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Executive Editor’s Comments

This issue begins with two brief invited editorial pieces, one from our 
longtime friend Carlos Azcoitia, and another from Tom Eccleston reflect-
ing on Thomas Sergiovanni’s work, which helped inspire this journal from 
its conception. Both are well worth reading! Next we dive into two articles 
related to successful literacy development coordinated between the home 
and the school, the first by Kouider Mokhtari, LeAnn Nash, and Hina Fati-
ma, the second by Renée Cowan.

In their article, Andrew Gilbert and Steph Dean remind us of the pow-
er of the outdoors to inspire wonder and create a sense of community for 
our science students. Renae Mayes, Lia Falco, and Laura Girod Barnhart 
describe a promising and timely university–school district partnership to 
make mental health care more accessible to students and families, even as 
it trains up new counselors.

Our European counterparts have offered us some inspiration in the 
next two articles. Monique Strijk, Mariëtte Lusse, Marinka Kuijpers, and 
Ellen Klatter describe how schools encouraged families to have conversa-
tions and take actions to support their young people as they make decisions 
about their career development trajectories. Peter de Vries, Hilda T. A. Ams-
ing, and Eddie Denessen share a literature review of the research around 
helping teacher candidates develop the skills to engage parents effectively—
something still being done well in only a few isolated universities. 

Vandeen Campbell examines a national dataset to see how school cul-
ture impacts family engagement, but also notes the need for better data 
measures for future research. Finally, we have a call for a cohesive research 
agenda from a collaborative of notable names and organizations in the field 
of family–school partnerships, sharing their hope of inspiring a productive 
wave of new research that will move practice forward across the United 
States and around the world. 

Lori G. Thomas
June 2026
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Editorial

How We Transform Ourselves to Achieve 
Academic, Community, and Personal Success: 
A Path of Purpose, Service, and Transcendence

Carlos M. Azcoitia

Editor’s Note: This essay is reprinted with permission from the March 2026 
issue of El Ignaciano. The Spanish (Español) version can be read here.

The Sacred Calling of Teaching

Teaching is the essential profession—the one that makes all other pro-
fessions possible and, more profoundly, the one that awakens the dormant 
potential within every human soul. A good teacher loves teaching; a great 
teacher loves learning and recognizes that each student is a mirror reflect-
ing infinite possibilities for growth. This exceptional teacher maintains the 
highest expectations for their students, yet holds even greater expectations 
for themselves, understanding that true leadership begins with personal 
example.

The great teacher demonstrates through their actions that the best way 
to live is to strive for something that transcends a single lifetime—a lega-
cy of light that illuminates future generations. In this sacred calling, each 
day of teaching is an opportunity to plant seeds of transformation in young 
hearts, seeds that will blossom long after we have departed.

The Commitment to Educational Excellence

As committed educators, we bear the sacred responsibility of ensur-
ing that all students have the opportunity to develop their intellectual, 

http://www.schoolcommunitynetwork.org/SCJ.aspx
https://elignaciano.com/como-nos-transformamos-para-obtener-logros-academicos-comunitarios-y-personales-un-camino-de-proposito-servicio-y-trascendencia/
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emotional, and spiritual potential to the fullest. The quality of teaching will 
always be the primary factor in true learning—the kind that transforms not 
only the mind, but also the heart and spirit.

All actions by administrators, teachers, and staff must foster collabora-
tion, utilizing evidence-based educational practices, but always guided by a 
higher vision: that of cultivating whole human beings who are compassion-
ate, ethical, and aware of their purpose in the world. All educational leaders 
must involve families and the community in the learning process, recogniz-
ing that education is a collective act of love and service.

Developing Transformative Leadership

To achieve lasting academic success, we must develop educational lead-
ership competencies and abilities that spring from a deep sense of purpose. 
This journey begins by developing and articulating beliefs and expectations 
through coherent words and actions, engaging and nurturing teaching staff 
as partners in a shared mission.

It is essential to evaluate the quality of classroom instruction with eyes 
of discernment and compassion, facilitating and motivating change from 
a place of inspiration rather than imposition. Change is inevitable, but 
personal and collective growth is optional—a conscious choice we make 
each day upon waking. A balanced administration with clear educational 
priorities will enable educational leaders and staff to develop strategic in-
structional skills, creating an organized environment conducive to learning 
that nurtures both intellect and spirit.

It is also imperative that educational leaders develop effective communi-
cation skills to embrace multicultural communities, honoring the richness 
of each tradition and finding the golden thread that unites all cultures in 
their shared longing for the well-being of children.

Community Education as a Path to Unity

The principles of community education guide us toward a profound 
truth: the educational community must participate in a process of self-de-
termination, where each person has the right and responsibility to identify 
their needs and actively participate in an action plan to fulfill them. This is 
the path of authentic empowerment—one that recognizes the inherent wis-
dom in every individual and every community.

Community education must develop self-help capacities to stimu-
late leadership among participants, recognizing that within each person 
dwells a leader waiting to awaken. Locating services close to residents and 
integrating social services are practical expressions of this principle of ac-
cessible, nearby service.
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Education emphasizes the sacred interdependence that exists among 
school, family, and community, recognizing that together they can exert 
a profoundly positive influence on students. By sharing a local identity 
where education is connected to daily life, we create a fabric of support that 
sustains every child’s growth. The school thus becomes the community nu-
cleus, linked to daily life and the experiences of our families—a temple of 
learning where the academic and the spiritual intertwine.

Expanding the Boundaries of Learning

Education is influenced by factors that occur both inside and outside 
the school, reminding us that learning knows no walls or limits. For this 
reason, we must expand school boundaries to encompass the community 
environment in all its richness and diversity. The principles of community 
education establish a fundamental truth: the greatest influence on students 
is the family, and the greatest influence on the family is the community.

Therefore, challenging students to achieve greater academic success 
necessarily includes supporting and strengthening families. When we up-
lift families, we uplift children; when we heal communities, we heal the 
future. This is the virtuous circle of transformative education—a path that 
invites us to see each educational action as an act of service that reverber-
ates across generations.

Final Reflection

On this journey of educational transformation, let us always remem-
ber that we are not merely transmitting knowledge—we are planting seeds 
of hope, cultivating gardens of possibility, and building bridges toward 
a brighter future. Every student whose life we touch is an opportunity to 
leave an eternal imprint on the universe. May our work as educators always 
be guided by love, compassion, and unwavering faith in the infinite poten-
tial of every human being.

“Education is not the filling of a pail, but the lighting of a fire.”

— William Butler Yeats

Carlos M. Azcoitia is professor emeritus of educational leadership and a prin-
cipal mentor for National Louis University in Chicago. He is also a former Deputy 
Chief of Education and Principal of John Spry Community School in Chicago. 
Correspondence concerning this essay may be addressed to Dr. Carlos Azcoitia 
via email: carlos.azcoitia@nl.edu 

mailto:carlos.azcoitia@nl.edu
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Editorial

Rethinking Leadership: Why Sergiovanni Still 
Speaks to Us Today

Tom Eccleston 

Editor’s Note: Reprinted by invitation from Mr. Eccleston’s website.

When Thomas Sergiovanni first published the essays later collected in 
Rethinking Leadership (2007), the educational landscape looked very dif-
ferent from what we see today. Standardized testing and accountability 
systems were tightening, and leadership literature leaned heavily toward 
managerial efficiency and human relations models. Yet Sergiovanni refused 
to reduce school leadership to technique. He argued that leadership is a 
moral craft. It is a calling rooted in values, culture, and community.

I recently revisited one of his essays, Leadership and Excellence in 
Schooling (1984/2007) and was struck by how relevant it remains four de-
cades later. Some of the language feels anchored in an earlier era, yet the 
ideas are timeless. They speak directly to many of the challenges school 
leaders still face.

Competence vs. Excellence

One of Sergiovanni’s central insights is his distinction between compe-
tence and excellence. Competent schools, he writes, meet basic expectations: 
organized operations, adequate test scores, satisfied parents, and teachers 
who do their jobs. But excellence is something more.
•	 “Excellence is readily recognized in our ordinary experiences. It is dif-

ficult to put our finger on what makes a particular athletic or artistic 
performance excellent. But we know excellence when we see it” (p. 6).

http://www.schoolcommunitynetwork.org/SCJ.aspx
https://tomeccleston.ca/
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He explains that competence is about technical mastery (hitting the right 
notes). Excellence, by contrast, is holistic:
•	 “We know excellent schools when we experience them, despite difficul-

ties in definition. In excellent schools, things ‘hang together’; a sense of 
purpose rallies people to a common cause; work has meaning, and life 
is significant” (p. 6).
This distinction remains important today. Competence may satisfy com-

pliance measures, but it cannot inspire. Communities expect schools to 
be places where students discover curiosity, resilience, creativity, and be-
longing. Excellence, in Sergiovanni’s sense, is what allows schools to be 
transformative.

The Five Forces of Leadership

To explain how schools move from competence to excellence, Ser-
giovanni describes five “forces” of leadership. Each represents a different 
kind of authority leaders bring to their work:

1.	 Technical leadership – the management engineer, who organizes, 
plans, and structures.

2.	 Human leadership – the human engineer, who builds relationships, 
morale, and participation.

3.	 Educational leadership – the clinical practitioner, who ensures 
strong teaching, curriculum, and staff development.

4.	 Symbolic leadership – the chief, who embodies and communicates 
purpose, vision, and meaning.

5.	 Cultural leadership – the high priest, who shapes values, traditions, 
and the enduring identity of the school. (pp. 7–10)

The first three forces are essential for competence. Without them, 
schools become disorganized and dysfunctional. But excellence requires 
the last two forces. School leaders must build strong, functional cultures 
and create shared meaning for the entire enterprise.

Sergiovanni emphasizes: “Cultural and symbolic aspects of substan-
tive leadership forces are essential to excellence in schooling” (p. 11). Long 
before “transformational leadership” became common language, he was 
pointing to the deeper dimensions of leadership that inspire commitment 
rather than compliance.

Freedom Within Boundaries

Sergiovanni also introduces a paradox that rings true today: excellent 
schools are both tightly and loosely coupled. They are tightly structured 
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around core values and shared purposes, which act as a compass. Yet they 
are loosely structured in how those values are lived out in practice.
•	 “This combination of tight structure around clear and explicit themes…

and of autonomy for people to pursue these themes in ways that make 
sense to them, may well be a key reason for [schools’] success” (p. 15).
He calls this “freedom within boundaries.” Teachers and students know 

what the school stands for, but they have autonomy in how to embody 
those ideals. This balance sustains both coherence and creativity. Without 
boundaries, schools drift; without freedom, they stagnate.

As a school leader, I see this dynamic play out in many ways. A school 
might hold a strong value for inclusion. That’s the boundary. But how each 
teacher builds inclusive practice in their classroom reflects freedom. One 
may redesign group work, another may adjust assessment strategies, a third 
may reimagine classroom rituals. The shared value ties us together, but the 
freedom allows innovation to flourish.

Building Meaning

Sergiovanni describes symbolic leadership as the ability to communi-
cate and model what is important through words, actions, and presence. 
Symbolic leaders know that people are motivated when they find meaning 
in their work. They “stir human consciousness” by elevating daily routines 
into expressions of shared purpose.
•	 “Providing meaning and rallying people to a common cause constitute 

effectiveness in symbolic leadership” (p. 9).
This is deeply evident in schools. The way we open assemblies, the stories 

we tell at staff meetings, the rituals we build around student achievement, 
are all symbolic actions that matter. They signal what we value. They help 
teachers and students see their efforts as part of something larger. For exam-
ple, when I make time to visit classrooms, to listen, encourage, and connect, 
it communicates that teaching and learning are the heart of the school.

When leaders preside over ceremonies or tell stories of perseverance 
and growth, they transform isolated events into part of a larger narrative 
of the school community. Symbolic leadership is about giving meaning to 
the work of educating so that others can see its significance and share in its 
purpose.

Building Legacy

Cultural leadership goes deeper still. Sergiovanni describes cultural 
leaders as “high priests” who safeguard the values, traditions, and identity 
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of the school. Their task is legacy-building. They articulate the mission, so-
cialize new members, and nurture the rituals and beliefs that bind people 
together. He writes:
•	 “The net effect of the cultural force of leadership is to bond together 

students, teachers, and others as believers in the work of the school. 
Indeed, the school and its purposes are somewhat revered as if they 
resembled an ideological system dedicated to a sacred mission” (p. 10).
Strong, functional school cultures provide coherence, belonging, and 

motivation. They answer questions like, “What is this school about? What 
do we believe in? How do I fit here?” A culture of collaboration and care 
means educators consistently go beyond what is expected because they be-
lieve in the collective mission.

Cultural leadership, Sergiovanni reminds us, is about infusing schools 
with values that endure beyond any single leader. It is about creating a 
“saga,” a story people are proud to be part of.

Shared Responsibility

A final theme worth highlighting is Sergiovanni’s idea of “leadership 
density.” Excellence, he argues, cannot rest on a single heroic leader. In-
stead, leadership must be shared, spread across teachers, students, and 
communities.
•	 “The burdens of leadership will be less if leadership functions and roles 

are shared and if the concept of leadership density were to emerge as a 
viable replacement for principal leadership” (p. 17).
This vision resonates strongly today. Schools thrive when many voices 

shape culture and purpose. When leadership is dense, it is more sustain-
able, more authentic, and more deeply embedded in the life of the school.

For me, this means not just asking, “What am I leading?” but also, 
“How am I empowering others to lead?” True excellence comes when staff 
meetings, classrooms, and even student councils are cultivated as sites of 
leadership.

Lessons for Today’s Leaders

Revisiting Sergiovanni’s essays leaves me with several enduring lessons:
•	 Stewardship, not ownership. Schools are not “run” by us; they are en-

trusted to us to care for and pass on.
•	 Excellence requires culture. Technical and human skills are necessary, 

but only symbolic and cultural leadership can create transformation. 
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•	 Moral authority matters most. Bureaucratic authority enforces com-
pliance, but moral authority inspires commitment.

•	 Leadership is collective. The more leadership is shared, the stronger 
and more resilient the school becomes.

Why It Still Matters

Though written decades ago, Sergiovanni is strikingly relevant. He re-
minds us not to confuse competence with excellence, and not to confuse 
management with leadership. Competence is necessary, but excellence 
is what transforms schools into communities where learning is alive and 
meaningful.

For leaders today, his call is both humbling and inspiring. It pushes us 
to see leadership not as a set of techniques, but as a moral responsibility to 
build communities of purpose and belonging.

Reference

Sergiovanni, T. J. (1984/2007). Leadership and excellence in schooling. In T. J. Sergiovanni 
(Ed.), Rethinking leadership: A collection of articles (2nd ed., pp. 5–18). Corwin Press.

Tom Eccleston is an educator with over 25 years of experience as a teacher and 
K–12 school leader. He lives and works in British Columbia, Canada. His profes-
sional writing focuses on educational leadership, instructional improvement, and 
inclusive school culture and can be found at tomeccleston.ca. Correspondence 
concerning this editorial may be addressed to Tom Eccleston via his website.
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The Power of Parents: A Mixed-Methods Study 
of Early Literacy Development at Home

Kouider Mokhtari, LeAnn R. Nash, and Hina Fatima

Abstract

This study evaluated the Parent-Powered Literacy (PPL) Project, a 
nine-month, community-based initiative designed to strengthen parents’ 
capacity to support early language and literacy development among chil-
dren from birth to age four. Seventeen families participated in the program. 
Using a mixed-methods design that included surveys, literacy activity logs, 
structured assessments, interviews, and field observations, the study docu-
mented significant growth in both the quality and frequency of home literacy 
practices. Parents reported greater knowledge, confidence, and awareness 
of literacy resources, alongside a total of 62,629 minutes of shared reading 
sustained over seven to nine months. Qualitative findings further revealed 
enriched parent–child relationships, heightened motivation, and expand-
ed literacy routines. Collectively, the results indicate that the PPL Project 
effectively enhanced home literacy environments and empowered caregiv-
ers, demonstrating its potential as a scalable and community-driven model 
for promoting early childhood and family literacy development at home.

Key Words: Parent-Powered Literacy (PPL) Project, family literacy, early 
childhood literacy, parent engagement, home literacy environment

Introduction

Early language and literacy development lays the foundation for school 
readiness, academic achievement, and lifelong learning. Decades of 

http://www.schoolcommunitynetwork.org/SCJ.aspx
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research underscore the critical role of the home environment, and particu-
larly the influence of parents and caregivers, in fostering these foundational 
skills (Bierman et al., 2023; Galea et al., 2025). However, many families face 
barriers such as limited access to books, lack of knowledge about literacy 
development, and low confidence in their ability to support learning at 
home (Mad & Mohamed, 2023; Rivera et al., 2024). Recent research high-
lights that families’ beliefs about literacy and their access to literacy-rich 
resources remain key determinants of children’s early learning outcomes, 
particularly in underresourced communities (Biggs et al., 2023; Guerrero 
et al., 2025).

In response to these challenges, the Parent-Powered Literacy (PPL) 
Project was launched as a community-based initiative aimed at equip-
ping parents of children from birth to age four with the tools, strategies, 
and support needed to nurture early literacy. This study evaluates the out-
comes of the PPL Project, with a particular focus on changes in parental 
engagement, the quality of home literacy environments, and the develop-
ment of early literacy behaviors in young children. By engaging families 
as active partners in the literacy process, the project aligns with a growing 
movement in early education research that emphasizes the power of fam-
ily-centered and equity-focused approaches to promote school readiness 
and lifelong learning (Clymer et al., 2024; Ishimaru, 2019).

Literature Review
Building Parent Capacity to Support Early Language and Literacy

Research consistently shows that parents play a central role in the devel-
opment of children’s early language and literacy skills, as documented in 
Bus et al. (1995), Sénéchal and LeFevre (2002), Snow et al. (1998), St. Clair 
and Jackson (2006), and St. Clair et al. (2012). Family-centered literacy ini-
tiatives are grounded in the understanding that caregivers are a child’s first 
teachers, and that strengthening parent capacity can significantly influence 
early learning. The PPL Project reflects this approach by equipping parents 
of children from birth to age four with practical strategies to support lan-
guage development in the home. 

Evidence from prior studies with migrant families provides strong sup-
port for this model, showing that parent training can lead to meaningful 
and lasting improvements in children’s literacy outcomes. St. Clair and Jack-
son (2006) examined the impact of a family involvement training program 
designed to help parents support their young children’s language devel-
opment. Their findings revealed that children whose parents participated 
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in the training demonstrated significantly stronger language skills by first 
grade than those whose families did not. These results suggest that when 
parents are taught specific strategies for engaging in literacy-rich activities 
at home, children experience measurable academic benefits. This research 
aligns directly with the goals of the PPL Project, which similarly emphasizes 
building parents’ knowledge and confidence to support early learning.

A follow-up study by St. Clair et al. (2012) demonstrated that the benefits 
of early parent engagement education extend well beyond the initial years of 
schooling. Six years after the original intervention, children whose parents 
had received training continued to outperform peers on standardized read-
ing assessments. These findings highlight the long-term value of investing in 
family literacy supports early in a child’s life and suggest that parent-focused 
interventions can have enduring effects on academic achievement.

Together, these studies reinforce the importance of the home literacy en-
vironment as a foundation for later success. Programs that provide parents 
with accessible tools such as strategies for shared reading, conversation, 
and vocabulary building help translate research on early language devel-
opment into everyday practice. For the PPL Project, this body of evidence 
affirms that empowering families during the earliest years is a promising 
pathway for strengthening children’s language skills, promoting school 
readiness, and supporting long-term educational outcomes.

The Importance of Early Learning

Decades of research underscore the critical importance of high-quality 
early childhood education, particularly for at-risk children. Enriched pre-
school environments and strong instructional support in the early grades 
significantly improve academic outcomes, especially for children who en-
ter school with limited verbal skills and phonological awareness and lower 
exposure to foundational literacy concepts (Allington & McGill-Franzen, 
2019; Clay, 2005; National Institute of Health, 2000; Snow et al., 1998). 
Without timely intervention, these early disadvantages often persist, lead-
ing to compounding academic challenges.

More recent studies reaffirm these findings and demonstrate that in-
terventions that engage families early, well before formal schooling, can 
strengthen children’s readiness and reduce literacy gaps (Bierman et 
al., 2023; Dahl-Leonard et al., 2025). Initiatives like the PPL Project are 
grounded in this research, aiming to reduce disparities before they solidify. 
Evidence shows that when early learning environments are intentionally 
designed and developmentally supportive, they can foster school readiness 
and long-term success (Galea et al., 2025; Guerrero et al., 2025).
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The Critical Window: Brain Development and  
Language Acquisition

Infancy and early childhood represent a sensitive period of rapid brain 
development, when children are particularly responsive to language-rich 
and emotionally supportive interactions. By age three, the brain has un-
dergone significant growth, laying the foundation for later learning (Kuhl, 
2004; Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000). Neuroscience and developmental re-
search affirm that early experiences shape neural architecture with lifelong 
implications.

Research on language acquisition indicates that the process begins 
even before birth. For instance, Minai et al. (2017) found that fetuses can 
distinguish between languages based on rhythmic cues, highlighting the 
critical role of early auditory and verbal exposure. By the time children 
reach preschool age, much of the foundation for language, cognition, and 
social–emotional development has already been established (Copple & Bre-
dekamp, 2009; Dickinson & Tabors, 1995; Neuman & Dickinson, 2011).

Regarding reading development, experts have long recognized that the 
skills necessary for reading begin to form prior to kindergarten. Recent re-
search from the Harvard Graduate School of Education suggests that these 
skills may start developing as early as infancy (Turesky et al., 2025). These 
findings underscore the importance of interventions before formal school-
ing begins.

Additionally, studies on early language interaction indicate that shared 
reading and conversational engagement in early childhood can enhance not 
only vocabulary but also cognitive flexibility and emotion regulation, skills 
closely linked to later literacy success (Bierman et al., 2023; Heider et al., 
2025). Collectively, this research emphasizes the value of early, responsive 
engagement and makes a compelling case for early intervention programs.

The Role of Parents in Early Learning

Parents, especially mothers, are their children’s first and most influen-
tial teachers. Their language use, responsiveness, and engagement directly 
shape their children’s early literacy development. Parental involvement is 
often a stronger predictor of academic success than formal schooling alone 
(Froiland et al., 2013; Sawyer et al., 2014). Both mothers and fathers were 
encouraged to participate in the project, as the impact of both parents read-
ing and being engaged in early learning and development activities with 
their children can have a greater influence on the children and lead to bet-
ter success in preparedness for not only academic achievement but also for 
general life success.
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Projects like the PPL recognize and build on this foundational role. By 
equipping parents with knowledge, strategies, and support, such initia-
tives enhance the quality of the home learning environment, an especially 
critical factor in underserved communities (Guerrero et al., 2025; Rivera 
et al., 2024). Research consistently supports family-centered approaches, 
showing that educational outcomes improve when parents are actively in-
volved and supported in their child’s learning journey (Clymer et al., 2024; 
Dahl-Leonard et al., 2025).

Scholars agree that the quality of a child’s home literacy environment is 
closely linked to early literacy development (Biggs et al., 2023; Brown et al., 
2013). These environments can vary widely, depending on factors such as 
family demographics and socioeconomic status. Elements such as the num-
ber of books in the home and the frequency of shared reading experiences 
are positively associated with the development of literacy skills (Froiland 
et al., 2013; Galea et al., 2025). One of the most influential components of 
the home literacy environment is the amount of time children spend be-
ing read to and reading with others. Multiple studies have demonstrated a 
strong relationship between reading frequency and early literacy outcomes 
(Bierman et al., 2023; Sawyer et al., 2014). Children exposed to rich literacy 
experiences at home tend to develop stronger reading skills and are more 
likely to begin reading at an earlier age, which in turn provides them with 
greater opportunities for literacy development over time (Breit-Smith et 
al., 2010; Guerrero et al., 2025).

Investing in Early Learning

It is well established in research that the early years are a decisive peri-
od for shaping children’s cognitive, linguistic, and emotional development. 
Investments in early childhood programs that prioritize both high-quality 
instruction and parental empowerment can produce meaningful, long-
term benefits (Bierman et al., 2023; Dahl-Leonard et al., 2025). The PPL 
Project exemplifies this dual focus, positioning families as active partic-
ipants in fostering early literacy and supporting emerging evidence that 
family literacy initiatives can improve both parental self-efficacy and child 
outcomes (Clymer et al., 2024; Guerrero et al., 2025).

Theoretical Framework

This study is grounded in an integrative theoretical approach that draws 
from three key frameworks: the Dual Capacity-Building Framework for 
Family–School Partnerships (Mapp & Bergman, 2019), Equity-Centered 
Family Engagement (Ishimaru, 2014, 2019), and the Critical Application of 
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Cognitive Flexibility Theory (Edwards et al., 2019, 2023). Together, these 
frameworks inform an understanding of how schools can meaningfully 
collaborate with families and community-based organizations to support 
early literacy development and promote equitable educational outcomes.

The Dual Capacity-Building Framework (Mapp & Bergman, 2019) 
posits that sustainable family engagement requires the development of es-
sential capabilities among both educators and families. These include not 
only knowledge and skills but also relational trust, shifts in beliefs and atti-
tudes, and the confidence to collaborate. Engagement, within this model, is 
not a unidirectional transmission of information from schools to families 
but rather a reciprocal and iterative process that fosters mutual growth and 
capacity-building.

Building on this perspective, Equity-Centered Family Engagement (Ishi-
maru, 2014, 2019) challenges traditional, school-centric models of parent 
involvement that often marginalize families from diverse cultural, linguis-
tic, and socioeconomic backgrounds. This framework emphasizes the need 
to recognize and elevate the knowledge and experiences of families, dis-
rupt existing power hierarchies, and co-create engagement strategies with 
families as active agents in their children’s education. It positions schools 
as integral parts of a broader community ecosystem, rather than as isolated 
institutions.

To support this dynamic and responsive approach, the study also incor-
porates the Critical Application of Cognitive Flexibility Theory (Edwards 
et al., 2023; Spiro et al., 1987). This theory encourages educators to adap-
tively respond to the complex and evolving contexts of family–school 
engagement. By accounting for how identity, power, and access shape these 
interactions, it equips educators to draw on prior knowledge and com-
munity assets in ways that are both culturally responsive and contextually 
relevant. The theory’s emphasis on power, positioning, and accessibility 
underscores the importance of critically examining educators’ roles within 
broader social systems and designing engagement efforts that are inclusive 
and just.

Collectively, these frameworks advocate for a school–community model 
of early education in which schools function not solely as academic insti-
tutions but as collaborative hubs rooted in equity, trust, and adaptability. 
The PPL Project is community-based in its focus on outreach and engage-
ment with families within a specific school district’s population, drawing 
parents in the school’s community base to become engaged partners with 
the school district well before their children reach school enrollment ages. 
Building relationships with these families helps establish trust and helps 
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parents become comfortable with their role in their child’s education from 
birth. It also helps the school district support parents through offering par-
ent education that teaches the families about early development and the 
science behind the need to be actively engaged with their child’s literacy 
and other development, and also enhancing connections with communi-
ty-based resources which parents may not be aware of that can support 
their roles with their children.

