
The Many Faces of Parent Involvement
MAKING PARENT INVOLVEMENT WORK FOR YOUR SCHOOL

LAWRENCE FAMILY DEVELOPMENT CHARTER SCHOOL





The Many Faces of Parent Involvement
MAKING PARENT INVOLVEMENT WORK FOR YOUR SCHOOL

LAWRENCE FAMILY DEVELOPMENT CHARTER SCHOOL

EDITED BY

Carla J. Fink, LICSW
Dissemination Project Manager



Lawrence Family Development Charter School
34 West Street

Lawrence, MA 01841
tel: 978.689.9863

Contact Patricia Karl, Director/Superintendent for additional information.

Copyright © 2003 Lawrence Family Development Charter School
Funded by a grant from the Massachusetts Department of Education Charter School Office.

The views expressed in this document are not necessarily those of the federal government or 
the Masssachusetts Department of Education.

Carla J. Fink, LICSW, Project Manager

Design by Lauren Bessen
Cover artwork by Lawrence Family Development Charter School Students



Table of Contents

INTRODUCTION

A Personal Note from the Project Coordinator 8

Executive Summary 10

About Our School 12

History of Our School 12

About this Project
Why Charter Schools Can be Models for Parent Involvement 15

Survey and Dissemination 16

About the Survey 17

MANUAL & CONFERENCE

The Family School Connection at the High School Level 26
Ain Grooms, Codman Academy Charter School

Collaborative Decision-Making:  Parents in School Governance 36
Deidre Allen & Kate Richarson, Hilltown Collaborative Charter School

Parents as Substitute Teachers in the Classroom 48
Carmen Schumann & Lissette Aquino, 
Lawrence Family Development Charter School

Engaging Parents: Practical Ideas from the Business World 54
Mat Pilotte, Atlantis Charter School

Language & Culture: Multi-Cultural Challenges & Opportunities 62
Pam Killilea & Rosa Payes, Lowell Community Charter School

The Family Learning Contract:  A Tool to Support 74
Parent Volunteerism & Parent Accountability
Felicia Smith & Christine Hardmon, Neighborhood House Charter School

PLANNING THE ACTION

What is Action Planning? 84

Action Plan Guide 86
Project for School Innovation

SURVEY RESULTS 93

CONCLUSIONS & RESOURCES 105

Family Math Challenge 109

Parent Involvement Survey 113





..   Lawrence Family Development Charter School .. 7

A
 W

O
R

D
 FRO

M
 O

U
R

 FO
U

N
D

ER

A Word From Our Founder

T he role of parents throughout history has been
that of caregivers and educators of their chil-
dren, modeling by language and example the
lessons and legends by which culture and tech-

nology are transferred to the next generation. As the first
teachers of their children, parents accept responsibility for
the successful development of the child and the transmis-
sion of the values of their culture. The recognition and
validation of this role by society and particularly by
schools allows a child’s education and development to progress and expand as he or she
enters the institutions of organized learning.

Most citizens assume that as a society (and as individuals) we validate and value the
importance of parental involvement as a key to children’s success and academic achieve-
ment. In fact, and in practice, the parent’s role as educator is often ignored or devalued
as a result of day care, the influence of technology, the schedules of lives, and the barri-
ers created by pervasive poverty. At Lawrence Family Development Charter School we
believe that

Strong families, working in partnership with the school as advocates for academic
achievement, will create an environment where every child has the opportunity to
acquire the foundation skills and habits of mind that foster life-long learning, citi-
zenship participation and personal fulfillment.

This Mission Statement was crafted a decade ago in response to the call for charter
school models of education reform. It continues to serve as the vision for our school and
our statement of purpose in gathering educators, parents and community leaders to con-
sider how to design and implement effective strategies which foster and value parents as
true partners in the education of their children.

As educators, we have the responsibility, opportunity and privilege to see beyond the
barriers in order to embrace parental involvement and create authentic and effective par-
ent partnerships that lead to increased academic achievement. It is to this goal that we
have dedicated our school, our conference and this manual.

We invite you to participate not only in the workshops and discussions of today, but to
help us build and expand a website of effective practices to take the ideas and ideals
beyond the classrooms and communities of charter schools to include educators and
families everywhere. Our sincere gratitude goes to the educators and families who have
shared our vision this past decade and to all who join us today to improve opportunities
for learning for students everywhere.

Sincerely yours,

Patricia Karl
Director/Superintendent
October 1, 2003
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O ur modern world is a won-
derful and sometimes fright-
ening place. It is not the
same as the world that exist-

ed 50 years ago or even 30 years ago when
many of today's parents were growing up.
The series of events that shocked the gen-
eration of the 60's, such as assassinations,
an unpopular war and the Watergate crisis,
have been followed by changes that have
been more subtle but no less earth-shak-
ing. Many or these changes have been
brought about by technology which grows
at an ever-faster pace and which has
turned  the relationship between parents
and children on its head. Some readers
will have thought about what it means to
have all the information in the world at
your fingertips, will have wondered what
to do with it and will have marveled at
how easily their children learn and under-
stand the minds of machines. 

Along with all of these gifts has come a
pace of life that tries to keep up with
those machines. We have instant food,
instant money, instant information, and
instant contact. We are annoyed when we
get an answering machine at a doctor's
office and yet, of course, we use them our-
selves. Parents work, often very hard, often
at several jobs. Parents and children both
face the danger of being over-stressed and
over-scheduled with pressure to succeed.
And amidst all of this, parents are looking
for assistance in how to cope. Books and
magazine articles are written about how to
manage the flow of information and
media into our homes, about how to speak
with children about tragedies that happen
in far away places and about creating
peaceful spaces where children can play
and grow—and more.

With each year, we become privy to more
information and more methods of gaining
it (first there were cell phones, now there
are cell phones with cameras!), but do we
know what to do with it all?  We  have
come to know more about the underside
of the world—people and events that are
far away as well as those right in our own
backyards—than we ever knew before. We
are full of information about how things
really work, what famous and powerful
people are really like and how people can
be hurt most by those they trusted most.
It has shattered our naiveté and cut
through decades, or in some cases cen-
turies, of denial. It has made us witnesses
to crimes and wars and special moments
truly as a global village. And it has shaken
the structure of the relationships between
adults and children in a fundamental way.
When the history is written of the latter
part of the 20th century someone will
undoubtedly point out how many movies
portrayed stupid, self-centered, materialis-
tic adults being saved from their own nar-
cissism by wise children. 

But, it is not the Global Village that is
going to raise our children.

Even the most educated parents cannot
always keep up with what their children
are learning at school, with the technolog-
ical advances children absorb so easily and
with the influences that come in from the
outside world. And education is not
always so easy to come by. Some parents,
who entered the United States as refugees,
had to forego education in their home
countries in order to survive. Some have
been traumatized by war, torture, starva-
tion and the rigors of immigration. Some
do not wish to give up their traditional
cultural practices to become integrated

Introduction
A Personal Note from the Project Coordinator
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into American culture even as they want
their children to benefit from it. Even
without a level of trauma, parents are
under tremendous pressure to make ends
meet, to provide health care and to be
alert to unseen threats and they can feel
very threatened and judged by authorities.

Particularly for immigrant families,
schools can be training grounds for assimi-
lation. Whether in bilingual, dual lan-
guage or total immersion classrooms, chil-
dren quickly pick up the language of the
culture and sometimes are the translators
for the family, handling things like doc-
tor’s appointments and explaining what an
“IEP” is to their parent. Not that this is
new. Many, if not most, American families
started out this way. But now that children
seem to know more than their parents
about so many things, parents can feel out
of the loop, and the added challenge of
immigration and cultural clash can make
them feel even more disenfranchised

Kids are still kids. Children need a foun-
dation to be planted in and to grow out
of. They need to know where they stand
and how much they can trust it. Only by
knowing that someone will bring them
back from the edge can children feel safe
enough to test themselves by seeing how
far they can go. The wisdom of Eric
Erickson’s stages of development (shown
below) and the concomitant Ages and
Tasks associated with them are no less
accurate today than they were in
Erickson’s generation or in the generation
of today’s parents.

Trust vs. Mistrust
Autonomy vs. Shame & Doubt
Initiation vs. Guilt
Industry vs. Inferiority
Identity vs. Role Confusion
Intimacy vs. Isolation
Generativity vs. Stagnation
Ego Integrity vs. Despair

The first challenge, Trust vs. Mistrust, is
the foundation of survival and adjustment.

Small children who do not attach and do
not have such a foundation grow up
depending primarily on themselves. They
continue to test but it takes a lot for them
to come to ever really trust the world
around them and there can be tremendous
upheaval along the way. In child develop-
ment there is a whole new area of scholar-
ship on Attachment Disorders that has
evolved out of this phenomenon.

In 2003, interest in parent involvement in
schools has increased because it has come
to be required of school systems. There are
Federal regulations within Title 1 and now
the new ESEA, the No Child Left Behind
Act, that insist on outreach and opportu-
nities for parents in order to receive cer-
tain substantial kinds of funding. This is
good because just as parents may not
always think they have the time to devote
to school events, so school personnel
sometimes think they do not have the
time to contact parents. That Federal reg-
ulations must mandate these relationships
seems to underline how far the estrange-
ment has come in 50 years. In this book
we will not focus merely on how to com-
ply with regulations. We hope to show
how parent involvement efforts are impor-
tant for child development, how they sup-
port learning and how to reach out to
families who may be elusive. 

We hope you will emerge working on par-
ent involvement because you believe in it,
as we do.

Carla J. Fink, Project Coordinator

Carla Fink is a clinical social worker with
decades of experience addressing problems with
children, adolescents and their families. Her
recent work has focused on working with families
by identifying and supporting strengths in indi-
viduals, families and their cultures and on bring-
ing communities together to share in the joys and
challenges of this work. She can be reached at
cfink.lfdcs@verizon.net
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Executive Summary
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Charter Schools, created as a mechanism for innovation in public education, are
often seen as little laboratories for innovative practices based on vision and
demanding accountability. As such, once given the privilege of operating, char-
ter schools are expected to give back what they have learned to the education

community and the state that funds them. The information presented in this document is
the result of a two year project funded by the Massachusetts Department of Education
Charter School Office on best practices in parent involvement by the Lawrence Family
Development Charter School, whose mission involves embedding education in strong fami-
lies and strong communities.  

In Phase I of the project a survey was constructed and mailed to 2,300 parents and school
personnel from charter schools throughout the state soliciting their opinions on which prac-
tices were most valuable. The survey questions were categorized by the types of parent
involvement identified by the National Network of Partnership Schools:  Parenting,
Communicating, Volunteering, Learning at Home, Decision-Making and Collaborating
with the Community (see Reference 2).  A detailed report on how the survey was construct-
ed and analyzed, along with a copy of the actual survey and results is contained in this
manual.

Phase II of the project culminated in an all-day conference held on October 1, 2003, enti-
tled “The Many Faces of Parent Involvement:  Making Parent Involvement Work for Your
School” at which parent involvement specialists and parent partners from six charter schools
presented some of their most ground-breaking work. The conference also highlighted the
innovative community-based work and academic research that support efforts to involve
parents in school life. The section entitled “Conference and Manual” contains detailed
descriptions of the work of our charter school partners, along with documents generously
provided by presenters that may be used by readers as is or as templates for developing their
own materials. The last part of this section contains a mini-manual from the Project for
School Innovation that walks users through the steps necessary to create an Action Plan that
is central to any change initiative. Contact information is provided for all of these presen-
ters for anyone seeking further information or resources.

Although there are by definition differences between overall perceptions of best practices as
revealed in the survey and actual successful work done by individual schools in specific
communities, certain common themes emerged from this work. These themes should be
valuable to anyone wishing to develop a parent involvement program while maximizing
limited resources (which probably includes anyone who might be reading this manual at
any school in the country.)  The following conclusions stand out:

! Good communication is the most important element in keeping parents involved with
school. This includes maintaining a website, speaking the parents’ language, and identi-
fying one point person for parent involvement who has excellent skills, is known to all
and is easily accessible as a bridge between school and home.
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! Connecting with parents on an individual basis, learning their strengths and skills,
appreciating their cultures and showing that school personnel understand their child
eases the way for communication with parents.

! Individualized connection also paves the way for parents to volunteer at the school.

! Contacting parents to report on the good things that students do rather than only about
problems sets a good precedent.

! Written policies and contracts, especially when used early in an enrollment process, help
parents to understand the expectations of the school and help school personnel to hold
parents accountable for participation. These can be customized and used in myriad ways
that facilitate understanding. Several examples are included here.

! Parental decision-making at school is a complex issue. In general, parents seem to appre-
ciate it when they are asked for input into school policies or practices but do not want to
take on operational aspects of running the school. There are notable exceptions, one of
which is presented in this manual.

! Since the problem of time, for both parents and school personnel, is the most significant
obstacle to parent involvement, schools must think of creative ways to keep parents
involved while appreciating today’s demands.

! Parents will seek help in learning how to help their children with school and homework,
but not necessarily with how to parent them. Family learning experiences are fun for all.

The most important message, however, that we hope readers will take with them is simple:
KNOW YOUR COMMUNITY. This manual provides ideas and guidelines; the rest is up to
you.
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ABOUT OUR SCHOOL
The Lawrence Family Development
Charter School (LFDCS) educates the
children of Hispanic newcomers and
immigrants and provides them and their
families with better opportunities for the
future. LFDCS was founded in 1995 by
a coalition of Hispanic parents and
community leaders who wanted a school
that would be responsive to the academ-
ic, language, cultural, and developmen-
tal needs of their children.The founders
of the Lawrence Family Development
Charter School wanted to provide a
choice for parents where none existed
before.

So reads the Statement of Origin for
Lawrence Family Development Charter
School. But even a quick look at the
Mission Statement illustrates the primacy
of families in the work of educating chil-
dren.

Strong families, working in partnership
with the school as advocates for academ-
ic achievement, will create an environ-
ment where every child has the opportu-
nity to acquire the foundation skills and
habits of mind that foster life-long
learning, citizenship participation, and
personal fulfillment. 

HISTORY OF OUR SCHOOL
The Lawrence Family Development
Charter School (LFDCS) was founded in
1995 by a coalition of Hispanic parents
and community leaders who wanted a
school that would be responsive to the
academic, language, cultural, and develop-
mental needs of their children. The
founders wanted to provide an alternative
that supported language and cultural val-
ues important to families in the communi-
ty. They dedicated themselves and the

school to educating the children of immi-
grants and other new arrivals to the City
of Lawrence and preparing them and their
families to move forward with skills need-
ed for success in the 21st Century. 

