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REACh Framework
School communities use the REACh Framework for Student and System Success to 
coordinate system and student-centered activities. The Framework is based upon a 
data-driven, continuous improvement model and is organized at four levels: Vision 
(what responsive schools look like), Context (who/where), Process (how), and Con-
tent (what responsive schools implement).

Source: Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction (http://dpi.wi.gov/reach/)
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REACh Framework Levels
1.	 Vision: (REACh Framework center triangle) The REACh initiative’s vision of how 

responsive schools look is grounded in a model of prevention and response to 
intervention. Although the specifics of each school’s program structure and offerings 
may vary, the REACh vision assumes that everyone in the school community works 
toward removing barriers to learning and enabling student success through a model 
that incorporates at least three levels of support for academic and behavioral con-
cerns: universal, selected, and targeted. Education options including interventions 
and supports at all levels are made freely available to all students as needed. 

•	Universal Options: Options provided to all students through a core curriculum, 
differentiated instruction, screening, progress monitoring, and school-wide pupil 
services and behavioral supports. Universal options are aimed at enhancing suc-
cess and reducing barriers to learning for the vast majority of students.

•	Selected Options: Supplemental options provided to small groups of students 
who have not met benchmarks. Enhancements and supports are provided to re-
duce the potential for increased difficulty and risk for long-term failure if concerns 
are not addressed. Some examples include supplemental reading instruction, 
short-term tutoring, support from adult mentors, and family support. 

•	Targeted Options: Individually designed interventions for students who have a 
high likelihood of developing a lasting pattern of academic failure or high levels 
of social or emotional distress. Because of the intensive nature of such options, 
targeted interventions are needed by very few students. Examples include indi-
vidualized supplemental or replacement instruction, individual behavior plans, 
special education services, and wrap-around services provided by mental health 
professionals. 
As school communities adopt this vision, they increasingly enable all students to 

make positive academic and social emotional gains by enhancing universal options 
and removing barriers to learning while providing all students with access to needed 
selected and targeted interventions and support for staff and families.

3.	 Context: (circles in the diagram) Who is involved in making the decisions and 
where the effects of decisions will be directed. The student is the focal point of the 
Framework with family members being the first stakeholders and primary supports 
for the student, followed by teachers, other school staff, district, and finally, commu-
nity. At all phases of the decision-making process, leadership must consider possible 
effects and necessary connections at the classroom, school, district, and community 
levels. 

5.	 Process: (dotted lines and boxes around outside of diagram) How decision making 
occurs is critical to the REACh Framework. Schools use a data-driven school im-
provement model at all levels of decision making across all contexts. Needs related 
to creating or enhancing existing supportive learning environments are identified 
and prioritized, planning and implementation takes place, data is collected and ana-
lyzed, and further needs identified. Schools develop action plans to help them track 
effects of their enhanced efforts. Many schools implementing the Framework partici-
pate in organized data retreats to help them identify and prioritize areas of need. 

6.	 Content: (wheel around the triangle) The final level of the REACh Framework 
describes what system- and student-based activities responsive schools engage 
in to guide systemic change that results in positive outcomes for all students. The 
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components were selected and refined following an extensive literature review and 
validation with state specific research over a four-year period. They are described on 
the following pages. 

REACh Framework Components (Content)

Building Capacity
• Shared Vision and 
Commitment
• Administrative 
Leadership and Support
• Environment of 
Collaboration

Adopting Processes
• Resource Mapping
• Collaborative 
Procedure for 
Responding to 
Individual Student 
Needs

Making Informed 
Decisions
• Evidence-based Instruction 
and Intervention
• Progress Monitoring 
System
• Data-based Decision 
Making

Ensuring 
Sustainability
• Professional 
Development and 
Support
• Family and 
Community 
Involvement

Shared Vision and Commitment: Successful implementation of a Responsive Edu-
cation for All Children (REACh) system requires a commitment to the vision that all 
students can succeed and that the vast majority of academic, social, and behavior 
problems can be prevented before school failure sets in. Responsive educational systems 
are organized to reduce barriers and create a supportive learning environment for all 
students. Without shared vision and commitment to the prevention concept, change 
will likely be uneven and staff, families and students are more likely to feel confused 
about the nature and purpose of the educational program in general and intervention 
planning specifically.

Administrative Leadership and Support: The school reform literature clearly indi-
cates that the principal plays an important role in ensuring that the vision and com-
mitment to change is maintained. Building principals must take on a strong leadership 
role in all REACh activities. However, leadership also must be distributed for change to 
be sustained. The creation of a leadership team provides a mechanism for distributed 
and shared leadership among staff, families, and school administration. 

Environment of Collaboration: Decision-making and planning activities at all 
context levels (district, school, classroom, and student intervention) should reflect an 
environment of meaningful partnership among stakeholders. The number and composi-
tion of collaborative teams vary across school sites. Mentors help foster an environment 
of collaboration by helping school staff establish common routines for communication, 
shared decision making, and support for implementation and evaluation of prevention 
options. Such routines are designed to maintain strong and productive working rela-
tionships among educators, students, families, and the community.

Resource Mapping: Coordinating resources around responsive education can be a 
challenge. Schools construct a “resource map” of human and program assets within the 
school, district, and community that can be mobilized to facilitate student success. Re-
source mapping is a strategic process with maps continually updated as new resources 
are identified, acquired, or developed.

Student Progress Monitoring System: Making decisions about what students should 
learn and do is considered an essential responsibility of educational communities. The 
REACh Framework emphasizes the importance of developing procedures that help edu-
cators and families know what each student has learned, analyze possible explanations 
for failure to meet expectations, and identify what to do if students have not met expec-
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tations. In order to fully implement the Framework, schools must design common and 
relatively simple procedures for universal screening and monitoring of student response 
to universal options and selected and targeted intervention using curriculum-based 
data. Such procedures help educators make decisions about the degree to which educa-
tion options enable student learning and when selected (supplemental) interventions are 
needed. Screening for potential signs of concern is embedded within the system. At the 
targeted level, more frequent progress monitoring allows a collaborative team to decide 
whether an intervention plan is effective and being implemented with fidelity.

Evidence-based Instruction and Intervention: Participating schools identify and 
locate research-based options at the universal, selected, and targeted levels of preven-
tion as well as engage in local analysis of outcomes as a means of developing an evidence 
base for locally designed programming. A number of REACh toolkits include information 
on this component. 

Data-based Decision Making: Data-based decision making occurs within a cyclical 
process. Data is used to evaluate the effectiveness of efforts to enhance student achieve-
ment and for planning and prioritization of subsequent activities. A variety of quan-
titative and qualitative data is used to make decisions at four levels: district, school, 
classroom, and student. Information gained from all context levels is considered when 
identifying priorities for improvement activities.

Collaborative Procedure for Responding to Individual Student Needs: A well-
designed progress monitoring system provides school communities with the capacity 
to provide timely response to student concerns by addressing the signs of failure early. 
When a student is not meeting expected academic or social, emotional, and behavioral 
benchmarks, despite the availability of well-designed universal and selected options, 
turning this negative pattern into one of success becomes extremely important. When a 
need for targeted options is identified, schools use a collaborative problem-solving pro-
cess to develop an intervention support plan for students, staff, and families. The process 
includes the following steps for addressing student needs: 

1.	 Define and reframe the concern. 
2.	 Analyze factors related to the concern. 
3.	 Develop a plan including interventions and progress monitoring. 
4.	 Monitor, review, and revise the plan as needed. 

This collaborative process is not intended to serve as a special education referral 
screening process, although the information gathered as a result might be used to docu-
ment student response to intervention that could be useful if a referral for a special 
education evaluation becomes necessary.

Professional Development and Support: Establishing a professional learning com-
munity is a REACh expectation. Within the context of a professional learning commu-
nity, professional development and support activities are identified following a collabora-
tive analysis of needs using the REACh Framework. Professional development activities 
are directed at improving skills needed to implement the Framework and enhance 
instructional effectiveness, particularly for students most likely to experience failure. It 
is expected that family members be included in professional development plans in addi-
tion to school staff and administrators. Schools have access to professional development 
provided through REACh mentors as well as from other sources.
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Family and Community Involvement: As school communities engage in a change 
process, responsive schools meaningfully involve communities and families. Family 
and community members offer valuable perspectives during the planning and analysis 
stages of decision making, when developing resource maps, and when designing and 
implementing plans developed through a collaborative decision-making process. Family 
members also play a critical role in the successful development and implementation of 
targeted options for their child. Family and community involvement provides an impor-
tant link between school and non-school resources, experiences, and expectations. The 
school leadership team is one formal structure in REACh schools for promoting family 
and community involvement. 
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Part Two:  
Involving Families 

Involving Families in Meeting Student Needs
Using the Six Types of Family–School–Community Partnerships
The support and participation of families can greatly benefit schools seeking to estab-
lish an environment of collaboration around student needs. Nearly 30 years of research 
has shown that schools that tie family involvement efforts to school-wide improvement 
goals can:

•	 help children learn more in reading, math, and other subjects;
•	 help the school itself become better;
•	 overcome barriers of language, culture, and geography to help more families be 

involved; and
•	 boost staff morale and community support for the school.

In short, the research demonstrates that the best results for students come when 
families, schools, and community organizations all contribute to student achievement 
and well-being. The more opportunities that schools offer for families to contribute to 
children’s learning and to school activities, including REACh goals, the more families 
will feel encouraged and able to participate.

Despite the benefits, schools may find that involving families in children’s learning 
is time-consuming, and fraught with uncertainty. Joyce Epstein, director of the Nation-
al Network of Partnership Schools at Johns Hopkins University, estimates that it may 
take a school “three to five years or forever” to establish a well-planned, comprehensive, 
and long-lasting program of partnerships. In addition, there is no “right or wrong” way 
to involve families in creating a caring, learning-focused school environment since the 
strengths and challenges of students and families are as unique as the school itself.

In response, Epstein has identified “Six Types of Family–School–Community Part-
nerships”—that she also calls “Six Types of Caring”—to help schools develop a struc-
tured, meaningful approach to family involvement that addresses the needs of students, 
families, and staff school-by-school. 

Schools that start small by choosing one or two practices to implement in one or two 
grade levels or subject areas will experience success early and in turn be motivated to 
continue onward, expanding the number of children who benefit from staff and families 
committed to working together. For schools just starting their “journey in strengthen-
ing home-school partnerships,” it should be noted that results can be especially positive 
when: 

•	 families help plan the practice or activity from the beginning before important 
decisions are made, and

•	 schools open ongoing, two-way channels of communication, or provide several 
ways to get information both to and from families before, during, and after the 
practice or activity is conducted.

Information is presented here not in the belief that schools should do and use every-
thing that appears, but in the humble hope that each school begins a conversation 
about what supports for students, families, and staff should look like at that school. 
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Then, together, families, staff, and students can explore ways to advance the particular 
learning needs and circumstances of their own school community.
The Six Types of Family–School–Community Partnerships are:

1.	 Parenting and family skills
2.	 Communicating
3.	 Volunteering 
4.	 Learning at home
5.	 Decision making 
6.	 Community collaboration 

Ideas also are presented for schools to involve families in their annual action planning 
process, in Part Four.

Type 1: Parenting and Family Skills
Schools with effective partnerships consider two questions related to parenting and 
family skills:

•	 How do schools provide parenting support for families? 
•	 How do schools assist staff members and others in understanding families?

Schools that provide parenting support for families help families with parenting and child-
rearing skills, understanding child and adolescent development, and setting home condi-
tions that support children as students at each age and grade level. As a result, family 
members gain greater knowledge and skill about how to support their children not only 
academically, but also physically, socially, and emotionally. Parenting-focused schools 
also can experience increased student achievement because students receive more sup-
port for classroom learning activities at home.

Schools and parenting
In schools implementing the REACh Framework, parents assume roles of added im-
portance. Schools may find that offering the parents of children with targeted needs 
individual assistance or referrals for help with parenting is especially valuable. These 
schools also may decide that investing more staff time and effort in prevention efforts 
at school—and communicating or involving families in those efforts—results in far 
fewer discipline or special education referrals. 
	 Finally, schools also may find that the families of students from diverse cultures feel 
much more welcome at school and involved in their children’s learning when staff are 
given time to learn about the culture and involve these families in discussions about 
how best to support them. 

Middle and high schools
Some schools, especially middle and high schools, blend parenting support into efforts 
to encourage positive youth development, character building, or youth service learning. 
Schools that reach out to families can greatly increase the impact of their efforts. They 
involve families in many ways throughout the school year, such as

•	 Inviting parents to a workshop on understanding adolescents and teens or send-
ing home reading material or videotapes on the subject

•	 Keeping families informed of the results of student activities and parent surveys 
regarding positive youth development

•	 Welcoming ideas and volunteer time contributed by families in designing and car-
rying out service learning projects

•	 Recruiting parents as members of the school character education committee
•	 Offering events and activities parents and teens can enjoy together
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•	 Enlisting the help of parents in reaching out to the wider community to support 
youth development efforts, including businesses, civic and service organizations, 
and churches

Strategies that support parenting and family skills
•	 Recognize diverse family structures. Although school staff often directs commu-

nication about a child’s school progress to mothers, many children rely on the 
involvement of fathers, grandparents, tribal leaders, and other adults. Welcome 
all who play a central role in children’s lives.

