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The achievement gap is an important problem with serious consequences for the 

United States’ economy.  A long history of oppression has contributed to a substantial 

gap in achievement between students of minority status or low socioeconomic status and 

their white or higher income peers.  Large scale efforts to address this problem have been 

unsuccessful in substantially reducing the problem.  As parent involvement has been 

linked to student achievement, capitalizing on strong family-school partnerships offers a 

valuable opportunity to target student achievement.  Low-income and minority parents 

face many barriers to parent involvement.  If schools embrace a more inclusive view of 

parent involvement and collaborate with parents to reduce these barriers, however, 

successful family-school partnerships may be formed.  Themes for creating such 

partnerships include recognizing that parents care about their children’s education and 

want them to succeed, treating parents as equal partners in the educational process, and 

using innovative techniques to solve problems. 
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Introduction 

A prominent concern in the United States is that countless public schools are 

failing to meet their students’ educational needs. The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) 

of 2001 has attempted to address this problem, but the situation persists.  In 2009, one-

third of the nation’s schools did not meet annual yearly progress (AYP) as established by 

NCLB; this deficit is predicted to double for the next school year (Usher, 2010).  An 

alarming fact is that the lowest performing schools tend to those which predominantly 

serve ethnic minority students of low SES (National Center for Educational Statistics, 

2010).   

In the United States, there exists an achievement gap between students living in 

low-income areas and their peers living in higher income areas (Aud, Fox, & 

KewalRamani, 2010; Educational Testing Service, 2011; Teach For America, n.d.). The 

gap is such that by the time they are in fourth grade, students from low-income 

communities perform two to three grade levels below their more affluent peers. Only half 

of these students graduate from high school. Further, those who graduate test, on average, 

at an eighth-grade level (Teach For America, n.d.).   

As poverty and race are correlated, the achievement gap is also measured as the 

difference in academic achievement between ethnic minorities and their white peers (Aud 

et al., 2010; American FactFinder, 2000; Barton & Coley, 2009). While 43 percent of 

white fourth grade students scored proficient or above on the National Assessment of 
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Educational Progress (NAEP) in reading, only 14 percent of black students and 17 

percent of Hispanic students scored proficient or above on this test (National Center for 

Educational Statistics, 2012). This gap is present across all subjects and all grade levels. 

Assuming the existing correlation between minority status and academic achievement 

continues, the achievement gap will impact increasingly more students as the minority 

population grows. The percentage of Americans identifying as a minority increased from 

20 percent to 34 percent between 1980 and 2008, a trend which is expected to continue 

(Aud et al., 2010).   If schools continue to produce undereducated workers, this problem 

will increasingly impact the United States’ economy.  

Many factors are cited as causes of this achievement gap.  Barton and Coley 

(2009) have described both school factors and factors outside of school that are linked to 

the achievement gap. School factors include high teacher turnover, frequent teacher 

absences, less experienced or qualified teachers, larger class sizes, and reduced access to 

technology. Factors outside of school include environmental hazards, poor nutrition, 

higher child to parent ratios (due to higher rates of single parents and higher birth rates), 

more television watching, smaller academic gains over the summer, and lower levels of 

parent participation.  

Although numerous factors have been cited as causes of the achievement gap, one 

that shows promise for impacting several of the above factors is parent participation. 

Findings show that students whose parents are involved with school are more likely to 

achieve (Henderson & Mapp, 2002), but minority parents are less likely than White 

students’ parents to volunteer at school or attend a school event (Delgado-Gaitan, 2004; 
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Educational Testing Service, 2009; Henderson & Mapp, 2002). However, the literature 

suggests that factors within the school environment have led to this breakdown in 

communication rather than a lack of caring among parents (Delgado-Gaitan, 1992; 

Rogalsky, 2009). Since parent involvement has been linked to higher achievement, 

strengthening school-family partnerships shows promise as one strategy for closing the 

achievement gap (Fan & Chen, 2001; Henderson & Mapp, 2002; Hoover-Dempsey, 

Whitaker & Ice, 2010). 

Many barriers to parent involvement as it has traditionally been defined exist for 

minority parents and parents with low socioeconomic status (SES).  Traditionally, parent 

involvement has been defined as activities that involve coming to the school (Bower, 

2011).  Many school personnel still think of this definition of parent involvement and are 

critical when parents do not meet their expectations (Rogalsky, 2009).  A few 

representational barriers to this type of involvement include limited English speaking, 

scheduling around work obligations (Mapp, 2003; Plunkett & Bámaca-Gómez, 2003; Van 

Velsor & Orozco, 2007), and racism (Lareau, 1996; McKay, et al., 2003). 

   More recently, models of parent involvement that expand this definition have 

been developed.  Epstein and Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (as cited in Hoover-

Dempsey, Whitaker, and Ice, 2010) have included home-based forms of parent 

participation in their models.  Although this definition of parent involvement is more 

inclusive of the types of involvement likely to be seen in minority or low-SES 

communities, barriers to involvement remain.  These include balancing work obligations 



4 
 

with parental obligations (Mapp, 2003; Plunkett & Bámaca-Gómez, 2003; Van Velsor & 

Orozco, 2007) and low confidence in intellectual abilities (Eccles and Harold, 1996). 

Ameliorating barriers to parent participation can happen only when the school adopts 

policies to address them and meet parents halfway. Examples of schools that have 

successfully adopted policies that bolster parent involvement provide hope that such 

interventions are possible.  

This report will explore how family-school partnerships can be employed as one 

strategy towards successfully combatting the achievement gap.  The first chapter will 

describe the scope and causes of the achievement gap.  The second chapter will explain 

the link between parent involvement and student achievement, outlining two theories of 

parent involvement as well as presenting common barriers to parent involvement.  The 

third chapter will present successful practices used by successful schools to increase and 

support parent involvement.  The final chapter will discuss the implications of the 

research on parent involvement and the achievement gap and suggest directions for future 

research. 



5 
 

Chapter 1:  Understanding the Achievement Gap 

The following chapter will describe the achievement gap.  First, the nature of the 

achievement gap will be examined through statistics about the academic performance of 

students of different demographics.  Next, the social context of the achievement gap will 

be explained.  Then, attempts to close the achievement gap will be explored. 

The Nature of the Achievement Gap.   

The term “achievement gap” is usually used to describe either the difference in 

academic achievement between ethnic minority students and their white peers or the 

difference in achievement between students of low SES and their higher SES peers. Due 

to the connection between poverty and race, both of these gaps are often discussed 

simultaneously (Aud et al., 2010; American FactFinder, 2000).  In the following two 

sections, they will be discussed separately.  Later in this report, the term achievement gap 

will be used interchangeably to describe the gap by race and/or by SES. 

The achievement gap by race. The achievement gap begins before children enter 

school and persists as they progress through school.  In 2005-2006, 36.8 percent of white 

four-year-olds and 49.4 percent of Asian four-year-olds were proficient in letter 

recognition compared to 28.3 percent of black four-year-olds and 23.0 percent of 

Hispanic four-year-olds.  Similarly, 73.1 percent of white four-year-olds and 81.2 percent 

of Asian four-year-olds were proficient in number and shape recognition compared to 

54.7 percent of black four-year-olds and 51.4 percent of Hispanic four-year-olds. (Aud, 
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Fox, & KewalRamani, 2010)  The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) 

assesses a representational sample of American fourth, eighth, and twelfth graders in 

reading and math.  The achievement gap is also evident in this data (National Center for 

Educational Statistics, 2012).  NAEP results are reported as Basic, Proficient, or 

Advanced.  In 2007, 43 percent of white fourth graders and 46 percent of Asian or Pacific 

Islander students scored proficient or above in reading, while only 14 percent of black 

students and 17 percent of Hispanic students scored proficient or above.  This gap 

persists through eighth and twelfth grade test scores. 