Since its founding LFDCS has made a
wide variety of community resources
(health services, ESL classes, computer
training, etc.) available, either on site or
through referral, to students, parents, and
other adults in the City of Lawrence. The
school opened in 1995 with 178 students
enrolled in Kindergarten through third
grade. It has grown since then to a
Kindergarten through eighth grade institu-
tion with an enrollment of 500 students.
After successfully completing our first five
years of operation and the charter renewal
application process, we received a five-year
charter renewal from the Massachusetts
Department of Education in May of 2000.
We anticipate reaching our full enrollment
goal of 540 students during the 2004-
2005 school year. 

In June of 2001, LFDCS graduated its
first class of eighth graders, a group of 29
young people who had been with the
school since it opened in 1995. In the
2002 graduating class, of the 29 students
going on to high school, 45% were accept-
ed at parochial and independent private
high schools. LFDCS has created a
Guidance Placement Program to help stu-
dents and their families learn about and
explore regional private institutions, help
them prepare for SSATs, fill out applica-
tions, arrange field trips to visit schools
and even offer financial assistance to help
with application fees.

About Our School
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“ Our goal is to make assistance available to all families, particularly immigrants

and newcomers facing the poverty of economics, education and experience, which can

accompany the transition into the community.”
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LAWRENCE FAMILY DEVELOPMENT
AND EDUCATION FUND, INC.
The Lawrence Family Development and
Education Fund, Inc. (LFDEF), the spon-
soring organization of our charter school,
was established in 1992 to address issues
important to families in the City of
Lawrence. The organization’s goals are
focused on educating families as a means
of strengthening the community. LFDEF
was begun as a nonprofit entity to develop
new projects that would carry out the mis-
sion and vision of the founders. LFDEF
was also created to access and manage
resources that would support the work of
the Lawrence Youth Commission, which
addresses issues such as education reform,
minority leadership, awareness of and
access to college and careers and which,
through its community service programs,
gives youths an opportunity to discover
their skills and potential, and to see them-
selves as builders of their community.
Moreover, LFDEF operates programs such
as City C.O.R.E., one of the original
AmeriCorps programs in Massachusetts,
and YouthBuild, a national education and
job-training program.

CORNERSTONES FOR SUCCESS
The cornerstones for success, established
when our school was founded, have pro-
vided the vision that continues to drive
the work of our charter school. As guiding
principles and practices, they have been
important rallying points for administra-
tive and instructional staff, parents, and
community leaders, attracting quality and
like-minded professionals to our school
who form a hard working team focused on
providing a high-quality education for our
students.

The Academic Program. Our program
includes a dual language model with stu-
dent learning in both Spanish and English.
The goal is to enable students to attain
advanced levels of functional proficiency
in two languages and to promote under-
standing of and appreciation for the cul-
tures represented by the languages studied.
The primary objective is to teach students
language and literacy skills that will allow
them to function effectively in both their
personal and professional lives. We feel the
development of literacy will foster a love
of learning to read, and then the compe-
tency of reading to learn.

Family Resources. Our goal is to make
assistance available to all families, particu-
larly immigrants and newcomers facing
the poverty of economics, education and
experience, which can accompany the
transition into the community. We feel
these services (such as providing after
school programs, breakfast and lunch to
all eligible children, complete health and
dental care for those students who do not
have health insurance, workshops and
classes for parents) help provide parents
and families the skills and resources to
become advocates for their children and
partners with the school. 

Leadership. We believe there is a strong
link between school success and effective
and consistent leadership. As a result, our
school has a Board of Trustees, composed
of parents and community leaders; the
board provides valuable oversight and
focuses on creating and upholding policies
that support our students and their fami-
lies. We also have initiated a new adminis-
trative structure with a principal and
heads of upper and lower schools, who
manage daily operations and discipline.
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Leadership from the ranks of the teaching
staff is also highly evident, as teachers
improve curriculum, serve as mentors to
novice educators and work to attain
National Board Certification.

Community Partnerships. Our goal is to
work with many individuals and organiza-
tions in order to provide the resources
necessary to enhance and enrich the lives
of our students, both during the day and
in our extended day and extended year
programs. The quality and breadth of our
community partnership program is
unique. We work with an extensive array
of community centers, local private
schools, parent and community volun-
teers, and organizations providing on-site
programs. Students benefit, for example,
from weekly art instruction provided by
artists at the Essex Arts Center, physical
education classes provided by the swim
and gym professionals at a local communi-
ty center, and youth development pro-
grams offered through the local YWCA. 

Parent Partners is our final cornerstone
for success. We believe that when parents
are actively involved in their children’s
education, students have a better chance
of succeeding academically. At LFDCS
parents are required to be active partici-
pants in the education of their children.
Parents serve on our Board of Trustees,
participate in the School Linked Services
Program, and they volunteer in the class-
room and on field trips, or with a fund-
raising initiative. All parents sign a con-
tract that places high expectations on their
participation both at school and at home. 

Further information about LFDCS,
including School Performance and
Academic Achievement assessments in all
subject areas for all grades may be found
in our Annual Reports or accessed on the
Massachusetts Department of Education
website at www.doe.mass.edu/
charter/reports/2002/ annual/0454.pdf.

“We believe that when parents are actively involved in their children’s education,

students have a better chance of succeeding academically.”
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I n the fall of 2001, LFDCS was
awarded a Dissemination Grant from
the Massachusetts Department of
Education Charter School Office to

research best practices of parental involve-
ment employed by charter schools and to
disseminate the information gathered to
charter schools and traditional public
schools throughout the state. 

This book proudly presents the results of
this two year process of research and dis-
semination in the hope that other schools,
including charter schools, traditional pub-
lic schools and independent schools of all
kinds will find ways to improve their out-
comes by making their own communities
stronger.

Over and over again, in speaking with
charter school leaders and parents about
their involvement with their schools, one
hears these words:

“We could not run the school without
the parents”

and
“The school would not exist without
us.”

Parents and charter schools have a mutual,
perhaps symbiotic, relationship. Because
parents send their children to charter
schools out of choice, they have expecta-
tions for the result. Because charter
schools are often short on funding and
resources, they usually cannot operate
without resources from the community.
Because one of the opportunities in char-
ter schools is for innovation, a sense of
excitement and commitment can develop
around the school’s practices, creating a
valuable bond. Uniquely for public
schools, in charter schools, parents can be

founders and Board members, roles that
do not exist in traditional public schools.
They may want a lot of input or they may
want the school to educate their child and
leave them alone, but the bottom line is
the parents need the school and the school
needs the parents.

Charter schools are also accountable in
ways that traditional public schools are
not. They are regularly evaluated by teams
of monitors; they must be re-chartered
every 5 years; and if enough students do
not pass the state-mandated testing they
may be forced to close. But, more impor-
tantly, if they are not offering a service
that their community wants, they will not
be there in much the same way that a local
restaurant will not remain open if people
do not come. Charter schools offer a serv-
ice and families must buy it. Or, as the
Charter School Overview on the Mass
DOE website puts it

The purposes for establishing charter
schools are: (1) to stimulate the develop-
ment of innovative programs within pub-
lic education; (2) to provide opportunities
for innovative learning and assessments;
(3) to provide parents and students with
greater options in choosing schools within
and outside their school districts; (4) to
provide teachers with a vehicle for estab-
lishing schools with alternative, innova-
tive methods of educational instruction
and school structure and management;
(5) to encourage performance-based edu-
cational programs; (6) to hold teachers
and school administrators accountable for
students’ educational outcomes; and (7) to
provide models for replication in other
public schools . (MGL Ch 71 § 89(d))

About This Project
Why Charter Schools Can be Models for Parent Involvement
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The board of education shall develop
procedures and guidelines for revocation
and renewal of a school’s charter; provid-
ed, however, that a charter for a Horace
Mann charter school shall not be renewed
by the board without a vote of support
from the school committee and local col-
lective bargaining agent in the district
where said charter school is located; pro-
vided that a commonwealth charter
shall not be renewed unless the board of
trustees of the charter school has docu-
mented in a manner approved by the
board of education that said common-
wealth charter school has provided
models for replication and best practices
to the commissioner and to other public
schools in the district where the charter
school is located.(MGL Ch 71 § 89 (ll)

Given choices and the ability to choose,
parents from all walks of life are becoming
consumers of education. It seems that
when there is no longer a good excuse for
leaving all the decisions about your child’s
education to someone else, and when you
hear about others who are exercising their
right to choose, you are motivated to act,
to investigate, and to get involved.
Because Charter schools are viewed as
forces for school reform and innovation,
they are often characterized as little labo-
ratories for best practices in various areas
of education. One of their tasks, and one
that is required when schools seek to
renew their charters, is dissemination of
the “best practices” they have put in place.

ABOUT THIS PROJECT
SURVEY AND DISSEMINATION
The project was divided into two parts,
the first year consisting of a Survey of
Massachusetts Charter Schools including
parents, teachers, administrators and other
school personnel. The second year focused
on Dissemination, preparation of material
for this Manual and our website and the
conference we hosted on October 1, 2003
in Worcester, Massachusetts. The remain-
ing chapters of this Manual present what
was learned from those connected with
Charter Schools in the hope that this
information can help all schools to devel-
op family friendly programs that support
families and ultimately the achievement of
their students.

Lawrence Family Development Charter
School wishes to thank the Massachusetts
Department of Education and our part-
ners and consultants for their invaluable
assistance with this project, including:

“This book proudly presents the results of this two year process of research and dis-

semination in the hope that other schools, including charter schools, traditional

public schools and independent schools of all kinds will find ways to improve their

outcomes by making their own communities stronger.”
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The first phase of the project was the construction and administration of a survey of
Massachusetts Charter Schools to identify parent involvement best practices employed in
the schools. The survey asked the following questions:

The following steps were taken to construct and conduct the survey:
! Review of the literature on parent involvement.

! Retained the services of an independent survey team, Apsler Research & Evaluation,
to create and conduct the survey and analyze the results. 

! Initial interviews with school leaders at 13 charter schools that had been re-chartered
for their second 5 years. These interviews were designed to elicit school leaders’ opin-
ions of their best practices. Their responses were then used to formulate survey ques-
tions.

! Development of a survey consisting of 45 specific questions related to the informa-
tion gathered plus demographics.

! The survey was professionally translated into Spanish and Khmer. 

! Surveys were mailed to a sample of parents, teachers, administrators and other school
personnel at all of the charter schools agreeing to participate in the study. 

! Respondents filled out the survey forms and returned them anonymously to the
Apsler survey team.

About the Survey

TO WHAT EXTENT DO PARENTS WANT TO BE INVOLVED AT THEIR CHILDREN’S SCHOOLS?

IN WHAT WAYS DO THEY WISH TO BE INVOLVED?

WHAT ARE THE OBSTACLES THAT LIMIT PARENT INVOLVEMENT?

HOW DO PARENTS’ VIEWS DIFFER FROM THOSE OF SCHOOL STAFF?

25 of 27 targeted schools participated in the survey
2,300 Questionnaires were distributed.
950 completed questionnaires were returned for a 41% response rate.
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SURVEY QUESTIONS
Joyce Epstein, Ph.D. and her group of researchers at Johns Hopkins University with the
National Network of Partnership Schools have divided parent and community involve-
ment into six major categories, as follows (2, p 14):

The survey team took this framework as their starting point and divided the questions
into those 6 categories. The survey then asked respondents to indicate—using a five-
point Likert scale—how much they agreed or disagreed with the following statements:

A charter school should establish a resource center to provide information, materials and
resource for parents and the community
A charter school should offer courses on parenting skills
If the community has these needs, a charter school should provide families with services
such as literacy skill development, ESL, citizenship education, legal aid, translation serv-
ices, healthcare resources and social services

Survey Questions

.. The Many Faces of Parent Involvement ..

SU
RV

EY
 Q

U
ES

T
IO

N
S

Description

Help all families establish home environments
to support children as students

Design effective forms of school-to-home and
home-to-school communications about
school programs and their children’s progress

Recruit and organize parent help and support

Provide information and ideas to families
about how to help students at home with
homework and other curriculum-related
activities, decisions, and planning.

Include parents in school decisions, develop-
ing parent leaders and representatives

Identify and integrate resources and services
from the community to strengthen school
programs, family practices and student learn-
ing and development.

Type of Parent Involvement

Parenting 

Communicating 

Volunteering 

Learning at Home 

Decision-Making

Collaborating with the
Community 

1.

2.
3.

PARENTING SKILLS/FAMILY SERVICES

Epstein, Joyce; Sanders, Mavis G. et al, School Family and Community Partnerships:Your
Handbook for Action, Second Edition.
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Charter school staff should learn about the students’ family culture in order to develop a
productive school-family partnership
A charter school should provide hands-on workshops for parents to help them develop
computer skills and the ability to use the Internet.

Each student, the student’s parents, and the charter school should sign a contract stating
everyone’s role in the student’s education.
Goal-setting and a written student individualized learning plan should be completed a
least once a year among student, parent and teacher.
Mandatory parent-teacher conference meetings should occur:  (not at all, once a year,
twice a year, monthly, weekly)
Written progress reports for each student should be given to parents (not at all, once a
year, twice a year, monthly, weekly)
A charter school should schedule curriculum nights, open houses, math/science fairs, art
exhibitions, and other events inviting parents and the community to the school (not at
all, once a year, twice a year, monthly, weekly)
A charter school should provide parents with a news bulletin (not at all, once a year,
twice a year, monthly, weekly)
A charter school should schedule frequent meetings open to all parents to discuss issues
and concerns.
A charter school should have regular informational meetings for parents to learn about
MCAS, special education (SPED), and curriculum programs (such as math, language
arts, etc.)
A charter school should have a policy to contact parents when good things happen
regarding heir child’s academic performance, behavior, or citizenship.
A charter school should maintain a website with essential, up-to-date information.
A charter School should provide non-English speaking parents with translations during
conferences and meetings and for written reports.

A charter school should provide a full-time coordinator to actively encourage, nurture
and manage parent involvement.
A charter school’s expectations for parent involvement should be stated in a written 
policy.
Parents should be asked for ways in which they would like to volunteer
Parents should be invited to volunteer for specific activities as needed (e.g., chaperoning,
clerical help, “handyman” tasks, book fairs, cooking, fundraising, etc.)
A charter school should offer training for parents to become substitute teachers
A charter school should utilize parents’ expertise to each enrichment workshops, provide
career examples, develop internships for students, become reading or writing mentors,
etc.

4.

5.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.
11.

1.

2.

3.
4.

5.
6.

PARENTING SKILLS/FAMILY SERVICES (cont.)

