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Abstract:

 Parent involvement in their children’s learning is widely acknowledged as having a positive effect on student academic success. Of particular relevance is the finding that the influence of parent engagement can mitigate differences in socioeconomic status (SES) and family background. Family background is a multi-dimensional concept that includes the family’s “educational culture” (including for example, parenting style, parental expectations for children’s work at school, direct instructional support for school learning, active parent interest in the school’s curriculum, and the monitoring of children’s engagement with their school work). It is these features of a child’s home environment that directly influence much of the social and intellectual capital students need to be successful at school. This paper summarizes a quasi-experimental field study which explored the relative effects of alternative types of school interventions on parent engagement. All of these interventions aimed to further engage parents in the education of their children as a means of both improving student achievement and closing gaps in achievement for students living primarily in challenging social and economic circumstances. Initiatives by school staffs aimed at helping those families struggling to build productive educational cultures in their homes would appear to be a very promising strategy for closing achievement gaps between advantaged and disadvantaged students. The study provides eight lessons other districts might take heed of as they embark on their own parent engagement interventions.
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1. Introduction


1.1. Background

Considerable evidence suggests that family background accounts for a substantial proportion of variation in student achievement [1]. Family background is a multi-dimensional concept that includes some features which are largely unalterable in the short- to mid-term (usually referred to as SES) such as family income and parental education. Other features associated with family background are alterable, however; together, these alterable features are often referred to as the family’s “educational culture” [2].

The educational culture of the home includes, for example, parenting style, parental expectations for children’s work at school, direct instructional support for school learning (e.g., parents reading with their children at home), active parent interest in the school’s curriculum, and the monitoring of children’s engagement with their school work [3]. It is these features of a child’s home environment that directly influence much of the social and intellectual capital students need to be successful at school [4,5,6].

A family’s educational culture is often strongly associated with parental income, education and other relatively hard-to-change family features. While some families with low incomes and only modest parental education manage to develop very strong educational cultures in their homes, this is difficult to do and is clearly the exception without some kind of help from others. School staffs, research now demonstrates, are capable of being the “others” who assist those parents to build strong educational cultures in their homes [7]. Indeed, initiatives by school staffs aimed at helping those families struggling to build productive educational cultures in their homes would appear to be a very promising strategy for closing achievement gaps between advantaged and disadvantaged students.

Parent involvement in their children’s learning is widely acknowledged as having a positive effect on student academic success (e.g., [5,8,9,10,11]). Of particular relevance is the finding that while all students benefit from family involvement in education, the influence of parent engagement can mitigate differences in socioeconomic status (SES) and family background [5,12,13].

The work described in this paper, a quasi-experimental field study, originated in a series of discussions with directors of education (CEOs) in Ontario about manageable ways of closing achievement gaps in their districts. Readings of a sample of the literature on parent engagement (e.g., [7,14]) led directors to the view that a manageable approach to such gap closing might include developing an ongoing relationship, in schools serving significant numbers of “high needs” students, with a small sample of the most challenged parents and students along with their teachers, actively supported by one or more members of the school staff. The aim of these relationships would be to help parents further develop selected features of their “family educational cultures” conducive to student success at school; this relationship was to be enacted wherever it seemed most comfortable for the parents, possibly in the school but possibly in home or community environments also.

Directors in seven districts each selected a small team to lead their district’s participation in the project. Working with the project director and staff in several schools, these district teams helped schools develop strategies for enhancing a small number of the most promising features of home educational cultures; implement these strategies with a small number of families in their schools; monitor the implementation of those strategies, making appropriate mid-course refinements; and assess the effects of these strategies on family educational cultures. The design and conduct of the project included important features of both a quasi-experimental field study (described more fully below) and action research, as well.

Reflecting a central feature of action research was adherence, in the design and conduct of the project, to strong preferences and beliefs of those enacting the project. In this case such preferences and beliefs took the form of three broad principles:


	All students are capable of learning to relatively high levels given suitable opportunities and supports. Many times during the initial project meeting, mention was made of small but significant numbers of staff who, although often espousing this belief, do not act in accordance with it. In their study of school-family relations, Cooper et al. [15] observe that, out of lack of familiarity with the values, beliefs and practices of diverse families, some educators may make stereotypical assumptions about families and communities resulting in low expectations and other deficit-based practices (p. 761). Because authentically held high expectations for student success are so important to the improvement of student learning, this belief was considered to be a fundamental starting point for all staff members involved in the project (and a goal to work toward with all parents and students participating in the project).


	All parents want the best for their children. District team members noted a complete absence, in their experiences, of parents not wanting the best for their children. That said, there is considerable variation in what “the best” actually means among parents. Such variation can be accounted for by differences, for example, in parents’ own school experiences, the importance of education in parents’ own employment and broader life opportunities, cultural and religious values, knowledge of possible futures for their children, and the like. So all parents have altruistic aspirations for their children, although those aspirations often look quite different. This belief directed project staff to focus their efforts on differences in what parents viewed as “the best”—not on whether or not parents want the best for their children.