•	 Foster networking among parents. Classroom suppers, ice cream socials, and 
other school-sponsored events for families allow parents to get to know one an-
other and build relationships among families from different neighborhoods and 
backgrounds.

•	 Offer families opportunities to develop participation skills. Families who feel that 
they do not know how to operate within the school structure may involve them-
selves less often or not at all, one study concluded (Young 1998). Parent leader-
ship training, get-togethers with staff, and parent workshops or volunteer train-
ings can help families understand their roles, rights, and responsibilities in the 
school system.

•	 Create a school family resource center. Schools with family resource centers send 
the message that families are valued partners in children’s learning. Family 
resource centers are most effective when they are centrally located in the school 
building and welcome the whole family with toys for small children, phone and 
computer access, home-like furniture, and resources in many languages. Fam-
ily resource centers can be especially effective for involving families at the high 
school level. To learn more, download the DPI resource guide, Organizing a Suc-
cessful Family Center in Your School, at http://dpi.wi.gov/fscp/pdf/fcsprntc.pdf. 

•	 Connect parents with community resources. Many parents have little idea of the 
community resources available to help with parenting and family skills, from 
books and tapes in the school and public libraries to organizations and support 
groups in the community. Schools provide parents an invaluable service in keep-
ing everyone informed about how to access the resources they need, individually 
and generally.

Type 2: Communicating
Perhaps no single factor in collaborative home–school relations is as important as good 
communication. Schools with effective family involvement communicate in many ways 
with families and devote time and effort to ensuring that communications are two-way. 
Two-way communications ensure that families not only receive and understand com-
munications from school, but also that families feel able and invited to communicate 
back to school staff about their children’s learning and larger school issues.

Schools using the REACh Framework to meet student needs will need to let families 
know what options are available to support the learning environment and to help their 
children be successful. Schools also can invite parents to ask questions about and offer 
ideas for school programs and for their child’s classroom learning and development.

Many schools blend efforts to meet student needs into the school’s everyday opera-
tion and structure. Other schools create their own name for such efforts and highlight 
them as a comprehensive way for school staff to be responsive and promote student 
success. Either way, schools need to keep families aware of and engaged in children’s 
learning and school goals. 
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“Families need to know that all students have a vital role in our school,” a school 
leader commented. “When a student’s achievement is at risk it is not only a reflection of 
the student and family. Instructors are part of the mix and ultimate fix as well.”

What do families want to know about the REACh team approach?
Many families will have questions about school efforts to help all children be successful 
and how school staff instruct and assist children:

•	 How and why did the REACh Framework develop in Wisconsin and at the school?
•	 What are schools doing to apply the Framework?
•	 How do teachers deliver classroom instruction to children?
•	 How do teachers meet the diverse learning needs of children in their classroom?
•	 What strategies do teachers use to help children improve behavior?
•	 How do schools help children learn outside of the classroom?
•	 What can I do if I have concerns about my child?
•	 How can parents be involved?
•	 What school staff are available to help and how does each help—school guidance 

counselor, psychologist, social worker, nurse, reading specialist, and others?
The reproducible handout, For Families: Helping Your Child Succeed in School, in Part 
Five, may help answer some questions for families. For additional information, down-
load The Team Approach to Meeting Student Needs: A Guide for Families, available 
online in English and Spanish at http://reachwi.org.

Communicating awareness of efforts to help children succeed
Communicate with families in many ways to help make your school prevention and 
intervention efforts effective. Below are ideas to increase families’ awareness of such 
efforts:

•	 Distribute a short brochure or handout describing efforts to meet student needs 
in your school.

•	 Use the school newsletter to introduce families to options for addressing learning 
and behavior concerns. Feature regular updates, reminders, and tips.

•	 Explain efforts and contact information in the student handbook for families.
•	 Designate a bulletin board easily accessible to families to publicize goals and 

invite families to participate in activities.
•	 Make copies of family-friendly handouts or of the Guide for Families to hand out 

at parent–teacher conferences.

Strategies that promote two-way communication 
Communication can’t stop at awareness. The real challenge for schools is how well they 
promote the participation and feedback from all students’ families in the school.

As one school leader exclaimed, “Communication!!!! Newsletters aren’t enough. 
Utilize daily agendas, daily journals, or notebooks for some students, home visits, and 
follow-up conferences. Ask parents what they need to support learning at home.” 

The following are ideas for promoting two-way communication among families, stu-
dents, and school staff:

•	 Develop a collaborative study process that brings everyone together to problem 
solve and create an action plan to help a child. Continue to meet for follow-up 
until the concern is resolved.

•	 Hold get-to-know-you conferences at the start of school so the teacher can meet 
students’ families and learn about each child in a positive setting.

•	 Provide space in the assignment notebook or Friday folder for parents and teach-
ers to correspond about the child’s progress.
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•	 On the school web site, offer up-to-date staff contact information and summaries 
of school programs and speakers. Ask staff to respond promptly to parent emails.

•	 Ask teachers to make “good news” calls or send postcards to every family with 
positive comments about how the child is doing in school.

•	 Host informal “Coffee with the Principal” sessions to keep families informed 
about school activities in a relaxed environment. Some schools host lunchtime 
sessions, offering free school lunch to participating parents.

•	 Survey parents about their perceptions of how well the school is meeting their 
child’s needs or families’ desires for more information and assistance. Thank 
parents for their time in completing the survey by reporting results back to them! 
(Please see Family Feedback Survey on Family–School–Community Partnership 
Activities in Part Five.)

•	 Host Orientation Nights and Back-to-School Nights for students and families new 
to the school. Include time for questions and discussion.

•	 Feature a parent forum on expectations for student conduct, student discipline, 
child development, and family involvement. Introduce school support staff who 
work in those areas and let parents know how each can be contacted.

•	 For families of diverse cultural backgrounds, convene a parent group for families 
who speak the same language, i.e., the Hmong Parent Group. Provide translators 
at parent group meetings and school events, and help school staff learn strategies 
for working with parents from diverse cultures.

Type 3: Volunteering
In each of the six types, parents and family members not only receive school resources 
and services, but also serve as sources of information, expertise, and assistance, serving 
as volunteers who help plan and carry out school efforts. Welcoming and recognizing 
the contributions of families as volunteers at all levels—district, school, classroom, and 
student—is an essential step to building strong and productive working relationships 
among families, educators, students, and the community. 

How do schools widely recruit and organize support from families so that all fami-
lies know their time and talents are welcome? Joyce Epstein, director of the National 
Network of Partnership Schools, encourages schools to create partnership policies and 
practices that identify as a “volunteer” anyone who supports children’s learning in any 
way at any time—not just during the school day at the school building. Included as 
volunteers would be family members who attend school sports events, parents assisting 
their child with homework, and those contributing as members of the building leader-
ship team, tutors, or Family Learning Night participants. 

Schools that gain a broad base of diverse volunteers reap numerous benefits. Stu-
dents benefit from the individual attention of adults. Parent volunteers are more under-
standing of the daily challenges teachers face, feel welcomed and valued by the school, 
and are more likely to use school-related activities at home to enrich their child’s learn-
ing. In addition, teachers become more aware of parents’ talents and interests and more 
willing and able to involve families in new ways.

Strategies that support volunteering
•	 Make schedules for volunteer activities and events flexible so more families can 

participate. Many schools, for example, hold parent-teacher conferences and 
school open houses at multiple times so employed parents can come.

•	 Assign staff (or an experienced volunteer!) to organize volunteer training. Match 
parent and volunteer time and talent with teachers’ needs.
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•	 Recognize the efforts of those who volunteer. Host a special lunch for school 
volunteers or invite them to eat school lunch with children; create “Proud to be 
a Wilson School Volunteer!” buttons (using your school name of course); thank 
school volunteers in the parent newsletter; or ask students to write thank-you 
notes to volunteers. 

•	 Provide opportunities for meaningful involvement. Studies show that families 
are generally more interested in volunteering for activities directly connected to 
their children. Some families, for example, may be more willing to volunteer their 
time reading to their children at home or working on a school science project than 
volunteering at a school fundraiser. 

•	 Communicate with volunteers in person. Families from different cultures may 
be unable to understand notes sent home from school or may regard them as too 
impersonal. Parents respond when they receive a warm, personal invitation and 
when they know their time and effort is needed and appreciated by school staff 
and by their child.

Schools and volunteering
•	 Use volunteers to help meet school learning and behavior goals for students. 

Recruit family and community volunteers to act as tutors, mentors, lunchroom, or 
playground companions, or members of the building leadership team.

•	 Train volunteers in school improvement efforts, or invite volunteers to attend a 
training session with school staff. 

•	 Involve volunteers in gathering data. How will your school measure progress? 
How can volunteers help? Whether it is surveying parents or tracking attendance 
at school events, consider how volunteers can help.

•	 Invite volunteers to a focus group session to help address an action plan question, 
develop school goals, or explore improving home-school communications.

•	 Spread effective collaborative practices to other schools in your community. Ask 
volunteers to talk to school staff and families in other schools about how your 
school has benefited from its collaborative efforts to respond to student needs, 
how the process works in your school, and plans for the future.

Type 4: Learning at Home
Of the six types of family–school partnerships, families helping children learn at home is 
most closely correlated to increases in student achievement. Learning at home is also, per-
haps, one of the more difficult types of involvement for schools to conduct in a meaningful, 
well-planned way.

How do schools provide information and ideas to families to assist them with the follow-
ing activities?

•	 Help children at home with homework.
•	 Complete family activities linked to the curriculum that strengthens specific 

skills.
•	 Create learning-friendly environments at home conducive to children acquiring 

new skills, ideas, and information.
Schools using the REACh Framework work to engage families in learning at home 

that supports classroom instruction. School staff also can involve families in support-
ing children’s learning and personal development outside of the school by establishing 
after-school and summer programs, family resource centers, and connections to commu-
nity partners and organizations that boost children’s understanding of their world, i.e. 
museums, zoos, parks, and organizations that promote music, art, drama, etc.
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Family support of classroom learning
A 2004 research review conducted by the Southwest Educational Development Labora-
tory (SEDL) found that family involvement programs that effectively support classroom 
learning should be designed to:

•	 Link with student achievement goals and school standards
•	 Engage families in learning-focused activities
•	 Keep families informed, using a variety of communications strategies, about what 

is happening in the classroom, how to support the child at home, and the child’s 
progress

•	 Build a school culture supportive of family involvement
School staff and families can collaborate on “re-thinking” school celebrations and 

communications to make them more learning-focused. School parties, for example, 
might be re-designed into Family Learning Nights that show parents how to strengthen 
student math, reading, or writing skills. School calendars might include ideas for learn-
ing activities that parents and children can do at home. 

Summer learning opportunities might include information about the summer public 
library program or a schedule of special days that area museums offer reduced admis-
sion rates for families. The school policy handbook can feature a section on homework 
policies and expectations, and how parents can help monitor homework. Back-to-school 
materials for families may include information about what children will learn in each 
subject that year. 

Strategies that promote student learning at home and outside of school
Schools have been successful at involving families in these learning-centered efforts:
1.	 Show parents how to do one or two specific things to strengthen student skills dur-

ing a school-sponsored parent workshop or at parent–teacher conferences, i.e., how 
to read aloud to a child. Some schools ask the media director to tape teachers dur-
ing instruction, demonstrating a specific technique used in the classroom, then send 
home short DVDs for parents to view.

2.	 Share key tools, rubrics, or grading criteria so parents learn how they can deter-
mine if their child has learned the content of a lesson. The information can be pre-
sented at school open house, home visits, parent trainings, and in the school news-
letter.

3.	 Create special learning kits for families to use at home. Tie kits to key classroom 
learning topics and recognize community service or school parent organizations for 
assembling and maintaining them.

4.	 Develop exhibits and displays that show families how teachers must address stan-
dards in the classroom and how families can help at home. Post standards on the 
school web site and invite parent reactions via email and at school gatherings.

5.	 Ask families to contribute to developing the school mission, improvement goals, or 
student core values. Host classroom suppers, a family school supper, or “ballots” in 
the school newsletter for families to make suggestions and vote on ideas.

6.	 Let parents know what’s coming up in classroom assignments and activities. Dis-
tribute a schedule of due dates for major tests, projects, and papers. Include a syl-
labus of what topics will be covered by subject area for each grade. 
For samples of research-based, interactive homework, review the information about 

TIPS (Teachers Involve Parents in Schoolwork) on the National Network of Partnership 
Schools (NNPS) web site: http://www.csos.jhu.edu/p2000/tips/TIPSmain.htm.
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Type 5: Decision Making
Schools are better able to respond to students’ needs when families’ views and ideas are 
considered in shaping and planning the program. Schools are able to increase the sup-
port that school staff can offer children when parents are included from the very begin-
ning.

Families act as decision makers when they are included as members on school com-
mittees and teams such as the building leadership team, and in school parent groups. 
It also occurs when parents are surveyed about their views and ideas, are invited to 
contribute their views and ideas in written form or at school forums and meetings, or 
are asked to vote on school plans or budgets.

Involving parents on a building leadership team
Parents are involved as decision makers when they serve on the building leadership 
team or the team responsible for planning and enacting school goals and activities, 
including the action plan question. Parent membership offers a unique opportunity for 
all team members to hear about the insights, perceptions, and concerns parents have as 
they shape the school’s vision for learning. 

“Parents need to advocate for their involvement in decision making in public 
schools,” one school leader wrote in a survey. “Many do not realize that they make a 
difference in school practice and procedure. Parent–family partnerships are of critical 
value to schools. The more involved parents become, the better the school.”