The achievement gap by socioeconomic status. Teach For America (n.d.) 

provides statistics about the achievement gap by SES, noting that this gap increases as 

students progress through school. Fourth graders from low-income communities are 

already two to three grades behind their higher-income peers.  Only half of students from 

low-income communities will graduate high school before age 18.  On average, these 

graduates perform on an eighth grade level.  Only 10 percent of students growing up in 

low-income communities will graduate from college.  NAEP data confirms this gap using 

eligibility for the National School Lunch Program to separate low-income students from 

higher-income students (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2012).  In 2011, 

fourth graders who were eligible for the National School Lunch Program had an average 

scaled score of 229 (out of 500) on the NAEP math test compared to non-eligible 

students, who had an average scaled score of 252.  This gap of 23 points widens to 27 

points by eighth grade and persists at 23 points in twelfth grade.  The gap in twelfth grade 

would likely be wider if the students who dropped out of high school remained.  
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Urban/rural settings. Another way to view the achievement gap is to compare 

urban and rural settings.  In 2005, more rural fourth and eighth graders scored in the 

proficient range or above on the NAEP reading, math, and science tests than did students 

in urban schools. However, a higher percentage of students in suburban schools scored 

proficient or above on these tests. (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2007).  

Many rural schools in certain areas of the country perform as poorly as or worse than 

urban schools (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2012). 

Implications of the achievement gap. If schools continue to underserve minority 

populations, an increasing number of students will be affected by the achievement gap. 

This will have a devastating impact on the United States’ economy (McKinsey & 

Company, 2009). The percentage of Americans identifying as a minority increased from 

20 percent to 34 percent between 1980 and 2008, a trend which is expected to continue 

(Aud et al., 2010).  Since the achievement gap is correlated with dropout rates and 

educational attainment, these students will leave the educational system unprepared for 

professional positions (Aud, Fox, & KewalRamani, 2010). A study by McKinsey and 

Company (2009) indicated that the United States’ GDP in 2008 would have been 

between two and four percent higher were the achievement gap between black and 

Latino/a students and their white peers to have been closed by 1998.  As the number of 

minority students grows, there is potential for the economy to be affected even more 

drastically. 
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Explanations for the achievement gap. The achievement gap has been 

explained in a number of ways.  In a report on the achievement gap, the Educational 

Testing Service (ETS) (2011) identified 16 correlates of achievement that help explain 

the achievement gap.  These factors, identified from the literature by ETS, exist in higher 

or lower rates among minority and low-SES student populations compared to their higher 

income peers and white peers.  These factors are divided into school factors and home 

factors.  School factors include curriculum rigor; teacher preparation, experience, 

attendance, and turnover; class size; availability of instructional technology; and fear and 

safety at school.  Home factors include birth weight; exposure to lead; hunger and 

nutrition; talking and reading to babies and young children; excessive television 

watching; parent-pupil ratio, frequent changing of schools; and summer achievement 

gain/loss.  ETS reported substantial discrepancies between minority and low-SES 

families and white or higher-SES families for all of these factors.   

Oppression and Achievement 

The source of the achievement gap is routed in a long history of oppression and 

discrimination.  The American educational system was designed prior to the Civil Rights 

Movement, at a time when racial segregation was in full effect in many southern states.  

Vestiges of cultural biases persist in schools today and many schools remain highly 

segregated by race (Orfield, 2009).   Minority teachers continue to be under- represented 

despite the diversity of the student body (Bireda & Chait, 2011).  This section explores 
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the history behind how African American and Latino/a students continue encounter 

biases that contribute to the achievement gap. 

African Americans.  African Americans carry the burden of a long history of 

discrimination.  On no front is this more apparent than in education.  The infamous Jim 

Crow Laws, which were in effect in southern states from the conclusion of the Civil War 

until the 1960’s, mandated strict segregation policies to separate people of different races.  

This included public schools.  In the1954 landmark case, Brown vs. Board of Education, 

the Supreme Court ruled that segregation of public schools did not provide African 

American children with the equal protection guaranteed by the Fourteenth Amendment.  

This victory was limited, as Brown v. Board only required states to integrate schools 

“with all deliberate speed.” Therefore, many schools continued to operate in a segregated 

manner until Alexander v. Holmes County Board of Education (1969) determined that 

school districts must end segregation “now and hereafter.” Tragically, four decades later, 

schools remain quite racially segregated and are becoming increasingly more so (Orfield 

& Lee, 2007).  Currently, 40 percent of Latinos and 39 percent of African Americans 

attend highly segregated schools, in which 90 to 100 percent of students are of color 

(Orfield, 2009). 

Racial disparity is not limited to education. A disproportionate number of African 

American children grow up in poverty.  While 18 percent of all American children grow 

up in poverty, this rate is much higher (34 percent) among African American children 

(Aud et al., 2010).  Poverty creates unique burdens on families for such basic needs as 
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food and shelter.  Parents who are preoccupied with concerns about their family’s very 

survival may find it difficult to prioritize school involvement (Eccles & Harrold, 1996). 

Recognizing these real limitations and accommodating them appropriately are important 

tasks for school personnel that will be addressed in more detail later. 

Furthermore, misconceptions about African American families and schools are 

frequently perpetuated. For many years, researchers focused on deficit models that 

attributed a lack of parental involvement to deficiencies within the culture and family 

structure (Amatea, et al., 2006; Barton et al., 2004; Delgado-Gaitan, 1991). In his 

landmark 1983 study of African American families and schools, Clark found that a 

family’s composition and SES are not responsible for the children’s academic 

achievement and behavior in school.  Instead, the family’s beliefs, activities, and cultural 

style create the “mental structures” a child needs to behave appropriately in school.  

Clark noted that although these “high stress” communities faced a higher than average 

amount of “psychological violence,” a consistent parent-child attachment predicted 

higher student achievement. This suggests that positive school outcomes can be attained 

by intervening with families and children to build these mental representations without 

changing family composition, culture, or SES. In conclusion, family factors have often 

been inappropriately implicated in low student achievement. 

Latino/as. The naming of people who, or whose cultural ancestors originated in 

Latin America is a controversial topic.  The term “Hispanic” was coined by the U.S. 

government and has historically been used in the U.S. Census (Clemente & Collison, 
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2000; Hispanic vs. Latino, 2008).  Many prefer the Spanish word Latino or Latina, the 

feminine form, to describe this group. For the purposes of this report, I have chosen to 

use this term for its better cultural sensitivity. 

Latino/as are both the fastest growing and largest minority group in the United 

States (American Factfinder, 2000).  According to 2010 U.S Census data, those 

identifying as Hispanic account for 16 percent of the total population (American 

Factfinder, 2010).  Latino/as children are disproportionately represented among those 

under 18 living under the poverty level.   Twenty-seven percent of Latino/a children 

under the age of 18 are living in poverty compared to 18 percent total and only 10 percent 

of White children.  As explored previously, poverty creates distinct stressors which limit 

a family’s ability to prioritize school involvement. 

Additionally, perceived racist attitudes towards Latino/as may discourage families 

from actively engaging in the school community. As more Latino/as have immigrated to 

the U.S., the discrimination against them has come to the forefront of national media 

attention.  For example, Arizona SB 1070, or the Support Our Law Enforcement and Safe 

Neighborhoods Act, has generated much controversy for the measures it permits for the 

control and removal of illegal immigrants and the strict consequences it provides for legal 

aliens who fail to carry the appropriate documentation.  The law has been widely 

criticized for encouraging racial profiling, a discriminatory act.  Such attitudes across the 

United States likely contribute to feelings of mistrust among Latino parents in schools.  

The Pew Hispanic Center (Passel, 2005) estimates that 80-85 percent of recent Mexican 
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immigrants are of undocumented status. Those immigrants who are of undocumented 

status may fear that their presence at school will expose them and avoid the school out of 

safety concerns (Dotson-Blake & Foster, 2009). Discrimination and fear of exposure pose 

a unique barrier to family involvement for Latino/as.  

