Promising Practices

Involved Minority Parents Enhance
the Quality of Elementary School
Programs in a Diverse Community

Introduction

Parental involvement in schools is best
considered a partnership between school
personnel and parents that promotes the
growth of children (Marschall, Shah, &
Donato, 2012). Research has shown that
parental involvement in schools that have
alarge minority student body is lower than
it is in predominately White, non-Hispanic,
middle-class schools, where parents tend
to be more actively engaged in school ac-
tivities (Christianakis, 2011).

It has further been demonstrated
that poor and minority parents may come
to feel isolated, ignored, and unwelcomed
in schools. They may also have long work
hours, hold multiple jobs, and have other
family responsibilities that conflict with
school or meeting hours (Christianakis,
2011; Cooper & Christie, 2005).

Turney and Kao (2009) studied the
barriers to school involvement and discov-
ered that, among immigrant parents, time
in the United States and English-language
ability were positively associated with
involvement. They found that minority
immigrant parents perceived a greater
number of barriers to getting involved in
their children’s elementary school than did
native-born White, non-Hispanic parents.
They also found that teachers may inter-
pret the levels of parental involvement at
school by minority parents as an indicator
of the extent to which parents care about
their children’s educational outcomes.

Minority and immigrant children may
be penalized by teachers who interpret
the lower levels of school participation
on the part of their parents as a sign that
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these parents are less interested and less
engaged with their children’s educational
progress (Turney & Kao, 2009).This is just
one way that teachers take a deficit view of
minority parents (Lasky & Karge, 2011).

Teachers also tend to hold the belief
that students fail in school because their
families are characteristically flawed
(Valencia & Black, 2002). On the contrary,
Lasky and Karge (2011) found that immi-
grant parents typically place a high value
on education, yet this may not be enough to
generate meaningful parental involvement.

Language barriers and opportunities
to learn English may also be among the
obstacles to parental involvement, as it is
often difficult for immigrant parents and
teachers to effectively communicate with
one another, both orally and in written
form (Delgado-Gaitan, 1990).

Collaborative involvement infers that
parents will be kept informed, knowledge-
able, and encouraged to participate in their
children’s schools and education and that
the educational processes are congruent
with their family cultures and values
(Lasky & Karge, 2011). Parents who have
the sense that the school’s faculty and
administration truly want to establish
collaboration will become involved as the
school demonstrates its awareness of how
the community culture influences the
children and their families.

Marschall et al. (2012) found that
there was a strong association between
the presence of minority principals (i.e.,
Latino and African American) and paren-
tal involvement. They proposed that this
was due to principals of Color taking a
more active role in addressing the needs
of immigrant and minority parents. rated
having a greater understanding of the
situations parents who are unfamiliar
with school practices and customs face,
such as the difficulty for such parents of

attending school programs during the day
or reviewing and signing report cards.

LaRocque, Kleiman, and Darling
(2011) found that cultural issues often
arise in schools because of poor under-
standing between educators and families
of different cultures. These issues range
from differences in the concept of personal
space to the perception of authority figures.
Many students perform better in learning
environments in which they believe that
their teachers welcome and value their
cultures (Ramirez & Soto-Hinman, 2009).

Schools often tend to be conceptualized
as female-dominated spaces in which fa-
thers become invisible. Research about the
role that fathers play in a child’s academic
life has suggested that positive father
involvement contributes to increased cog-
nitive competence, empathy, self-efficacy,
fewer behavioral problems, and overall
school performance (Reynolds, Crea, Me-
dina, Degnan, & Mcroy, 2014).

Reports about the way in which the
home and school cooperate come primarily
from mothers, who are most involved in
school activities, including volunteering
and attending Parent-Teacher Organi-
zation (PTO) meetings. More support for
father involvement is thus recommended.

Models of Parental Involvement

The Hoover-Dempsey model (Reynolds
et al., 2014) describes three main catego-
ries that explain parent behavior:

1. Psychological motivators: These include
how parents think about the part they play
in their children’s education. This aspect of
the model emphasizes parents’ beliefs and
actions regarding involvement. Research
has shown that parents’ perceptions and
expectations of involvement are closely
related with race and ethnicity (Biddle,
1986). If parents feel that they can have
a positive influence on student outcomes,
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they are more apt to become involved
(Bandura, 1977).

2. Contextual motivators: These involve
direct requests on behalf of teachers and
students for parents to participate and are
a predictor of parental involvement and
enhance partnership relations (Lavenda,
2011). Specific invitations from the
teachers are the strongest indicators of
parental school involvement (Walker, Ice,
Hoover-Dempsey, & Sandler, 2011) and
are strongly encouraged.