COMMUNICATING

VOLUNTEERING
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A charter school should give parents information about how to help their children with
homework.
A charter school should offer workshops to teach parents specific strategies to help their
children learn.
A charter school should provide each student with an assignment book for recording
daily assignments that can also be reviewed and signed by parents.
A charter school should make daily homework assignments accessible to parents by
phone, e-mail, or through the school website

A charter school should partner with citizens and agencies to provide specialized learn-
ing opportunities for students (e.g., artists-in-residence, drama coaches, after-school
activities, mentors, internships, homework clubs, etc.)
A charter school should organize frequent events that bring together parents, the school,
businesses, and other organizations to provide services for he community a large.
Community services should be an important component of each student’s learning 
experience.

In this category most of the questions were framed somewhat differently. On 5 of the 6 differ-
ent areas that were identified as decision-making occasions for schools, respondents were asked
to judge whether parents “should be”

…the sole decision-makers
…the majority on all important decision-making communities
…equal partners with the educators and administration
…asked for input, but should not make the decisions
…parent input is not necessary on these types of decisions

The questions were:
For important school policy decisions, parents should be… 
(choose from above)
For important financial decisions, parents should be... 
(choose from above)
In decisions about curriculum development, parents should be… 
(choose from above)
In hiring new teachers, parents should be… 
(choose from above)
In the formal evaluation of teachers and staff, parents should be… 
(choose from above)
A charter school should train parents to participate in governing the school. 
(strongly disagree – strongly agree)
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1.

2.

3.

4.

1.

2.

3.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

LEARNING AT HOME

COLLABORATING WITH THE COMMUNITY

DECISION-MAKING
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! Lack of parent interest
! School staff resistance
! Parents do not have enough time
! Staff do not have enough time
! Lack of information about how parents can be involved
! Language barriers
! Anxiety about contacting the school
! No one is available to coordinate or organize parent involvement
! Other
! There are no obstacles

In addition, demographic data was collected pertaining to:

Male or female
Role in the school
How long their child has attended the charter school
What grades the children attended at the charter school
How long the person may have worked at the charter school
Where the parent attended school (inside or outside of the US)
Highest level of school completed
Primary language spoken at home
Racial identification 

Three spaces were left for free-form responses in which respondents could describe suc-
cessful parent involvement strategies that had been implemented at their school.

A copy of the actual survey may be found in the Survey section of this Manual and
online on the project website.

Results of the survey may be found in the Survey Results section of this Manual.

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

QUESTION: WHICH OF THE FOLLOWING WERE OBSTACLES?

DEMOGRAPHIC DATA





The project’s Conference, entitled The Many Faces of
Parent Involvement:  Making Parent Involvement Work
for YOUR School, was held on October 1, 2003 at the

Crowne Plaza Hotel in Worcester, Massachusetts. There were
13 presenters and 75 attendees. 

The full Agenda for the day is included in this manual. For this
Dissemination Project, we wanted to present all that we had
learned at this conference: the results of the survey, some of the
scholarship on parent involvement, but primarily our focus was
to highlight the good, everyday work by those exploring how to
engage parents in education, our 6 Charter School partners. In
this Manual, you will find summaries of their presentations,
along with samples of materials they use in their work:  forms,
newsletters, course outlines, interview formats and more.

BEST PRACTICES OF OUR SIX CHARTER SCHOOL PARTNERS

THE FAMILY SCHOOL CONNECTION AT THE HIGH SCHOOL LEVEL

Ain Grooms, Codman Academy Charter School

COLLABORATIVE DECISION-MAKING:  PARENTS IN SCHOOL

GOVERNANCE

Deirdre Arthen & Kate Richardson, Hillown Collaborative Charter
School

PARENTS AS SUBSTITUTE TEACHERS IN THE CLASSROOM

Carmen Schumann & Lissette Aquino, Lawrence Family Development
Charter School

ENGAGING PARENTS:  PRACTICAL IDEAS FROM THE BUSINESS WORLD

Mat Pilotte, Atlantis Charter School

LANGUAGE & CULTURE:  MULTI-CULTURAL CHALLENGES &
OPPORTUNITIES

Pam Killilea & Rosa Payes, Lowell Community Charter School

THE FAMILY LEARNING CONTRACT:  A TOOL TO SUPPORT PARENT

VOLUNTEERISM & PARENT ACCOUNTABILITY

Felicia Smith & Christine Hardmon, Neighborhood House Charter
School

Manual & 
Conference
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Conference Agenda

October 1, 2003—Worcester, Massachusetts

8:30-9:00AM Registration/Breakfast

9:00-9:45 Welcome—Patricia Karl, Superintendent, LFDCS
Survey Results—Robert Apsler, Ph.D.

10:00-10:45 Reframing Parent Involvement
Holly Kreider, Ed.D. Harvard Family Research
Project

10:45-11:45 6 Breakouts
Best Practices Presenters from 6 Charter
Schools

LUNCH

12:30-1:30 6 Breakouts
Best practices Presenters from 6 Charter
Schools

1:30-2:30 Full Service Community Schools: Improving Student
Achievement Through Family Literacy Anne
Greenbaum, Director, Boston Excels

2:45-4:00 Action Planning Exercise 
Michael Rothman, Project for School Innovation

4:00-4:30 Wrap Up

The themes of the conference, that there are “many faces”
to parent involvement and myriad ways that individual

schools make it work, were echoed throughout our day as a
diverse group of presenters shared their experiences. 

On the next pages you will find summaries of the presenta-
tions of each of our Charter School partners, along with
sample documents that they have used and found helpful in
achieving their goals. When you see this icon C that is
your clue that you will find a helpful document from one of
the charter schools regarding this practice. It might be a sur-
vey form or a type of letter, but it's there for you to see
what's been done and make your own adaptations.

In general readers have permission to use many of these
forms just as they are; however, where pages have a
registration® or a copyright © symbol, permission must be
obtained directly from that organization in order to utilize a
form. For the rest of the documents, it is our suggestion that
you take them as a starting point for devising your own
Family Learning Contract or Volunteer Resource Form. If
you keep reviewing your materials and your approach  you
will also notice changes that you can make that will keep
them fresh, lively and useful for YOUR school.

The Many Faces of Parent Involvement
MAKING PARENT INVOLVEMENT WORK FOR YOUR SCHOOL

The Many Faces of Parent Involvement
MAKING PARENT INVOLVEMENT WORK FOR YOUR SCHOOL

Websites
The excellent website for the Harvard Family Research Project can be found at 
http://www.gse.harvard.edu/hfrp/index.html.They also moderate a contributory discussion called FINE
(Family Involvement Network of Educators) at http://www.gse.harvard.edu/hfrp/projects/fine.html.

Anne Greenbaum can be reached at Boston Excels at 617-927-0695  

Boston Excels can be found at the website for The Home for Little Wanderers at
tp://www.thehome.org/site/content/bci/programs/programs.asp.

The Coalition for Community Schools can be found at http://www.communityschools.org/.
Each of these organizations has extensive resources available on the Internet.

o
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ANNE GREENBAUM, MSW, the Director of Boston Excels,
a full-service school model that is a partnership between The
Home for Little Wanderers and the Boston Public Schools,
delivered an interactive and energizing afternoon presentation
on the Community Schools’ school and family support
approach.

This program asks the question: “What impacts kids’ learning
besides school?” And answers the question with a range of on-
site social services, mental health, community development,
family literacy, staff development and prevention programs
tailored to each school. These efforts are aimed at addressing
both the academic and non-academic barriers to learning and
function to relieve some of the demands on teachers to “do it
all.”  Boston Excels is part of the Coalition for Community
Schools movement www.communityschools.org which pro-
motes family and community partnerships nationwide. Both
of these organizations have extensive resources available on
the Internet, through publications and conferences. Boston
Excels is currently operating programs in four Boston Public
Elementary Schools.

Anne shared with the conference attendees some of the family
exercise in Math Literacy that Boston Excels has developed.
See what happens when you involve YOUR family in the
“Family Math Challenge” for Grades 3-5 included at the end
of this Manual.

About Our Guest Speakers
Our two Guest Speakers reinforced and validated this perspective. 

HOLLY KREIDER, Ed.D., from the Harvard Family Research
Project, set the tone in her morning presentation “Reframing
Parent Involvement.” Through her research at the Harvard
School of Education, she described the changes in concepts of
parent involvement over the years.  Where traditionally parent
involvement was thought of as initiated by the school, located
at the school, and generally concerned with student problems,
now parent involvement has been reframed to focus on know-
ing families, listening to their histories, learning about cultures
and helping parents work with children in the home.

She described a program at the University of Arizona where
workers are taught to become “family ethnographers,” who
interview and listen to family stories, while they focus on
strengths and the “funds of knowledge” families posses (6).
Similarly, Sara Lawrence Lightfoot (4) and the Jane Addams
School for Democracy (3,5)  have pioneered methods of
building trust with families, particularly those from immi-
grant cultures, by methods such as “learning circles” where
community issues are discussed and everyone is a learner and
a teacher.  

The Coalition for Community Schools website.
www.communityschools.org

The Harvard Family Research Project website.
www.gse.harvard.edu/hfrp/about/history.html
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AIN GROOMS  CODMAN ACADEMY CHARTER SCHOOL

The Family School Connection 
at the High School Level

Practices That Support the Mission

It is essential that our program establish a trusting and
open relationship with the families we serve, so staff mem-
bers are privy to the economic, cultural, and social chal-
lenges that our students may be facing, and appropriate
action can be taken to provide the services the family
needs to be an active partner in the child’s education.

Based on our goals and objectives and grounded in our mission, a team of educators as
CACS developed a plan for creating a strong family-school connection. The plan was
devised and inspired by the best practices and programs already succeeding across the
nation in early childhood education - the many home visit and family-school connection
programs. Unable to find a program designed for use in an upper grade school, we
devised our own plan from these examples and adapted a template for our high school
program. The main pieces of our plan include Family Intake Meetings, a Welcome din-
ner, Parent Meeting Sessions and Family Outreach programs.

FAMILY INTAKE MEETING C
The Head of School and/or Dean of Enrichment meets with the student and his/her
parent(s)/guardian(s). All information gathered and shared during it is confidential and
becomes part of the student’s school record. The meeting normally lasts 45 minutes, and
is divided into three sections: meeting with student and family together, meeting with
parent alone, and meeting with student alone.

During the first part of the meeting, the CACS staff member thoroughly reviews the
unique aspects of the school (including academics, conduct, school philosophy, school

MISSION OF THE SCHOOL

Codman Academy Charter School’s mission is to prepare students for

full participation in the intellectual, economic and civic life of our soci-

ety, by ensuring their preparation for and access to further education,

the skills and vision to undertake a rewarding career, and the motiva-

tion and character needed to engage deeply and productively in com-

munity life.We view parents and community members as integral part-

ners in this endeavor.

A
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days/hours, off-campus fieldwork sites, and dress code policies) with both the student
and the parent(s). We gather information on the family’s routines (see attachments), and
as a way to get to know students better, we also ask about the student’s name. The stu-
dent then fills out a questionnaire regarding his or her goals while at CACS, and the
student completes a writing sample while we meet individually with the
parent/guardian. Parents often appreciate this time dedicated to private conversation, as
it gives them the opportunity to speak candidly about their child. Following the meeting
with the parent, we meet with the student to learn about his/her academic and leader-
ship goals while the parent fills out a questionnaire, providing us with information on
such things as community involvement, library use, and important family events in the
child’s lifetime. 

We use this meeting to initiate a positive relationship with the family prior to the start
of school. We want parents to feel comfortable discussing any aspects of their child’s
education and family life with members of the faculty. We have had 100% participation
from all incoming families. In our May 2002 survey of our rising 10th grade families,
52 % reported that the Family Intake Meeting was helpful in setting the tone of the
relationship between the school and family.

WELCOME DINNER C
We feel the Welcome Dinner is a crucial aspect of our school community for numerous
reasons. It gives students and parents the chance to meet each other and the faculty
before the school has started. It helps family members become involved, right from the
beginning. It also brings our community together. At the spring 2002 Welcome Dinner
(to welcome students entering school in the fall of 2002), we invited parents from our
current class to speak, and current ninth-graders volunteered to help serve food and wel-
come the new students. We see the Welcome Dinner as one of the many traditions of
our school, created out of the need for inclusion of the family during this intense time
of transition to high school. In the May 2002 survey, 45 % of the families responding
stated that they felt the Welcome Dinner was helpful in introducing the family to
CACS.

PARENT MEETINGS AND CONFERENCES
We firmly believe that by keeping parents informed we help them remain invested in
their children’s education. We have Parent Meetings once a month; here parents and the
CACS Dean of Enrichment come together to discuss topics about which parents have
expressed an interest, as well as topics that the faculty would like to share with the
school community. Guest speakers have also been invited to Parent Meetings, such as
the school nurse, who focused on nutrition and health, and a local banker who spoke on
managing money. We have also created a Parent Advisory Group to keep parents abreast
of many issues, ranging from uniform policies, to behavior/discipline issues, to class-
room space.

In addition, we have formal Progress Report Meetings (also known as parent, student,
and advisor conferences) two times per year. In the fall of 2001, we had 100% participa-
tion at our Progress Report Meetings. During these meetings, the advisor, the parent(s)
and the student review the student’s academic progress throughout the term. The stu-
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dent is also expected to bring a piece of work or accomplishment that he or she is proud
of, giving the student the opportunity to show his or her growth over the course of the
grading period. In our May 2002 survey, 40% of parents responding reported that they
had attended four or more monthly Parent Meetings, and 33 % reported they had had
five or more phone conversations/informal meetings with faculty members during the
2001-2002 school year.

OPEN-DOOR POLICY
Parents are welcome to stop by the school at any time, unannounced, and sit in on class-
es, talk with teachers, or participate in school-wide events, such as our weekly
Community Circle (a whole school gathering, once per week, led by students). We also
invite parents to accompany faculty and students on fieldwork visits. These are full day
trips (to the Huntington Theatre, colleges, museums, etc.) during which students work
offsite. We feel it is always helpful to have an extra adult with us, especially one who is
invested in the school. Joining our trips also gives parents the opportunity for a hands-
on account of what their child is learning in school.

Observable Outcomes of the Practice

In May 2002 the CACS Dean of Enrichment conducted a
survey of parents, in order to get their input on the school
and their children’s academic achievement. 97% of parents
responded, and of those, 61% reported that their child’s
academic performance has improved since enrolling in
CACS.

 100% attendance at Progress Report Meeting
 Increased number of parents visiting the school
 In our first year, 75% of parents gave Codman an over-

all grade of A or B.