The school district that partnered in the research had a Parent and 
Family Engagement (PFE) coordinator who focused on encouraging and 
supporting family engagement, playing a vital role in the PPL Project. The 
PFE coordinator opened a facility for meetings; arranged for vetted child-
care so that parents could feel confident about attending, knowing their 
children would be safe and securely cared for during the parent meetings; 
and played an active role in the ongoing outreach by sending meeting 
reminders and other communications between meeting dates. The PFE co-
ordinator also took an active role in planning the meetings and engaging 
with the parents each month to continue building a trusting relationship 
with the families enrolled in the project.

Community resource organizations were invited to participate in the 
project, and parents were introduced to a wide variety of community 
organizations, such as the local public library, a local pediatrician, an orga-
nization that provides additional services to parents to connect them with 
professionals that can help meet special needs they may have, and so on. 
These groups and individuals provided guest speakers, handout materi-
als, and other information to parents to fill gaps in the parents’ knowledge 
about their communities and how the organizations could further support 
the parents’ role in early cognitive and literacy development, as well as oth-
er needs. A local children’s author was also invited to speak with the parents, 
who further emphasized the importance of reading with their children and 
using the time spent with them to engage in other literacy-building activ-
ities. Such partnerships have the potential to transform how families and 
educators co-construct learning environments that support children’s de-
velopment from the earliest stages (Edwards et al., 2023; Guerrero et al., 
2025; Ishimaru, 2019).

Method

This study examined the effectiveness of the PPL Project in enhancing 
parental engagement, enriching home literacy environments, and support-
ing early literacy development in young children, offering insights into 
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scalable, community-based solutions for early learning. It uncovered how 
parent-focused interventions, such as the PPL Project, enhance parental 
capacity to promote early language and literacy development at home and 
how these enhancements influence young children’s literacy outcomes. The 
project was designed to empower parents as their children’s first teachers, 
fostering enriched home environments that support school readiness from 
birth to age four.

Research Design

A mixed-methods approach was employed, incorporating quasiexper-
imental, observational, qualitative, and quantitative methods to evaluate 
both the implementation and outcomes of the PPL Project. The initial study 
cohort included 34 families with children aged 0–4 years, recruited from a 
local independent school district located in East Texas. Due to attrition, 17 
families remained engaged through most or all of the nine-month program. 
Participants were recruited through collaboration with the school district, 
outreach events, local media, and other community engagement efforts. 

The study occurred in three phases:
1.	 Recruitment Phase: July–August 2024
2.	 Implementation Phase: September 2024–May 2025
3.	 Evaluation Phase: Summer 2025

Program Structure

Participants received three tiers of support:
1.	 Orientation Session: A two-hour introduction to the program and its 

goals.
2.	 Monthly Parent Classes: Ninety-minute sessions focused on building 

parental knowledge and skills related to early literacy. These sessions 
occasionally featured guest speakers covering topics such as read-aloud 
strategies, child nutrition, and family engagement.

3.	 Ongoing Online Support: Parents accessed digital resources and con-
sultations via the Canvas learning management system.
The Orientation Session was held at an elementary school campus, 

where all subsequent parent meetings also occurred. Parents who missed 
the orientation meeting were contacted and highly encouraged to come to 
the next meeting. Parents were also asked to meet with a member of the 
research team individually to receive more information about the project, 
receive content information from the first meeting, and pick up the pro-
vided parent literacy materials to help them get started with the project as 
soon as possible. 
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Participants received literacy materials including Mem Fox’s Reading 
Magic, Jim Trelease’s Read-Aloud Handbook, and one children’s book each 
month. Parents were encouraged to apply learned strategies daily with their 
children (20–30 minutes per day) and track efforts in a reading log. Logs 
included descriptions of activities, time spent, and children’s responses.

The monthly parent classes were held at the same elementary campus 
with the parents meeting in the school library and the children meeting 
with childcare supervision provided by the school in an adjacent art room. 
The meetings were led by the primary researcher and the project coordi-
nator, with support from the school district’s PFE coordinator. The parents 
were encouraged to get to know each other, to share ideas, and to share 
stories with each other, which resulted in group cohesion and relationship 
building that strengthened the project’s overall success. The project coor-
dinator and principal researcher collaborated on the development of the 
educational content through discussions and ongoing meetings throughout 
the project duration. 

The monthly meeting structure was set up to follow a similar pattern for 
consistency, as outlined in Table 1. 

Each meeting began with sign-in, welcome, collection of reading/ac-
tivity logs, and quick conversations about any questions the parents had 
at the beginning of the meeting time. The children were gathered to the 
art room before the program began. The meetings focused on parent ed-
ucation and utilized guest speakers, question and answer times for the 
parents, and modeling of read-alouds and other related literacy activities. 
Parent discussion was encouraged and was deliberately figured in to sev-
eral of the meetings so that their own valuable experiences and learning 
were shared among the group, and parents quickly became comfortable 
with sharing ideas and asking questions of each other in these discussions. 
These planned interactions built on the parent education component of the 
project, resulting in further development of suggestions, ideas, and shared 
experiences that parents could use. 

Most of the sessions were held in person but were also offered in an on-
line live format as well, so parents who signed into the meetings virtually 
had access to the full range of information provided at each meeting. Parents 
were asked to attend in person or online live, if possible, and recordings of 
the meetings were published on the online site for viewing by those parents 
who missed a meeting. Viewing tracking was enabled on the recordings to 
provide data about which parents viewed the recordings as one method to 
track their ongoing engagement with the project. Parents meeting via the 
live online format also took an active role in discussion, asking questions, 
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contributing ideas, and engaging with the parent group consistently. Two 
of the monthly meetings were conducted in an online-only live format, and 
parents engaged in discussion, observed read-aloud modeling, and dis-
cussed additional strategies to use at home. 

Table 1.  Abbreviated Monthly PPL Meeting Schedule Overview
Month Speaker Education Focus

Sept. 

PPL Project Team;
Award-Winning 
Children’s Book 
Author

Parent orientation: project information; con-
sent; science of reading and brain development 
presentation; project materials overview and use

Oct.
PPL Team; Execu-
tive Director, Early 
Childhood Agency

Importance of reading aloud; do’s & don’ts for 
parents; developmental milestones & screening

Nov. PPL Project Team

Beginning/ending read-aloud activity; stages 
of reading aloud; early cognitive development; 
the connection to reading; early literacy skills 
assessments

Dec. PPL Project Team
The magic of reading aloud; read-aloud mod-
eling & strategy discussion; parent discussion 
questions

Jan. PPL Project Team;
Pediatrician

Print, language, general knowledge, & how 
these fit together; development; nutrition; par-
ent Q&A

Feb.
PPL Project Team;
Read Aloud Hand-
book Author

Presentation about research related to parent 
engagement with reading and its significance; 
read-aloud activity

March PPL Project Team
Sustained silent reading; dads & reading; print 
at home, in school, and in the library; read-
aloud activity and parent discussion

April PPL Project Team;
Youth Librarian

Discussion of optional assessments and end of 
project goals; presentation on library services, 
library cards, programming for families and 
children 

May
PPL Team;
School District 
Team

Presence of books at home, TV & what to do 
about it, & how to troubleshoot reading difficul-
ties (handouts with brief overview); parent ac-
tivities that celebrate reading; read-aloud activi-
ty; children’s craft and reading-related activities; 
and a celebratory meal



PARENT-POWERED LITERACY

29

Ongoing online support was provided through a website, where meet-
ing recordings were posted, along with copies of any materials provided to 
the parents in person. The data collection forms were all available online 
as well, and parents were able to submit their ongoing reading/activity logs 
through the online site each month. The online site included additional re-
source materials, such as reading tips by age, reports and research related 
to early literacy development, and a discussion section for parents to share 
ideas and favorite books. Additional materials were added as the project 
year progressed, so parents had access to current information on an ongo-
ing basis throughout the project year. 

Data Collection

Data were collected using a set of complementary methods, including 
a parent questionnaire, parent-completed reading activity logs, a home 
literacy environment checklist, a parent literacy knowledge assessment, 
semi-structured interviews via Qualtrics, and field notes from both in-per-
son and online sessions. A brief description of each method is below.
1.	 Parent Questionnaire. A locally developed questionnaire was used to 

collect information on parent and child demographics (e.g., gender, 
educational level), children’s observed literacy behaviors at home, and 
parental engagement in literacy activities such as reading to or with 
their children.

2.	 Reading Activity Log. Parents used this form to record daily reading ac-
tivities with their children. The log includes details such as the type of 
activity (e.g., reading to or with the child), the amount of time spent on 
each activity (e.g., 30 minutes), and the child’s response or attitude to-
ward the experience (e.g., enjoyed, did not enjoy, other observations).

3.	 Home Literacy Environment Checklist (Whitehurst, 2001). This check-
list was used to assess the presence of key supports for early language 
and literacy development in the home. It examines children’s access to 
books and writing materials, family reading routines, opportunities for 
rich conversations, and adult modeling of reading behaviors.

4.	 Parent Literacy Knowledge Assessment. Parents completed a self-as-
sessment designed to measure their knowledge, understanding, and 
confidence related to early language and literacy development. Using 
a 0-to-5 scale, parents rated their knowledge of the role of parents in 
supporting literacy, the science and value of early literacy exposure, 
awareness of available resources, and comfort with participating in the 
program. Responses provided insight into parents’ perceived growth 
and engagement through the initiative.
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5.	 Parent Interview Protocol. Parents completed an online interview via 
Qualtrics, accessed through a link sent to their email. The semi-struc-
tured interview aimed to explore parents’ experiences supporting their 
children’s reading and literacy development at home. Questions focused 
on several key areas: (1) parents’ descriptions of their child and their 
child’s reading interests and habits; (2) the parents’ perceived roles in 
supporting literacy development, including typical activities and rou-
tines; (3) parents’ confidence in supporting their child’s reading, chal-
lenges encountered, and resources used; and (4) examples of successful 
and less successful experiences in fostering literacy at home.

6.	 Field Notes and Observations. Field notes were used to document par-
ticipant interactions, comments, and expressed needs during both 
in-person and online sessions. Observations focused on parent engage-
ment, children’s participation, and the overall dynamics of reading and 
literacy-related activities. Notes captured contextual details such as the 
setting, tone of interactions, and any challenges or notable behaviors 
observed. These records provided qualitative insights into participants’ 
experiences and complemented data collected through interviews and 
activity logs.

Data Analysis

Quantitative data were analyzed using descriptive statistics (e.g., means, 
frequencies) and basic inferential statistics to examine trends and changes 
over time. Cluster analysis and longitudinal comparisons were conducted 
to identify common trajectories in participation, engagement, and behavior 
change. Qualitative data, including parent interviews and field observa-
tions, were analyzed using thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Data 
were first transcribed and coded to identify recurring patterns, themes, and 
variations in experiences related to program implementation, parent–child 
interactions, and engagement with reading and literacy activities. Codes 
were iteratively refined through constant comparison, and themes were 
developed to capture both commonalities and unique perspectives across 
participants. Integration of qualitative and quantitative findings allowed 
for a richer understanding of program outcomes and the factors influenc-
ing engagement and behavior change.

Results

As part of our effort to understand the impact of the PPL initiative, we 
analyzed a combination of quantitative and qualitative data. This included 
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a Parent Questionnaire, which captured demographic information, home 
literacy practices, and levels of parental engagement; a Literacy Activity 
Record, which documented weekly logs of literacy activities, duration, and 
children’s reactions; and a Home Literacy Environment Assessment, which 
evaluated the presence and quality of literacy-supportive elements in the 
home. We also conducted parent interviews to explore their experiences 
and perceived changes in their ability to support literacy. In addition, field 
notes and observations were collected to document participant interac-
tions, comments, and needs during both in-person and online sessions.

Participant Demographics 

Participants were recruited from a local independent school district 
in East Texas. Of the 34 families initially enrolled, 17 remained engaged 
and completed most or all components of the nine-month program. Re-
cruitment strategies included outreach events, local media campaigns, and 
partnerships with schools and community organizations.

Table 2 provides demographic information on participating families, 
including parent age, ethnicity, education level, and number of children. 
The study included 16 children aged 1.0–4.9 years. Age distribution was 
balanced, with approximately one-third in the 1.0–1.9 years (31.2%) 
and 3.0–3.9 years (31.2%) ranges, one-quarter in the 2.0–2.9 years range 
(25.0%), and the smallest group in the 4.0–4.9 years range (12.5%).

Parents represented diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds: 45.0% 
White, 30.0% Asian, 10.0% Black/African American, 10.0% Other, and 
5.0% Hispanic/Latino. Annual family incomes ranged widely, with most 
families reporting incomes above $65,000. Parental education levels were 
generally high. Among mothers, 30.0% held a bachelor’s degree, 30.0% a 
master’s degree, 20.0% a doctoral degree, 15.0% had a high school diploma, 
and 5.0% had an associate’s degree. Fathers’ education was more varied, 
including high school (26.3%), doctoral (21.1%), master’s (21.1%), asso-
ciate’s (10.5%), bachelor’s (10.5%), and other (10.5%). Overall, the sample 
reflected diverse racial/ethnic backgrounds, income levels, and education-
al attainment, with children primarily in early toddler to preschool ages.
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Table 2. Participant Demographic Variables Including Parent Race/
Ethnicity, Family Income, and Educational Levels

Demographic Variable Category Count Percentage
Parent Race/Ethnicity White 9 45.0%

Asian 6 30.0%

Other 2 10.0%

Black/African American 2 10.0%

Hispanic or Latino 1 5.0%
Family Income (Annual Estimate) More than $80,001 7 35.0%

$65,001–$80,000 6 30.0%

$45,001–$65,000 5 25.0%

$20,001–$45,000 1 5.0%

Less than $20,000 1 5.0%
Mother’s Highest Education Bachelor’s degree 6 30.0%

Master’s degree 6 30.0%

Doctoral degree 4 20.0%

High School 3 15.0%

Associate’s degree 1 5.0%
Father’s Highest Education High School 5 26.3%

Doctoral degree 4 21.1%

Master’s degree 4 21.1%

Associate’s degree 2 10.5%

Bachelor’s degree 2 10.5%

Other 2 10.5%
Child Age Distribution 1.0 – 1.9 years 5 31.2%

2.0 – 2.9 years 4 25.0%

3.0 – 3.9 years 5 31.2%

4.0 – 4.9 years 2 12.5%

Total Unique Children 16 100.0%

Reading Activity Records

We collected weekly reading logs from all 17 participating families over 
the course of the initiative. Although not every family reported data for 
each reading activity, the records submitted offer meaningful insights into 
patterns of parental engagement in home-based literacy practices.
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The cumulative reading time reported across all families totaled 62,629 
minutes (approximately 1,043 hours). On average, each family reported 
3,684 minutes (or 61.4 hours) of reading during the study period. Reported 
reading times varied widely, ranging from a low of 220 minutes to a high of 
7,335 minutes, reflecting differences in individual family engagement lev-
els, available time, and interest in the reading activities.

These logs not only provide a quantitative measure of time spent on 
reading, but also offer indirect evidence of parental commitment and 
consistency in supporting their children’s literacy development at home. 
Despite some gaps in reporting, the overall volume of reading activity sug-
gests a strong level of participation across the cohort.

Home Literacy Environment Assessment

Consistent with prior research highlighting the strong connection be-
tween a child’s home literacy environment and their literacy development, 
we examined whether there were measurable changes in the home literacy 
environments of participating families before and after completing the PPL 
program. Specifically, we aimed to determine whether families had key lit-
eracy-supportive elements, such as the number of books in the home and 
the frequency of shared reading, and whether these elements improved fol-
lowing program participation.

Data from our participants reveal that home literacy environments 
varied considerably, influenced by factors such as family demographics 
and socioeconomic status. Despite these differences, notable outcomes 
emerged. Overall, there was a 44% improvement in home literacy envi-
ronment scores. Additionally, parents reported increased confidence in 
supporting their children’s literacy development.

Table 3 presents the pre- and post-program differences in Home Litera-
cy Environment scores. The data indicate that the PPL program effectively 
engaged families from diverse backgrounds, with an emphasis on priori-
tizing reading over screen time. Parents shared overwhelmingly positive 
feedback, describing the joy of reading with their children and the empow-
erment they felt in taking an active role in their children’s learning.

Data presented in Table 3 show significant increases in encouragement 
for using resources such as TV programs and computer-based learning, 
while some decrease in singing the alphabet with children, which may 
reflect perceived mastery of basic alphabet knowledge. The increase in av-
erage scores indicates enhanced literacy engagement and environmental 
support across participating households after the program.
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Table 3. Pre- and Post-Test Differences in Literacy Engagement and 
Environmental Support

Item Item Description Pre-
Mean

Post-
Mean

t-
Statistic

p-
Value

Q1 Encourage child to watch beginning read-
ing shows on TV or tapes. 0.65 1 -3.199 0.0047

Q2 Encourage child to play alphabet-related 
computer games. 0.5 1 -4.359 0.0003

Q3 Help child sing or say the alphabet. 1 0.75 2.517 0.021
Q4 Help child name letters of the alphabet. 0.8 1 -2.179 0.0421
Q5 Help child write letters of the alphabet. 0.45 1 -4.819 0.0001

Parent Knowledge and Confidence

We assessed families’ background knowledge and confidence levels in 
supporting their children’s literacy development at home. Our goal was to 
determine whether parents’ understanding of literacy teaching practices and 
available resources improved following participation in the PPL program.

Findings showed clear improvements after the program. Overall, par-
ents demonstrated a significant increase in their knowledge of early literacy 
teaching and learning strategies, as well as in their ability to create engaging 
home environments that support literacy development.

One key outcome was a statistically significant increase in parents’ 
Awareness of Resources scores, from 2.75 (pretest) to 4.44 (posttest), 
with a p-value of 0.0166, indicating meaningful growth in this area. Ta-
ble 4 presents the pre- and post-program differences in Parent Knowledge 
and Confidence scores. The data suggest that the PPL program effective-
ly equips participating parents with the knowledge, skills, and resources 
needed to support their children’s literacy development at home.

The data presented in Table 4 show that the program significantly 
boosted parents’ awareness of literacy resources while showing consistent 
improvement across all knowledge areas. High comfort levels were main-
tained throughout, with no declines observed, indicating a supportive and 
effective program design.
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Table 4. Pre- and Post-Test Differences in Parent Knowledge and 
Confidence in Supporting Literacy Development at Home

Area of Knowledge/Confidence Pre-Test 
Mean

Post-Test 
Mean t-Statistic p-Value

Knowledge of Parent’s Role 3.50 4.33 4.231 0.0642
Science of Early Literacy 3.50 4.00 1.088 0.3193
Value of Early Literacy 4.25 4.67 1.923 0.193
Awareness of Resources 2.75 4.44 7.971 0.0166
Comfort Participating 4.50 4.78 0.516 0.4876

Parent Interviews

We conducted interviews with participating parents to explore their ex-
periences and perceived changes in their ability to support their children’s 
literacy development at home. The interviews sought to gather insights on 
several areas:
•	 Their child’s reading habits and interest in books
•	 The parent’s perceived role in their child’s reading development
•	 Their confidence in supporting reading at home
•	 The challenges they encountered
•	 Moments when they felt particularly successful or unsuccessful in their 

efforts
Findings from these interviews, as well as from researcher-solicited 

and unsolicited parent reflections, revealed three key, intersecting themes: 
bonding moments, motivation through joy, and challenges and growth.
•	 Bonding Moments. Many parents described reading as a cherished time 

for emotional connection with their children. Reading together was 
not just an educational activity but a relational one—an opportunity to 
share warmth, laughter, and affection. One parent reflected, “Reading 
became our joyful bonding time on couches, beds, and cozy corners,” 
highlighting how reading rituals often took place in relaxed, intimate 
household settings. These moments provided more than literacy ben-
efits; they fostered a sense of closeness and security that extended be-
yond the reading experience. Parents frequently emphasized that these 
shared experiences nurtured both their child’s love of books and their 
own enjoyment of family time.

•	 Motivation Through Joy. Parents frequently linked their children’s en-
thusiasm for reading with the sense of fun and creativity they brought 
to the activity. As one parent explained, “Using fun voices and making 
up stories turned reading into our favorite part of the day.” This play-
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ful approach transformed reading from a chore into a mutually enjoy-
able adventure, helping sustain engagement over time. Parents spoke of 
laughter, imagination, and shared excitement as key motivators, with 
some noting that this joy translated into a growing eagerness to explore 
new books and stories. The emphasis on enjoyment and togetherness, 
rather than obligation, appeared to play a crucial role in building sus-
tained motivation for literacy learning in the home.

•	 Challenges and Growth. Despite their enthusiasm, several parents ac-
knowledged initial uncertainty about how best to support their child’s 
literacy development. One participant admitted, “At first I didn’t know 
how to help with phonics, but now my child and I are learning togeth-
er.” This reflection captures a recurring theme: early hesitation gradu-
ally transformed into confidence through hands-on engagement and 
the structured support of the PPL program. Another parent shared, “I 
used to feel unsure, but now I’m confident and even excited to sup-
port my child’s learning,” illustrating the empowering effect of practical 
guidance and community encouragement. Parents often described this 
growth process as personally meaningful, with one noting, “This proj-
ect kept me reading more! I’m so grateful—it’s made a real difference.” 
Across these stories, the data suggest that parents not only developed 
new skills but also deepened their sense of agency and pride in their 
role as their child’s first teacher.

In summary, the interviews underscore how the PPL program not only im-
proved parents’ capacity to support literacy but also enriched family dy-
namics, turning everyday moments into meaningful learning opportunities.

Field Notes

Throughout the PPL program, we collected field notes and observa-
tional data to document participant interactions, comments, and emerging 
needs during both in-person and virtual sessions. Our objective was to gain 
deeper insight into how the program was influencing parents’ understand-
ing of literacy practices, their awareness of available resources, and their 
overall perceptions of the program.

These anecdotal field notes support and enrich findings from other data 
sources, including the initial parent questionnaire, ongoing literacy activity 
logs, the pre- and post-program Home Literacy Environment assessments, 
and parent interviews. Collectively, the field observations confirm several 
key outcomes:
•	 Increased time spent reading with children
•	 Enhanced home literacy environments
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•	 Notable shifts in literacy behaviors and engagement among both par-
ents and children
Observations consistently revealed that parents felt empowered, more 

confident, better informed, and well-supported in guiding their children’s 
literacy journeys. These qualitative insights illustrate how homes have been 
transformed with more books, established daily reading routines, and in-
creased creativity in how families engage with literacy. Parents noted that 
their children are becoming more curious, engaged, and better prepared 
for school and lifelong learning.

The impact of the PPL program is clear: through interactive workshops, 
practical resources, and a strong focus on early literacy, families across 
the community are experiencing meaningful and lasting growth. In align-
ment with landmark studies like the Perry Preschool Project (Heckman & 
Karapakula, 2019), the PPL initiative adds to the growing body of evidence 
that investment in high-quality early literacy programs yields powerful re-
sults. These benefits extend beyond immediate academic gains to include 
enhanced parent engagement, stronger family dynamics, and long-term 
social and educational outcomes. Moreover, the data suggest promising in-
tergenerational impacts, laying the groundwork for broader personal and 
societal advancement.

Discussion

The results of the PPL project provide compelling evidence of the trans-
formative impact that targeted, family-centered literacy programs can have 
on both parents and children. Drawing from a diverse range of data sourc-
es, including surveys, reading logs, structured assessments, interviews, 
and field observations, our evaluation reveals that the PPL program sig-
nificantly strengthened the home literacy environment, deepened parent 
knowledge and confidence, and fostered more engaged, joyful, and sus-
tained literacy practices within families. These outcomes align with recent 
studies emphasizing that home-based literacy interventions and family en-
gagement programs can meaningfully enhance children’s early language 
and literacy development (Biggs et al., 2023; Galea et al., 2025; Guerrero 
et al., 2025).

Increased Engagement and Home Literacy Practices

The cumulative reading time of over 1,000 hours across 17 families 
reflects a strong level of commitment to literacy engagement. The wide vari-
ation in reported reading times suggests that while families face differing 
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constraints and capacities, the program was accessible and flexible enough 
to support various levels of participation. This adaptability is critical for 
reaching and retaining families with differing socioeconomic backgrounds 
and schedules, a finding echoed by Dahl-Leonard et al. (2025), who high-
light that successful family literacy interventions must accommodate family 
diversity and resource variability. Similarly, Schiele et al. (2025) found that 
flexible, technology-supported literacy tools can sustain family engagement 
by meeting parents where they are, both literally and developmentally.

Strengthened Home Literacy Environments
The 44% improvement in Home Literacy Environment scores demon-

strates measurable progress in the presence of books, reading routines, and 
literacy-supportive interactions within the home. These findings are con-
sistent with Rivera et al. (2024) and Mad and Mohamed (2023), who found 
that parents’ literacy beliefs and access to literacy resources strongly predict 
the richness of the home learning environment. Notably, parents reported 
prioritizing reading over screen time, signaling a cultural and behavioral 
shift in the home environment—one that mirrors recent evidence that fam-
ily-led book-sharing practices enhance both literacy and socioemotional 
development (Bierman et al., 2023; Galea et al., 2025).

Improved Parent Knowledge and Confidence
The statistically significant increase in parent awareness of literacy re-

sources—from a mean score of 2.75 to 4.44—points to the success of the 
PPL program in equipping parents with practical knowledge. Parents not 
only gained a better understanding of early literacy development but also 
reported feeling more capable in applying this knowledge at home. This 
aligns with extensive research showing that parental self-efficacy is a key 
predictor of consistent and effective involvement in a child’s learning (Cly-
mer et al., 2024; Dahl-Leonard et al., 2025). Guerrero et al. (2025) similarly 
found that online, bilingual family literacy programs can enhance parents’ 
confidence and knowledge, particularly among Latino families, suggest-
ing that digital and culturally responsive approaches can amplify outcomes 
across diverse populations.

Emotional Impact and Family Bonding
The qualitative findings from interviews and field notes deepen our un-

derstanding of the program’s impact. Parents described reading as a joyful, 
bonding experience—“couch time,” “bedtime stories,” and “cozy corner mo-
ments” that went beyond educational outcomes to strengthen emotional 
ties within the family. These relational aspects of reading time may further 
reinforce learning by creating positive associations with books and literacy, 
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an effect documented in several recent studies linking shared reading with 
emotional security and language growth (Bierman et al., 2023; Heider et 
al., 2025).