 As with African Americans, there exist many misconceptions about Latino/a 

families that impact their school partnerships. According to Delgado-Gaitan (1991, 

1992), there is a perception that Latino/a families care less about their children, and have 

inferior cultural values and family organization.  Delgado-Gaitan’s findings indicated that 

a lack of school involvement may be attributed to a lack of power and knowledge to deal 

with schools.  Research indicates that Latino parents do in fact place great value their 

children’s education. (Delgado-Gaitan, 1992). Interestingly, Delgado-Gaitan (1992) 

recorded Mexican-American families’ description of a person who is buen educado 

(“well-educated”) as including aspects of kindness and manners over a formal education.  

This indicates that Latino families may have a broader definition of family involvement 

than many schools recognize. . 

Efforts to Address the Achievement Gap 

Since the American Civil Rights Movement in the 1960’s, concern over social 

justice issues has led to several attempts to alleviate the achievement gap.  In the 

following section, two large-scale attempts, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act 
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of 1965 and its revised version, the “No Child Left Behind Act” will be described in 

detail and other representative programs will be discussed. 

The Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965.  In his State of the 

Union address in 1965, President Lyndon Johnson pledged $1500 million to fund 

educational programs.  One of the purposes of the funding was to “aid public schools 

serving low-income families.”  The resulting Elementary and Secondary Education Act 

of 1965 (ESEA) provided instructions as to the distribution of educational funding and 

has continued in this function through several reauthorizations.  The Act consists of five 

titles.  The most important of these is Title I, which pertains specifically to how funding 

will be allocated towards children of low-income families.   Prior to the ESEA, the 

federal government had deferred to state and local government for the writing and 

implementation of educational policy.  Since the passage of the Act, the federal 

government’s involvement in education has remained a point of controversy.  Another 

point of controversy has been whether the programs funded by the Act have increased 

student achievement.  The persistence of the achievement gap would suggest that ESEA 

has been insufficient. 

No Child Left Behind. In 2001, the ESEA was significantly revised as the “No 

Child Left Behind Act” (NCLB). The goal of the Act was to eliminate the achievement 

gap by 2014.  NCLB requires every state to develop a test to measure student 

achievement. According to NCLB, schools must demonstrate that each student is 

proficient in reading, math, and writing in order to continue to receive federal funding. 
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NCLB requires low-performing schools to demonstrate Adequate Yearly Progress 

(AYP). If a school is deemed unsuccessful, it faces serious consequences including 

teacher layoffs and state takeover of the school.   

No Child Left Behind has come under intense criticism since its initial 

implementation (Ushomirsky, Hall, & Haycock, 2011). Ushomirsky et al. summarize the 

criticism against NCLB and propose the Education Trust’s recommendations for how 

NCLB should be revised. Many critics see the goals set by NCLB as arbitrary and 

unrealistic.  They argue that NCLB imposes universal consequences that do not 

acknowledge the diverse challenges schools across the nation face. Many accuse NCLB 

of recognizing only final results rather than rewarding growth.  However, these critics 

acknowledge that NCLB has been instrumental in drawing attention to the achievement 

gap and demanding action.  The Education Trust makes several suggestions for 

capitalizing on the positive aspects of NCLB and minimizing the disadvantages.  One of 

these is to revise goals to be growth-based.  For example, rather than expecting all 

students to meet all standards within a set timeframe, schools might be asked to reduce 

the number of students failing to meet standards by half within six years.  Additionally, 

The Education Trust recommends that districts give priority assistance to the lowest 

performing 10 percent of schools rather than trying to target all schools at the same time. 

Other Programs.  Many other programs have been developed to target the 

achievement gap.  Some representative examples include Head Start, Teach For America, 

and charter school networks such as KIPP and Uncommon Schools.  Head Start is 
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government program that came out of the ESEA.  It addresses school readiness by 

providing pre-school programs that incorporate social and health services (U.S. 

Department of Health and Human Services, Administration for Children and Families, 

2012).   Teach For America is a program that recruits individuals with a record of 

achievement and leadership to commit to teaching in a low-income community for two 

years.  After their teaching commitment, Teach For America hopes these individuals 

continue to work towards closing the achievement gap through their work in schools, 

policy, or other professions.  KIPP and Uncommon Schools have developed strategies to 

promote academic achievement among the high-minority, low SES student population 

they serve and have demonstrated success with their results.  Schools like these hope to 

demonstrate that the achievement gap is solvable and to provide an alternative 

educational opportunity for many students who reside in low-income, high minority 

areas. 

Summary of the Achievement Gap 

The achievement gap has been a consistently demonstrated discrepancy between 

the achievement of minority students and their white peers as well as a discrepancy 

between the achievement of low-SES students and students of higher SES. Achievement 

gaps can also been seen between urban, suburban, and rural settings.  The implications of 

this gap on the national economy increase as the number of students affected by it 

increases. Although the ESEA and NCLB as well as other government and private 

programs have sought to address the achievement gap, the gap endures.   
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Chapter 2:  Parent Involvement and Student Achievement 

Any successful effort to close the achievement gap will incorporate several 

components. Improving the quality of instruction and preparing and supporting teachers 

better will certainly be part of the solution.  However, this report will focus on one 

component that shows promise in working towards a solution for the achievement gap: 

parent involvement.  First, the link between parent involvement and student achievement 

will be described.  Next, two models that describe parent involvement will be explained.  

These are Epstein’s theory of parent involvement and Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler’s 

model of parent involvement.  Many barriers to parent involvement exist in higher rates 

among minority and low SES populations, and these will also be discussed. 

The Link between Parent Involvement and Student Achievement  

Reviews of the literature on parent involvement suggest that there is a link 

between parent involvement and student achievement (Fan & Chen, 2001; Hoover-

Dempsey, Whitaker, & Ice, 2010). A meta-analysis by Fan and Chen (2001) supports the 

link between parent involvement and student achievement. These authors examined 25 

studies which reported their own empirical findings and from which Pearson correlations 

could be derived.   Fan and Chen found a small to moderate correlation between parental 

involvement and academic achievement.  Parent involvement more reliably predicted 

student achievement when student achievement was measured generally (e.g. overall 

GPA) than when it was measured in a specific content area (e.g. math). Fan and Chen 
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concluded that the strongest predictor of student achievement was parent expectations 

and aspirations, while the weakest predictor was parental supervision at home. 

In a review of the research that finds a link between parent involvement and 

student achievement, Hoover-Dempsey, Whitaker, and Ice (2010) observed that families’ 

involvement in the educational process leads students to develop attitudes and skills that 

facilitate learning at school.  These findings are generalized across demographically 

diverse groups.  Hoover-Dempsey et al. suggested that parent involvement supports 

important student beliefs and behaviors which contribute to students’ school success. 

These include beliefs about the value of education, positive beliefs about one’s own 

learning abilities, and strategies for self-regulation.  Behaviors that contribute to 

successful learning include active engagement in the task at hand, finishing tasks, and 

asking for help as needed.  Hoover-Dempsey et al. also noted that the performance 

outcomes gained through parent involvement persist beyond early childhood education 

and into adolescence and adulthood, as evidenced by measures such as higher likelihood 

of attending four year colleges and lower rates of criminal behavior. 

Taken together, these reviews document the critical importance of parent 

involvement in student achievement.  Studying the mechanisms of the parent 

involvement process therefore provides information which may ultimately lead to 

understandings of how to bolster student achievement and ultimately close the 

achievement gap.  



18 
 

What is Parent Involvement? 