3. Life-context variables: These involve
parent time, resources, skills, and
knowledge (Hoover-Dempsey et al.,
2005). Studies have demonstrated that
long work hours, the holding of multiple
jobs, and other family responsibilities
conflict with the hours that schools
make available for parental involvement
(Christianakis, 2011). Parents may not
have sophisticated knowledge or skills,
but the development of a community-
based, ground-up, bilingual parental
involvement program is instrumental
in encouraging a sense of belonging in
the school.

The Epstein model of parental in-
volvement (Lasky & Karge, 2011; Mar-
schall et al., 2012) offers the following
characteristics:

1. Parenting is needed to encourage and
support learning at home.

2. Communication is necessary between
school and home.

3. Volunteering is an important aspect
that includes recruiting and training
parents to work in the schools.

4.This aspect involves training parents to
create learning environments at home to
be able to assist children with homework.

5. Involving parents in decision-making in
school governance, such as the PTO, and
on school committees enhances a parental
involvement program.

6. Community collaboration activities are
designed to coordinate resources and work
with civic organizations and businesses to
strengthen school activities and learning.

The Epstein model assumes that
parents have the time, skills, and will
to partner with teachers who have the
assumption that parents want to change
their home environments to mirror school
practices (Marschall et al., 2012). Teach-
ers are happy with this model, because
their assumptions and views of what is
appropriate parental involvement behav-
ior draw from middle-class values related
to volunteerism (Christopher, 1996). This
model may be unrealistic in schools where

alarge minority population is represented.

Also relevant are parent empower-
ment models which aim to improve paren-
tal involvement by seeking to minimize
school power through anticipating misun-
derstandings and building on children’s
home cultures to help parents participate
in school decision-making. In this way, not
only are parents asked to collaborate in
meeting the school’s needs, but it also de-
fines their community needs as stakehold-
ers shaping school practices, policies, and
pedagogies (Sheldon, 2002). These models
require a high degree of social interaction
and networking.

School Personnel Involvement

Culture brokers are an interesting
aspect of parental involvement described
by Marschall et al. (2012). Culture brokers
are defined “as school personnel who have
important connections to their racial or
ethnic origin groups whether through
mutual history or shared sociocultural
experiences” (Achinstein & Aguirre, 2008).
They are often teachers of Color, but they do
not need to be, as it can also involve shared
religion, country of origin, or other cultural-
ly relevant characteristics that bring them
together. The presence of culture brokers in
the school may foster supportive relations
and lead more parents to become involved.

Studies have shown that cultural con-
nection between teachers, such as Latino or
Asian teachers, and students has positive
effects on minority student achievement,
including reductions in dropout rates and
disciplinary action, and may increase col-
lege attendance (Meier & England, 1984).
Teachers of color may be better equipped
at recognizing and addressing cultural
differences that are indicated in parental
attitudes and behaviors that might oth-
erwise be interpreted as disengagement,
disinterest, or indifference (Loder-Jackson,
McKnight, Brooks, McGrew, & Voltz, 2007;
Ramirez, 2003).

Ramirez (2003) described how Latino
parents felt disrespected and culturally
misunderstood by predominately White,
non-Spanish-speaking teachers who
concluded, erroneously, that the parents’
status and unfamiliarity with U.S. school
traditions signified their parental lack of
care. African-American parents felt that
educators labeled them as being problem-
atic and uncaring because they did not
participate in school activities (Cooper,
2007). Findings have shown that teachers
who do not share linguistic or racial/ethnic
backgrounds with their students can func-

tion in ways similar to culture brokers as a
result of enhanced education, training, and
professional development based on issues
of culture, language, and immigration
(Marrow, 2009).

Ideas for Enhancing
Parental Involvement

Communication

Communication with parents includes
sharing information about school programs
and opportunities to volunteer as well as
children’s academic progress. This com-
munication has been considered critical
to student achievement (Baker, 1997; Mar-
schall et al., 2012). This form of outreach
is especially important for racial-minority
and language-minority parents, and it is
particularly important that communica-
tion be provided in numerous languages.

Participation in school events is an
important aspect of parental involvement
(i.e., attending PTO meetings and open
houses or volunteering in the classroom).
Another feature of parental involvement
concerns the role of the parent in the
household relative to school affairs.

Parents who are involved in assisting
with and supervising homework and oth-
er school-related tasks, such as reading
to children and talking with them about
academic issues, are part of a process that
promotes student achievement (Marschall
et al., 2012). Parents want to hear from
teachers with positive examples of their
children’s achievement, not just about
deficits (Reynolds et al., 2014).