Navigating Challenges and Encouraging Growth

While some parents expressed initial uncertainty around teaching spe-
cific literacy skills such as phonics or rhyming, many highlighted a sense 
of growth and empowerment by the end of the program. This transfor-
mation was attributed not only to the content and materials but also to 
the supportive community and consistent encouragement provided by the 
program. These findings resonate with the Dual Capacity-Building Frame-
work (Mapp & Bergman, 2019) and Equity-Centered Family Engagement 
(Ishimaru, 2019), which emphasize that effective engagement requires re-
lational trust, reciprocal learning, and shared power between educators 
and families.

Initiatives such as the PPL Project also face other challenges that are not 
as easily overcome. The challenges that came up with parent participation 
were related to three primary areas: parents’ schedules and conflicts with 
meeting times, parents’ understanding of the purpose of the project, and 
individual family situations that required major changes in their availabil-
ity to participate. Parents are busy people, often having multiple jobs and 
other obligations in their schedules that can interfere with consistent at-
tendance and engagement—findings echoed in family literacy evaluations 
by Clymer et al. (2024) and Dahl-Leonard et al. (2025). Other families had 
a slight misunderstanding of the purpose of the project, thinking it was 
meant for preparing their children to become better readers rather than to 
prepare parents for their own role in supporting their children’s literacy de-
velopment. A few families had unexpected family circumstances arise that 
changed their availability, and they opted not to continue the project.

Considering these challenges has helped the researchers evaluate what 
can be done to mitigate attrition in future iterations of the project, and 
plans have been put into place. These plans include more specific par-
ent education about the project’s purpose, their roles as participants, and 
adjustments in the ongoing communication with project participants. Re-
search on family engagement underscores the importance of transparent 
communication and scaffolding parent learning to build lasting capacity 
(Edwards et al., 2023; Ishimaru, 2019).

Implications and Broader Impact

The outcomes of the PPL initiative echo findings from longstand-
ing early education studies, including the Perry Preschool Project, which 
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emphasized the long-term and intergenerational benefits of investing in 
early childhood education. Like those landmark efforts, the PPL program 
shows promise not only in improving school readiness for children but also 
in enhancing parental agency and strengthening community-wide literacy 
culture. These results contribute to a growing body of research advocat-
ing for equity-centered, family-powered approaches to literacy (Guerrero 
et al., 2025; Rivera et al., 2024). By positioning parents as powerful, capable 
agents of change in their children’s education, the PPL program leverages 
an often-overlooked resource in the fight to close literacy gaps—families 
themselves.

Limitations and Future Directions

As with any community-based intervention, this study had several 
limitations. The sample size was relatively small (17 families), and partici-
pation varied in consistency, which may limit generalizability. Additionally, 
the absence of a control group makes it difficult to isolate the program’s 
effects from other factors influencing home literacy practices. Self-report-
ed data, such as reading logs and survey responses, may also be subject to 
bias. Despite these limitations, the PPL Project offers valuable insights into 
how targeted, culturally responsive support can empower parents as litera-
cy leaders in their homes.

Future iterations could explore strategies to increase retention, such as 
digital engagement tools, flexible workshop formats, or peer mentorship 
models, approaches supported by Guerrero et al. (2025) and Schiele et 
al. (2025). Expanding the program to include fathers, grandparents, and 
nontraditional caregivers may also enhance reach and impact. Moreover, 
integrating formal assessment of child outcomes (e.g., vocabulary develop-
ment or emergent literacy skills) could help more clearly link changes in 
home environments to developmental gains (Galea et al., 2025). Partner-
ing with local schools, libraries, and pediatricians may also help embed the 
program within broader early childhood systems of support.

In conclusion, the PPL Project demonstrates that when families are 
supported with the right tools and encouragement, they can create rich, 
literacy-focused environments that foster lifelong learning from the very 
beginning. This community-driven approach holds promise for replication 
in other settings, especially those seeking to close equity gaps in early liter-
acy (Edwards et al., 2023; Ishimaru, 2019).
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Take-Home Decodable Book Bags: Leveraging 
the School to Home Connection to Support 
Phonics Instruction

Renée Cowan

Abstract

Persistent reading underachievement among U.S. elementary students 
highlights the need for evidence-based, family-engaged literacy inter-
ventions. This mixed methods study examined the implementation and 
perceived effectiveness of take-home decodable book bags designed to ex-
tend phonics instruction into the home. Participants included three first 
grade teachers and the parents of 32 students at a suburban Oklahoma 
elementary school. Over eight weeks, students took home book bags con-
taining decodable texts, phonics-based activities, and caregiver guidance 
materials aligned with classroom instruction. Quantitative and qualitative 
survey data revealed overwhelmingly positive perceptions of the book bags’ 
instructional value, ease of use, and ability to boost students’ reading confi-
dence, engagement, and phonics skills. Teachers emphasized the book bag’s 
coherence with classroom goals, while parents noted increased motivation 
and confidence in their children’s reading. Reported challenges included 
teacher workload and limited objective progress measures. Findings suggest 
that take-home decodable book bags are an effective, family-friendly tool for 
reinforcing classroom phonics instruction and strengthening home–school 
literacy partnerships. Future research should incorporate student perfor-
mance data to evaluate literacy gains and inform book bag refinements.

Key Words: early literacy, phonics instruction, family engagement, decod-
able texts, home–school connections, science of reading, skills, confidence
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Introduction

A troubling number of children in the United States continue to struggle 
with reading, raising serious concerns about educational equity and long-
term societal outcomes. According to the most recent data from the National 
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), only 31% of fourth-grade 
public school students performed at or above the proficient level in read-
ing—a decline from previous years that reflects widening achievement gaps 
(U.S. Department of Education, 2024). In Oklahoma, the situation is even 
more concerning: just 23% of fourth graders demonstrated reading profi-
ciency, placing the state among the bottom three nationally. These statistics 
indicate that far too many students are not developing the foundational 
literacy skills necessary for academic success. Early reading difficulties are 
particularly consequential, as they often predict later challenges across all 
content areas, reduced high school completion rates (Zheng et al., 2023), 
and limited opportunities in adulthood (Tamborini et al., 2015).

Illiteracy imposes both direct and indirect costs on society. Directly, it 
is estimated to cost the global economy more than $1 trillion (U.S. dollars) 
each year (Cree et al., 2023). Indirectly, its effects are even more profound: 
limited literacy restricts individuals’ access to critical information about 
health, nutrition, and safety (Castles et al., 2018). As a result, low literacy 
exacerbates social inequality and increases the likelihood of poor physi-
cal and mental health, workplace accidents, medication misuse, criminal 
involvement (NCTQ, 2023), and welfare dependency. Collectively, these 
outcomes generate extensive social and economic consequences that ex-
tend far beyond the individual level.

Addressing the literacy crisis requires a multifaceted approach that com-
bines evidence-based instruction (Lane, 2024), early intervention (Wanzek 
et al., 2018), family engagement (Dahl-Leonard, 2025), and sustained in-
vestment in teacher preparation and professional development (Milne & 
Topping, 2025; NCTQ, 2023). In particular, this study focuses on the role 
of family engagement and its potential to support phonics instruction at 
home, helping children practice letter–sound relationships, decoding, and 
spelling skills outside the classroom. By highlighting strategies for mean-
ingful parent and caregiver involvement, this study aims to demonstrate 
how families can extend and reinforce classroom instruction. Ensuring that 
every child has the opportunity to become a proficient reader not only im-
proves individual outcomes, but also helps mitigate the broader social and 
economic costs associated with illiteracy.
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Literature Review

For decades, the field of reading instruction has been shaped by what 
is often called the reading wars—a persistent debate over how children 
learn to read most effectively. Historically, this debate has swung between 
two opposing approaches: phonics, which emphasizes explicit instruction 
in letter–sound relationships (Chall, 1967; Flesch, 1955), and whole lan-
guage, which encourages children to derive meaning from print through 
rich literacy experiences (Goodman, 1967; Smith, 1971). Goodman (1967) 
famously described reading as a “psycholinguistic guessing game” (p. 127), 
in which readers rely on semantic, syntactic, and visual cues to identi-
fy words. Variations of this approach, including the three-cueing model, 
continue to influence classroom practices in some settings today (Adams, 
1990; Clay, 2013).

In response to these debates, the modern science of reading movement 
has shifted the focus from ideology to evidence (Moats, 2020; Seidenberg, 
2017). Grounded in cognitive, linguistic, and neuroscience research (De-
haene, 2009), this movement clarifies how the brain learns to read and 
identifies instructional practices that reliably support literacy develop-
ment (Castles et al., 2018; Gotlieb et al., 2022; National Reading Panel, 
2000). Rather than framing phonics and meaning-making as opposing ap-
proaches, the science of reading integrates multiple strands of research to 
promote a comprehensive, systematic model of literacy instruction (Moats 
& Tolman, 2019; Scarborough, 2001). This evidence-based perspective rep-
resents an effort to move beyond the pendulum swings of the past toward 
consistent, effective reading instruction grounded in scientific consensus.

Extensive research has illuminated strategies that support reading profi-
ciency (Adams, 1990; Chall, 1967; Herrera et al., 2021; Lyon, 1998; National 
Reading Panel, 2000; Snow et al., 1998; Torgesen, 2004). Collectively, these 
studies provide a clear understanding of how proficient reading develops 
and what constitutes effective literacy instruction. Approaches emerging 
from this body of work, commonly referred to as scientifically based read-
ing instruction, have demonstrated the potential to reduce reading failure 
and improve outcomes for struggling learners (Petscher et al., 2020).

More recent analyses underscore the critical importance of early, tar-
geted intervention. The Institute of Education Sciences’ What Works 
Clearinghouse synthesis (Walsh et al., 2023) identifies instructional com-
ponents that significantly improve K–3 reading outcomes. Wanzek et al. 
(2018) found that intensive early reading interventions produce measur-
able gains for struggling readers, and Denton et al. (2022) confirmed that 
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interventions combining foundational skills with comprehension support 
yield meaningful improvements for primary grade students at risk of read-
ing failure. Together, this evidence supports a multitiered, preventative 
model anchored in early intervention and explicit instruction.

Within effective reading instruction, explicit, systematic phonics is 
foundational, particularly for beginning readers. Teaching letter–sound 
correspondences in a structured, sequential manner develops accurate and 
fluent decoding skills (Buckingham, 2020; Ehri et al., 2001; Moats, 2000; 
National Reading Panel, 2000). Daily practice and systematic review are 
essential to ensure mastery, with activities such as word sorts, word build-
ing, and reading decodable texts reinforcing newly acquired skills (Blevins, 
2017; Ehri, 2009; Fisher et al., 2023). Integrating writing into phonics in-
struction further strengthens spelling, orthographic mapping, and reading 
fluency (Blevins, 2024; Moats, 1995).

Finally, family engagement is a critical complement to classroom in-
struction, providing students with additional opportunities to practice 
and reinforce literacy skills. Home–school partnerships that encourage 
shared reading, discussion of texts, and literacy-rich activities have been 
shown to enhance reading confidence and skill development (Brown et al., 
2019; Colgate & Colgate, 2025; Cunningham & Stanovich, 1997; Mol & 
Bus, 2011; Tran, 2014). Research further suggests that sustained, interac-
tive literacy experiences beyond the classroom can have long-term benefits 
for children’s language and reading development, particularly when fami-
lies are actively involved in meaningful language-rich activities (St. Clair 
& Jackson, 2006; St. Clair et al., 2012). Recognizing this, schools are in-
creasingly encouraging parents to actively participate in literacy learning. 
With guidance from teachers, families can reinforce phonics instruction at 
home through simple, consistent activities, such as practicing letter–sound 
relationships, reading decodable texts, or engaging in word games (Col-
gate & Colgate, 2025). When home literacy practices align with classroom 
instruction, students are better prepared for academic tasks, less likely 
to experience setbacks, and more likely to develop strong reading confi-
dence and skills (Brown et al., 2019). By intentionally integrating family 
engagement into literacy programs, educators can amplify the effects of in-
struction and create a consistent, supportive environment that fosters early 
reading success.

Research Questions

This study aimed to explore the implementation and perceived effec-
tiveness of take-home decodable book bags in supporting early literacy 
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development, with a particular focus on phonics instruction and family 
engagement. The research was guided by the following questions:
1.	 How do first grade teachers perceive the instructional value and practi-

cality of take-home decodable book bags in reinforcing phonics skills?
2.	 How do parents perceive the impact of take-home decodable book bags 

on their child’s reading confidence, engagement, and phonics develop-
ment at home?
To address these questions, this exploratory study employed a mixed 

methods approach, combining quantitative survey data with qualitative 
feedback. This design allowed for a comprehensive evaluation of the inter-
vention, integrating measurable trends with rich, descriptive insights from 
participants.

Methods

Participants and Setting

Participants were selected through convenience sampling, as the school 
principal volunteered the site and invited the first grade teaching team to 
participate in the study. This approach was appropriate for the explorato-
ry nature of the research and aligned with the school’s commitment to 
strengthening home–school literacy connections. The participating team 
included three first grade teachers, each with 8–15 years of classroom expe-
rience, who implemented the take-home decodable book bag intervention 
within their classrooms during the first eight weeks of the school year.

The study was conducted at a suburban elementary school in northeast-
ern Oklahoma with an enrollment of approximately 460 students in grades 
PreK–5. The student population is composed of 59% White, 15% Native 
American, 17% two or more races, 4% Black/African American, and 4% 
Hispanic. Of these students, 55% qualify for free or reduced-price lunch, 
4.7% are English Language Learners, and 14.5% receive special education 
services. Schoolwide reading proficiency is reported as approximately 47%, 
and 36.2% of K–3 students receive reading remediation. These performance 
indicators underscore the school’s need for effective literacy supports and 
make it an appropriate setting for investigating strategies to enhance early 
reading achievement.

The student participants were the first grade students enrolled in the three 
participating classrooms. Teachers identified students struggling with pho-
nics based on beginning-of-year assessment data from the state-approved 
iStation screener and ongoing classroom performance. Students received 
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the book bags intervention based on instructional need; demographic in-
formation was not collected or used to determine bag distribution. Once 
identified, each student received a book bag aligned with their instruction-
al needs and the phonics patterns currently taught in class.

Materials 

Building on the identification of students’ instructional needs, a set of 
take-home decodable book bags was developed to extend phonics instruc-
tion beyond the classroom and actively involve families in supporting early 
literacy. Eighteen bags were created to strengthen the school-to-home lit-
eracy connection and support first grade students’ phonics development. 
The bags were aligned with early first grade phonics skills and included the 
following distribution:
•	 Two bags for each CVC short vowel (/ă/, /ĕ/, /ĭ/, /ŏ/, /ŭ/): CVC words 

are three-letter words with a consonant–vowel–consonant structure, 
such as cat, pet, sit, top, and cup. The vowel in these words produces the 
short vowel sound (e.g., /ă/ in cat).

•	 Two bags for CVC short vowel review: These bags provided additional 
practice with previously introduced short vowel patterns to reinforce 
mastery and fluency.

•	 One bag for each CVCe long vowel: CVCe words follow a consonant–
vowel–consonant–e pattern, such as cake, note, and tube. In these 
words, the final e is silent, and the vowel produces a long vowel sound 
(e.g., /ā/ in cake).

•	 One bag for CVCe long vowel review: These bags provided extra prac-
tice for previously introduced long vowel patterns to consolidate stu-
dent understanding and decoding accuracy.
Each book bag contained 4–7 decodable texts, carefully designed to 

align with the targeted phonics patterns, along with 2–3 phonics-based 
activities. Each bag also included a parent folder with an introductory let-
ter, practical fluency tips, and clear, step-by-step instructions for using the 
materials at home. These instructional materials were selected to provide 
meaningful, research-based practice that reinforces classroom instruction, 
supports student mastery of phonics skills, and encourages active family 
engagement in early literacy development.

Central to these book bags are the decodable texts themselves, which are 
an essential component of phonics instruction. They allow students to ap-
ply their knowledge of letter–sound relationships in meaningful, connected 
reading (Ehri, 2020). Encountering words within complete sentences and 
coherent text reinforces decoding skills, helps students generalize phonics 
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rules to unfamiliar words, and builds confidence as independent readers 
(Blevins, 2021). Recognizing their importance, the book bags included am-
ple decodable texts, featuring a mix of fiction and nonfiction. These texts 
varied in length, format, and publisher—some in black and white, others 
in full color—to provide meaningful choice, sustain engagement, and offer 
visual appeal that encourages repeated practice.

While the decodable texts supported connected reading practice, the 
accompanying phonics-based activities extended this learning by offer-
ing explicit, hands-on opportunities for students to manipulate sounds 
and letters, a critical element of effective phonics instruction (Ehri, 2020; 
McCandliss et al., 2003). These activities were carefully aligned with the 
targeted phonics patterns and grounded in evidence-based instructional 
practices. Designed to be user-friendly for families, they required no formal 
training, enabling caregivers to provide meaningful at-home support. Each 
activity offered engaging practice in decoding, word recognition, and spell-
ing, reinforcing and extending classroom instruction. Examples include:

Word-Chains: Word chains are a structured approach to word-build-
ing in which students create a series of related words by changing one 
letter at a time while keeping the remaining letters constant (Burkins 
& Yates, 2021; Kemeny, 2023). This method actively engages students 
in analyzing and manipulating phonemes and graphemes, making it 
a highly effective strategy for strengthening both phonics skills and 
phonemic awareness. The seminal study by McCandliss et al. (2003) 
demonstrated that word-building interventions significantly improve 
decoding accuracy, and more recent research has confirmed these ef-
fects. Structured word study, including word chains, has been shown to 
produce measurable gains in word reading, spelling, and orthographic 
knowledge (Caines, 2022; Schaars et al., 2017), highlighting its value 
as an effective strategy for early literacy instruction. Book bags incor-
porating word chain activities contained 5–10 letter cards, step-by-step 
instructions for creating word chains through single-letter transfor-
mations, and decodable sentences using the words generated from the 
chain. The sequences were intentionally designed to draw attention to 
all positions within a word—initial consonant, medial vowel, and final 
consonant—while ensuring that letters appeared in multiple positions 
across different words. This design supports flexibility in decoding, re-
inforces phonics patterns, and encourages students to generalize their 
knowledge to new words, promoting stronger word recognition, fluen-
cy, and confidence in reading.
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Word Sorting: Word sorting activities ask students to categorize words 
based on specific phonics patterns or features, promoting orthographic 
generalizations, critical thinking, and active engagement (Bear et al., 
2023). Correctly sorting words demonstrates a student’s understand-
ing of word relationships and underlying phoneme–grapheme corre-
spondences (Bear, 2021; Bear et al., 2023). Research on word study ap-
proaches further supports this strategy: students who engage in word 
sorts and active word analysis show improved spelling, decoding, and 
generalization of phonics patterns (Furnes et al., 2023; Joseph, 2002; 
Zutel, 1998). Book bags containing word sorting activities included 
15-to-20-word cards, a sorting mat, and instructions for multiple meth-
ods—buddy, blind, timed, and writing sorts—designed to provide va-
riety, engagement, and reinforcement of phonics patterns. Buddy sorts 
involve students working with a partner to discuss and categorize words 
collaboratively, promoting oral language development and cooperative 
learning. Blind sorts require students to sort words without referenc-
ing the written categories, encouraging memory use and strengthening 
phonological awareness. Timed sorts challenge students to sort words 
accurately within a set time limit, supporting fluency and automaticity. 
Writing sorts ask students to write the words into the correct categories, 
integrating motor skills, spelling practice, and phonics reinforcement. 
Collectively, these sorting methods offer hands-on, engaging practice 
that can be implemented easily by families at home, extending class-
room phonics instruction in meaningful ways.
Together, the decodable texts and phonics-based activities provided 

students with structured, meaningful opportunities to practice founda-
tional reading skills at home. To help families confidently support these 
experiences, each book bag included a parent folder offering clear, re-
search-informed guidance for reinforcing phonics instruction. The folder 
outlined practical strategies for practicing letter–sound correspondences, 
reading decodable texts together, and extending classroom learning in au-
thentic, engaging ways. By providing accessible support and strengthening 
the school-to-home literacy connection, the parent folder empowered care-
givers to take an active, informed role in their child’s reading development.

Procedures

This IRB-approved study was implemented over an eight-week period 
with 65 first grade students enrolled across the grade level. Of these, 32 
students participated in the book bag rotation, with a total of 114 deploy-
ments during the intervention period. In this context, a deployment refers 
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to each instance a student took home a book bag for a two-day period of 
use, during which families were encouraged to engage with the decodable 
texts and accompanying phonics-based activities. While each deployment 
was designed to span two days, families were given the flexibility to ex-
tend the use of materials as needed to support additional practice, repeated 
readings, or continued engagement at home.

To ensure consistency between classroom instruction and home practice, 
teachers introduced each target phonics skill in class prior to sending the 
corresponding book bags home. All students participated in whole-group 
and small-group lessons focused on the same phonics pattern to ensure eq-
uitable access to instruction. For students identified as needing additional 
support, teachers selected and distributed one take-home bag aligned with 
the phonics pattern currently taught in the classroom. Families were en-
couraged to engage in shared reading with the decodable texts, complete 
one or two phonics-based activities, and reread the texts for fluency and 
confidence. Bags were then returned and rotated among participating stu-
dents, allowing each child to experience multiple phonics patterns across 
the eight-week cycle.

Data Collection

Both quantitative and qualitative data were collected to evaluate the ef-
fectiveness and perceptions of the take-home decodable book bags. Data 
collection occurred at the conclusion of the eight-week implementation 
period and involved two main participant groups: first grade teachers, 
and parents of participating students. Using both types of data allowed the 
researcher to capture measurable trends in perceptions and engagement 
while also gathering rich, descriptive feedback to better understand the 
program’s practical impact.

Teacher Surveys
All first grade teachers who implemented the take-home decodable 

book bags were invited to complete an anonymous perception survey. 
The teacher survey consisted of nine questions: eight closed-ended items 
using a five-point Likert scale (ranging from Strongly Agree to Strongly Dis-
agree), and one open-ended question allowing for additional comments. 
Questions were designed to assess both the instructional value of the take-
home materials and their practicality within classroom routines, such as 
ease of preparation, student enthusiasm, and observed improvements in 
decoding and reading fluency. Surveys were distributed directly by the re-
searcher, and teachers returned completed forms electronically to ensure 
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confidentiality. This method minimized disruption to instructional time 
and encouraged honest, reflective responses.

Parent Surveys
To gather feedback from families, a parallel parent perception survey 

was distributed to the parents or caregivers of the 32 participating stu-
dents. Because the researcher did not have direct access to parent contact 
information, classroom teachers facilitated survey distribution. The parent 
survey mirrored the teacher version in structure, including eight Likert-
scale items and one open-ended question designed to capture qualitative 
insights. Items focused on family engagement, ease of use, and perceived 
effects on students’ reading confidence and phonics skills. Parents were 
also asked to report how frequently their child used the materials at home 
and to describe any changes they noticed in their child’s reading behaviors 
or motivation. This feedback provided valuable insight into how the ma-
terials functioned in a home setting and the extent to which families felt 
empowered to support early literacy instruction.

Data Analysis

Quantitative and qualitative data were analyzed to provide a compre-
hensive understanding of participant perceptions aligned with the study’s 
research questions. Quantitative survey data from teachers and parents 
were analyzed using descriptive statistics, including frequencies and per-
centages, to summarize Likert-scale responses and identify overall trends 
in perceptions of the instructional value, practicality, and impact of the 
take-home decodable book bags (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). These anal-
yses directly addressed Research Questions 1 and 2 by examining teacher 
and parent perceptions of the intervention.

Qualitative data from open-ended survey responses were analyzed us-
ing thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Responses were reviewed 
multiple times to identify recurring patterns, key ideas, and common 
themes related to family engagement, ease of implementation, and per-
ceived student outcomes. Codes were developed inductively and grouped 
into broader categories to support interpretation. These qualitative findings 
provided deeper insight into participants’ experiences and helped explain 
trends observed in the quantitative data.

By integrating quantitative trends with qualitative insights, this mixed 
methods approach allowed for a more complete understanding of the in-
tervention’s effectiveness. This strengthened the interpretation of findings 
across both data sources (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018).
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Results

Teacher Perceptions

A total of three first grade teachers (N = 3) participated in the study 
and completed the perception survey, resulting in a 100% response rate. 
Quantitative data revealed uniformly positive views regarding the instruc-
tional and relational impact of the take-home decodable book bags. All 
three teachers (100%) strongly agreed that the program improved students’ 
reading confidence, motivation, and overall phonics skills. Likewise, all 
teachers (3 of 3; 100%) strongly agreed that the book bags strengthened 
the home–school connection by fostering greater family involvement in 
phonics practice. Two teachers (66.7%) strongly agreed and one (33.3%) 
agreed that the take-home materials helped parents more effectively sup-
port phonics practice at home.

Qualitative feedback further illuminated these positive perceptions. 
One teacher commented, “I had parents comment on the convenience of 
having the bag with all the items in it and how they liked that everything 
supported the same skill.” This observation highlights the practicality of 
the book bags in creating a cohesive, easy-to-use learning experience that 
families could confidently implement at home. Teachers emphasized that 
the materials—combining decodable texts, phonics-based activities, and 
clear instructions—made literacy practice both structured and accessible 
for caregivers.

When asked whether they would like to continue using the take-home 
decodable book bags in the future, teacher responses were more divid-
ed. One teacher (33.3%) strongly agreed, one (33.3%) agreed, and one 
(33.3%) disagreed. While most teachers expressed positive attitudes toward 
the instructional value of the bags, concerns emerged regarding time and 
workload. As one teacher explained, “I think the phonics bags were a great 
idea, and I was very excited to use them. However, it became one more 
thing to keep up with on an already very full list of daily tasks as a teacher.” 
This feedback suggests that while teachers recognized the academic and 
relational benefits of the book bags, its sustainability depended on finding 
efficient management systems to reduce teacher burden.

Overall, findings from the teacher survey indicate strong support for the 
instructional value and family engagement potential of the take-home de-
codable book bags intervention, balanced by practical challenges related to 
time and logistics. Future implementations may benefit from streamlined 
tracking and rotation procedures to improve feasibility and maintain high 
levels of teacher participation and enthusiasm.
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Parent Perceptions

Of the 65 first grade students enrolled across the grade level, 32 par-
ticipated in the take-home decodable book bag intervention during the 
eight-week implementation period. Perception surveys were distributed to 
the parents or caregivers of all 32 participants, and 22 were completed and 
returned, resulting in a 68% response rate.

Both quantitative and qualitative data from the parent surveys indicat-
ed overwhelmingly positive perceptions of the book bags. Parents reported 
that the take-home book bags provided structured, meaningful opportuni-
ties for their children to practice foundational reading skills outside of the 
classroom. Many caregivers noted that the book bags increased their child’s 
engagement with reading at home, offered clear guidance for supporting 
phonics instruction, and helped foster confidence and enjoyment in read-
ing. These findings suggest that the take-home decodable book bags not 
only support student learning but also strengthen home–school connec-
tions by empowering families to actively participate in their child’s literacy 
development.