Parent involvement has been defined in a variety of ways.  Fan and Chen (2001) 

note that this has been a source of confusion in the field, as several studies evaluating the 

link between student achievement and parent involvement have failed to clearly define 

this construct.  Those which have clearly defined parent involvement use varying 

definitions.  In their meta-analysis of 25 studies documenting the link between parent 

involvement and student achievement, Fan and Chen found definitions of parent 

involvement to include the following parenting behaviors:  setting expectations and 

holding aspirations about student achievement, communicating with children about 

school, communicating with the school or teacher, participating in school activities, and 

setting expectations that support education around home activities.  For the purpose of 

this report, parent involvement will encompass all of these definitions in the broadest 

sense. Later, this definition will be reframed as school-family partnership to emphasize 

the important role held by the school as well as individual parents. 

Given its importance in student learning, several models have been suggested to 

explain the parent involvement process.  Two prominent models will be described below.  

Epstein’s theory of parent involvement has proven significant as a foundation for a 

broadened definition of parent involvement and for the importance it places on the 

school’s role in promoting parent involvement.  Hoover-Dempsey’s model of parent 

involvement has expanded upon Epstein’s model by exploring the underlying motivations 

which inspire parents to become involved.  Utilizing a model to explain how parent 
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involvement impacts student achievement helps us intervene most effectively by 

providing a structure against which to conceptualize interventions. 

Epstein’s theory of parent involvement. Epstein’s theory of parent involvement 

suggests that the child’s world is composed of overlapping spheres of influence.  Students 

are most successful when these spheres work together.  External influences consist of the 

community, school, and family environment. Internal influences consist of the 

interpersonal relationships the child encounters with people in each of these settings (as 

cited in Griffin & Steen, 2010). Epstein (1995, 2010) named six types of parent 

involvement which describe some of these relationship interactions. These are: 1) 

parenting, 2) communicating, 3) volunteering, 4) learning at home, 5) decision-making, 

and 6) collaborating with the community. These categories expand the definition of 

parent involvement beyond what might be readily visible to school personnel.  Often, 

schools measure parent involvement by the number of parents who attend parent-teacher 

conferences and school events or volunteer at the school.  Epstein’s model extends parent 

involvement practices to include parenting strategies and participation in home-based 

activities. Notably, Epstein’s theory also includes a strong emphasis on actions schools 

take to facilitate parent involvement. 

  In Epstein’s terminology, parenting refers to the educational support parents 

provide their children at home.  The school can enhance this form of parent involvement 

by providing support services that educate families about child development and what 

educational support they can provide at home. Communicating means engaging in 
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effective two-way communication between families and schools to convey information 

about the school and children’s educational needs. Volunteering consists of organizing 

and recruiting parents to assist at school, home, or in other places to support the school 

and students' activities.  Learning at home is comprised of making available information 

and ideas about helping students with homework and other curriculum related activities.  

Decision-making refers to including a diverse representation of parents in school-related 

decisions by including their input and providing them with leadership opportunities.  

Collaborating with the community entails finding community resources or services and 

integrating them with the school system so that students may benefit.  According to 

Epstein, all these types of parental involvement are important. 

Epstein’s theory of parent involvement has several strengths.  One valuable aspect of 

the theory was that it served to expand the traditional definition of parent involvement 

beyond parents’ physical presence at the school by including forms of involvement that 

occur in the home (Bower, 2011).  Epstein’s theory suggests that parent involvement can 

take various forms (Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2010).  Another asset of this theory is the 

importance it places on the teacher’s and school’s role in facilitating parent involvement 

rather than placing the responsibility solely with parents (Bower, 2011; Hoover-Dempsey 

et al., 2010).  Epstein’s theory encourages schools to communicate effectively with 

families as well as actively encourage their involvement in such activities as volunteering 

at the school, participating in the school decision-making process, and working with 

community organizations.  Epstein expects the school to play an active role by directly 
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inviting parents to these involvement opportunities and providing concrete suggestions 

for supporting students at home (Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2010).  Bower’s (2011) review 

of three studies evaluating the effectiveness of Epstein’s theory of parent involvement 

suggests that there is a positive link between the employment of this model and student 

achievement. 

The weaknesses of Epstein’s theory of parent involvement relate largely to its basis 

on European-American cultural views and its assumption of universality across cultures.  

In a review of literature highlighting the weaknesses of Epstein’s model, Bower (2011) 

noted that African American and Latino parents appear to have low levels of involvement 

if this model is used to evaluate their participation in their students’ education.  Bower 

also observed that Epstein’s theory does not include specific involvement practices of 

African American families.   These include church involvement as community 

involvement, an emphasis on setting firm behavioral limits at home, and having 

conversations about expectations.   Epstein’s definitions of parent involvement may 

require more time and money than parents of low SES can provide.  Additionally, these 

types of involvement have not been verified as helpful across varied cultural and ethnic 

groups.  For example, parent volunteering has only been found to be significantly related 

to student achievement for white students. A broader definition of parent involvement is 

needed to reflect how families of color participate in their students’ education.  Bower 

also noted that according to Epstein’s model, the school is expected to inform parents of 

best practices to use at home and that school includes parents in decision-making process 
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on its terms by inviting them to particular meetings rather than allowing them to 

participate freely.  Therefore, Epstein’s model creates a power dynamic in which the 

school maintains control.      

Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler’s model of parent involvement.  Building upon 

Epstein’s theory, Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (as cited in Hoover-Dempsey et al., 

2010) developed a theoretical model to explain parental involvement in the education of 

their children (See figure 2). This model goes beyond the types of parent involvement 

outlined in Epstein’s model. It focuses on the underlying motivations that lead parents to 

become involved as well as the outcomes of how this involvement impacts students.  The 

model consists of five levels, beginning with parent motivation for involvement, 

progressing though the activities parents choose, the learning mechanisms parents engage 

during these activities, student perceptions of these mechanisms, learning attributes 

gained by students, and ending with student achievement.  According to the model, 

parent motivation to become involved stems from personal motivators such as beliefs 

about the parental role, beliefs about parental efficacy in supporting the student at school, 

perceptions of invitations to involvement from the school, teacher, and student, and life 

context variables such as the parent’s own skills and knowledge, available time and 

energy, and family culture.  

Research findings support the first level of Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler’s 

model.  This level explains parental motivations for becoming involved in their students’ 

learning.  In a review of five studies, Hoover-Dempsey et al. (2010) reported that parents  
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who included involvement in the learning process as part of their parental role 

construction were more likely to demonstrate involvement in their children’s education.  

These authors noted, however, that this relationship was not as strong as the model had 

originally posited.  In a review of six studies connecting parental efficacy to parental 

involvement, Hoover-Dempsey et al. noted that while parental efficacy is related to 

parental involvement, it may be secondary to role construction and perceptions of 

invitations to involvement.  These authors also examined research on invitations to 

involvement and concluded that general invitations, such as a welcoming school 

environment predict higher rates of school-wide parent involvement, but that specific 

invitations from the teacher are a stronger predictor of parent involvement than general 

invitations from the school, and may be a stronger motivator than role construction and 

efficacy.  Another motivator for parent involvement that Hoover-Dempsey et al. have 

found to be well-supported in the research is specific invitations to parent involvement 

activities initiated by the student.  These authors suggest that including specific tasks or 

homework assignments that encourage students to solicit parental support may increase 

rates of parental support at home.  Hoover-Dempsey et al. also provide research evidence 

supporting the link between student achievement and parents’ life context variables such 

as parental skills and knowledge, time and energy available for involvement, and cultural 

expectations about involvement.    

Empirical research also supports levels 1.5 and 2 of Hoover-Dempsey and 

Sandler’s model of parent involvement.  Walker, Shenker, and Hoover-Dempsey (2010) 
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reviewed the literature addressing these levels and concluded that parents’ expectations 

and aspirations were stronger predictors of student achievement than were other home-

based activities such as communicating about and supervising homework.  Walker et al. 

note that level 2 was developed to contain traditional learning mechanisms derived from 

major learning theories.   

