that just complicated their ability to 

communicate effectively. The surveys and interviews began 

to help address some of these misconceptions and served as 

an important first step to improved communication. Several 

schools realized, apparently for the first time, how critical it 

was to translate all materials (into Spanish in these cases) and 
have interpreters available at all meetings. 

One school learned that if students performed, shared their 

work, or were somehow involved (either live or on video), that 

family members were more likely to come to school events. 

As a result, the school began to change how they thought 

about these events from a way to "inform" or "train" par

ents to more relationship-building and community-oriented 

events. In another school, parents began to orgJnize a PTO. 

For another, attendance at three consecutive Family Nights 

increased from 15 people to a standing-room-only crowd. 

One very simple yet effective strategy used by one school was 

to e tablish a coat rack in the front office to replJce the lost 

and found bin that actually looked more like a big plastic 

trash can. Family members commented positively about the 

change and collected their children's lost items. Team mem

bers felt the change conveyed a deeper sense of respect for stu

dents' and families' lost belongings and were a bit chagrined 

that it hadn't occurred to them before. 

Many of the schools learned, sometimes to their surpri e 

and chagrin, that family members didn't find the chool very 

welcoming, something they all decided to addres .In one 

case, where the middle school had a "bad reputation" among 
families, 

lt"s been about a year and a half. We"ue bad ouer a seven 

hundred percent increase in one year s time in parental 

involuement. Now, we started at uery little. You bave to 

understand that we didn't bat•e uery many. Tbere were 11ery, 

uery few. At our last parent night at a Science Fair we bad 

upward of 50 fa mily members tbere. There's been a change 

in teacbers' attitudes and expectations. Tbe way we were 

able to do tbat was by listening to what tbey wanted. The)' 

requested tbe topic of Science Fair. They wanted to know 

more iuformation about wbat was required for that. Tbat 

was our topic. All of tbese tbings tbat they requested we 

were then able to do. T/Jen tbe attendance just really grew. 

Other schools saw their efforts pay off as well, with better 

communication, parents more comfortable in the school and 

interacting with teachers, and with simply more coming and 

contributing in various ways. Several schools surveyed or 

interviewed students as well as family members, especially 

in the secondary schools. From students schools learned 

ways families were engaged in their learning that teachers 

might not realize as well as how students valued or ways 

their wanted their families involved in school.Students were 

also able to provide information about home and community 

teachers could use to tailor and personalize their curriculum 

and instruction. One of the high school teams reached out 

district wide to interview family members and students about 

graduation requirements, leading to changes in graduation 
requirements and policy. 

Those schools that reached out to particular constituencies 

that had not been very engaged in ways that teachers had 
noticed, also saw results, like this elementary school. 

We did see our A frican-American participation increase. 

O n one occaswn (Field Day) it was noted that we bad more 

African-American families participating tban any other 

subgroup. Special education families were seen at all events, 

and an increase was noticed at PTA meetings probably due 

to tbe fact tbat each meeting/Jada guest speaker or perfor

mance tied to it. Tbe guest speakers spoke 011 such subjects 
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as Inclusion, Positive Beh,Jllior Support and lstnte achi1!11e

ment/llowa tl!sting. 

Though these and other accomplishments made a difference 
in the relationships between school personnel and families of 
their students, perhaps the most important accomplishment 
was what teams began to learn about "family involvement". 
The FSL teams learned that family members are often uncom
fortable and even intimidated by school personnel. Others are 
so busy managing family lives that there is little time to par
ticipate or attend events that make their involvement with their 
children's education obvious to teachers. Some family members 
can sometimes be wary of voicing concerns or criticism of the 
school for fear of negative repercussions against their child. 

One team in Colorado reported that it was not easy to get a 
clear picture of exactly what is meant by parent involvement 
because it is complex-given the multiple perspectives of teach
ers and parents-and because it is found in a variety of com
munity and school contexts. They concluded that addressing 
the improvement of relationships and connections between 
schools and families was "a community/cultural effort." 