Reading Confidence and Engagement
Parents consistently reported that the book bags enhanced their child’s 

reading confidence and engagement. A majority of parents (13 of 22, 59.1%) 
strongly agreed, and 7 of 22 (31.8%) agreed that the take-home materials 
increased their child’s reading confidence, while 2 of 22 (9.1%) were neu-
tral. Parents’ comments reinforced these results: one parent shared, “I’ve 
noticed a big improvement in my son’s confidence. He used to get frustrat-
ed with reading, but now he’s excited to open the bag and show us what 
he can read,” while another noted, “My child feels so proud when she can 
read these books by herself!” These responses suggest that the book bags 
not only supported phonics skill development but also fostered positive 
attitudes toward reading by giving students early, tangible experiences of 
success. 

Hands-On Phonics Activities
Parents were asked to indicate whether the hands-on phonics activities 

included in the take-home decodable book bags had a positive impact on 
their child’s phonics skills. All respondents (22 of 22, 100%) reported a pos-
itive effect, with 12 of 22 (54.5%) strongly agreeing and 10 of 22 (45.5%) 
agreeing.

Parents particularly appreciated the engaging, interactive nature of the 
activities, noting that they encouraged children to actively practice phonics 
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in a low-pressure, enjoyable way. One parent shared, “As a former teacher, 
I loved the Book Bags! On busy school nights, it was so nice to let my child 
‘play’ and learn through these awesome activities.” Another commented 
that the activities helped maintain her child’s focus and motivation, stat-
ing, “My child really looked forward to these activities, and I could see him 
applying what he learned in school while having fun.” These responses un-
derscore the value of hands-on phonics activities in reinforcing classroom 
learning, promoting skill generalization, and building confidence at home. 
The structured, playful activities engaged families in their child’s early lit-
eracy in an accessible, enjoyable way.

Motivation to Read
Parents also observed increases in their child’s motivation to read. In 

response to survey items on reading motivation, 9 of 22 (40.9%) strongly 
agreed, 9 of 22 (40.9%) agreed, and 4 of 22 (18.2%) were neutral. Qualita-
tive responses elaborated on this trend: “My daughter often wants to read 
the books more than once, which is great for practice,” one parent wrote, 
while another shared, “She even reads to her little brother now.” These 
reflections highlight how the structure of the book bags encouraged reread-
ing for fluency and nurtured authentic reading behaviors beyond school 
assignments.

Home Support for Phonics Development
All parents agreed that the take-home decodable book bags helped them 

better support their child’s phonics learning at home, with 16 of 22 (72.7%) 
strongly agreeing and 6 of 22 (27.3%) agreeing. Several parents commented 
that the experience deepened their understanding of phonics instruction. 
One parent wrote, “I didn’t realize how much phonics was involved until 
the bags came home—it helped me see how my son is learning to read.” 
Another noted, “Having access to these decodable books has been a bless-
ing—we don’t always have the extra money to buy books.” A third reflected, 
“It’s so helpful to have books that focus on phonics. I feel like I can actually 
help my child instead of just listening to them guess at words.” Collective-
ly, these comments emphasize how the book bags provided children with 
structured practice and empowered families to engage confidently and ef-
fectively in supporting literacy development.

Home–School Connection
When asked whether the take-home decodable book bags strengthened 

the partnership between home and school to promote phonics growth, all 
parents responded positively—11 of 22 (50%) strongly agreed and 11 of 
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22 (50%) agreed. Parents appreciated the alignment between classroom 
instruction and home practice, noting that the materials clearly reflected 
current phonics patterns being taught at school. One parent explained, “I 
really like that the books focus on sounds the kids are learning in school—
it feels like we’re reinforcing the same lessons at home.” Another added, 
“The repetition and phonics patterns help reinforce what they’re learning 
in school.” These responses highlight the value of coherence across learn-
ing environments and underscore how transparent, skill-aligned materials 
foster shared responsibility for student growth.

Overall Perceptions and Sustainability
All parents believed the take-home book bags contributed to improve-

ments in their child’s overall phonics skills, with 17 of 22 (77.3%) strongly 
agreeing and 5 of 22 (22.7%) agreeing. When asked if they would like to con-
tinue using the book bags, 16 of 22 (72.7%) strongly agreed, 5 of 22 (22.7%) 
agreed, and 1 of 22 (4.5%) was neutral. These results indicate strong parent 
endorsement of the book bag’s educational value. The overwhelmingly pos-
itive feedback suggests that the decodable book bag intervention offers a 
sustainable, family-friendly framework for bridging school-based phonics 
instruction with home reading practice.

Recommendations for Improvement

Despite the overall positive feedback, parents suggested several ways to 
further enhance the bags’ effectiveness. Including a reading checklist or log 
could help families track which books have been read, provide a clear sense 
of progress, and support goal setting for both students and caregivers. This 
addition would allow students to celebrate achievements, reinforce consis-
tency in reading practice, and encourage self-monitoring skills.

Parents also recommended adding QR codes linked to short instruc-
tional videos demonstrating phonics routines or modeling book activities. 
This feature could make the materials more accessible and user-friendly, 
particularly for caregivers who may feel less confident in supporting pho-
nics instruction. By providing visual and auditory guidance, QR codes 
could reduce barriers to at-home practice, increase caregiver confidence, 
and promote more consistent, independent engagement with the activities. 
Implementing these enhancements could not only strengthen the instruc-
tional value of the book bags but also further foster family involvement, 
motivation, and enjoyment of reading at home.
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Discussion 

The findings of this study align closely with a robust body of research 
supporting the role of explicit, systematic phonics instruction in early read-
ing development. Consistent with the conclusions of the National Reading 
Panel (2000) and subsequent syntheses (Ehri et al., 2001; Castles et al., 
2018), both teachers and parents perceived that structured opportunities 
to practice phonics skills, particularly through decodable texts and target-
ed word work, contributed to improvements in students’ decoding ability, 
confidence, and motivation. The strong parent endorsement of decodable 
texts as a tool for independent reading at home further supports Blevins’ 
(2021) assertion that decodable materials provide an essential bridge be-
tween phonics instruction and authentic reading experiences. In this study, 
the integration of decodable texts with hands-on activities such as word 
chains and word sorts appears to have reinforced orthographic mapping 
processes (Ehri, 2020) and facilitated the application of phonics skills in 
connected text, extending the benefits of classroom instruction into the 
home environment.

Importantly, these findings also extend existing research on fami-
ly engagement in literacy development. Prior studies have consistently 
demonstrated that when families are equipped with clear guidance and 
accessible materials, they can play a meaningful role in supporting chil-
dren’s reading growth (Brown et al., 2019; Dahl-Leonard et al., 2025; Mol 
& Bus, 2011). The present study builds on this work by illustrating how 
alignment between classroom instruction and at-home practice, specifical-
ly through skill-targeted decodable book bags, can enhance both caregiver 
confidence and student engagement. Parents not only reported increased 
understanding of phonics instruction, but also described shifts in their role 
from passive listeners to active instructional partners. This finding sup-
ports Tran’s (2014) emphasis on reciprocal home–school relationships and 
suggests that structured, teacher-designed materials can reduce common 
barriers to family involvement, such as uncertainty about instructional 
methods or lack of resources.

At the same time, this study offers a practical contribution by highlighting 
the importance of coherence and usability in family literacy interventions. 
While previous research has emphasized the value of home reading prac-
tices broadly (Cunningham & Stanovich, 1997; St. Clair & Jackson, 2006), 
fewer studies have examined how the design of take-home materials in-
fluences implementation fidelity and sustainability. Teachers in this study 
emphasized that the alignment of texts, activities, and instructions around 
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a single phonics skill made the book bags particularly effective for families. 
However, concerns about teacher workload echo findings from implemen-
tation research (Wanzek et al., 2018), suggesting that even well-designed 
interventions must consider feasibility within the realities of classroom 
demands. Thus, this study not only reinforces the importance of family en-
gagement but also underscores the need for efficient, scalable systems that 
support teachers in maintaining such initiatives over time.

Finally, the results contribute to the growing emphasis within the sci-
ence of reading on integrating multiple components of effective instruction 
into cohesive, applied contexts (Moats, 2020; Scarborough, 2001). Rather 
than isolating phonics practice as a discrete classroom activity, the take-
home decodable book bags operationalize a more comprehensive model in 
which decoding, fluency, motivation, and family engagement intersect. By 
extending structured literacy practices beyond the classroom, this interven-
tion represents a promising approach to intensifying early reading support, 
particularly for students at risk of reading difficulty, while fostering a shared 
responsibility for literacy development between schools and families.

Future Recommendations

The Scope and Variety of Phonics Skills

The current take-home decodable book bags focus primarily on 
foundational phonics patterns, including short vowels in CVC (conso-
nant-vowel-consonant) words, such as cat, bed, sit, dog, sun, and long vowels 
in CVCe words, such as cake, kite, home, cube, rope. While these are critical 
early building blocks, expanding the collection to include more complex 
phonics patterns would better support students as they progress in their 
reading development. Examples of patterns that could be added include:
•	 Consonant blends: groups of two or three consonants where each 

sound is heard, e.g., bl in blend, str in street, cl in clap.
•	 Digraphs: two letters that make one sound, e.g., sh in ship, ch in chop, 

th in thumb.
•	 Vowel teams: two vowels together that create a single long vowel sound, 

e.g., ai in rain, ea in seat, oa in boat.
•	 R-controlled vowels: vowels followed by the letter r, which changes 

their sound, e.g., ar in car, or in fork, er in her.
Expanding the scope and variety of the book bags would provide sus-

tained practice and reinforcement of newly acquired skills over time while 
promoting greater engagement, independence, and confidence among 
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young readers. This approach could help ensure that students continue to 
develop fluency and accuracy as they advance through the primary grades.

Enhancing Implementation and Sustainability

An additional recommendation involves leveraging school-based sup-
port personnel and community resources to improve the sustainability of 
the book bag system. Given that some teachers identified time and man-
agement demands as a challenge, schools might consider involving school 
librarians, paraprofessionals, or trained parent volunteers in organizing, 
maintaining, and rotating the take-home book bags. These individuals 
could assist with tasks such as replenishing materials, tracking circulation, 
and ensuring that bags remain aligned with current phonics instruction. 
Distributing these responsibilities across a broader support network would 
reduce the burden on classroom teachers while increasing the feasibility of 
long-term implementation. Moreover, involving families and school staff 
in the coordination process may further strengthen the home–school con-
nection by fostering a shared investment in students’ literacy development. 
This type of distributed support model aligns with broader calls for collab-
orative, schoolwide approaches to literacy improvement.

Study Limitations and Future Research

While the study demonstrates promising perceptions of the take-home 
decodable book bags, it is important to acknowledge several limitations. 
First, relying solely on parent and teacher feedback means the findings 
are based on subjective perceptions, which, while valuable, may not fully 
capture the book bags’ impact on student literacy outcomes. Parents’ and 
teachers’ impressions could be influenced by factors such as prior experi-
ence with literacy strategies, expectations, or engagement levels at home.

Additionally, the study did not include objective measures of student 
progress, such as phonics assessments, reading fluency data, or comprehen-
sion scores. Without these data points, it is difficult to quantify the extent 
to which the book bags directly influenced student learning. Incorporat-
ing standardized or informal literacy assessments in further research would 
provide a more robust, evidence-based evaluation of program effectiveness.

Finally, the sample size was limited to students who participated in the 
program and parents who responded to the survey, which may affect the 
generalizability of the findings. Future studies could expand the participant 
pool, include control or comparison groups, and track literacy outcomes 
over a longer period to better assess the sustained impact of take-home 
decodable book bags. Combining objective student assessment data with 
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perception data would strengthen the evidence base, guide instruction-
al improvements, and offer a more comprehensive understanding of how 
such interventions support early literacy development.

Conclusion

The take-home decodable book bags represent a promising and innova-
tive approach to extending literacy instruction beyond the classroom and 
into the home environment. By providing structured, purposeful practice, 
the book bags support students in reinforcing foundational phonics skills 
while fostering engagement, motivation, and confidence in reading. They 
also encourage collaboration between families and schools, helping care-
givers actively participate in their child’s literacy development and creating 
a shared investment in learning.

With targeted enhancements, such as progress tracking tools or reading 
logs, QR codes linked to instructional videos, and expanded phonics con-
tent covering consonant blends, digraphs, vowel teams, and r-controlled 
vowels—the bags have the potential to become a more comprehensive, 
differentiated, and scalable resource for supporting early literacy growth. 
Incorporating these features could further strengthen student engagement, 
promote independent practice, and empower families to reinforce class-
room instruction effectively.

Future research that combines perception data from parents and teach-
ers with objective measures of student literacy outcomes, such as phonics 
assessments, reading fluency, and comprehension measures, will be essen-
tial to fully understand and maximize the impact of take-home decodable 
book bags. By evaluating both subjective and objective outcomes, educa-
tors can refine the program, tailor it to diverse learner needs, and ensure it 
continues to serve as a meaningful tool for building fluency, accuracy, and 
prosody in beginning readers.
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A Phenomenological Study of Teacher and 
Student Experience Within a Community of 
Inquiry: Utilizing Wonder-Infused Pedagogy 
in an Elementary Outdoor Classroom

Andrew Gilbert and Steph N. Dean

Abstract

This interpretive phenomenological study explores how wonder-infused 
pedagogy, enacted within an elementary outdoor classroom, supported the 
development of a community of inquiry. We position community of in-
quiry as the overarching framework for cultivating social, cognitive, and 
teaching presence; wonder as the pedagogical driver; and outdoor learning 
as the authentic context for engaging in science practices. In response to 
schooling contexts that often privilege testing and individual achievement 
over collaborative inquiry, we examined an eight-week outdoor wonder 
project with third- through fifth-grade students. Data sources included 
group interviews, student journals, teacher reflections, and photographs. 
Students engaged in weekly wonder journaling and culminated the project 
in a school-based wonder fair focused on self-selected scientific phenom-
ena. Findings indicate that wonder-infused pedagogy fostered joyful 
struggle, collaborative sensemaking, and shared vulnerability, strength-
ening students’ engagement in science practices and deepening classroom 
community. The teacher’s intentional design and facilitation were central 
to sustaining open-ended inquiry. The project also extended discourse 
beyond the classroom, broadening the community of inquiry to include 
families and the wider school community.
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Introduction

This project utilizes wonder-infused pedagogy to build an effective 
community of inquiry as well as a pathway for engagement with science 
practices. More specifically, we examined how using open inquiry, driven 
by wonder, can support the development of a community of inquiry in an 
elementary outdoor learning context. We position community of inquiry as 
the overarching framework, wonder-infused pedagogy as the pedagogical 
driver, and outdoor learning as the setting that enables authentic engage-
ment with science and one another.

Despite the documented benefits of inquiry-oriented and community- 
based science education, formal schooling often prioritizes standardized 
testing and individual achievement over collaborative, curiosity-driven 
learning (Bybee, 2020). This is not a new problem, as the continued focus 
on standardized testing in schools has a significant influence on the ped-
agogical choices teachers make in the classroom (Aydeniz & Southerland, 
2012), and the culture of classrooms is not favorable towards implementing 
inquiry (DiBiase & McDonald, 2015). Elementary science contexts con-
tinue to focus on testing, which reduces time spent engaging in science 
practices and such 21st century skills as “creativity, critical thinking, collab-
oration, and communication” (Nahar, 2023, p. 36). We argue that enacting 
a community of inquiry responds to this problem as we explore how an 
outdoor inquiry project, framed through wonder, can support the commu-
nity of inquiry to cultivate social, cognitive, and teaching presence in ways 
that work to center joy, agency, and authentic scientific engagement.

Our approach utilized student-driven wonder investigations, as children 
explored outdoor spaces adjacent to their school. During these excursions, 
students would look, notice, and observe various natural phenomena and 
then use their scientific wonderings as the basis for building hypotheses 
and investigating them for a classwide wonder fair. Through a phenome-
nological approach, we explored students’ experiences engaging in wonder 
as they worked within a community of inquiry toward better understand-
ing these wonders, and we also highlight the teacher’s perceptions of the 
experience. The research question that guided our phenomenological in-
quiry was geared at understanding the lived experiences of students and 
the teacher who participated in scientific inquiry within the context of a 
community of inquiry: How do third- through fifth-grade students and 
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their teacher experience science as a social activity, within a community of 
inquiry, while engaging in wonder? 

Related Literature

Outdoor Learning as Wonder Laboratory

Rather than assuming a dichotomy between an indoor and outdoor ed-
ucational setting, outdoor learning suggests that the curriculum can be 
contextualized by the natural, outdoor environment (Beames et al., 2024; 
Lee et al., 2022; Nikbay Arslantaş & Bavlı, 2022). Within science educa-
tion, outdoor learning can complement science standards, such as the Next 
Generation Science Standards (NGSS) which frame an inquiry-based ap-
proach to school science, where the outdoors can be considered a living, 
local laboratory (2013). This becomes a vehicle for rich observations, stu-
dent engagement, sensemaking, hypothesis building, and constructing 
arguments across science content and processes. This often-untapped re-
source of the school yard and the surrounding natural sites can be both a 
setting and source for engaging in authentic science approaches (Ferreira 
et al., 2012; Lindgren et al., 2023).

Outdoor learning not only provides a setting for science, but it also cre-
ates conditions in which the core practices of science can be meaningfully 
enacted. NGSS (2013) identified eight essential practices that encompass 
both the relevant knowledge and specific skills that students need to be 
actively engaged in science. These practices include: asking questions and 
defining problems; developing and using models; planning and carrying 
out investigations; analyzing and interpreting data; using mathematics and 
computational thinking; constructing explanations and designing solu-
tions; engaging in argument from evidence; and obtaining, evaluating, and 
communicating information (NGSS, 2013, p. 1). The goal of these practices 
is to foster science as a way of understanding the world (Antink-Meyer & 
Meyer, 2016) and to put the intellectual work of science sensemaking in the 
domain of the student (Bismack et al., 2022). The outdoor setting provides 
ample opportunities to engage children in these key science practices. 

The outdoors served as both a catalyst and a context for engaging 
children in their observed wonders through wonder-infused pedagogy. 
Wonder-infused pedagogy intentionally overlaps with tenets of inqui-
ry, where a pedagogy of wonder begins with a phenomenon, noticing, or 
question, and the goal is for students to map out their thinking and under-
standing of the phenomenon through hypothesizing possibilities in order 
to connect learners emotionally, intuitively, and cognitively to the world 
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that surrounds them (Conijn et al., 2021). This pedagogical approach has 
demonstrated promise for building: science content understanding (Hadzi-
georgiou, 2022), joyful connections to content (Gilbert & Suh, 2026), and 
broad-based experience with scientific practices (Dean & Gilbert, 2021), 
while also using mystery as a driver for learning (Schinkel, 2017; 2019). 
Wonder “is connected to not knowing, wanting to know, getting to know, 
and everything in between. It is deeply emotional, but still bound to think-
ing” (Glăveanu, 2020, p. 22). These emotional connections to wondering 
can offer incentive to answer a question and provide the needed fortitude 
to overcome challenges even when it becomes difficult (Jaber & Hammer, 
2016). Overall, the Greenwood School community was deeply committed 
to connecting its students to nature, which provided a rich context for this 
study (note: school name is a pseudonym). 

School and Classroom Community

Broadly speaking, a school community represents not only a school—
its students, teachers, and staff, but also is inclusive of families and others 
beyond the school walls, and it operates on shared educational values, 
expectations, and goals (Redding, 2001). All aspects of building healthy 
classroom communities are grounded in establishing positive and trusting 
relationships between all members of the classroom (Boyd & Edmiston, 
2021). This trust, coupled with a respect for students’ ability to ask ques-
tions and relate learning to their lives, is central to building a classroom 
community based in inquiry. This creates conditions that allow for 
risk-taking, problem-solving, failure, success, and ultimately engaging in 
the positive affect of the science process itself (Jaber & Hammer, 2016), 
where a direct link exists between positive emotions and increased cogni-
tion (Davidson et al., 2020; Huinker et al., 2020). The connection between 
classroom community and place was central to our efforts to construct a 
healthy risk-taking environment that connected children to their school 
and its natural surroundings.

Theoretical Framework – Community of Inquiry

Community of inquiry as a theoretical framework was originally de-
signed for use with online teaching communities to tackle the challenge 
of building inquiry in online contexts (Ang et al., 2024; Garrison et al., 
2010a). However, it has gained strength as a framework that provides simi-
lar theoretical clarity for face-to-face contexts (Ariati et al., 2023; Garrison, 
2023). We utilized community of inquiry as a framework to map the multi-
faceted interactions needed to engage with challenging science content that 
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is directly connected to students’ lives and grounded within a constructiv-
ist dialogic process. Constructivism emphasizes that learners actively build 
understanding through experience, reflection, and social interaction (Dew-
ey, 1938; Piaget, 1970). Articulating community of inquiry’s constructivist 
underpinnings, Nichols et al. (2022) stated, “the process of the communi-
ty of inquiry has a core intention to promote the skills and competencies 
to participate in the practices of discipline-based communities of inquiry 
and in that process take on the habits and behaviors of the disciplines” (p. 
2528). Lastly, a community of inquiry can develop those 21st century skills, 
such as critical thinking and peer connection, that drive interaction during 
inquiry processes and can act to broaden knowledge and understanding 
across the group (Zeivots et al., 2024). 

Community of inquiry, when enacted as part of a pedagogical process, 
leans heavily on tenets of inquiry teaching with scaffolded phases includ-
ing a triggering event, exploration, integration, and resolution (Garrison et 
al., 2010b). Community of inquiry frames three key areas: social presence, 
cognitive presence, and teaching presence, which overlap and support the 
overarching educational experience of those involved in that classroom 
(see Figure 1).

Figure 1. Community of Inquiry Framework (Garrison et al., 2010a)



SCHOOL COMMUNITY JOURNAL

72

Social presence is framed across three dimensions in which partici-
pants identify within a specific community, are able to engage in dialogue 
with purpose and in a trusting environment, and work toward developing 
healthy interpersonal relationships (Garrison, 2010a). Cognitive presence 
relates to how participants engage with critical noticing, reflecting, and 
constructive collaboration to integrate problem-solving as a means to find 
a resolution to the content-based challenge they are facing (Ariati et al., 
2023). Teaching presence pertains to the “design, facilitation, and direction” 
(Garrison et al., 2010a, p. 7) that the teacher creates within their classroom 
setting to build toward positive educational outcomes. Teaching presence 
utilizes cognitive and social issues to reach content goals while simultane-
ously supporting the development of classroom community (Ariati et al., 
2023). The process we undertook was directly informed by Nichols et al. 
(2022), who utilized design thinking to engage students in scientific think-
ing and processes. 

Research Design 

Phenomenological Approach

Phenomenological research is grounded in philosophy and reflects a 
way of living, seeing, and being in the world (Vagle, 2018). Because phe-
nomenology frames philosophy and methodology as inseparable, this 
study was guided by an interpretive (hermeneutic) phenomenological ori-
entation (Clifden & Vagle, 2021). From this perspective, the goal is not to 
suspend interpretation but to thoughtfully engage it in order to illuminate 
the meanings embedded within lived experience.

Central to this inquiry was a commitment to approaching the phenom-
enon holistically while remaining attentive to the meanings that emerged 
through participants’ lifeworlds—the prereflective, taken-for-granted 
world of lived experience through which individuals make sense of their 
everyday realities (van Manen, 1997). We sought to understand these expe-
riences related to wonder, science, and community by examining both the 
phenomenon itself and how it manifested within students’ everyday edu-
cational contexts (Clifden & Vagle, 2021). In this study, the phenomenon 
under investigation was the lifeworld of student scientists as they engaged 
with wonder within a shared community.

Consistent with interpretive phenomenology, we, as researchers, engaged 
in ongoing reflexive practices to critically consider how prior experiences, 
assumptions, and theoretical commitments shaped the research process 
(Vagle, 2018). Rather than attempting full bracketing, which is generally 
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associated with transcendental phenomenology, we adopted a posture of 
reflective openness, meaning we continually questioned our interpretations 
while remaining focused on participants’ meaning-making. This iterative 
movement between parts and whole supported phenomenological reduc-
tion as a process of deepening attentiveness to the phenomenon rather than 
a procedural step.

Phenomenological reflection guided our analysis as we engaged in sus-
tained, thoughtful examination of participants’ descriptions to discern 
the essential themes that give the experience its distinctive character (van 
Manen, 1997). Through reflective reading and writing, we sought to dis-
tinguish essential meanings from those that are incidental. Across data 
collection, analysis, and representation, our research team remained ori-
ented toward illuminating the nature of students’ lived experience rather 
than producing abstract generalizations.

Context of the Study

Students at Greenwood School (pseudonym), a private K–8 school in a 
suburban context, participated in an eight-week wonder project embedded 
within a weekly outdoor enrichment block. During this time, classroom 
teachers facilitated rotating stations centered on disciplines such as litera-
cy, art, and STEM (science, technology, engineering, math). Students were 
intentionally grouped across grade levels (third through fifth grade), with 
an average group size of approximately 15, and rotated through the stations 
each week. One station was dedicated to the wonder project, during which 
students explored the natural area surrounding the school and complet-
ed a wonder journal entry guided by a Greenwood teacher. Thus, this was 
both a shared experience within the mixed-grade learning community, but 
also one where students were encouraged to think about their individual 
wonderings, sharing those with classmates throughout the process. Stu-
dents were encouraged to spend time sitting in nature, noticing the world 
around them, and leaning into wonder-filled experiences. Independent 
wonder journaling was a way for them to record their observed wonders 
through sketches, poems, questions, or other approaches that they chose. 
There were some teacher scaffoldings as part of this process; students could 
choose to respond to the teacher’s idea (e.g., “Lay on your stomach and 
wonder about something on the ground”), or they could decide to wonder 
about whatever fascinated them. Although the wonder journaling activity 
was, by nature, an independent task, students were never discouraged from 
talking to their peers during these sessions. At the conclusion of the time, 
the teacher brought the students together in groups of 10–15 to share, dis-
cuss, and celebrate their wonders.
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At the end of six weeks of wonder journaling, students developed won-
der fair projects and shared them in a gallery-walk presentation during 
the outdoor enrichment block. The wonder fair process leans heavily on 
the goals and processes of standard science fairs; however, all aspects were 
completed in school to lessen stress and decrease pressure on families 
(Fields et al., 2022). The students would begin by choosing one of their 
wonders to further explore, either working alone, with a partner, or in a 
group. Students were able to choose their partner options as well as which 
scientific phenomenon they wanted to investigate. They did not have to 
go through a traditional science fair procedure or engage in experimental 
design; rather, students would consider various ways to explore their ques-
tions, coming up with possibilities for scientific investigations. The wonder 
fair was designed to be open-ended, allowing students to take on the role 
of scientists, freely examining a natural phenomenon that filled them with 
wonder. One requirement of the wonder fair, however, was a visual poster 
board that would highlight the wonder. The teacher encouraged them to 
share background information, such as their choice of wonder’s impetus, 
as well as how they could possibly investigate it. Some students decided 
to participate in a formal inquiry, but this was not compulsory. Overall, 
these processes parallel standard science fairs by providing an opportuni-
ty to ask questions, collect data, analyze findings, and present in a public 
forum (Banilower et al., 2018; Fields et al., 2022). This context frames the 
examination of how children engaged within a community of inquiry and 
documents the lived experiences of the students and teacher who partici-
pated in the wonder project. 