Strategies to promote family involvement on a building leadership team
How can school leaders nurture parent membership on the building leadership team? 
Effective parent leaders represent all of the cultural groups and neighborhoods of 
students in the school. They are willing to share not only their own observations and 
experiences, but also those of the parents they represent. 

“Diverse cultural groups need outreach. Then they’ll tell you what they need to know 
and learn about participating in school wide decision making,” another school leader 
commented.

The following are some tips for getting good parent representation on the building 
leadership team:

•	 Invite two to four parents to serve on the team. Having one person serve as the 
lone “parent representative” on a team of educators comfortable with and knowl-
edgeable about school programs and policies can intimidate some parents. Par-
ents serving on the leadership team should not be school district employees.

•	 Offer family members their own “inservice session” to explain student supports, 
student data, and how to represent other parents. One school always provides an 
information sheet to parent leaders before they attend their first school commit-
tee meeting.

•	 Assign one team member to “mentor” each parent member, acting as a source of 
information about the history, goals, and challenges of the building leadership 
team.

•	 Make parent input or a “parent report” part of every meeting agenda to make 
clear the value of the parent perspective and to ensure that parent members have 
a time to speak with everyone listening. Feature this early on in the agenda.

•	 Ask the team or a subcommittee of the team to explore its annual action plan’s 
impact on parents and families and how they can be involved in improving stu-
dent learning. 
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•	 Train school staff on the team how to welcome and work with parents as team 
members. Clarify the role of parents on the team and offer practical suggestions for 
how staff can help them participate meaningfully as equal members of the team, 
i.e., by avoiding educational jargon, explaining acronyms, and specifically inviting 
parents to comment on issues being discussed by the team.

•	 Schedule leadership team meetings at 
various times during the day or eve-
ning to encourage parent attendance. 
Along with staff acceptance of parent 
members, school leaders said accom-
modating parents’ availability outside 
of the school day was a big factor in 
their involvement.

Other ways to nurture parent leadership
•	 Engage the school PTA/PTO in issues 

and decisions related to school goals. 
On what does the building leadership 
team need parent feedback?

•	 Appoint a liaison from the school par-
ent group to the building leadership 
team; ask the liaison to report updates 
at each parent group meeting.

•	 Ask teachers for names of parents 
who would make good candidates for 
the building leadership team. As the 
central link between the school build-
ing and families, teachers often know 
parents who are interested in and willing to be more involved with the school.

•	 Survey parents about their awareness of student learning options and their chal-
lenges as parents.

•	 Host a parent forum on student learning or behavior issues.
•	 Include parents on ad hoc school committees formed to deal with issues that arise 

during the year, such as transportation, school celebrations, homework policies, 
etc.

•	 Link the parent network in your school to issues or goals related to the REACh 
Framework.

•	 Create opportunities for representatives of various school parent groups to meet, 
talk, and integrate plans and activities.

Parents need to be on board as decision makers from the first meeting on. “Involve par-
ents from the beginning when developing vision and goals to ensure their ongoing sup-
port and continuous involvement,” one principal advised.

School leaders said they also involve parents as decision makers in the following 
ways:

•	 At parent forums to discuss curriculum and other school issues
•	 In early interventions and in problem solving concerning their child
•	 On parent advisory councils
•	 On school governance councils and steering committees
•	 On school partnership action teams
•	 By formally and informally asking parents’ opinions
•	 Through the principals’ open door policy

What is the parent role on a building 
leadership team?

•		 To participate meaningfully as an 
equal member of the leadership team 
in all aspects of decision making

•		 To represent the family perspective 
as it applies to the work of the team

•		 To participate in school efforts to 
encourage and maintain family  
involvement directly related to stu-
dent learning and success

•		 To support and assist the school in 
developing and maintaining active 
family–school–community partner-
ships using the “Six Types of Fami-
ly–School–Community Partnerships”

Approved by the REACh Family Involvement 
Team 2005.
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•	 By surveying parents in many ways: online, via phone calls, by mailed postcards, 
and in-person.

“But always give them feedback about what the survey found and how the information 
will be used,” one school leader recommended.

Type 6: Collaborating with Community
The community is an important part of a school’s plan for partnerships. Community 
members can act to strengthen other kinds of involvement, for example, by serving as 
school tutors, as interpreters for school meetings, or by contributing items for meals 
served at family learning nights. Community members can also offer information and 
expertise to help identify community resources helpful to the school and families or to 
enrich the school curricula.

Researcher Epstein encourages school staff to regard their community not as a place 
of low or high economic qualities, but as the home of people with diverse talents, many 
strengths, and membership in organizations available to support students, families, 
and schools.

“Community includes not only families with children in the schools, but also all who 
are interested in and affected by the quality of education,” Epstein maintains.

The challenges schools face in collaborating with the community are those of equity 
and ownership, particularly:

•	 matching community resources—human, monetary, and in-kind—with school 
goals;

•	 addressing “turf” issues of roles, responsibilities, funds, and locations;
•	 informing all families and students about community programs and resources; 

and
•	 providing all students and families equal access to community services and pro-

grams.
Community collaboration benefits students, families, and schools. Students gain the 
knowledge and skills from enriched extracurricular experiences, including youth ser-
vice learning. Many community collaborations also offer students the chance to explore 
future career choices.

Parents and family members are able to tap into local resources they or their chil-
dren need, including health and social services, recreation and cultural events, and 
education or business opportunities. School staff acquires strategies that help students 
learn about their community and how they can contribute to it. School staff also be-
comes informed about resources that can help students, families, and the school.

Resource mapping 
Resource mapping is a great way for schools to lay the groundwork for implementing 
the REACh Framework, as well as for building community collaboration. Resource 
mapping allows school teams to identify which resources they have, which resources 
they need, and which resources are available in the community. School teams can use 
this information to plan more effective use of their current resources and to create part-
nerships with community groups to fill existing gaps.

    Resource mapping also provides a way for teams to share information with the school 
and community about the resources available within the school, district, and surrounding 
community that may benefit all stakeholders. To read or download the REACh guide, Re-
source Mapping: A Toolkit, go to http://reachwi.org. 
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Strategies that promote community collaboration with schools and families
•	 Create opportunities for youth service learning, student-designed projects that 

connect the curriculum and student learning to community needs. To find out 
more about service learning, go to http://dpi.wi.gov/fscp/slhmpage.html. 

•	 Develop and distribute to families directories of information about community 
programs and resources such as after-school recreation, tutorial programs, health 
services, cultural events, and summer programs. 

•	 Host a Career Fair or a series of classroom visits to link students to local artists, 
writers, mathematicians, musicians, scientists, and entrepreneurs.

•	 Invite the public library, community college, and literacy organizations to help 
sponsor a Community Book Drive that equips all homes with books for children  
to read.

•	 Invite local experts on family dynamics or mental health to speak at a school par-
ent workshop about child development and parenting techniques.

•	 Work with the police department to offer written materials or presentations that 
increase parents’ awareness of the dangers of Internet sites that allow young 
people to post personal information.

•	 Ask local health care providers to co-host a health care clinic at school for chil-
dren whose families are unable to make annual visits to the doctor or dentist. 
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REAChing Out to Diverse Families:   
A Closer Look at the Research
When families are involved in learning, the research shows that students achieve more, 
regardless of socioeconomic status, ethnic, or racial background, or the parents’ educa-
tion level. Despite these well-known findings, many schools struggle with getting large 
numbers of parents involved; particularly minority and lower-income families, and 
those with limited English skills.

Repeated research shows that the low participation rates of diverse families can  
be attributed far more to differing needs, values, and levels of trust than it does to 
families’ lack of interest or willingness to get involved. How does school staff close  
the parent involvement gap in concert with the student achievement gap? Below is  
a brief synopsis of recent research findings and ideas for putting these findings into 
practice.

1. Make Involvement Meaningful
A 2002 study of Mexican-American families found that the “quick-fix” solutions edu-
cators often applied to complex problems rarely resulted in increased involvement of 
those families. Families felt the come-to-our-event mentality was superficial and insin-
cere. Instead, Mexican American families wanted staff to actively listen with sensitiv-
ity to their concerns and issues. Programs that deeply explored the issues of race and 
culture were more likely to result in meaningful family involvement.

Ideas for putting it into practice
•	 Collaborate with families on ways to be involved. Ask families how they want 

to be involved and how the school can make that happen.
•	 Take time to talk to families about what they believe and about their hopes for 

their children. Engage families in an activity that explores the values that par-
ents express about their children’s future.

•	 Use families’ “fonts of knowledge” in designing meaningful family involve-
ment connected to the curriculum. How can families contribute their experiences 
and knowledge to lessons on plant life in a science class, on the economy in a 
social studies class, or construction in a math class?

2. Start at the Beginning
Studies of Southeast Asian and Latino families found that parents had high aspirations 
for their children to do well in school and to continue their education past high school. 
Often, however, parents did not fully understand the U.S. system of education and 
their role in it.

Ideas for putting it into practice
•	 Actively welcome students and families. Smile! Let parents know that they 

are welcome in the school building. Encourage staff to greet and talk with all par-
ents in a friendly, caring manner. 

•	 Connect and involve family and community members who speak the na-
tive language to provide support and serve as a resource to non-English-speak-
ing families. 

•	 Recruit staff and volunteers who speak the same language. Provide re-
sources for families in their native language. Both are good ways to demonstrate 
that parents are valued in their child’s learning.
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•	 Invite families to celebrate the school’s diversity. Encourage families to 
share their cultural traditions and history.

•	 Give parents a “school roadmap to learning” to help them navigate the edu-
cation system. Devote time to explaining school expectations for student learning 
and conduct. Specify how parents can help their children, and how what children 
learn and do at this level will help them at the next level of their education.

•	 Hold classes for non-native English speakers that center on English  
terms and concepts used by schools, i.e., for report cards, tests, co-curricular  
activities, etc.

•	 Meet families where they are. In many cultures, personal contact means more 
than written notes. Conduct meet-and-greet walks in students’ neighborhoods. 
Hold special meetings on parenting skills at the local community center, library, 
or church. Ask staff to make phone calls that personally invite families to school 
events.

3. Connect Families to Student Learning
In a study exploring the relationship between student achievement and parent ac-
tions, caregivers of 41 economically-disadvantaged African-American third and fourth 
graders were given books and asked to promote reading the books at home. The study 
found a significant relationship between the number of books read in the home and the 
students’ reading achievement. Researchers concluded that schools that gave students 
books to read at home and gave parents reading strategies to use could see higher stu-
dent reading skills.

Ideas for putting it into practice
•	 Give families specific strategies to do at home that strengthen targeted learn-

ing skills. Don’t assume parents know how to be involved, know what to do, or 
know what their children are learning. At conferences and workshops ask school 
staff to show families how to reinforce classroom skills at home.

•	 Tie family involvement activities to student learning goals. Encourage 
staff to ask themselves how each activity will boost student learning or other 
school goals.

•	 Give families supplies, resources, or options to complete home learning proj-
ects. Some families may not have the markers, paper, glue, or scissors needed to 
complete a project. Work with the school and public libraries to make computers 
with Internet access more available to families who are supporting student  
learning.

•	 Tackle the tough issues with parents, like explaining state standards and 
assessments, analyzing student data, and how to apply for college or post-high 
school education. 

4. Understand and Work with Families’ Cultures
A 2001 study of 450 Navajo students from 11 schools in the Navajo Nation—one of the 
lowest performing subgroups of students nationwide—concluded that Navajo students 
could improve academically if schools made better connections to their families and 
cultural traditions. The study found that students who performed well academically 
were greatly supported by their mothers in this matriarchal society. It also found that 
Navajo students need not be required to assimilate into U.S. society to achieve, but that 
engaging Navajo families with traditional cultural values in relevant school activities 
could spur student achievement. 
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Ideas for putting it into practice
•	 Help staff learn as much as they can about students’ cultures. Families 

need to know that staff values their cultural traditions and natural connections to 
student learning. Sincere attempts to learn their language will be appreciated by 
family members as evidence that the school cares.  Invite families to educate the 
school staff about their cultural traditions through round table discussions.

•	 Value growth of the whole child, just as families do. Invite families to talk 
about their children’s talents, personality, and contributions to home life. Let 
parents know how the child functions in the classroom, with peers, and doing 
schoolwork, when parents aren’t there. As one mother commented, “When my 
son’s teacher tells me something about him that I might have said, I know he’s 
connected to her and that she cares.” 

•	 Make personal connections frequently. Greet families by name. Encourage 
the involvement of grandparents, aunts, and siblings, as well as parents. Make 
school events accessible to families and let them know that school staff—and 
their children—value their presence. 

•	 Remember that trust building takes time. Forming strong, positive family–
school bonds often means overcoming negative experiences family members may 
have had in the past. The process of building trust is gradual and collaborative.

Schools with programs and policies in place that seriously try to meet the needs of 
students create an environment that values the contributions of each child, each family, 
and each culture within the school community.

Excerpted from:
Building Trust with Schools and Diverse Families, Northwest Regional Educational 

Laboratory. December 2003. http://nwrel.org/request/2003dec/textonly.html. 
Reaching Out to Diverse Populations: What Can Schools Do to Foster Family-School 

Connections? Southwest Educational Development Laboratory. September 2005.  
http://www.sedl.org/connections. 
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Part Three:  
School Stories

Teachers Tackle Family Involvement in Writing
Curtin Elementary, Milwaukee
The REACh grant has given the staff at Curtin Elementary School in Milwaukee the 
invaluable gift of time—time to discuss, to plan, and to develop strategies and activities 
that improve student writing. The gift of time also has allowed families more participa-
tion in helping children become better writers.

