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PARENTAL 

INVOLVEMENT 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Talking with different individuals along the education spectrum about parental involvement 

demonstrates the varied understanding of what parental involvement entails. To some, 

parental involvement equals volunteering in the schools or with parent teacher organizations: it 

is something done in one’s spare time that directly benefits multiple students. Fundraising, 

assisting teachers and staff, supervising recess, assisting extracurricular programs (sports, clubs, 

etc.), and running a PTO all count as parental involvement, and the school is better for that 

involvement. To others, parental involvement demonstrates a parent’s active interest and 

participation in his or her child’s education. Helping with homework, communicating with 

teachers, providing technical and financial supports (for computers and musical instruments), 

attending performances, and limiting television time count as parental involvement, and the 

student’s educational experience is better for that involvement.  

The reality is that both definitions are important to the success of both students and schools. In 

order to assist the Unit 5 School District in promoting both types of parental involvement, this 

report will discuss what things encourage or discourage parental involvement and how Unit 5 

can address those concerns. To do so, the report is divided into three subsections:  

1. Understanding parental involvement: identifying standards and making changes 

2. Utilizing parental involvement: technology, education, and mentoring 

3. Developing our parent advocates: essential team members for our special needs 

students 

In these three sections, there is discussion of the current resources and programs in Unit 5 that 
foster parental involvement and recommendations to strengthen the district’s relationship with 
its families. 
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BENEFITS AND OBSTACLES TO PARENTAL 

INVOLVEMENT 

INTRODUCTION 

The responsibility for a child's education is shared by the school and family. To support the goal 

of the district to educate all students effectively, the schools and parents must work as 

knowledgeable partners. 

Parent involvement includes opportunities for volunteer work at the school as well as time 

spent engaged in activities at home. Both aspects of involvement are crucial.  When parents 

come to school regularly, it reinforces the child's understanding that school and home are 

connected, that school is an integral part of the whole family's life.  

The earlier in a child’s educational process parent involvement begins, the more powerful the 

effects.   

BENEFITS AND OBSTACLES  

 
There are many benefits to having parents involved in their children’s educations. Most parents 
desire such involvement; however, it is important to understand what kind of obstacles 
preclude meaningful involvement in order to best provide parents with opportunities to 
participate in school. 

BENEFIT TO STUDENTS WITH PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT: 

 Higher grades, test scores, and graduation rates  

 Better school attendance  

 Increased motivation, better self-esteem  

 Lower rates of suspension  

 Decreased use of drugs and alcohol  

 Fewer instances of violent behavior 

BENEFIT TO SCHOOLS WITH PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT: 

 Improved teacher morale 

 Higher ratings of teachers by parents 

 More support from families 

 Higher student achievement 

 Better reputations in the community (Michigan, 2002) 
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The North Carolina Public Schools guide explains that “a study published in the Journal of 
Human Resources indicates that regular parent involvement at home increases student 
achievement at a rate equal to a $1000 increase in per-pupil spending” (qtd. in Public Schools, 
n.d., p. 7). 
 
Increasing regular parental involvement is certainly ideal; however, there are various factors 
that contribute to parents not feeling able or welcome to participate in their child’s school.  

OBSTACLES TO PARENT INVOLVEMENT ON THE PART OF THE PARENT: 

1. Contextual factors 
2. Language barriers 
3. Cultural beliefs regarding appropriate roles for parents, teachers, and students 
4. Families’ lack of understanding of U.S. schools 
5. Families’ lack of knowledge about how to help their children with homework 
6. Issues of exclusion and discrimination 

OBSTACLES TO PARENT INVOLVEMENT ON THE PART OF THE SCHOOLS: 

1. Schools tend to see the parental role as traditional, passive and home-based, whereas 
many parents are interested in more active roles 

2. Schools may not take the initiative to ask parents for help, and parents may feel the 
school does not welcome their participation 

3. School activities that develop and maintain partnerships with families decline with each 
grade level; such activities drop dramatically at the transition to junior high/middle 
grades 

4. Schools may organize events for their own convenience and pay little attention to the 
needs of at-risk parents 

5. Teachers may think that low-income parents and single parents will not or cannot spend 
as much time helping their children at home as do middle-class parents with more 
education and leisure time (Michigan, 2002, p. 2) 
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MOTIVATING PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT: 

IDENTIFYING STANDARDS 

Researchers have found three key factors that affect whether parents are motivated to become 

involved in their children’s learning: 

1. Do parents know what the school expects them to do?  What do their friends and family 

think is acceptable? 

2. How confident do parents feel about their ability to help their children?  Do they feel 

they have the knowledge and skills to make a difference? 

3. Do parents get strong, positive signals from teachers and students that they should be 

involved? 

It is helpful to consider various standards outside of Unit 5 as resources for what a parental 

involvement program might look like, specifically in terms of what these programs define as 

reachable goals and specific steps for implementation. For instance, the National Standards for 

Parent/Family Involvement Programs as well as the PTA National Standards for Family-School 

Partnerships provide helpful considerations. 

NATIONAL STANDARDS FOR PARENT/FAMILY INVOLVEMENT 

PROGRAMS 

GOALS 

 Promote meaningful parent and family participation 

 Raise awareness regarding the components of effective programs 

 Provide guidelines for schools that wish to improve their programs 

STANDARDS 

 Standard 1: Communicating—Communication between home and school is regular, 

two-way, and meaningful 

 Standard II: Parenting—Parenting skills are promoted and supported 

 Standard III: Student Learning—Parents play an integral role in assisting student 

learning 

 Standard IV: Volunteering—Parents are welcome in the school, and their support and 

assistance are sought 
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 Standard V: School Decision Making and Advocacy—Parents are full partners in the 

decisions that affect children and families 

 Standard VI: Collaborating with Community—Community resources are used to 

strengthen schools, families, and student learning (Michigan, 2002, p. 3) 

THE PTA NATIONAL STANDARDS FOR FAMILY-SCHOOL PARTNERSHIPS  

Published in 2009, these six standards identify what parents, schools, and communities can do 

together to support student success. 

 Standard 1: Welcoming All Families into the School Community—Families are active 

participants in the life of the school; they feel welcomed, valued, and connected to each 

other, to school staff, and to what students are learning and doing in class. 

 Standard 2: Communicating Effectively—Families and school staff engage in regular, 

two-way, meaningful communication about student learning. 

 Standard 3: Supporting Student Success—Families and school staff continuously 

collaborate to support students’ learning and healthy development both at home and at 

school; they have regular opportunities to strengthen their knowledge and skills to do so 

effectively. 

 Standard 4: Speaking Up for Every Child—Families are empowered to be advocates for 

their own and other children, to ensure that students are treated fairly and have access 

to learning opportunities that will support their success. 

 Standard 5: Sharing Power—Families and school staff are equal partners in decisions 

that affect children and families; they together inform, influence, and create policies, 

practices, and programs.  