	All parents, and the home environments they create, include assets of significant value to the success of their children at school. There are enormous differences in especially the surface features of children’s home environments. These surface features are often a product of families’ economic circumstances. Because this project was aimed at helping parents, many of whom were economically challenged, the surface features of some of their home environments were expected to include, for example, crowded physical spaces, uncertain housing arrangements, limited availability of education-related resources such as books, scarce opportunities for parent-child interaction because of work demands, and limited access to food that is high in nutritional value.




These home features clearly do present indirect challenges to students’ school success. But as Jeynes concluded from his meta-analysis of relevant research, “some of the most potent facets of parent involvement are among the more subtle aspects of family support” [13] (p. 262). Most notably, parental expectations and style each demonstrate strong relationships with scholastic outcomes. It was not, according to Jeynes’ synthesis of research, particular actions by parents but “a general atmosphere of involvement [that] produced the greatest results” for students at school (p. 262). This belief discouraged project staff from adopting a deficit view of family environments unlike those they were used to and typically valued.

Schools often do not know either what those family assets are and/or how to build on them for the improvement of student learning. In addition to a “generally involved atmosphere” available to some children, no matter their economic circumstances, families involved in this project were likely to have unique cultures, traditions and social networks that schools could build on in their efforts to help children make sense of the school curriculum. One of the challenges for the project was to identify those assets and determine how best to use them in the interests of helping children succeed at school. This belief encouraged project staff to seek out aspects of each family’s environment that could be used to help build student success at school.



1.2. Objectives

Three sets of parent engagement goals were established for project schools: these goals directed project schools to the elements of “family educational culture” that contribute most to student success at school.


1.2.1. Fostering High Expectations among Parents for Their Children’s Success at School

Parental expectations were defined for purposes of this project as “The degree to which a student’s parents [hold] high expectations of the student’s promise of achieving at high levels” [13] (p. 246). Personally held and challenging but achievable goals (or expectations) are at the heart of most contemporary theories of human motivation (e.g., [16]), theories with application in many fields. Such theory and related evidence is reflected, for example, in the Ontario Leadership Framework which points to the establishment of high expectations among staff and students as an essential leadership practice. Many people, whether children or adults, either rise or fall to the level of expectations that valued others have for them; their own goals and sense of confidence about what is possible for them are, to a great extent, socially constructed. Consistent with this theory, Jeynes’ [13] meta-analysis identified “parental expectations”, among all forms of parental involvement in school, as having the greatest impact on student achievement by a large margin; a significant effect size of 0.58 [13] (p. 253). At least a significant proportion of parents to be involved in this project had struggled at school themselves, may not perceive much real-life value from their own schooling experience, and may have difficulty envisioning a future for their children that would depend on relatively high levels of school success (see [17] for a discussion of barriers to parental involvement in their children’s education). So an important set of tasks to be accomplished by those implementing the project in their schools was to identify the existing expectations parents have for their children’s schooling, persuade parents that their children are capable of high levels of achievement, and extend parents’ views of what is possible for their children when they are successful at school.



1.2.2. Creating Effective Communication between Parents and Their Children in the Home

Schools typically spend considerable effort on creating meaningful ways of communicating with parents [4]. Efforts such as these include school newsletters, curriculum nights at school, online messaging systems and the like. While these communication efforts remain important, it is the communication between parents and their children that is of most concern to this project. Underlying most such communication is what the literature refers to as “parenting styles.” While it may seem presumptuous to view parenting styles as something schools might influence, the styles described in this literature are centrally defined by different approaches to communication between parents and their children. In his meta-analysis, Jeynes, [13] defines parenting style as “The extent to which a parent demonstrates a supportive and helpful parenting approach” [13] (p. 246). So creating effective parent/child communications necessarily entails clarifying with parents the advantages of adopting a supportive yet firm approach to interacting with their children, as compared with more extreme forms of either autocratic or laissez-faire approaches.

Overt, direct discussions of parenting styles between parents and school staffs may go beyond the boundaries of what parents will accept from schools and what some schools staffs will feel is a legitimate part of their role. So creating effective parent/child communications about school-related matters required project staff to focus on how productive parenting styles are applied to obviously school-relevant issues.



1.2.3. Building Family’s Social and Intellectual Capital Related to Schooling

The basic concepts framing this project objective are reviewed by Bolivar and Chrispeels [7]; and explored by Lee and Bowden [18], for example. Social Capital was defined as the power and information present in parents’ social relationships that can be used to leverage additional resources helpful in furthering their children’s success at school. Often considered key to the building of social capital are three mechanisms [19]: trust; access to sources of information that promote the common good over individual self-interest and; norms and sanctions within a community that promote the common good over individual self-interest. According to Ferlazzo [20], “The more people do for themselves, the larger community social capital will become, and the greater will be the dividends upon the social investment” (p. 11).

Intellectual capital was defined as the knowledge and capabilities of parents with the potential for collaborative action. Evidence from Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler’s [21] review of psychological theory and research about why parents become involved in their children’s education, shows that parent engagement is nurtured when parents believe they should be involved in their children’s education and schooling and have a positive sense of efficacy about the usefulness of their involvement (p. 27). Many low income parents who were likely to be part of this project differed from middle income parents in two ways that help explain differences in their children’s potential for success at school [7]. Low income parents often are unable to gain access to and benefit from the resources available in the school; they are less familiar with the “grammar of schooling” [3], for example. In addition, they often do not have opportunities for taking forms of collective action which foster the exchange and development of collective knowledge or intellectual capital; working two or three jobs to “make ends meet” reduces the time available to interact with other parents, for example.