The teams are finding that as they challenge some of the 
assumptions they all hold about schools and families, and 
teachers and schools, new possibilities emerge.Several teams 
explored assumptions about their own and other's cultures, 
for example, and began to realize ways in which their most 
sincere efforts were failing.A couple of the teams worked 
hard to collaborate with parts of the community in order 
to dispel negative images about the school. Learning more 
about the community gave school personnel insight into the 
students, their families, and ways in which their educational 
efforts could better be tailored to students and families.The 
teams began to explore the meanings of family involvement, 
realizing that many more forms of involvement exist than 
they realized and noticed. Their words express it best: 

The team learlll!d a great deal about family ilwoillement. 

They realized that there are things going on at home that are 

helpful. \Vhi/1! at the same time the team realiud that there 

is "a huge rl!savoir of energy that we could be tapping 111to 

if we could tell them what we 're trying to accomplish and 

listen to how they see it". 

\Ve lea med that 111ost of our comnwnity members really 

do care about what is going 011 in their comm1111ity schools. 

Most peopli! just are unsure about their role and how tl1ey 

can be of service. \Ve also learned that not all volunteers are 

interested i11 coming onto the school campus. Many co111-

munity members volunteered to make phone calls and/or 

pass out notices to their neighbors. Others were i11terl!sted 

i11 coming to the school to be of service. \Ve learned through 
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ca11vassi11g that the (ace-to-face interaction with family 

members and comn11111ity members is invaluable to the 

school \Ve made a change about bow we perceiL1ed parent 

ilwolveme11t and wbat parents are doing at home with their 

kids. AND what we're hear111g a lot ts some-a big /1opula

tio11 of bilingual/monolingual and even some of our Latino 

families are finding a way to connect. 

What We Are All Learning 
The Family School Linkages teams have required different 
types of support to pursue an agenda of linking to families 
differently. The relationships between teachers and parents 
are often characterized by a lack of communication which 
contributes to misunderstandings. The mixed composition 
of the teams has provided opportunities for needed dialogue 
between parents and teachers and has contributed to the 
development of new, often more positive relationships. The 
dialogues between team members have been invaluable for 
examining attitudes and perceptions about the school and 
surrounding community. In team meetings, parents coun
tered teachers' stereotypes of the neighborhood by providing 
additional information on the community. For example, one 
parent told teachers about a new upper-middle class housing 
development in a city known for its low-income neighbor
hoods. The teachers on the team were unaware of the new 
development and had never been to that part o.f town. In all 
of what has happened in these i6 schools over the last three 
years, some lessons are emerging.While we are still explor
ing our experiences, our data and listening to the teams, we 
are able to articulate some of what we are all learning about 
family/school linkages. 

Schools lack information from families and the immediate 
co1111111111ity. 
Actual parent data from the immediate community is lacking 
at most schools. The schools participating in the FSL project 
were no exception. The only parent data that the Colorado 
schools receive on a regular basis are the results of an annual 
school district parent survey. The usefulness of the data is 
reduced because the schools receive the survey results the 
following school year. But even if schools get it sooner, the 
return rate is often modest, the survey format is simply inac
cessible to many families, and the use of satisfaction measures 
limits what can be learned. 

The findings from the inquiry teams' surveys and inter
views presented to school leadership committees helped 
the principals of those schools understand the utility of the 
teams and the need for information from families. We also 
strongly encouraged all the teams to find ways to quickly 
compile and share the information not just with school 
leadership, but also with families. Over time, this kind of 
feedback is known to improve respondents' willingness to 
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contribute information.In the end the teams' findings were 

among the few instances of actual data from parents that 

principals and teachers had received. At one school, the 

FLS presentation of results from parent interviews made 

concrete for the principal the work that the team had been 

undertaking. That presentation along with the attendance 

at one of the team's meetings solidified for the principal 

how the FLS team could help the school address its family 

involvement goals. It is surprising that in the current "data 

driven" culture operating in schools that supposedly drives 

instructional and staffing decisions, similar concern for 

parent data needed to inform involvement policies and 

practices has not developed. 

