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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to use an action research approach to improve 
family–school partnerships within one rural high school. The action research 
process occurred over three school years and involved multiple cycles of inves-
tigation. Each cycle of investigation involved an ongoing, iterative process of 
reflecting, planning, acting, and observing (Herr & Anderson, 2015). Data 
collection involved multiple iterations of surveys, focus groups, and interviews 
with parents and faculty members. Through the cycles of investigation, sys-
tems to support the development of family–school partnerships at the school 
were created, implemented, and refined. These systems involved proactive and 
ongoing communication with families, professional development for staff, on-
going data collection to monitor progress and improve school actions, and 
accountability and support from school administration. These systems, and the 
collaborative research process used to develop the systems, are discussed. Fi-
nally, areas of continued improvement—particularly related to the ideological 
development of school faculty—are identified and explored. 

Key Words: family–school partnerships, trust, rural schools, high school, ide-
ology, longitudinal action research, teacher professional development, contin-
uous improvement process, systems, communication, community
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Introduction

Union High School (UHS; pseudonym) is a small, rural school located in the 
Midwest. Like many rural schools (Barley & Beesley, 2007; Witte & Sheridan, 
2011), Union was once considered the community pillar. For many families, 
Union was a source of pride and unity. Multiple generations of families were 
born and raised in the Union community and graduated from UHS. But over 
time, public trust in UHS seemingly eroded. Public disparagement on social 
media became more prevalent, and the school principal found himself spend-
ing more and more time meeting with parents to discuss their frustrations with 
the school. These frequent complaints left teachers and administrators feeling 
disrespected and demoralized and ultimately led to increased tension, hostility, 
and division between UHS families and faculty. This prompted school leader-
ship to take action—not to improve test scores or improve public appearance, 
but to develop authentic partnerships with families that foster connections and 
cultivate a sense of community.

In 2015, I entered into a researcher–practitioner partnership with UHS to 
address this problem. The goals of the partnership were: (1) to examine the 
quality of family–school partnerships at UHS; (2) to use school data to craft 
family–school partnership systems; and (3) to provide ongoing professional de-
velopment for Union faculty on the development of authentic family–school 
partnerships. In Lasater (2018), I discussed the researcher–practitioner part-
nership employed within this study—how it was developed, methodological 
and ethical considerations that arose throughout the partnership, and my 
unique positionality within it. This article is an extension of that work; its 
purpose is to describe the cycles of investigation used to examine parent and 
faculty perceptions of family–school partnerships at UHS and the school’s en-
suing actions aimed to improve family–school relationships. The findings of 
this study provide useful guidance for teachers and leaders working to improve 
family–school partnerships within their schools. Of particular importance is 
the need for schools to provide teachers with time and opportunities to criti-
cally self-examine their own beliefs, assumptions, and values that can support 
or hinder partnership development. 

Trust in Schools

Like all public institutions, schools across the country experience more pub-
lic scrutiny than ever before (Tschannen-Moran, 2004). Diminished trust in 
public institutions is the result of larger economic, social, and political fac-
tors—factors which spurred the school accountability movement, created a 
more informed and critical public, and, ultimately, widened the gap between 
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families and schools (see Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Tschannen-Moran, 2004). 
Unfortunately, both educators and families may have reason to be distrustful. 

While many teachers and leaders acknowledge the value of partnering with 
families, they also recognize that working with families creates challenges (Au-
erbach, 2010; Blackmore & Hutchison, 2010). Teachers and leaders are often 
reluctant to work with families due to the extra work involved in develop-
ing partnerships (Auerbach, 2010; Blackmore & Hutchison, 2010), concerns 
regarding families’ capabilities and willingness to support their children’s ed-
ucation (Blackmore & Hutchison, 2010; Frank, 2005; Hill, Witherspoon, & 
Bartz, 2018), and fear of conflict that can arise as a result of working with fam-
ilies (Auerbach, 2010; Lazar & Slostad, 1999). Even more problematic is that 
educators’ beliefs about parents’ abilities to support their children (McDowall 
& Schaughency, 2017) and willingness to partner with parents (Blackmore & 
Hutchison, 2010) are influenced by teachers’ and leaders’ perceptions of so-
cioeconomic status (SES) and culture. Many educators demonstrate attitudes 
and beliefs that are based largely on stereotypical, deficit views of families, par-
ticularly families from poor and minority backgrounds (Gorski, 2016, 2018; 
Patterson, Hale, & Stessman, 2007). Deficit perspectives can lead educators 
to judge and blame families for their academic, social, and economic struggles 
and exacerbate educational inequities for students and families (Gorski, 2012; 
Hill et al., 2018; Lazar & Slostad, 1999). They also make it difficult for parents 
to trust educators. 

However, parent behaviors may also contribute to the lack of trust between 
families and schools. According to Frank (2005), parents may express a desire 
for the school to show interest in their children while simultaneously interpret-
ing the school’s interest as a criticism of their parenting. They may also express 
a desire for frequent communication with the school, but only initiate commu-
nication with the school when a problem arises (Katyal & Evers, 2007). Even 
more problematic, parents sometimes advocate for their students by threaten-
ing and demanding that school personnel comply with their requests. This can 
lead teachers to fear and avoid relationships with parents (Henderson, Mapp, 
Johnson, & Davies, 2007; Lasater, 2016). Ultimately, these types of parental 
behaviors can perpetuate the cycle of distrust.

The Promise of Family–School Partnerships

Fortunately, authentic family–school partnerships offer hope in the midst 
of eroding trust. Authentic partnerships are “respectful alliances among ed-
ucators, families, and community groups that value relationship building, 
dialogue, and power sharing as part of socially just, democratic schools” 
(Auerbach, 2010, p. 729). They have numerous academic benefits to students 



SCHOOL COMMUNITY JOURNAL

160

(Henderson & Mapp, 2002; Sheldon, 2007; Sheldon & Epstein, 2005), but 
perhaps more importantly, they are instrumental in the development of equita-
ble, socially just schools (Auerbach, 2012; Theoharis, 2009). In contrast to the 
school–family relationships described above, authentic family–school partner-
ships are characterized by mutual trust and respect, caring relationships, social 
interaction, empowerment of families, inclusion, equity, and social justice (Au-
erbach, 2012; Bauch, 2001; Epstein, 2011; Theoharis, 2009).