TIPS: Advice to Other Schools for Implementing this Type of Practice

 Staff buy-in and support of increasing family involvement 

 Staff person devoted to increasing family support (point
person)
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T
Ain Grooms is the Dean of Enrichment at Codman Academy Charter School in Dorchester.
Part of her responsibilities include increasing family involvement, college planning, community
partnerships and advising students. She helped to create the position of Dean of Enrichment, an
idea that grew out of her deep commitment to helping launch urban youth on a path to college
and successful careers.
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DEIDRE ARTHEN & KATE RICHARDSON ! HILLTOWN COLLABORATIVE CHARTER SCHOOL

Collaborative Decision-Making:
Parents in School Governance

Philosopy

The Hilltown Cooperative Charter School (HCCS) was founded in 1995 as
Massachusetts Public Charter School. Inspired by the pre-schools of Reggio Emilia in
Italy, our educational approach is grounded in knowledge of children’s development and
in a commitment to teaching creative, critical thinking skills and strong basic skills. 

At HCCS, we believe that children construct their understanding of the world through
direct experience with teachers serving as guides and resources. We create an engaging
and joyful learning environment using an interdisciplinary, project-based curriculum.
Emphasis is placed on asking children and adults to reflect on and document the learn-
ing process. The expressive arts play a critical role in the academic and social curricu-
lum, and create a common language that brings our community together in meaningful
ways. 

HCCS welcomes and relies on family involvement. Children, families, school and com-
munity form an integrated, interdependent system which operates through an inclusive,
consensus-based governance structure. Beyond academic curriculum, children learn
essential life skills through participation in an intimate, whole school cooperative.
Involvement in the local environment and its communities inspires learning and encour-
ages social and civic responsibility as well as stewardship for the earth.

MISSION OF THE SCHOOL

The Hilltown Cooperative Charter School was founded in 1995 as a

Massachusetts Public Charter School. Our mission is:

! To engage students in a school which uses experiential, hands-on

activities, the arts, and interdisciplinary studies to foster critical

thinking skills and a joy of learning.

! To sustain a cooperative, intimate community of students, staff,

families and local community members, which guides and supports

the school and its educational program.

! To cultivate children’s individual voices and a shared respect for

each other, our community, and the world around us.
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Parents and teachers help children to care for and respect themselves and each other. We
strongly believe that cultivation of each individual voice within a community leads to
inclusion of and respect for differences and multiple perspectives.

Practices that Support the Mission

PARENTS IN SCHOOL GOVERNANCE
A Consensus Model
Family involvement is integral to the underlying philoso-
phy and mission of The Hilltown Cooperative Charter
School. The school was founded in 1995 by a group of
parents, artists and educators and since the beginning par-
ents have been at the center of the operation of the school.

They make up the majority of the Board of Trustees and the majority of all of the major
standing committees of the school as well as providing a strong source of ongoing volun-
teers. Decision-making groups operate using a consensus model. 

Consensus is distinct from the more standard voting process, the result of which reflects
only a majority view. Instead, a consensus decision hinges upon whether or not all of the
parties involved can reach a mutually satisfactory level of agreement. The strong objec-
tions of even one participant can be enough to block the adoption of a proposal. This
approach provides a built-in incentive for the majority to respect and to integrate
minority views and shifts the focus away from individual positions onto the collective
decision to be made. And, because the final decision reflects an integrated common
ground, consensus substantially reduces the divisions that result from dissatisfaction, and
agreement tends to be more widespread and long-lasting. This enhances the group’s abil-
ity to continue making good decisions in the future.

GOVERNANCE AT HCCS
Consensus of the whole community was the cornerstone of the first few years of the
Hilltown School. After several years of growth however, the school, needing a more for-
mal form of governance, developed a four “domain” structure to carry out all school
functions and to address issues: The Board of Trustees, Educational Domain,
Administrative Domain, and Family Domain. The Management Team, a representative
body from all Domains, was defined as a place to manage and enhance communication
among the domains and to coordinate “multi-domain” issues and decisions. The
Domain Council, composed of the Coordinators of all Domains is a body that makes
recommendations directly to the Board of Trustees regarding policy and budget.

Establishing and working with the four domains accomplished several goals related to
building a structure to support the school’s collaborative and cooperative goals: 

! Provide open access to all members of the community
! Provide a model of participatory deliberation and decision-making
! Provide clarity for where and how decisions are made.
! Provide clarity for how issues are discussed and initiatives can be presented to

the community 

A
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The work of each domain—with the exception of the Board of Trustees—is coordinated
by a paid administrator. A central challenge of each administrator is to navigate an opti-
mum balance between the need for efficiency, given the daily demands of management
engaged in ongoing dialogue with domain members, and consensus decision-making. 

The Board, by definition of the state charter school laws, is responsible for the mission,
educational philosophy, and major policies of the school. As such, it oversees and peri-
odically assesses the school’s finances, programs and management. 

The Educational Domain has responsibility for all aspects of the educational program,
including curriculum, grouping of students, space use, and student assessment. 

The Administrative Domain has responsibility for all non-educational operations of the
school, including financial management, physical plant, office and record-keeping, and
medical issues. 

Finally, the Family Domain’s purpose is particularly unique and central to fulfilling the
school’s community mission, that is, “to support and foster the cooperative, inclusive,
expressive culture of HCCS.” It is the primary structure for nurturing and coordinating
the involvement of school families and the greater “outside” community. Central to this
task is organizing and coordinating the Cooperative—the heart and core of the school.

FAMILY INVOLVEMENT AT THE HILLTOWN SCHOOL
While parent and community involvement has been basic to the school’s operation since
its founding, the domain structure helps HCCS effectively respond to increased school
size and the shifting priorities of a school moving beyond its founding mindset.
Following are some descriptions of how families are involved at the Hilltown School,
particularly as coordinated through the Family Domain as it strives to support the
greater cooperative, policy and procedural guidelines, as well as day-to-day administra-
tive and program management. 

MEMBERSHIP IN THE COOPERATIVE 
All parents are encouraged to become members of the governing cooperative, and through
this to join the Board of Trustees and other committees which make policy decisions. An
individual membership (renewable annually) in the Cooperative enables parents to partici-
pate in decision making at the annual meeting, including the selection of members to the
Board of Trustees and changes in the school’s by-laws. Membership also provides the frame-
work of an expectation of active parent participation at the school. Membership is based on
the investment of an average of at least four hours of volunteer work at the school per
month. 

Through the membership system, parents become involved in every aspect of the day to
day operation of the school. Not only are they invited into any classroom at virtually all
times, they are also involved in the hiring and annual evaluation of teachers and admin-
istrative staff. They hold the majority of places on the Board of Trustees and participate
in and chair many committees, including finance, long-range planning, personnel and
site. In addition, they are involved at the school through the teaching of mini-courses,
construction and repair of the facility, managing and coordinating community-service
projects, and initiating new programs within the educational domain. Over 90% of fam-
ilies at the school volunteer during the school year and in May, 2003, an impressive
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84% of the 109 families at Hilltown had one or more adult who was a member of the
cooperative—volunteering at least 4 hours a month at the school.

Information often equals power in an institution, and communication with families is a
high priority at the Hilltown School. Parents are asked to come into the building during
the school week to collect their children, view the bulletin boards and pick up school
mail from their individual mailboxes—a system that keeps parents directly in line with
information. Frequent e-mails, a weekly newsletter in the mailboxes and occasional mail-
ings also keep families up-to-date with what is happening throughout the school.
Summaries of all Board and Committee meetings are posed on bulletin boards within 48
hours of the meetings, so that there is plenty of opportunity for parents to make timely
responses to the actions being planned and taken. The fact that parents are invited into
the classrooms at almost any time greatly increases their access to information; they are
in the building that much more often. With this kind of information available, parents
have proven to be strong advocates for their children and for the school’s development. 

AN EXAMPLE OF THE PROCESS:The Hiring of Teachers
In keeping with the cooperative governance structure, parents are major participants in
the hiring of both teachers and administrative personnel. 

The Education Coordinator has the final authority to hire teachers, but the process
through which hiring decisions are made is clearly spelled out and includes full partici-
pation by both parents and existing staff. At HCCS the Hiring Committee for a teacher
consists of the Education Coordinator, a current teacher, a parent and a member of the
Board of Trustees (who may also be a parent). The members of this group read all the
resumes and letters received in response to advertising, and they rank the applicants on a
numeric scale. A meeting is held in which the committee discusses the resumes, and
schedules interviews with the candidates—those who receive the most top ratings and
those whom any member of the committee feels very strongly should be included. After
all the first interviews are finished, the committee decides, by consensus, which candi-
dates to invite back for a second round. 

If a candidate is selected he/she returns to the school to teach a sample lesson, which is
observed by the full committee and by the other teachers in the school. After the lesson,
the committee meets with the teachers to hear their response to the candidate. All par-
ents in the school are informed about the hiring process as it goes on and are invited to
an open meeting, after the sample lessons, to ask the candidates questions. Generally,
the open meetings are well attended and often they include many of the families whose
children will be in the new teacher’s classroom the following year. Afterwards the Hiring
Committee takes written responses from parents. Once this process has been completed,
the Hiring Committee meets again to arrive at consensus about whether to offer the
position to one of the candidates. Generally this process runs smoothly, but sometimes
more than one meeting is required. 

This may seem an extraordinary process in comparison with those used by most public
schools, but it is based on the assumption that both parents and teachers have signifi-
cant experience and knowledge to contribute, and that their opinions about who will be
the best teacher for a certain classroom are not only valid but essential. The hiring
process for the Administrator, Community Coordinator and Education Coordinator of
the school are very similar, with parents having a strong voice in the decision.
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CONCLUSION
The process and structure of governing at the Hilltown School is more cooperative and
democratic than those utilized in traditional schools. As a laboratory, the Hilltown School
is taking advantage of one of the most important aspects of charter school legislation: the
privilege to shift the power structure from one that is bureaucratic and hierarchical to one
that is more participatory and inclusive. Crucial to the success of these innovations is cre-
ating a culture of cooperation and involvement which in itself depends on such power
alterations. 

The possibility for implementing these ideas (in their richest sense) in other schools is
largely tied to the ability to model participatory systems throughout a school.
Administrative structures and decision-making processes must allow families and students
more control than is generally accommodated in traditional schools. 

What we have learned at the Hilltown Cooperative Charter School is that community is
about trust, involvement, and a collective commitment to working together. When the
system is structured to provide a variety of openings to parents and community mem-
bers—busy and burdened ones as well as those who are more available—and their con-
cerns are reflected in the life of the school, learning is a deep and rich experience. 

This is adapted from an article written in 2001 by Deirdre Pulgram Arthen, the Community
Coordinator at the Hilltown Cooperative Charter School. Andras Corban Arthen and Chris
Spicer, both past presidents of the Board of Trustees of the Hilltown Cooperative Charter
School. All three authors are also parents of students enrolled at the school. The full text of the
article is available on line at: www.masscharterschools.org

Observable Outcomes of the Practice

STUDENTS AND PARENTS CREATE CHANGE 
AT HILLTOWN
Our school was a K-6 school for the first 5 years of its exis-
tence. In 1999 when the first real class of students to go be
here throughout their school “career” reached sixth grade,
they decided that they didn’t want to leave yet and that the
school should expand to include grades 7 and 8. Some stu-

dents before them had had the same idea the past two years, but their parents had been
discouraged by a luke-warm reception, at best, from the administration and the Board of
Trustees.

This group of students didn’t want to take “no” for an answer so they asked their parents
for help. Over the course of several months the parents of almost every sixth grader in
the school worked together with the students to envisions a middle-school addition.
They built a proposal and took it to the Board of Trustees. They held a full community
meeting, talked with the teachers at staff meetings and built a committee that included
not only parents of those students, but members of the Board who were not parents and
parents of younger children as well. The process of gaining approval from the Board was
an intense one—there was not agreement among the Board or among the staff that the
addition should happen in the time frame that would serve this group of students. The
Board turned down the proposal outright one time and the students responded by pick-
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eting the school. Parents revised their proposal and brought it to the Board one more
time and it was approved in its modified form.

The 7-8 program has been in place at Hilltown now for four years. Those students who
created it have graduated and moved on to successful years in high school and the cur-
rent students in the class are learning and thriving in an environment that supports
them in many ways that a larger middle-school could  not. 

This collaboration of students, parents, staff and members of the Board of Trustees in
creating a major change in the educational structure of the school was built on the
school’s foundation of cooperation. All parties were experienced in listening to each
other and all parties had the expectation that their voice would be heard clearly. The
process itself was an education for the students in strategizing, planning and developing
a successful and high-stakes proposal in a respectful manner. The intense involvement
and commitment of the parents over the years modeled for the students a way to have
an impact on their own education and the governance structure of the school allowed
room for them to have an impact. 

TIPS: Advice to Other Schools for Implementing this Type of Practice

! Develop an “expectation of inclusion” in the parent
body—show parents that their voices are sought after, lis-
tened to and included in decision-making at the school.

! Choose parent representatives to attend and participate
in staff, committee and administrative meetings.

! Include parents in the hiring process for teachers and
administrators.

! Open classrooms to parents during the school day and train teachers in ways to use
their help when they’re there.

! Host a weekly in school “open house” or “coffee hour” for parents with staff present to
discuss current school issues or concerns.

! Regularly post minutes from administrative, committee and School Board meetings in
a Newsletter or on an accessible bulletin board.

! Hold regular community discussions and social events and for staff and parents
together so they can get to know each other and build trust.

Deirdre Pulgram Arthen, MA, is the Community Coordinator at the Hilltown Cooperative
Charter School where she supports the functioning of the participatory cooperative gover-
nance. She coordinates parent volunteers coming to the school, arranges workshops for par-
ents, plans community meetings and events, builds relationships between the school and other
community agencies and organizes community service learning projects and other volunteer
opportunities for students. She has been a parent at the school for 8 years and has held her
current position for the last 3.

Kate Richardson is the President of the Board of Trustees of Hilltown Cooperative Charter
School. She has been a parent at the school for 9 years and over that time has worked exten-
sively on the governance structure of the school. She also coaches Hilltown’s Ultimate Frisbee
team. 

