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Involve

or Enga

Larry Ferlazzo

“Hello, is this John's mother? This is his English teacher, Mr. Fer-
lazzo. John has had a rough dav”

“1 ike teaching i this school because the puarents don't hother us
much *

"We need parent volunteers to bake cookies tor the fund-raiser ™

“Lwish parents here cared cnough to get their kids to do their
homework.”

raise money, and we can blame them for all kinds of things
we'
rience show that these attitudes do not lead to the kind of
school-family connections that raise student achievement.
Jowever, the right kinds of school-family connec-

I

tions~—those built on relationships, listening, welcoming,
and shared decision making—can produce multiple benelits

for

scores, better attenclance, enroliment in more challenging
courses, better social skills, and wnproved behavior at

home and at school (Southwest Educational Development
Laboratory, 2002). Such school-family connections addr
important nonschool factors—such as health, safety. and

10
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We need to relate to families not
as clients, but as partners in school
and community improvement.

hese quotes (all of which ['ve heard—except
the first one, which TI've said) tllustrate how
educators often feel about parents: We should
contact them when there is a problem, it's good
when they don't “bother” us, we need them to

re not happy about. Unfortunately, research and expe-

students, including higher grade point averages and test
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affordable housing—that account for
about two-thirds of the vanance in
student achievement (Rothstein, 2010).
These connections can also improve
parents’ feelings of efficacy and nerease
community support for schools.

What's the Difference?

To create the kinds of school-fanily
partnerships that raise student
achievement, improve local commu-
nities, and mcrease public support,

we need o understand the cdhiference
between famuily involvement and family
eneagement. One of the dicuonary
defmitions of involye 1s “to enfold or
envelope,” whereas one of the meanings
of engage 1s “to come together and
interlock.” Thus, involvement implies
doing to; in contrast, engagement implies
doing with.

A school staving for family
mvolverent ofien leads with 1ts
mouth—identifying projects, needs, and
voals and then telling parents how they
can contribute. A school striving for
parent engagement, on the other hand,
tends to lead with its ears—Nhstening o
what parents think, dream, and worry
about. The goal of family engagement is
not to serve clients but to gain partiers.

[Us not that family involvement is
bad. Almost all the research says that
any kind of increased parent wterest
and support of students can help. Bu
almost all the research alse says that
family engagement can produce even
better results—for studentis, lor familes,
for schools, and for thewr communiuies
(Ferlazzo & Hammond., 2009)

Empowering Families

and Communities

Effective family engagement requires the

school to develop a relatonship-building

process tocused on listening. One way

to begin this process is for teachers

and other stalf members te make pre-

arranged visits to students” homes.
Unfortunately, i many urban
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neighborhoods, the only public entities
that usually send representatives 1o visit
are the police and child protective ser-
vices. Schools can fill this void and send
adifferent, more positive message.

At Luther Burbank High School, an
urhan school serving 2,000 students
in Sacramento, California, scores of
teachers, counselors, and classified
stalf make hundreds of home visits
each summer. We visit the homes of
all incoming freshmen, as well as all
older students who have not yet passed
the California High School Exit Exam.
These visits are not just to tell students
and thetr parents what to expect when
they enter lugh school vr to harangue
them about the need to work harder to
graduate. Qur primary goal is to listen
to the wisdom that parents have gamed
in more than 14 years of raising their
children. We want to learn about their
hopes and dreams for their children and
discuss how the school can work with
them to make those dreams a reality.

The school coordinates its home visits
with the nationally recognized Parent
Teacher Home Visit Project (www
pthvp.org), which works with scheal
districts throughout the United States 1o
set up similar programs. Independent
evaluations of this project have shown
that such visits result in numerous aca-
demic benetits for students (Cowan.
Bobby, St. Roseman, & Echandia, 2002
Tuss, 2007).

The listening process can take many
forms. The home visitors sometimes
respond to the concerus that parents
express by encowraging them to connect
with one another and move toward
broader action. For example, dunng one
of our home visits with a Hmong immi-
grant family a few years ago, the father
told us how impressed he was with the
online literacy program the school was
using to help his son. He added that he
wished he could afford 1o have a com-
puter and Internet connection at home
so that he and the rest of the family
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could alzo wse the program w learn possible and then takes collective will not be satishied unul s done
Foglish, action. 1Us the difference between - The more the people do lor themselves

The teacher visior suggested that if tation—challenging others 1o act on the larger will community soctl capual
. ) & become, and the greater will be the
the father knew other pavents who had something you're intercsted in—and dividends tpon the soctal investment
asimilar interest in getting access w agitation—challenging others to act on (p- 138
the literacy program, he might want te something they’re concemed about.
bring them together in a meeting with Using the community organizer The Temptation to
school stafl members 1o explore ways model, schools have worked with Settle for Involvement
to address this need. The tather did so, local religious congregations. busi- Given the pressures 1o immediately
and out of that process, the purenis and  nesses, neighborhood groups, and increase test scores, it is templting
the school developed a family literacy fabor unions 1o tackle communiy for schools to emphasize family
project that provided computers and problems, For example, schools have involvernent rather than family
home Tnternet access to immigrant built partnerships to help stop toxic engagerent. After all, most fanmily
families, who used the school’s website incinerators from being built nearby, involvement programs can have a
o increase their English skills. assisted in getting approvals for local positive effect on student achievement,
Initially, we used discarded com- affordable housing, and challenged ofti-  and they are gencrally casier to
puters and obtaned a private foun- cials to merease public safety in entire implement than engagement models
dation grant to pay tor internet access neighborhoods, not just on the school Unfortunately, some ot the most
Later, the school district allocated grounds. The Annenberg Institwe for well-publicized family involvement
federal grants so refugee students School Reform has extensively docu- ctforts right now—tempting as
could purchase new computers and mented a multiyear study showing the they might be—are likely to have
continue the program. Students whose positive effects community organizing
families participated in the project had can have on students, schools, fam- h lr
a fourfold increase in their English ilies, and neighborhoods (Mediratta IS your scnoots
assessment scores, and the International et al., 2008). -
Reading Assoctation gave the project its Schools have along history of devel- emphaS|S on
2007 Presidential Award for Reading oping and deepening relationships
and Technology among diflerent entities in the com- one-way
Our school’s successtul Parent Umi- munity. In fact, the term social capitad, . .
versity began in much the same way which describes the societal and eco- communication
Some parents expressed an interest in noinie value of building connections
learning more about how the schools among people, was developed by a oron tWO"Way
operate. Parents then came together school superintendent nearly 100 years