Level 3 of Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler’s model of parent involvement, which 

suggests that student proximal learning attributes conducive to achievement are mediated 

by students’ perceptions of their parents’ actions, has not been empirically documented. 

Walker et al. suggest that student perceptions of the involvement efforts of their parents 

should be investigated, noting that parent self-reports, though often used to measure 

parent behaviors, may not reflect the experience of the child.  Walker et al. note that the 

connection between student self-regulatory learning strategies and academic achievement 

(levels 4 and 5 of the model) has been well supported in the research. 

Barriers to Parent Involvement 

Families of low SES and/or minority status may encounter barriers to parent 

involvement.  Single parent homes, incarceration of family members, unemployment 

rates, and family violence are all factors that exist in higher rates among low SES, high-

minority populations (Aud et al., 2010; Durose et al., 2005).  Additional barriers to parent 

involvement include limited English speaking, confidence in intellectual abilities (Eccles 

and Harold, 1996), and teacher attitudes (Amatea, Smith-Adcock, & Villares, 2006). 

Other related family stressors may include the necessity of working two jobs to support a 
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family on limited income and  the increased incidence of substance abuse among the 

unemployed and underemployed (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 

Administration, 2010). 

Scheduling. One barrier to parent involvement relates to difficulties scheduling 

school events to maximize parent availability (Mapp, 2003; Plunkett & Bámaca-Gómez, 

2003; Van Velsor & Orozco, 2007).  Many parents of all income levels must contend 

with weighing their level of school involvement against their work schedules.  This is an 

especially salient problem among families of low SES (Benson & Martin, 2003; Mapp, 

2003).  When parents are of lower SES, the hourly wage, menial types of jobs parents are 

more likely to have can make taking time off more complicated than for salaried workers.  

Parents may fear disciplinary action for missing work to attend meetings or other school 

events. Salaried positions are more likely to come with personal days and schedule 

flexibility.  Additionally, families who are struggling financially may be forced to work 

longer hours or multiple jobs.  This leaves less time for school involvement (Plunkett & 

Bamaca-Gomez, 2003). 

Transportation.  Transportation is another common barrier to parent 

involvement activities which take place at the school.  Many families cannot afford a car 

or must share one with several drivers.  In urban areas, this often means that families 

must rely upon public transportation, which can be unreliable, time-consuming, and even 

dangerous at night. In rural settings, some parents have no means of transportation other 

than waiting for a friend or relative to be available to drive them to the school. Unreliable 
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transportation may prevent families from being as involved in the school as they might 

wish.  When parents make an appointment at the school, circumstances beyond their 

control, related to transportation, may prevent them from keeping the appointment or 

cause them to arrive late. 

Language.  An often debilitating barrier for recent immigrant families is 

language.  Van Velsor and Orozco (2007) reported that language barriers may prevent 

parents from volunteering in schools.  Carreon et al. (2005) described how immigrant 

families are frequently placed in situations where the child must act as interpreter.  This 

creates a role-reversal within the family which may be harmful to the natural parent-child 

relationship.  Unfortunately, schools often lack funding to provide more suitable 

translators on a regular basis (Carreon et al., 2005).   

Financial Stressors.  Another barrier that frequently limits the involvement of 

families of low SES is a struggle to meet the basic needs of the family (Bemak & 

Cornely, 2002; Van Velsor & Orozco, 2007).  A parent who is spending her energy just 

trying to provide food, shelter, and clothing for her children may not be able to dedicate 

time and energy towards school activities. Traditionally, schools have not expanded their 

role in beyond that which directly concerns the wellbeing of their students.  Families with 

employment or housing concerns have had to seek out community resources 

independently.  
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Conflicting Expectations.  Families of diverse backgrounds may hold beliefs 

about their role in the school which conflict with the school’s expectations.  This forms 

another barrier to the family-school partnership.  According to a survey by Chavkin and 

Williams (1993), 90 percent of African American and Latino parents were interested in 

helping their children with schoolwork at home and attending school events, yet 62 

percent believed teachers held the responsibility for getting parents involved compared 

with only 38 percent of white parents. This finding is consistent with Eccles and Harold’s 

(1996) finding that 65 percent of parents felt teachers should do more to get parents 

involved. However, it has been documented that teachers often feel frustrated with this 

responsibility and would prefer for parents to initiate contact (Delgado-Gaitan, 1991).   

Parent Confidence.  Another commonly cited barrier to parent involvement is 

parent confidence (Delgado-Gaitan, 1992; Eccles & Harold, 1996).  Immigrant parents 

who did not attend school in the United States lack information about how the school 

system works (Romo & Falbo, 1996).   They may have little formal education from 

which to draw skills to help their children with homework (Delgado-Gaitan, 1992).  

Without this background, the child is left to advocate for his or her own education as he 

or she is the main source of information about the U.S. educational system (Carreon, 

Drake & Barton, 2005).  Research indicates that the more parents know about the school 

system, the more success they are able to enjoy in their dealings with it (Delgado-Gaitan, 

1991). Eccles and Harold (1996) described two studies which found that a parent’s sense 
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of efficacy to help her child with schoolwork was among the strongest determining 

factors in her level of school involvement.  

Racism.  Another serious barrier to parent involvement is actual or perceived 

racism from school personnel (Lareau, 1996; McKay, et al., 2003).  McKay et al. (2003) 

found that low-income African American parents' racism awareness was positively 

related to parental involvement in the home but inversely related to involvement at 

school.  Similarly, Rowley and Grace (2000) found that African American mothers of 

kindergarteners who felt they had been racially discriminated against during the course of 

their own education were less likely to be involved with their child’s school (as cited in 

Taylor, Clayton, & Rowley, 2004). Furthermore, when they did become involved, their 

involvement experiences were perceived as less positive. The experience of racism has 

conditioned many parents to avoid interactions at school. 

Summary of Parent Involvement and Student Achievement 

 There is a well-documented connection between parent involvement and student 

achievement. This connection suggests that promoting parent involvement is one helpful 

way to minimize the achievement gap.  Models of parent involvement proposed by 

Epstein and Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler indicate that a broad and inclusive definition 

of parent involvement exposes diverse ways that minority and low SES parents are 

already participating in their children’s education.  This, along with an understanding of 



30 
 

what motivates parents to become involved, provides a starting point for building 

stronger partnerships between schools and the families they serve.   
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Chapter 3:  Successful Practices that Promote Parent Involvement  

Since higher levels of parent involvement have been linked to greater student 

achievement, many schools are seeking strategies to promote parent involvement.  These 

strategies include resolving the barriers to parent involvement described above as well as 

implementing practices that create a welcoming environment.  At the end of the chapter, 

several schools that have successfully implemented these strategies will be described. 

Resolving Barriers to Parent Involvement  

Interventions for improving family school relationships seek to remove or 

moderate the barriers to parent involvement discussed in Chapter 2. Barriers that schools 

can address include scheduling, transportation, language, basic family needs, conflicting 

school-parent role expectations, parent confidence and knowledge, school personnel 

attitudes, and perceptions of racism (Van Velsor & Orozco, 2007).   

Scheduling. Scheduling barriers are not easily overcome, but they can be 

considered in the type of participation required by parents.  For example, parents who are 

unable to come to the school frequently during school hours may still be encouraged to 

participate in Epstein’s (1995, 2010) “learning at home” aspect of the family school 

partnership.  Mapp (2003) investigated one successful low-income school environment in 

which 90 percent of parents participate in school or home-based activities.  This school 

welcomes and encourages parents to participate in any form they can without assigning 

judgment to those who have difficulty coming to school events.  In this school, parents 
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described how their involvement in certain school activities fluctuated with their 

employment situation, but that parents took turns sharing the more time-consuming roles 

such as serving on the Family Outreach Team.  Also, expanding scheduling options to 

parents who work unconventional hours is helpful (Bemak & Cornely, 2002).  Teachers 

may choose to offer meeting times early in the morning before school as well as late into 

the evening. One teacher Delgado-Gaitan (1991) observed called parents’ places of 

employment to negotiate a time she might meet with the parents.  Making attempts to 

accommodate families’ scheduling difficulties sets a tone that involvement is welcomed 

and expected. 