In pursuit of this project objective, school staffs provided structures for face-to-face meetings with parents to improve parents’ understanding of the school’s expectations for their children, as well as manageable ways in which parents can help at home. While the content of these experiences differed in response to unique parent group needs, common across all schools were opportunities for parents to learn more about general curriculum expectations for the grade in which the child is enrolled; the school’s assumptions about school work that the student will do at home; teachers’ general approaches to instruction; how student behavior is managed in the classroom and across the school; and types of student testing to be implemented over the year.

This project objective was also pursued by creating and maintaining parent peer networks (explored by [22,23]). Most project schools provided parents with encouragement and opportunities to interact with other project parents about the challenges they faced in providing a productive family educational culture for their children, how those challenges might best be met, and what school personnel might do to help.




1.3. Framework

The project as a whole tested claims about the effects of the three different, but by no means mutually exclusive, approaches to improving the engagement and achievement of students in challenging circumstances as described above. These claims can be represented, in summary form, as a “theory of action”, as in Figure 1, which also points to the types of data that would needed if all of the project’s claims were to be tested. As this figure suggests, parent engagement initiatives implemented by project schools were intended to have a positive influence on two sets of conditions important for student success—family educational cultures (FEC: high expectations, social/intellectual capital, communication) and the school and classroom conditions (SCC) of those students selected to be in the project (as well as the relationships between family and school) 1.

Figure 1. The Project’s Theory of Action.
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A positive influence on both these variables is expected, in turn, to enhance students’ engagement (SE) with school, as well as their achievement. Some of the influence of family and both school and classroom conditions will have direct effects on achievement while some will have indirect effects that are mediated by student engagement2. Similarly, improvements in family educational cultures are expected to result in more fully engaged students through their additional motivation to succeed, as well as improved student achievement as a result of increased parental expectations, communication, and the social and intellectual capital provided by families.

While school and classroom conditions were an important part of the framework for the study, as Figure 1 suggests, labour conditions in the province at the time of project implementation prevented all but one district from collecting data about this variable and these data are not reported.




2. Methods

A pre-test, post-test control group design was used in each of the seven district projects, although there was considerable variation especially in the selection of parents and students to act as control groups3. The project on which this study is based was initiated jointly by directors of education of the participating districts. Each of the individual participating districts followed the ethical review procedures established in their own districts. Project funding was provided by the Ministry of Education and the first author led the project team.


2.1. Sample

This section outlines a set of modal decisions around which each district’s sampling plan varied. Districts were asked to approximate, as best they could, the modal decisions described in this section and, with a few quite important exceptions, this was largely accomplished by the participating districts.

Grade levels. Each district was asked to include at least 3 children and one or both parents in each of 3 classrooms in each of about four schools (36 student/parent dyads). While, in principle, there was no restriction placed on the grades to be involved, two guidelines were provided to help ensure the availability of suitable data.

First, district teams were asked to make sure that whatever grades were selected, there would be access to reliable information about achievement at both the beginning and at or near the end of the 12-month project period. This guideline turned out to be difficult to follow partly because the province’s labor challenges unexpectedly delayed the start of most projects and partly because of the minimal use that could be made of provincial test results given the grade levels of participating students and the schedule for reporting Ontario’s Education Quality and Accountability Office (EQAO) student assessment results.

Second, district teams were asked to avoid selecting grades for which only report card data about achievement was available. While such data may be very reliable in some schools, it is widely believed to be unreliable in many schools and so provides unconvincing evidence of project effects on achievement. That said, report card data should be included with the other data about achievement that is collected4. As it turned out, report card data (about subject achievement and learning skills) were the only achievement data available to most districts and not all districts provided such data as part of their reports.

Student and parent background. As much as possible, districts were asked to consider four criteria when selecting student/parent dyads for project participation:


	Students are struggling academically: this could mean that they have been achieving at levels 1 or 2 on at least several EQAO measures over multiple testing cycles without showing signs of improvement, for example;


	Students are less engaged in school than is needed for success: this could mean significantly below average attendance rates and/or unusually disruptive behavior in school, for example;


	Parents are facing significant social and/or economic challenges: social challenges could include, for example, limited formal education, being a single parent, and being a new immigrant without a support network in the community; economic challenges could include, for example, income at or below the poverty line, an occupation providing little time for engagement with their children and unstable housing accommodation;


	Parents have either low or no explicit expectations for their children’s success at school. These expectations may be known by school staff as a result of their previous contact with parents.




Districts were asked to ensure the selection of student/parent dyads that met as many of these four criteria as possible based on credible sources of evidence and profiles of each student/parent dyad were developed before the project began to be implemented in each district. All districts were able to follow these four guidelines.

Control student/parent dyads. Participating districts were asked to address three important challenges when selecting control student/parent dyads and they were largely successful in doing this:


	ensuring comparability of the dyads on the selection criteria outlined above;


	minimizing the risk of “treatment contamination” or influence from project schools’ parent engagement initiatives;


	gaining reasonable access to, and cooperation of, the control student/parent dyads.