with school stall and representatives ago. L. J. Hanifan (1916), a state supet- Con\lei‘satlon?

from a local university o develop a visor of public schools in West Virginia,
curriculum that parents wanted—not coined the phrase while promoting «

a predesigned agenda constructed by parent engagement strategy that vielded
others. These monthly classes, which numerous benefits. Hanifan concluded,
oiten artract as many as 100 parents, Lar firmly convinced that the supervizor
offer simultancous translation in Hmong and teachers whose achievements { have
and English and include sessions on described have struck beclrock in com-
naturalizaton and citizenship, high muty butlding, 1e1s not what they did

for the people that counts most m what
was achieved. 1t is what they led the
people to do for themscelves that is really
important. Tell the people
these are similar to the work ol tradi- what they ought 1o do.

school graduation regquirements. and
college readiness and financing
Successful engagement efforts like

tonal community organizers. People and they will say in effect,

“Mind your own business.”
But help them o discover

lor themselves what ought

to be done. and they

[irst tell their stories and then share
them with others. The group develops
a different vision of what might be
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neganve cansequences

For example. some school districts in
Texas and Delaware are planning to pay
parents ta participate in more school
events. despite the fact that New York
City ended asimilar program because
it did not achieve the desired results
(Bosman, 2010), In a similar initiative,
Detroit schools are working with
businesses to offer store discounts 1o
parents who visit school parent centers
As Daniel Pink (2009) has shown in
his hook Drive, {inuncial incentives
may work in the short term w motivate
people to do mechanical tasks (such
as showing up for a meeting), but
they will do littde ro stimulate more
cogmitively challenging work (such
as making it a priority 1o ask children
about their school day or assist them
with their homework). In fact, paying
parents for participation can actually
reduce moetivation for dong these more
challenging tasks. And when the ineen-
tves are gone, everyone 1s worse off
than hefore

In Newark, New Jersey. schools are
using $1 nuthon of their $100 million
donation from Facebook {founder Mark
Zuckerhery (o hire workers, including
former census workers, 1o canvas door-
to-door asking people what they think
abuout local sehools. Compared with the
work requived for schools to develon
reciprocal, long-lastng relationships,
this information-gathering effortis cer-
tainly casicr—and somebody else is paid
o do it But there’s a reason why com-
munity erganizers call this suategy stash
and burn—it can be destructive to the
overall community ecosystem because 1t
gives people a sense of doing something
by just answering a survey with no
serious commitment. As a result, it pro-
duces no sustainable long-term benetics

Expanded Possibilities
Consider the methods vour school uses
o mvite p;\!'(‘.nl,\ w ]Llr[\\.IPJLC nvila-

tens for parent involvement olien come

through one-way forms of communi-
cation—mnotes home, automated phone

calls, or requests for assistance for a
particular project. In fact, the diction-
ary’s first definition (or commumication

s "an act or instance of wansmitting.”
[nvitations for parent engagement, on
the other hand, tend to come as a result
of conversation, a word whose Latin root
means "to keep company with,; to live
with.’

com/2010/03/3 1/nyregion/3 1 cash himl

Cowan, G.. Bobby, K. St. Rosemuan, P &
Echandia, A. (2002). Evaluation report
The home visic project. Sacramento. CA:
Sacramento City Unified School Distriet
Retrieved from www.eric.ed . gov/PDFS/
ED466018 pf

Ferlazzo. L., & Hammond., LA (2009
Building parent cngagement in schools. Santa
Barbara, CA: Linworth

Hanifan, L ] (1916, September). The rural
school comumunity center. Annals of the
American Academy of Political and Social
Science, 67, 130-138.

Successful engagement efforts like
these are similar to the work of traditional

community organizers.

Family involvement and engagement
are not mutually exclusive; most schools
pursue both. But when vou think ahout
vour school's efforts, you'll probably sce
a clear direction. Does your school tend
toward dotng to or domg with families?
Does the stall do more tlking or more
lstening? Is the emphasis on one-way
COMMUNICALON OF O LWO-way con-
versation? [s your schiool’s vision of
its community confined o the school
grounds, or does this vision encompass
the entire neighborhood?

Some people see power as a finite
pic: I vou get more, that means | have
less. The vision of family engagement
described here, however. views power
w a different way. As families move
from being school ¢lients oy volun-
teers to being leaders in education
improvement efforts, they gain more
power. As a result, the whole pie gets
bigger, and mare pussibilivies are
created.

Schools can help create those
expanded possibilites. @
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