 Standard 6: Collaborating with Community—Families and school staff collaborate with 

community members to connect students, families, and staff to expanded learning 

opportunities, community services, and civic participation. (PTA, 2009, p. 6) 
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RECOMMENDATIONS BASED ON 

STANDARDS 

 
Utilizing both the National Standards for Parent/Family Involvement Programs and the PTA 
National Standards for Family-School Partnerships, our research committee has developed the 
following standards and recommendations regarding Parental Involvement in Unit 5.  
 

STANDARD:  WELCOME ALL FAMILIES INTO THE SCHOOL COMMUNITY 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
1. Prior to the school year, conduct a workshop for parents with a focus on those new to 

the district. Workshops are different than Open Houses, which are informal ways for 
parents and teachers to get to know each another. The purpose of the workshop would 
be for administration to set expectations for the parents, instill the importance of 
parental involvement, and to highlight areas of volunteerism. Following the workshop, it 
would be helpful if teachers, counselors, and staff were available to handle individual 
questions.  
 

 
2. Prior to the school year, require teachers to send an informational letter/email or 

make a phone call to the parents of their students. This would be the first contact a 
teacher makes with their new students' parents. The purposes would be to introduce 
themselves, set expectations, provide contact information, inform of necessary 
materials, etc. While this is a common practice in the lower grades, it would be a 
requirement of all teachers K through 12. 

 
3. Provide an opportunity for new families to be matched with a "buddy family" to help 

them with questions. Not all new families would take advantage of this, but it would be 
a nice way for seasoned families to volunteer their time in helping others. Likewise, it 
would allow new families to immediately feel welcome and part of the school 
community. 
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STANDARD:  ENCOURAGE MORE ACTIVE COMMUNICATION BETWEEN 

SCHOOL PERSONNEL AND PARENTS 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
1. Inform parents about how their involvement helps their child with the following issues: 

higher grades, test scores, and graduation rates; better school attendance; 
increased motivation; better self-esteem; lower rates of suspension; 
decreased use of drugs and alcohol; and fewer instances of violent behavior. 

 
2. Require teachers to provide parents with weekly updates regarding class 

instruction/material covered via email/website/hard copy. This is not intended to be 
an individual update but rather the weekly lesson plan and an explanation of what 
should have been learned.  This information allows parents to follow-up with their child.  

 
3. Consider providing training/support so that teachers could develop and maintain their 

own web-page as a way to communicate to parents. This would save on paper costs as 
some teachers send home a weekly, one-page informational note. This web-page could 
remind parents of assignments due, materials needed, special projects, days off, late 
starts, and include a calendar of school activities to provide advance notice to parents. 
 

4. On the school home page, include ways to encourage parental involvement, both 
inside and outside of school. 
 

5. Provide opportunities for parents to talk with school personnel about parents' role in 
their children's education through home visits, family nights, and well-planned parent-
teacher conferences and open houses. 

 
6. Continue parent-teacher conferences in the fall every year and provide an opportunity 

for a spring conference via telephone call. Conferences with junior high students should 
focus on a conversation between the parent and teacher rather than the student giving 
a presentation to the parents. 
 

7. At parent-teacher conferences, make language translators available to assist families 
as needed. 

 
8. Develop Publicity/Marketing Plans to promote parent involvement. 
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STANDARD:  SUPPORT STUDENT SUCCESS IN LEARNING 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. Encourage parents to get involved in at-home educational activities with their 
children. Educate parents as to the benefits of reading with and to their children, having 
books available, taking trips, guiding TV watching, and providing stimulating 
experiences. 

 
2. Utilize parent/school contracts to support shared responsibility for student learning. 

These contracts will help promote a culture of parental involvement. 
 

3. Provide parents with information about content knowledge, skills, and expectations 
as well as how students will be evaluated in all subjects and at all grade levels. (See 
communication section above.) 

 

STANDARD:  PROMOTE VOLUNTEERISM 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. Provide specific information regarding how to volunteer either inside or outside the 
classroom. It would be helpful to determine jobs that could be completed after hours, 
as well. 

 
2. Schools and/or individual teachers could create a parent skills inventory/interest form 

in addition to a list of volunteer activities. An annual online survey can identify all 
available talents, times, and locations of volunteers. Having an easily accessible clearing 
house of an entire school’s volunteering needs would allow more parents to find the 
opportunities that best fit their needs. 

 
3. Provide teacher training on the effective use of parent volunteers in the classroom. 

Areas of training could include planning for volunteers, communicating with volunteers, 
and organizing activities for effective volunteer participation. 

 

4. In addition to the job of "room mom," have a "volunteer coordinator."  The teacher 
can identify volunteer opportunities along with the dates/times, then have the 
volunteer coordinator recruit parents to help. By taking the administrative task away 
from the teacher, he/she can concentrate on teaching the students. It is also more likely 
the teacher will welcome parental participation in the classroom if he/she doesn't have 
to take the time to organize it.  
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5. Consider implementing the "Three for Me" Program. This program, developed by the 
National Parent-Teacher Association, promotes volunteering in the classroom for just 
three hours over the course of the entire school year. With free online resources, ample 
forms, promotional fliers and a forum for idea-sharing, Three for Me does a huge part of 
the time-consuming work for parents (Education World, n.d.; National PTA, n.d.). 

 
6. Include a link to the "100 Ways for a Parent to Be Involved" on the homepage of 

school websites. This list is based on the National Standards for Parent/Family 
Involvement Programs and is located within the pbs.org website (National PTA, 2003). 

STANDARD:  PROMOTE ADVOCACY TO ENHANCE STUDENT SUCCESS 

RECOMMENDATIONS  

1. Identify a family-school liaison who actively works to engage parents. Include the 
names and contact information of these liaisons to school websites. Consider adding an 
advocacy position to all Unit 5 school PTOs. Develop networks to link all families with 
school or district parent representatives, coordinators, or liaisons.  (Each of the three 
sub-topics for this report have similar recommendations; see page 22 for “Utilizing a 
Parent Involvement Committee” and page 35 for “Placing Resources in Every School.”) 

 
2. Ensure that students are treated fairly and have access to learning opportunities that 

will support their success. Areas of particular family need might include families of 
children with learning disabilities, single parents, the Indian community, ESL families, 
unemployed parents, families with no car or computer, etc. 

 
3. Create a mechanism for identifying and encouraging parents to serve as mentors and 

coaches to other parents. Refer to the recommendation for a “Buddy Family,” page 8. 
 

4. Provide information to parents on how to help their children learn to ask for 
assistance with matters relating to health, safety, harassment, abuse, and academic 
success. Additional topics in which to focus include leadership, problem-solving, conflict 
resolution, and decision-making skills. 

 

STANDARD: EVOLVE CURRENT PARENT TEACHER ORGANIZATIONS 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. Revamp the image of the current PTOs in Unit 5 and promote it in more appealing 
ways. The PTO is most widely associated with fundraising, which immediately makes it 
an unappealing service opportunity for many parents.  While fundraising is necessary 
and may continue to be the primary purpose of many PTOs, focus on adding other 
service and research opportunities.  When a PTO identifies a need, that need should be 
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the focus of the communication with parents rather than the fundraiser itself (“We need 
high graded books, so we are raising money by . . .”).   