Parents and teachers agree that a
close connection between them depends on
the support for bilingual communication
with and assistance for parents in the
home. Support must also be provided for
teachers who are monolingual (Reynolds et
al., 2014). School communications are typ-
ically written at a high level of English to
comply with legal requirements. Therefore
these documents are more formal and less
clear to parents who have not mastered the
English language.

Parents may be unaware of the pro-
grams that are available to their children
because they cannot comprehend the an-
nouncements that are sent home from the
school. This is particularly true if a child
needs special assistance in school because
of physical or learning disabilities.

The language of documents should
reflect the manner of speaking and be at an
academic level that is familiar to parents
who may not have much experience with
formal education or the English language
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(Waterman, 2003). Documents that are
distributed to parents should be reviewed
for appropriate language and format to en-
sure that readers can readily understand
the content, especially if it requires an
acceptance signature.

Schools must support teachers by
providing time and resources for regular
communication with parents. Professional
development sessions must be provided to
encourage critical approaches to race, eth-
nicity, class, and gender for building rela-
tionships. Programs for helping parents to
enhance their education or to provide other
resources and contacts are important for
schools to provide (Reynolds et al., 2014).

Partnerships

Professionals must expend more effort
toward seeking family input. This can more
easily be accomplished when meetings are
scheduled at convenient times in accessible
meeting spaces. Regional meetings held
in public buildings closer to the homes of
a substantial number of parents would
cause less hardship for many (Harry, Allen,
& McLaughlin, 1995). Home visits from
teachers, principals, assistant principals,
and guidance counselors could establish
positive relationships with parents, letting
them know that the school is not only in-
terested in the child but also cares about
the family (Harry et al., 1995).

Successful school partnerships involve
educators who perceive the families of
minority students as possessing valuable
knowledge that is worth sharing with the
school community (Cooper, Riehl, & Hasan,
2010). Most schools have parent-school
partnerships that consist of parents partic-
ipating in conventional activities, such as
open houses, parent-teacher conferences,
and fund-raisers.

However, parents can provide substan-
tially more to the school through mutually
building community resources. Exhibitions
that provide information about the cultural
heritage of the various groups represent-
ed in the school will bring valuable new
knowledge to those who are unfamiliar
with others’ customs, including their
beliefs, social norms, and family rituals,
which might include food choices, dress,
travel, and relationships.

Together with teachers and students,
parents can plan and present song, dance,
art, and drama representative of their
cultures, including appropriate costumes.
Native handcrafts could be displayed and
hands-on demonstrations provided. These
exciting programs, designed by parents,

teachers, and students working together,
would provide valuable multicultural ex-
periences for all.

Community gardens are another
way for schools to provide school-parent
partnerships. If there is land available at
the school, parents, teachers, and students
can work together to learn more about the
environment, the various vegetables and
fruits that are part of represented cultures,
and dishes that can be prepared by using
the fruits of their labor, as well as to teach
and learn a new vocabulary. Teachers
could invite parents into the classroom to
prepare various indigenous foods for the
children to taste.

Storytelling

Children love to write stories. Younger
children do not always have the skills for
doing so but could easily dictate a story
into a tape recorder or onto a computer.
Children who are non-English speakers
could tell their stories in their native
languages; the translations would then
be enjoyed by English speakers. Bilingual
parents could translate the stories told
in English into their native languages so
they could be enjoyed by learners who are
not yet proficient in English. This type
of classroom assistance utilizes parental
skills and expertise and, at the same time,
gives the parent an opportunity to be part
of the learning process.

There are certainly topics that parents
are interested in hearing more about;
some parents might be willing to facilitate
groups that would educate others about the
culture of the school. For example, sessions,
with daycare, could be provided for Span-
ish-speaking mothers, facilitated by one of
them, with a topic of interest and concern
regarding the school, learning process, or
parenting.

Similar types of programs could be
initiated for other non-English-speaking
groups using the same format. Evening
sessions for non-English speakers could
also be arranged so that working parents
and extended families could attend. This
type of session could be held at off-campus
sites, closer to the parents’ residences. Par-
ents who are willing to share their homes
could invite several other parents and their
children’s teachers for an evening coffee to
talk about their concerns, outside of the
school building, in a more informal setting.

Non-English-speaking parents of chil-
dren with disabilities may have additional
difficulties understanding the laws and
opportunities available to them and their

children. It would be helpful to provide
their own session with the teachers, with
an interpreter, so they could become more
familiar with services available to their
children. The Individualized Educational
Plan could be reviewed, questions could be
answered, and individual concerns could
be addressed. A session of this type would
help parents advocate more easily for
their children, as they would more clearly
understand what types of services their
children could receive from the school.