2.2. Measures

Student survey. This survey instrument provided the most direct evidence about achievement of the three project goals and was used by all district teams. Appendix A describes items included in the survey which was used to measure two dimensions of student engagement (behavioral and psychological) and the three components of family educational culture selected as key outcomes for the project. Many of these items were originally based on Jeremy Finn’s [29] model of school engagement adapted for research on school leader effects on student engagement (see for example [30]). Finn’s model defines engagement as having both behavioral and psychological dimensions.

The behavioral dimension comprises four “levels” of behavior—responding to requirements, engaging in class-related initiatives, participating in extra-curricular activities, and being involved in school decision making (through student councils and the like): previous evidence suggests that the fourth of these types of engagement has no effect on achievement and so items measuring such engagement were not used by most districts. Students’ psychological engagement or identification with school includes both a sense of belonging at school as well as valuing school567. Some features of this survey were slightly modified (reduced numbers of items measuring some variables, simplified language) by several districts to accommodate unique local conditions.

Report card student achievement measures. Achievement measures depended, in part, on the grade of the students selected for the project. Each district team was asked to specify which existing sets of achievement data would be used as their pre- and post-measure of achievement. However, initial guidelines about measures of achievement, notwithstanding, several districts did not report achievement data at all while the remainder relied exclusively on report card evidence about subject achievement (all schools in Ontario use a common report card developed by the province).

Report card student learning skills measures. The province’s common report card also requires teachers to provide an assessment of each student’s “learning skills” including collaboration, independent work, initiative, organization, responsibility and self-regulation.

Parent interviews. Each school engaged in discussions with parents about their interest in participating in the project. Parents selected to be part of the study were interviewed at two points during the project (e.g., after 3 months and after 6 months). These interviews asked the following questions:


	To this point, what does participating in your school’s parent engagement project involve for you?


	Please describe how you have been involved in each aspect of the project?


	To what extent has each aspect of your project involvement been useful to you?


	In particular, what has this involvement meant for your relationships with your child’s school?


	What has this involvement meant for you and your child’s interactions about school in your home?


	What aspects of the project have been most and least helpful for you?


	Do you have any suggestions for changes to the project that it would make it more useful for you?




Student interviews. Interviews with students selected to be part of the study also took place at two points during the project, as with parents. Questions for these interviews included at least the following:


	Since you became part of your school’s parent engagement project (some other designation may be needed for students) is anything different for you at school? If so, what?


	Do you and your parents approach your school work any differently now than before? If yes, what is the difference?


	Do you and your teacher(s) approach your school work any differently now than before? If yes, what is the difference?


	What else could be done by the school or by your parents to help you do better at school?




School staff interviews. Interviews with school staffs who are part of each school’s project implementation team were conducted during the same time period suggested for parents and students. Questions suggested for these interviews included:


	What challenges have you encountered while implementing your school’s parent engagement project?


	How have you addressed the most significant of these challenges?


	Can you detect much difference in parental support for the students in your class/school who are participating in the project?


	Have you changed your approach to these students in your classroom practices? If so, how?


	What could the project do differently that would make it more effective in your view?







3. Results


3.1. Selected Objectives

Table 1 summarizes the objectives each district established for its project. Developing the social capital of parents related to schooling was selected by five of the seven districts and improving communication in the home between parents and students was selected by three. Only D3 explicitly set out to increase parents’ expectations for student success at school. All districts had additional objectives mostly concerned with building awareness among staff about the importance of parent engagement and developing the capacities of staff needed to enhance parent engagement in their classrooms, schools and the homes of their students.


Table 1. Objectives Selected by Districts for their Parent Engagement Interventions.



	
Districts

	
Objectives




	
Increasing Parental Expectations for Students’ Success at School

	
Developing the Social Capital of Parents Related to Schooling

	
Improving Communication between Parents and Students in the Home

	
Other






	
D1

	

	
√

	

	
√




	
D2

	

	
√

	

	
√




	
D3

	
√

	
√

	
√

	
√




	
D4

	

	

	
√

	
√




	
D5

	

	
√

	

	
√




	
D6

	

	
√

	
√

	
√




	
D7

	

	

	
√

	
√













3.2. Selected Interventions

Districts and many of their schools exercised considerable autonomy in making decisions about the specific parent engagement strategies they would use for their version of the project. However, project teams were provided with background literature about parent engagement strategies and several districts had significant experience with many such strategies already. A summary of the strategies used by each district is provided in Table 2 below. Because of the fundamental nature of the project, all such strategies were, by definition, “school driven” rather than “parent driven”, a distinction discussed by Ma and colleagues [6]; they were also targeted at one or more of the three overall project outcomes as indicated in Table 1 above.

Table 2. Summary of Interventions Used by Districts.