The social connections, strong sense of place and belonging, deep histor-
ical roots in community, and intergenerational bonds that often exist within 
rural communities provide a strong foundation for building authentic partner-
ships (Bauch, 2001). But in order to capitalize on the advantages of the rural 
community, rural schools must enact programs, policies, and practices which 
support the development of authentic partnerships (Witte & Sheridan, 2011). 
Unfortunately, research on developing partnership programs, policies, and 
practices within rural schools is limited (Semke & Sheridan, 2012). Research 
is needed that assists school leaders in crafting individualized partnership sys-
tems that support the vision and mission of their schools, cultivates trusting 
relationships between families and schools, and is responsive to the unique 
contextual needs of their students, families, schools, and communities (Auer-
bach, 2012). This article describes the collaborative research process used in 
one rural school to address this need and extends disciplinary knowledge on 
family–school partnerships within rural schools.

Union Case Description

Union High School is located within the town of Union (pseudonym), a 
small, rural community in the Midwest. Union is considered rural based on 
its small population (approximately 900 people) and geographic distance from 
the nearest metropolitan area (approximately 50 miles). Union School District 
(USD) is the only K–12 public school system in Union. USD consists of two 
schools: Union Elementary and Middle School (Grades PreK–8) and Union 
High School (Grades 9–12). The schools reside on separate campuses, and the 
superintendent is housed on the high school campus. UHS employs a total of 
10 full-time teachers, three part-time teachers, one counselor, and one build-
ing administrator. 

Between 2016 and 2018, total enrollment at Union High School fluctuat-
ed between 127 and 144 students. The racial makeup of students was White 
(92–95%), Native American (2–3%), African American (1–2%), Hispanic 
(1–2%), Pacific Islander (less than 1%), and multiracial (1–2%). In addition, 
59%–62% of students qualified for free or reduced-price lunch. During those 
three years, graduation rates ranged between 92%–97%. 
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The Union community is somewhat unique. In a town of only 900 peo-
ple, there are two private, parochial schools accessible to USD families. One 
school is located directly within the city limits of Union and serves students 
in grades PreK–8. The other school is located approximately 10 miles outside 
of Union and serves students in grades PreK–12. While there are not overtly 
hostile relationships between schools, there are at times tensions that school 
administrators must navigate. For example, when disgruntled with their child’s 
school, it is not an uncommon practice for parents to enroll (or threaten to 
enroll) their students in one of the other local institutions. This dynamic has 
created a school choice environment within the Union community, but only 
for families with the economic resources to access these choices. 

In addition, there are clear economic divides within Union. On one side of 
the divide are families with relative wealth in the region. These families oper-
ate large, multigenerational farms or own local businesses, and many of these 
families enroll their children in the local parochial schools. Conversely, the 
other side of the divide is comprised largely of working class and low-income 
families. These families often work for the local business owners or farmers 
and enroll their children in USD. While relationships between families from 
various socioeconomic backgrounds are not antagonistic, the general percep-
tion exists that families with economic wealth have greater voice and influence 
within the school and community. This perception is consistently substantiat-
ed in the literature (Gorski, 2018; Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2017) and translates to 
“certain families” having the power and social capital necessary to leverage their 
interests, while others are unable to access these same privileges. Ultimately, 
these tensions contribute to mistrust and division within the Union communi-
ty and challenge the development of family–school partnerships at UHS. 

Positionality

My positionality within this study was unique and complex, and as a result, 
there were many ethical and methodological issues that arose throughout the 
researcher–practitioner partnership. An in-depth discussion of these issues is 
provided in Lasater (2018), and while I will not revisit all of these issues here, 
it is important to again describe my positionality. I was a former employee of 
the district, and I have close personal relationships with multiple members of 
the school staff, including members of the family–school partnership commit-
tee (described further in the “Year 2” section below). I also continue to live and 
raise my children within the district. In addition, as a university faculty mem-
ber, my primary research interest centers on the development of family–school 
partnerships. I value family–school partnerships because of their potential to 
positively impact students and families; but even more importantly, I value 
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family–school partnerships because they create opportunities to build connec-
tion and develop a sense of belonging for all people. Thus, the improvement of 
family–school partnerships within the district was important to me on both a 
personal and professional level. 

My role within the researcher–practitioner partnership was threefold. First, 
I was involved in all aspects of research design—including instrument develop-
ment (e.g., surveys, interview protocols), data collection, and analysis. Second, 
I collaborated with UHS faculty to develop partnership systems during the 
family–school partnership committee meetings. The family–school partner-
ship committee was tasked with supporting, monitoring, and improving the 
school’s partnership efforts. I offered support and guidance during these meet-
ings and actively assisted in the development of school partnership systems. 
Finally, I facilitated professional development with UHS faculty on the im-
provement of family–school partnerships. 

Methods

This study utilized an action research approach that occurred in multiple 
cycles of investigation. Each cycle of investigation involved an ongoing, itera-
tive process of reflecting, planning, acting, and observing (Herr & Anderson, 
2015). Research questions used to guide this study included:
1.	 What are the perceptions of parents and faculty members regarding the 

quality of family–school partnerships at UHS?
2.	 What changes in practice could improve family–school partnerships at 

UHS?
For the purposes of this study, “parents” refers to any and all adults who as-
sume caretaking responsibilities of students, and “faculty” refers to all certified 
employees at UHS. 