A school Learning Team at Curtin meets every other week throughout the school 
year to analyze student performance data, identify areas where students need help, and 
design staff development and family involvement activities that advance school goals. 
In addition to Principal Virginia Cullen and a parent, the team includes several teach-
ers from different grade levels, the school psychologist, special education director, and 
other staff.

Throughout the 2005-2006 school year, the Learning Team focused on improving 
student writing, with a secondary emphasis on math. The biweekly meetings provided 
staff with time not only to develop classroom strategies that improve learning, but also 
gave them the ability to think through how families can support student writing: what 
activities are most doable by families and are most useful for students.

“We spent a lot of time talking about family involvement,” Cullen said. “We knew we 
couldn’t do it by ourselves, but if we got parents involved in many different ways, our 
children were much more likely to achieve.”

Family involvement activities planned by the Leadership Team reflected the staff’s 
confidence in the capacity of families to help children learn. The team planned three 
Family Learning Nights during the year with student writing, math, and a leadership 
theme threaded through each. 

The first event showed parents the writing process and asked each family to con-
struct a paragraph about what leadership meant to them, using 18 leadership charac-
teristics. The paragraphs were published in the school newspaper. A second event, the 
Math Carnival, incorporated writing into math activities. Families were asked to write 
about how they solved math problems.

A third event proved to be families’ favorite, Cullen said. Teachers showed families 
how they would teach students to improve a piece of writing. Families were given a dic-
tionary or thesaurus that they could take home. Using the resources, families worked 
together to re-construct the writing and then read their paragraphs aloud. At a final 
learning night, the staff advised families how to use a summer packet to help students 
retain the writing and math skills they learned during the year. Families who were not 
able to attend were also supplied with the summer packet, which included a student 
journal.

“We tell parents that even if their child spends 10 minutes writing in the journal 
every so often, this will help them become more comfortable writing. Whatever they can 
do during the summer makes a big difference during the school year,” Cullen said.
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The Family Learning Nights are very well attended, Cullen believes, because the 
school offers dinner and because they help parents understand exactly how to help 
their children do well in school.

Cullen said her staff places no boundaries on the definition of family involvement. 
“If parents can get their child to bring their homework back to school, that’s parent 
involvement,” she said. 

Last year, most Milwaukee elementary schools began the school day at 7:45 a.m., 
earlier than the previous year. “Our tardiness rates went sky-high, so ‘parent involve-
ment’ became getting children to school on time.”

Parents are also highly involved in the collaborative, problem-solving process for 
children needing intervention. Parents attend a team meeting to develop a plan to help 
the child improve. Six weeks later, the parents and team meet again to evaluate the 
child’s progress and make any needed changes.

Curtin parents completing a school climate survey last year said they were very 
pleased with the high quality of teaching at the school. “Parents really like the teach-
ers’ high expectations and the rigorous curriculum,” Cullen said. “And REACh has 
helped us make them even better.”

Building Trust, Relationships Essential for  
Family Involvement
Lac du Flambeau Elementary, Lac du Flambeau
At Lac du Flambeau Elementary School, the relationships among students, teachers, 
and families don’t end with the close of the school year. Relationships often continue to 
grow as young people move on through middle school, high school, and beyond. 

“The number one goal of every teacher is to have a solid connection with the child 
and his or her family,” Principal Ron Grams said. “And it doesn’t end here.” He said 
middle school and high school students often visit their former teachers at the elemen-
tary school to catch up on news about the past year and talk about what the future 
holds. 

“The high school kids who come back and walk through the building say it feels at 
home here,” Grams said. “In their hearts and minds, the kids know that there is a car-
ing attitude the staff presents to them here.”

Caring is an important part of the process of connecting families to school goals of 
increasing reading and math achievement, Grams acknowledged. In fact, Lac du Flam-
beau’s REACh efforts are spearheaded by its CARE Team which includes two to three 
parents.

Nearly 98 percent of Lac du Flambeau’s 460 students are Native American with 
83 percent qualifying for free or reduced school lunch. Grams and Special Education 
Director Trish Teichmiller credit tribal leadership for cultivating strong and positive 
relationships among Lac du Flambeau students, families, and school staff. For example, 
parents employed by tribal businesses or government are granted paid leave to attend 
parent-teacher conferences and other school events. Parents also are paid by tribal gov-
ernment to volunteer one hour a week in the school.

“When Ron first became principal, the goal was to have 100% participation at par-
ent-teacher conferences. Sometimes, the staff has to conduct the conference in a child’s 
home, but we’ve achieved that goal,” Teichmiller commented.

School staff also take the personal approach to building relationships with students 
and families, responding to the most immediate and apparent needs. Sometimes those 
needs include strengthening the bond between parent and child. Whether it is sched-
uling a time and place for a mother and daughter to go to lunch together, or helping 
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a student apply for college, Teichmiller said staff consider support of the student and 
family part of their job.

The home-school liaison is also a tribal elder, known as the “Ride-around Mama,” 
who picks up parents needing a ride and transports them to school for school events.

Family and community involvement also plays an important role in Lac du Flam-
beau’s very successful after-school program, funded by a 21st Century Community 
Learning Center grant. Parents and grandparents are invited to act as after-school 
assistants, and a tribal elder who is also a grandparent helps coordinate the character 
education program. The program, “Anishinabe Ways,” integrates Native American cul-
tural values into the school curriculum. Families participate in an Honors Powwow, an 
end-of-the-year ceremony that includes awarding a symbolic eagle feather to students 
in the Warrior Challenge Program who have shown exemplary attributes of compas-
sion, responsibility, thoroughness, and attentiveness.

Almost two-thirds of elementary students regularly attend the two-hour after-school 
program, which also offers tutoring, Girl Scouts, 4-H, and other activities.

The efforts to improve family-school relationships and make the school a place of 
welcome to families have made a difference, Teichmiller said. Parents responding to a 
parent survey this year were overwhelmingly positive about the school’s efforts to com-
municate with families, especially about student progress and school programs. Over 
200 families attended a Healthy Lifestyles Event at school this spring, which they hope 
will become an annual celebration of community wellness.

Another big change Teichmiller said she has seen is in the positive attitude and 
morale of school staff, themselves. The time that the REACh grant bestows on staff to 
meet and plan how to help individual students, often in partnership with families, has 
helped staff accomplish more for students.

The staff is on board and committed to the CARE Team’s philosophy of having a 
positive relationship with every child and family, Grams added. “Our target is that 
every child feels that they have someone in their corner believing in them. That’s what 
it’s all about,” he said.

VISTA Volunteer Coordinates Partnership Efforts
Whittier Elementary, Waukesha
Partnerships with families and the community are not only a mainstay of everyday life 
at Whittier Elementary School, but they also drive achievement of important school 
goals. Coordinating school activities and plans to work with families is the school’s 
VISTA volunteer, Lisa Fusco.

Fusco is one of about 20 school-based volunteers in Wisconsin who sign on to work 
for a year in a federal Volunteers in Service to America (VISTA) program, funded by 
the Corporation for National and Community Service through a grant to the Wisconsin 
Department of Public Instruction. The goals of the Wisconsin DPI VISTA effort are to 
enhance student achievement and help close the achievement gap by developing ef-
fective family–school–community partnerships in low-income elementary and middle 
schools. Partnerships are designed to follow the research-based framework of the Na-
tional Network of Partnership Schools. 

Partnerships are threaded cohesively throughout Whittier Elementary at many lev-
els. The Building Leadership Team designates overall school academic and social goals 
to carry out the REACh Framework. A second collaborative team, the Partnership Ac-
tion Team, develops activities to advance school academic goals and make families part 
of the process. The school also has an active Parent Teacher Organization (PTO) that 
plans social and fundraising events. Parent liaisons serve on each of the three teams, 



28 Involving Families in Meeting Student Needs: A Guide for School Staff 

keeping all of the groups informed about and connected to each others’ efforts. 
VISTA’s Fusco coordinates numerous Partnership Action Team family involvement 

events and activities throughout the year. A parent of three school-age children, includ-
ing a Whittier student, Fusco said her position makes a statement about the important 
contributions families make to children’s learning. 

“Just by having a VISTA focused on family involvement, it sends a message to par-
ents that they’re important and that they really need to be involved in the school,” she 
said.

Among many activities this year, Fusco helped organize two Family Learning Nights 
in reading and math, a volunteer recognition breakfast, a parent survey, an ice cream 
social, and a book drive that distributed 1,500 books to keep students reading during 
the summer. Fusco also produced a “Tip of the Month” handout for parents to help their 
child succeed in school. Partnership Action Team members came up with ideas for the 
monthly tip sheet.

All family involvement activities Fusco coordinates are designed to help the school 
REACh reading, writing, and math goals. This year, Whittier also focused on improv-
ing attendance by developing intervention plans with the parents of students who were 
frequently absent. 

The school continues to benefit from the groundwork Fusco has helped lay. The 
school plans to expand a fledgling program with Carroll College to mentor students, 
devise volunteer “job descriptions” to grow the volunteer corps, and initiate a parent 
component to student homework. 

One thing will not change, however. Parents surveyed earlier in the school year said 
they felt that they were an integral part of the school. “Parents said a strength of Whit-
tier is that it’s family-centered.” 

That will only continue to grow, Fusco predicted.
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Part Four:  
The Role of Families in 

School Improvement

Schools Probe the Role of Families in School  
Improvement
Schools implementing the REACh Framework have often looked at the involvement of 
more families as a way to improve student learning, student behavior, and the school 
environment. In their annual action plan questions, some schools have made family 
involvement the catalyst for school improvement. Other schools have consigned fam-
ily involvement to a secondary role, for example, citing more family involvement as an 
indication that they achieved a related, primary goal.

Schools participating in the REACh initiative that focus their action plan on family 
involvement have questioned whether increasing collaboration with parents and fami-
lies would:

•	 Increase student achievement, i.e., in math, reading, or writing
•	 Improve student behavior, i.e., reduce bullying, suspensions, or disciplinary ac-

tions, or other aspects of the school environment
•	 Design a shared mission, vision, and goals for the school
•	 Strengthen family-school-community partnerships.
Some schools combined goals, for example, questioning whether involving families 

more would make students better readers and improve student behavior. 
Schools that used family involvement in a secondary role often focused their efforts 

on improving the collaborative process. Measuring if and how families were involved in 
the school and in children’s learning became a way to demonstrate that the collabora-
tive process did, indeed, help students learn and grow. 

Using Family Involvement to Spur Change
The following are action plan questions from schools implementing the REACh Frame-
work that make family-school collaboration a central focus of school improvement. In 
some cases, the wording of the original action plan questions has been slightly edited or 
paraphrased to enhance understanding.

Increasing student achievement in:

Math 

“If parents are given an opportunity to attend a workshop designed to provide 

information about the new district math program and how best to help their 

children with math homework, will a higher percentage of children in grades 
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three, four, and five, complete homework with improved quality, as measured by 

teacher records of completion and quality?”
—Banting Elementary, Waukesha School District

If we increase collaboration among teachers and families to differentiate math 

instruction for students, will we see an increase in math scores and positive attitudes 

toward math based on student scores and parent surveys?”

—Lincoln Elementary, Whitewater

“If we increase family involvement in math activities, will student achievement in 

math improve?”  

Note: surveys were given to parents before and after Math Family Fun Nights.

—Lincoln Elementary, Shawano

Reading

“If we increase parent awareness and teacher collaboration time around specific 

reading comprehension strategies, will ninety percent of the third-grade students 

score at secure or advanced on the grade level specific strategies using the Beaver 

Dam Unified School District third-grade reading record?”

—Lincoln Elementary, Beaver Dam

Writing

“If we provide professional development for staff, involve students in more writing 

activities, and offer parent activities focusing on writing, will students improve their 

writing ability, as measured by a five percent increase in the number of children 

scoring proficient or above on the WKCE, the MPS Writing assessment, and On-the-

Mark?”

—Jeremiah Curtin Leadership Academy, Milwaukee

Improving student behavior

“If we identify and minimize the barriers that inhibit relationships between home 

and school, will we see increased parent involvement in the Teacher Assistance 

Team process (collaborative process for students with individual needs) as measured 

by documentation, and improved student outcomes as demonstrated by decreased 

noon timeouts, absences, suspensions, special education referrals, and improved 

achievement on math and literacy assessment?”

—Danz Elementary, Green Bay
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“If we develop a common language and expectations to address the issue of bullying, 

will we see a decrease in negative behavior on the playground as measured by the 

Oshkosh Area School District’s 2004-05 School Climate and Diversity Survey, the 

Webster Stanley Elementary Student Playground Climate Survey, and the 2004-05 

Webster Stanley Elementary Parent Playground Climate Survey?”

—Webster-Stanley Elementary, Oshkosh

Designing a shared mission, vision, or goals for the school

“If we develop a collaborative decision-making process to develop our vision and 

values, will we see an increase in student learning after the following baseline data 

is gathered?

1. Academic achievement in language arts and math, as measured by WKCE 2004 

math and School District of Waukesha 2004 writing scoring guides?