 
2. Recruit additional members to become involved in PTO. Each school’s PTO needs to be 

inviting to all types of individuals. PTO meetings are generally better attended in 
September, but the PTO loses most new attendees almost immediately. Each PTO might 
consider ways to include these new members, assigning them the first time they attend 
to “study topic groups” or particular committees under the responsibility of an 
individual who will follow up with them. 

 

TAKING THE NEXT STEP 

 
The first step to developing high-quality parent involvement initiatives is for the school to 
undergo a careful review of the practices, processes, and systems that support parent 
involvement. Schools must determine the effectiveness of current practices and revise existing 
plans based on the outcomes of the review. The completion of a self-assessment assists school 
leadership in determining needs, examining their nature and causes, and setting priorities for 
future action. The outcomes consequently guide the development of meaningful school, family, 
and community involvement plans and suggest benchmarks for evaluation. 

GUIDING QUESTIONS FOR THE PROCESS 

 
To guide the review process, begin by discussing the overarching questions: 
 

 What is your school’s definition of parent involvement? 

 What does staff regularly do to build a welcoming climate? 

 How does your school find a balance between an open-door policy and 

 maintaining security? 

 How does your school help parents understand school information? 

 How do parent involvement efforts address the lifestyles of the families of the students? 

Asking the right questions elicits the right answers. As individual school staff consider the 

standards and recommendations, as they review their current practices, they can find ways to 

more fully take advantage of a parents’ desire to be more involved in their child’s education. 
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UTILIZING TECHNOLOGY TO INFORM AND 

INVOLVE PARENTS 

TECHNOLOGY AS A MEANS TO INVOLVE PARENTS IN SCHOOLS 

 

As technology becomes more integrated in schools and students’ lives, parents are at risk of 

becoming disconnected from a technological education and incapable of utilizing technological 

tools. A “Technology Open House” early in the year could give parents the information they 

need to understand what their children are learning, allowing them to more fully engage in 

their child’s education. Demonstrating modern methods of communication, interaction, and 

learning tools in such an “open house” setting will better equip parents to take advantage of all 

educational tools alongside their children at home. 

 

As students use social networks in the school, there are legitimate concerns regarding internet 

safety. Cyberbullying, cyberbaiting, and sharing too much personal information online are 

issues families and schools must consider.  When school facilitate sessions for parents to use 

and navigate social network tools, when schools familiarize parents with how to find safe sites 

and practice good online habits, they help empower parents to have more control about what 

their child’s online experience will be. 

 

As technology changes, parents may become unaware of how to navigate and use tools that 

their children are using. Children today are learning how to use every iGadget and website 

available. Parents are often behind the learning curve of what their children are exposed to, 

both in school and out. By teaching parents about the technology that their children are using, 

it provides an open door for parents to become more involved with the school. 

 

Schools may choose to use message board technology to facilitating an online meeting place for 

families.  This would allow schools the opportunity to share important information, request 

volunteers, and provide an opportunity for people to become involved virtually who cannot 

otherwise participate in school matters. 
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BLOGS TO INCREASE PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT 

 

According to the Merriam-Webster’s online dictionary, a blog is “a Web site that contains an 

online personal journal with reflections, comments, and often hyperlinks provided by the 

writer” (blog, 2013). According to Ecommunication 4 Schools 2 Parents, a European study that 

examines the benefit of technology on parent-school communication involve, “One of the 

easiest ways for parents to collaborate and post information is the free format offered in blogs. 

Free blogs can be made on several blog pages i.e. wordpress.org and blogger.com” (Gielen, 

2010). Stephanie Blackburn suggests an additional source: “The free, Web-based SchoolNotes 

platform simplifies school-to-home communication allowing teachers to post assignments, 

messages and more for easy parent access” (2012). 

 

What better way to get immediate response from parents and students than a blog. Schools 

that use blogs can help parents be part of the discussion especially if parents are unable to 

attend PTO and school boards meetings. Blogging is also a good way for schools to be in 

constant contact with parents especially when the only time schools see a parent is at Parent-

Teacher Conferences or when there is a problem. A daily blog will let students and parents 

know exactly what is going on in the classroom. This may help middle school and high school 

parents who want to be more involved with their child’s education. Teachers can use blog 

pages to post a podcast on their teaching techniques of certain subjects that are new to parents 

like Everyday Math. Since students aren’t coming home with these books, parents can post a 

comment on how to help their child with the new method for a particular math homework 

assignment. 

 

Blackburn continues, “[T]eachers are already using blogs with their students and easily can 

begin using a class blog as an electronic bulletin board. She stated that teachers can post 

reminders for deadlines, upcoming events, study guides, or other homework resources that 

parents can access from home. Blogs allow teachers to give information to parents to help their 

child outside school walls” (2012). 

 

 A discussion board, blogs, chat (IM) or integrated e-mail can help parents contact easily and 

immediately the teacher of the school to ask online for help. This is important because, 

according to a recent article in Contemporary Issues in Technology and Teacher Education, 

“Parents are seeking other methods . . . to obtain information.” The article further states that 

“Online communication mechanisms are more convenient for parents, as they do not have to 

interrupt their workday to phone a teacher or attend a [meeting at school]” (Merkley, Schmidt, 

Dirksen, & Fulher, 2006, p. 12). 
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In her blog, aspiring teacher, Melynda Foye discusses the benefits of blogging on teachers and 

parents. She explains that blogging would give teachers:  

[T]he opportunity to inform parents on a deeper level of what the students are learning 

and the objectives to be reached from homework completion.  

Parents, in turn can use the blog to stay abreast of what their student is learning and 

use this information to provide at-home assistance. The beauty of this would be that the 

parent would not have to depend on the student to communicate the content being 

covered. The parents would have the needed information at their fingertips. (Foye, 

2010) 

 

A great example of blogging used in the school environment is Georgetown Elementary School 

in Hudsonville, Michigan. Mrs. Reagan, the principal, states that “she maintains interesting and 

immediate communication with parents, students and the community” through blogging. 

Furthermore, she promotes blogging as a key form of communication by providing every 

teacher and staff member at Georgetown Elementary has a blog that parents can easily access, 

subscribe to and use as a resource to help their child’s educational success (Reagan, 2013). 

 

One doesn’t need to look that far to see blogging in use. Jamie Lunt and Amy Ersland, second 

grade teachers at Parkside Elementary in the Unit 5 district use their blog page as Virtual Family 

Reading Nights. They introduce a topic dealing with reading or a current event and ask families 

to discuss and share with the other parents on the blog page what books families have read 

that goes along with that a specific topic that month (Ersland, 2013; Lunt, 2012). As a parent to 

a second grader in one of these classrooms, I enjoy discussing different books and reading 

techniques with my family and getting other ideas on books and other reading techniques from 

other families in the class. Commenting on the blog makes me feel like I’m part of the class 

discussion. Also, working on the blog post as a family shows my child that I care about her 

education. It is also convenient for my husband to participate because he’s a working parent 

who can’t be involved at school as much as he would like. 