Action research is the systematic investigation of contextually based prob-
lems of practice, and while the process is systematic, it is also complex and 
messy (Herr & Anderson, 2015). Unlike traditional research paradigms, which 
often involve a more linear process of design, data collection, analysis, and 
interpretation, action research involves an “evolving methodology” (Herr & 
Anderson, 2015, p. 96). In this study, insights from initial cycles of inquiry led 
to actions, and these actions dictated future methodological decisions, which 
in turn led to further action. 

Data Sources 

Multiple data sources were used to answer the research questions. These 
sources included multiple iterations of surveys, focus groups with the UHS 
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family–school partnership committee, and individual interviews with parents 
and faculty. Ravitch and Carl (2016) recommend this “strategic juxtaposition 
of multiple data sources to achieve greater rigor and validity in a study” (p. 
103). Data collection began during the 2015–16 school year and continued 
through spring 2018. 

All parents and faculty were invited to complete surveys. A letter was mailed 
to parents explaining the purpose of the study and the electronic nature of the 
survey. Parents who wished to participate but did not have access to email were 
prompted to contact the school office to request a paper-and-pencil version of 
the survey. The letter was then followed by an email to parents with a link to 
the survey. The link was distributed to faculty members via their school email. 

The surveys were designed to garner participants’ perceptions regarding 
family–school partnerships at UHS. Parents and faculty received two separate 
versions of the survey; however, the same items were addressed on both ver-
sions. The surveys were divided into five sections. The first section gathered 
participant demographic data. In the second section, participants were asked 
four items related to their beliefs regarding family–school partnerships (e.g., on 
a scale of 1 [least important] to 10 [most important], how important do you believe 
family–school partnerships are to the success of students?). On one item within 
this section, participants were provided a list of 20 items which are common-
ly identified in the literature as important to partnership development (e.g., 
respect, shared responsibility, perspective-taking, etc.). Participants were then 
asked to rank these qualities from most important to least important. These 
same qualities were then used in sections three and four. 

Sections three and four of the survey consisted of Likert scale items. On 
each item, participants were asked to indicate their level of agreement or dis-
agreement with statements pertaining to family–school partnerships at UHS. 
The third section of the survey (15 items for parents, 18 items for faculty) 
asked participants to self-evaluate their efforts in relation to the partnership 
qualities identified in section two. An example parent item was: I communi-
cate frequently with the teachers and administration at Union High School. An 
example faculty statement was: The teachers and administration at Union High 
School respect parents. While parents were asked to self-evaluate their individu-
al partnership efforts, UHS faculty were asked to self-evaluate their collective 
partnership efforts. This was because the UHS administration (i.e., superin-
tendent and principal) were primarily interested in understanding how parents 
and faculty viewed the partnership efforts of the school as a whole—not indi-
vidual teachers. 

Conversely, the fourth section of the survey asked participants to evalu-
ate the partnership efforts of the other party. Parents were asked to evaluate 
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the partnership efforts of UHS faculty (18 items), and faculty were asked to 
evaluate the partnership efforts of UHS parents (15 items). After each item 
on sections three and four, participants were provided the opportunity to of-
fer open-ended comments to further explain their responses. Finally, the last 
section of the survey included two open-ended items related to participants’ 
beliefs about how family–school partnerships could be improved at UHS. 

The survey was administered three times throughout the study. The survey 
was first administered during the spring of 2016. The purpose of the initial 
survey was to better understand how stakeholders currently viewed family–
school partnerships, to identify areas of needed improvement in regard to 
family–school partnerships, and to use this data to guide school actions for 
the 2016–17 school year. The survey was administered again at the end of the 
2016–17 school year. The purpose of the second survey was to determine if 
the school’s actions had improved parent and faculty perceptions of the qual-
ity of family–school partnerships at UHS and to guide ongoing actions for 
the 2017–18 school year. The final survey was administered at the end of the 
2017–18 school year.

Focus groups were also conducted with UHS faculty members serving on 
the family–school partnership committee. Focus groups occurred toward the 
end of the 2016–17 school year. Focus group protocols were designed to elicit 
committee members’ perceptions of the school’s efforts to improve family–
school partnerships and to garner new ideas that could assist in improving 
relationships with families. Example items included: Describe the interventions 
within your school targeted at developing strong family–school partnerships; What 
is your perception of the effectiveness of these interventions; and, What are some 
ideas you have about improving family–school partnerships at Union High School?

In-depth interviews were also conducted at the end of the 2016–17 school 
year with select parents and faculty members. The purpose of the interviews 
was to gather in-depth data related to parents’ and faculty members’ experienc-
es developing family–school partnerships at UHS. Separate interview protocols 
were used for parents and teachers; however, similar underlying themes were 
addressed within each protocol. Example parent interview items included: 
What are some ways that Union High School teachers and administrators could 
develop stronger relationships with you; and What are some challenges you face in 
establishing effective partnerships with the teachers and administration at Union 
High School? Example teacher interview items included: Describe your personal 
efforts at establishing effective family–school partnerships; and What are your con-
cerns related to partnering with parents?

Finally, I kept a research journal throughout the study that resulted in 25 
single-spaced pages of data. The research journal served as another valuable 
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source of data that chronicled the ongoing research process, provided my ra-
tionale for various research decisions, and described my evolving thoughts, 
feelings, emotions, and ideas related to the study (Herr & Anderson, 2015; 
Ravitch & Carl, 2016). 

Participants

Survey participants included parents and UHS faculty. The demographic 
makeup of parent and faculty participants was similar across all three admin-
istrations of the survey; however, response rates for both parents and faculty 
declined with each administration. Table 1 illustrates the demographic charac-
teristics of participants across all three administrations. 

A total of six faculty members who were serving on the family–school part-
nership committee also participated in one of two focus group interviews. The 
first focus group consisted of three teachers, each with less than three years of 
teaching experience. The UHS principal also participated in portions of this 
interview. The second focus group consisted of two teachers, each with more 
than nine years of teaching experience. One member of the family–school 
partnership committee was absent on the day of the focus groups. Thus, an 
individual interview was conducted on a separate occasion with this teacher.