2. Social-emotional growth (Safe and Respectful Schools) as measured by the number 

of suspensions and surveys of students in grades three to six?”

—Whittier Elementary, Waukesha School District

Improving family–school partnerships

“If we establish a professional learning community, then will we increase 

communication and collaboration between teacher, staff, and parents as measured 

by the parent and teacher surveys, parent attendance at events and achievement of 

building goals?”

—Cascade Elementary, Plymouth

“If we improve communication and collaboration between home and school by 

providing information about how parents can foster learning at home, will we 

observe an increase in academic achievement of students at the targeted level and an 

increase in meaningful family participation to support learning?”

—Clement Avenue Elementary, Milwaukee

Note: Clement used the results of classroom and state student assessments to measure an 

increase in student achievement, and a Parent/Family Involvement Self-Assessment to 

measure an increase in family support of learning.
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Combined goals

“Will increased communication, collaboration, and connections with parents and 

community, coupled with our new student servicing model, increase student 

achievement as measured by attendance, grades, Developmental Reading 

Assessment (DRA) results, behavior referrals and occurrences, and authentic special 

education referrals?”

—Merrill Elementary, Oshkosh

“If we enhance the understanding of staff and parents about the collaborative 

process and support teachers to collaborate in planning for diverse learners, will 

•	 grade-three student achievement in the area of mathematics increase, 

•	 behavior problems be reduced, and 

•	 will we sustain one hundred percent parent participation in parent-teacher 

conferences as measured by MAP scores, discipline referrals and time out logs, time 

spent on teacher collaboration and parent-teacher conference data?”

—Monroe Elementary, Janesville

Using family involvement to measure change

“Given our school improvement goals in reading and written language, and 

differentiated instruction, will a resource map provide us with options to increase 

student achievement, family involvement, and over all school culture as measured by 

completed resource map, student achievement on district and state assessment, and 

increased family involvement?”

—Horizon Elementary, Plymouth

“If we 

1. provide continued math instruction involving flexible grouping, 

2. maintain parent involvement in (the Building Leadership Team), and 

3. introduce a building-wide focus on behavior intervention and restorative justice,

will all fifth- and sixth-grade students demonstrate a mean score of at least seventy-

five percent on math unit post-tests in the three concepts of least proficiency 

(communication, problem solving and reasoning, operations concepts) as measured 

by the math WKCE in fourth grade and will school-wide office referrals decrease by 

twenty percent from the 2003-04 level?”

—Lincoln Elementary, Appleton
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Ideas for Measuring Family Involvement
Engaging families and the community in the school improvement process is critical to 
ensuring that efforts are meaningful, effective, and long-lasting. Schools participating 
in the REACh initiative are asked to gather and analyze data and provide evidence that 
their efforts are working.

Measuring family involvement can indicate not only how many families are involved, 
but can reveal areas of school, community, and learning where families can be more in-
volved. The process also can show if the school needs to target efforts to involve families 
from specific segments of the school community.

Below, listed by each of the Six Types of Family–School–Community Partnerships, 
are ideas for schools to monitor how well they involve families in improving student 
learning, behavior, and the school environment.

Parenting
•	 Keep track of the number of parents who participate in parenting education efforts 

as both planners and participants.
•	 Monitor the number of parents who self-refer children for intervention and who at-

tend intervention meetings as well as follow-up meetings.
•	 Track rates of student absence and tardiness, and discipline or behavior referrals.
•	 Tabulate the number of family members who visited the school family center and/

or who withdrew materials from it.
•	 Survey parents who have participated in the intervention process to rank their 

satisfaction with it on a simple scale or to comment on it. Tabulate the results.
•	 Ask parents the number of times during the year they had an opportunity to 

network with teachers and with other parents around school or learning-related 
issues.

•	 Ask parents to estimate their “happiness quotient” (or satisfaction) with the envi-
ronment of learning, growing, and caring at the school.

Communicating
•	 Track the number of parent-teacher contacts—via phone, email, and in-person—

before and after your partnership initiative.
•	 Survey parents on issues important to them and to their child’s learning or devel-

opment. How many surveys were completed? What were the results? How were the 
results used and communicated to families?

•	 Convene a parent focus group on how school-home communication can be im-
proved. Report parents’ ideas and comments to all families.

•	 Track the number and kinds of parent comments submitted in the school sugges-
tion box, and via phone and email.

Learning at Home
•	 Analyze home-learning logs that tabulate the number of occasions or minutes par-

ents spend monitoring or assisting their child with reading aloud, homework, or 
school projects.

•	 Track the number of family visits to educational opportunities in the community 
such as museums, zoos, or performances.

•	 Measure the rate that students’ complete homework and the quality of homework 
completed.

•	 Measure the test scores of students before and after efforts to involve families in 
improving student achievement.



34 Involving Families in Meeting Student Needs: A Guide for School Staff 

Volunteering
•	 Tabulate the number of parents and family and community members who volun-

teer at school in terms of both individuals and hours volunteered.
•	 Analyze volunteer ranks to explore if all parents feel welcome and able to volun-

teer or if families from a neighborhood, cultural background, student grade level, 
or working or single-parent families are missing.

•	 Track the number of students who volunteer or who are involved in community 
efforts. How many hours have they donated? Collect comments about how has it 
improved the people or causes students helped.

•	 Survey parents who attended staff training sessions on parenting, learning at 
home, communicating, REACh, or family involvement. Involve these parents in 
presenting useful information from the training sessions to all parents.

Decision Making
•	 Track parent participation in REACh leadership efforts such as the REACh 

Building Leadership Team by both the number of individuals participating and 
the number of hours they devote to team meetings and activities.

•	 Track the number of school committees that invite parents to be members. Sur-
vey parent members about what the school could do to welcome and prepare par-
ent leaders.

•	 Track membership in and activities of the school parent group. How is the PTA/
PTO linked to school improvement goals?

•	 Survey school staff for their attitudes about involving families in school decision 
making at the start and end of the year. Note any differences in attitudes and 
what may have caused them.

•	 List the number of opportunities parents have to be involved in school decision 
making. Do these parents represent the cultures and neighborhoods of all stu-
dents? How many opportunities went unfilled? Why?

Community Collaboration
•	 Annually assess the number of community resources available to students and 

families on a resource map. How does the school help connect parents to those 
resources?

•	 Tabulate the in-kind contributions of time, space, and material donated by family 
and community members

•	 Tabulate the number of students served by community collaboration efforts
•	 Track attendance at community-sponsored school events such as community fairs 

and career fairs.

Be sure to disseminate to families survey results or participation rates before and 
after family involvement events. Communicating results “closes the circle” and gives 
credibility to parents’ perceptions, opinions, and efforts to which your school has asked 
parents to commit. 

Also tell parents what your school’s next steps may be as a result of the findings and 
how parents can be involved in carrying out the next steps. Parents will be more will-
ing to continue their involvement when they feel that their views are appreciated and 
considered in developing school goals and activities.

To view samples and learn more about online surveys of students, staff, and fami-
lies, visit Wisconsin’s Information Network for Successful Schools (WINSS) at http://
dpi.wi.gov/sig/improvement/process.html.
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Measuring Your Family–School–Community Partnerships
A Tool for Schools

How does your school reach out to and involve families and the community in chil-
dren’s learning? This tool is based on the Six Types of Partnerships. It can help your 
school 

•	 assess the strength of the partnerships it conducts,
•	 indicate the focus or direction of your partnerships, and
•	 identify areas that can be changed.

Your school may do all, some, or none of the activities or approaches listed. Not ev-
ery activity is appropriate for every grade level. The items listed were selected because 
they show that schools in which they happen are meeting the challenge to involve fami-
lies in many different ways. These activities can improve school climate, strengthen 
families, and increase student learning. 

Your school may also be conducting other activities. Be sure to add them under each type of 
involvement and include them in your school’s assessment of its key partnership practices.

Directions: Review the rating scale that follows. For each item, write the rating number 
that comes closest to describing your school. Practices that are strong and prominent will 
receive a score of 4. Practices rated 1, 2, or 3 are not yet part of the school’s program or need 
improvement.

After rating your school partnership practices, use the three discussion questions on the back 
page to assess the strengths, goals, and direction of your school partnerships for the next one to 
three years. Ask the members of your school Partnership Action Team or another parent-teacher 
decision-making group to participate in this process.

Rating Scale
1.	 Never. Does not happen at our school.
2.	 Rarely. Happens in only one or two classrooms or classes. Receives isolated use or 

little time. Clearly not emphasized in the school’s parent involvement plan.
3.	 Sometimes. Happens in some classes. Receives minimal or modest time or em-

phasis across grades. Included in, but not a notable part, of the school’s parent 
involvement plan.

4.	 Frequently. Happens in most or all classes or grade levels. Receives substantial 
time and emphasis. An important part of the school’s parent involvement plan. 

Source: Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction.



36 Involving Families in Meeting Student Needs: A Guide for School Staff 

1. Parenting and family skills
Schools can help families build on their strengths and parenting skills. Schools can 
identify resources and support to help families nurture children. Please rate using the 
scale on the right.

Our school:
___ Offers workshops and information for parents on child and adolescent development
___ Reaches all families who want or need parenting information or assistance, not just 

the few who can attend meetings at school
___ Makes sure that information for families is clear, usable, offered in a variety of 

ways and languages, and linked to children’s learning
___ Surveys families about the topics and issues on which they want information
___ Asks families about their children’s strengths, goals, and learning styles
___ Gives parents ideas and information on creating a “learning-friendly” environment 

at home
___ Offers opportunities for parents to meet, network, and share parenting ideas

Other parenting-and-family-skills efforts:

2. Communicating
Schools can plan and conduct workable methods of two-way communication—from 
school to home and from home to school. Communications, whether to groups or indi-
vidual families, should focus on the child’s learning. Please rate using the above scale.

Our school:
___ Schedules parent-teacher-student conferences to monitor student progress at times 

convenient for parents
___ Informs parents how and when they can reach teachers during and beyond the 

school day to talk about their child’s learning 
___ Provides ways for parents to comment on school programs and activities, such as 

surveys, email, comment forms, and others
___ Develops ways to communicate with parents who do not speak or read English well, 

including providing translators and videotaped messages
___ Provides parents with clear, regular information about children’s progress, includ-

ing information on testing, report cards, and the curriculum
___ Convenes teachers and support staff to meet with and listen to parents of children 

with academic or behavior concerns
___ Trains school staff on the value of and need for building effective ties with parents 

and the community
___ Conducts these activities that research has shown improve children’s learning:

a. Sponsors orientations for families new to the school
b. Produces a regular school or district newsletter
c. Sends home weekly folders of students’ work
d. Staff makes home visits

___ Builds policies that encourage teachers to communicate frequently with parents 
about the curriculum, homework expectations, and how parents can help

Other communicating activities:
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Provide ways for families and school staff together to develop learning goals and con-
tinue children’s learning at home and in the community to meet the goals. Please rate 
using the above scale.

Our school:
___ Gives families information about how to keep track of, discuss, and support school-

work at home
___ Gives families information about skills required for their children in each subject
___ Gives families information about how to help their children in areas that need im-

provement
___ Helps families and students set academic goals and select courses and programs
___ Makes families aware of the importance of reading daily to or with children
___ Makes families aware of resources and programs in the community that promote 

learning

Other learning-at-home activities:

4. Volunteering
Recruit and organize volunteer help from families and the com-
munity. Please rate using the scale on the right.

Our school:
___ Offers flexible volunteer opportunities and schedules that  

allow all parents to participate
___ Has a family center or other space where families and com-

munity members can volunteer, meet, and access resources 
that enhance their child’s learning and development

___ Schedules school events at different times of the day and evening so all parents can 
attend

___ Surveys families annually to match parent interests, talents, and availability with 
school and classroom needs

___ Provides childcare, transportation, translators, and food to eliminate barriers pre-
venting some families from participating in school events

___ Trains volunteers so their time is used effectively
___ Recognizes volunteers for their time and effort
___ Encourages families, students, and the community to be involved with the school in 

a variety of ways (tutoring, assisting with activities, giving talks, etc.)

Other volunteering activities:

 

Rating 

Scale 
1.  Never   
2.  Rarely  
3.  Sometimes   
4.  Frequ ently   
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5. Decision making
Include parents in school decisions to develop leaders and represent all families in the 
school. Please rate using the above scale.

Our school:
___ Has an active PTA, PTO, or other parent group
___ Includes parent representatives on the school’s advisory council, improvement 

team, site-based management team, or other committees
___ Involves parents in organized, ongoing, and timely ways to plan, review, and im-

prove school programs 
___ Involves parents in revising school and district curricula
___ Has parent leaders who represent the ethnic and socioeconomic diversity of all stu-

dents in the school 
___ Asks parents to help plan and develop out-of-school programs
___ Includes students (with parents) in decision-making groups

Other decision-making activities:

6. Collaborating with the community
Identify and connect community resources to strengthen families, 
school programs, and student learning. Please rate using  
the above scale.

Our school:
___ Makes staff available to help families locate and use commu-

nity resources
___ Works with local businesses, parks, museums, libraries, and 

civic groups to enrich student and adult learning and skills
___ Provides parents and students with a resource directory listing community services, 

programs, and agencies
___ Makes the school building available for community use outside of regular school 

hours
___ Offers after-school programs for students, supported by local businesses, agencies, 

and volunteers
___ Informs and involves community members in school building and district decision 

making
___ Tackles funding, staffing, and location issues that may arise so collaborative activi-

ties may occur

Other community collaboration activities:

 

Rating 

Scale 
1.  Never   
2.  Rarely  
3.  Sometimes   
4.  Frequ ently   
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Discussion Questions
Question A: What major factors contributed to the success of your school’s family 
and community partnerships this year?