A bilingual-parent newsletter is
another potential idea for parental in-
volvement. Information could be provided
by school personnel, but the actual pro-
duction of the newsletter could be done in
the home of a parent or those of several
parents and could involve their bilingual
children. This newsletter would provide
information about meetings, events, and
items of community interest to families.
It could be distributed online and/or sent
home with students. It might be published
four times each school year.

Conclusion

Throughout her book Culture and
Power in the Classroom, Antonia Darder
(2012) wrote about the “culture of democ-
racy” and the manner in which schools are
responsible not only for teaching the basic
skills but also for preparing all students for
a world of diversity and multiculturalism.
A leadership plan for parental involve-
ment must be built around the theory of
community practice (Cooper et al., 2010).
This practice comes out of social theories
that describe learning as a communal and
participatory process. The concepts are
in direct relationship to Darder’s critical
bicultural pedagogy.

A community of practice is one in
which people of color can engage in deep
awareness and understanding of social
issues and their implications for all
learning environments. In these commu-
nities, parents, teachers, administrators,
and students work together to engage in
thoughtful and purposeful action to create
social change. Together, their voices are
stronger. Learning is facilitated through
communication exchange; parents play an
important role in curriculum development,
and they share, in many ways, the deliv-
ery of that curriculum by participating in
dialogue and teaching.

Together with teachers and students,
communities of practice co-construct new
knowledge and develop a repertoire of
activities and stories (Lave & Wenger,
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1991). A community of practice creates a
welcoming climate for parents and chil-
dren, promotes effective communication,
and raises cultural awareness.

This action begins in the front office,
extends throughout the school, and in-
volves effective written and oral commu-
nication. The inclusion of all cultures in
school-related events is evident through
the celebration of different cultures, the
display of culturally diverse student work
throughout the school, and the presence of
bilingualism in the classroom.

Transformative leadership (Shields,
2010) in the schools involves leaders who
identify changes and create visions that
guide and help students, staff, and parents
to gain awareness of inequities in race,
class, gender, and other issues and then
work together in a community for a more
democratic and socially just society.

By doing so, parents, students, and
staff deconstruct practices that perpetuate
the privilege of some to the exclusion of
others (Shields, 2010): “Indeed, they act
courageously and continuously to ensure
more equitable learning environments and
pedagogical practices for all children” (p.
584). Parents’ inclusion is imperative for
achieving their goals.

References

Achinstein, B., & Aguirre, J. (2008). Cultural
match or culturally suspect: How teachers
of color negotiate sociocultural challenges
in the classroom. Teachers College Record,
110, 1505-1540.

Baker, A. J. (1997). Improving parent involve-
ment programs and practices: A qualitative
study of teacher perceptions. School Commu-
nity Journal, 7(2), 27-55.

Bandura, A. (1977). Self-efficacy: Toward a
unifying theory of behavioral change. Psy-
chological Review, 84, 191-215. https://doi.
org/10.1037/0033-295x.84.2.191

Biddle, B. (1986). Recent developments in role
theory. Annual Review of Sociology, 12(1),
67-92. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.
soc.12.1.67

Christianakis, M. (2011, Fall). Parents as “help
labor”: Inner-city teachers’ narratives of
parent involvement. Teacher Education
Quarterly, 38, 157-178.

Christopher, C. (1996). Building parent teacher
communication: An educator’s guide. Lan-
caster, PA: Technomic.

Cooper, C. W. (2007). School choice as “mother-
work”: Valuing African-American women’s
educational advocacy and resistance. In-
ternational Journal of Qualitative Studies
in Education, 20, 491-512. https://doi.
org/10.1080/09518390601176655

Cooper, C. W., & Christie, C. A. (2005). Evalu-
ating parent empowerment: A look at the
potential of social justice evaluation in

education. Teachers College Record, 107,
2248-2274. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-
9620.2005.00591.x

Cooper, C. W., Riehl, C. J., & Hasan, A. L. (2010,
November). Leading and learning with di-
verse families in schools: Critical epistemol-
ogy amid communities of practice. Journal of
School Leadership, 20, 758-788.

Darder, A. (2012). Culture and power in the
classroom: Educational foundations for the
schooling of bicultural students. Boulder,
CO: Paradigm.

Delgado-Gaitan, C. (1990). Literacy for em-
powerment: The role of parents in children’s
education. New York, NY: Falmer Press.

Fine, M. (1993). (Ap)parent involvement:
Reflections on parents, power, and urban
public schools. Teachers College Record, 94,
682-710.