Doing i11q11iry "at home" is hard. 
Teachers as professional educators with years of experience 

in their current school may take much for granted and often 

operate on unexamined assumptions regarding family involv

ment. Their participation with families as fellow members of 

an inquiry team has helped teachers uncover those assump

tions and to convert them into questions for inquiry.But on 

teams where teachers and family members are equal or where 

teachers dominate, it can be mote difficult. The Los Angeles 

team leaders felt that "the numbers matter." 

The fa1111/y members and "family frie11dly " teachers help 11ot 

011/y to surface family perspectives, but encourage school 

persun11el to develop more 11on-traditional thi11king about 

families and their roles i11 students' education. 

Still, we found that the research activities and the team 

meeting discussions can help teachers shift from an "I 

know my own backyard" mentality to a " let's find out" 

inquiry mode. Parents on one of the teams faced a related 

challenge stemming from their own position. As parents 

who are actively involved in the schooling of their children, 

they realized the need to approach other parents who were 

interviewed in a nonjudgmental attitude. They needed to 

guard against wondering why the parent being interviewed 

was not more involved with their children's education. The 

inquiry process and the deliberations that occurred in the 

analysis of transcripts helped both teachers and parents 

identify and question their assumptions about parents in 

the familiar context of their own school community and 

also to question their understandings about parent involve 

ment in general. 

Tailoring S11pport is Tricky. 
We began the project committed to helping schools define and 

pursue their own inquiry.We proposed a model for how to 

proceed, but we were careful not to construct our support as 

providing some kind of prescription or tidy enumerated solu

tion for improving family engagement. 

Having made that commitment, figuring out the types of 

support that teams needed has not been simple. Different 

teams have taken different approaches. Some have followed 

the process design we presented to them of starting with 

a data collection cycle and then developing action plans 

based on considerations of the data. Other began with a 

focus on action . Sometimes we needed to check action and 

encourage inquiry, other times we needed to help teams 

move to action.The tricky part was trying to figure out 

what was needed, when, and how to provide it without 

being too directive. 

Some of the teams have had difficulty developing an effec

tive working relationship.The sorts of challenges they faced 

are familiar.A few team members seem to do all the work. 

Different team members have d ifferent ideas about how to 

proceed, but the group has trouble figuring out how to negoti

ate these differing viewpoints.Some of the teams would have 

benefited form more direct support and development on how 

to work together as a team, how to prepare, manage, and fol

low up meetings, and how to stay focused despite the many 

distractions of school and family life . 

Providing the teams with new information was critical. 
Traditional understandings of parent involvement are where 

most of the teams began their thinking."Involvement" means 

most often that family members, especially parents, come to 

the school when asked and invited and help with the learning 

agendas established by the faculty.At the same time we knew 

that few faculty have time to read or even to think deeply 

sometimes given the stresses and demands of schools.We also 

worried that many family members might adopt teachers' 

perspectives on involvement simply because of long standing 

power differential whether perceived or real. 

We suggested that teams read and discuss "Did You Know?"s 

of interest at their meetings and share with others. We have 

also developed "Did You Know?" articles on topics that have 

arisen from the teams themselves, like one on "homework" 

and another on the meaning of family. In this way we have 

encouraged all the teams to broaden their understanding of 

what involvement, engagement, and participation of families 

i11 their children's ed11catio11 might mean even when it doesn't 

involve every coming to the school building. 

When engaged appropriately families respond. 
An initial survey of families in Livingston Parish elicited 21 new 

volunteers for Drake Elementary and a similar activity at Greve 

elicited 10 new volunteers. Of course, not all parents can volun

teer, but in other schools teams are finding that parents write all 

over surveys, saying things like they are "glad to be asked''. The 

team at Almond found that it matters how you ask questions 

and not just what questions you ask. Many of the teams are 
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finding that when the parent members of the team help them 
frame information and questions, options and offers, from fam
ily perspectives, they get different responses. For the high school, 
thinking more broadly about what family involvement might 
mean led to a small team of fathers volunteering to paint the 
new offices for the ROTC.In some of the Los Angeles schools, 
getting out into the community and holding meetings, even 
parent/teacher conferences, in local venues or by phone resulted 
in more families engaging school personnel and developing the 
relationships that support student learning and achievement. 
For us this "turnaround" is about schools getting involved in 
families instead of just focusing on families getting involved in 
school. 