Transportation. In the literature, several suggestions have been offered to 

mediate transportation difficulties. Van Velsor and Orozco (2007), as well as Mapp 

(2003), recommend incorporating home visits into school communication policies.  

Home visits may be from teachers at the beginning of the school year (Van Velsor & 

Orozco, 2007) or from parent members of a Family Outreach Program (Mapp, 2003).  

One successful elementary school Mapp (2003) studied insured that a member of the 

Family Outreach Program visited every new family at the beginning of the school year.  

The Family Outreach Program consisted of an ethnically diverse group of about fifteen 

parent and grandparent volunteers and one teacher who met weekly with a facilitator 

provided by a grant from the Institute for Responsive Education. This visitation policy 

insured that every family, regardless of transportation difficulties, had the opportunity to 

meet with school representatives.  



33 
 

Language. Several recommendations have been made for breaking down 

language barriers in schools, particularly among Spanish-speaking families.  The 

language barrier is twofold.  Spanish-speaking families benefit from access to Spanish 

speakers at the school as well as written translations of school documents. 

Providing translators during critical times of communication such as parent 

teacher conferences and the beginning of the school year insure that families stay 

informed of their child’s progress (Bemak & Cornely, 2002; Carreon et al., 2005).  Such 

translators might be hired or volunteers from the community (Carreon et al, 2005).  

Dotson-Blake, Foster, and Gressard (2009) suggested providing volunteer opportunities 

where non-English speaking parents are paired with English-speaking parents to build 

positive relationships and help develop language skills.   

In addition to providing verbal translations, a relatively simple effort that can be 

made to encourage the participation of non-English speakers is to ensure that print 

materials are available and visible in both languages. This means providing written 

translations of any document that goes home with students as well as designing the 

school environment to appeal to non-English speakers.  For example, signs explaining 

directions for reporting to the office or assisting parents in finding their child’s classroom 

should be in Spanish and English (Dotson-Blake, Foster, and Gressard, 2009). 

Financial Stressors. Several authors provide suggestions for minimizing this 

barrier. Firstly, schools can minimize the financial barriers they create by subsidizing 
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student costs such as field trips, uniforms, and school supplies.  At the Edward W. 

Brooke Charter School in Boston, students are never prevented from participating in an 

activity because their families cannot afford it.  A portion of this school’s budget is 

dedicated to providing funding for students who need it (Edward W. Brooke Charter 

School, personal communication).  As this particular charter school makes a point of 

keeping its annual expenditures per student slightly less than the local public school 

system, this monetary allocation could hypothetically be arranged in a public school 

setting with careful management of funds. 

Secondly, schools can actively collaborate with parents to provide support and 

minimize financial stressors. Bryan and Henry (2008) suggested that schools should serve 

as a liaison for families and community resources.  Clark (1983) noted that low SES 

African American parents often need “well-conceptualized support programs to offset or 

‘buffer’ the tremendous psychic overload they routinely experience.” In Harlem 

Children’s Zone Charter Schools, the needs of the entire community are addressed 

through the school.  Support services provided include parent education classes, nutrition 

and fitness programs, prenatal care, after-school programs, mentoring, leadership 

training, financial planning, career and college readiness programs, and school-based 

health centers that offer physical and mental health care services (Harlem Children’s 

Zone, n.d.). Van Velsor and Orozco (2007) suggested that school counselors become 

acquainted with community resources so they can refer families to services like medical 

care, dental care, and community counseling. Bemak and Cornely (2002) suggested 
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holding workshops and trainings on topics of interest to parents.  These topics could 

include sessions that educate parents about the community resources available to assist 

them in providing for their families. A parent center can also be a helpful resource for 

connecting parents with community resources (Dalton et al., 1996; Mapp, 2003).  

Conflicting Expectations. Several suggestions are available for mediating 

between family and school expectations about family participation.  According to 

Barbarin, McCandies, Coleman, and Hill (2005), African American families dedicate 

more time towards home-based activities with their children than do white families.  

Gaetano (2007) noted that Latino/a parents tend to avoid approaching the school with 

potential problems out of respect for the role of the school and the teacher.  African 

American and Latino/a parents may still place great value on preparing their children to 

be successful in school through their activities at home (Delgado-Gaitan, 1992).  A 

school’s recognition of home-based participation as a valid form of parent involvement in 

education mediates the difference in expectations between home and school. 

Additionally, schools may make their expectations about parent involvement more clear 

by directly educating parents about what involvement opportunities are available, why 

these forms of involvement are necessary, and actively inviting parents to become more 

directly involved (Mapp, 2003).  

Parent Confidence. Parent confidence may be addressed in several ways.  Clark 

(1983) suggested that parents receive hands-on training and information about how to 

prepare students for specific lessons.  He recognized that parents may not always be able 
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to rely upon their on educational experience to guide them in navigating the school 

system.  He recommended providing parents with “formal preparation” to help them 

understand how school processes occur.  One potential way to accomplish this 

preparation might include holding an informational session at the beginning of the school 

year.  The Edward W. Brooke Charter School holds four “Curriculum Nights” per year 

for each grade level.  These sessions are designed to inform parents about the material 

their children are learning as well as provide them with specific strategies for how they 

can help at home.  (Edward W. Brooke Charter School, personal communication). A 

similar strategy was employed by a successful pre-school teacher described by Delgado-

Gaitan (1991).  This teacher held monthly parent meetings on topics selected by the 

parents, including “communicating with children” and “reading to your child.”  As a 

result of his study of low SES African American families, Clark (1983) prepared a list of 

actions of high achiever’s parents.  This list included actions which might be taught, such 

as establishing clear role boundaries, expecting to play a major role in the child’s 

schooling, and frequently initiating school contact.   

Racism. The barrier of racism has two components.  First, school personnel, 

intentionally or unintentionally may hold biases that influence their interactions with 

minority parents. The solution to this barrier lies in providing opportunities for staff to 

explore their own biases.  This may take the form of holding staff development sessions 

focused on this topic (Van Velsor & Orozco, 2007). Secondly, minority parents bring 

past experiences of racism to their interactions with school personnel.  The following 
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section will explore ways in which the school environment can be constructed so as to 

create the most welcoming environment in which all parents to feel comfortable 

participating. 

Creating a Welcoming Environment  

 Creating a school environment that is welcoming to all parents encourages parents 

to participate.  In this section, several components that contribute to a welcoming 

environment will be described.  These include joining with families, operating with 

multicultural sensitivity, issuing invitations, and creating a welcoming physical 

environment. 

The Joining Process. Mapp (2003) conducted a study of Patrick O’Hearn 

Elementary School in Boston, MA that boasted a 90 percent parent participation rate.  

The aim of the study was to determine what factors contribute to this high level of parent 

involvement.  In the study, parents were interviewed about the ways they participated and 

their motivations for doing so. Upon compiling the information from the interviews, 

Mapp applied terms from Minuchin’s Joining Process (as cited in Mapp, 2003) to explain 

the parents’ experiences joining with the school.  These terms are welcoming, honoring, 

and connecting.   

Welcoming. Parents indicated that feeling welcomed by the school gave them a 

sense of belonging and motivated them to become more involved.  Open communication 
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is important to this process. An example of a communication practice that helped parents 

at O’Hearn feel welcomed was a teacher home visit at the beginning of each school year.   