Harry, B., Allen, N., & McLaughlin, M. (1995).
Communication vs. compliance: A three-year
study of the evolution of African American
parents’ participation in special education.
Exceptional Children, 61, 364-377. https://
doi.org/10.1177/001440299506100405

Hoover-Dempsey, K., Walker, J., Sandler, H.,
Whetsel, D., Green, C., Wilkins, A., & Closson,
K. (2005). Why do parents become involved?
Research findings and implications. Elemen-
tary School Journal, 106, 105-130. https://
doi.org/10.1086/499194

Hulsebosch, P. L., & Logan, L. (1998). Breaking
it up or breaking it down: Inner-city parents
as constructors of school improvement. Edu-
cational Horizons, 77(1), 30-36.

LaRocque, M., Kleiman, I.; & Darling, S. M.
(2011). Parental involvement: The missing
link in school achievement. Preventing
School Failure: Alternative Education for
Children and Youth,55,115-122. https://doi.
0rg/10.1080/10459880903472876

Lasky, B., & Karge, B. D. (2011, Spring). In-
volvement of language minority parents
of children with disabilities in their child’s
school achievement. Diversity and Special
Education, 18(3), 29-34.

Lave, J., & Wenger, E. (1991). Situated learning:
Legitimate peripheral participation. Cam-
bridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1017/CB09780511815355

Lavenda, O. (2011). Parental involvement in
school: A test of Hoover-Dempsey and San-
dler’s model among Jewish and Arab parents
in Israel. Children and Youth Services Re-
view, 33, 927-935. https://doi.org/10.1016/;.
childyouth.2010.12.016

Loder-Jackson, T. L., McKnight, A. N., Brooks,
M., McGrew, K., & Voltz, D. (2007). Unmask-
ing subtle and concealed aspects of parent
involvement: Perspectives from African
American parents in the urban south. Jour-
nal of Public Relations, 28, 350-379.

Marrow, H. B. (2009). Immigrant bureaucratic
incorporation: The dual roles of professional
missions and government policies. American
Sociological Review, 74, 756-776. https://doi.
0rg/10.1177/000312240907400504

Marschall, M. J., Shah, P.R., & Donato, K. (2012).
Parent involvement policy in established
and new immigrant destinations. Social

Science Quarterly, 93, 130—151. https:/doi.
org/10.1111/j.1540-6237.2011.00833.x

Meier, K. J., & England, R. E. (1984). Black rep-
resentation and educational policy: Are they
related? American Political Science Review,
78,392-403. https://doi.org/10.2307/1963371

Ramirez, A. Y. (2003). Dismay and disappoint-
ment: Parental involvement of Latino im-
migrant parents. Urban Review, 35,93-110.
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1023705511946

Ramirez, F., & Soto-Hinman, I. (2009). A place
for all families. Educational Leadership,
66(7), 79-90.

Reynolds, A. D., Crea, T. M., Medina, J., Degnan,
E., & Mcroy, R. (2014). A mixed-methods
case study of parent involvement in an ur-
ban high school serving minority students.
Urban Education, 50, 750-775. https:/doi.
org/10.1177/0042085914534272

Sheldon, S. B., & Epstein, J. L. (2005). Involve-
ment counts: Family and community partner-
ships and mathematics achievement. Journal
of Educational Research,98,196-207. https://
doi.org/10.3200/JOER.98.4.196-207

Teaching Channel. (n.d.-a). The ABCs of parent
involvement. Retrieved from https://www.
teachingchannel.org/videos/getting-par-
ents-involved

Teaching Channel. (n.d.-b). New teacher survival
guide: The parent-teacher conference. Re-
trieved from https://www.teachingchannel.
org/videos/parent-teacher-conference-tips/

Turney, K., & Kao, G. (2009). Barriers to school
involvement: Are immigrant parents dis-
advantaged? Journal of Educational Re-
search, 102,257-271. https://doi.org/10.3200/
joer.102.4.257-271

Valencia, R. R., & Black, M. (2002). “Mexican
Americans don’t value education!” On the
basis of the myth, mythmaking, and debunk-
ing. Journal of Latinos and Education, 1(2),
81-103. https://doi.org/10.1207/s1532771x-
jle0102_2

Walker, J., Ice, C., Hoover-Dempsey, K., &
Sandler, H. (2011). Latino parents’ moti-
vations for involvement in their children’s
schooling: An exploratory study. Elementary
School Journal, 111, 409-429. https://doi.
org/10.1086/657653

Waterman, R. (2003). Breaking down barri-
ers, creating space: Re-evaluating Latino
immigrant parent involvement in schools.
Unpublished manuscript.

MULTICULTURAL EDUCATION
40