In all the schools that had success reaching out to fami-
lies not previously engaged much with school, that result 
occurred because of the team's effort to engage in what is 
called a process of "joining" (e.g., Mapp, 2003). In this 
process school personnel must first "welcome" parents into 
the school, "honor" their participation and contributions, 
and finally "connect with them through a focus on students 
and learning. Although different schools used different 
strategies for welcoming, honoring and connecting, the 
process seems critical to building the kinds of relationships 
that allow family members and school personnel to com
municate effectively and partner their efforts to engage 
students in learning and achievement. 

Some teams won't succeed. 
Four teams that formed and pursued through at least one 
inquiry cycle ended up disbanding and not continuing. In 
one case, it was less about the team or the school and more 
about the fact that the district decided to close the school. 
We hope that as the team members move to their new 
schools, some of what they learned and accomplished will 
also transfer. 

For teachers, the challenges came from multiple commit
ments that kicked in at different times such as coaching 
obligations. The shifting responsibilities made some team 
members unavailable for team activities for months at a 
time. In response, the team leaders were encouraged to iden
tify co-leaders to be able to share the responsibilities that 
included, developing a meeting schedule, keeping the team 
motivated, and maintaining communication with team 
members. But this didn't always work. For family members, 
the move of their children to new schools, disagreements 
with principals that forced them to leave for other schools 
both factored in the three teams that disbanded during the 
project. But in one case, a parent member of the team was 
eager to continue, but didn't feel she had the currency and 
clout to overrule or even very successfully challenge the 
teachers' decision to disband. 
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Some of the leaders and teams had to provide their own enthu
siasm and vision for parent involvement which was not always 
present in their own schools. This was discouraging and 
reduced energy over time for pursuing the effort. We are 
speculating based on the participating schools to date that 
those schools already actively engaged in ongoing school 
renewal and improvement were more successful maintain
ing vision, focus, and energy than those that were not. It 
may well but that those schools where a culture of renewal 
and improvement prevails have a different capacity for tak
ing on and sustaining improvement initiatives. But in the 
end, as one team member summarized during a final group 
interview, "We just didn't meet enough and that's what it 
boils down to. We are overcommitted or maybe under moti
vated or something." 

Last Word 
Despite these challenges, the work of the teams in these 16 
schools has also resulted in much. Across time, the teach-
ers and family members both on the teams and beyond the 
developed trust necessary to exchange their points of view and 
express their disagreements. Schools, with the information 
gathered and shared by teams have changed their tactics with 
families and the community, reaching out to get involved in 
family and community issues interests. The time teams spent 
together discussing the information gathered and plans for 
action helped the teams grow together as they exchanged per
ceptions and interpretations of what was going on with and for 
family/school linkages. 

There is much to learn and more to accomplish, but perhaps 
one of the team leaders offers the best last word for now: 

Overall, we lea med that we 11eed to be aware of differi11g 

comfo rt levels a11d cultural values in relatio11 to our school 

climate if we are to involve a// families . Becomi11g i11volved i11 

our scbools-whate11er the form a11d freque11cy-takes time, 

effort, a11d courage.As 011e of our team members put it: "We 

11eed to ope11 our schools to pare11t visits and involveme11t. 

Not just say it, but begi11 to show them that they are a vital 

part in our schools a11d ho11or them for all they do." 

NOTE 

Products in both series as well as case accounts from the 
participating schools are available on the NIUSI website: 
www.urbanschools.org 

Dianne Ferguson is a Professor both at the Teaching 
Research Institute, Western Oregon University and within 
the Division of Teaching and Leaming at the University of 
Missouri-St. Louis. Rene Galindo is an Associate Professor 
at the University of Colorado-Denver. 
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