T
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CARMEN SCHUMANN & LISSETTE AQUINO ! LAWRENCE FAMILY DEVELOPMENT CHARTER SCHOOL

Parents as Substitute Teachers 
in the Classroom

Practices That Support the Mission

PARENT TRAINING TO ASSIST LEARNING IN THE
CLASSROOM & HOME
Lawrence Family Development Charter School offers a
training program for parents of our students to introduce
them to the skills and responsibilities necessary to assist us
as emergency substitute teachers, recess monitors, class-
room volunteers and after-school program staff. During

this 15 hour program (5 sessions/3 hours each) parents are introduced to foundational
information in child development, school mission and policies, school discipline expec-
tations and the goals of each program. Parents are also given introductory information
regarding legal requirements of working or volunteering in a school environment with
particular emphasis on school restraint policies and the purpose of 51A. Parents learn
skills, which can be utilized in diverse school support positions and, of equal impor-
tance, for use at home in helping and encouraging their own children to greater academ-
ic achievement. C
Observable Outcomes of the Practice

! Parents have a better understanding of child develop-
ment—understanding age appropriate activities, language
use, physical change, age appropriate games, school and
household responsibilities, time for homework and bed-
time.

! Parents are introduced to and are able to apply behavior
management and discipline techniques, and develop an understanding of cultural and
legal differences regarding physical punishment, and the importance of high expecta-
tions for language and verbal skills.

MISSION OF THE SCHOOL

Strong families, working in partnership with the school as advocates

for academic achievement, will create an environment where every

child has the opportunity to acquire the foundation skills and habits 

of mind that foster life-long learning, citizenship participation, and 

personal fulfillment.

A

v
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! Comfort with asking open-ended questions to increase vocabulary, language skills,
conversation and problem solving at school and in the home.

! Increased readiness to use formal and informal learning opportunities in the home
(ex. games).

! Better understanding of the goals of Special Education resulting in an increased
willingness to accept school referral for SPED testing.

! Better understanding of the roles and responsibilities of teachers/staff.

! Feeling welcome in the school environment and a strong sense of ownership of the
school.

! Recognition that school validates their role as child’s first teacher.

! Marketable job skills with potential for growth.

TIPS: Advice to Other Schools for Implementing this Type of Practice

! Before embarking on this path, take the time to con-
vince school administrators that educating parents will
make them better partners in educating their children.

! Create time and space for parents to practice what they
have learned before you call them to substitute. For
example: Parents should shadow a classroom teacher and
then be observed practicing the skills they have learned.

! Parent substitutes will have fears around certain issues such as the legalities related to
disciplinary procedures. Ensure they have the tools and support they need to get the
job done.

! Recruit parents for the training program by showing them how the knowledge they
will acquire will provide them with job/income opportunities and skills they can use
to help their own children learn.

! Don’t mix participants with vastly different educational attainment levels in the same
training group.

! Ask program graduates who are substitute teaching for classroom feedback so you can
continuously evaluate and improve your program. C

Carmen Schumann, M.S. Administration, Head of Lower School—Lawrence Family
Development Charter School—has been involved for more than a decade in adult education
in the City of Lawrence. Trainer/Leader of Parent Mobilization Project—developing advoca-
cy skills for parent/founders of Lawrence Family Development Charter School. National pre-
senter on Parent Involvement in Education.

Lisette Aquino, Parent Outreach Coordinator, Lawrence Family Development Charter
School. Bachelors candidate at Springfield College, parent of students at Lawrence Family
Development Charter School, Ms. Aquino began as a volunteer through Project Read, trained
in the Substitute Teacher Program, and became the Assistant to the Family Center Program.

T
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MAT PILOTTE ATLANTIS CHARTER SCHOOL

Engaging Parents:
Practical Ideas from the Business World

Practices That Support the Mission

FAMILY LEARNING CENTER
An integral component of the Atlantis Charter School is its
Family Learning Center (FLC). The two full time FLC
staff members work together with parents and staff to
develop an annual plan of family services to be offered.
The programs coordinated through the FLC include family
oriented activities, fundraising, health, nutrition and litera-

cy, among others. The FLC also offers programs in collaboration with parents and sever-
al community organizations. The programs are designed based on parent feedback
received through the Family Activities Survey, completed at the start of the school year
and in collaboration with the teaching staff, the Health Office, administration and sup-
port staff. 

The Director of the Family Learning Center is directly responsible for all issues related
to the Family Learning Center, including student enrollment interviews, grant writing,
preparation of appropriate State reports, supervision of special programs and events, par-
ent volunteer program, community service projects, and development of family work-
shops. At Atlantis Charter School, the marriage of departmental collaboration and a
sound marketing approach ensures a high level of parent involvement and a strong
learning environment for Atlantis Charter School families.

Components of the Family Learning Center approach include:
 A safe, caring and welcoming environment that provides all students with a love for

learning and strategies to teach how to resolve conflicts in a non-violent manner.

 A Home and School Compact that formalizes the involvement of school, parents and
students, ensuring all parties participate in the delivery of educational services.

 A Family Learning Center that involves everyone in school—children, parents, teachers,
and administrators—as partners in achieving success for our students.

 Administrators who ensure that staff has time to collaborate, share and plan together.

MISSION OF THE SCHOOL

The mission of Atlantis Charter School is “to provide all children with

an education that is second to none, so they can become adaptable and

productive life-long learners.”

A
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Observable Outcomes of the Practice

Atlantis Charter School assesses itself on the basis of Goals,
Objectives and Performance measures for which quantifiable
data is collected. Attached is an example of the Family
Learning Center Performance measures for this year, with
their results. Cv

Atlantis Charter School, working in collaboration with parents and caregivers, will
maintain and expand the Family Learning Center to support student achievement and
provide families with access to educational, health, and social services.

OBJECTIVE 1: All families at Atlantis Charter School will participate in their
children’s education.

ASSESSMENT:
 Percentage of parents signing the Home and School Involvement Compact.
 Attendance at Parent/Teacher Conferences.
 Attendance at activities and workshops sponsored by the FLC. 
 Number of parents actively involved in the school’s committees and parent groups.
 Number of parents who participate in service learning activities.
 Attendance at school sponsored extra-curricular activities. 
 Number of parents who participate as members of the School Council.
 Number of parents who participated in interviews to hire new staff.

PROGRESS TOWARDS MEETING THE OBJECTIVE:
 100% of ACS parents signed the 2002-2003 Home and School Involvement

Compact.
 100% of ACS parents attended the parent/teacher conferences. 
 The School Council—with four parents and three students—met monthly

throughout the year.
 Family Learning Center Committee-with two parents (30%)—also met monthly

throughout the year.
 Assisted with the mobilization of our parent body towards the effort to defeat the

Charter School Moratorium.  
 Parents were members of the interview teams during the interviews to hire new

faculty and staff.
 Offered several educational and enrichment workshops, including:

“Even Start Literacy Program” in collaboration with the YMCA
“I’m A Healthy Decision Maker” (Community Development & Recreation)
“Traffic & Safety Workshop” (2 part series with the FRPD)
“IDENT-A-KID Services of America”
“Taking Control: Financial Management” (The Speakers’ Bureau)
“Family Craft Nights” (Parent Coordinated)
“Let Sleep Work For You-MCAS testing and the importance of sleep”
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“Book Time With Ronald McDonald” (Bump A Nose Productions)
“FOODPLAY” (Health and Nutrition Series)
“Healthy Smiles Dental Program” (HealthFirst Family Care Center)
“Creative Memories” (Parent Coordinated)

OBJECTIVE 2: The Family Learning Center will increase the scope and level of
volunteer activities available to parents.

ASSESSMENT:
 Review of the volunteer database and parent sign-in logs to verify how many fami-

lies performed a minimum of six hours of volunteer work per year.

PROGRESS TOWARDS MEETING THE OBJECTIVE:
 The database for monitoring volunteer participation was revised and is currently

operational.
 The level of volunteer opportunities was stratified to accommodate the schedules

of ACS families. 
 Families performed at least six hours of volunteer work at the school. Others,

whose schedules did not permit it, baked items for various school events and pur-
sued donation opportunities.

OBJECTIVE 3: The Family Learning Center will develop and implement the
School/Community Service Learning Program.

ASSESSMENT:
 The number of community service partnerships established. 
 The number of parents and students actively participating in the projects as evi-

denced by the sign-in logs.

PROGRESS TOWARDS MEETING THE OBJECTIVE:
 Students and parents participated in a great number of community service

activities, among which were the following:
 “Make a Difference Day” Atlantis Charter School Salutes Our Heroes
 Food Drive for Citizens for Citizens Food Pantry 
 Alan Shawn Feinstein National Food Drive Challenge
 Box Tops for Education
 Card making for police officers, firefighters and overseas troops. 

 Established and maintained community partnerships including:
 Even Start
 The Trustees of Reservations (Bioreserve Project) 
 The Fall River Homeless Coalition
 Fall River Public Access Television
 Carousel Family Fun Center
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Atlantis Charter School recently made a connection with an organization called Off the
Curb, which dedicates itself to building self esteem and confidence in young people
through dance. During an 8-week after school program, Off the Curb works with stu-
dents of Atlantis Charter School to teach various styles of dance and self expression
while reinforcing their message. At the end of the program, students are invited to per-
form in a community presentation, represent their school and perform with a profes-
sional dance company. 
 Excellent student performance.
 Students who display self-discipline and responsibility for their own actions and

demonstrate an understanding of, and commitment to, civic responsibility.
 Established community resources and partnerships.
 Increased level of volunteer activities and parent involvement. Work cooperatively

with all staff members and families to provide educational and enrichment programs
and workshops. 

 Strong involvement in the School/Community Service Learning Program helps our
students understand the importance of helping others in their community who are
less fortunate. 

OBJECTIVE 4: The ACS Family Learning Center will provide events that create
a cohesive relationship among students, families and faculty members.

ASSESSMENT:
 Number of events presented.
 Number of parents who attend the parenting education programs.
 Workshop evaluations.

PROGRESS TOWARDS MEETING THE OBJECTIVE:
 The Family Learning Center works to develop and present a series of appropriate

and timely events that foster a community environment among the Atlantis
Charter School family. 

 Holiday Craft Fair
 Harvest Dance
 Providence Bruins Night
 Beauty and the Beast
 Book Bingo and Holiday Cookie Swap
 Student and Staff Talent Show
 Spring Fever Dance
 Spring Health and Craft Fair
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TIPS: Advice to Other Schools for Implementing this Type of Practice

 Recruit and retain talented and highly dedicated faculty
and staff.

 Know your families by increasing your visibility/availabili-
ty at events, programs, workshops, the media, open house
events, parent groups, involvement with committees, etc.

 Create a welcoming environment (serving food at events
always helps).

 Know your community resources and organizations by joining community committees.
Further information, specific to your community, can be obtained through your Chamber
of Commerce (which may also have an education committee).

 Add “Marketing” to your job description. Sometimes the idea of parent involvement
needs to be sold.

Mat Pilotte came to Atlantis Charter School from previous careers in health care and business.
His Principal observed that in Mat, “I think we’ve struck gold,” when he took on his role as
Director of the Family Learning Center. 
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PAM KILLILEA & ROSA PAYES LOWELL COMMUNITY CHARTER SCHOOL

Language and Culture: 
Multi-Cultural Challenges 
& Opportunities

Practices That Support the Mission

Intensive, focused efforts to teach basic skills (with the goal
of all students reading at or above grade level by 3rd grade)
and encourage early learning by supporting both students
and parents. LCCS uses techniques developed by The
Success for All Foundation® of Baltimore, MD. The mate-
rial presented here illustrates several Success for All® prin-
ciples:  how the Success for All® Facilitator (Pam Kilillea)

and staff reach out individually to parents to bring them into the educational process,
how family members become Volunteer Readers and Volunteer Listeners for other chil-
dren, and how the Family Support Team uses a strengths-based approach in handling
issues in the classroom. More information about Success for All® can be found on their
website at www.successforall.net.

MISSION OF THE SCHOOL

The mission of the Lowell Community Charter School (LCCS) is to

prepare children for success as students, citizens, and workers by pro-

viding a supportive, challenging, multicultural learning environment that

integrates the strengths of Lowell’s diverse communities and cultures.

LCCS promotes high academic achievement in each of the areas

addressed by the Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks—including

English; reading & language arts; writing; mathematics; science; health &

fitness; world languages; art; and music—as well as character and ethics.

The school also places special emphasis on the contributions that immi-

grants have made to the American society and on the culture, language,

and history of the Southeast Asian and Latino peoples who comprise a

substantial portion of Lowell’s present day population. LCCS actively

promotes the joy of discovery and creativity in the learning process,

and integrates the use of technology into aspects of instruction.

Learning is further enhanced through a longer school day and an

extended year.

A
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OUTREACH TO INDIVIDUAL FAMILIES (Second Cup of Coffee)
Second Cup of Coffee evolved as a way to encourage parents who dropped off their chil-
dren off each morning to begin to know the school and staff better. At LCCS we sched-
ule this once a month. We have shown appreciation in a variety of ways. We have passed
out school magnets, school pins (created by a student), a cup of coffee, school pencils
and many other creative ideas that show our appreciation to parents. 

In starting Second Cup of Coffee there are a few things that we recommend. First,
establish a team that is available once a month. You may choose to do this on a rotating
basis, however having this team in place will help in the planning for the year. Second,
chose the ways you would like to show appreciation. At LCCS we meet during the sum-
mer to plan the activities and dates. It is a nice time to get together and plan for a posi-
tive start to the upcoming school year. Third, enjoy yourself. Meeting parents is an
essential part in the success of any school. Please keep in mind that you may need to
chase cars down the street in the beginning because parents are unsure of this type of
positive approach. The results of your efforts will ensure the parental involvement that
each school desires.

VOLUNTEER READING PROGRAM C
A component of Success For All ® is that all students are required to read for a mini-
mum of 20 minutes night. This is monitored by homeroom teachers and reported back
to the reading facilitator. The information is then reviewed and students are identified if
they are in need of a volunteer reader. Some reasons they may not be reading is because
of language issues at home or literacy levels of parents. In order to ensure that all stu-
dents are reading, we have parents that volunteer their time to read with certain stu-
dents. 

If students are not reading at home it puts them at a significant disadvantage. The more
exposure a child has to literature, the more prepared they will be for higher grades. A
student relies on their parents to expose them to a variety of experiences and different
types of literature. If a parent cannot provide these experiences for their child, we feel it
is our responsibility to fill that void. One parent that has been a positive role model for
these students has been involved in our Volunteer Reading Program since September.
She has given numerous students the experiences needed to be successful readers. She
comes to school every morning @ 7:30 and reads with a group of 4-6 students. As she
spends time with alternating students, the other children are reading to each other. The
students are receiving experiences that they would otherwise not have. When students
read to each other they work on specific skills that they are taught in reading class. This
parent has a solid knowledge of our reading program and relays those skills to the chil-
dren she works with. It is this commitment that makes LCCS a unique experience.