 

Parents should be given the tools to become active members of the government of the school. 

Schools or districts can organize online surveys or blogs to interrogate parents about important 

issues concerning schools and parents. So even when parents don’t have the time to come to 

school meetings, they have the opportunity to have participation in decision making process. 

 

Dr. Frank Morgan, superintendent of the Kershaw County School District in Camden, South 

Carolina, writes a regular blog about the district and education matters which can be accessed 

through the “Dr. Morgan’s Daily Blog” link on the homepage of the district website. He also has 



17 

 

a podcast after each school board meeting, which can be accessed from the district website. 

(Kershaw County, 2013). 

 

Dr. Morgan’s example of a “superintendent’s blog” is a great way for new families and current 

district families to know who the district superintendent is and what is going on in the district.  

Also, the district could post a podcast about how to log on to Skyward or have a consistent 

district message so there is no miscommunication. By making a blog employees of the school 

district can post information to students and parents online, which allows them to access it 

during their free time and in the comfort of their own homes. 

 

In conclusion, we all have heard that children do better in school when parents are involved. 

Since we live in a technological world, schools need to provide ways for parents to get involved 

in this digital age other than just email. Blogs can be that way for immediate response and 

involvement. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



18 

 

UTILIZING ACADEMIC NIGHTS TO 

EDUCATE PARENTS 

Increasing parental involvement at home is an important issue. Parents need to be able to do 

what is necessary at home to ensure their child’s academic success. Some elementary schools 

in Unit 5 have implemented a reading night where parents attend an evening reading session 

with their children. Parents are able to read with their children and learn how important 

reading is to their child’s education. However, no such programs are available for children 

beyond elementary school or for subjects other than reading. Unit 5 should consider expanding 

this program, and one way it might do so is by a instituting a series of “Academic Nights.” 

 

An academic night can provide parents with an opportunity to learn the curriculum and ask 

questions. Academic nights would be beyond just a typical open house where parents meet the 

teacher; instead, an academic night would provide parents the opportunity to learn about what 

their children will learn throughout the year, including specific skills and topics.  

 

According to U.S. Department of Education, parental involvement can have a positive impact on 

the value of homework; however, parental involvement can also have a negative impact if 

parents do not know how to help their children. Parents can confuse children if they use a 

technique that has not been taught in the classroom, and parents can do too much and 

interfere with a child’s learning (U.S., 2003, p. 2). An academic night can provide teachers with 

an opportunity to teach the parents the techniques that will be used in the classroom as well as 

other information about how to best help their child succeed at home. Teachers can provide 

parents with homework tips and strategies such as 

 

 Ensuring their child has a quiet well-lit place to do homework, 

 Making sure their child has the materials they need like paper and pencils, 

 Helping their child with time management,  

 Providing guidance, not answers, and 

 Staying informed (p. 4). 
 

Parents can also obtain information on activities that can be done at home beyond just the 

homework assigned at school. Students may need extra help at home and teachers can 

recommend activities and resources based on the child’s needs. They may also suggest 

additional assignments for children who complete their work early.  
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Most importantly, parents need to know where to go when they need help. Many parents are 

unable to help their children in all subjects at all grade levels. According to a study by Penn, 

Schoen and Berland Associates on behalf of Intel, parents are uncomfortable helping their 

children with math and science because of their own deficiencies (qtd. in Belkin, 2009). Parents 

need to know how they can contact the teacher if they have questions or whether other 

resources are available. For particularly difficult skills, the teacher may want to provide a 

reference guide for parents.  

 

Each school will have to determine whether a particular academic night should be for both the 

student and the parent or limited to just the parent. Babysitting must be available and 

consideration for parents with more than one child in a school must be addressed to ensure 

parents can attend academic night for all their children.  

 

IDEAS FOR ACADEMIC NIGHTS HELD THROUGHOUT THE YEAR 

 Teachers can invite parents to an academic night when the class is starting a difficult 
unit or concept where parent involvement at home is essential for success.  

 Academic nights can be held to encourage students to share what they have learned 
with their parents. 

 Math Nights can show parents how math has changed and how to help their children at 
home. Playing games at math night can get students excited about learning math and 
help them understand that math is used every day. On her website, Meg Ormiston 
provides a checklist, booklet for parents and other resources that can be used for a 
family math night (n.d.; Giganti, 2007).  
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UTILIZING MENTORING PROGRAMS TO 

ENGAGE PARENTS 

FAMILY ENGAGEMENT IN PUBLIC SCHOOLS: MENTORING PROGRAMS 

In order for family members to become engaged with educational systems, collaboration must 

occur between individuals and the other aspects of the system, up to and including policy 

change. Simply increasing knowledge and awareness is inadequate: (i.e. sending 

emails/newsletter), there must be communication and collaboration across all parts. 

One model through which to view this concept is the socio-ecological model. It demonstrates 

that multiple facets that must be addressed in order for systemic change to occur. Here is one 

version of the model that incorporates the school system: 

 

 

(St. Pierre, 2011). 

When discussing how to increase parental engagement, it is useful to use this model as a frame 

of reference when considering program development. Does the program incorporate multiple 

levels of interaction? Does it support systemic change? Is there support between the various 

“rings” in order for this work to occur? Or does some team-building need to take place in order 

to move forward? 

We recommend Unit 5 implement parent mentoring programs as one potential avenue for 

increasing parental engagement with public schools. These programs vary in design, but the 

most successful incorporate the following three aspects which are represented within the 

socio-ecological model: 
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1. Emphasis on developing relationships between parents and between parents and 

teachers 

2. Empowering and creating leadership opportunities for parents 

3. Closing the cultural and power differential between parents and teachers 

 

RECOMMENDATION FOR IMPLEMENTATION OF MENTORING PROGRAMS IN UNIT 5 

 

Unit 5 would not have to create a mentoring program from scratch.  There are many good 

resources and organizations that would ease the transition, one of which can be found at our 

own NCWHS. 

Normal Community West High School’s Freshman Mentoring Program provides a template for 

what could be a successful family mentoring program district wide. At NCWHS, teams of 

freshmen are connected to older students who then guide and advise their team throughout 

the year. A similar module could be created with parents who have successfully navigated the 

Unit 5 schools who would then be assigned a group of new parents in early August. The groups 

would meet periodically throughout the year (registration, open house, parent-teacher 

conferences) and have email/phone access. Successful “graduates” would then, in turn, be 

asked to mentor a new group of parents. 

Another possibility would be to join the national organization Parents for Public Schools which 

facilitates “educat[ing],” “engergiz[ing],” and “mobiliz[ing] parents” (2013, “About us”). By 

belonging to a chapter, parents could learn from other chapters across the country regarding 

what has worked in other communities and school districts. There is currently no chapter in 

Bloomington-Normal although there is one in Springfield. (Parents for Public Schools, 2013, 

“Our chapters”).  