Data Collection

We received Institutional Review Board approval prior to data collec-
tion, and 20 students received parental consent to participate. Additionally, 
we asked our students to give their verbal assent as well, agreeing to be 
part of the group interviews or have their journals formally analyzed. Data 
were collected throughout the eight-week wonder project process, with 
the primary form of data being the student group interviews conducted at 
the end. When the wonder fair had concluded, a total of 20 students were 
interviewed, mirroring the broader student population of 45 students in-
volved in the wonder project. Author 1 interviewed student participants in 
groups of three to five, and each interview lasted around 30–45 minutes. 
These group interviews sought to solicit understanding regarding the lived 
experiences of the children; questions centered on describing the wonder 
project, discussing what it was like, and giving illustrative examples.
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These group interviews had various benefits that became evident 
throughout the data collection process. First, they helped mitigate the pow-
er differential between the adult researchers and the young students (see 
Eder & Fingerson, 2003). The group interviews also enabled students to 
engage in a dynamic and interactive dialogue regarding the wonder proj-
ect, and this, in and of itself, contributed towards understanding science 
as a shared social experience. The group served as a small community, a 
microcosm of the broader science community that students experienced 
throughout the course of the study. This is similar to what Vaughn et al. 
(1996) describe as a key reason to use group interviews: it allows partic-
ipants to collectively explore an idea within context. We found this to be 
the case in our own study setting. Finally, the group interviews were sim-
ply more feasible for teachers at the school to schedule, allowing students 
from the same class to participate at the same time. Although the group 
interview transcripts were our primary source of data, we also analyzed 
the wonder journals from the students, photos of the wonder fair, and the 
facilitating teacher’s reflective journal that she kept during the duration of 
the wonder project.

Data Analysis

Gathering together all the data, we were intentional about analyzing it 
as a whole, staying true to our phenomenological approach. Both authors 
read through the interview transcripts and teacher reflective journal, us-
ing the accompanying photos as a powerful form of visual data, and efforts 
were made to triangulate data across these sources as a means to support 
claims. We reflexively discussed our personal observations and wonder-
ings regarding the lived experiences of our participants as they participated 
in a community of inquiry, engaging in shared social experiences related 
to science. Both authors then reread the data, highlighting portions that 
specifically pertained to what it was like for the students and teachers to 
participate in a community of scientists, using our research question to 
guide the process. It was at this point that we noted how powerful the 
student group interviews were in building upon these community expe-
riences; students were re-living and re-experiencing the wonder project 
collaboratively and supporting each other’s sensemaking. These moments 
were noted in the documents and considered part of the broader analysis.

As a research team, we met together again and collaboratively worked 
with our raw data. As we identified emergent codes, we worked to place 
them into the three key areas of community of inquiry: social presence, 
cognitive presence, and teaching presence. In taking into account the 
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holistic data set as well as the individual pieces, we then went back and 
forth to determine the themes, or “meaning units” (Giorgi, 2009) that rep-
resented the broader educational experience of the students and teacher. 
This part of the analysis process included ways that we could consider the 
data through the framework of community of inquiry while still allowing 
opportunities for new meaning to develop, as evidenced by participants’ 
lived experiences. We also analyzed the photographs from the wonder proj-
ect, agreeing with Cleland et al. (2021) that “photographs can provide new 
ways of seeing the phenomena under study from their visual features” (p. 
233). This visual data illuminated the phenomena in a new way, revealing 
the inner lifeworld of our participants (see Holm, 2008). 

Findings and Discussion

We begin by presenting the findings and discussion organized accord-
ing to the core elements of the community of inquiry framework: social 
presence, cognitive presence, and teaching presence. Within each element, 
we describe how the wonder project manifested, using evidence drawn 
from the data. We then turn to the overarching educational experience, 
highlighting the ways participants demonstrated intellectual engagement 
alongside joyful affect. 

Social Presence – Discourse and Dialogue 

Social presence is predicated on the ability to meaningfully engage with 
others and identify as part of the classroom community. The entire wonder 
project was social and collaborative in nature, and our participants dis-
cussed talking to other students about their wonder journal and wonder 
investigation. Although some students reported that it was challenging to 
communicate their thinking to their peers, they all were able to effectively 
articulate their science wonders. One student expressed how enjoyable it 
was to help her classmates comprehend her project on genetics:

I thought the easy part was actually talking to the people about [my 
wonder]. I liked saying, “This is what I think. This is -.” And getting 
them to understand, cuz they’re seeing like, “Oh yeah, I get it now.” I 
think that was the easy part and the fun part, too. 
We noted a sense of confidence as other students described the wonder 

fair portion of the wonder project. Many students reported that discussing 
their scientific wonders was a highlight, since they had a chance to experi-
ence the back-and-forth discourse:
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It was fun to tell people about what we thought. They would come by 
and start wondering about it, and it was cool to see how they would 
wonder about it, ‘cause sometimes you wonder about it a different 
way, and sometimes people just keep it in their mind and think about 
it.

This quote illustrates the scientific sensemaking that occurred within a 
community of inquiry as students participated in supporting discourse as 
a social activity. Jaber (2021) argued that this type of student sensemaking 
helps them gain insight into their own thinking and feelings as it relates to 
content. Further, dialogue serves as an essential process of sensemaking 
when building knowledge requires continued engagement with uncertain-
ty and making that process public. This discourse went beyond the indi-
vidual classrooms and included other grades within the school since the 
wonder fair included sharing their wonder with both younger and older 
students. This further fostered the community of inquiry both in the class-
room setting as well as among the broader school community.

These discursive interactions were steeped in dialogic moments when 
children were able to interact in natural ways and they were not overly 
surveilled, providing the freedom to engage with one another during the 
wonder investigations. Brown (2019) provided clear examples for chil-
dren’s ways of speaking and talking that provide them with pathways to 
connecting their ideas to more formal scientific discourse and language. 
Consequently, the dialogue that occurred within the wonder project con-
text became an avenue for connection within the community as well as for 
children’s sensemaking in science. Interestingly, children also found this to 
be both challenging and enjoyable as they navigated their ideas within a 
public forum, as described by these students:

For me, it was really fun. But it was also kinda confusing because 
people kept coming, and we had to, like, say it over and over again. 
But I thought it was really cool what other people were, uh, wonder-
ing about, and, uh, yeah, what they did.

The essential aspect here is that this process provided students with ex-
perience in communicating ideas and hypotheses, which is a key science 
practice. Most children framed this as a challenging aspect, but also one 
that ultimately brought them joy.

In addition, the community served as a safe space for children to engage 
with the ideas of self and others. The wonder project offered a counterpoint 
to many features of 21st century schooling, which often overprioritiz-
es testing and low-level knowledge acquisition—approaches that may not 
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fully support the development of social presence. Conversely, the wonder 
fair provided the participants opportunities to identify with the commu-
nity and communicate in a trusting context, which helped to support and 
strengthen the community of inquiry:

I also liked the Wonder Fair, but for some different reasons. I liked it 
because you got to see what other people are wondering about [two 
other students make the “me too” sign with their hands]…that you 
get to actually see what other people are wondering about.
Social situations that allow children to wrestle with uncertainty and al-

low for channels to share that uncertainty in a public setting build trust and 
set conditions for risk-taking within science learning (Krist, 2020). In ad-
dition, we found that the shared vulnerability children experienced during 
the wonder fair—where they publicly articulated an idea that they were 
working through—fueled connection across the peer group. Getting to see 
what others were thinking was a powerful way to connect children and 
provide them with confidence to share their own thinking in a public con-
text. These aspects of social presence set the context for students to further 
engage in meaningful science practices and processes that we framed as 
cognitive presence with the community of inquiry framework.

Cognitive Presence

Science Decisions and Practices
Cognitive presence works to build and maintain understanding through 

sustained discussion and discourse within a community. Throughout the 
wonder project process, our participants experienced science as a discursive 
practice (Brown, 2019; Kelly et al., 2023) that framed the mental process-
es that they undertook related to their wondering. Although the wonder 
journaling was an independent activity, students regularly shared their 
wonders and took part in asking questions and planning investigations and 
engaging in meaningful discussions as a means to better understand the 
world around them. For the wonder fair, students had a choice of whether 
they worked alone, with a partner, or with a group of three. Some student 
participants reported the challenge of making decisions collaboratively and 
the challenges of selecting content:

It took us so long to figure out which question we were going to do, 
because we were like, “Oh, what if we do this question?” But we can’t 
really solve that. And then, we knew that we wanted to solve it. So it 
was kind of hard to find a question that we could solve.
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This quote was reflected by other students during the group interviews, as 
many expressed the challenges with working collaboratively, particularly 
when it comes to making decisions. Students had to engage in high-level 
thinking, working through the challenges of being part of a science team.

Although the teacher was not intentional about explicitly including the 
science practices within the wonder project, we noted that it became a nat-
ural part of the community of inquiry in which students took part. Given 
authentic opportunities to wonder and explore these wonders and the ap-
propriate teacher scaffolds, students had educational experiences that were 
embedded in science practices. These moments of engaging in science 
practices were experienced within community rather than as an individu-
al. One student explained how enjoyable it was for him to be part of a team 
as a means to drive his cognition that helped him solve his wonder:

I really liked doing the wonder fair because, number one, we got to 
do stuff in teams, which I think is really cool, ‘cause I feel I do better 
in teams. And we got to really see how we could, if we could solve this 
problem. 

These experiences were situated and sustained within a community of in-
quiry and rooted within their ongoing wonder investigations, where this 
sustained reflection and discourse fueled connections between class mem-
bers and created the conditions that, when struggling to make sense of their 
ideas, were also an avenue toward joyful engagement with content and one 
another. 

Joyful Connection to Self, Others, and Content
Students continually engaged in a process of inquiry as they shared their 

thinking, listened to others’ ideas, and asked meaningful questions while 
they constructed their wonder projects and shared those publicly at the 
wonder fair. This sustained critical discourse lies at the heart of engaging in 
cognitive presence, and the students also framed this as both a difficult yet 
joyful pursuit. Students articulated how they approached novel problems, 
how communication grew their understanding, and that there were chal-
lenges in conveying their ideas to the larger learning community. 

Teachers and researchers do not often equate struggle with joy. However, 
in the sciences, there is distinct joy in facing the difficulties and overcoming 
hurdles when figuring out solutions to wondrous questions and problems 
(Feynman, 1999). The students described both the challenges and the sub-
sequent joy of wrestling with those ideas alongside their group members:

Well, I thought it was fun. It was pretty hard, because we had to write 
all of the words. And it was kind of hard to think about it, because we 
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all had different opinions about stuff. So, we had to agree on some-
thing.
Here, we see a hallmark of scientific communication when children are 

learning how to listen to ideas and build toward a solution within a work-
ing group. This simultaneously worked to build their confidence in sharing 
their ideas as they worked toward consensus, which, although not a simple 
task, students found it a joyful process. They also found joy in the creative 
freedom that they experienced in preparing their display and presentations 
for the wonder fair. This joy seemed to stem from the autonomy that chil-
dren were able to actualize within their work from the start of their outdoor 
wondering to their finished wonder fair project. 

The wonder fair. I liked tying everything that we learned up, learned 
up into this project. And we could pick what we liked, like which 
question we wanted to ask, and then we could—I just, we got togeth-
er, we drew a poster, we thought about it, and we researched. And, it 
was really fun because—it was probably my favorite part!
Learning should be both a challenging and joyful process. We often 

overlook joy as an essential component of the school experience. The stu-
dents framed their experience as one that was joyful, but also challenging, 
which directly aligns with Boaler’s (2024) claims that the joy of discovery 
builds learners’ confidence while simultaneously helping teachers under-
stand and share their students’ intellectual and emotional experiences. We 
cannot expect children to deeply engage with science and scientific princi-
ples if they are completely devoid of joyfulness. When third grade students 
describe the work of the project process as “really fun,” they are more likely 
to engage in the learning process. 

Teaching Presence 

Admittedly, the teacher played an outsized role in designing and imple-
menting this wonder approach as she worked to cultivate a community of 
inquiry through the interweaving of classroom/school community, wonder, 
and outdoor learning. She set, curated, and maintained the commitment to 
all of these parameters throughout the outdoor wonder project. 

The teacher’s reflective journal, interviews, and researcher observation 
field notes provided a lens to make sense of the teacher’s decision-mak-
ing processes and the resulting open-ended pedagogy that was employed 
throughout the experience. In one of her first entries, the teacher describes 
both her excitement and apprehension about the process:
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I think it’s important to have freedom within the teaching/learning 
environment for kids to explore, learn, and be curious. That being 
said, I also appreciate routines and control, seeing the benefit of these 
within the classroom, whether in- or outdoors. The wonder project 
will inevitably mean that I give up control.…Giving up control is 
slightly uncomfortable, but I am dedicated to seeing where this goes 
and how it impacts my 3rd, 4th, and 5th grade students. 
The teacher is clearly pushing her own boundaries and trusting in her 

students to engage with their thinking in positive ways. This trust sets the 
stage for children to ask their own questions. Behr and Rydzewski (2021) 
argue that if we want children to persist in pursuing answers to difficult 
questions, we must find pathways to reducing the stress and anxiety that 
school contexts typically inflict. Teachers must curate the conditions for 
wonder and provide the freedom for children to look, notice, and consid-
er their own ideas. This was evident in her approach during the student 
time in the outdoor space. We witnessed her efforts to “give up control” and 
deal with her own discomfort to provide children with opportunities to ex-
plore and document their wonders within the natural areas of the school 
grounds. 

The students at Greenwood School were used to being outdoors, and 
the wonder observation journal was introduced during that outdoor en-
richment block. The teacher begins by providing notebooks to students and 
starting the discussion about wonder journaling, “We are going to try some-
thing new today [holding up her notebook]. We are going to spend some 
time looking around the woods and document what wonders we encounter.” 
She then continues to ask children about the meaning of wonder, “What do 
I mean by wonder?” There are several students who eagerly respond:
•	 “A mystery you are trying to figure out.”
•	 “Wonder is like amazing, it is more than curiosity.”
•	 “Wonder is thinking about a question.”
•	 “Wonder is an adventure.”

The teacher follows this up with framing her own experience and how 
sometimes we can forget that our wonders are important to engage with. 
“I have been going to the woods for years, but sometimes I forget to look 
and wonder.” With this introduction, the teacher, along with the students, 
framed what wonder can be, and the teacher provided the invitation for 
them to wander and wonder through this small patch of forest. Afterwards, 
students shared their wonders with one another. The teacher used this as a 
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launching point for children to keep their journals and add entries for the 
things they wonder about as they observe the natural world in their day-
to-day lives. Later that day, the teacher describes this observation in her 
reflective journal:

Students seem more apt to share their out-of-school wonders during 
our weekly check-ins. During the first few weeks, only one or two 
students volunteered. Now, it seems like most students have a won-
dering that occurred outside of the typical weekly outdoor session. A 
third grader even brought me a leaf with a small honeycomb on it at 
the end of last week, excited for me to show it during our wondering 
times. 
She continually curated and tended to the students’ wonders and their 

opportunities to engage with their wonders, document those wonders, and 
collectively share those within the community of inquiry. Brown (2019) 
reminds us that teachers must develop a deep understanding of classroom 
cultures and language as the teacher both sets and maintains the norms for 
classroom discourse. Further, this teaching presence was essential to build-
ing student confidence in their ability to notice the natural world and that 
they have important questions to consider. These wonders became the ba-
sis for the questions they tried to answer for the wonder fair. 

At the close of the project, the teacher reflected on the impacts that this 
had on the community of inquiry for her students as well as the children 
beyond her own classroom. For example, one of the first grade students was 
inspired by his experience while attending the wonder fair. He brought his 
poster into school to share with his teacher, who then had him present his 
ideas to our teacher. She wrote about this in her reflective teacher journal:

He had come to school with a poster that included a wonder question, 
hypotheses (more than one), and some of his thoughts. I chatted with 
the student, who was really eager to walk me through the poster. He 
was wondering why his dogs were spotted. Some of his ideas had to 
do with diet or sun vs. shade. He shared that his main thought was 
related to the dogs’ parents.
It is sometimes difficult for teachers to get children to follow their own 

questions since school has often trained children that there is one correct 
answer or that the teacher has a particular goal for the students to achieve. 
Feynman (1999) reminds us that the first step in any scientific pursuit be-
gins by being uncertain of an answer. Uncertainty is the actual currency of 
science, yet schools often deem this as unproductive or overly frustrating 
for children, which may negatively impact achievement. However, we see 
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here how building the capacity of students within a community of inqui-
ry provides them the courage to pursue those questions that are not easily 
answered. Further, this provides evidence for the power of intentionally 
working to expand the community of inquiry beyond the classroom toward 
an entire school community. 

Educational Experience at the Core of Community of Inquiry

Social, cognitive, and teaching presence work together to shape the 
overall educational experience within the community of inquiry. From our 
analysis of the phenomenological data related to these wonder experiences, 
two key themes emerged that were particularly relevant to understanding 
that educational experience: joyful struggle and the broader community of 
inquiry ecosystem.

Theme 1: Joyful Struggle 
The joyful classroom context and the outdoors as a wonder laborato-

ry worked to build the foundation for children to make more sense of the 
natural world and their own abilities in designing and carrying out investi-
gations to their conclusion:

Well, it kind of helps you open up your mind and realize, it’s like, 
there are a lot of cool things. And it helps you figure out on your 
own…it helps get you ready for the world. It helps you figure out 
answers on your own.

This student describes her experience with this wonder project process as 
opening her mind and the realization that the world can be an amazing 
place. This noticing becomes the backdrop for her questions and ways to 
answer those questions. Lastly, we see her developing confidence as a sci-
ence learner, coming into focus with “ready for the world” and “figure out 
answers on your own.” 

The wonder project was not an easy task for the participants, who 
worked through their ideas and needed to figure out where to start with 
their wonders. In focus group interviews, students described a range of 
emotions while engaging in this work that included descriptions such as: 
embarrassment, exciting, difficulty, enjoyable, fun, complicated, stressful, 
mysterious, and frustrating. Many of the struggles came from their collabo-
rations and communicating with others within a team setting. The following 
is a response to a question about challenges they faced: “But I think that was 
probably the hardest part, getting our hypothesis, getting to agree on what 
we both think it was. And just agreeing in general [laughs] on everything.”
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In addition, they were working to bridge from wonders to testable 
questions for the wonder fair. This was an intentional teaching approach 
designed to use wonder and wonder approaches to build understanding of 
science practices. Wonder has been used in similar ways in public school 
contexts, where children’s uncertainty was the basis for investigation to 
both build and answer testable questions (Gilbert, 2024). In order for stu-
dents to find success in their pursuits, they had to refine the scope of their 
wonderings so they could develop questions that were both testable and 
conceptually clear:

“Oh, what if we do this question?” But we can’t really solve that. And 
then, we knew that we wanted to solve it. So it was kind of hard to 
find a question that we could solve.
This working toward testable ideas is a key element for scientists and 

often one of the more difficult tasks of framing hypotheses and building a 
testable question. The wonder project provided scaffolding for children to 
make this leap, and the result was that they were excited to engage in this 
approach. One student remarked, “I already had something in mind, so 
it was just already, really, let’s do this. And I was already really excited to 
share.” A different student remarked, “And we got to really, like, see how 
we could, if we could solve this problem.” The excitement and joy came 
through in the solving of a difficult problem, much like Richard Feynman 
(1999) described in the Pleasure of Finding Things Out. This is at the core 
of most scientific endeavors, and that joy and eagerness come through in 
the voices of these students as they described their interactions with their 
ideas and other members of the community of inquiry. The noticing, hy-
pothesizing, thinking, researching and experimenting, and sharing are all 
part and parcel of doing science practices, where the process is often a mix 
of joy, challenge, and frustration…just like science. Schools have leaned so 
heavily into assessing the cognitive that the joy is often lost or relegated to 
a few short weeks of the school year after testing is complete. We argue that 
there is both a place and a need for joyful struggle in schools. 

It is essential to also point out that this is a joyful journey for the teacher 
as well. We see in the following quote from our teachers’ reflective journal 
how this approach can also build up teachers’ sense of worth for their ped-
agogy and desire to continue these types of approaches:

Today was the Wonder Fair! It was so much fun and went very well. 
The kids were excited about it. I heard from some parents that their 
child had mentioned the Wonder Fair and how eager they were to 
share their wondering…There was so much energy!... They expressed 
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how fun it was to share without the pressure typically accompanying 
the science fair.…My heart is full, and I’m eager to do this again next 
year.

Joyful teaching is also something we need to consider to guard against 
teacher burnout as they navigate multiple issues and the complex terrain 
of teaching in the 21st century (Mielke, 2019). Finding joy in the challenge 
of teaching is also important if we expect teachers to bring their very best 
efforts into the classroom each day. Importantly, this excitement and en-
thusiasm have outsized impacts on the broader school community as well. 

Theme 2: Broader Community of Inquiry Ecosystem
Over a third of participants reported conversations with their parents or 

siblings at home, and how their wondering became an avenue for discus-
sion with their families. These conversations served to extend the discourse 
beyond the school setting and, in essence, broadened the community of in-
quiry to include families. As an example, a student shared her interactions 
with her father when asked in the group meetings what was one of the most 
interesting aspects of the work. She begins, “I think it was kind of fun…
because we could tell our parents about it.” She continues to describe the 
nature of these discussions with her father in more detail:

Um, well, when I shared it with my dad, when I would ask him, when 
I would say one of my questions, then he would lead that with like 
another question. So then we just kind of sat around for like an hour 
just going through all my questions, and then he would answer with a 
question, and then I would answer that question, and then he would 
give me another question.
The wonders and wondering never completely stopped at the classroom 

door. The community of inquiry evolved to move past the single classroom 
to include other grade levels, teachers, and students’ families. There is power 
in family science talk for student learning and openness to future STEM-re-
lated opportunities (Dou et al., 2016). This was not an intentional goal of 
the teacher or the study, but this speaks to how the increased opportunities 
for science-related discourse can (and should) occur authentically in a way 
that further facilitates scientific inquiry through wonder and questioning. 

There is a distinct lack of the centering joy in the learning process within 
21st century schools, and this leads to frustration and lack of interest that 
can often culminate in a dislike of school for many children (Gilbert, 2024; 
Regan & Carroll, 2016). Interestingly, there is also a direct link between 
experiencing joyful affect in the learning process and increasing cognitive 
function and content understanding (Zhu et al., 2024). Utilizing wondrous 
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approaches in the classroom context creates a less rigid, structured ped-
agogy with a focus on students following their questions that arise from 
their wondering. The wonder approach in an outdoor setting provided the 
canvas for the teacher to both construct and maintain the community of 
inquiry, which brought joyful affect to the students and drove positive ex-
periences with science content as well as science and engineering practices. 
Less structured environments enable children to find a degree of agency 
and engage in a different type of science experience (Dou et al., 2019). The 
teacher was able to curate a less structured environment using wonder and 
the outdoors that led to positive engagement with science and the commu-
nity of inquiry, which led to their broader engagement with peers, parents, 
and siblings. 

Increasing familial participation in science-related discursive practices 
can have positive impacts on science identity formation and pursuing sci-
ence further in formal learning and careers (Dou et al., 2019). Although not 
an intent of the project, children recounted in many ways that the work they 
were doing in class was the catalyst for discussing their thoughts and ideas 
with their families. In essence, the wonder project became a conduit for 
families to engage with their funds of knowledge, whereby families’ cultural 
and historical ways of knowing and doing STEM are valued as important 
starting places for engaging youth with content and phenomena (Cal-
abrese Barton & Tan, 2009; González et al., 2005). This facilitates families 
as STEM learners and doers through the lens of agency, as they “determine 
what forms of knowledge are valued and what practices of knowledge build-
ing are appropriate” (Goldman et al., 2021, p. 626). This approach helps 
families embody the joy of playful engagement with STEM problem-solv-
ing (Goldman et al., 2021). This positive affect is often an underutilized 
aspect for engaging diverse participants in STEM (Dean & Gilbert, 2021). 
Extending the community of inquiry to include students’ families reflects a 
broader community of inquiry which exists beyond the population of the 
classroom into a circle of community that includes both the school and 
family context. This comprehensive circle can serve to help students better 
understand that they have a place in science and, more broadly, STEM. 

Often science teachers will argue that we must help children be more 
comfortable with science processes and content without emphasizing that 
part of science is dealing with the discomfort of uncertainty while working 
toward solutions (Dunkin, 2023). It is this discomfort—the experience of 
not knowing—that students must become accustomed to as they learn how 
to move forward in their thinking. Although there is limited research in this 
area, Krist (2020) identified three categories of vulnerability that comprise 
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“trust-building processes” (p. 273): displaying intellectual uncertainty, a 
willingness to revise an idea that renders that understanding as tentative, 
and going public with those ideas. In our study, engaging in shared vul-
nerability provided a fruitful context for children to build each other up 
and develop their own content-related confidence. This sent the message to 
students that it is okay for them to feel discomfort when exploring, think-
ing about, and communicating new ideas. Consequently, working through 
their unease about sharing ideas in a public forum was essential in devel-
oping the scientific practice of communication. 

Implications

Findings from this project have distinct implications for classroom ped-
agogy. Schools rarely engage with children’s questions, particularly those 
that are open-ended or exploratory (Glăveanu, 2020); yet these are pre-
cisely the types of questions that most authentically engage students in 
scientific practice (Feynman, 1999). We found that a community of inquiry 
steeped in wonder-infused pedagogy, situated in the outdoors, provided a 
pathway to epistemic affect (Jaber & Hammer, 2016). This allowed children 
to get a sense for how scientists connect emotionally with their work. These 
help us envision pedagogical approaches that can serve as an antidote to 
the rising tide of anxiety in 21st century schools as called for by Kiviranta 
et al. (2024). This study provided further support for the power of enacting 
a community of inquiry within a face-to-face context (Ariati et al., 2023; 
Garrison, 2023). 