Parent interview participants were identified by the school principal. The 
principal tried to identify parents from various backgrounds and family struc-
tures, with varying degrees of school-based involvement, and whose students 
likely had diverse experiences within the school. Ultimately, he hoped to de-
velop a list of potential participants that might reflect parents with diverse 
perspectives and experiences related to family–school partnerships at UHS. 
Once the list was created, he contacted parents to obtain their permission for 
me to contact them. In cases where parents consented, he provided me their 
contact information. Seven parents consented for me to contact them regarding 
the interview. I contacted all seven parents, and a total of four families out of 
the seven agreed to participate in an interview. In two cases, two parents from 
one family participated in the interview resulting in six total parent participants. 

Finally, five faculty members participated in in-depth interviews. The first 
interview was conducted with the committee teacher who was not present 
during the focus groups. The second interview was conducted with the school 
principal. The final three interviews were conducted with teachers who were 
not a part of the family–school partnership committee.
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Table 1. Survey Participant Demographic Data as Percentage of the Sample
Characteristic Parent Participants Faculty Participants

First Second Third First Second Third
(n=34) (n=28) (n=18) (n=15) (n=13) (n=6)

Age
18–24 years   0.00   0.00   0.00   6.67    0.00    0.00
25–30 years   0.00   0.00   0.00 33.33  46.15  50.00
31–35 years 14.71   3.57   5.56 20.00  23.08  16.67
36–40 years 17.65 32.14 50.00   0.00    7.70    0.00
41–45 years 35.29 28.57 11.11 13.33  15.38   16.67
46–50 years 20.59 25.00 33.33 13.33    7.69   16.67
51–55 years	 11.76   7.14   0.00   6.67    0.00    0.00
56–60 years   0.00   3.57   0.00   0.00    0.00    0.00
≥61 years   0.00   0.00   0.00   6.67    0.00    0.00

Sex
Male 23.53 32.14 11.11 46.67  46.15  33.33
Female 76.47 67.86 88.89 53.33  53.85  66.67

Race
Native American/Alaskan   2.94    0.00    0.00    0.00    0.00    0.00
White 94.12 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00
Identified as “Other”   2.94    0.00    0.00    0.00    0.00    0.00

Level of Education
High school/GED 29.41 28.57 16.67   0.00    0.00    0.00
Trade school/Associate’s 38.24 32.14 27.78   0.00    0.00    0.00
Bachelor’s degree 20.59 35.71 33.33 53.33  61.54  66.67
Master’s degree 11.76   3.57 16.67 33.34  30.77  33.33
Specialist’s degree   0.00   0.00   5.56 13.33    7.69    0.00

Yrs. of teaching experience
Less than 1 year   6.67    7.69    0.00
1–5 years 26.66  38.46  50.00
6–10 years 20.00    7.69  16.67
11–15 years 26.66  30.78    0.00
16–20 years   0.00    7.69  16.67
21–25 years   6.67    7.69  16.67
26–30 years   6.67    0.00    0.00
More than 30 years   6.67    0.00    0.00
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Data Analysis 

Analysis commenced upon data collection and continued throughout the 
duration of the study (Herr & Anderson, 2015). Survey data were analyzed at 
the end of each school year. Due to the low number of survey responses, quan-
titative survey data were analyzed descriptively. While this did not permit the 
statistical comparison of survey data, it allowed us to summarize existing data 
and identify areas of needed improvement as indicated by parent and faculty 
participants over time. 

Qualitative data (which included data from open-ended survey responses, 
focus groups, and interviews) were analyzed using both initial and structural 
coding. Initial coding is an inductive approach to analysis which allows codes 
to naturally emerge from the data (Charmaz, 2006). For example, through the 
process of initial coding, UHS administrators and I recognized that faculty 
participants often felt disrespected by parents. These responses were coded as 
“disrespect.” Following initial coding, a cycle of structural coding was complet-
ed. During structural coding, a content-based phrase related to the research 
questions was applied to specific sets of data (Saldaña, 2013). For example, the 
code “area of needed improvement” was applied to participant responses that 
addressed areas of needed improvement related to family–school partnerships 
and was directly connected to both research questions. 

Finally, dialogic engagement represented an important aspect of data anal-
ysis. Dialogic engagement involved ongoing, critical conversations between 
UHS administrators and me to discuss data. In these “data meetings,” we iden-
tified patterns, discussed initial interpretations, and considered alternative 
explanations of the data. These conversations allowed us to consider multiple 
perspectives, challenge existing assumptions, and arrive at shared interpreta-
tions of the data (Ravitch & Carl, 2016). These shared interpretations guided 
our evolving action plans.

Findings

This study involved multiple cycles of investigation that occurred over the 
course of three school years. The following sections describe the data collec-
tion events, key findings, and ensuing school actions that occurred during each 
school year (see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. Steps in the action research process at UHS.
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Year 1: 2015–16 School Year

My initial discussions with UHS occurred informally. In the winter of 2015, 
I was speaking with the principal about parents’ continued public disparage-
ment of the school on social media. Parents seemed to use social media as an 
opportunity to air their grievances related to a variety of school issues, such as 
teachers’ classroom practices, school policies, and hiring decisions. From the 
school’s perspective, these comments were problematic for three major reasons. 
First, social media provided a platform and audience for parents to share their 
issues with the public, and unfortunately, they were often only sharing one side 
of the issue. This led to the pervasive spreading of misinformation and degra-
dation of school faculty. Second, sometimes teachers and administrators were 
not even aware of parents’ concerns until viewing them on social media. Thus, 
parental grievances were shared with the public without providing the school 
an opportunity to address the concern first. But most importantly, the prin-
cipal considered these comments problematic because they were indicative of 
distrustful, negative relationships between UHS parents and faculty. 

