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Engaging Families in Student Learning
Center on Innovation & Improvement
The “curriculum of the home”—the bundle of attitudes, habits, knowledge, and skills that children acquire
through their relationship with their family and that facilitates their school learning—is more predictive of academic learning than the family’s socioeconomic status (Marzano, Pickering, & Pollock, 2001; Redding, 2000). In
his meta-analysis, Jeynes (2002) found the nuances of parent-child communication regarding expectations to be
a particularly powerful source of motivation for minority children and children living in poverty. These children
especially benefit from visions of what is possible for them beyond the circumstances in which they find themselves at the time, and their parents contribute both to that vision and to the children’s confidence that they can
reach out and attain it (Hoover-Dempsey, 2005).
Research shows that schools can improve their students’ learning by engaging parents in ways that directly relate
to their children’s academic progress, maintaining a consistent message of what is expected of parents, and
reaching parents directly, personally, and with a trusting approach (Epstein, 1995; Henderson & Mapp, 2002;
Patrikakou, Weissberg, Redding, & Walberg, 2005; Redding, 2000). These echo the conclusions of Swap (1993)
that effective parent engagement must be comprehensive in nature, with the school consistently interfacing with
parents at many points, in many venues, over the course of the schooling years. This is vital for all students at
all grade levels, in all settings (urban to rural), and even more so for those with disabilities and English language
learners. Epstein’s (1995) typology of family involvement in education has become the standard of the field
and appears in various adaptations, including the National Standards for Family-School Partnerships from the
national PTA (n.d.). A comprehensive family-school partnership (which Epstein defines as an ongoing relationship
rather than a program or event) addresses all six types of family involvement: parenting, communicating, volunteering, learning at home, decision making, and collaborating with the community.
Action Principles
For States
1. Provide training opportunities for districts and schools on how to include parents in the improvement process and track evidence that strategies are being implemented.
2. Ensure that district and school improvement plans include specific plans for parent engagement and structured communication with parents and a way to evaluate the implementation of these planned strategies.
3. Provide sample documents and templates to assist schools in communicating with parents.
For Districts
1. Adopt formal district-level policies that address issues related to outreach to and engagement of families
from diverse populations.
2. Assist schools in building capacity to engage all families in their children’s learning.
For Schools
1. Establish a site-based council (e.g., School Community Council) comprised of the principal, parent facilitator,
social worker or counselor, and parents of current students (non-school employees) that meets regularly and
includes family-school relationships as a major element of its work.
2. Expect and monitor sound homework practices and two-way communication with parents.
3. Give parents practical, jargon-free guidance on ways to maintain supportive verbal interaction with their
children, establish a quiet place for study at home, encourage good reading and study habits, and model and
support respectful and responsible behaviors.
4. Provide culturally and linguistically appropriate opportunities for parents to meet with one another to
encourage the sharing of norms, standards, and parenting concerns and successes.
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5. Provide teachers and staff with professional development and consistent policies to build their capacity to
work with all families and to reinforce the school’s clear expectations of parents. This includes promoting a
strengths-based (rather than deficit-based) view of families.
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