A major contribution of this work is the power for developing shared 
vulnerability as a means to both engage children deeply in meaningful sci-
ence as well as forge resilience toward enacting the science practices of 
questioning, data collection, hypothesizing, and communicating ideas in a 
supportive environment (Krist, 2020). Conversely, traditional science con-
texts have worked to restrict access based on gender and race (Harding, 
2023; Kelly et al., 2023). This move away from science as an exclusionary 
practice to one that centers emotion, care, and wonder expands children’s 
vision of who can do science as well as their place within it. More research 
is needed surrounding shared vulnerability and its potential in science 
learning, as well as exploring these factors in different educational settings 
and outdoor contexts, which could add important insights for the field. We 
argue that a well-developed community of inquiry is an essential context 
that offers a safe space for children to engage in these efforts. 
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Limitations

As a research team, we worked to create a detailed phenomenological 
investigation to better understand the lived experiences of participants pur-
suing wonders in the outdoors while immersed in a community of inquiry. 
However, there are some key limitations in the work that need to be con-
sidered when thinking about the impacts of this endeavor: the sample size 
of 20 students with limited diversity (race/ethnicity, socioeconomic sta-
tus, etc.), and carried out in a private school context. While these factors 
constrain transferability, the findings may be applicable to other elemen-
tary contexts, particularly schools that prioritize outdoor education. This 
school’s setting, next to an accessible wooded area and a large grassy field, 
may not exist in differing contexts. This may require creativity for teachers 
and researchers who wish to carry such endeavors out in more urban con-
texts, such as creating a school garden (Ferreira et al., 2012), simply using 
any small landscaped areas of the school yard (Feille, 2021), or engaging 
in gray spaces (parking lots, market squares, alleyways, etc.) that may not 
traditionally be considered for exploration (Zhang, 2024). Lastly, we also 
acknowledge that phenomenology itself relies on the interpretations of the 
researchers who work to triangulate data across sources and continually re-
flect and discuss our interpretations as a research team. There was also an 
outsized role of the teacher in this process to model wondering and build 
enthusiasm for the outdoors, such that the teacher’s energy and commit-
ment were vital to the success of this approach.

Conclusions

We argue the findings from this effort point to the value of both working 
within a community of inquiry and the powerful role that these condi-
tions can play in the lives of young people. This is of particular importance 
within the current context of increasing youth anxiety and decreasing time 
spent outdoors (Kiviranta et al., 2024). The time spent wondering and 
wandering in the outdoors worked as a restorative, regenerative process 
that ultimately brought joyful connection to science content and to one 
another within this community context. Equally important were the con-
nections to the practices of science that drew children into a community of 
inquiry (Garrison, 2010a). Students experienced science as an interactive 
social process where ideas were honed through collaboration, discourse, 
and dialogue (social presence). There was a distinct element of joy that was 
expressed during the sensemaking process as students wrestled with uncer-
tainty, made decisions, designed approaches, and made conclusions based 
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on their efforts within scientific inquiry and their understanding of their 
wonder (cognitive presence). This was coupled with an enthusiastic teacher 
who was willing and able to have children take charge of their own learning 
and sensemaking processes (teaching presence). She curated student expe-
rience with their observed wonders and built opportunities for engaging 
across the classroom community. We see how elements of the communi-
ty of inquiry provided a context for supportive discourse, while selecting 
content and an outdoor setting all worked in concert to frame the overall 
educational experience. Ultimately, two key aspects arose as part of the stu-
dents’ broader educational experience: joyful struggle and expanding the 
community of inquiry into their homes and families. Building diverse fam-
ilies as epistemic agents will have profound impacts to realize the potential 
and promise of their cultural, familial, and linguistic resources when they 
are invited to bring those to bear in STEM contexts. We also contend that, 
although you could do this approach indoors, by engaging with phenom-
ena and building wonders, the use of the outdoors provides a key setting. 
The regular outdoor engagement was a motivating factor for children and 
one that decreased anxiety and increased connection between members 
of the class in a low-stakes environment. This process also brought joyful 
engagement with content that offered motivation for children to continue 
working toward solutions even when the answers were unclear. Ultimately, 
the maintenance of this community of inquiry provided a context for en-
acting science as a shared, social, and community-driven process, which 
also demonstrated the power and possibility of utilizing the outdoors as a 
wonder laboratory.
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Talk It Out: A Collaborative Approach to 
School-Based Mental Health

Renae D. Mayes, Lia D. Falco, and Laura Girod Barnhart

Abstract

School-based mental health provides a unique opportunity for counsel-
or education programs to create critical training experiences for preservice 
counselors while meeting the need of the larger community. This report 
from the field outlines the interdisciplinary training opportunity created in 
partnership between the University of Arizona and a local school district. 
Authors discuss the mental health needs of the community which led to 
the development of Talk It Out as a free, school-based mental health clinic. 
Authors also discuss the clinical training model which supports preservice 
school, clinical mental health, and rehabilitation counselors along with the 
challenges, opportunities, and lessons learned in developing and sustain-
ing a free, school-based mental health clinic. 

Key Words: school-based mental health, university partnership, preservice 
counselors, PreK–12 schools, free counseling, community, collaborative

Introduction

In the state of Arizona, youth experience higher rates of major depres-
sive episodes when compared to the national average (Center for the Future 
of Arizona, 2024). Of youth who experienced a major depressive episode, 
55.9% did not receive mental health services, and only 24.2% received con-
sistent treatment (Center for the Future of Arizona, 2024). Students may 
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experience mental health and behavioral issues which can lead to risky 
behaviors if there is limited support. Additionally, PreK–12 schools are 
experiencing greater levels of school violence including bullying (CDC, 
2024) which, in turn, creates a school environment where students feel un-
safe, and it is more challenging to learn. These realities for Arizona youth 
mean that access to school-based providers, including school counselors, 
may be their only source of mental health support. Unfortunately, Arizona 
has the highest student to school counselor ratio in the U.S. (667:1; Amer-
ican School Counselor Association, 2024), and most school counselors are 
employed at the middle and high school levels, leaving younger students 
without crucial supports for their social and emotional well-being.

For a variety of reasons—financial, environmental, personal, and cul-
tural—underserved children are not receiving needed services (Twenge et 
al., 2019). Additionally, in the U.S., BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, and people 
of color) youth and other minoritized youth (e.g., LGBTQ+) are less like-
ly to receive mental health care than their White counterparts, even when 
faced with similar mental health problems (Rider et al., 2018). Many Amer-
ican schools continue to face systemic challenges associated with meeting 
the mental health needs of all students. Multiple physical, emotional, and 
social changes, as well as exposure to poverty, abuse, or violence, can make 
children and adolescents vulnerable to mental health problems. Over the 
past 20 years, national dialogue on child mental health care has elevated in 
the wake of alarming tragedies related to youth suicide and school shoot-
ings and global crises like the COVID-19 pandemic (McColl & Nescott, 
2024). While the surge of research interest, advocacy, and activity within 
the broader American culture is promising, access to mental health services 
remains a challenge. 

The understanding that cultural diversity and other concerns impact 
mental health and overall well-being is at the core of prevention efforts, 
including increasing access to mental health care as well as academic op-
portunities for students from all backgrounds (Jeste & Pender, 2022). 
Destigmatizing mental health problems and promoting help-seeking while 
also working to improve access to services is necessary to help reduce the 
risk of mental health problems for all individuals across the lifespan, and 
it is especially important for youth living in underresourced communities. 
Therefore, addressing the mental, emotional, and behavioral needs of un-
derserved youth populations is a growing priority that is met with the need 
to reduce barriers impacting access to care (Castro-Ramirez et al., 2021). 
School-based mental health clinics may serve as a way to reduce barriers 
to care while addressing the mental health needs of underserved youth. In 
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this article, authors explore trends in youth mental health and its relation 
to counselor education clinical training, discuss the development and im-
plementation of a school-based mental health clinic, detail the impact of 
that clinic, and describe implications for counselor education.

Literature Review

Diagnoses Among School-Aged Youth 

The Center for Disease Control’s (CDC; 2024) Youth Risk Behavior Sur-
vey Data Summary & Trends Report indicates that, from 2013–23, many 
health and well-being indicators worsened for youth. This includes pro-
tective sexual behaviors, experiences of violence, persistent sadness or 
hopelessness, and suicidal thoughts and behaviors (2024). With particular 
attention towards mental health indicators, the percentage of high school 
students from 2013–23 who experienced persistent feelings of sadness or 
hopelessness, experienced poor mental health, seriously considered at-
tempting suicide, and attempted suicide significantly increased. Further, 
females, American Indian or Alaska Native, and LGBTQ+ students report-
ed the highest rates across each of the aforementioned indicators within 
each subcategory (e.g., gender, race/ethnicity, sexual/gender identity) with 
the exception of suicide attempts, which Native Hawaiian or Pacific Island-
er students were more likely to attempt than American Indian or Alaska 
Native students. In 2020, the National Institute of Health (NIH) reported 
that anxiety-related disorders are most common among middle and older 
adolescents (ages 13–18), followed by depression and behavior disorders. 
While these mental health disorders can occur in early childhood, the prev-
alence changes with age such that adolescence is often the age of onset. 

The experience of mental health disorders can impact how students en-
gage in school and with their peers. For example, 13% of students missed 
school due to anxiety related to feeling unsafe either at or on the way to 
school, with females, Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, and LGBTQ+ 
students reporting higher percentages (CDC, 2024). In fact, female and 
LGBTQ+ students are more likely than their peers to experience violence 
(e.g., bullying, threats, forced sex, etc.). Related, youth who experience 
depression are also likely to experience a drop in grades, social isolation, 
diminished interest in activities previously enjoyed, and changes in eat-
ing or sleeping patterns (NIH, 2020). It is important to note the realities of 
the COVID-19 pandemic response contributed to and exacerbated poor 
youth mental health including greater feelings of anxiety, isolation, stress, 
and uncertainty about the future (Hammond et al., 2020). The increased 
mental health concerns during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic have 
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yet to return to pre-pandemic levels (Panchal et al., 2023; Zhang-James et 
al., 2025) 

School-Based Mental Health 

School-based mental health services can reduce major barriers to ac-
cessing care. Using data from the 2012–15 National Survey on Drug Use and 
Health, Ali and colleagues (2019) concluded that, although schools play an 
important role in providing mental health services to students in general, 
youth identifying as low-income and coming from racial/ethnic minority 
groups are more likely to access services exclusively in educational settings. 
This highlights school-based services as being especially important for this 
population. 

The observed underutilization of mental health services among youth 
has pointed to the need for more innovative approaches for service deliv-
ery. In the context of youth mental health care, embedding mental health 
services in school settings holds promise for increasing utilization of men-
tal health services (Merianos et al., 2017). Research on school-based mental 
health care does show a positive impact (Larson et al., 2017; Raval et al., 
2019; Solomon et al., 2020). For example, Larson et al. (2017) found that 
school-based health centers which include mental health care increased ac-
cess and utilization of mental health services, aiding in reducing mental 
health care disparities in youth. Additionally, student use of school-based 
mental health services can positively impact both academic achievement 
and mental health, including decreasing internalizing and externalizing be-
haviors (Larson, 2017; Raval et al., 2019). Additionally, students engaged 
with school-based mental health clinics reported a decrease in problem 
severity, increased functionality and school engagement, and overall satis-
faction with treatment (Solomon et al., 2020). Considering the number of 
children identified for services and children who actually receive services, 
providing care in a natural environment such as a school could dramati-
cally increase the number of children who receive mental health support. 
With the prevalence of mental health problems continuing to increase 
among youth, eliminating cost-related barriers to care must be prioritized 
(Whitney & Peterson, 2019).

Interdisciplinary Training in Counselor Education Programs

School-based mental health programs present a unique opportunity for 
university’s collaboration with local school districts to meet the needs of 
the community while providing critical training opportunities for counsel-
or education programs. More specifically, these school-based mental health 
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partnerships invite interdisciplinary training opportunities for students 
across counseling disciplines including preservice school, clinical mental 
health, and rehabilitation counselors, as well as related disciplines such as 
school psychology. School-based mental health builds on the interdisci-
plinary training practices which allow for counselors across specialties to 
learn together while refining their skills. Historically, interdisciplinary (and 
cross-disciplinary) collaboration in counselor education is most common-
ly implemented through coursework when they are learning foundational 
counseling knowledge (i.e., theories, ethics, multicultural counseling) to-
gether. These courses offer opportunities for each discipline to engage in 
course-based learning and discussion about content and its specific relation 
to their unique counseling field. These opportunities allow for preservice 
counseling students to consider how their respective, unique roles in coun-
seling can work together to create a comprehensive network of support for 
clients across PreK–12 schools and their communities. 

These foundational learning experiences serve as a launching pad for 
field experiences during which counselors complete practicum training in 
their specialized settings. Interdisciplinary collaboration, then, becomes 
unique to preservice students’ professional practicum and internship (i.e., 
community health agencies, hospitals, schools, veteran affairs, etc.). While 
important, it often means that the preservice counselors may lack oppor-
tunities to have field experiences where each counseling specialty (i.e., 
school, clinical mental health, rehabilitation) is included and a part of the 
collaborative team. As such, school-based mental health practicums, when 
inclusive of all counseling specialties, serve clients across the lifespan with 
varying developmental needs and identities while drawing connections to 
already embedded school and community resources. Thus the opportunity 
for interdisciplinary collaboration and training includes school, communi-
ty, and family contexts and service delivery.

Talk it Out: A Practicum Training Model for School-Based 
Mental Health

A critical component in counselor education training is the field or 
clinical experience, and many counselor education programs across the 
country utilize a training clinic for practicum and internship requirements. 
However, such training clinics are typically housed in universities or run 
as university extension clinics and often require clients to travel and pay 
for services, even if the fees are nominal or on a sliding scale (Lauka et al., 
2014). While this may make counseling services more accessible to some, 
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it likely does not go far enough to address the widespread need in commu-
nities that are historically underserved. Evidence (Chang & Slopen, 2024; 
Mahmood et al., 2024) of large unmet mental health needs for minoritized 
and low socioeconomic status (SES) children and adolescents suggests 
that barriers to access, including cost and transportation, contribute sig-
nificantly to the underutilization of mental health services. The observed 
underutilization of mental health services among youth has pointed to the 
need for more innovative approaches for service delivery. In the context 
of youth mental health care, embedding mental health services in school 
settings holds promise for increasing their utilization of such services (Me-
rianos et al., 2017). The Talk It Out practicum training model also provides 
graduate students with a unique opportunity to develop clinical counseling 
skills, including multicultural competence, by creating a community-based 
learning experience. 

School-based mental health programs can maximize opportunities 
available for collaboration between local schools and counselor education 
programs as a strategy for increasing access to services for school-aged 
youth, especially those from BIPOC and/or low-income backgrounds. 
Grounded practice and experiential learning introduce preservice counsel-
ors to the realities of the authentic community contexts in which counseling 
and collaboration serve those in need (Constantine et al., 2007). Further-
more, such clinical training introduces them to interdisciplinary practices 
that are set in contexts that closely resemble the settings and realities they 
will face after graduation. The program presented here, as a model and 
approach to service delivery, situates learning experiences in authentic ac-
tivities designed to benefit actual students and families in the community, 
which aligns the counselor education program with actions among others 
nationwide to establish community-based learning experiences and pro-
mote an ethos of appreciation of diversity and social justice. In this case, a 
collaborative partnership helped ensure that the services were responsive 
to the needs of the community, and embedding services in the district’s 
schools aided in addressing the barriers to mental health services that are 
present for this population. 

Program Development: Foundational Principles

In this article we describe a partnership between a counselor educa-
tion program and a local school district, including the foundational design 
principles used to implement services. In response to the unmet mental 
health needs of youth, school-based mental health services are a promising 
strategy for addressing major barriers to accessing care. Paying especially 
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close attention to the problem of how schools and program providers can 
implement programs most effectively, key considerations for the success-
ful implementation of our school-based mental health services included 
fostering interdisciplinary collaboration, increasing student and family en-
gagement in program development, establishing quality service evaluation 
tools, and promoting culturally competent practice. 

A successful collaboration between schools, communities, and families 
is one way to provide accessible mental health services for children. Talk It 
Out is unique in its use of the practicum training model. Rather than em-
bed community mental health providers—who may not hold master’s level 
clinical credentials—in the school setting, Talk It Out counselors are mas-
ter’s level counseling students who receive curriculum and training related 
to both mental health and school counseling. Talk It Out counselors are 
able to go above and beyond psychoeducation (i.e., parenting classes, sup-
port groups, communication skills) by providing assessment and treatment 
planning for individuals and families. We argue that this level of care is like-
ly to produce more robust outcomes in the long term. This model enables 
us to educate and train educators on the importance of addressing mental 
health concerns while providing them with new insights concerning what 
they observe and experience in their classrooms each day.

Unlike many established programs, our program continuum provides 
training and consultation to educators and administrators on identified 
mental health topics, including when to make referrals to Talk It Out ver-
sus other community providers. The growth and success of our model is 
based on the clinical training provided and the belief that it takes a system-
ic effort to create lasting change. Clinical progress would not be possible 
without building a trusting and lasting relationship with the clients and the 
community being served, and this is made easier by the successful collabo-
ration between the university and the community. 

This model of mental health service provision can reduce significant 
barriers (i.e., cost, transportation), reduce stigma, improve access to men-
tal health counseling, and enhance training and engagement of preservice 
counselors (German & Falco, 2019; Merianos et al., 2017). It is a model 
that can be utilized in other school districts nationwide and in other ar-
eas of the world where mental health care remains limited. By embedding 
the programming in the district’s schools rather than through a universi-
ty-run clinic, the counseling services are community facing and designed 
to make it easier and more routine for students and families to seek help for 
mental health concerns when needed. This model also enhances clinical 
training for preservice graduate students that includes school counseling 
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or school psychology, as well as marriage and family therapy. It is a mod-
el also well-suited for social work and rehabilitation counseling programs. 
With these considerations in mind, we believe school-based mental health 
programs such as Talk It Out can maximize opportunities available for col-
laboration between local schools, families, and universities as a strategy for 
increasing access to services for school-aged youth.

Program Development to Meet the Needs of the Community: 
A Collaborative Effort

By working in collaboration with the schools, mental health counselors 
can reach those children and families who may not otherwise feel they have 
a trusting adult to advocate for them. Parents often view teachers, school 
counselors, or principals as advocates for the best interests of their children 
and will trust these professionals’ opinions if they suggest additional sup-
ports may be needed. Talk It Out can assist with bridging the gap between 
the schools and mental health counseling as well as linking to external re-
sources.

Unfortunately, the need for individual and specialized treatment among 
the students in our partnership is greater than the time and resources the 
district school counselors have available to them. School counselors are 
deeply invested in the success of the children referred and work with our 
counselors to provide a link between the child and the classroom, as well as 
additional support for the child and caregivers. Collectively, our approach 
is that the more supportive services we can provide to children and their 
families, the greater the outcomes will be. The fact that Talk It Out coun-
seling services are provided free of charge and available to any enrolled 
student or family member (including legal guardians and caregivers) fur-
ther enhances our ability to respond to the needs of the community. 

To further support accessibility, Talk It Out is housed within four specif-
ic sites in the partnering district so the on-site sessions are already in places 
where the clients are likely to go. The ongoing relationship between Talk It 
Out and the partnering district allows the counselors-in-training to quickly 
and efficiently refer their clients and families to additional resources, of-
ten housed in the same facility. During the counseling process, Talk It Out 
has served clients who experienced homelessness, and those families were 
referred to another service specifically designed to assist any district stu-
dent who is experiencing a housing challenge. The district-funded Family 
Resource Centers also refer to Talk It Out when the staff see that a student 
or family member is struggling emotionally, and this reciprocal collabora-
tion is crucial to the overall well-being of all members of the local school 
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district. Talk It Out began utilizing telehealth in 2020 to meet the needs of 
clients, and this resource is ongoing and available whenever it is requested 
and also meets the needs of the clients.

Program Development: Scope of Practice

Talk It Out is unique in its ability to provide quality mental health care 
in a school district while also enhancing the practicum and internship ex-
periences of the university students who are providing those services. The 
scope of practice needs to reflect the abilities of the counselors-in-training 
while providing an opportunity for professional growth and development. 
The qualifications of the Talk It Out clinical coordinator also impact the 
overall boundaries of the scope of practice. The current clinical coordinator 
is a licensed marriage and family therapist in Arizona, with over 20 years 
of professional experience in a range of settings, who also holds creden-
tials to provide clinical site supervision. This model of supervision ensures 
compliance with CACREP standards where applicable, and it also ensures 
students receive layered and scaffolded supports from multiple supervisors 
(university faculty and clinical site) working in coordination.

Scope of practice has become embedded into the referral process so that 
each prospective client is required to fill out an online Client Screening 
Form after the clinical coordinator reviews the initial referral. Once the 
Screening Form has been completed and signed by the legal guardian and 
the clinical coordinator has ensured that all requirements are met, then the 
referral is entered into the software management system as a new client. 

The Client Screening Form asks the legal guardian to initial and certify 
the following:
•	 “I certify that I/my child is not actively a danger to self or others and is 

not currently engaging in any self-harm behaviors.”
•	 “I certify that I am not currently involved in a legal matter related to 

custody, visitation, CPS, DCS, or any other legal matter that involves 
me/my child.”

•	 “I certify that I/my child does not have a recent history of sexual/phys-
ical abuse or related physical trauma.”

•	 “I certify that I understand that I/my child will not receive a men-
tal health diagnosis nor receive psychiatric medication prescriptions 
through Talk It Out.”
The Client Screening Form also asks the legal guardian to provide 

the name and contact information for anyone else who has legal deci-
sion-making abilities for a minor child. Counselors-in-training are often 
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uncomfortable asking difficult questions about guardianship early in the 
counseling relationship, and this information is imperative to the provision 
of ethical mental health services. The decision was made to include this 
question within the Client Scope of Practice document to ensure that Talk 
It Out is following best practices.

Two low-cost counseling resource links are included at the end of the 
Client Screening Form for prospective clients to visit if they realize that 
their concerns cannot be addressed within the scope of practice for Talk It 
Out. If the clinical coordinator reviews the form and determines that the 
prospective client is not appropriate for Talk It Out, then other options are 
given to the families. Talk It Out is committed to assisting every referral 
even if that referral does not align with the scope of practice.

Program Evaluation: Structure–Process–Outcome

Our program evaluation is guided by a structure–process–outcome 
framework for assessing access and quality of care. The rationale for ex-
pected outcomes is explained in our logic model (see Figure 1) and 
provides a scaffolded approach for the stages of evidence-building related 
to the practicum training model. Regarding intermediate and long-term 
outcomes, the practicum training model (including telehealth services) is 
intended to directly improve access to mental health counseling services 
and enhance the quality of services provided in a school-based commu-
nity setting. If successful, the direct effects are expected to have a positive 
impact on the utilization of mental health counseling services, the social–
emotional well-being of students, and academic outcomes. 

Figure 1.  Talk It Out Logic Model.
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The logic model also guides the identification of the research questions 
for the evaluation, which can be divided into two types: implementation 
(structure and process) questions and impact (outcome) questions. Exam-
ples of implementation questions include the following:
•	 What types of mental health counseling services does Talk It Out provide?
•	 How does Talk It Out establish and maintain formal and informal rela-

tionships with other community providers?
•	 How does Talk It Out attempt to reduce mental health stigma and im-

prove help-seeking?
•	 How does Talk It Out collect and use information to improve access and 

quality of care?
•	 What are the advantages and disadvantages associated with telehealth for 

students and families? Is telehealth preferable for certain client popula-
tions? 

Impact questions will address the effect that the practicum training model 
has on processes and outcomes, relative to existing delivery models. Exam-
ples of impact questions include the following:
•	 Relative to comparison groups, does Talk It Out expand access to mental 

health counseling services?
•	 Relative to comparison groups, does Talk It Out improve the quality of 

care?
•	 Relative to comparison groups, does Talk It Out improve utilization of 

mental health counseling services?
•	 Relative to comparison groups, does Talk It Out improve consumers’ (stu-

dents and families) social–emotional adjustment and academic outcomes?
Data Sources
Three primary sources of data address the evaluation questions related 

to implementation. These data can be generated as part of the functioning 
of the program without imposing an additional burden of data collection 
on school district personnel. First, the referrals provide data on the types 
of services being requested, by whom, and how often. Referrals also pro-
vide data on service utilization outside of Talk It Out (e.g., if a student 
or family member needs additional services from a community provider). 
Second, intake forms provide data on access to care (i.e., Is Talk It Out 
more accessible to you and your family compared to other mental health 
services? Do you feel you were more likely to use Talk It Out because of 
any of the following: in-house service, familiarity with school district staff, 
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scheduling/coordination? If you didn’t have access to Talk It Out, would 
you seek mental health support? Would you prefer to receive telehealth or 
in-person services?) Third, exit surveys provide data on student/family ex-
perience of care (i.e., Do you feel you benefitted from the services provided 
by Talk It Out? If necessary, will you continue to seek mental health sup-
port outside of Talk It Out?). Additionally, practicum student evaluations 
provide data about how often and under what circumstances referrals to 
community providers are made.

The evaluation design is intended to provide additional data on how the 
practicum training model is associated with access to and quality of care 
for students and families in the district. Data generated from referrals, in-
take forms, exit surveys, and practicum student evaluations can be used to 
guide modification to the model in the future. 

Graduate Student Orientation and Training

Prior to beginning their school-based practicum or internship, counsel-
ors-in-training participate in an orientation to Talk It Out with the clinical 
coordinator and supervisor who provide an overview of Talk It Out, their 
respective roles, procedures and protocols, case notes, and the HIPAA com-
pliant software management system. Additionally, Talk It Out developed 
and implemented training specific to telehealth counseling services that all 
counselors-in-training are required to receive. Once the clinical coordina-
tor makes determinations on prospective clients, those who are appropriate 
for Talk It Out services are then assigned to a counselor-in-training, who 
will then contact the client to set up an intake session with a standard in-
take questionnaire. Information from the intake is then used to develop 
a treatment plan for each respective client. Counselors-in-training are re-
sponsible for maintaining regular in-person or telehealth sessions with 
clients at a mutually agreeable time (and location if in person). Counsel-
ors-in-training keep case notes on each individual client in the software 
management system. Additionally, all counselors-in-training have weekly 
supervision with the Talk It Out clinical coordinator as well as group su-
pervision with a university faculty supervisor.

Impact of Talk It Out

The impact of Talk It Out is twofold and applies to the clients served and 
to the graduate students who participate in the program. Part of the unique 
impact of Talk It Out is its ability to ensure both client and student satisfac-
tion through the use of both qualitative and quantitative outcome measures. 
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With regard to the client impact, Talk It Out tracks data including number 
of sessions and clients in any given school year. This data is shared with 
stakeholders, including our partnering school district. Please see Table 1 for 
number of sessions and clients served in the 2023–24 school year.

Table 1. Number of Clients Seen and Sessions in 2023–24 School Year

Month Intake 
Sessions

Family 
Sessions

Individual 
Sessions

Total Completed 
Appointments

Unduplicat-
ed Clients

July 2 5 65 72 22
August 0 5 23 28 21
September 26 3 36 65 31
October 6 2 73 81 33
November 2 0 96 98 33
December 0 0 45 45 27
January 10 3 47 60 29
February 24 2 118 144 53
March 10 3 142 155 57
April 2 12 160 174 55
May 5 5 120 130 53
June 11 5 94 110 38
Totals for 
SY 23–24 98 45 1,019 1,162 *103 (not a 

sum total)
*This number represents the actual number of clients who were receiving services at Talk 
It Out during the school year. The monthly totals cannot be added together as some clients 
carried over from month to month. 