	Districts
	Nature of Project Interventions





	D1
	
	-

	Parent “how-to” guides including questions to ask at parent-teacher interviews



	-

	Teacher in-service



	-

	Series of meetings in school with parents to address parent-identified needs



	-

	Individual parent consultations by teacher to facilitate parent contact with school



	-

	Multiple avenues used to keep parents informed of important school dates and other activities in which their children were involved








	D2
	In three project schools

	-

	Parents and students meet in school four or five times to explore learning strategies especially in math and literacy





Summer program:

	-

	Developing literacy and numeracy skills for students



	-

	Helping parents with ways of assisting such learning in the home



	-

	Instruction in native languages








	D3
	
	-

	Develop and support parent-directed groups that met once or twice per week








	D4
	
	-

	Creation and use of a communication book



	-

	Face-to-face conversations with parents by staff



	-

	Telephone conversations with parents by staff



	-

	Formally scheduled classroom visits








	D5
	
	-

	Responding to parent focus group



	-

	In-service for educators



	-

	Community evening family engagement group



	-

	Literacy sessions








	D6
	
	-

	Math, literacy, arts nights with parents



	-

	BBQ



	-

	Movie nights, games nights, community walk



	-

	Personal phone calls/invitations to parents



	-

	Use of social media to inform parents of student work








	D7
	
	-

	Hire “student asset” coaches who meet for one hour and 30 min twice a week with parents in the home



	-

	Meeting in school for all parents served by asset coaches (dinner, engage with children in “play” activity, free passes for selected community activities)













In a wide-ranging review of relevant research, Leithwood and Jantzi [33], identified three broad categories (including thirteen specific forms) of parent engagement strategies. One of these categories encompassed seven specific forms of school-initiated parent engagement strategies, four of which were used by some project schools including:


	Assisting parents in child rearing skills (e.g., D7);


	Assisting parents in instructional skills (e.g., D2);


	Communicating with parents about school-related matters such as school programs, activities, things studied in class (D1, D6);


	Advising parents on assisting child with homework (D4).






Not used by any project schools were three strategies in this category that most evidence suggests, have little bearing on student outcomes in schools [8]:


	Involving parents as school volunteers;


	Involving parents in school-community collaborations;


	Involving parents in school decision-making through PTA, school councils and the like.




A second category of parent engagement strategies, shared forms of school-parent engagement, includes just one strategy, communication between parents and school. This strategy was part of all districts’ intervention strategies; it was especially central to initiatives undertaken in D6.

Parent-initiated types of engagement, a third category, includes five specific strategies. Although project schools, not parents, initiated all of the strategies studied, some of those initiatives aimed to prompt some forms of parent initiation including:


	Communicating with one’s child about schooling including the frequency of parental talk with one’s child about school, high school plans, post high school plans, help with homework and the like (e.g., D7);


	Communicating with one’s child about educational aspirations such as how far in school parents want their child to go (e.g., D7);


	Providing academic stimulation at home, not necessarily related to the school curriculum (e.g., D6);


	Supervising child’s activities to ensure education as priority by setting guidelines about how often parent checks homework, limiting the frequency child is allowed to go out with friends, amounts of TV/Internet/video game/music time as well as how late they can be used (e.g., D4);


	Contacting the school about, for example, academic programs, child’s behaviour and child’s school performance (e.g., D6).




In sum, schools in the project districts, as a whole, implemented about two-thirds of the thirteen specific interventions described in previous research. Prior evidence [8] indicates that most of the strategies not used have little or no demonstrable effect on student outcomes. So their choice of intervention strategies provided districts with a promising start on accomplishing their chosen goals.



3.3. Parent, Student and Teacher Interview Results

All districts collected interview evidence from parents, teachers and students involved in their intervention efforts, typically at the mid-point and at the end of the intervention. Most of these interviews asked some close variation of the questions proposed in the overall design of the project and the responses provided evidence for mid-course refinements of district interventions, as well as evidence about outcomes. Most individual district reports include quite detailed responses to the interview questions and are a rich source of information about the experiences of parents, teachers and students as each set of interventions was being implemented.

Of greatest salience to the project as a whole is what the interview results suggest about outcomes of the interventions. First, much of this evidence indicates that, at the point of being officially completed, many participants believed that the value of the interventions was just beginning to be realized. This perception suggests that parent engagement strategies likely to be effective in nurturing student success at school need to engage parents and students deeply, either through their duration or intensity. A “light touch” does not seem likely to make much difference. More likely, these strategies should become a routine part of what schools do on a regular basis.

Second, those parents and teachers participating directly in the interventions often attributed greater value to the interventions than the more “objective” outcome data reported subsequently suggests. Furthermore, the significant weight most districts awarded these data in their individual reports exemplifies the well-documented claim that some types of evidence are just considered more salient than others as influences on decision making; qualitative data, for example, seem more meaningful to many than do quantitative data [34]. Knowing about this predictable bias in human decision making, future efforts to judge the value of parent engagement interventions should include multiple types of evidence.



3.4. Student Perceptions of Changes in Family Educational Cultures

Evidence from the student survey is the best indicator available of the impact of the project. The survey included multi-item scales measuring five variables. Two of these variables were dimensions of student engagement—behavioral engagement and psychological engagement or identification with school. The remaining variables measured by the survey were explicit goals to be achieved by the project including: increasing parental expectations for their children’s success at school; the social and intellectual capital of parents and; communication between parents and students. These survey measures are aligned directly with project goals, provide evidence directly from students themselves, and are the only data common across all seven project districts.

Both treatment and control students in all schools responded to the survey near the beginning and at the end of their involvement in the project. Results of the survey are summarized in Table 3 (note that D2 had three sets of students included in its version of the project, hence three sets of data; the summary of results below refers to only the mean of the three scores for D2). All districts collected evidence about all five variables even though not all of these variables were explicitly included among the goals selected for their projects.