It is another goal that we have a minimum of twenty volunteer readers throughout the
school year. In talking with this parent, she has noted the remarkable progress that she
has seen over the last few months. She has seen how Success For All ® has worked with
her group as well as her own child. Students are taught strategies to become independ-
ent, critical thinkers. These strategies are implemented and modeled by teachers and
parents. It is because of this commitment by parents that help make our school a suc-
cess.
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FAMILY SUPPORT PROCESS  C
The Success For All ® program has found that the partnership of the Reading Program
and the Family Support Program has proven effective in achieving significant reductions
in the numbers of referrals to Special Education, especially in the category of learning
disabilities. The Family Support team meets on a weekly basis to assess individual stu-
dents and to develop intervention plans to increase student achievement. All referrals
submitted to the Family Support Team are assessed, a plan of action is developed and
implemented, and the plan is reviewed in a timely manner until the problems are
resolved. Please see the attached Solution Sheet Cto review the areas that are covered
during the meeting. Also, a more detailed explanation of the process can be found at
www.SuccessforAll.net. The meeting takes approximately 30 minutes and involves the
Family Support Team and the parent(s). Parent(s) are a critical component of the meet-
ing and need to be present to ensure that the goal of the meeting is supported at home. 

Observable Outcomes of the Practice

As I speak to reading teachers that have students in the
Volunteer Reading Program, the success of the program is
remarkable. Teachers have noted that the difference in their
students reading abilities is commendable. Students are
more confident in their approach to reading. ESL students
are more comfortable in reading stories and are able to ask
questions in a small group setting. The individualized

attention they receive is an invaluable component of the program. 

TIPS: Advice to Other Schools for Implementing this Type of Practice

 Establish a team with a designated leader to implement
and evaluate each component.

 Schedule periodic check-ins to allow opportunity for
feedback and evaluation.

 Implement all components consistently. Follow through
is imperative to ensure the success of student progress.

Pam Killilea has been at the Lowell Community Charter School since it’s opening in August
2000. Pam began as a Kindergarten Teacher and has since moved into the Success for All ®Reading Facilitator position. Pam ensures that the reading program is in full implementa-
tion. She is also responsible for the tutoring program, Family Support component and manag-
ing the Reading First Grant.      

Rosa Payes is the parent of three beautiful girls ranging in ages from 6-10 years old. Two of
her daughters attend the Lowell Community Charter School. Rosa got involved with the
Lowell Community Charter School as a parent and for two years was President of the Parent
Advisory Board. Presently, Rosa works for LCCS as the Office Manager and an active parent.
She is also one of the translators at the school. She translates for parents at Family Support
Meetings, Parent Teacher Conferences, and daily interactions with families.
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FELICIA SMITH & CHRISTINE HARDMON NEIGHBORHOOD HOUSE CHARTER SCHOOL

The Family Learning Contract:  
A Tool to Support Parent Volunteerism &
Parent Accountability

Practices That Support the Mission

FAMILY LEARNING CONTRACT
The school supports a strong partnership between home
and school and encourages parent involvement. NHCS
uses a Family Learning Contract, Ca contract which
outlines the requirements for students to be successful at
NHCS and also holds parents accountable. In 2002, a con-
sultant was hired to give the school feedback on parent

volunteerism. The purpose of the survey was to learn ways in which the school could
better meet the need of parents, with a particular emphasis on how parents would like to
be involved with school.  From the findings we developed and implemented a revised
Family Learning Contract Cwhich we now feel is a more enforceable document.  The
new Family Learning Contract is a tool enabling the school to focus more on 
community building through parent volunteerism along with the clear expectations of
parents.

The Family Services Coordinator is now able to present clear consequences if parents do
not adhere to the Family Learning Contract, which requires parents to volunteer among
other things. 

“Non-compliance with this contract may result in a meeting with the Headmaster
to determine the appropriateness of your child’s placement at NHCS. Failure to
comply may also impact eligibility or other financial assistance available through
NHCS.”

MISSION OF THE SCHOOL

The mission of the Neighborhood House Charter School is to offer a

quality education to a diverse community of Boston children through a

neighborhood based school that integrates education with social servic-

es and health care programs for the benefit of students and families

with otherwise limited educational opportunities.

In pursuing this mission, the NHCS commits to developing innovative

practices and sharing these with other public schools to improve public

education for all students.

A
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Observable Outcomes of the Practice

Last year was the first year we tracked the information
and this year we are making it a priority to increase
parent involvement.

However, we have seen that families are more likely to get
involved if they have a clear idea of the expectations and if
they are approached individually. Parents are now aware of

how many hours they are required to fulfill and the various ways to volunteer. They
have a general sense of this information by the start of school. Not only are parents
aware of ways they can volunteer but teachers are more aware of ways to utilize parents. 
This year there is so much more excitement around parent volunteerism. Parents are
calling and informing teachers and staff the days they are available to volunteer and are
actually looking forward to volunteering. They are coming up with suggestions and ways
they can actually get involved. Since the Family Learning Contract has been revised, par-
ents have actually commented that they didn’t know there were so many ways to get
involved. Some parents thought they were just needed for bake sales and chaperoning
trips. Parents enjoy having the option of volunteering outside of their child’s classroom.
One of the many great benefits of being an involved parent is the fact that your child
expects you to get involved and revels at the possibility of seeing  and knowing mommy
or daddy is an involved parent at his/her school and other students start to expect the
same from their parents.  

TIPS: Advice to Other Schools for Implementing this Type of Practice

 Have a contact person who is easily accessible, someone
other than the classroom teacher. Parents should feel
comfortable approaching this person for ideas and sug-
gestions on ways to volunteer. The contact person
should be in charge of collecting the information and
keeping track of the volunteer hours, which requires
periodic check-ins with classroom teachers through out 

the school year. This person’s office should also be easily accessible. It should be near a
high traffic area, where parents pick-up or drop off students, close to the entrance of the
school. 

 Have a ready list of ideas for parents to volunteer. C This list should include com-
mittees, suggestions and leave room for ideas. Parents should pick from this list and
return it to the classroom teacher. It is important that a copy of the form is given
back to the parent (just as a reminder).

 It is also important to talk to staff and teachers about ways they can utilize parent
volunteers and encourage them to approach parents individually (face- to- face con-
tact, email, telephone calls or notices individually addressed, etc.) instead of sending
home general information requesting parent volunteers.

 Through out the school year parents should be reminded to volunteer. It should be
announced at school-wide events and should also come from classroom teachers and
administration. 

T

v
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 Acknowledgement of parents that have volunteered-certificates, names printed in
school newspaper or displayed through-out the school.

 It should be stated clearly why it is important to volunteer. Research shows that when
parents are involved children do better in school.

Felicia Smith has worked at the Neighborhood House Charter School for the past four years
as the Family Services Coordinator. Her primary role is to increase parental involvement and
act as a liaison/mediator for parents. Felicia manages the Parent Center which is a resource
room for parents. Among her many duties, she manages the recruitment and outreach for
NHCS, which has over 1900 students awaiting enrollment. She attends monthly Parent
Council Gatherings and is a member of Math Task Force and Student Support Team. She
organized and created, several annual family and school-wide events such as Family Night at
the Fleet Center, Coffee Hour with the Headmaster and the End of the Year BBQ to name a
few.

Christine Hardmon is one of many involved parents at NHCS. This is her second year as a
parent at NHCS. She has a son in the 2nd grade and is looking forward to many involved
years as a NHCS parent. She fully understands in order for her child to be successful and suc-
ceed she must be an involved parent, which is why she volunteered to be co-chair of the
Parent Council.
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Planning 
the Action

GO TO THE PEOPLE

LIVE AMONG THEM

LEARN FROM THEM

LOVE THEM

START WITH WHAT THEY KNOW

BUILD FROM WHAT THEY HAVE

BUT OF THE BEST LEADERS

WHEN THE TASK IS ACCOMPLISHED

THEIR WORK IS DONE

THE PEOPLE REMARK

WE HAVE DONE IT OURSELVES.    

-OLD CHINESE PROVERB

83
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A ction Planning is a set of steps
by which individuals or groups
can structure a project or inno-
vation that they wish to imple-

ment. It is a way to think about what they
want to accomplish and what is needed to
get there. There are many models of
Action Planning and Action Research
available in the worlds of education, busi-
ness, management and consulting, includ-
ing a comprehensive model for the educa-
tion world described by Joyce Epstein and
others in School, Family and Community
Partnerships:  Your Handbook for Action
(2). Anyone who wishes to make change
needs to have an Action Plan from which
to work and from which to review and
modify their approach.

Joyce Epstein, et al. in School, Family and
Community Partnerships: Your Handbook
for Action (2) points to some areas of
research that have shown how important
partnering is to children’s academic func-
tioning. As a central tenet of school
achievement, students need “multiple
sources of support” in order to succeed.
Bringing parents into this environment is
not so obvious or easy. In addition,
Epstein notes that teachers and adminis-
trators are often resistant to increasing
parent involvement and since parents vary
in how much they are initially involved,
they must actively reach out in order to
involve all families. 

We have seen in our own charter school
communities that parent involvement,
although often mandated, can vary greatly
depending on factors related both to what
the parents bring and how the school staff
and leaders relate to their communities.
Especially in immigrant communities, out-
reach activities must be tailored to the

strengths and interests of parents and
appropriate to their cultures or families
will not respond. In short, as Epstein puts
it “programs will be most useful to schools
and to families if they are customized,
comprehensive, and continually improved
to help meet important goals for stu-
dents.” (2, p. 162)

In Epstein’s model it is suggested that each
school organize and support an “Action
Team for Partnerships.”  This is a group
composed of a variety of participants (she
suggests 6-12), chosen for their energy and
diversity, from the school and the wider
community who can commit themselves
to addressing the needs and goals of the
school and the students. This group is the
central planning and organizing body that
sets innovations in motion, can recruit
help when necessary and is responsible for
evaluating, adapting and re-evaluating
decisions and activities. Students are
included in the Action Team at the high
school level. An Action Team such as
Epstein describes is comparable to a stake-
holder group in a business or non-profit
environment and is most effective when it
contains all voices with an interest in stu-
dent success. 

LEVELS OF ACTION RESEARCH
One component of Action Research that is
prominent in the business community and
in Epstein’s model is the necessity to eval-
uate a practice once it is in place with the
understanding that steps that are taken
may seem right but will always need to be
tailored to a particular environment, com-
munity or situation. Once a practice is
chosen and begun, the team that has been
responsible for it must then decide
whether it has been effective. To do this,
some evidence must be gathered, either in

What is Action Planning?
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the form of data or other feedback. If the
practice has been successful, it needs to be
integrated into the rest of the system. If it
is judged to have not been successful, it
needs to be re-evaluated and steps taken to
change or reject the process. The team
needs to be able to reflect on its own
activity and take appropriate next steps.

Action Planning or Action Research is an
on-going, cyclical process that takes the
commitment of a team of participants
who are able to work in a collaborative,
respectful manner over time. Epstein’s
book has a wide variety of exercises, evalu-
ation forms, timetables and other wonder-
ful suggestions for developing appropriate
Action Teams, conducting workshops to
build team spirit and team skills and
many, many suggestions for practice inno-
vations.

OUR ACTION PLANNING MODEL
The Project for School Innovation
At our conference on October 1, 2003,
the Action Planning model that was used
was presented by one of the “Many Faces
of Parent Involvement” project partners,
Michael Rothman of the Project for
School Innovation. The Project for School
Innovation has used its model over several
years to bring together schools wishing to
create program innovations and help them
tease apart, then put back together how
they accomplished their goals in order to
help other schools replicate successful
practices. Through its Educators Sharing
Success program, PSI has supported this
process and has published related books
on subjects such as character education,
“KidLab,” a science education practice,
individualized student assessment tech-
niques, inclusion and others. 

As the last activity at our “Many Faces”
conference, Michael Rothman, the
Director of PSI, walked participants
through their own Action Planning
process. The project was fortunate to have
the support of this dynamic presenter in
order to help conference attendees take the
practices learned that day and translate
them into individualized approaches and
activities to develop at their schools.

“ Anyone who wishes to make change needs to have an Action Plan from which to

work and from which to review and modify their approach.”



86

On the next pages you will find a version
of the Project for School Innovation’s
Action Planning Guide. The descriptions
of the steps and activities are fairly clear
and should make sense in most environ-
ments. A few comments are in order, how-
ever:  

1. The steps spelled out in this Action
Plan Guide should be taken seriously.
In the initial stages of planning, merely
fulfilling the activities listed in these
steps can help to determine whether an
idea is doable or to point out what pre-
liminary actions need to take place
before it is.

2. PSI refers to a “team” in discussing
these Action Planning steps. While PSI
is not referring specifically to the Joyce
Epstein “Action Team” model, the for-
mation of a team effort is still impor-
tant. It is very difficult to implement a
new practice with just one or two peo-
ple who think it is a good idea. At the
very least, support is needed from an
administrative perspective, as well as in
thinking through the implications of a
practice. Deciding on the membership
of the team is an important preliminary
step. In addition, working from a team
spreads out the responsibility for
accomplishing the goal, rather than suc-
cess or failure falling on one or two
“super-people.”

3. All of the material used by the Project
for School Innovation is contained in
this section of our manual. However,
the spaces provided in which to write,
both boxes and groups of lines, have
been significantly minimized to con-
serve space here. Anyone wishing to use
the actual Project for School Innovation

material should contact its Director,
Michael Rothman, at the address below.
Otherwise, please do not take the mini-
mal spaces provided here as limits on
what you, your team or your partici-
pants can use for your own school
processes.

Michael Rothman, Director
Project for School Innovation
An Initiative of Neighborhood House
Charter School

197A Centre Street
Dorchester, MA  02124
Tel: 617-825-0703 x246   
Fax: 617-474-1103
email: PSI@psinnovation.org
www.psinnovation.org

This material is printed with permission of the
Project for School Innovation.
Readers have permission to use these materials
in Action Planning processes at their schools.
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STEP 1. GOALS
In figuring just how you will implement
your practice, it is important to be clear
about what your goals are.  Your goals are
divided into two sections.  Teaching goals
describe how you expect teaching at your
school to improve as a result of imple-
menting the practice.  Learning goals
describe how you expect learning at your
school to improve as a result of imple-
menting the practice.

STEP 2. LANDSCAPE
The second step in developing your action
plan is to analyze the landscape in which
you plan to implement the practice.  It
helps to think of this in four areas: the
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and
threats that will help or hinder your
efforts.  This will help you to be most
effective in making change occur.

STEP 3. PRACTICE
Now that you know your goals and envi-
ronment, lay out exactly what it is you
want to accomplish.  Start by describing
the basics of the practice you want to put
in place and how you are building off of
what you have learned from other schools.