All clients are given a Client Satisfaction Survey at the time of termina-
tion, and the results of that survey are reviewed by the clinical coordinator. 
The goal of Talk It Out is to meet the needs of our PreK–12 students and 
families, and it is imperative that those needs are known and communicat-
ed to the program. Termination data indicates that 100% of respondents 
believed they benefited from Talk It Out services and that their counsel-
or-in-training understood their unique situation. Additionally, 93% of 
respondents indicated that Talk It Out increased their ability to receive 
mental health services and that they benefited from the therapy options 
given to them from the counselor-in-training. Qualitative data also indi-
cates positive impact of Talk It Out services which include:

I’ve experienced a lot of support and empathy from my counselor/
therapist. I was having major anxiety and other personal issues and 
was seeking for help. It is amazing!
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My son was very comfortable with his therapist, and it provided him 
an outlet he never developed before.

Talk It Out has completely turned my life around. The counselors 
through Talk It Out have really equipped me with great tools to han-
dle my triggers better. I am a completely different, healthier person 
now. The counselors really were passionate about helping.
The impact of Talk It Out on the counselors-in-training is also assessed 

with quantitative and qualitative data. Quantitative data includes the num-
ber of clients seen and hours completed as it relates to hours expectations 
based on practicum or internship placement (100 hours and 600 hours, 
respectively). Since August of 2021, 85% of participating graduate students 
completed their practicum/internship/externship hours at Talk It Out on 
time. On time is considered to be by the last day of final exams for the 
semester. If a student did not complete hours on time, the reasons are re-
corded and addressed with the assigned university faculty member. 

The counselors-in-training are also asked to describe their experiences 
at Talk It Out in their own words. All (100%) of the graduate student partic-
ipants offered positive feedback about their experience. Examples include:

This experience gave me valuable insight into working with students 
and parents facing a wide range of conditions and challenges. I gained 
a great deal, particularly from TiO’s diverse clientele, the freedom to 
practice new skills and theoretical approaches that would shape my 
professional identity, and the exceptional supervision I received from 
[clinical coordinator and supervisor].

For me, Talk It Out was instrumental in broadening my professional 
development and personal growth. I had the opportunity to work 
with clients from diverse cultural, socioeconomic, and demographic 
backgrounds, which deepened my understanding of the unique chal-
lenges faced by various populations.

Overall, TiO benefits [University of X] students by providing them 
with a training opportunity required by their programs and bene-
fits the community through its partnership with [School District], 
the largest and most diverse district in [City]. This partnership aligns 
with the university’s values of compassion by providing mental health 
services to community members in need, and inclusion since these 
services are provided to a diverse group of individuals who would 
otherwise receive no mental health care without TiO.
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Talk It Out services are free, and there is no insurance requirement. All 
services are based on the clients’ needs, the university students’ experience 
and growth opportunities, and the overall scope of practice of the program. 
This model allows for greater focus on meeting the needs of the clients and 
the counselors-in-training.

Reflection and Implications for Counselor Education

Access to Mental Health Services

 Ensuring that youth have better access to mental health care requires 
states and communities to engage in practices that address social inequities 
that contribute to unmet needs for mental health treatment among youth. 
Despite strong demand and growing societal awareness of the importance 
of mental health in the U.S., services are not readily accessible, and op-
tions for seeking treatment are limited (Rodgers et al., 2022; Toure et al., 
2022). With the prevalence of mental health problems continuing to in-
crease among youth, eliminating cost-related and other barriers is essential 
for improving individual and societal outcomes.

By offering mental health counseling with supervised master’s and 
doctoral students with no attached cost or requirement of insurance, this 
program partnership addresses cost-related barriers to access to services 
for low-SES individuals and families. Additionally, the community-facing 
aspect of the program partnership (i.e., embedding services in the schools) 
enhances the familiarity and routineness of seeking out mental health ser-
vices, thereby streamlining the process of help-seeking and reducing the 
associated stigma.

Additionally, incorporating telehealth as an option in our program is 
also designed to be responsive to certain barriers and limitations to access 
for an array of presenting problems and mental health concerns. Telehealth 
is attributable to clear benefits in provision of our program’s services. Utiliz-
ing telehealth has allowed for fewer appointment no-shows and increased 
engagement of some populations. From September 2021 through Decem-
ber 2025, 3,230 counseling sessions have been completed at Talk It Out. 
Of those sessions, 2,213 (68%) were conducted via telehealth. When the 
counselors-in-training are engaging in telehealth sessions, they are able to 
do so from an area of their choosing that meets the criteria for confiden-
tiality and best practice standards. All students participate in a telehealth 
training prior to beginning their practicum or internship to ensure they 
are proficient in choosing the right background and location for telehealth 
and to assess whether or not a client is appropriate to receive telehealth 
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services. Additionally, students and families have reported it is easier to 
maintain appointments with the removal of transportation barriers and 
increased flexibility of scheduling appointments that the virtual environ-
ment provides. In fact, several teenage participants reported preference 
of the telehealth model over in person appointments. Teenagers are more 
accustomed to using such mediums to communicate, and many reported 
that virtual appointments feel less intimidating and less stigmatizing than 
in-person mental health services.

The implementation of telehealth has increased access to mental health 
services within the surrounding community, particularly for clients who 
have difficulties with transportation or who are uncomfortable with face-
to-face therapeutic interactions. For such individuals, the option to simply 
log in to a computer, tablet, or smartphone is considerably more conve-
nient than the alternative.

Implications for Practicum Training 

Ethical and Training Considerations for the Program  
Partnership Model
Since inception, we have provided counseling to clients and families 

experiencing a wide array of presenting issues, including grief and loss, 
familial disruption, self-harming behaviors, communication challenges, 
and emotion dysregulation. While our program aims to address the access 
gap by providing free counseling, it is critical to acknowledge that it is an 
experiential learning program for master’s and doctoral level counseling 
students entering the mental health profession. As a conduit for clinical 
learning, program faculty and clinical site supervisors understand the 
importance of modeling best practice to our students, including having 
a clearly defined scope of practice, recognition of limitations, and ongo-
ing assessment of clinical appropriateness for service provision. There are 
situations that indicate the need for additional behavioral health services. 
The need for a higher level of care referral is assessed for and determined 
at various points in treatment: at initial referral, intake, and during the 
course of service provision. Students are trained to make referrals for rea-
sons of clinical acuity, the need for further diagnostic assessment or clinical 
evaluation, and those seeking court recommendation for custody disputes. 
Specific examples of higher level of care referrals have included: client ex-
periencing active psychosis, client experiencing acute presenting issue that 
needs further assessment or intervention, clients seeking professional rec-
ommendations for custody cases, and imminent safety issues. 
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Ongoing program evaluation consistently demonstrates that practicum 
students are highly engaged with service delivery and find the program 
model to be a rewarding and meaningful experience. Beyond that, program 
evaluation data suggest that the training model is effective at supporting 
practicum students’ clinical skill development when coupled with site and 
university supervision that is responsive to their needs. Data also con-
firm the need to plan carefully for logistical considerations during the 
implementation. Having a referral system in place, providing appropri-
ate professional development to staff, and training practicum students on 
the intake and notetaking procedures prior to providing services are all 
crucial for successful implementation. This reinforces the need to make re-
al-time changes to program processes, especially as they relate to space and 
scheduling, in order to successfully build-out a new program. Important-
ly, evaluation data enable stakeholders and service providers the ability to 
address challenges in real-time and therefore avoid difficulties that could 
potentially derail the efforts in the long-term.

The role of universities in the U.S. within their respective communi-
ties varies and is increasingly dynamic. In the wake of a global pandemic, 
escalating social problems, and inequities, there is growing concern re-
garding the relevance of universities to society in the greater context and 
the importance of their contribution to their communities. Universities no 
longer function purely as institutions of higher learning, and as such, have 
an ethical and social responsibility to engage in efforts to support the com-
munity (Govil, 2017). Developing partnerships such as Talk It Out with 
local school districts allows universities to fulfill this obligation. Partner-
ships such as this function as mutually beneficial to the university and the 
community; the community is provided greater access and affordability 
of mental health care via practicum students providing services, and the 
university can provide students with clinical experience while supporting 
a much-needed area of advocacy and social justice in PreK–12 education 
(Johnson & Rehfuss, 2020). This model of partnership has the potential to 
serve as a blueprint for other institutions and counselor training programs 
for purposes of strategic planning efforts to meet the growing concern for 
mental health care access and affordability in their communities as well. 

Limitations

Data collected from surveys were specific to this particular program 
partnership and may not be relevant or applicable to other partnerships if 
they differ significantly in terms of implementation. Every client is asked 
to complete a survey upon termination of counseling services. The survey 
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addresses client demographics, previous experiences with counseling and/
or the attempt to receive counseling services, and their overall experience 
with Talk It Out. Many of the questions were addressed by single items on 
a survey and may not reveal the nuances of student or client experiences. 
Furthermore, program evaluation does not isolate the effects of the inter-
vention (in this case the service provision model) on outcomes (dependent 
variables). More rigorous design methods, including control or compari-
son groups, are necessary to generalize regarding program effectiveness in 
other contexts.

Strengths, Challenges, and Lessons Learned

Talk It Out provides a significant and measurable benefit to the students 
and families in the partnering school district and to the participating grad-
uate students. Talk It Out is a free program open to all students and their 
immediate family members (or caregivers) in the partnering school district, 
as well as district staff and their immediate family members. With district 
enrollment of approximately 40,000 students and approximately 7,000 fac-
ulty and staff members, Talk It Out can make a significant difference in the 
lives of the people in its community. The collaboration also gives the PreK–
12 students and families a chance for a positive experience with institutions 
of higher education. The graduate students receive a unique and meaning-
ful site placement where they have a diverse case load, are able to begin and 
end a counseling relationship, and receive clinical supervision designed to 
support their educational growth and development.

Talk It Out does experience its challenges, and those challenges are reg-
ularly discussed and attended to in meetings with the Talk It Out clinical 
coordinator and local school district staff. All in-person sessions are at one 
of four Family Resource Centers which are housed in the local school dis-
trict, which means that the Center hours are determined by the district and 
do not always correlate with the most popularly requested times for in-per-
son sessions. If the centers close at 4:00, then the last session of the day is at 
3:00, and most students are not finished with their school day at that time. 
Some clients are not appropriate for telehealth sessions due to factors such 
as age, cognitive ability, access to stable technology, and privacy concerns. 
As such, in-person sessions are necessary but limited to the availability of 
the Family Resource Centers which can create a barrier to therapy if the 
schedule does not allow for an in-person time and location that work well 
for the client.

Talk It Out experiences a nearly 100% turnover rate every semester 
when the master’s degree students complete their practicum and internship 
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courses. School psychology students are often able to work beyond one se-
mester, which is highly beneficial to continuity of care in the counseling 
relationship. All university students have options when it comes to choos-
ing their sites, and some students choose sites that are outside the scope 
of practice of Talk It Out. This creates some challenges in managing the 
number of students who are available each semester to provide counseling 
at Talk It Out. The number of available students determines the number of 
clients that Talk It Out is able to see, thus that number tends to vary from 
semester to semester.

The most significant challenge at the present time is finding funding for 
Talk It Out. All services are free for all clients, which means that funds need 
to be raised to cover program costs (i.e., personnel/clinical coordinator, 
practice management software, etc.). In times of ongoing budget cuts and 
challenges, tremendous efforts are required to build awareness of mental 
health needs in the community and secure financial support. Grants can 
be a wonderful source of funding, but the continued search for funding is 
a redirection from the focus on the university students and the Talk It Out 
clients. 

Talk It Out has evolved significantly since its inception, and lessons have 
certainly been learned along the way. The temporary transition to 100% 
telehealth sessions during the 2020–21 school year was something that no 
one was prepared for, but now telehealth is an instrumental tool that will 
always be accessible through Talk It Out. Talk It Out learned that universi-
ty students need to fully understand the mission and scope of practice for 
Talk It Out before they sign up for the site as a placement. A short instruc-
tional video is now sent to all prospective students so that they can make an 
informed decision about their placement options. Talk It Out also now has 
measures in place to track client data in a more useful and efficient manner 
which adds to the ability to maintain good record keeping. 

Summary and Conclusion

Even with the limitations, impact data suggest that this type of partner-
ship is beneficial to both the PreK–12 students/families receiving services 
as well as the preservice graduate students receiving experiential interdis-
ciplinary training at Talk It Out. Impact data provide evidence that the 
program improves access to and quality of services for the community 
and that many families are more likely to use the services because they 
are available through the district at no cost. The practicum training mod-
el presented here may be useful for counselor education programs across 
the country who are seeking opportunities to establish community–school 
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partnerships as well as provide additional training opportunities to their 
students with the incorporation of telehealth.
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Abstract

In today’s dynamic society, education should equip students with the 
skills to shape their future. Parents play a crucial role in students’ career de-
velopment. In many countries, schools are increasingly expected to foster 
these processes in close collaboration with parents. While schools recognize 
the importance of parental involvement, little is known about how career-re-
lated school–family partnerships (SFPs) can be systematically organized to 
foster parental engagement. This study examined how career-related SFP 
procedures may contribute to parental involvement in students’ career de-
velopment and which conditions facilitated this process. Three foundational 
SFP procedures were developed to incorporate career-related components: 
interactive home assignments, student–parent–teacher conferences, and 
collective student–parent meetings. Twelve Dutch prevocational schools 
implemented a combination of these procedures, tailoring them to their 
specific contexts. Subsequently, 30 group interviews were conducted with 
87 students, 29 parents, and 52 teachers. Qualitative exploratory analy-
ses revealed that participants experienced the procedures as contributing 
to three interrelated stages of parental career-supportive behavior: career 
awareness, dialogical career involvement, and active guidance. The findings 
suggest that carefully designed and contextually embedded SFP procedures 
can empower parents as active agents in students’ career development. 
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Introduction

The aim of education is not only to help students graduate from school, 
but also to equip them with the skills and capacities needed to shape their 
future. An essential part of this preparation is learning how to make mean-
ingful educational and career choices by developing the capabilities people 
use to navigate careers (Kuijpers, 2025; Watts & Sultana, 2004). Interna-
tional reports emphasize that career development is a global concern; 
schools worldwide are expected to prepare young people for increasingly 
complex and uncertain labor markets, and collaboration with families is 
considered a vital part of this process (Martin, 2018). 

The choice for an educational path significantly impacts students’ ca-
reer prospects. Ill-considered choices can lead to academic disengagement, 
switching studies, dropping out (Allen & Meng, 2010), and reduced pros-
pects in the labor market (Gelderblom et al., 2023). In the Netherlands, 
the Ministry of Education views career guidance as a crucial tool to help 
students make informed choices and equip them with the skills needed to 
manage their own careers more consciously and thoughtfully. It is also be-
lieved to improve the connection between education and the labor market, 
thereby preventing youth unemployment (OCW, 2015, 2021). 

Within the Dutch education system, students make the transition from 
primary to secondary education at the age of 12. At this early stage, they 
are separated into a prevocational track (a four-year program for students 
aged 12 to 16, preparing for senior vocational education) or an academic 
track (a five or six-year program for students aged 12 to 17/18, preparing 
for higher education). Students from families who encounter systemic bar-
riers to school engagement are particularly at risk of making choices that 
may lead to dropout or unemployment (Gelderblom et al., 2023). These 
concerns are especially salient in prevocation secondary education, where 
students from historically underrepresented or structurally marginalized 
backgrounds are overrepresented. Partly in response to these persistent 
inequalities, Dutch schools for prevocational education are required to 
provide career guidance (OCW, 2016). 

Students regularly discuss their career choices with their parents (Bar-
dick et al., 2004; Gelderblom et al., 2023). Parents who are actively engaged 
can positively influence their children’s career-related attitudes and behav-
iors (Ginevra et al., 2015; Liu et al., 2020). Empirical studies across different 
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countries demonstrate that parental engagement contributes to students’ ca-
reer-related attitudes, aspirations, and transitions (e.g., Garcia et al., 2015; 
Guan et al., 2018; Parola & Marcionetti, 2022; To et al., 2022). Therefore, 
parental involvement is an important factor in supporting students’ career 
development (Gelderblom et al., 2023). However, most schools focus on 
academic topics, paying little attention to students’ career learning with-
in school–family partnerships (SFPs; Lusse, 2013). Consequently, research 
on how schools can support parents in guiding their children’s career de-
velopment remains limited, both nationally and internationally (Barnes et 
al., 2020; Bryant et al., 2006; Oomen, 2018). Given the global recognition 
of parental influence on students’ career development, it is essential to ex-
plore how schools can facilitate this involvement effectively. 

In this study, urban prevocational secondary schools in the Netherlands 
transformed existing SFP procedures into career-related SFP procedures. 
The aim was to investigate which elements of these procedures stimulate 
parental career-supportive behavior.

Career Development

In today’s constantly changing labor market (Arntz et al., 2016), future 
workers need to develop skills to adapt to unpredictable career changes 
(Field et al., 2010; Hooley & Rice, 2019; Nadya & Farozin, 2021) and con-
struct their own career paths (Savickas et al., 2009). Traditionally, career 
guidance in schools aimed at matching student’s characteristics with a one-
time educational choice. Yet this approach does not prepare students for 
the continuous career decisions required in today’s dynamic society. There-
fore, contemporary career counseling emphasizes career self-management 
and encourages individuals to gain experiences and information about the 
labor market while exploring their individual characteristics and prefer-
ences though reflection. This approach highlights individuals’ ability to 
actively navigate and develop their own career paths (Hirschi, 2012; Walk-
er-Donnelly et al., 2019).

Most schools in the Netherlands adopt the career self-management 
approach, partly because prevocational secondary education schools are re-
quired to implement the career competence theory developed by Kuijpers 
et al. (2011) in their career guidance programs. Kuijpers and Scheerens 
(2006) outlined five career competencies essential for successful self-man-
agement. Initially designed for employees, these competencies were later 
adapted for prevocational secondary education and senior secondary voca-
tional education (Kuijpers et al., 2011). The five competencies include: (1) 
capacity reflection (evaluating skills valued in one’s career), (2) motivation 
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reflection (assessing values important for one’s career), (3) work explo-
ration (investigating career possibilities, including further education and 
fields of work), (4) career directedness (intention to take thoughtful actions 
to achieve ambitions), and (5) networking (building relationships to sup-
port career development). 

Developing career competencies requires opportunities for reflection 
and meaning-making of experiences (Kuijpers et al., 2011; Kuijpers, 2025). 
Since students are not naturally inclined towards this type of reflection, 
they are in need of career dialogues, with people around them, in which 
they can reflect and receive guidance in making sense of their experienc-
es (Kuijpers & Meijers, 2014; Kuijpers et al., 2011). In schools, teachers 
are responsible for providing this guidance to students. However, research 
shows that students discuss their career decisions and development at least 
as much with their parents as with school representatives (Bardick et al., 
2004; Gelderblom et al., 2023; Tynkkynen et al., 2010).

Parent Involvement in Career Development

Research into parental career-related involvement provides insight into 
the role parents play in students’ career development. Generally, all parents 
desire a good life for their children (Soresi et al., 2014; Ule et al., 2015) and 
want to be involved in their children’s career decisions (Barnes et al., 2020). 
Parents influence their children’s career development through career-specif-
ic behaviors and family environments. Consequently, both consciously and 
unconsciously, they transmit knowledge, values, and beliefs about work, 
shaping their child’s attitudes and self-perceptions (Barnes et al., 2020; 
Oomen, 2018). In other words, even parents who are not actively engaged 
in their child’s career development can still significantly influence their 
child’s career trajectory without being aware of it.

Most studies on parental career involvement identify three forms of ca-
reer-specific behaviors: support, interference, and disengagement (Bourret 
et al., 2023; Dietrich & Kracke, 2009). Parental support includes practi-
cal, informational, and emotional support (Barnes et al., 2020). Through 
dialogue, parents can help their children in reflecting on their interests, 
motives, and abilities, thereby enhancing their self-knowledge (Young et 
al., 2001) and fostering a greater sense of autonomy and confidence in mak-
ing career decisions (Bourret et al., 2023). Furthermore, supportive parents 
provide opportunities for their children to navigate the world of educa-
tion and work (Billett et al., 2022; Dietrich & Kracke, 2009; Young et al., 
2001) and set ambitions to explore vocational possibilities. Based on these 
reflections and explorations, parents can encourage their children to take 
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career actions, determine next steps, and make choices aligned with their 
ambitions. However, it is important that the autonomy for the choices and 
direction of the career remains with the child (Bourret et al., 2023; Liu et 
al., 2020). 

Most research shows that parental support and autonomy are benefi-
cial for students’ career-related behavior as career self-efficacy (Ginevra et 
al., 2015), career adaptability (Šimunović et al., 2020), and career explora-
tion (Dietrich & Kracke, 2009). However, there may be a fine line between 
parental support and parental interference (Barnes et al., 2020). While pa-
rental interference may help decrease a student’s uncertainty (Bourret et al., 
2023), overly involved and highly controlling behavior can lead to reduced 
student career confidence and reduced self-directed career management 
(Šimunović et al., 2020). Parental disengagement is characterized by an 
absence of parental involvement or showing low importance regarding the 
child’s career development (Dietrich & Kracke, 2009). Some parents want 
to be involved but lack the knowledge to effectively support their children 
and may therefore show no active parental support (Hoover-Dempsey et 
al., 2005). 

The impact of parental involvement on a student’s career development 
also depends on the child’s attitude towards such involvement (Deslandes & 
Cloutier, 2002; Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005; Oomen, 2018) and the quality 
of the parental–child relationship (Bourret et al., 2023; Wissink et al., 2006). 
However, regardless of the nature or extent of parental involvement in their 
children’s careers, most studies indicate that parental influence is significant. 
Consequently, it is crucial to engage parents positively in their child’s career 
education (Gelderblom et al., 2023). Understanding what parents need to 
effectively support their child’s career development is therefore essential. 

Career-Related School–Family Partnership

Schools can play a significant role in helping parents fulfill their sup-
portive role at home (Barnes et al., 2020; Whiston & Keller, 2004), reducing 
parental disengagement and interference and encouraging equitable ca-
reer-related dialogue between students and parents. This can be achieved 
by incorporating career-oriented components into the more academic-fo-
cused SFPs that many schools already have (Barnes et al., 2020; Lusse, van 
Schooten, et al., 2019).

Schools can make their SFPs more career-focused by, first, offering in-
formation about the career guidance program, employment opportunities, 
and the student’s decision-making process (Gelderblom et al., 2023; Hodge 
et al., 2022; Oomen, 2018). Second, schools can provide practical tools and 
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tips, enabling them to facilitate dialogue at home (Klaassen et al., 2011; 
Kuijpers et al., 2018; Lusse, 2013). Schools need to consider that parents in 
disadvantaged positions may experience barriers in guiding their children’s 
career development, similar to the challenges they often face in supporting 
their children’s academic success (Desforges, 2003; Forster & Van de Werf-
horst, 2020; Goodall & Vorhaus, 2011; Ule et al., 2015). Third, schools and 
parents can cooperate by aligning their support for the student based on a 
shared sense of responsibility (Epstein, 2018a; Liu et al., 2020; Oostdam 
& Hooge, 2013). However, little is known about which procedures schools 
can actually use to implement this partnership. Teachers indicate that they 
have difficulty supporting parents in their role related to their child’s career 
development and suggest educators need support to develop or improve 
career-related partnerships (Barnes et al., 2020; Lusse, 2013).

The Current Study 

In order to support teachers in developing their career-related SFPs, for 
this study, three basic SFP procedures were developed, implemented, and 
tested. In preparation for developing the procedures, a guide was created 
based on literature and previous research. With the guidance and support 
of process facilitators, the participating schools integrated career guidance 
activities into regular contact moments with parents, particularly through 
work sessions. This resulted in the three complementary basic procedures 
for shaping career-related SFP: Career-Related Interactive Home Assign-
ments, Career-Related Individual Student–Parent–Teacher Conferences, 
and Career-Related Collective Student–Parent Meetings. Each participating 
school tailored these procedures to their own practices (see Appendix A). 
To ensure proper implementation, teachers received training in conduct-
ing career-oriented dialogues and in involving parents in career guidance. 

The Career-Related Interactive Home Assignments are based on the 
Teachers Involve Parents in Schoolwork (TIPS) approach (Epstein & Van 
Voorhis, 2001, 2010; Van Voorhis, 2003). Students were given interactive 
home assignments designed to stimulate parent–student career dialogues 
and reflection at home. Schools created three types of assignments: (a) as-
signments aimed at helping students explore their capacities and motives, 
such as discussing situations when students or their parents felt proud 
of the students; (b) assignments focused on work exploration, such as 
discussing tasks, responsibilities, and working conditions of several pro-
fessions, choosing companies to visit, or exploring work together through 
online videos; and (c) assignments focused on networking, for example, 
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finding internships through networking. Many assignments were connect-
ed to each other. For example, students and parents received information 
about employment opportunities and were supported in engaging in a di-
alogue at home through tasks in the assignment. The outcome of the home 
assignments was almost always elaborated upon in subsequent career-re-
lated SFP procedures (student–parent–teacher conferences or collective 
student–parent meetings). As a result, the output of the home assignments 
served as input for parents and schools to align their follow-up actions.

The Career-Related Individual Student–Parent–Teacher Conferences 
are based on the alternative parent–teacher conferences developed by Lusse 
(2013; Lusse, Notten, et al., 2019; Lusse, van Schooten, et al., 2019). These 
conferences inform parents about their child’s career development and 
serve to coordinate the next steps in the student’s career path. Schools cre-
ated tailored guidelines for individual student–parent–teacher conferences. 
Depending on the school, input for these conversations included results 
from the career-related interactive home assignments, assignments com-
pleted during career lessons, or students’ school results in relation to their 
career perspectives. During the conferences, the students presented their 
career development process over the past period, reflecting on their de-
velopment, and outlining their intended career development actions. This 
allowed parents to stay informed about their child’s career development. 
Subsequently, the parent, teacher, and student discussed the student’s ca-
reer development and, from a shared responsibility stance, align future 
support of the student by both teacher and parent. 