A very effective parent engagement initiative is the Parent Mentor Program, led by the Logan 

Square Neighborhood Association and the Southwest Organizing Project, and located within 

thirty neighborhood schools in Chicago. The parent-mentor program includes sessions on goal 

setting, improving self-esteem, how to communicate with teachers, and qualities of leaders and 

leadership. The focus is to empower the parents to work individually and collectively to 

improve students’ success at these schools (Southwest Organizing Project, 2013; Logan Square 

Neighborhood Association, 2013; Warren, Hong, Rubin, & Uy, 2009, pp. 2229-2237). 

These are just a few examples but suggest possible mechanisms which could increase family 

participation in our schools. With thought and strategic planning, any of these could work in 

Unit 5. 
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UTILIZING PARENT INVOLVEMENT 

COMMITTEES 

A successful school does not require parent involvement and participation; instead it provides 

opportunities for parents to see themselves making a difference.  One easy way to work 

towards this kind of success is by establishing a “Parental Involvement Committee.”  Willing 

parents would work to identify needs in the school, manage a clearing house of volunteer 

opportunities for everyone from working parents to ESL parents, and provide a resource for 

persons in the community who want to give back. 

STEPS TO FORM A PARENT INVOLVEMENT COMMITTEE 

1. Form a committee dedicated to Parental Involvement or work within the PTO at your 

school. 

2. Inform the School Principal and head of Guidance Counseling about your committee’s 

purpose and obtain their support. 

3. Be ready to encourage other parents to get involved with the school’s Parental 

Involvement Committee.  

4. Have at least one or two Parental Involvement activities or programs ready for sign-up, 

to be promoted during student registration at the beginning of the school year, as a way 

to ‘advertise’ the Parental Involvement Committee and its goals. 

5.  Announce via sign-up sheets, the school newsletter and website, the PTO’s roster of 

parents, plus whatever access the Principal will permit to mailing lists for parents, off-

site coffee hours for in-coming, new parents to meet mentoring-parents. Also at the 

beginning of the school year, post and circulate a checklist of “what every parent would 

want to know” (or, as a “Not Frequently Asked Questions”) in English and Spanish. This 

list should include links and explanations of electronic access methods, explanations 

about the role of school counselors, safety and school-scheduling questions, etc. 

6. Hold regular meetings of the Parental Involvement Committee and piggyback updates 

onto existing newsletters.  

7. Develop Action Tasks and benchmarks for achieving greater participation by parents, 

particularly with parents from traditionally underserved communities. 
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DESIRING AND DEVELOPING THE PARENT 

ADVOCATE 

PARENTS AS ADVOCATES: UNDERSTANDING THEIR CHILDREN, 

UNDERSTANDING THE SYSTEM 

 
The most influential and involved parents are the ones who can advocate for their children 
inside the system, who can work as a team alongside the teachers and the faculty at their 
children’s school. Special-needs students are a smaller percentage of a school’s population, yet 
they utilize a larger per-student proportion of the resources. Many parents of such students do 
not participate and often do not even attend team meetings of faculty and staff to create goals 
and assign interventions for these students; however, when parents are informed and educated 
about their child’s needs, when they are aware of how the school’s programs work, then they 
are in a position to positively participate as team members to the benefit of not only their child 
but the larger population of special needs students. Do we want more success for special needs 
students?  Then we need to better involve their parents. 
 
The Australian education researcher, Alison Rich, describes three areas where parents can 
become influential in their child’s learning: parental resources, parental involvement, and 
parental support (2000). As described earlier, this influence can be felt by educating parents 
and guardians about good study habits, providing the necessary supports (i.e. food, clothing, 
computer services, etc.), and offering them opportunities for involvement in the school system 
through PTOs and volunteering. These activities will enrich the family’s education experience. 
But there are also other types of support needed and other needs to be met. For gifted 
learners, advanced learners, struggling learners, non-native speakers, and other non-standard 
learners, the needs aren’t necessarily physical and the students’ lacking skills might not be as 
demonstrable. Parents and teachers might be involved with the child, yet, the learner’s needs 
might remain unobserved and unfilled within the school system. 
 
Teachers and administrators not only have a responsibility to the individual learner, but also to 
the learning community as a whole. They engage in a delicate game of balancing numbers of 
students, classes, and subjects. Though their dexterity and balance accomplishes much; as in 
juggling, sometimes balls fall. Only in this instance, the balls are children. Because of their 
involvement with the child and with any testing and therapies that occur outside of the 
classroom, parents might know about the learner’s struggle—perhaps even have ideas about 
addressing it—but be unaware how to address the concern with the school system itself; even 
more concerning, those parents who are aware may choose not to involved the school system 
in the first place out of fear that it will actually hinder their child’s educational opportunities. 
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In a recent study regarding parental influence on education, economist Giani De Fraja explained 
that parents have the greatest impact on their child’s education: “In general, what we are 
saying is that a child whose parents put more effort into his or her education does better at 
school” (qtd. in “Parents’ Effort”). Nowhere is that better seen, than in the cases of the 
students seemingly invisibly struggling. Parental involvement and advocacy can make all the 
difference. With this situation in mind, our committee has researched what resources the 
district makes easily available for parents of these students, and in researching ways to improve 
these resources and their accessibility, we suggest clear and specific changes to the Unit 5 
website. 
 

HELPING PARENTS OF AT-NEED STUDENTS BECOME INVOLVED 

 

Those involved in this subtopic of research either currently work with special need students in 

elementary school, have special needs children and have gone through CARES all the way to 

IEPs, have friends and family with special needs children, and work in the community with 

organizations and people who provide resources for families of special needs children. Each of 

us is thoroughly invested in helping the parents of special needs children and the district as a 

whole better communicate and work together to the benefit of these amazing children.  

The following suggestions, which will be discussed in detail, come from being acquainted with 

Unit 5’s processes and procedures, recognition of the information and resources we wish we 

had in our own experiences with special needs children, and knowledge of the resources that 

are available in our community and the desire to make these resources known to parents. 

RECOMMENDATIONS THAT WILL BE DEVELOPED IN THIS SECTION 

1. Better Utilization of the Unit 5 Website 

a. Provide more breadth and depth of content online for special needs families, 

from content on what to do if you suspect your child has a need to what to 

expect after a teacher approaches you. Elucidate what systems and programs 

are in place for all of the more common special needs issues, from downs 

syndrome to dyslexia to Asperger’s to giftedness. 

b. Provide descriptions and links to real resources both in the district and in the 

community 

c. Provide suggestions and tools for parents to best help navigate the system and 

care for their children 

2. Connecting Parents for better Advocacy and Education 

3. Placing Resources in Every School 

a. A parent advocate in every school 
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BETTER UTILIZATION OF  

THE UNIT 5 WEBSITE 

CURRENT UNIT 5 WEBSITE INFORMATION  

FOR PARENTS OF STUDENTS WITH SPECIAL NEEDS 

 

We approached the Unit 5 website from the point of view of a parent who has been informed 

by his or her child’s teacher that there are concerns about the child’s performance in class. 