STEP 4. BENCHMARKS
The fourth step in developing your action
plan is to lay out key benchmarks.  This
should not go into high level of detail, but
should give you a roadmap with the major
milestones that will help you know
whether you are on course to reach your
goals over time.

STEP 5. ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES
The fifth step in developing your action
plan is to consider what the key roles and
responsibilities are and how you will
divide them up among members of your
team.  By taking responsibility for action
that grows out of the goals, benchmarks,
and landscape, you help ensure that the
ideas you develop here will turn into
action when you return to your school.

STEP 6. BASELINE
Finally, before you start implementing
your Action Plan, it is important to have
baseline data.  This is the information that
will serve as a starting point so that when
you look back on what you have done a
year from now, you will be able to tell
whether you made the progress and had
the impact that you intended.

PROJECT FOR SCHOOL INNOVATION
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Teaching Goals
One year from now, how will you know if this practice has had the intended impact on
teaching? Be as specific and concrete as possible—try to use numbers and focus on
something that you can actually observe. Identify no more than 2-4 goals.

GOAL

1.

2.

3.

4.

Learning Goals
If you have a separate goal for student learning, what is it? One year from now, how will
you know if this practice has had the intended impact on students? Be as specific and con-
crete as possible—try to use numbers and focus on something that you can actually
observe.  Identify no more than 2-4 goals.

GOAL

1.

2.

3.

4.
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What is the practice you are planning to put in place? Write a brief paragraph describing
what it will look like once it is in place.

What are a few of the specific ideas that you got from other schools in developing this plan?
How do these ideas then appear in your plan? Write down 3-5 specific elements below.

Strengths
What strengths does your school team bring that will help make this easier to accom-
plish? What strengths do others at your school bring?

Weaknesses
What weaknesses at your school will make it challenging to make this happen? What
reasons would others have to challenge this practice?  

Opportunities
What else is coming up in the future at your school that will make it easier to do this? 

Threats
What will be happening at your school next year that could get in the way of this
succeeding?

STEP 3. PRACTICE

What’s Happening at Other School  How We Will Use It at Our School
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Implementation Benchmarks
In Step 3, you picked a practice. Pick important points in time when you will be able to
check whether you are making the progress you want towards implementing that prac-
tice.  For instance, if teachers will all be using a new curriculum by the middle of the
year, you may set a benchmark of having everyone trained in that curriculum by
November. (Feel free to use the back of pages to add additional benchmarks if needed.)

Preparation: Prior to Implementation
What will you need to do to be fully prepared when it is time to begin implementation?

Date/Event Benchmark

1.

2.

3.

Pilot Implementation
What will you do to first implement the practice? This should be done at a “pilot” scale,
and reflect the plans you describe in the third column under Step 1.

Date/Event Benchmark

1.

2.

3.

Review and Sharing Results
What will you do to collect, review, and share results so that others at the school can
decide whether it makes sense for more of the school? This may include dates before,
during, and after implementation.

Date/Event Benchmark

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.
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Teaching/Learning Benchmarks
In Step 1, you set Teaching and Learning Goals.  Pick three points in time when you
will be able to check whether you are making progress towards your learning goals.  For
instance, if you expect students to make at least one grade level progress in reading,
what can you use halfway through the year to see if they are moving in the right direc-
tion?  What you’re your benchmarks be?  When will you check, and what will you look
for to be satisfied that you are making adequate progress?

Date/Event Benchmark

1.

2.

3.

What are the most important things that you will need to do to put your practice in
place in such a way that you reach your benchmark or benchmarks?  What is the most
logical way to assign responsibility among the members of your school team in order to
be sure that this will happen?

Activity Completion Date Person Responsible

You can’t know where you are trying to end up if you don’t know where you are starting!
In Step 1, you set goals. Jot down what those goals were in the first column below.

For each of the goals you have set, what is your starting point? If you can, express that
starting point as a numerical figure. For instance, if you are expecting to increase stu-
dents’ reading level, what is the current average reading level for students at each grade?
If you are expecting to reduce absenteeism, what is the current absentee rate? If you can,
write this in the second column.

Often, it is difficult to find data to quantify your starting point. If this is the case, where
do you think you could find the data? Is it available in records kept by the school? Is it
something you could get by surveying students, parents, or teachers?  Is it something
you could get by observing students or teachers? Write this in the third column.

Goal (from Step 1) Starting Point Source of Data

STEP 5. ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITES

STEP 6: BASELINE DATA
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Method 
 
The Lawrence Family Development Charter School parent involvement survey was conducted from October 2002 
until March 2003, following a 6 month planning and writing process. It was created and conducted by Robert 
Apsler, Ph.D., President of Social Science Research & Evaluation, Inc. and a faculty member of Harvard Medical 
School, and Jacquelin Apsler, M.Ed., MBA, an educator.  The data was analyzed by the Apslers and staff from the 
Lawrence Family Development Charter School.   
 
The survey was constructed from a series of interviews with charter schools that had gone through the re-
chartering process and which had reported good success involving parents with their schools.  This interview 
information was then categorized under the “Framework of Six Types of Involvement” developed by Joyce 
Epstein’s National Network of Partnership Schools (2) and formatted into a questionnaire to be answered by 
parents, teachers, school administrators and other school staff at Massachusetts charter schools.  The survey 
questions were described earlier in this manual in the “About the Survey” section of the Introduction and the 
English version of the actual survey can be found in the Conclusions and Resources section.  The survey was also 
translated into Khmer and Spanish and made available in all three languages.   
 
The survey was sent either directly to parents and teachers from a mailing list provided by the school or distributed 
by a school administrator on a random basis to parents and school staff.  All responses were anonymous and were 
sent directly to the Apsler research team for processing.  The respondents were asked to provide only the name of 
their school in order to keep track of where responses were originating. 

 
NUMBERS:    

How many surveys were distributed and how many were returned? 
Number of participating schools:       25 of 27 targeted charter schools 
Number of surveys distributed:          2,300  
Response rate:                                      41% (950 completed questionnaires) 
 

DEMOGRAPHICS: 
Who were the people responding to the survey? 

Gender:    90% of parents and 75% of staff were female. 
Where educated?:   14% of parents and 3% of staff were educated only outside the United States 
Educational level:   80% of parents had post-secondary school education 
Diversity of parents: 63% white; 26% Hispanic/Latino; approx. 3% African-American 
Diversity of staff: 83% white; 9% Hispanic/Latino; approx. 3% African-American 
 

 
 
Survey Results 
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SURVEY RESULTS 
 
In general, responses to the parent involvement practices described in this survey were overwhelmingly positive.  
Most of the respondents marked “slightly agree” or “strongly agree” with most of the statements, which were 
phrased, “A Charter School should…”  Figure 1 presents this general overview of the responses to the questions 
phrased in this manner.  Further analysis was performed on these data to understand the finer points of 
respondents’ opinions.  It should also be noted that some of the questions (those focusing on the role of parents 
in decision-making, questions about the frequency of school/home activities and questions about obstacles) were 
phrased and answered differently and will be reported upon later in this section. [Please see actual survey at the 
end of the Manual for phrasing of the actual questions.] 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

         
In Figure 1 it is apparent that almost all of the practices were approved of by both parents and school personnel at 
least 50% of the time. 
 
Looking a bit more closely, however, it is possible to evaluate which of the 26 practices presented to the 
respondents were viewed the most favorably.  Figure 2 shows the same list of practices, but this time the data 
show the percentage of respondents who marked “strongly agree” (as opposed to combining all positive 
responses, slightly agree plus strongly agree, in Figure 1.)  [Please see actual survey at the end of the Manual for 
phrasing of the actual questions.] 
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In Figure 2 there is more variation apparent and it is possible to perceive some differences in how these practices 
are viewed by parents and school staff.  For example, it appears that while school staff said that it is important to 
learn about families’ culture (approx. 61%), parents rated this item only at about the 46% level.  Similarly, the issue 
of “providing translations” to non-English speaking parents was rated at 67% by staff and only at about 47% by 
parents, indicating that school personnel and parents may have different priorities. 
 
 
Most Favored Categories 
 
In general, Communicating, Volunteering and Learning at Home were the 3 most valued categories of the 6 
in the Joyce Epstein framework, with almost all of the most favored practices (14/16 for parents and 13/18 for 
school personnel) falling within those 3 categories. 
 
Surprisingly to LFDCS staff creating this survey, the whole category of Parenting was less favorably ranked than 
any other.  Of the 3 items in this category that describe the variety of services, workshops and courses that schools 
might provide, all 3 received among the lowest favorability ratings in the whole survey.  Only the questions about 
“providing substitute teacher training,” (an admittedly unique practice developed at LFDCS) and “training parents 
for governing” (a complicated issue to be discussed later) were ranked lower overall in the survey.  Again, this 
seems to reflect on schools providing what parents actually want rather than trying to provide what they think that 
parents want.   For example, 87.3% of LFDCS respondents strongly agreed or slightly agreed that a charter school 
should offer training for parents to become substitute teachers.  Clearly, parents at LFDCS want substitute teacher 
training. 
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Most favored practices 
 
Figure 3 below  is a chart which ranks the practices on the basis of favorability, starting from the most favorably 
ranked (those marked “strongly agree” more than 70% of the time) and is followed by Figure 4 which lists those in 
the next level down, namely practices ranked  “strongly agree” by 50% to 70% of the respondents.  Thus the 
following two charts compare rankings of practices chosen by parents and school personnel from first through 
18th on our survey (taking into account that there were several ties.) 
 

Figure 3:  Top 7 Parent Involvement Practices - 70% or greater favorability Parents & School Personnel 

 
rank 

 
Parents:  
 “A Charter School should… 

% 
strongly 
agree 

 
rank 

 
School personnel       
 “A Charter School should… 

% 
 strongly 
agree 

1 Invite Parents to volunteer for specifics 
(V) 

77.4 1 Invite parents to volunteer for specifics (V) 82.3 

2 Ask parents how they want to volunteer 
(V) 

75.0 2 Ask parents how they want to volunteer (V) 81.7 

3 Learning plan at least 1/yr  (C) 74.1 3 Have a written parent involvement policy (V) 73.4 
4 Give info for helping with homework 

(L@H) 
73.7 4 tie Maintain a website (C) 72.4 

5 Utilize parent expertise (V) 71.7 4 tie Give info for helping w/ homework (L@H) 72.4 
6 tie Maintain website (C) 70.1 5 Partner with citizens and agencies (CC) 71.4 
6 tie Provide assignment books (L@H) 70.1 6 Sign a contract re: roles (C) 70.9 

(codes: P= parenting; V=volunteering; C=communicating; L@H=learning at home; CC=collaborating with the community D-M=decision-making)  
 
 
 

Figure 4:  2nd Tier Parent Involvement Practices - 50%-70% favorability Parents & School Personnel 
 
rank 

 
Parents         
“A Charter School should… 

% 
strongly 
agree 

 
rank 

 
School personnel        
 “A Charter School should… 

% 
strongly 
agree 

7 Partner w/citizens and agencies (CC) 69.1 7 Provide translations (C) 67.0 
8 Contact parents for good things (C) 66.8 8 Contact parents for good things (C) 66.2 
9 Community service part of learning (CC) 64.4 9 Provide assignment books (L@H) 64.0 
10 Have a written pt involvement policy (V) 62.8 10 Utilize parents’ expertise (V) 63.9 
11 Sign a contract re: roles (C) 62.1 11 Community service part of learning (CC) 62.1 
12 Schedule frequent meetings open to all(C) 59.7 12 Learn about culture (P) 60.6 
13 Regular informational meetings (C) 59.5 13 Establish a  resource center for parents (P) 60.1 
14 Give parents homework assignments  

(L@H) 
56.7 14 tie Learning plan at least 1/yr (C) 56.7 

15 Offer workshops for helping kids (L@H) 55.3 14 tie Regular informational meetings (C) 56.7 
16 Establish a resource center for parents(P) 53.2 15 Offer workshops for helping kids (L@H) 55.7 
   16 Organize community events (CC) 50.2 
(codes: P= parenting; V=volunteering; C=communicating; L@H=learning at home; CC=collaborating with the community D-M=decision-making) 
 
Although there is some variation in choice among these practices, in fact, 11 of the top 12 are the same for both 
parents and school personnel, namely: 
 
Volunteering 

 Parents should be invited to volunteer for specific activities as needed (e.g. chaperoning, clerical help, 
“handyman” tasks, book fairs, cooking, fundraising, etc.) 

 
 Parents should be asked for ways in which they would like to volunteer: 

 
 A charter school should utilize parents’ expertise to teach enrichment workshops, provide career 

examples, develop internships for students, become reading or writing mentors, etc.: 
 
Communicating 

 A charter school should maintain a website with essential, up-to-date information 
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 Each student, the student’s parents, and the charter school should sign a contract stating everyone’s role 
in the student’s education.   

 
 A charter school’s expectations for parent involvement should be stated in a written policy: 

 
 A charter school should have a policy to contact parents when good things happen regarding their child’s 

academic performance, behavior, or citizenship. 
 
Learning at Home 

 A charter school should give parents information about how to help their children with homework: 
 

 A charter school should provide each student with an assignment book for recording daily assignments 
that can also be reviewed and signed by parents: 

 
Collaborating with the Community 

 A charter school should partner with citizens and agencies to provide specialized learning opportunities 
for students (e.g. artists-in-residence, drama coaches, after-school activities, mentors, internships, 
homework clubs, etc.): 

 
 Community services should be an important component of each student’s learning experiences 

 
As you can see, the practices that won the most favorable ratings from both parents and school personnel 
involved those that reached out directly to parents in individualized ways:  asking them to volunteer for specific 
events or activities and asking parents specifically how they want to volunteer, as well as using their particular 
forms of expertise.  Parents also were concerned about how schools communicate with them about their children 
and appreciated knowing explicit expectations for involvement, as well as any help schools can give them to assist 
and oversee their children’s homework.   
 
One practice focused on by several of our conference presenters is reflected in the item “contacting parents for 
good things” that children do at school.  This practice fits in with the overall concept of strengths-based 
approaches to youth development that were highlighted in many of our presenters’ work – rather than mainly  
contacting parents when children have problems or misbehave. 
 