These conversations ultimately led to the formalization of a researcher–
practitioner partnership between UHS and me (Lasater, 2018). It was hoped 
that through the researcher–practitioner partnership, systems could be de-
veloped and implemented to improve relationships between families and the 
school. As the UHS principal stated:

The purpose is for us to get a better understanding of where we’re at, 
where we need to go, and then developing an actual systematic approach 
to how we’re going to try to get there and actually better our situation. 
And then be able to maybe have some type of data to track and tell us 
whether we are improving or not. Are our efforts and the things that 
we’re doing working? Are they effective? Or are they not, and we need to 
try new methods?

We developed and administered the first survey to UHS parents and faculty 
during the spring of 2016. The UHS administration and I collaboratively ana-
lyzed survey data and identified three major findings. 

First, there appeared to be a lack of trust between parents and faculty 
members. This was evidenced in multiple ways. In their open-ended survey 
responses, multiple parents provided comments indicating that the school 
had violated their trust. For example, one parent commented that the school 
was supposed to help her child with afterschool tutoring but never followed 
through on its promise. Another parent remarked that she routinely asked for 
more frequent communication from the school, but the school never provid-
ed it. Similarly, faculty member responses indicated that they were distrustful 
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of parents. Some faculty members believed parents expected them to take sole 
responsibility for educating their students and were unwilling to support the 
school’s efforts. As one faculty member stated, “I don’t think the parents want 
to do this [share responsibility]. The teachers and admin here try but don’t al-
ways get much cooperation.” In addition, 73% of faculty believed parents did 
not follow through on necessary actions or promises. Overall, it appeared that 
neither parents nor faculty members trusted the responsiveness or support of 
the other party. 

Second, both parents and faculty members believed there needed to be im-
proved communication between families and UHS. For example, one parent 
described the need for early communication (i.e., communication that oc-
curred as soon as a problem was identified) from faculty: 

Teachers have a lot on their plates, but just a quick email when needed if 
students are slacking in class would be helpful to parents. Most parents 
are more than willing to work with their child if they are slacking or 
struggling, but they have to be aware of it before it is too late. 

The need for faculty to communicate with parents while there was still time to 
correct issues was a sentiment expressed by multiple parents. Parent and faculty 
responses indicated that teachers relied primarily on formal opportunities to 
communicate with parents (i.e., parent–teacher conferences), but these events 
occurred at the end of the quarter when there was no longer an opportunity 
to rectify missed assignments or poor grades. Faculty members also recognized 
the lack of communication with parents, but one faculty member believed this 
was partly due to the nature of most parent–school interactions. According to 
the faculty member, “I believe we at times fear communication because we so 
often only hear from parents or patrons who have concerns or negative com-
ments about the school.” Based on parent and faculty responses, we believed 
any efforts to improve family–school partnerships at UHS needed to involve 
improved systems of communication.

Third, we recognized discrepancies between how parents and faculty mem-
bers viewed themselves and how they were viewed by the other party. Overall, 
faculty indicated that they demonstrated specific partnership behaviors more 
than parents perceived they did. For example, 87% of faculty believed they es-
tablished proactive relationships (i.e., relationships before problems arise) with 
parents; however, only 43% of parents believed faculty established proactive 
relationships. Similarly, 93% of faculty believed they initiated positive commu-
nication with parents, whereas only 44% of parents believed faculty initiated 
positive communication. Conversely, parents also believed they demonstrated 
partnership practices more often than faculty perceived they did. For exam-
ple, 100% of parents believed they followed through on necessary actions or 
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promises related to their child’s success, but only 27% of faculty believed this 
to be the case. Likewise, 100% of parents believed they established proactive 
relationships with faculty, but only 33% of faculty believed parents established 
proactive relationships. Ultimately, parents and faculty members seemed to 
agree that improved family–school relationships were necessary, but they often 
“pointed the finger” at the other party when explaining why there were issues 
between parents and the school. 

Year 2: 2016–17 School Year 

Based on analysis of data, the 2016–17 plan of action focused on develop-
ing a system of communication with families. Though the school already had 
one-way systems of communication in place (e.g., school website, administra-
tor twitter announcements, and “blast call” alerts), it was recognized that there 
were no formal systems for two-way communication between families and 
schools. Similarly, there were no systems of communication in place that could 
facilitate the development of relationships with families. When communica-
tion occurred, it was typically negative—either teachers were communicating 
negative messages to parents (e.g., discipline issue, poor grades, etc.) or par-
ents were complaining to teachers about something that was occurring in their 
classrooms (e.g., timeliness of feedback, willingness to provide extra help to 
students, etc.). As a result, increased positive communication was considered 
critical in the development of trusting, supportive relationships between UHS 
and parents. 

To address these issues, a family–school partnership committee was estab-
lished. This committee served three purposes: (1) to establish communication 
with all parents at UHS; (2) to monitor the school’s partnership efforts; and 
(3) to develop and implement novel approaches to working with families. The 
family–school partnership committee consisted of the principal, school coun-
selor, and five teachers. The school counselor and teachers were selected by the 
principal based on their leadership within the school. I also attended and par-
ticipated in committee meetings.

At the beginning of the 2016–17 school year, the school administration and 
I created two systems to support the committee’s work: a system of professional 
development for committee members and a system of ongoing communica-
tion with families. I was responsible for coordinating and implementing the 
professional development sessions. The training sessions oriented committee 
members to the various aspects of family–school partnerships (e.g., equity, 
trust, respect, communication, etc.) and introduced committee members to 
the use of attending, listening, and responding skills (see Lasater, 2018). 
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According to members of the family–school partnership committee, role 
playing was the most valuable aspect of the training. During each training 
session, committee members spent a portion of the time engaged in role play 
scenarios. The scenarios provided committee members opportunities to practice 
communicating with parents related to a variety of parental concerns. Though 
committee members reported feeling uncomfortable engaging in the role play 
exercises, they also believed role plays provided the most realistic way for them 
to practice attending, listening, and responding to parent concerns in a pro-
ductive manner. Committee members and I met multiple times throughout 
the school year and continued using role playing as a way to practice navigating 
various conversations with parents.