These concerns may range from a suspected leaning disability, a suspected emotional or social 

difficulty, or even suspected giftedness. In many cases the teacher may suggest some kind of 

assessment (such as an on/off task assessment, etc.) or testing. He or she may even use terms 

such as CARES, 504, IEP, etc. For a parent unfamiliar with these terms and assessments, such a 

situation can be terrifying. Many parents are uncomfortable asking for more information, many 

may feel that asking questions may seem combative, and many simply do not even know what 

questions to ask. In such situations, parents often turn to the internet. In a search of the Unit 5 

website as well as sites specific to individual schools within the district, quality information (by 

which we mean succinct, clear and jargon-free, contacts and resources, and explanations of 

policy and procedural steps) is disappointingly lacking or entirely absent.  

There is a great need for better, more thorough, and more accessible content online. Teachers 

and staff should be able to direct a parent straight to the web site, where parents can have 

their concerns met and find answers to their questions. 

UNIT 5 WEBSITE: “DEPARTMENT: SPECIAL EDUCATION”  

 

If you search the Unit 5 website for information on Special Education it will direct you to the 

Departments section, in which there is a link to “Parent Resources and Events.” Under this 

heading is the “Education Rights and Responsibilities in Illinois,” a four-year-old document from 

June 2009 . This state document is very detailed on how things should be handled and what is 

expected of both parents and the school district. It offers tips to parents and important 

reminders for going through the entire process from evaluation to setting up an IEP for each 

child. There are also copies of letters, quick reference charts, a glossary of key terms, as well as 
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phone numbers to call if you need more assistance from the state (Illinois State Board of 

Education, 2009). This document is very helpful and important; however, parents who are 

searching for help with their child’s situation cannot find anything about Unit 5 policies and 

procedures nor any contacts for staff in their particular school who may be able to answer their 

questions. While the 235 page “Education Rights” document may be an important link, it is 

overwhelming, it provides no information about how Unit 5 incorporates this document’s 

material into our District, and it offers no ways for parents to become involved.  

An important thing to remember, when discussing what information Unit 5 does have under 

“Special Education,” is the reality that most parents who are approached by a teacher about 

having their child screened will not think their child would be in the “Special Education” 

program—they will not go looking at the material in the “Special Education” department; 

therefore most parents will not be able to find this information on the website.  

Under “Special Education: Parent Resources” there is also a “Common Special Education 

Acronyms,” which includes a “Quick Reference Guide of Acronyms” for various special 

education labels. This is just a one page document there are no links or definitions included on 

this document. While becoming familiar with common acronyms is useful, again it is not a 

resource that allows parents to become more involved and educated about how to help their 

children within the district.  

USING “SEARCH” FOR INFORMATION ON SPECIAL NEEDS 

 

As far as specific labels (ADHD, Asperger’s, etc.), there is no information available. The website 

directs parents to a list of available reference materials at a "Parent Reference Library;” 

however, it states that only parents of those enrolled as "Early Learning Students"  in the Early 

Learning Center are able to access these materials. For a parent concerned about his student, 

this is perhaps worse than the website having nothing at all: there are resources in the district, 

but you cannot access them.  

It is this kind of lack of real information that turns parents from a desire to work with the 

schools as a team to instead a desire to wash their hands of the schools altogether. For 

instance, if a child receives an ADHD diagnosis from her primary care provider, and the parent 

wishes to find out what accommodations and programs the school has that will help her child, 

the Unit 5 website provides no resources. There are many parents whose children have medical 

diagnoses, yet many of these parents do not inform the schools about their children’s needs. 

There is a sense that the schools have no positive or pro-active resources, there is the fear a 

child will be labeled and marginalized, and without a clear message on the Unit 5 website that 
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the district has support and care for these children, many parents will continue to try to help 

their children specifically without the help of the schools.  

When parents receive a letter from the school to invite them to their first CARES meeting, 

unless the teacher has sat down and explained the whole process to them, there is very little 

information the parents can gain from utilizing the Unit 5 website. For instance, in a search for 

CARES online, there is only search results for how to make referrals and response to 

interventions (rti group); likewise, these referrals are only in conjunction with language 

concerns, articulation, voice and fluency. It does not state that Cares is used in any other 

circumstances. 

INDIVIDUAL SCHOOLS’ WEBSITE RESOURCES FOR PARENTS 

 

When looking at individual school websites, only one of eight has any tab for a “Parents/Links & 

Resources;” however, this tab only included a link to the “Volunteer Background Check.” There 

were no additional resources of any kind. 

 

RECOMMENDATION: NEW CONTENT FOR UNIT 5 WEBSITE 

 

The Unit 5 website has a link for “Students and Parents,” which then lists helpful links regarding 

school hours, bus routes, lunch menus and the like. Under this section there should be a link to 

a new page with a title akin to “Does Your Child have Special Needs?”  This page should be 

clearly linked from the “Special Education” department as well. This page should also be the 

first search result for “Cares,” “IEP,” “504,” as well as diagnostic terms such as “ADHD,” 

“Asperger’s,” “Dyslexia,” “Gifted,” and “Speech.” 

 “HOW WE CARE FOR YOUR CHILD” CONTENT   

 

Parents need to be assured that going through the school for an educational diagnosis or 

revealing a medical diagnosis to the school will only help their children. They need to see and 

understand through very clear language that their child will not be labeled then dismissed or 

adversely “tracked” out of certain educational opportunities because of a diagnosis. The district 

has an opportunity to express their concern for every student, to show its desire to 

accommodate student need, and in so doing address parents’ concerns and fears.  
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“POLICY AND PRACTICES” CONTENT  

 

From the moment a teacher approaches the parents of a student she suspects may have special 

needs, the parents need to be able to see the picture of the entire process. This information 

should be available in an easily accessible link online rather than buried in unconnected 

documents via the search tool. The “Policy and Practices” content should provide a step by step 

explanation from in-class observational assessment to the CARES program to an IEP. All the 

forms and documents that CARES teams use should be available for parents to view prior to 

meeting with CARES teams, etc. When parents can see the big picture and understand the role 

of each step, when they can read and learn about what each assessment is and what it means, 

then they can be more involved in helping the school help their child. 

Also under “Policy and Practices” there should be a clear explanation about how the Gifted 

Program works within Unit 5. There should be materials about identification, differentiation, 

the program at the elementary level and the secondary level, etc. For instance, if a family is 

moving into the area and has questions about the gifted program in Unit 5, there should be a 

clear explanation of how giftedness is assessed in the district, and what assessment from other 

districts will be accepted for identification.  

“RESOURCES” CONTENT  

 

There are so many resources both inside the school district and in our local community. The 

“Resources” content would allow the district to connect parents to the specific faculty and staff 

who may answer their questions (though the goal is to have most of the answers already clear 

on the website) and are specifically assigned to individual programs (for instance, the gifted 

program). 