Obstacles to Parent Involvement 
 
The question of what the obstacles are to parent involvement in schools was also phrased differently in our survey.   
In this section, respondents were asked to check all that apply from the following list of obstacles: 
 

1 Lack of parent interest 
2 School staff resistance 
3 Parents do not have enough time 
4 Staff do not have enough time 
5 Lack of information about how parents can be involved 
6 Language barriers 
7 Anxiety about contacting school 
8 No one is available to coordinate organize parent 

involvement 
9 Other (write in): 
10 There are no obstacles 

 
The results are reported in Figure 5 below: 
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Figure 5:  Obstacles to Parent Involvement Identified by Each Role at School
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It is apparent from this graph that there are some significant differences in what parents and school personnel 
view as the obstacles to parent involvement.   In the first place, parents perceive fewer barriers to their 
involvement overall than do school personnel, except in a very few cases.   
 
Generally speaking, neither parents nor school staff view staff as resistant to parent involvement and the issue of 
“anxiety about contacting the school” seems also to play a small role as an obstacle.  The main issue for all, and 
with very little disagreement, is that parents do not have enough time.  We found that school personnel may think 
that parents are not interested a fairly significant amount of the time (between 45%-55% of the time), but parents 
view themselves as uninterested, much less (30%).  Staff, as might be expected, view themselves as not having 
enough time (32%-48%), but parents rated this at a much lower level (12%).   Similarly, staff people found 
language barriers to be significant much more than parents did. 
 
Lack of information about how to contact the school and lack of a parent coordinator (an issue mentioned by 
almost all of our conference presenters as a key ingredient) were noted by less than a quarter of our respondents 
and may be worth investigating in individual schools.  These two issues seem to go together as a larger matter of 
how parent involvement in schools is made known to parents and whether access appears simple or complicated. 
 
On the issue of time, Holly Kreider, Ph.D. quoted a study she was involved in which investigated the relative 
involvement of mothers who worked part time, full time or were unemployed (7).  This study found that part-time 
working mothers were the most involved with their children’s schools; full time working mothers were in the 
middle as to level of school involvement and non-working mothers were the least involved.  The researcher’s 
conclusion was that work acted as both an obstacle and an opportunity.  One has to literally have the time to 
participate in activities, but then people who are working may have more resources available than those who do 
not and their self-esteem and sense of efficacy may be higher, thus facilitating involvement. 
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The Role of Parents in Decision-Making 
 
As most educators know, parental involvement is an integral part of the 2001 No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) 
and certain of the questions asked in our survey relate to requirements of the NCLB.   For example, Section 1118 
of NCLB spells out requirements that schools and districts (LEA’s) receiving Title I funds: 
 

 Write a policy for parent involvement and include parent input to that policy 
 Plan a program for parent involvement that is developed jointly with school personnel and parents who 

are participants 
 Involve parents in the process of school review and improvement 
 Provide support and resources in implementing parent involvement practices and building the capacity of 

parents to participate (such as providing workshops to parents that will help them and/or enhance their 
student’s performance.) 

 Involve parents in decision-making on how some funds, specifically Title I, funds are allocated.1 
 
NCLB does not spell out precisely to what extent parents need to be involved in school activities and the issue of 
how parents might be involved in schools and districts continues to provoke divided thought and strong reactions.  
At our conference, the presentation of one school, Hilltown Cooperative Charter School, focused specifically on 
their experience developing a true consensus-based decision-making model such that their school is in fact a 
cooperative endeavor, and one which has served as a model for student empowerment as well.  (Please refer back 
to the Manual and Conference section of this document for specific details on the Hilltown Cooperative Charter 
School experience.) 
 
Material in the Massachusetts Charter Schools Trustees Guide (1) and the Renewal Findings of the First Fourteen 
Massachusetts Charter School Renewal Inspection Reports 2 seem to caution against a predominance of parent 
involvement on boards.  The Renewal Findings, which surveyed inspection reports from 14 charter schools once 
they were re-chartered after their first 5 years, indicates that some parental  involvement on boards is necessary 
and desirable but that  boards led by parents have at times been problematic.  The Trustees Guide emphasizes the 
critical skills that individuals bring to board membership and their ability to align themselves with the school’s 
mission, to put the organization’s needs first over their own personal agendas, rather than a narrower view that 
parents may have of their own children’s needs. 
 
To what extent should parents be involved? 
Our survey asked this question quite specifically.  Respondents were asked one typical question, “Should a Charter 
School Train Parents for Governing?”  They were then asked not whether they agreed or disagreed with specific 
practices, but to what extent they thought parents should be involved in different types of Decision-Making 
activities within the school.  Instead of being asked to rate a 5 point scale from “strongly disagree” to “strongly 
agree,” respondents were asked to decide whether they thought parents should be involved as 
 
…sole decision-makers 
…the majority on committees 
…equal partners 
…asked for input 
…parent input not necessary 
 
regarding parental involvement in 
                                                      
1 See the National Network of Partnership Schools website for a clear description of how parent involvement activities can be 
leveraged to meet NCLBA requirements.  A downloadable PDF file may be found on the website at: 
http://www.csos.jhu.edu/p2000/pdf/nochild/sec_%201118forweb1102.pdf 
 
2 www.pioneerinstitute.org/pdf/renew.pdf 
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Figure 6:  Should a CS train parents for governing?
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Please note:  this was an opinion survey.  The results reflect the personal reactions of the respondents, not 
opinions necessarily based on research, reading or even in all cases their own school’s policy.  
 
As you can see in Figure 6 below, when the first question is judged on the same criteria as the rest of the survey 
questions, it appears to be among the least favorable items, garnering only a 15.3% strong approval rating from 
school personnel and only a 25.8% strong approval rating from parents themselves.   When the approval rating is 
expanded to include all positive responses, that is, answers marked “slightly agree + strongly agree,” the approval 
rating is higher:  46.6% from school personnel and 53.9% for parents.   
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
It is interesting to explore this category of questions further, and the results are reported in detail here.   
 
On the next few pages you will find charts displaying the opinions of parents and school personnel about the 
extent of the role parents should play in each of the possible decision-making activities within a school: policy 
decisions, financial decisions, curriculum development, hiring teachers and evaluating teachers. 
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One thing is very clear from these data:  almost no one among the almost 1,000 individuals surveyed thought that 
parents should be the “sole decision makers” or even “the majority on committees” for any of these types of 
decision-making.  In 3 of our 5 categories, the main argument was about whether parents should be “equal 
partners” or “asked for input,” and, in fact, in the real world, whether parents have an equal say to school 
personnel regarding Policy Decisions, Financial Decisions and Curriculum Decisions or whether they are merely 
“asked for input” would create a significantly different experience at a school.  In our survey, generally speaking, 
on these 3 categories, the only response for which a majority of parents answered “equal partners” was on Policy 
Decisions.  For Financial Decisions and Curriculum Decisions, parents still opted to be “asked for input” most of 
the time.  There seemed to be a much stronger impulse to have an equal say on the Big Picture matter of Policy 
Decisions than in any area of the nitty-gritty operation of the school. 
 
This distinction was even more pronounced in the area of Hiring and Evaluating Teachers.  Here, for the first 
time, the choice “parent involvement not necessary” drew more responses from both parents and school 
personnel, although the most preferred choice continued to be “asked for input.”  There did seem to be a trend on 
the part of parents to opt out of the hiring and evaluating of teachers, but they did want to have their say. 
 
Some of these responses undoubtedly reflect on a fact alluded to in the Introduction to this report, that Charter 
Schools need parents as much as parents need Charter Schools.   In the case of Policy Decisions, for example, 
where parents can be a driving force behind the creation of Charter Schools, they might have strong feelings and 
much to say about its mission and policies.  Whereas, in a survey of parents connected to traditional district 
schools, the desire to be involved with Policy might be much lower, but they may still be happy to be asked for 
input on a variety of matters connected to the school. 
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COMPARISONS OF SUBGROUPS OF PARENTS 
 
Other variables looked at by the survey team involved differences in responses related to the grade of a parents’ 
child in the school and the primary language spoken at home.  Some of the results of these comparisons are below. 
 
 
Grade of Child in School 
When the data were sorted to look at the reactions of parents with only 1 child in a charter school, (in order to 
eliminate the effects of parents’ reacting based on students in several grades) the results found that parents of  pre-
Kindergarten and Kindergarten students 
 
…want the most services (workshops, parent training) 
…want more frequent mandatory parent/teacher meetings. 
…major obstacle is lack of information about how to be involved. 
 
 
Primary Language Spoken at Home 
When the data were analyzed to look at differences between parents whose primary language spoken at home was 
English (n=442) vs. primary language spoken at home Spanish (n=148), the survey found that 
 
…Spanish-speaking parents strongly favor more services than English-speaking parents 
    (resource centers and parenting courses) 
…Spanish-speaking parents want more frequent contact with the schools. 
…Spanish-speaking parents want to play a larger role in decision making. 
 
 
In addition… 

An unusually high number of respondents took the time to add free comments to the questionnaire, a total of 
515 free responses.  This type of response is seen as an indicator of a high level of interest in the issues. 
 

        Most of these comments validated issues covered in the survey and focused on: 
    … parents like regular progress reporting on their children 
    … parents like open houses, performances, suppers, etc. 
   … parents like regular communication such as bulletins and newsletters 
    … parents want to take advantage of their expertise to enrich students’ learning experience. 
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SO, WHAT DOES ALL THIS MEAN? 
 
Conclusions from the survey responses 
 

 Communicating, Volunteering, and Learning at Home are the most valued types of parent involvement for 
both parents and school personnel. 
 The similarities between parents’ opinions and school personnel’s opinions are greater than their 
differences. 
 Parents will volunteer at school if asked individually and if school personnel take the time to know what 
parents have to offer. 
 Parents will definitely seek help to learn how to help their children with school and homework, but not 
necessarily with how to parent them. 
 Written policies and contracts are seen as helpful for both parents and school. 
 Websites are an appreciated method of communication. 
 Time is the main obstacle to parent involvement. 
 Decision-making at schools is a complex issue.  Not surprisingly, when asked, parents were more interested 
in being equal partners on some decisions than school personnel wanted them to be.  But, more often, they 
preferred to be “asked for input.”  In general, parents did not seem to want to take on the roles of teachers 
or administrators, but say they do want to be heard. [ At our conference, we did present a model of how 
parents can be integral to school operations.  (See the section on Hilltown Cooperative Charter School for 
more detail on how this can work successfully.)] 

 
Conclusions from the conference presentations 
 
 Certain common themes also seemed to emerge from the conference presentations. 
 
 Communication is the most important element in keeping parents involved with school. 
 Initial procedures, such as Interest Inventories, Volunteer Resource Forms and Parent Interview Protocols all 

help staff to formulate what they want to know from parents and are tools for individualizing their 
approaches. 
 Parent Involvement policies which are articulated into a Family Learning Contract, Community Compact of 

Understanding or the like help parents to understand what the school’s expectations are and how parents can 
meet them. 
 Parents are most responsive when they have been asked what their skills are and when they are personally 

invited to volunteer for a school activity that suits their abilities. 
 One crucial point person whom the parents see as accessible, understanding and compassionate (and who 

speaks their language) can make all the difference in a successful parent involvement program and increases 
the likelihood that individual contacts will be made. 

 

Conclusions and 

Resources 
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 Supporting parent strengths and cultures, calling parents to report on positive aspects of a child’s day (instead 
of just calling about problems) and taking a strengths-based approach to education and behavior management 
all help to promote  parent involvement. 
 Parents appreciate frequent meetings with teachers and are more responsive when they see that the staff 

knows and understands their child. 
 Children are empowered to effect change when they see their parents being empowered to effect change; 

learning this in the context of improving the environment at school affects everybody. 
 Literacy remains the cornerstone of education; addressing literacy in the family environment improves 

everybody’s functioning. 
 Literacy refers to Math skills as well as reading. 

 
 
This research has illustrated the various ways that charter schools have benefited from the enhanced involvement 
of parents.  Parents choose charter schools for their children and charter schools, with limited resources, are 
forced to be creative in their approaches to some basic institutional needs.  This mutuality sets the stage for 
schools to need parents as much as parents need schools.  Although traditional public schools may not have the 
same needs, all can learn from the practices that have been found in Charter Schools to benefit parents, their 
children and the schools in myriad ways. 
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Websites and Other Resources 
 
Some of the information gathered for this project came from the following sources. Much more is 
available on the Internet, through the ERIC database and at your local bookstore. Some of the top 
sources are listed below. 
 
For general and specific information about Massachusetts Charter Schools: http://www.doe.mass.edu/charter 
 
Building Excellent Schools (formerly Massachusetts Charter School Resource Center at the Pioneer Institute) 
http://www.buildingexcellentschool.org/index.cfm 
 
The Massachusetts Charter School Association supports the identification and publication of best practices 
and innovations of Mass. Charter Schools. On their website you will find numerous papers written by leaders at 
Massachusetts Charter Schools (including those presenting at our conference) and information about their annual 
Convention and its Best Practices Showcase. http://www..masscharterschools.org/index.html 
 
The Harvard Family Research Project - "For nearly twenty years, Harvard Family Research Project has helped 
philanthropies, policymakers, and practitioners develop strategies to promote the educational and social success and well-being of 
children, families, and their communities. As it guides organizations in planning and assists in problem solving, HFRP collects, 
analyzes, and synthesizes research and information to foster continuous improvement and learning. " 
 http://www. gse.harvard.edu/hfrp/about/history.html 
 
The National Network of Partnership Schools is a nationwide, Federally supported research center based at 
Johns HopkinsUniversity in Baltimore, MD that focuses on supplying technical assistance for helping schools 
partner with families and communities to improve student outcomes. They too host a large conference twice a year 
and substantial material is available for downloading and use from their website.  
http://www.csos.jhu.edu/p2000/default/htm 
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Teamwork Makes the Dream Work: A Staff Resource Book for Developing Home-School Partnerships that is 
downloadable from the web, created by the San Diego City Schools 
http://www.parent.sdsu.edu/teamwork/toc_teamwork.htm 
 
Boston Excels and Community Schools at  www.communityschools.org/Boston.html 
A "Briefing Paper" on Full Service Schools at www.thehome.org/site/pdf/excels_briefing.pdf 
 
Project for School Innovation website can be found at www.nhcsonline.org/PSI/about.html 
 
 Lauren Bessen, our web and publication designer’s website at www.laurenbessen.com 
 
Carla J. Fink, MSSA, LICSW, Project Manager’s resume website at http://mysite.verizon.net/vze3twhm/ 
 
There are numerous other easily-accessible websites that present information regarding Parent Involvement in 
education and best practices, including NCREL (North Central Regional Educational Laboratory), NCPIE (the 
National Coalition for Parent Involvement in Education), the ERIC Clearinghouse of educational scholarship and 
the PTA. Just type Parent Involvement into a search engine and many of these will pop up for you.  
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