Table 3. Cross-district Summary of Student Survey Results. Mean change scores of treatment (T) and control (C) groups (4 point rating scales).



	
Districts

	
Behav. Engage’t

	
Psych. Engage’t

	
High Expect’n

	
Social/Intellectual Capital

	
Parent/Child Communication

	
Mean Change






	

	
T

	
C

	
T

	
C

	
T

	
C

	
T

	
C

	
T

	
C

	
T

	
C




	
D1

	
−0.01

	
−0.14

	
−0.25

	
−0.08

	
0.00

	
−0.09

	
−0.07

	
−0.02

	
−0.02

	
−0.11

	
−0.07

	
−0.08




	
D2*

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
A

	
0.06

	
−0.22

	
0.10

	
−0.26

	
−0.08

	
−0.13

	
0.06

	
−0.21

	
0.06

	
−0.48

	
0.04

	
−0.26




	
B

	
−0.17

	
−0.12

	
−0.16

	
−0.18

	
−0.24

	
−0.11

	
−0.13

	
−0.04

	
−0.27

	
−0.12

	
−0.19

	
−0.16




	
C

	
0.09

	
−0.15

	
0.04

	
−0.17

	
0.10

	
−0.15

	
0.18

	
−0.05

	
0.21

	
−0.17

	
0.12

	
−0.14




	
Mean

	
−0.01

	
−0.16

	
−0.01

	
−0.20

	
0.07

	
−0.13

	
0.04

	
−0.10

	
0.00

	
−0.26

	
−0.01

	
−0.18




	
D3

	
0.20

	
0.00

	
0.08

	
−0.07

	
0.02

	
−0.01

	
0.43

	
0.05

	
0.29

	
0.49

	
0.21

	
0.09




	
D4

	
0.26

	
0.39

	
0.11

	
NA

	
0.00

	
0.19

	
0.07

	
0.40

	
0.04

	
0.23

	
0.10

	
0.30




	
D5

	
0.31

	
−0.27

	
0.54

	
−0.13

	
0.50

	
−0.15

	
0.76

	
−0.22

	
0.57

	
−0.19

	
0.53

	
−0.30




	
D6

	
0.27

	
0.06

	
0.05

	
0.07

	
0.03

	
0.06

	
−0.02

	
−0.23

	
0.12

	
0.05

	
0.09

	
−0.01




	
D7

	
0.05

	
−0.04

	
0.15

	
0.08

	
0.22

	
−0.04

	
0.56

	
0.03

	
0.27

	
0.08

	
0.25

	
0.02






* Group A = in-school plus summer school; Group B = in-school program only; Group C = summer learning program only.






Student behavioral engagement. Treatment groups in five of the seven districts made at least modest average gains in the behavioral dimension of student engagement as indicated in the first two columns of data in Table 3. In only one district did the results favor the control group students (D4). Of the three different intervention programs implemented by D2, the summer school only treatment group outperformed the other treatment and control groups with the in-school only alternative producing negative results. Because this is the pattern of results across all variables measured by the survey, the remaining report of the survey results takes into account only D2’s average ratings, clearly ratings that mask the noteworthy differences in the impact of D2’s three intervention programs.

Student psychological engagement. Treatment groups made at least modest average gains on the psychological dimension of student engagement in five of the seven districts. Negative “gains” by treatment groups were larger than control groups in one district (D1) and smaller in the other district (D2).

Parent expectations. Treatment groups in five districts made gains in parental expectations for student success at school while treatment groups in the two remaining districts made no change (D1 and D4). Treatment group changes also exceeded control group changes in five districts while D4 and D6 control group changes exceeded treatment group changes.

Parents’ social and intellectual capital. Five of the seven treatment groups gained on this goal; only D1 and D6 treatment groups did not, although the D6 treatment group’s losses were not nearly as large as the control group. Treatment group changes exceeded control groups changes in five districts.

Parent-child communications. Five of the seven treatment groups gained on this goal; only D1 and D2 treatment groups, on average, did not. Treatment group changes exceeded control group changes in five districts.

Across all districts, average results favored the treatment over the controls groups on 67% of the survey items with D2 results offering a more complex picture of the consequences of treatment variation. D2’s summer school treatment resulted in substantially better student engagement results than results of the other D2 student groupings.

This summary of student survey results supports the claim that, with one exception (D1), interventions by districts had, on average, positive effects; and in all but one district (D4), were modestly more successful in achieving the central goals of the project with treatment students as compared with control students.

In the case of D1, as the far right column of Table 3 indicates, both treatment and control group ratings declined from pre- to post-test and by almost identical amounts (−0.07 and −0.08). This was the only district working with a secondary school population which may present both different and more significant challenges to the achievement of project goals than elementary school populations8. Another plausible explanation, however, one that would also apply to the weaker gains by D4’s treatment as compared with control group results, is that the interventions implemented were largely “school driven”, a category of interventions some previous evidence suggests has marginal effects on student outcomes [6]. However, student achievement evidence, described in the next section, provides some support for the strategies used by D4.