The “Resources” content should also lead parents to organizations outside of the individual 

schools that work inside the schools as well. Currently the District utilizes the membership of 

the Diversity Advocacy Council (DAC) to assist in issues where mediation/advocacy is needed on 

behalf of parents/family members and staff. The success of this arrangement has been very 

good and two members, Mary Jefferson and Margarita Alverez have served in this capacity on 

many occasions with very positive results. The administration contacts them and they will assist 

with what is needed—generally it is a problem with communication. They will meet with the 

parties involved and then make a recommendation for resolve. 

Our study group has identified a need for parent advocacy. Parents and family members in the 

district may be intimidated by faculty, staff and/or administration regarding issues involving 

their student. Having an advocate to facilitate communication would be helpful and beneficial 
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to our students as a result. According to the National Center for Learning Disabilities, “Parents 

are often the best educational advocates for their children, especially children with a learning 

disability.” 

An interview was conducted with Mary Jefferson and Margarita Alverez who agreed that there 

is a need for a more formal process that would also include educating parents of this resource. 

A link for parents indicating that an advocate is available to them if needed/desired that links 

them to the DAC group would accomplish this. The script for this information would have to be 

carefully crafted to make it clear what this resource involves, and the DAC would need to add to 

their site information about the work they do on behalf of parents looking for advocacy. 

“HOW TO UNDERSTAND YOUR CHILD’S NEED AND  PREPARE FOR THE FUTURE” CONTENT  

 

When parents have educated themselves about what their child’s needs really are, about what 

pit-falls their special needs child faces respective his or her case (ADHD, Gifted, etc.), what 

common issues exist for children with similar issues—when these parents have learned about 

their child’s reality, then these parents are especially capable of being successfully involved 

with their child’s education. These are the parents we want volunteering, and these are the 

team members we want at IEP meetings.  

In the “How to Understand Your Child’s Need and Prepare for the Future” content, the district 

has the opportunity to help build the kind of parent advocate we would most desire. This is 

where there can be suggestions for parents on how to prepare for the first CARES meeting, or 

links to how to use “Love and Logic” like their child’s teacher does. This is the space where we 

can help make a meaningful change in the home life of a special needs child. 

EXAMPLE OF MATERIAL THAT MIGHT BE UNDER THIS WEBSITE “UNDERSTAND YOUR 

CHILD’S NEED” TAB:  

Parents are often the best educational advocates for their children, especially children with a 

learning disability. True advocacy is a largely positive process, which should build on a child's 

strengths and challenges. Parents are a child's best advocate, and they are in a unique position 

to identify and implement positive changes. The following tips can help parents advocate for 

their children in a constructive way. 

1. Know the rules. All public schools abide by specific laws and regulations under the 

federal Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), which requires a free, 

appropriate, public education for all students and can provide access to special services 
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for children with learning disabilities who qualify for such services. The criteria for 

eligibility vary from state to state, but all schools must adhere to a minimum federal 

standard. To find out the laws in your state and your rights as a parent, contact your 

local school district office, local parent training and information center, or state 

Department of Education. 

 

2. Get to know the people who make decisions about your child's education. Connect 

with educators and administrators in both casual and formal settings. Talk with your 

child's teacher on a regular basis. If possible, volunteer in the classroom and help out 

with school functions. If you have concerns or problems that a teacher cannot or will not 

address, be willing to follow the chain of command through the school, and if necessary, 

to the district office. Remember that you as a parent have the right to request that the 

school evaluate your child if you think he or she may have a learning disability. Be sure 

that your request is in writing. This written request will put a required process into 

motion that will allow you to work with the school on behalf of your child to know if 

there is a need for special education support and services. 

 

3. Keep records. Parents should maintain an organized file of educational records and 

assessment information. Take notes during telephone and face-to-face meetings, and 

ask for people's full names and contact information when communicating by phone or 

by email. In addition, keeping less formal examples of children's academic progress, 

such as homework papers, artwork, and writings, may be useful in establishing patterns 

and documenting both abilities and challenges. 

 

4. Gather information. Read books and articles on learning, attend conferences, and join a 

parent support group or affiliate organization in your area. Get comfortable with 

education acronyms and jargon. Ask professionals lots of questions, and don't be afraid 

to ask for clarification if their answers are confusing or complicated. 

 

5. Communicate effectively. Come to meetings prepared, and know the specific outcomes 

you want. Be clear, calm and direct when speaking and put things in writing whenever 

possible. Listen, and take time to think about pertinent information. Consider when 

documentation or data might help your case, and present it in an orderly and readable 

format. While assertiveness and persistence are crucial, anger and aggressiveness can 

work against you and can damage important relationships. 

 

6. Know your child's strengths and interests and share them with educators. By 

highlighting a struggling child's capabilities and talents, you not only help professionals 
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know your child as a whole person, you can also assist in identifying learning 

accommodations. 

 

7. Emphasize solutions. While there are no miracle cures or magic bullets for learning 

disabilities, it's important to stress the positive, and to help identify ways to improve 

your child's experience. Once appropriate programs have been identified and agreed 

upon, make every effort to encourage follow-through. 

 

8. Focus on the big picture. Simply put, don't sweat the small stuff. Knowing the specifics 

of a law may be important on one level, but constantly arguing technicalities can 

ultimately waste time and prevent positive relationships from forming. Try not to take 

things personally, and always consider both sides of the story. Details are important, but 

don't let them get in the way of negotiating the best educational experience for your 

child. 

 

9. Involve your child in decision making as early as you can. Learning disabilities are a 

lifelong issue. Mastering self-advocacy skills is one of the keys to becoming a successful 

adult. Resist the natural urge to pave every road for your child, and respect and support 

your child's need to take informed academic risks. 

 

10. Know the rules. All public schools abide by specific laws and regulations under the 

federal Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), which requires a free, 

appropriate, public education for all students and can provide access to special services 

for children with learning disabilities who qualify for such services. The criteria for 

eligibility vary from state to state, but all schools must adhere to a minimum federal 

standard. To find out the laws in your state and your rights as a parent, contact your 

local school district office, local parent training and information center, or state 

Department of Education. 

 

11. Get to know the people who make decisions about your child's education. Connect 

with educators and administrators in both casual and formal settings. Talk with your 

child's teacher on a regular basis. If possible, volunteer in the classroom and help out 

with school functions. If you have concerns or problems that a teacher cannot or will not 

address, be willing to follow the chain of command through the school, and if necessary, 

to the district office. Remember that you as a parent have the right to request that the 

school evaluate your child if you think he or she may have a learning disability. Be sure 

that your request is in writing. This written request will put a required process into 

motion that will allow you to work with the school on behalf of your child to know if 
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there is a need for special education support and services. 

 

12. Keep records. Parents should maintain an organized file of educational records and 

assessment information. Take notes during telephone and face-to-face meetings, and 

ask for people's full names and contact information when communicating by phone or 

by email. In addition, keeping less formal examples of children's academic progress, 

such as homework papers, artwork, and writings, may be useful in establishing patterns 

and documenting both abilities and challenges. 