Question B: What major factors limited the success of your school’s family and com-
munity partnerships this year?

Question C: What is one of your school’s major goals for improving its partnerships 
program over the next three years?

Name of person completing this assessment (optional): ______________________________

Role: ______________________________________________for grade level(s):______________

School: ________________________________________ District: _________________________________
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Sample One-year Action Plan
Note: This form has been completed to help school staff understand the process of link-
ing partnership practices to school goals. It was adapted from the blank form on p. 343 
of School, Family, and Community Partnerships: Your Handbook for Action, by Joyce 
Epstein et al. All members of the National Network for Partnership Schools receive a 
copy of the handbook upon joining. Make copies of the blank One-year Action Plan form 
for each of your school’s major goals.

School or district: Meadowland Elementary School		  School year: 2007-08

One major goal: (Schools implementing the REACh Framework may want to use a goal in 

their Action Plan) Our school will increase math achievement of students in grades three to five 

through greater parent awareness of math goals and classroom learning and by increasing at-

home learning in math.

Desired results for this goal: 

•	 To increase by ten percent the number of students in grades three to five who score 

proficient or above on WKCE math tests this school year

•	 To help families feel more comfortable and familiar with the math concepts children are 

expected to master in school

•	 To increase parent support for completion of math homework and interactive math-

related activities, and use of everyday math in the home.

How will you measure these results?
We will examine WKCE math results and classroom assessments. We also will survey parents 

of students in grades three to five on their understanding of the math curriculum and their 

support of math learning near year’s end.
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Partnership Practices to Reach this Goal
(Write down partnership practices that help your school reach this goal. Develop activi-
ties that represent several of the Six Types of Partnerships.) 

Practice
(new or continuing)

Date of 
activity

Grade
levels

What needs to be 
done and when

Persons in charge
and helping

Offer professional staff 
development training 
on involving families in 
math—parents will be 
invited.

May all Seek trainer 
and arrange for 
inservice. Publicize 
session among 
parent leaders.

Curriculum 
director, teacher, 
and parent from 
Action Team 
or Building 
Leadership Team

Brainstorm and plan 
schedule of interactive 
homework activities. 

August to 
September

grades 
three to 
five

Order TIPS from 
NNPS; develop and 
distribute calendar 
of two to three 
activities per month 
October through 
April.

One teacher per 
grade level, two 
parents, support 
staff

Hold family classroom 
suppers by grade level to 
discuss math curriculum 
and at-home learning 
strategies.

September 
to October

grades 
three to 
five

Schedule suppers, 
organize food 
contributions, 
publicize suppers, 
and arrange 
for facilitators, 
translators, and 
child care.

Classroom parent 
representatives, 
teachers, food 
service staff

Survey families about 
their attitudes toward 
and participation in 
student math learning.

April to 
May

grades 
three to 
five

Develop surveys, 
distribute surveys, 
offer incentives for 
return, and publicize 
survey results in 
school newsletter.

Principal, two 
teachers, and 
parents from 
various grades, 
curriculum director, 
technology staff

Extra funds, supplies, or resources needed for these activities? REACh and Title 1 
funds will help. Community donations will help supply classroom suppers.
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Partnership Activities to Improve Reading

Elementary School
Below are ideas for partnership activities schools can use in developing a One-year Ac-
tion Plan. The goal of this plan is to improve reading in elementary school.

Sample Action Plan Question: If we involve family and community members in 
helping children learn to read, will student reading improve this school year as mea-
sured by curriculum-based assessments?

Type 1: 
Parenting

Offer parent workshops on strategies to read aloud with young 
children. Include a short summary of information presented at the 
workshops in the school newsletter so all parents can learn.

Type 2: 
Communicating

Explain reading goals to parents at start of the school year; 
review reading progress at fall and spring parent-teacher-student 
conferences. 

Type 3: 
Learning at home

Assign weekly interactive reading homework: read-aloud time, 
review vocabulary and spelling words, have students interview family 
members, show links of reading and writing, and other activities. 

Type 4: 
Volunteering

Enlist family, business, and civic volunteers to be guest readers and 
one-on-one reading tutors, and to conduct ongoing reading activities.

Type 5:  
Decision making

Work with the school parent group to open a parent center or offer 
interactive reading activities for families such as book swaps, bring-
home book bags, and family books.

Type 6: 
Collaborating 
with community

Involve business partners in writing grants or in planning and 
obtaining donations of books for classrooms, the school library, or for 
children to take home.

And many other ideas for each type of involvement
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Partnership Activities to Improve the School Climate  
for Partnerships

Elementary School
Below are ideas for partnership activities schools can use in developing a One-year  
Action Plan. The goal of this plan is to improve the climate for partnerships in elemen-
tary school. 

Sample Action Plan Question: If we make the school more welcoming and respon-
sive to families, will more families become involved in their children’s learning at home 
and in school this year as measured by the number of minutes families spend helping 
their children with homework and family attendance at school events and activities?

Type 1: 
Parenting

Create a parent support group to connect parents with one another, 
inform parents of child’s development, identify family concerns to the 
school, and explore options for addressing these issues.

Type 2: 
Communicating

Survey parents about how welcoming they feel the school is, how the 
school could help them be more involved, and what areas they need 
more information on or help understanding, including their child’s 
learning and development.

Type 3: 
Learning at 
home

Tell parents the school’s homework expectations for students. Offer 
direction and ideas for how parents can help at home, and whom to call 
with questions or concerns.

Type 4: 
Volunteering

Compile a resource directory to identify the available time and 
talents of parents and community volunteers willing to enrich student 
learning.

Type 5: 
Decision 
making

Invite representatives from school committees and the REACh 
Leadership Team to the school parent group meeting to tell parents 
how they can be involved as decision makers.

Type 6: 
Collaborating 
with community

Feature a “Community Fair” for families to learn what school and 
community resources are available to assist them with children’s 
learning, health, and development during and beyond the school day 
and in summertime.

And many other ideas for each type of involvement
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Partnership Activities to Improve Student Behavior

Middle School
Below are ideas for partnership activities schools can use in developing a One-year Ac-
tion Plan. The goal of this plan is to improve student behavior in middle school.

Sample Action Plan Question: If we help family and community members un-
derstand adolescent behavior issues and engage them in encouraging positive student 
character traits, will the number of student behavior infractions decrease as measured 
by office behavioral referrals?

Type 1: 
Parenting

Offer parent workshops on adolescent development and effective 
parenting and discipline. Publish tips for parents in school newsletter 
and online.

Type 2: 
Communicating

Explain school expectations for student behavior at start of the school 
year; review conduct and effort at fall and spring parent–teacher
student conferences. Make sure parents know who to contact with 
behavior concerns.

Type 3: 
Volunteering 

Assign monthly interactive homework for students to talk with parents 
or other family members about selected character traits, values, and 
behaviors. 

Type 4: 
Learning at 
home

Enlist family, business, and civic volunteers to greet students, act as 
role models, and monitor behavior in the school cafeteria, hallways, and 
other areas.

Type 5:  
Decision 
making

Work with the REACh Leadership Team to develop families’ awareness 
of how parents and teachers together can prevent problems and what 
families can do at home. 

Type 6: 
Collaborating 
with community

Involve business and community partners in publicizing and planning 
a “Character of the Month” for display in businesses’ windows and/or in 
recognizing a “Student of the Month” who exemplifies good character.

And many other ideas for each type of involvement
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Partnership Activities to Improve Attendance

High School
Below are ideas for partnership activities schools can use in developing a One-year Ac-
tion Plan. The goal of this plan is to improve attendance in high school.

Sample Action Plan Question: If we devote time and effort to informing fam-
ily and community members about attendance issues and enlisting their support for 
increased student attendance, will student performance in math and reading increase 
this school year as measured by curriculum-based measures?

Type 1: 
Parenting

Host an “Attendance Summit” for parents, featuring speakers on the 
importance of attendance. Speakers may include representatives of 
school administration, counselors, postsecondary institutions, law 
enforcement, healthcare providers, families, or students.

Type 2: 
Communicating

Develop a plan to communicate to families school attendance goals and 
requirements, and guidelines for students returning to school after an 
illness. Let parents know how the school will communicate student 
absences to them. 

Type 3: 
Learning at 
home

Make available to families videotapes in different languages explaining 
the importance of school attendance. Air tapes on community cable TV. 
Distribute to community, service, and church groups in which parents 
participate.

Type 4: 
Volunteering

Enlist family, business, and civic volunteers to be guest readers and 
one-on-one reading tutors, and to conduct ongoing reading activities.

Type 5:  
Decision 
making

Work with the school parent group to open a parent center or offer 
interactive reading activities for families such as book swaps, bring-
home book bags, family books, etc.

Type 6: 
Collaborating 
with community

Work with local businesses to welcome students only during non-school 
hours and to agree to hiring and employment practices that safeguard 
student attendance.

And many other ideas for each type of involvement
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Part Five:  
Sample Handouts

What Parents Want School Staff to Know— 
The 3 Rs: Respect, Relationships, and Rules
State Supt. Elizabeth Burmaster’s Parent Leadership Corps	 Nov. 2004

Respect: Parents want school staff to respect them and their commitment to their child.
1.	 Parents want school staff to know that parents are important to their chil-

dren’s school success and are their children’s first and most influential teachers.
2.	 Parents want school staff to recognize that every parent has strengths and 

abilities that benefit their child. Regardless of circumstance, parents can and do 
contribute in many ways to children’s learning. 

Relationships: Parents want to have a trusting relationship with teachers.
3.	 Parents want to feel welcome in the school building to talk with teachers or the 

principal, visit their child’s classroom, or to be involved however and whenever they 
can be.

4.	 Parents want school staff to encourage them to ask questions and request in-
formation about their child’s learning from school board members, administrators, 
teachers, and other school staff.

5.	 Parents want school staff to invite them to express ideas and opinions in 
many ways. For example, some parents feel comfortable writing their responses 
to surveys, evaluations, or questionnaires. Others are more comfortable talking or 
speaking with the help of a translator.

6.	 Parents want to know why the school or their child’s teacher is asking them 
to do something, i.e., to take a survey or to attend a meeting. They want to know 
what difference their involvement makes and how it connects to their child’s learn-
ing.

Rules: Parents want to know the school rules and be part of how learning at school 
works.
7.	 Parents want to know the “chain of command” in schools, or the process for ex-

pressing concerns and requesting action. They need to be informed about “how the 
system works.”

8.	 Parents want to know how to be involved and how to contribute to their 
child’s learning. Children benefit most when parents know specific actions or prac-
tices they can do at home or in the community to help their child. 

9.	 Parents want the school to provide clear, concise information about their 
child’s learning that is easily accessible and understandable to all. Parents need to 
be able to say that they do not understand something, whether it is a new concept 
or an unfamiliar language, and to know who can help them understand.

10.	 Parents want schools to provide parent leadership training. If schools want 
parent leaders to serve on school committees and represent other parents, schools 
need to train and support them.
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Ideas for Connecting Families to Student Learning
What are children learning in school? How can parents be involved and help support 
their children’s learning? To keep families positive about school, make sure they’re 
informed about what their children are learning and how they’re doing.

The following are ideas educators can use to keep families aware of the curriculum 
and expectations for student learning and homework. No matter what you do, be sure 
to ask families how their children learn best. Leave time to listen to families’ comments 
and questions.

How many of the ideas below does your school use to link all parents to their chil-
dren’s learning throughout the school year?

Build Positive Relationships
___ Invite new students and families to a “Get-to-Know-You” session before or soon after 

the school year starts.

___ Hold a potluck supper for students and families by grade level or classroom, fol-
lowed by a short presentation about the curriculum. 

___ Schedule school open houses for one grade level at a time. Smaller groups give par-
ents a chance to know school staff and each other better.

___ Give staff time to extend the personal touch to families, through phone calls, notes, 
and home visits. It’s important for families with limited English skills or those un-
familiar with the school, to know that their presence at school events is appreciated 
and needed.

___ Get to know families by strolling through students’ neighborhoods or attending 
neighborhood coffees in a family’s home. Invite families from one neighborhood at a 
time to meet and chat with school administrators at the local community center. 

___ Disseminate information not only about how parents can reach school staff, but also 
about when teachers are available during the school day to answer parents’ ques-
tions and discuss children’s progress.

___ Use parent meetings and the school newsletter as opportunities to introduce school 
support staff to families. Explain what each support staff person does, how she or he 
helps students, and how parents can contact that person.

Welcome Families to the School
___ Establish regular family visiting days throughout the school year as a way to wel-

come families to the school, observe classes, and find out what their children are 
learning. Send out reminders to families a week or so ahead of time.

___ Hold school open houses at various times of the day and night so all families have a 
chance to attend.

___ Ask volunteer parents to greet families as they arrive at school for events, to an-
swer questions and direct families where they want to go. Identify volunteers who 
speak Spanish, Hmong, or other languages spoken by school families.

___ Host a “Bring Your Parent to School Day” or a “Back-to-School Day” for parents to 
meet teachers and learn about the classes children will attend.

___ Open the school computer lab to families. Invite students to teach and demonstrate 
to parents new computer skills they learned.