3.5. Student Report Card Learning Skills

Six learning skills are included on the provincial report cards used by all project schools. Table 4 compares average changes from pre- to post-test for all treatment and all control students in each of the four districts able to provide such evidence. The data from which these change scores are derived are based on numerical transformations of descriptive words or phrases used on report cards including Excellent = 4, Good = 3, Satisfactory = 2 and Needs Improvement = 1.


Table 4. Changes in Learning Skills Results by Treatment (T) and Control (C) Students.



	
Learning Skills

	
D3

	
D4

	
D6

	
D7




	
T

	
C

	
T

	
C

	
T

	
C

	
T

	
C






	
Collaboration

	
1.8

	
0.00

	
0.20

	
0.0

	
0.55

	
−0.13

	
−0.11

	
0.00




	
Independent Work

	
0.20

	
0.00

	
0.20

	
0.2

	
0.31

	
−0.13

	
0.05

	
−0.21




	
Initiative

	
0.05

	
0.20

	
0.00

	
0.0

	
−0.08

	
−0.19

	
−0.23

	
−0.06




	
Organization

	
0.10

	
0.16

	
0.20

	
0.2

	
0.27

	
−0.11

	
−0.18

	
0.00




	
Responsibility

	
0.01

	
−0.15

	
0.00

	
0.0

	
−0.13

	
0.03

	
−0.23

	
0.10




	
Self-Regulation

	
−0.03

	
0.00

	
0.10

	
−0.2

	
0.25

	
−0.27

	
0.12

	
0.21




	
Mean

	
0.35

	
0.04

	
0.12

	
0.03

	
−0.10

	
−0.30

	
−0.10

	
0.01











Mean changes in ratings across all six learning skills in each of the four districts are found in the bottom row of Table 4. Data in this row indicate small improvements in learning skills ratings for both treatment and control students in two districts (D3 and D4), declines in such ratings for both groups in D6 (a larger decline for the control than the treatment students, however), and declines for the treatment group and a very slight increase for the control group in D7. Nonetheless, ratings of treatment students’ learning skills exceed ratings of control students in three of the four districts. Treatment students made the greatest gains, as compared with control students, for the skills of Collaboration and Independent Work in all but D7.

These results provide additional, albeit weak support for claims about the impact of three of the four districts’ parent engagement interventions. Although the student engagement results for D4, described in the previous section, generally favored control over treatment students, the learning skills data included in Table 4 favor that district’s treatment group.



3.6. Student Report Card Subject Achievement

Table 5 displays report card results in reading, writing (D6 reported a combined language score only), math and science (D7 and D6 only) before and after the districts’ interventions for both treatment and control groups. These data, from four of the seven districts in the project, are based on the numerical transformations of letter grades typically used to report achievement on elementary school report cards. Grades ranged from A+ to D−, a total of 12 possible grades. These letter grades were transformed to numbers by assigning A+ = 12, A = 11, A− = 10 and so on with D− = 1. Results reported in Table 5 are average changes in these scores from pre- to post-test, usually a period of one term.


Table 5. Changes in Subject Achievement by Treatment (T) and Control (C) Students.



	
Subjects

	
D3

	
D4

	
D6

	
D7




	
T

	
C

	
T

	
C

	
T

	
C

	
T

	
C






	
Reading

	
1.0

	
1.0

	
1.2

	
0.6

	

	

	
0.12

	
−0.1




	
Writing

	
1.0

	
0.0

	
0.3

	
−1.4

	

	

	
0.18

	
−0.21




	
Language

	

	

	

	

	
−0.08

	
0.24

	

	




	
Math

	
−2.0

	
2.0

	
1.38 **

	
−1.29

	
−0.02

	
−0.01

	
−0.53 ***

	
−0.55




	
Science

	

	

	

	

	
0.11

	
−0.49

	
0.12

	
−0.61




	
Mean

	
0.0

	
1.0

	
0.96

	
0.70

	
0.03

	
−0.08

	
−0.03

	
−0.37






** The math change scores reported in this table for D4 are the average of separate scores reported for number sense, measurement, geometry, patterning, and data management; *** Number sense and numeration.




This is an admittedly truncated description of report card subject achievement data largely because subject classifications differed by district due, in part, to the reporting requirements at different grade levels. So only data about reading, writing and math are available across the four boards. Given these limitations, a very cautious interpretation of the data is warranted.

As the bottom row of Table 5 indicates, average changes in the subject achievement of treatment and control students was marginal in the four districts. However, these small changes favoured the treatment groups in three of the four districts. So these results provide at least weak support for claims about the impact of the parent engagement interventions on student achievement implemented in all but D3.






4. Conclusions

The three types of student outcome evidence summarized in the previous section (student engagement, learning skills and subject achievement) generally support a claim about the positive impact of the interventions implemented by project districts. Clearly, support for this claim is relatively weak and for two of the three types of evidence, does not include all seven districts. However, the more fulsome accounts of interviews with parents, students and teachers, found in the individual district reports, add some credence to this positive assessment of project effects.

Individual district reports included in the final project report [27] are a rich source of detailed information about how each district developed its interventions, the challenges experienced as those interventions were unfolding, as well as the consequences of such implementation. These reports also concluded with “lessons” for future work, typically fairly detailed lessons appropriate to their chosen interventions. However, these reports, as a whole, also suggest eight larger, overlapping lessons other districts might take heed of as they embark on their own parent engagement interventions9.