At the beginning of the school year, committee members also began imple-
menting the school’s newly developed system of communication. This system 
involved proactive, ongoing communication between the school and parents 
and required committee members to establish personal communications with 
all families multiple times throughout the year. All UHS students and parents 
were divided among members of the family–school partnership committee. 
Before the end of the first quarter, all teachers were asked to establish at least 
one positive, personal communication (i.e., phone call or face-to-face meeting) 
with each of their assigned families. While there was no formal structure for 
this communication, I provided guidance during one of the initial profession-
al development sessions on how faculty might approach this conversation. By 
the end of the school year, faculty established (or attempted) multiple phone 
or face-to-face contacts with each student’s parents. 

Finally, the committee also routinely met to monitor their progress and 
develop new ideas to connect with families. One of the teachers noted that 
it would be helpful to have positive information to share with families when 
making contacts. Thus, per his suggestion, an email chain was created among 
UHS staff to share positive information about students in a quick, real-time 
manner. The email chain served three important functions: (1) it made school 
staff more attentive to and aware of the positive things students were doing; (2) 
it allowed committee members to share with parents the positive things their 
kids were doing at school—which was different than the conversations many 
parents were used to having with UHS; and (3) it provided a way for staff to let 
students know they recognized their accomplishments.

At the end of the school year, data were again collected to evaluate the qual-
ity and value of family–school partnerships at UHS. All parents and faculty 
members were invited to participate in surveys. In addition, focus groups were 
conducted with committee members, and interviews were conducted with 
identified parents and faculty.
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Overall, data indicated improved family–school partnerships at UHS. Both 
parents and faculty recognized the partnership efforts of the school and believed 
family–school partnerships were improving as a result. Multiple open-ended 
comments indicated that faculty believed the school had made “great strides” 
related to communication and the development of relationships with parents. 
One committee member described these strides by stating:

What’s really great about this school in particular is that all the teachers 
go out of their way to not only contact parents but to also, you know, 
if a student needs help, every single teacher in this building will come 
in early, will stay late, will make copies, will do all these things to try 
to make the kids successful, and I think parents appreciate that. And I 
think last year the problem was they probably didn’t know a lot of that 
was going on. But I think with this committee, getting in contact with 
them and just being more open about what’s actually happening, I think 
that’s helping things, helping them realize what all we are doing for their 
kids, and I think that’s also improving relationships in that way.
Multiple committee members indicated that they were learning more about 

students and their families through the system of communication. As one 
teacher described, “I’ve actually had some really good conversations with peo-
ple, good feedback…kids that probably would have flew [sic] under my radar, 
I feel like I have a little better insight to them.” Ultimately, faculty believed the 
school’s efforts created intentionality and accountability for ongoing commu-
nication with families, and they believed increased opportunities for dialogue 
would eventually lead to more trusting relationships with families. 

Improvements were also recognized on the parent surveys. For example, 
76% of parents believed the school practiced positive communication with 
families, compared to just 44% from the previous year. Multiple parents also 
indicated they appreciated the efforts of the faculty to improve communication 
and relationships. As one parent commented, “This survey is fantastic. I think 
that family–school partnerships have improved significantly and will continue 
to improve in the near future. Thank you.” 

However, areas of needed improvement were also identified. First, it was 
recognized that systems were needed within the school that involved all facul-
ty—not just those serving on the committee. On the parent surveys, multiple 
parents indicated that they believed school administration and some teachers 
worked to establish family–school partnerships; however, they believed these 
efforts were not consistent across the entire faculty. In addition, interviews with 
non-committee faculty members indicated that they had minimal to no con-
tact with parents. Two non-committee faculty members indicated that because 
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there was minimal communication between families and schools, students of-
ten miscommunicated information between the two parties, which further 
contributed to problematic family–school relationships. This perspective was 
also shared by parents. When asked about the frequency of the school’s com-
munication, one parent stated:

I cannot say they communicate frequently at all. Other than parent–
teacher conferences, I guess I’m at a loss for how or when they would 
communicate with us. My information is channeled through my child. 
That is not the most advantageous for the district or families. It could 
be given incorrectly, in the wrong context, or spun to fit the individual 
wants of that student, and that doesn’t lend to anything positive.

Moving forward, it was important for partnership efforts to establish consis-
tent expectations for all faculty regarding frequent, ongoing communication 
with families.

Data from committee members and parents further indicated that phone 
calls throughout the year demonstrated the school’s willingness and desire 
to connect with families; however, they also reported the conversations were 
sometimes awkward because they seemed to lack a clear purpose or focus. Par-
ents and faculty desired a system of communication that was more authentic 
and purposeful. Parents also desired a system of communication that included 
their students. During the interviews, three parents indicated that their stu-
dents had difficulty connecting at school. As one parent described, 

Sometimes kids just need maybe a little nudge or something or maybe 
even just a reminder that, “you’re not just taking up space here. We want 
you to be a part. We want you to feel a part. We want you to know that 
you’re accepted.”

These parents believed their children would benefit from a caring adult who 
routinely checked in on them throughout the year. 