___ Provide new families with a videotape about the school, staff, and programs in the 
family’s native language. Highlight opportunities for families to become involved. 
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___ Host a “Families and Friends” program that brings together families from different 
neighborhoods or cultural backgrounds. Have families share a simple meal, student 
performance, or learning activity together.

Link Families to Learning
___ Work with fellow teachers to develop grade-level brochures that list what children 

will be learning in each subject this year, major school events, and homework help 
tips. Downloadable templates for these parent brochures are on the DPI web site at 
http://dpi.wi.gov/fscp/doc/gradebro.doc

___ Work with the Building Leadership Team, action team, or parent group to organize 
a parent forum to discuss new academic standards, state tests, or school improve-
ment efforts. Ask parents to suggest topics for the parent forum.

___ Let parents know how they can access school or district data on the WINSS (Wis-
consin Information Network for Successful Schools) web site at http://dpi.wi.gov/sig/
index.html.

___ Designate a “family shelf” in each classroom, the school family center, or the local 
public library with materials parents can check out on child development, disci-
pline, homework techniques, and learning styles. 

___ Place copies of school textbooks for each grade in the public library for parents to 
review and reference.

___ Offer several interactive homework options every quarter. Ask children to “inter-
view” their parents about family history or current events and write about what 
they discovered. Summarize class results in the classroom newsletter.

___ Organize a child-and-parent field trip so they can learn together.

___ Offer “learning together” opportunities for students and families: Build a birdhouse 
or a volcano; do an art or music project; feature family fitness activities. Issue spe-
cial invitations to fathers for hands-on learning events.

___ Create a youth service-learning project especially for families. Use families’ talents 
and expertise in designing and carrying out the project.

___ Invite parents to a staff inservice on preparing young children for school, new read-
ing strategies, or improving math skills. Publish a brief article with dot points of 
what participants learned and strategies parents can do at home.

Communicate Effectively
___Organize neighborhood communication networks. Find five parents in each neigh-

borhood willing to make one or two phone calls to pass on information about school 
events. Ask each person contacted to make one more phone call.

___ Invite families to receive the school newsletter or school announcements via email. 
Once a list of email addresses is created, only updates need to be made to reach 300 
to 500 families easily. 

___Reserve time at the start of every staff meeting for staff to talk about how the school 
can improve communications and relations with families.

___Develop a “How Parents Can Help” handbook that explains school goals for student 
achievement and behavior. Ask parents for tips on what works at home for complet-
ing homework, motivating children, and staying in touch with school.

___Reserve one corner of each school newsletter for updates from the school parent 
group, the Building Leadership Team, and other school committees with parent 
members. 
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___ Enclose a two-minute survey in school report cards asking parents how well they 
think the school is connecting families to student learning. Ask parents what they 
need more information about or help with to support their child.
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Sample handout for families

Helping Your Child Succeed in School

Responsive Education for All Children (REACh)

What is REACh?
REACh—Responsive Education for All Children—is a process that involves teachers, 
other school staff, and families in planning and making decisions together about how to 
best support children’s learning. Each child learns differently. Children may also face 
different challenges as they learn and grow. The REACh Framework helps schools offer 
teachers and families options and choices in how to meet children’s needs so all stu-
dents succeed. 

Staff and families work as a team to help:
•	 Prevent learning or behavior problems for most students
•	 Identify early signs of concern
•	 Get involved or intervene with some students before small problems grow
•	 Meet the individual needs of students in danger of failing or dropping out

The Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction supports schools that choose to imple-
ment the REACh Framework. Any school can access REACh documents and training 
opportunities.

How does the REACh initiative help students?
REACh helps students by giving teachers, families, and other school staff valuable 
tools to:

•	 Help students prevent and cope with difficulties
•	 Plan together how to teach and respond to students in danger of failing or drop-

ping out
•	 Receive training, meet as a team, and share ideas about what works best for stu-

dents
•	 Collect information about why efforts are successful and how to continue useful 

strategies.
Schools using the REACh Framework: 

•	 Improve student achievement
•	 Reduce the number of students referred for behavior problems 
•	 Refer fewer children for special education services

Teachers using REACh say that they are able to:
•	 Learn from each other and change the way they relate to each child to address 

small problems before they become big
•	 Share knowledge and observations about children who need attention.

How does REACh work in schools?
Every school using the REACh Framework develops plans to meet the unique needs of 
its students, families, and staff. Generally, the following things happen:
1.	 The leadership team meets once or twice a month to find out about the needs of 

students and teachers. The team also looks at how the school involves families in 
meeting those needs. Team members usually include the school principal, teachers, 
one or two parents, and support staff such as the school psychologist, counselor, or 
social worker. The team can represent all of the grade levels in the school building, 
or some schools have several teams that each focus on one or two grades. 
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2.	 Teachers meet frequently with each other and with school support staff. School 
staff shares classroom strategies that help children learn more.

3.	 Families may meet with a small group of teachers or other staff to share insights 
and concerns about their children. Together, parents and staff craft a plan to help 
the child do better.

How can the REACh initiative help my child?
Schools using the REACh Framework can help your child at any of three levels: school-
wide, in a smaller group of students, and as an individual. 
1.	 School-wide efforts, for example, may include improving the curriculum, starting 

a program to prevent bullying or to recognize positive student behavior, and mak-
ing school counselors available to all students.

2.	 Small groups of students, or some students, may need help with learning or be-
havior. Adult tutors or mentors may be assigned to work with them.

3.	 A few students in danger of failing or dropping out may receive individual academ-
ic or behavior support, such as wrap-around services before and after school. Their 
parents may be offered family support programs.

What can I do if I have concerns or questions about my child?
•	 Start with your child’s teacher. Tell your child’s teacher about your concern. 

She or he may have already noticed something and may be able to offer good sug-
gestions. The teacher may suggest that you talk about your concerns with other 
school staff who can help.

•	 Talk to school support staff, such as the guidance counselor, nurse, or social 
worker, who are there to help your child.

•	 Talk to the school principal, if you are still concerned. The principal has the 
authority to make decisions about school staff and the school building. The princi-
pal may call a meeting of school staff to help.

•	 Find out what your school district policy says. Some policies spell out how par-
ent concerns should be addressed. Other policies describe how similar concerns 
have been addressed. School districts must make policies available upon request. 
If you don’t understand the policy or cannot read it, ask to have someone explain 
it to you.

•	 Finally, discuss the matter with a member of your school board, if others 
have been unable to resolve your concerns. You can ask to talk about your con-
cern at a school board meeting, or you can write a letter to the school board. 

How can parents and families be involved in REACh?
•	 As parents who provide important information about their child away from school 

and help develop plans for their child with school staff
•	 As volunteers who devote time and effort to school programs such as tutoring that 

improve children’s learning
•	 As decision makers who serve on the building leadership team or other school 

committees to offer the parent perspective on school-related issues
•	 In many other ways—Ask your principal how you can be involved!

Remember, school staff cares deeply about helping your child learn. They recognize that 
parents are their child’s first and most influential teachers. They do their best to listen 
and work with you. They also offer learning options and choices. The REACh Frame-
work helps everyone determine how to help all children experience success.

For more information about REACh, visit http://reachwi.org.
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Sample handout for parents

What to Expect at a School Team Meeting for Your Child
You have been invited to attend a team meeting at school to talk about your child’s 
progress, or you may have requested the meeting. You may have questions about what 
will happen at the meeting and who will be there. Below are answers to some questions 
you may have. Feel free to ask your child’s teacher, the school principal, or another 
school staff member to answer any questions you have.

Why is it important for me to attend a meeting at school to discuss my child?
Some children need individual attention or help at school to do well. Schools using a 
collaborative—or working together—process have a number of ways to help children 
improve behavior or academic skills. Most schools invite parents to meet with the 
child’s teacher(s), the principal, and other school staff. At the meeting, everyone shares 
information about the child and identifies some ways that, together, they can help 
things go more smoothly for the child. Your child’s well-being will be the focus of every-
one at the meeting. 

Who will be at the meeting?
This will vary in each school for each child. Many times, in addition to parents, the 
teacher, and the school principal, a school counselor, psychologist, or social worker also 
will attend. Some schools include other staff. Ask your child’s teacher or the person who 
contacted you who will attend. 

Be sure to let the school know what you are comfortable with. Some people prefer to 
meet only with two or three others at a time.

Can I bring someone with me?
Yes! You may want to bring others along, whether family members, a friend, or a 
trained parent representative. Another person can act as “eyes and ears” for you, take 
notes, or just be there for you. Some schools have parent liaisons available to support 
you at the meeting. A family center or a parenting group in your community also may 
have someone who is trained and able to go with you.

What will I be asked to do or say?
Many schools explain this when they first invite parents to meet with school staff. If 
not, be sure to ask your child’s teacher or principal what to expect.

School staff will welcome your perspective as a parent of your child. They are eager 
to learn from you. Here are some general things to think about or to jot down a few 
notes on before the meeting:

•	 What activities does your child enjoy in his free time? 
•	 What is his or her learning style, or how does your child like to learn or do things: 

with his or her hands, by listening, by watching? 
•	 How do you get your child to listen or cooperate?
•	 What is happening at home that may affect your child’s actions at school?

What are some good questions to ask or some things to be sure and find out at 
the meeting?
Here are some ideas, but also add your own:

•	 Please give me specific examples of my child’s actions (i.e., exactly how my child 
disrupts the classroom; exactly what my child does not understand in math; ex-
actly what time of day or in what class does my child’s attention wander).
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•	 Tell me what my child is “good at?” What does he or she do well?
•	 What specific actions or strategies will the teacher do to help my child?
•	 How will other school staff support my child?
•	 Explain how the plan for my child will help overcome individual challenges?
•	 What specific actions can I do at home to help my child?
•	 When will a follow-up meeting take place to find out if the plan is working? 

Who will be there?
•	 How will I know if the plan is working? How will I be kept informed about my 

child’s progress?
•	 Who can I talk to with questions or concerns about my child or the plan?
•	 What other alternatives does the school or district offer to help my child suc-

ceed? For example, districts can offer tools that point out your child’s skills, pos-
sible career paths, and areas in which your child needs help. Other districts have 
charter schools, online education programs, and programs for alternative educa-
tion that you ought to know about.

What if I don’t understand what’s going on?
If you don’t understand what people are saying or what the discussion has to do with 
your child, let the group know! It’s OK to say, “I don’t understand,” or “Please explain 
that more.”

Educators often use word “shortcuts,” like acronyms or abbreviations, to talk about 
programs they’re familiar with but others are not. Sometimes they need to be reminded 
to use words that everyone will understand!

Be sure to do the following.
•	 Ask the group to explain words or topics that you’re not sure about.
•	 Ask for more information.
•	 Ask questions whenever you want to.
•	 Ask how issues discussed at the meeting apply to your child.

If you need or want a translator at the meeting, the school should supply one.

What if I cannot do something or don’t agree with something?
It’s OK to let the group know when you can’t do something. For example, when 
talking about ideas to help your child be a better reader, someone may suggest that 
parents read every night to their child. If one or both parents work at night or cannot 
read English well, it is best to explain that at the meeting. There are many ways to 
reach a goal. The group will find a different, more useful way to help your child be a 
better reader.

It’s also OK to speak up when you don’t agree with what is being said, 
especially if it is done in a helpful way. Meetings are most successful when everyone is 
treated with respect. Even though it may be difficult to talk about your child or some of 
the issues concerning your child, parents and school staff should focus the discussion on 
your child’s best interests.

What is an “intervention plan?” How will the plan help my child?
After sharing what they know about your child, the group will try to identify the con-
cern and decide the next steps to take. Together, you’ll come up with a plan to “inter-
vene,” or help your child. The plan will describe what the teacher, other school staff, 
and you, as parent, will do to improve your child’s behavior, social skills, or schoolwork.
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The intervention plan may 
•	 Describe new ways that the teacher will help your child in the classroom
•	 Provide an adult volunteer to help tutor your child
•	 Invite your child to participate in an after-school program to strengthen reading, 

math, or study skills
The plan will spell out who will carry out each action at school and how often the plan 
will be reviewed.

The plan also may include ideas for specific things you can do at home with your 
child. Sometimes, the school will give you information about workshops or support 
groups on parenting, child discipline, or other topics that can help you and your child. 

Before the plan is finished, school staff should ask you if you need any support to 
help your child. The plan should be one that you agree with, understand, and feel confi-
dent will help your child.

Before you leave the meeting, be sure you understand
•	 What will happen at school that affects your child
•	 What you can or will do at home
•	 Who you can contact at school to find out how your child is doing
•	 When a follow-up meeting will be held to discuss your child’s progress
•	 How you will know if the plan is working for your child

Has this process helped other children with similar difficulties? How?
Yes, the collaborative process has helped schools meet the needs of many Wisconsin 
children. Research shows that schools using a collaborative problem-solving process 
have

•	 Referred fewer children for special education evaluation
•	 Fewer behavior concerns with students
•	 Fewer students suspended
•	 Greater student achievement for all students, regardless of their gender, ethnic-

ity, socioeconomic level, or educational needs
Schools that offer options or choices to meet children’s needs help many experience 
success. Children also learn better when their parents and teachers have time to share 
ideas and work together with other school staff. The collaborative process helps every-
one figure out how best to help all children learn.