First, productively engaging parents as partners in the education of their children can be hard work. It is certainly quite different work for many school staffs. As Kruse and Louis [36] observe “deep-seated changes in the culture of schools are unlikely to occur without action to create more fundamental bonds with the community” (p. 7). Learning how to do this work well takes significant time and support. Schools and districts embarking on parent engagement efforts, targeted at improving student outcomes, should build in sufficient time and opportunity for staff learning and sometimes for staffs to undergo significant shifts in their attitudes toward the parents with whom they are likely to be working.

Second, efforts on the part of regular school staffs to build parents’ social and intellectual capital related to schooling work best when a relatively generous amount of time during meetings, at the outset, is allowed for trust building among parents and between parents and the school staff.

Third, and overlapping the previous lesson, a handful of meetings with parents, no matter how well planned and executed, are unlikely to be sufficiently intensive, sensitive to parent perspectives or sustained to have much impact on student-related goals for parent engagement. Initiatives of this type, however, likely provide a good foundation for follow-up initiatives aimed directly, for example, at building parents’ social capital, fostering higher expectations for their children’s success at school, and nurturing productive communication between parents and children in the home. Such truncated initiatives provide the opportunities for learning, attitude change and the starting points for trust building needed to subsequently make a difference for students in partnership with parents. But they are of little value by themselves.

Fourth, the duration of efforts to engage parents productively in the education of their children may be less important than the intensity and focus of those efforts. Intense efforts within a relatively short period can pay off when they occur either inside or outside the home, as long as they provide direct, practical help to parents in supporting their child’s work at school. This lesson is most suitable for efforts that do not depend exclusively for their implementation on regular school staffs. The importance of a sharp focus on how to be successful at school is mirrored in a significant amount of previous research. For example, Hill and Tyson’s [35] meta-analysis found stronger effects on student achievement of “academic socialization” approaches to parent engagement than a wide range of other approaches included in their analysis.

Fifth, within any of the broad approaches to parent engagement that might be chosen, effective implementation strategies are likely to be dynamic. To build productive partnerships with parents, a concept discussed by Ferlazzo [20], schools need to carefully plan their initial contacts but assume that those plans are likely to need changing as their knowledge about parent and student needs grows. Flexibility is a critical quality for schools to bring to their parent engagement efforts.

Sixth, engaging parents of secondary students and developing partnerships with them in the interests of their children’s success at school is typically more complicated—or at the very least, different—than it is with parents of elementary school children. But secondary teachers who are pessimistic initially about the feasibility of developing such partnerships may become strong advocates for the effort with a willingness to persist long enough to make significant progress. This lesson is also reflected in a significant amount of previous research on parent engagement which takes account of differences in students’ stage of development (see for example [35]).

Seventh, while many First Nations parents and children face huge challenges related to poverty and sometimes to location, many such parents are highly motivated to increase their social and intellectual capital related to the schooling of their children and readily build on opportunities to improve those conditions in the home which foster their children’s success at school. In their comprehensive report of approaches to the improvement of education for indigenous peoples in Alberta, Gunn et al. [37] discuss specific and effective strategies: making communication with Aboriginal parents a priority, and substantial attention to creating a sense of belonging and enhancing cultural awareness. Understanding Aboriginal people and the traditional ways of life and culture help to create effective communications between the staff and Aboriginal parents [38].

Finally, communications between parents and schools are central to productive parent-school partnerships but there is no one form or even several forms that work well in all circumstances and with all parents. Schools should ask their parents what forms of communication work best for them and stay tuned for changes in the answers. As Ferlazzo, [20] notes “A school striving for parent engagement…tends to lead with its ears—listening to what parents think, dream, and worry about. The goal of family engagement is not to serve clients but to gain partners” (p. 10).

The eight lessons described here are the most obvious insights to be gleaned from the work of the project districts.
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	1Based on Bronfenbremmer’s [24] bioecological model, Niehaus & Adelson [25] view these two sources of influence on children’s achievement as microsystems and mesosystems which, together, account for most of the “potential risk and protective factors ….highly important to students’ performance and well-being” (p. 812).

	2In this study of parent engagement, student engagement is one of three outcomes used to assess the effects of changes in three components of family educational culture. For a discussion of the influence of school and classroom practices on student engagement, see for example the research series of Dunleavy, Willms, Milton and Friesen [26].

	3The full report of results (Leithwood et al., [27]) includes individual district reports. These individual reports provide more detail about samples and sample selection.

	4As a result of his series of meta-analyses, Jeynes [28] has observed that parent engagement initiatives typically have significantly larger effects on report card scores than on standardized achievement test results.

	5While scale reliabilities for this instrument could not be calculated from the data in this project, previous data sets have indicated reliabilities (Cronbach’s Alpha) for all scales significantly above minimum acceptable levels (0.60).

	6Also see Turner et al. [31] for a comparable theoretical account of factors contributing to student engagement.

	7For a discussion of the relationships between student engagement and family and school factors see Willms [32].

	8For an outline of these differences and challenges, see Hill & Tyson [35].

	9These lessons should be considered provisional, of course, because of the small size of the sample from on which they are based.
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