 

13. Gather information. Read books and articles on learning, attend conferences, and join a 

parent support group or affiliate organization in your area. Get comfortable with 

education acronyms and jargon. Ask professionals lots of questions, and don't be afraid 

to ask for clarification if their answers are confusing or complicated. 

 

14. Communicate effectively. Come to meetings prepared, and know the specific outcomes 

you want. Be clear, calm and direct when speaking and put things in writing whenever 

possible. Listen, and take time to think about pertinent information. Consider when 

documentation or data might help your case, and present it in an orderly and readable 

format. While assertiveness and persistence are crucial, anger and aggressiveness can 

work against you and can damage important relationships. 

 

15. Know your child's strengths and interests and share them with educators. By 

highlighting a struggling child's capabilities and talents, you not only help professionals 

know your child as a whole person, you can also assist in identifying learning 

accommodations. 

 

16. Emphasize solutions. While there are no miracle cures or magic bullets for learning 

disabilities, it's important to stress the positive, and to help identify ways to improve 

your child's experience. Once appropriate programs have been identified and agreed 

upon, make every effort to encourage follow-through. 

 

17. Focus on the big picture. Simply put, don't sweat the small stuff. Knowing the specifics 

of a law may be important on one level, but constantly arguing technicalities can 

ultimately waste time and prevent positive relationships from forming. Try not to take 

things personally, and always consider both sides of the story. Details are important, but 

don't let them get in the way of negotiating the best educational experience for your 

child. (National Center for Learning Disabilities, 2013) 
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CONNECTING PARENTS FOR BETTER 

ADVOCACY AND EDUCATION 

RECOMMENDATION: “OPT  IN” FAMILY SUPPORT GROUPS 

 

Parents should have the opportunities to “opt in” to a district wide support group. Connecting 

families who have students with similar needs provides a network of emotional and educational 

support. When parents across different schools can speak to one other about common 

problems, then best practices are far more easily disseminated and put into practice. Parents 

being to educate one another about what to expect with IEPs and how to best help the new 

teacher each fall understand and support each student.  

Groups should be broad enough to welcome disparate students yet defined enough to facilitate 

specific support. Examples of groups might be formed under the guises of “gifted students,” 

“Asperger’s and attention deficit,” “learning disabilities,” “physical disabilities,” and 

“developmental disabilities.”  These groups should be organized under one large umbrella, with 

a single, central District staff member facilitating the meeting and an elected parent governing 

board of volunteers. Parents would then be responsible for holding meetings and events, play 

groups and educational lectures, and the district staff member would be responsible for making 

certain the group has the ability to continue on year by year. 

Were such groups in place, when a student is identified with an educational diagnosis or need, 

then the teacher or staff can give the parents a simple flier that informs them of the existence 

of a Unit 5 parent group for families with similar children. The flier would provide the parents 

with resources and links both in and out of the district, and it would direct them to the 

procedure for opting in to the parent group. School staff should continue to offer parents this 

flyer at each team meeting, for often parents new to their child’s educational needs are more 

reticent to engage in support groups but may be desirous to do so later on. 
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PLACING RESOURCES IN EVERY SCHOOL 

RECOMMENDATION: PARENT ADVOCATE IN EVERY SCHOOL 

 

Much like the suggestion to implement a “Family-School Liaison” volunteer position in every 

school to facilitate opportunities for volunteerism, we recommend there a single “Parent 

Advocate” in each school in the district. Especially for those parents who are reluctant to speak 

to teachers and staff, those who are intimidated or fearful, having another parent accessible 

and knowledgeable would be a great benefit in getting reticent parents of students with special 

needs more involved.  

The volunteer “Parent Advocate” would not be a PTA position and not be affiliated with any 

“Parent Involvement Committee.”  Instead, she would be a single source of information 

representing students with special needs.  The “Parent Advocate” should be educated once a 

year by the central district staff member also assigned to facilitate parent support groups. The 

Parent Advocate would be knowledgeable about resources both in and out of the school 

system, she would have dealt with CARES and IEPs herself, and she would be familiar with the 

faculty and staff and the school.  This advocate would be would be introduced at beginning of 

the year “Parent Night,” and she would be a resource familiar to all the teachers and the staff.  

In fact, when a teacher has that first, uncomfortable conversation with parents about how their 

child might not be quite typical, the teacher would be able to direct those parents not just to a 

newly designed Unit 5 website but also to this friendly resource in the school—this parent who 

has been there too.   

There already exist so many resources in all of our schools for these parents and their children, 

but often these resources are not clearly visible. While parents are given the documents 

required by law when they meet as a team for the first time (and yearly thereafter), they should 

also be told about the newly revised content on the Unit 5 website, they should be given a list 

of teachers and staff in the school with knowledge about the issues their child faces, they 

should be given the flier regarding the parent support group, they should be given the contact 

information for the school’s Parent Advocate, and they should be given a list of resources in the 

district, in the community, and online that speak to their individual child’s needs. Such 

resources will help parents educate themselves and better understand both their children and 

the schools; this knowledge and understanding makes for a far more involved parent and a far 

more beneficial team member. 
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FINAL STUDY TOPIC 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
Though Unit 5 does much to promote parental involvement, this report demonstrates that 

more needs to be done to educate parents about the different ways and means parents can 

participate in the education process. There needs to be greater and clearer communication on 

the part of Unit 5 and the individual school. 

 RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

 All families be welcomed into the school community and educated about how to 

become involved, perhaps by programs such as the “Buddy Family” 

 More active communication between school personnel and parents be encouraged 

through regular communication between teachers and the use of technologies such as 

web pages and blogs 

 Student learning success be supported though parental education, particularly 

“Academic Nights” 

 Volunteerism be promoted with multiple volunteer options and the good use of those 

volunteers, facilitated through “Parent Involvement Committees” 

 Parent Teacher Organizations be updated to reflect participation in the school in more 

than just a fundraising capacity 

 Cultural and power differentials between parents and teachers be removed 

  The Unit 5 website be revised to 

o Provide more breadth and depth of content online for special needs families. 

o Provide descriptions and links to real resources both in the district and in the 

community. 
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o Provide suggestions and tools for parents to best help navigate the system and 

care for their children. 

 

 Special needs families be connecting across school lines to facilitate advocacy and 

education. 

 

 Special-Needs advocates be created on the school level to assist and educate families 

with special needs children; parent advocates would be trained on the school and 

district level to assist families in finding the information and assistance they need, 

especially regarding special needs students, physical needs, and academic training 

 

When a parent sees a need that he has the skills and the ability to fill, when a 

parent has the opportunity to serve even though he works full time, when a 

parent is empowered with knowledge about how the schools work and what the 

needs really are, then this parent has the opportunity to become meaningfully 

involved.  Our recommendations are focused on understanding what these 

parents need in order to become involved, utilizing the resources in our families 

and in our schools, and developing parents in such a way that they can not only 

advocate effectively for their own children but can use their knowledge to 

advocate and serve an entire community of families, students, and educators.   
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