Honoring.   Parents at O’Hearn reported feeling validated and supported by the 

school.  Their strengths were recognized rather than weaknesses criticized. This is an idea 

also endorsed by Amatea, Smith-Adock, and Villares (2006) who advocate for a 

strengths-based view of parent participation instead of the deficit model that has so 

frequently been employed.  At O’Hearn, parents reported feeling that their concerns were 

heard and taken seriously by staff members.  Parents were recognized as equal partners in 

the learning process. 

Connecting. Mapp found that parents at O’Hearn were connected to the school 

and each other by a unified purpose to improve children’s academic achievement.  All 

family activities were oriented around this one goal.  Parents noticed this commitment to 

their children, and responded by helping the school in any way they could. 

Multicultural Sensitivity. Although the process of joining with families helps 

break down racial and ethnic barriers, another important aspect of creating a welcoming 

environment for all parents is specifically considering the perspectives of parents who 

have diverse racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic backgrounds.  In order for the school to 

promote this sensitivity, all staff members must have developed competency in this area. 

One way to tackle this issue is to conduct staff development sessions focused on 

multicultural sensitivity (Bemak and Cornely, 2002).  Bemak and Cornely (2002) suggest 
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covering topics that elucidate the differences between white culture and minority 

cultures.  Some of these topics include differences in time orientation, collective versus 

individual orientation, and locus of control.  Some cultures are more present-oriented 

than is the future-oriented dominant white culture, and teachers may consider this when 

planning for events. For example, the Edward W. Brooke Charter School sends home 

fliers advertising a school event two weeks before the event to accommodate parents who 

prefer to plan ahead, and sends the same flier home again the day before the event to 

accommodate parents who prefer to be more spontaneous with their time (Edward W. 

Brooke Charter School, personal communication).  White culture tends to be quite 

individualistic compared to other more collective cultures.  Teachers sensitive to this 

difference may take care to insure students have ample opportunities to work in group as 

well as individual settings. Locus of control differs among cultures, with women, people 

of low SES, and minorities being more likely to view external factors as more salient in 

outcomes than their own decisions. Those with this view may need to be more actively 

encouraged to participate and provided with evidence that their contributions are 

recognized. If staff members are aware of these differences, they can communicate 

effectively with parents of diverse backgrounds and welcome them into the school 

environment. Van Velsor and Orozo (2007) suggest having community members attend 

staff development meetings to share cultural knowledge about what strategies might work 

best in the given community.   
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Invitations. According to Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler’s model of parent 

involvement, invitations are one source of motivation to parent involvement (Hoover-

Dempsey et al., 2010).  In the model, these invitations are subdivided into general 

invitations from the school, specific invitations from a teacher, and specific invitations 

from the student.  Deslandes and Bertrand (2005) conducted a study evaluating the 

predictive power of four sources of parent motivation from Hoover-Dempsey and 

Sandler’s model to predict involvement activities in a middle school setting.  These 

included parental role construction, self-efficacy for the ability to help students, 

perceptions of teacher invitations, and perceptions of student invitations.  In the study, 

student invitations were found to be the most predictive of parent involvement, 

accounting for about 25 percent of the variance for each grade.  This indicates that one 

important component of inviting parents into the school is providing opportunities for the 

student to invite parent participation.  Walker, Ice, and Hoover-Dempsey (2011) suggest 

conducting professional development sessions which show teachers how to appropriately 

make invitations to parent involvement and also how to provide opportunities for students 

to invite parents into the educational process. 

Physical Environment.  Establishing a welcoming physical environment is 

another way to welcome parents to the school environment and promote their 

involvement in the educational process.  In the exemplary school Mapp (2003) 

investigated, Patrick O’Hearn Elementary, parents mentioned that the display of 

children’s artwork and the cleanliness of the school contributed towards a welcoming 
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atmosphere. Another suggestion for establishing a welcoming physical environment is to 

provide a physical space designated for parents.  Bemak and Cornely (2002) note that 

leaving parents standing awkwardly in the hallway does not encourage their participation. 

At O’Hearn Elementary, a parent committee established the Family Center in the library.  

This space provided a space for parents to congregate and included refreshments and 

comfortable furniture. Bemak and Cornely suggest that additional elements of such a 

center might include informational resources such as posters, books, and explanations of 

services offered by the school.  These authors also suggest that parents might be given ID 

cards permitting access to areas of the school such as the gym and library for their own 

usage. 

Parent Involvement in Successful Schools  

Examples of successful schools that serve high minority, low-income areas 

provide evidence that cultural and socioeconomic factors need not dictate academic 

achievement. More than a handful of schools serving minority and low SES population 

have defied the odds and demonstrated that success is possible. Many charter schools that 

target high-minority, low-income student populations have found success by altering 

their practices to better suit the students they serve (Edward W. Brooke Charter School, 

n.d.; Knowledge is Power Program (KIPP), n.d.; Smith, Wohlstetter, Kuzin, and De 

Pedro, 2011; U.S. Department of Education, 2004).  Programs such as Teach For 

America (n.d.) and New Leaders for New Schools (2010) posit that better leadership and 

tailored instruction can make the difference for students in low-income areas. Longer 
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hours and research-based education practices contribute to successful schools.  However, 

a striking theme in such schools is the strong emphasis they place on facilitating parent 

involvement (KIPP, n.d. ; EWBCS, n.d.; U.S. Department of Education, 2004). 

Examining the policies implemented by these schools can provide insight into what 

strategies work to improve student achievement. 

Edward W. Brooke Charter School, Boston, MA.  In 2010, seventh and eighth 

graders at the Edward W. Brooke Charter School in Boston, Massachusetts ranked first 

on the state test in both Math and English.  Even though these lottery-selected students 

are 98 percent African American or Latino and 78 percent qualify for free or reduced 

price lunch, they outperformed their peers in the wealthiest suburbs of Boston. Schools 

such as Brooke show that exceptions are possible.  The level of achievement at such 

schools is due to a number of factors that include tight discipline, careful teacher 

selection, and innovative, research-based instruction.  However a key component of many 

of these schools is the emphasis they place on parent involvement.  At Brooke, parent 

involvement is highly valued.  Parents are required to sign a contract promising to assist 

their children with their nightly “Life Work” as well as attend a mandatory parent 

conference each trimester.  Parents are also highly encouraged to attend “Curriculum 

Nights,” which provide information as well as instructions for assisting their children 

with curriculum material at home. Parents are heavily involved with the discipline 

system.  After four infractions, parents must attend a mandatory conference with their 

child’s teacher.  Upon the seventh infraction, parents must complete a 90 minute 



43 
 

classroom observation with their child before their child will be admitted to back to 

school.  This successful school recognizes that parents are critical partners in the 

educational process (Edward W. Brooke Charter School, personal communication). 

Giano Intermediate School, West Covina, CA.  Not only experimental charter 

schools have been able to improve parent involvement.  The example of Giano 

Intermediate school demonstrates how a school leader who prioritized parent 

participation was able to achieve a high level of parent involvement in a school serving a 

predominantly Latino community (Rourke and Hartzman, 2009).  This school conducts a 

weekly Parent Chat, in which the school counselor leads parents through activities 

designed to enhance parenting skills and help parents feel connected.  Other services 

offered by the school include classes in English and computer skills twice per week and 

parent patio where parents can gather to talk with each other and with the staff.  Parents 

have responded by participating in a variety of ways.  Parents serve on committees 

including the school site council, the English language advisory council, the gifted and 

talented advisory committee, the budget committee, the strategic planning committee, 

and the superintendent’s parent council.  The Parent Teacher Student Association (PTSA) 

is active in sponsoring many school events from the social event, Dinner Under the Giano 

Stars, to the student recognition program, Gladiator of the Month.  Giano Intermediate 

School has been recognized as a California Distinguished School based upon its students’ 

academic achievement. This achievement is particularly significant as only the top 5 

percent of California schools are awarded this status, 98 percent of Giano’s student body 
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is composed of minorities, and 87 percent of students qualify for free and reduced-price 

meals (Ontario-Montair School District, n.d.; Rourke and Hartzman, 2009). 