If you have questions about the information on this handout or about the school 
team meeting for your child, please contact your school.
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Sample handout for families:

A Positive Profile of My Child
Please fill out this form to provide a “snapshot” of your child. This profile will help 
school staff understand how your child learns and grows.

Your name and relationship to the child: _______________________________________________

1.	 Who is _________________________? Describe your child, including information such 
as place in family, personality, likes, and dislikes.

2.	 What are your child’s strengths? Highlight all areas in which your child does well, 
including school, home, and social environments.

3.	 What are your child’s successes? List all successes, no matter how small.
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4.	 What are your child’s greatest challenges? List areas in which she or he has the 
greatest difficulty.

5.	 What supports are needed for your child? List actions or resources that can help 
your child achieve his or her potential.

6.	 What are your dreams for your child? Describe your vision for the future, including 
both short-term and long-term goals.

7.	 Other helpful information. List any useful information that has not been detailed 
elsewhere on this form, including healthcare needs.

Adapted from Rainforth, B., J. York, C. Macdonald. 1992. “All Children Belong” in Collaborative Teams for Students 

with Severe Disabilities: Integrating Therapy and Educational Services. Baltimore: Paul H. Brookes.
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Sample handout for teachers

Family Involvement in Your Classroom
A Self-assessment Tool for Teachers in Schools Implementing 
REACh
REACh project outcomes include:

•	 Improved student achievement and reduced achievement gaps
•	 Reduced behavior concerns or disciplinary actions
•	 Reduced special education referrals
•	 Reduced disproportionate special education identification of students of color
•	 Increased graduation rates of students with disabilities
•	 Increased capacity of all teachers to address the needs of students at risk for failure
•	 Increased number of families meaningfully participating in the problem-solving 

process

Involving Families in Student Learning
Never happens = 0     Rarely happens = 1     Sometimes happens = 2

Often happens = 3     Always happens = 4

Where I am 
now

Where I 
want to be

I am pleased with the turnout I have for parent-teacher conferences.

I send home student work for parent review and comment.

I let parents know how they can help their child with homework.

I let parents know how report cards are graded.

Parents know what homework assignments are and what tests are coming up.

My school offers parents and children opportunities to learn together, i.e., at 
family learning nights or through interactive homework.

I invite parents to contact me at any time with questions or concerns they may 
have about their child’s learning.

I survey parents about areas of their child’s learning they need more 
information about and how they want to be involved.

Parents know what academic standards need to be met for this grade level.

Parents know what the school learning goals are and how they can contribute 
to them.

I give parents ideas for specific activities they can do at home with their child 
to strengthen targeted learning skills.

I regularly invite parents to help out in my classroom, even with short notice.

I let parents know how they can volunteer at home or outside the  
classroom, too.

I send home a classroom bulletin or newsletter to parents.

I give parents ideas for continuing learning during the summer.
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Involving Families in Student Behavior
Never happens = 0        Rarely happens = 1        Sometimes happens = 2 
                    Often happens = 3        Always happens = 4

Where I am 
now

Where I 
want to be

I ask parents to tell me about their child’s strengths, challenges, and goals.

I let parents know expectations for behavior in my classroom.

Parents know school goals for student character and citizenship.

Parents know that they are invited to help shape and improve school goals.

I keep parents well-informed about problems their child is having in my 

classroom.

I let parents know when their child shows improvement or has done something 

well.

I let parents know about teaching strategies I use to resolve classroom 

concerns.

I share information with parents about parenting and child development.

I let parents know about opportunities to meet and talk with other parents and 

teachers.

Involving Families in Resolving Concerns
Never happens = 0        Rarely happens = 1        Sometimes happens = 2

Often happens = 3        Always happens = 4
Where I am 

now
Where I 

want to be

Parents know how and when to contact me.

I invite parents to let me know how their child is doing at home.

I ask parents for their ideas about what we can do together at school and 
home.

I invite parents to come in and talk with me about their child early on when 
concerns arise.

I make sure parents know that all discussions concerning their child are 
confidential to appropriate school staff.

Parents know the “ladder of support” of other staff in the school and district 
who can help their child.

Parents know about the school’s intervention process and how they can 
access it.
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At the Intervention Meeting
Never happens = 0        Rarely happens = 1        Sometimes happens = 2

Often happens = 3        Always happens = 4
Where I am 

now
Where I 

want to be

I let parents know ahead of time who will be at the intervention meeting and 
what will happen.

I invite parents to bring a friend or another person to the intervention meeting 
to listen or take notes.

I work with other school staff to connect parents to helpful school and 
community resources.

I encourage parents to ask questions or let the group know if they don’t 
understand something during the meeting.

I make sure parents understand
•	 How the plan will help their child

•	 What will happen in my classroom and at school to help their child

•	 What parents can do at home to help their child

•	 Who they can contact at school with questions or to find out how their 
child is doing

•	 When a follow-up meeting is scheduled that they will be able to attend

•	 How they will know if the plan is working for their child

Cultural Considerations
Never happens = 0        Rarely happens = 1        Sometimes happens = 2

Often happens = 3        Always happens = 4
Where I am 

now
Where I 

want to be

I know the cultural backgrounds of my students and can identify their cultural 
strengths and supports.

I communicate clearly and in culturally appropriate ways with students’ 
families.

I let families know that translators are available.

I involve families in developing lessons that have strong connections to my 
students’ cultures or community.

I help my students’ families of similar cultural background to get to know one 
another and to learn together.

I am involved in helping my school plan events and activities to celebrate the 
cultures of all students.
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Sample survey or interview form for families

Family Feedback Survey on Family–School–Community 
Partnership Activities
We want to know if our school activities are useful to you and help keep you involved 
in your child’s learning! Answer the questions below based on your participation at a 
recent school event. 

Please return the survey to:

Activity attended Date

1.	 Was this activity beneficial to you and your family? Yes No

2.	 Do you think participating in this activity helps families be more involved in our 
school or in their children’s learning?

Yes No

  	 If yes, how? 
 
 

3.	 What part of this activity did you enjoy the most? Why? 
 
 
 

4.	 What other family involvement activities or events would you like our school to offer? 
 
 

5.	 What topics do you want to learn more about? 
 
 
 

6.	 Overall, how do you feel about your child’s school and how it involves families in children’s learn-
ing and growth? 
 
 

7.	 In general, do you feel welcome at school? Only at times Yes No

8.	 Are you familiar with our “school improvement goals?” Yes No

9.	 Are you familiar with our school’s REACh efforts? Yes No

10.	 Would you like to be involved in helping to plan and/or conduct other school 
partnership activities for families?

Yes No

	 How can we best reach you? 
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Part Six:  
Resources 

Resources on Family–School–Community Partnerships

Web Resources
The following web sites offer a host of research-based strategies, programs, and tools 
for starting and improving family–community partnerships in schools.

Harvard Family Research Project: Family Involvement Network of Educators (FINE):  
http://gseweb.harvard.edu/hfrp/projects/fine.html

National Center for Family and Community Connections with Schools, Southwest Edu-
cational Development Laboratory: http://www.sedl.org/connections

National Coalition for Parent Involvement in Education: ncpie.org

National Institute for Urban School Improvement: inclusiveschools.org

North Central Regional Educational Laboratory, Critical Issues in Family and Commu-
nity: http://ncrel.org/sdrs/areas/pa0cont.htm

U.S. Department of Education, Especially for Parents: http://ed.gov/parents/landing.
jhtml

Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction, Community Learning and Partnerships: 
http://dpi.state.wi.us/fscp/index.html

Wisconsin Education Association Council, Parents Place: http://weac.org/Kids/ 
PARENT/main.htm

Organizations
National PTA: http://pta.org (Go to Parent Resources).

Parents Plus, Wisconsin’s Parent Information and Resource Center:  
http://parentspluswi.org

Wisconsin Council on Children and Families: http://wccf.org

Wisconsin FACETS (Family Assistance Center for Family Education, Training, and 
Support): http://wifacets.org 
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What Do School Leaders Think About Improving Parent 
Involvement?
REACh leaders in schools statewide say families need to be more aware of the impor-
tant role they play in their children’s learning, especially

•	 in reading to children to develop early literacy, 
•	 in monitoring homework and reinforcing school expectations for children, and
•	 in working with teachers and school staff to address concerns about children’s 

learning when problems arise.
Parents need to know “that we need and encourage their involvement and that they 
matter. We cannot do it without families,” one principal wrote.

Fifty-seven Wisconsin K-12 REACh school leaders completed a brief survey at a Jan-
uary 24, 2006, Advisory Board meeting. They were asked what parents needed to know 
about how schools function, what strategies work to get parents helping their children 
learn at home, and how schools can better engage families as decision makers. 

REACh school leaders are principals, but they also may be assistant principals, the 
school psychologist, or special education and general education teachers. Their answers 
are summarized below.

Question 1:  What should families know about how schools function?
School leaders said many parents are unaware of their ability to influence and attain 
school improvement. 

“Parents need to advocate for their involvement in public schools and decision mak-
ing. Many do not realize that they make a difference in practice and procedure,” one 
respondent said.

Parents “make teachers accountable for what children learn. They have power,” 
another commented.

Families from diverse backgrounds need special outreach efforts, respondents main-
tained. “Then they’ll tell you what they need to know and learn about, i.e., how to ac-
cess, influence, and participate in schoolwide decision making.”

Many also saw the need for schools to help parents better understand the scope of 
student services available, especially when students need individual help. “There are 
more supports than meet the eye!” one principal remarked.

Finally, several leaders cited the need for parents to know how teachers deliver in-
struction to students and “the challenges of providing a variety of instruction methods” 
to meet diverse student learning styles.

Question 2: How does your school support families helping children 
learn at home?
Three words describe school leaders’ advice on how to support learning at home: “com-
municate, communicate, communicate!”

Effective learning at home, they said, begins with positive, start-of-the-year relation-
ships fortified by lots of ongoing communication between teachers and parents. Leaders 
advised staff to communicate frequently in any way they could, via phone calls, email, 
parent–teacher conferences, journals, family learning nights at school, and home visits, 
to name a few.

“Work at the place where the family is at, and make baby steps that are sustain-
able,” one advised.

A few said their school social worker offers parenting support groups and parenting 
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classes. Others have a parent center in the school or a parent coordinator who directly 
contacts parents.

Learning at home is successful when parents know what children are learning and 
how to help them, school leaders said. Several schools send home the class syllabus. An-
other school sends home a “math strategy sheet” that gives parents tips on how to help 
with math homework, explains math strategies and vocabulary, and ideas for integrat-
ing math into daily home life. 

Some schools host parent forums or information sessions to keep parents informed 
about what children are learning. One school sends home videotapes of the teacher 
modeling a learning strategy with children for parents to practice at home

“Have specific learning goals and targets that are understandable to parents and 
meaningful to students,” a principal said.

REACh schools make special efforts to work with parents of children who need extra 
help. One school offers parent meetings with grade-level teams to construct a collabora-
tive learning plan. Another holds daily meetings with both of the child’s parents, in-
cluding divorced parents and step-parents until problems lessen. 

“Be available, open-minded, and willing to adjust and risk new ways of doing 
things,” one leader advised. “Collaborate and examine your resources for children both 
inside and outside of school.”

School leaders also had lots to say about homework. Several schools, including one 
middle school, used interactive homework and enrichment activities to engage parents 
in learning. Teachers at another school email parents information about long-term as-
signments.

“Make homework useful and (with a) clear purpose,” a principal advised. “Keep proj-
ects and assignments small and manageable for students,” said another.

School leaders also recommended the following activities to promote learning at 
home:

•	 Take-home bags of books and games 
•	 Parent and child learning sessions
•	 Curriculum Nights for parents.

Question 3: How can schools involve families as decision makers?
School leaders acknowledged the need to involve parents in a multitude of ways in 
school decision making, while admitting this is an area with which they continue to 
struggle. School leaders said accommodating parents’ schedules outside of the school 
day and gaining staff acceptance of parents as full members of the team were two barri-
ers to involving more parents as decision makers.

Despite the hurdles, schools should try hard to “involve parents at all levels of dis-
trict leadership, including personnel interview teams, building leadership teams, and 
budget development teams,” one principal advised. 

All school decision-making groups need to include parent representatives from the 
first meeting on, another principal wrote. “Involve parents from the beginning, when 
developing vision and goals, to ensure their ongoing support and continuous involve-
ment.”

Another leader noted that his school always gives parents a worksheet on what to 
expect before they attend meetings to help parents participate.

Many also cited ongoing, open communications as critical to keeping the parent voice 
in school decisions. 

“Keep inviting parents, keep them informed, and keep it simple,” one leader said. 
“Communicate in a variety of formats. Develop relationships with parents and build 
their confidence.”
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Some of the ways schools invite parents to participate in decision making include:
•	 Parent members of building leadership teams
•	 Parent forums to discuss curriculum and other school issues
•	 Involving parents in early interventions and in solving problems concerning their 

child before they become large
•	 Through parent groups and parent advisory councils
•	 School governance councils and steering committees
•	 School partnership action teams
•	 Informally asking parents’ opinions
•	 The principals’ open door policy
•	 Surveying parents in many ways: online and via phone calls and mailed postcards
“But always give them feedback about what the survey found and how the informa-

tion will be used,” one respondent recommended.
In many cases, it all comes down to building positive relationships with parents, 

many survey-takers indicated. “Listen to and value parents. Make them feel like part-
ners,” one school leader said.

Another summarized, “Ask! Too many times parent opinion is not considered.”
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