In addition, faculty responses on all forms of data collection indicated that 
parents who appeared disengaged from educational processes presented chal-
lenges to partnership development. Multiple committee members reported 
that they had trouble contacting some parents despite multiple attempts to 
communicate and despite using multiple avenues to connect (e.g., phone, so-
cial media, etc.). The teachers seemed to believe that this was particularly the 
case with parents who were accustomed to negative communication from the 
school. Multiple teachers reported that they were unable to initially contact 
parents, but once the parents became aware that the phone call was not nega-
tive (i.e., their children were not in trouble), the families immediately returned 
the school’s phone calls. 
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Data also indicated that some faculty members assumed parents did not 
value or care about their children’s educations. When describing the barriers 
associated with attendance at parent–teacher conferences, one teacher stated, 
“Some parents just don’t value the importance of education.” Unfortunately, 
the belief that parents did not value education further fueled distrust and con-
flict between families and the school, as one parent described:

We would get, say every semester, we would get a report card, and she 
would have “F, F, D, D.” I’m like, “Where’s the phone call?” So we’d 
come to school, and they’re like, “Well we can’t call every kid. Most par-
ents don’t even want to know. Most parents don’t care.” I was like “well 
put me on a list that cares!”

The parent was describing an experience that had occurred years earlier; how-
ever, it was indicative of problems between UHS faculty and families, particu-
larly related to faculty beliefs about parents. Ultimately, UHS administration 
and members of the family–school partnership committee believed that faculty 
needed to spend more time learning about parents, reflecting on school beliefs 
and practices that perpetuate negative family–school relationships, and devel-
oping new ways to build partnerships with disengaged parents. These findings 
guided school decisions for the 2017–18 school year.

Year 3: 2017–18 School Year 

Between Years 2 and 3, UHS experienced an administrative change. The 
former superintendent of Union School District retired, and the former UHS 
principal was hired as his successor. Thus, when the 2017 school year started, 
it was with a new superintendent and principal in place.

Year 3 partnership efforts began during summer 2017.  School administration 
(i.e., new superintendent and new principal), the partnership committee, and I 
analyzed and discussed Year 2 data. Based on the data, student–teacher–parent 
advisory teams were created to facilitate more meaningful communication be-
tween parents and the school. Unlike the previous year’s efforts, advisory teams 
consisted of all core members of the UHS faculty (the music and art teacher 
were not involved in advisory because they split their time between the mid-
dle and high schools). The advisory teams served two purposes: (1) to provide 
more authentic opportunities for families and schools to interact; and (2) to 
assist students and families in short- and long-term goal setting. Ultimately, 
we hoped advisory meetings would facilitate parent–faculty interactions which 
would help establish better rapport, increased communication, opportunities 
to build trust, and overall stronger relationships between families and UHS. 
We also hoped that advisory meetings would connect each student with at least 



SCHOOL COMMUNITY JOURNAL

176

one “mentor” in the building who regularly monitored the student’s overall ac-
ademic, social, and emotional development. 

Each advisory teacher was assigned approximately 10 students. During the 
first month of school, teachers met individually with students and their par-
ents to discuss student goals and parental expectations. Teachers also initiated 
multiple phone conversations with parents throughout the year to continue to 
build relationships and support student progress. Teachers completed logs of 
their communications with parents and were expected to share those logs with 
the principal. 

Year 3 also involved professional development for teachers who were not a 
part of the partnership committee. A total of two half-day sessions were held 
within the first quarter of school. These sessions mirrored the professional de-
velopment provided in Year 2; however, as there were only two sessions, there 
were fewer opportunities for faculty to discuss progress, role play scenarios, 
troubleshoot problems, or engage in critical self-reflection and dialogue.

The final survey administered at the end of the 2018 school year resulted in 
the smallest return rate from both parents and faculty. Only 18 parents and six 
faculty members completed the survey. There are many possible reasons for the 
lower response rate. This was the third time parents and faculty members were 
asked to complete the survey. It is possible that participants understood the 
time requirement of the survey and were not willing to participate a third time. 
It is also possible that the timing of the survey was problematic. The survey was 
administered during the last two weeks of school. This is typically a busy time 
in schools, so it is possible that other school activities interfered with survey 
completion. It is also possible that the new principal did not emphasize the 
importance of taking the survey to faculty. Historically, teachers were asked to 
complete the survey at the end of a faculty meeting. This did not occur during 
the final administration. 

Nevertheless, Year 3 survey results were analyzed and used to gauge school 
partnership efforts. Data suggest faculty members overwhelmingly believed 
they practiced most aspects of family–school partnerships, and they collec-
tively believed parents demonstrated the qualities less. For example, 100% of 
faculty believed they encouraged open, two-way communication with parents, 
whereas only 25% of faculty believed parents encouraged open, two-way com-
munication. This may suggest that at least some faculty members continued to 
distrust and blame parents for negative family–school relationships. Due to the 
low number of faculty responses, results of the faculty survey were interpreted 
cautiously.

Parent responses on the third survey were somewhat mixed. Some par-
ents reported having positive relationships with faculty, whereas other parents 
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continued to express concerns related to the school’s communication and fol-
low-through. Similar to the first survey results, parents consistently indicated 
that they demonstrated the qualities of family–school partnerships more than 
faculty. For example, 100% of parent respondents indicated that they shared 
positive communications with UHS faculty, whereas only 40% of parent re-
spondents believed faculty communicated positively with them. 

A new sentiment expressed in the third survey was that parents sometimes 
felt communication from the school was rehearsed and insincere. Multiple 
parents reported that faculty members proclaimed to want improved family–
school partnerships but then made parents feel unwelcome at school. As one 
parent remarked, “I feel too often the actions don’t match their words,” and as 
another parent commented, “Often, I feel they just don’t want to hear from 
parents.” 

Discussion

For three years, faculty and I worked to establish family–school partnerships 
at UHS, with each year leading to increased communication and connection 
with families. Vital to this work was the development of partnership systems 
within the school. These systems involved proactive and ongoing communica-
tion with families, professional development for staff, ongoing data collection 
to monitor progress and improve actions, and accountability and support from 
school administration. However, improving family–school partnerships at 
UHS was not simply about developing and implementing systems; it was about 
adopting a philosophy about how families and schools should work together 
to support students. This philosophy involves authentic connection, dialogue, 
and communion with families (Allen, 2007; Christenson, 2004; Freire, 2018) 
and the pursuit of equity, inclusion, and social justice for families (Auerbach, 
2012; Epstein, 2011; Theoharis, 2009). 