Summary of Successful Practices that Promote Parent Involvement 

 The literature on solutions to parent involvement barriers and strategies for 

creating a welcoming school environment, along with examples of successful schools, 

suggests that high levels of parent involvement are possible in any school.  Key elements 

from the suggestions in the research indicate that schools should learn as much as 

possible about the families in their community, recognize and value the strengths of this 

community, and take an active role in inviting parents to participate. 
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Chapter 4:  Discussion 

This report has examined parent involvement as one pathway towards closing the 

achievement gap.  In reviewing the research on parent involvement and student 

achievement and connecting it to the achievement gap, three themes emerged.  First, all 

parents care about their children, and this is a point of unification upon which schools can 

capitalize. Second, viewing parents as equal partners in education is crucial to facilitating 

and encouraging their participation as well as capitalizing most on the benefits they can 

provide in their children’s education.  Third, thinking about parent involvement in 

innovative ways provides the best opportunity for making systemic change.  

All Parents Care 

The myth that minority parents or parents of low SES do not care about their 

children has been dispelled by the research (Delgado-Gaitan, 1991, 1992; Rogalsky, 

2009).  Recognizing that all parents do care about their children, whether or not they 

appear to be involved in the educational process, provides a strong starting point for 

building family-school partnerships.  School personnel should strive to acknowledge the 

care parents show for their children and emphasize how they also care for the same 

children.  For example, a teacher might compliment a parent on a positive attribute of her 

child and communicate the pleasure she takes in having that child in her class before 

offering suggestions about what the parent should be doing differently.  Parents will 

notice when school personnel show empathy and are understanding of the extenuating 
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circumstances they face each day.  Conversely, when school personnel blame parents’ 

failure to visibly participate in school activities on a lack of caring, parents will notice 

and withdraw further from the school. 

Parents as Equal Partners 

Parents are more likely to participate if they feel valued by the school.  Establishing a 

balance in which the school and the parents share power may lead to higher levels of 

involvement. We can emphasize the role of this partnership in the terminology we use, 

and the way we frame our interactions. 

 In the literature, the term parent involvement is most widely used to describe how a 

student’s family provides support in the educational process.  The disadvantage of this 

term is that it implies, by the inclusion of the word parent and omission of the word 

school, that responsibility lies with the parent alone. The terms school-family partnership, 

and family-school partnership provide a better representation of the shared power parents 

and schools hold. Additionally, the use of the word family rather than parent better 

describes the diversity of living situations students’ experience. 

The degree to which families are valued and respected can be seen in the way the 

school approaches the family.  For example, offering instruction on parenting practices is 

a valuable tool, but must be handled carefully to maintain a balanced power dynamic 

between school and family. If framed in a respectful manner, providing parents with such 

strategies they might employ at home could give them an opportunity to feel confident in 
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their helping abilities.  Emphasizing the skills parents already have and providing them a 

forum to share such skills with each other is one way to preserve their share of the power 

balance.  This strengths-based approach is critical to maintaining respect and a balance of 

power. 

Innovative Solutions to Structural Barriers  

  Very little has changed about the overall structure and function of schools since 

the modern compulsory education system appeared in the early 1900s and school districts 

were formed.  Communities have changed since the adoption of this system.  Schools 

were not designed for present-day communities, so we need to be willing to consider big 

picture changes if we are to best serve communities today.   

One example of an innovative solution is reconsidering how children are matched 

with schools. Since the early 1900’s, school district lines have been drawn around the 

school, and children who reside within the district attend that school. This made sense 

when districts were small people tended to work near their homes. When school districts 

were originally formed, it was typical for parents to work nearby, with many mothers 

staying at home. Now, many parents commute longer distances to work.  Even in two 

parent homes, which have decreased in number since the advent of the American public 

school system, it is atypical for one parent to stay home to raise children rather than seek 

paid employment. Districts have become large, and even in urban areas, children do not 

simply walk home for lunch.  Today, most parents spend much of their day far away from 
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their children’s school.  This makes it more difficult for the school to function as a 

community center. Pease Elementary in Austin, Texas has provided one solution to this 

problem.  The all-transfer school allows parents who work downtown to drop their 

children off before work and pick them up in the afternoon.  Since most parents work so 

close by, it is convenient for them to come over to the school for a meeting or even eat 

lunch with their child on their lunch breaks.  With so many parents present, and with the 

addition of mentors from nearby office buildings, this school feels like a community 

center. This example demonstrates how problems with school structure can be remedied 

with innovative planning. 

Implications for School Counselors 

In traditional public schools, the school counselor often takes the role of coordinating 

parent involvement and designing the school culture. The ethical standards of the 

American School Counseling Association (ASCA) (2005) indicate that school counselors 

have a responsibility to the social justice issues concerning their students.  They are urged 

to advocate for their students, specifically in the context of designing programs that 

support efforts to close achievement gaps. ASCA also encourages school counselors to 

promote parent involvement. School counselors serve as a valuable resource for 

developing programs to improve student achievement through better school-family 

partnerships. 
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One way school counselors can encourage strong school-family partnerships is by 

incorporating parents’ and others stakeholders’ perspectives through a needs assessment 

conducted at the beginning of the school year.  A needs assessment asks parents and other 

community stakeholders to identify problems within the school.  With this information, 

the counselor can design interventions to target problems that matter.  For example, if 

parents indicate that bullying is a problem their children frequently experience, the 

counselor might focus classroom guidance sessions on the topic of bullying. Actively 

seeking parent input sends the message that parents are valued sources of information.  It 

also creates a space for parents to voice concerns and give valuable feedback about how 

the school could better serve them and their children. 

Another way counselors can lead a school towards stronger school-family 

partnerships is by running staff development sessions on the topic.  Such sessions would 

target multicultural awareness as well as specific communication skills and specific ways 

to encourage multiple forms of parent involvement.  For example, some sessions might 

take teachers through exploratory exercises to help school personnel identify their own 

cultural biases.  Another session might highlight the importance of student invitations to 

parent involvement and allow teachers to brainstorm ways they might incorporate this 

into daily homework assignments. For example, a school counselor might take on the 

task of ensuring that all documents sent home from school, as well as signs around the 

school, are available in Spanish as well as English. 
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School counselors are in an excellent position to affect student achievement by 

cultivating healthy school-family partnerships.  They may contribute to creating a 

welcoming environment for families not only through their own interactions with them, 

but also through consultation with other school personnel. 

Directions for Research 

Promoting school-family partnerships is one powerful way to combat the 

achievement gap.  Existing research confirming is promising.  However, additional 

research is needed in several areas.  

Although much of Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler’s model has been supported by 

research, more research is necessary to determine whether this model is a helpful 

representation for conceptualizing school-family partnerships.  In particular, it would be 

helpful to move beyond parent motivations to involvement and to know more about how 

parent behaviors impact student attributes conducive to learning. 

Even more relevant is research about specific programs or practices that work to 

increase student achievement through the school-family partnership.  Although having an 

understanding of the mechanisms at work can be helpful for developing such practices, it 

is ultimately most important to identify critical practices that schools can feasibly 

implement. 

The vast majority of the literature on school-family partnerships is focused on 

elementary or pre-school students. Although this early relationship is important, students 
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continue to need parent support as they continue through middle and high school.  

Further research about what types of family support adolescents need in their education 

as well as practices that promote strong family-school partnerships in middle and high 

school are needed. 

Although many aspects of the family-school partnership are only beginning to be 

explored and understood, the link between family involvement and academic 

achievement makes this area a research priority.  As we learn more about how school-

family partnerships contribute to students’ academic success and what school practices 

best facilitate this partnership, we will be able to better serve all students.  This effort will 

be a crucial step in ultimately closing the achievement gap. 
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