Despite the school’s efforts, some families at UHS did not believe faculty 
genuinely embraced this philosophy, and this belief plays a critical role in the 
development of trust. As Bryk and Schneider (2002) state:

Relational trust diminishes when individuals perceive that others are not 
behaving in ways that can be understood as consistent with their ex-
pectations about the other’s role obligations. Moreover, fulfillment of 
obligations entails not only “doing the right thing,” but also doing it in a 
respectful way, and for what are perceived to be the right reasons. (p. 21)
In order to build trusting partnerships, schools must fulfill parents’ expec-

tations of their roles, and parents must believe that the schools’ intentions 
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for fulfilling these expectations are genuine. While parents at UHS recognized 
the school’s efforts to improve partnerships, they questioned the sincerity of 
these efforts. As one parent stated, “The overall tone I get in communication 
is forced and rehearsed and just words.” It seems that while faculty were pro-
claiming to want partnerships with families, parents continued to feel that they 
were not welcomed as full partners in educational processes. A conversation be-
tween two parents illustrates this perspective:
Mom: 	Sometimes, the school, they don’t want the parents that involved. 

“This is our school. This is the way we’re doing it. This is the way 
we’re gonna’ run it. End of story.” You know? So sometimes if we have 
questions or if we just want to understand why is this happening or 
what does this mean or what are we doing, this sounds really harsh, 
but sometimes you almost feel unwelcome as a parent because you’re 
trying to just, you know, understand what’s going on with your kid. 
And like I said, we’ve ran into that….I feel like if my kid is involved 
in anything, school, sports, church activities, whatever it may be, I 
just feel like as a parent, that’s my responsibility to know where my 
kid is, what he’s doing, what he’s involved in, where he should be, and 
I want to be comfortable going and talking to the other adults who 
are a part of that.

Dad:	 ….But I think what you’re saying, too, is that, sometimes maybe in the 
public system, parents might not feel welcome in certain things, and 
that might be a movement across the board that teachers know more 
than the parents know.

The conversation between these parents illustrates the connection between au-
thenticity and trust (Auerbach, 2012; Tschannen-Moran, 2004)—parents con-
tinued to feel unwelcome at UHS, which made the school’s partnership efforts 
seem insincere. Thus, in the midst of intentional efforts to improve family–
school partnerships, the seemingly insincere efforts of UHS faculty may have 
damaged, rather than repaired, parents’ trust in the school.

The reality is, educators’ attitudes and beliefs play a critical role in partner-
ship development (Wanat, 2010). In fact, without certain core beliefs (e.g., all 
parents have the ability to support their children’s development and learning), 
educators cannot build meaningful partnerships with families (Henderson et 
al., 2007). Further, when educators start with deficit views of families, it is 
even more difficult for them to accept responsibility for changing their own 
practices in ways that can improve family–school partnerships (Beneyto, Cas-
tillo, Collet-Sabé, & Tort, 2019). Unfortunately, UHS administrators and 
I did little to cultivate a partnership philosophy within faculty. Instead, we 
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implemented systems and mandated activities that assumed this philosophy 
already existed—an assumption that, in hindsight, was undoubtedly problem-
atic. Many educators are reluctant to partner with families (Auerbach, 2010; 
Blackmore & Hutchison, 2010; Hill et al., 2018; Lazar & Slostad, 1999); they 
may also hold deficit views of families that undermine the development of au-
thentic partnerships (Patterson et al., 2007; Ullucci & Howard, 2015). While 
schools may claim to value partnerships, their actions do not always reflect an 
authentic desire or attempt to invite families into educational processes (Ep-
stein, 2011; Gordon, 2012). 

Authentic partnerships are first and foremost “a matter of intention and 
moral commitment, as followed by a seeking out of opportunities to enact that 
commitment” (Auerbach, 2010, p. 750). As such, rather than immediately de-
veloping systems that required faculty to engage in partnership activities with 
families, UHS administrators and I should have attended more to the ideolog-
ical work necessary to create partnerships. Ideological work involves the critical 
self-examination of identity, values, assumptions, beliefs, prejudices, and social 
positions, as well as an awareness of how these various aspects of self influ-
ence one’s perspective (Gorski, 2018; Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2017; Smiley & 
Helfenbein, 2011). Engaging faculty in “ideological work” represents a missed 
opportunity for partnerships at UHS, as action research could have served as 
a useful mechanism to transform teachers’ perspectives, beliefs, and attitudes 
about families (Beneyto et al., 2019). Had we engaged in this work first, fac-
ulty may have more authentically embraced the notion of partnerships. They 
might also have created systems that reflected a more authentic commitment to 
partnerships. For example, the systems created at UHS did not empower fam-
ilies to participate in school decision-making; yet, sharing power is essential to 
the development of authentic partnerships (Auerbach, 2010; Olivos, 2012). 
Perhaps families did not believe faculty genuinely wanted partnerships with 
families because historical power structures remained largely intact. 

There is continued work that must be done. Part of this work involves the 
inclusion of parents, community members, and school support staff in the 
school’s partnerships efforts, as each of these stakeholder groups plays a critical 
role in the development of authentic partnerships (Olivos, 2012; Theoharis, 
2009). UHS’s plans for the future include: engaging faculty in ongoing, crit-
ical self-reflection related to their attitudes, beliefs, and assumptions about 
families; expanding the partnership committee to include parents, communi-
ty members, and school support staff; expanding opportunities for faculty to 
interact with their advisory students and parents; and creating systems that em-
power parents to engage in school decision-making. While there is much work 
to be done, I am reminded that “reculturing schools is an ongoing, unfinished 
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process” (Auerach, 2012, p. 46). With each year that UHS demonstrates its 
commitment to reculturing the school toward authentic family–school part-
nerships, it offers the hope of restored trust, connection, and belonging within 
the Union community.
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