The Career-Related Collective Student–Parent Meetings are based on 
the alternative collective parent meetings developed by Lusse (2013; Lusse, 
Notten, et al., 2019; Lusse, van Schooten, et al., 2019). Unlike the individu-
al student–parent–teacher conferences, which involve one student together 
with their parent(s) and teacher, these collective meetings bring together 
all students and their parents from a particular grade level. During these 
meetings, students and parents are informed in an interactive way or given 
tools to continue the conversation and support at home. Schools created 
tailored formats for collective student–parent meetings where students and 
parents engaged in career-related activities and conversations to gather in-
formation or discuss the students’ competencies. Depending on the school, 
students completed preliminary work for these meetings during career 
lessons or through home assignments. Some meetings involved students 
presenting their experiences from company visits to groups of students 
and their parents, followed by discussions about what appealed to them 
and how their skills and values matched the companies and the associated 
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training options. At other schools, during these meetings, parents and stu-
dents participated in diverse activities that provided a better understanding 
of the various training opportunities. 

This current study on parental career-related support involved a quali-
tative exploration aimed at gaining insight into how these procedures can 
successfully contribute to parental career-related support, as perceived by 
students, parents, and teachers. The central research questions guiding this 
study were: 
RQ1	 How do students, parents, and teachers perceive the influence of 

career-related SFP procedures on aspects of parental career-related 
support?

RQ2	 What conditions, related to career-related SFP procedures, contrib-
ute to parental career-related support, according to students, par-
ents, and teachers?

Method

Participants 

In a nationwide project aimed at preventing youth unemployment 
in the Netherlands, efforts were made to enhance the career behavior of 
students from structurally marginalized backgrounds by involving their 
parents through schools serving these populations. The Ministry of So-
cial Affairs and Employment invited prevocational secondary education 
schools serving structurally marginalized student populations in five ur-
ban areas to participate in the research initiative. Twelve schools, spread 
over five cities, accepted the invitation and participated in the entire proj-
ect. The participating schools had a student population diverse in cultural 
backgrounds and socioeconomic positions. Process facilitators were ap-
pointed to guide schools in reforming and initiating the procedures. After 
the implementation, each school organized at least three separate group 
interviews consisting of up to six teachers, six parents, and seven students, 
respectively. The school contact persons recruited the participating stu-
dents and parents, resulting in a purposive convenience sample of students 
and parents who had participated in the project. A total of 30 group in-
terviews were conducted across the 12 schools, involving 87 students, 29 
parents, and 52 school staff members (see Table 1). The process facilitators 
facilitated the group interviews.
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Table 1. Characteristics of Participants
Students
(n = 87 )

Parents
(n =29)

Teachers
(n = 52)

Full sample
(N=168)

n n n n
Gender

Female 47 21 34 102

Male 40 8 18 66
Migrant Background

Yes 70 19   9 98
No 17 10 43 70

Academic Year

1   8

2 47

3 30
4   2

Procedure of the Group Interviews

In the group interviews, students, parents, and teachers were asked 
about their experiences with the procedures they participated in and the 
outcomes of those procedures. During the sessions, the three procedures 
from the school project were visually represented on a board. Because of 
the diversity of the respondents in terms of academic level and literacy, vi-
sual support and pictograms were used as much as possible to stimulate the 
narratives. The discussions, which lasted from one hour (with students and 
parents) to one and a half hours (with teachers), were moderated by exter-
nal process facilitators who had previously guided the schools during the 
project implementation. The interview procedure consisted of three rounds. 

Round One
To gather as many diverse opinions as possible, the session began by 

asking individual participants to indicate with stickers how they valued 
each procedure (green thumps up = good, yellow thumbs to the side = 
moderate, red thumbs down = bad, or cross = did not participate). Next, 
participants shared their stories, which was followed by a group discussion 
with the process facilitators asking probing questions (e.g., “What led you 
to indicate the activities with a red, yellow, or green sticker? Could you 
explain this further? To what extent do others recognize this?”) and stim-
ulating conversation.
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Round Two
In the second round, participants were asked to write on sticky notes 

what they thought the overall set of procedures had yielded. If partici-
pants preferred not to write, the process facilitator transcribed their input 
on sticky notes. Then, the participants shared their stories, followed by a 
group discussion with the process facilitators again asking probing ques-
tions and encouraging conversation. 

Round Three
In order to focus on the ultimate objectives of the project, the third 

round addressed the intended aims of the project. The process facilita-
tor presented these aims in the form of two propositions: (1) “At school: 
school, student, and parents work together on career orientation and guid-
ance”; and (2) “At home/outside school: student and parents engage in 
dialogue and activities together [centering on the student’s career develop-
ment].” Participants were asked to name which objective they recognize in 
the implementation, followed by a group discussion wherein the process 
facilitators asked probing questions (e.g., “Can you give an example that 
illustrates how school, student, and parents worked together?” and “How 
did these activities contribute to achieving the objectives?”) and stimulated 
conversation. During the conclusion of the interview, there was room for 
participants to mention matters that had not yet been discussed. 

During the group interview, process facilitators wrote participants’ ex-
planations and the outcomes of the discussions on sticky notes, which were 
then attached to the board (see process guide in Appendix B). Because of 
the potential bias due to the social nature of the setting, some participants 
may speak more easily or extensively than others, potentially shaping group 
dynamics or perceived norms (Clark et al., 2021). We sought to mitigate 
this by allowing all participants to express their opinions individually by 
first using pictograms (round 1) or sticky notes (round 2), before engaging 
in a group discussion based on these inputs. During the discussions, facil-
itators actively encouraged balanced participation to ensure that all voices 
were heard.

Data Analysis 

The process facilitators transcribed the reactions and summaries of 
the discussions noted on the sticky notes. The data were analyzed using 
the standard procedure for qualitative data (Clark et al., 2021). Given the 
theoretically based goals of the procedures, a hybrid approach combining 
deductive and inductive coding and thematic analysis was employed. 
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To begin, the researchers familiarized themselves with the data by thor-
oughly reading and rereading the transcripts. Next, a code manual was 
developed to address the first research question, where theoretic concepts 
were translated into predefined codes. This initial manual included four 
overarching code categories (themes) for parental career-related support: 
(1) presence, (2) dialogical involvement, (3) support on career reflection, 
and (4) support on career action.

A preliminary round of coding was conducted using these predefined 
codes to identify relevant segments and to assess the compatibility of the 
code manual with the raw data. Simultaneously, each segment was coded 
as to whether it was a response to the overall project or a specific proce-
dure, and whether it originated from a parent, student, or teacher. During 
this phase, additional fragments emerged that could not be classified under 
the existing themes. This led to the identification of an additional catego-
ry, awareness. When defining the code awareness, it became evident that 
the preexisting overarching code category presence was more appropriately 
considered a subcomponent rather than a distinct category. Consequently, 
awareness replaced presence as the overarching code category. 

Subsequently, the researchers performed a second round of coding us-
ing ATLAS-ti (Friese, 2019). All researchers independently coded data from 
different group interviews, after which the coded segments were compared 
and discrepancies were discussed. In the third round of analyses, the main 
researcher re-coded all relevant fragments using open coding to capture 
the full range of aspects within the identified themes. With the research 
group, these codes were summarized and grouped (axial coding), resulting 
in 11 codes. 

In the fourth step, the 11 codes were organized into main themes. The 
two codes support on career reflection (focusing on reflecting on strengths 
and ambitions) and support on career action (combining reflection and ac-
tion related to career choices) were merged into the theme guidance. This 
resulted in three overarching themes: awareness (parents’ recognition and 
understanding of their child’s career development and role in it, as well 
as their presence in career-related school activities), dialogical involve-
ment (parents’ engagement in purposeful conversations with their children 
about careers and related matters, involving an exchange of information, 
experiences, or views), and guidance (parents’ assistance in fostering 
self-awareness, exploring opportunities, taking action, and making career 
decisions). 

In order to analyze fragments related to how the interventions con-
tributed to parental career-supportive behaviors (RQ2), the researchers 
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conducted additional open coding. Through axial coding, 10 final codes were 
identified and grouped under three categories: (1) conditions for content, 
(2) conditions for practical execution, and (3) conditions for embedding. All 
themes and codes are presented in Figures 1 and 2.

Figure 1. Themes and Codes Reflecting Perceived Influence of Career-Related 
SFP Procedures on Parental Support
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Figure 2. Themes and Codes Reflecting Conditions Related to Career-
Related SFP Procedures That Contribute to Parental Career-Related 
Support
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Results

This section consists of two parts. First, we present the findings related 
to the first research question, which explores how students, parents, and 
teachers perceive the influence of career-related SFP procedures on dif-
ferent aspects of parental career-related support. Second, we present the 
findings related to the second research question by identifying the con-
ditions related to these procedures that, according to the participants, 
contribute to strengthening parental career-related support. 

In the presentation of the findings, the term “participants” serves as an 
umbrella term for the respondents involved in this study. This may refer 
to students, parents, and/or teachers, depending on the context. Where 
relevant, the specific group is mentioned explicitly. “Mentor” refers to a 
teacher with a specific guidance role for a group of students. Quotations 
are referenced using a coding system that specifies the school (e.g., S1), the 
respondent group (P = parent, S = student, T = teacher), and, where appli-
cable, the interview number (e.g., I1, I2). For example, S1-P refers to the 
parent group interview at School 1, while S2-S-I3 refers to the third student 
group interview at School 2.

Contribution of Project Participation to Parental Career- 
Related Support 

The entire project consisted of an aligned combination of home assign-
ment(s) and one or two other procedures for each school. For an overview 
of the procedures each school performed, see Appendix A. Regarding the 
contribution of the project with the combination of procedures, we found 
that it enhanced parental awareness, dialogical involvement, and support. 
Across all respondent groups, examples of these three types of support 
were mentioned. Below, we first discuss the overall influence of the project 
on parental career-related support, followed by the specific contributions 
of each of the three career-related SFP procedures. Interview excerpts are 
used to illustrate and substantiate the findings. For clarity, the numbering 
of headings reflects the coding structure depicted in Figure 1: main themes 
(e.g., 1), subthemes (e.g., 1.1), and sub-subthemes (e.g., 1.1.1). 

Awareness (1.1)
In the group interview data, we distinguished three ways in which par-

ents showed increased awareness by participating in the project. Awareness 
of the students’ career process (1.1.1): participants reported parents gained 
more insight into the relevance of their child’s career process, choices, 
and the timing of decision-making as a result of the project. For instance, 
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a parent mentioned, “We already talked about it, but not so seriously. I 
thought ‘that will come later.’ I did not know he already had to choose for 
the next two years. You have to choose well, otherwise it’s a waste” (S2-
P). Role awareness (1.1.2): participants noted parents came to have more 
understanding of their role in supporting their child’s career development 
process. A parent shared, “It is now clear to me that as a parent, I should 
support my child in his pursuit of his future” (S12-P). Presence (1.1.3): 
participants mentioned increased presence and attentiveness of parents 
in school activities regarding their child’s career development process. For 
example, a parent remarked, “If parental involvement is encouraged, you 
come to school more often” (S3-P). 

Dialogical Involvement (1.2)
We found three aspects that showed parents to be more engaged in 

two-way conversations with their children about careers and career re-
lated matters. Increase in dialogue (1.2.1): participants reported that the 
project stimulated the parents’ dialogical involvement. In group interviews 
with students (S5-S, S6-S), parents (S8-P), and teachers (S1-T, S3-T, S8-T, 
S11-T), an increase in dialogue was noted compared to previous years. In 
some cases, however, the increase appears to be limited. For example, a 
student shared, “We never talk about it [at home]. Now, once. That’s good, 
but still not enough” (S9-S). More depth in dialogues (1.2.2): participants 
mentioned improvement in the quality and content of the conversations 
between parents and children. For instance, a parent mentioned, “Other-
wise, you would have the conversation more broadly. Now you go deeper” 
(S7-P). More career-focused dialogues (1.2.3): a shift in the content of con-
versations was observed toward career development. A student mentioned 
the difference in dialogue at home: “Normally, it’s [conversations at home 
with parents] about your grades and ‘have you studied’?” (S3-S).

Guidance (1.3)
Five aspects were distinguished in the way parents support their chil-

dren’s career management. Recognition of student’s strengths (1.3.1): 
participants mentioned that, through the project, parents identified, 
acknowledged, and gave credit for their child’s strengths, skills, and am-
bitions. For instance, a parent described learning about the child through 
the project: “The assignments are fun, and you get to know your child bet-
ter” (S6-P-I2). Reflection on strengths and ambitions (1.3.2): examples were 
given that showed that the project helped parents to stimulate student’s 
self-examination and help their child to gain clarity about what matches 
their abilities, motivations, and interest. For example, a student shared, 
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“My mother had different points than I did, like that I’m independent. I 
liked that she saw different strengths” (S7-S-I2). Career exploration (1.3.3): 
participants mentioned that parents encouraged their children to actively 
explore career opportunities. For instance, one parent explained, “We ex-
plored many things together at home, watching videos and searching for 
information [online]” (S4-P). Career directedness (1.3.4): participants not-
ed that parents assisted their children in understanding what is needed to 
achieve their career ambitions and in planning the necessary steps. One 
parent mentioned, “I can explain to my child and encourage him to re-
search things. He wants to do aircraft maintenance. I told him he needs 
to read a lot to further develop his language skills, so he can pursue that 
education” (S10-P). Making considered choices (1.3.5): participants noted 
parents guided their children in making well-informed and thoughtful ca-
reer decisions, while respecting their autonomy. For instance, a parent told 
how she supported her child in making considered choices:

It’s great that it could be done this way. Not just “choose something 
and go with it,” but it was prepared. Making choices is difficult. It’s 
your child; you need to think along, support him. Give advice. Ulti-
mately, he makes his own choices. (S6-P-I1) 

Interactive Homework Assignments

In the project, all schools used one or more career-related interac-
tive home assignments that focused on reflection, work exploration, or 
networking, or a combination of these themes (see Appendix A). Each par-
ticipating school tailored these procedures to their own practices.

Awareness (1.1)
According to the participants, homework assignments could lead to in-

creased parental awareness about the career process of their child (1.1.1) 
and helped parents think about and become more cognizant of important 
career development issues and their role in the process (1.1.2). Parents and 
teachers, as well as students, made remarks about it in the group inter-
views. For instance, a parent observed that a home assignment highlighted 
the significance of recognizing a child’s strengths (S3-P). A teacher re-
marked, “Parents are being made to think. It is a wake-up call” (S3-T). 
Another teacher noticed that it prompted some parents to consider costs, 
travel time, and the quality of educational institutions in their child’s choice 
for further education (S3-T). A student noted that a homework assignment 
focused on exploring educational profiles prompted his father to become 
more aware of his child’s career process: “I did the homework assignment; 
this made my father think about it” (S5-S).
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Dialogical Involvement (1.2)
In the group interviews, participants in parent, student, and teacher 

groups indicated that the home assignments led to an increase in paren-
tal (career) dialogical involvement at home (1.2.1) and that, in addition to 
stimulating conversations, the home assignments also led to more in-depth 
discussions (1.2.2), and dialogues that were more career-focused (1.2.3).

Parents, teachers, and students noted that these types of conversations 
were not typical for many families. Parents reported: “Very nice because 
you wouldn’t normally do something like this. Now we really took the time 
for it” (S4-P); and “A real deep conversation usually doesn’t happen at 
home” (S8-P). Also, students talked about how rare these conversations are 
for them at home (S11-S); a student mentioned, “I had never talked about 
this before” (S7-S-I1). There were also some students, particularly those 
with a clear idea of their career path, who viewed the assignments about 
orienting on the choice for an occupational direction as unnecessary. For 
example, a student noted, “I already know what I’m going to do, so it’s not 
needed” (S5-S). In these cases, assignments that focus on the choice for fur-
ther education did not lead to a dialogue between student and parent. 

Guidance (1.3)
In all group interviews, it was mentioned that the home assignments 

stimulated home dialogues in which parents helped and supported their 
children to reflect on their strengths (1.3.2), sometimes in relation to 
the occupational sector. In the interviews with parents, it was explicitly 
mentioned several times that the home assignments led to reflection on 
strengths. For example, a parent stated, “It makes the child think. He con-
siders what suits him, also discussing it with his brothers” (S7-P). Another 
parent noted, “We had a real conversation at home about her strengths. 
We discussed all the qualities on the assignment. We didn’t agree on some. 
Sometimes she started thinking differently about herself because of my per-
ception of her” (S4-P). Students mentioned how assignments contributed 
to reflection that, in turn, contributed to the development of their self-im-
age (S11-S) and made them start to think about their strengths and which 
occupational sector suits them (S5-S). 

Participants also indicated that the home assignments can help parents 
to support their children in exploring the world of work (1.3.3). For in-
stance, students and parents shared in the interviews how they explored 
jobs and professions at home together (S10-S, S10-P). A parent said, “We 
also discussed the professions; I explained what is needed for a specific 
job” (S10-P). Teachers noted that professions often appeared abstract to 
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parents. The teachers found the homework assignments beneficial for in-
creasing the knowledge of parents about professions (S3-T). Regarding 
career directedness (1.3.4), a parent mentioned how the at-home dialogues 
led to support on student engagement in the career development process: 
“We started a conversation because of the assignment and discovered that 
my son has a different vision for his future. Now I encourage him to pursue 
his own path” (S4-P).

Individual Student–Parent–Teacher Conferences

Eight of the 12 schools implemented the career-related individual 
student–parent–teacher conferences. All schools used predeveloped guide-
lines to facilitate the career dialogue during the conferences.

Awareness (1.1)
The results indicate that the individual student–parent–teacher confer-

ences can also promote parental awareness of their child’s career process 
(1.1.1). A parent mentioned, for example, that the decisions they faced 
were new to them. Joining the individual student–parent–teacher confer-
ence was particularly useful because it taught them what to expect for their 
child (S8-P). 

Participants indicated that the conferences can stimulate parental in-
volvement, in that parents were more present and actively listening (1.1.3). 
Reflecting on a conference where students presented their strengths and 
motives regarding their choice of an occupational direction, a teacher re-
flected, “For the first time, I really thought that parents were involved in the 
child’s choices, that they understood it” (S8-T). A student noted about her 
parent during a conference in which she presented: “It was the first time 
that she listened attentively” (S8-S). Another student described a confer-
ence explaining dreams and aspirations for the future, noting that it was the 
first time the parent truly listened (S6-S). 

Dialogical Involvement (1.2)
According to the participants from all groups, the conversations during 

the conferences were more of a three-way conversation than before (1.2.1). 
As a student stated, “Now we talk with all three of us; otherwise, my mother 
just talks to the mentor” (S8-S). A parent similarly noted, “He [the teach-
er] gave us time. It was a pleasant conversation about subject choice. My 
son struggles with math, so it’s better if he doesn’t choose economics. The 
three of us figured it out toghether” (S6-P-I1). Teachers noticed a differ-
ence in the nature of the conversations now that the conferences are more 
career-focused (1.2.3). A teacher described how the discussion which 
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typically centered on grades now included considerations about future ca-
reers (S11-T). Another teacher noted, “The student had more to say about 
the choice of occupational direction and subjects. This increased interac-
tion between parents and the student” (S2-T). 

Guidance (1.3)
In a group interview with teachers, students’ presentations about their 

strengths and motivations were emphasized as a way for parents to bet-
ter recognize and acknowledge their child’s strengths, skills, and ambitions 
(S9-T). Students indicated that the conferences drew increased attention 
to their strengths, which often resulted in expressions of pride (S8-S, S9-S) 
and compliments from parents (S5-S, S10-S, S7-S-I1, S7-S-I2) (1.3.1). By 
explicitly seeing and acknowledging their child’s abilities, parents can help 
their child in their capacity for reflection (1.3.2). One teacher, for exam-
ple, described how a conference in which students presented mood boards 
initiated conversations between parents and children about strengths and 
aspirations, thereby encouraging parents to think along with their child 
(S7-T). In addition to strengths, career-related themes were also discussed 
during the conferences. 

Collective Student–Parent Meetings

Nine of the 12 schools implemented the career-related collective 
student–parent meetings. Each used predeveloped guides in their imple-
mentations.

Awareness (1.1)
Participants indicated that, compared to traditional meetings, the ca-

reer-related meetings fostered greater parent attendance (1.1.3) and 
awareness of students’ career development processes (1.1.1). Both parents 
and teachers noted an increase in attendance (S6-P-I1, S12-T). Parents, 
students, and teachers reported that the meetings helped increase pa-
rental awareness of students’ career trajectories and experiences. Parents 
described gaining a clearer understanding of occupational pathways and 
the experiences their children had at school and during internships. One 
parent stated, “I have gained a better understanding of the occupational di-
rections” (S2-P), while another reflected, “You become more aware of how 
the child experiences things at school and during their internship” (S12-P). 
Teachers also observed that the meetings lowered barriers for parents to 
engage with staff, noting an increase in parental outreach and questions 
(S12-T).
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Dialogical Involvement (1.2)
The meetings were also reported to increase career-related conversations 

between parents and students, as well as among parents themselves (1.2.1). 
In group interviews, students described having conversations with their 
parents about careers and professions (1.2.3). One student noted, “Parents 
joined the conversations; they offered tips” (S3-S). Another student report-
ed, “A dialogue emerged between parents about professions” (S3-S). 

Teachers also observed an increase in interaction between parents and 
students during the meetings (S2-T, S12-T). One teacher commented, “For 
the first time, interaction occurred between parents and students” (S11-T), 
while another remarked, “Remarkable that the conversation started natu-
rally. Activity was happening everywhere; mentors didn’t need to prompt 
it” (S6-T).

Guidance (1.3)
During the collective meetings, parents provided feedback on students’ 

presentations regarding their strengths or chosen occupational directions. 
Compliment cards were used to enable parents to recognize students’ qual-
ities (1.3.1) and to support reflection on their strengths and ambitions. In 
addition, parents shared ideas about the career paths students envisioned 
for themselves, drawing on their own professional experiences to support 
career exploration (1.3.3). One teacher noted, “Parents’ experiences were 
shared. These are more realistic than those of the teachers” (S3-T). One 
teacher further remarked, “Parents also shared their thoughts with other 
students; sometimes they warned students about certain aspects of a par-
ticular profession” (S3-T).

Contributing Factors to the Deployment of the Procedures

Addressing the second research question, the interviews showed that 
the extent to which the interventions contributed to parental involvement 
depended on the way in which the interventions are deployed. Ten factors 
that influence the deployment of the procedures could be distinguished, 
which can be categorized as conditions for content, practical execution, and 
embedding. 

Conditions for Content (2.1)
Respondents mentioned specific content elements that can enhance pa-

rental career-related support. These included designing procedures that 
position students as active agents in their own career development pro-
cess (student agency, 2.1.1), emphasizing students’ strengths (focus on 
capacities, 2.1.2), integrating assignments that encourage work exploration 
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(work-related topics and reflection, 2.1.3), and incorporating questions that 
stimulate the quality of parent–child interactions (reflective and follow-up 
questions, 2.1.4). 

Promote Student Presence and Include Agency Possibilities (2.1.1). 
Promoting student agency during conferences and meetings was regularly 
mentioned as a way to strengthen parental career involvement. Participants 
observed that parental attendance increased when students were positioned 
as active contributors, particularly when they were expected to present. As 
one teacher reflected: “There was a high attendance rate, approximately 
120 parents and students, that is 85%, including parents who never come 
to school. This is due to presentations by students to parents and the em-
phasis from school that students must be present” (S12-T). Furthermore, 
encouraging students to take the lead in individual student–parent–teacher 
conferences by allowing students to provide input during these conferences 
was shown to increase parental engagement, attentively listening, and un-
derstanding of the students’ career process compared to when a teacher led 
the discussion. Teachers mentioned: “The parents are activated by the pre-
sentation” (S3-T); and “On the mood board you can see the professions of 
their [students’] future, and during the conference it becomes clear to the 
parents what the student is working on and thinking about” (S7-T). A stu-
dent remarked, “I enjoyed telling about my future. My father liked that too” 
(S7-S-I3). A teacher described physically positioning the student during a 
conference to enhance their role: “It worked well to have the student sit in 
my chair. This allowed them to take a leading role” (S8-T).

Giving students a leading role also seemed to stimulate their involve-
ment in their own career development process. A teacher discussed a 
conference where a student presented their learning process in the context 
of career development: “It forces students and parents into different roles. 
Students become responsible for their own learning process” (S8-T). This, 
in turn, can lead students to involve their parents more actively, thus in-
creasing parental involvement. As parents remarked, “If the school starts 
having discussions where the student takes more control, the student will 
seek support at home. They will then discuss with their parents why they 
are struggling with a particular subject” (S11-P). 

Focus on Capacities (2.1.2). Implementing a focus on capacities in 
assignments appears to enhance parental support for career reflection. En-
couraging parental recognition for students’ strengths helps students to 
reflect on their capacities. In various procedures, parents and students were 
asked to identify the student’s strengths. For example, homework assign-
ments instructed parents and students to select strengths (qualities) from 
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a list they believed suited the student. They were then asked to link these 
strengths to potential careers. In individual conferences, after a student 
presentation of a project, parents were asked to identify which strengths 
they recognized in their child (S11). During collective meetings where stu-
dents presented their reflections on their choice for occupational direction, 
parents were given compliment cards to share with their child, contain-
ing messages like, “I think you’re a go-getter” or “I think you’re creative” 
(S4). Students noted that these assignments increased parental recogni-
tion of their strengths. A student remarked, “It was nice to see what my 
parents think my qualities are” (S2-S), while another shared, “The teacher 
mentioned my positive attributes, but hearing it from my mother is nicer” 
(S7-S-I1).

Participants emphasized the importance of focusing on positive attri-
butes and providing compliments. This was particularly meaningful for 
students who indicated that recognition of strengths was not common in 
their family context. A parent remarked, “We never talk about qualities 
at home; we take them for granted” (S8-P), and a teacher observed, “At 
home, students are not always spoken to positively, and few compliments 
are given” (S6-T). Another student noted, “My mother pointed out what I 
am good at. Now I know what she thinks my strengths are, which I didn’t 
know before” (S10-S). 

Although most respondents appreciated these capacity-based assign-
ments, not all students found them useful. A student stated, “I don’t find it 
interesting to know what my parents think about my qualities. They are my 
qualities” (S3-S). Some students felt these conversations were redundant, 
as they already routinely discussed their strengths at home (S8-S). Others 
reported that such discussions could lead to conflicts. A student described, 
“My parents should not argue with me about my qualities. It led to raised 
voices, which was unpleasant” (S3-S).

Incorporate Work-Related Topics and Connect to Reflection Outcomes 
(2.1.3). Participants highlighted that including work-related themes and 
career paths in the curriculum encouraged students and their parents to 
explore career options more actively, leading to better-informed decisions 
(S3-S). Integrating work exploration into the program fostered more ca-
reer-oriented conversations between teachers, students, and parents. A 
teacher remarked, “The new structure provides guidance for further edu-
cation because students start thinking about professions and the education 
required for them. This results in different kinds of conversations with stu-
dents and parents” (S7-T).
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Career exploration activities, such as presentations about different 
educational paths linked to specific occupational fields, were seen as instru-
mental in helping students clarify what suits them best (S2-S, S2-P, S4-S). 
Assignments that prompted families to discuss work-related topics, such 
as researching occupational fields by watching videos, and to link these 
to strengths, enabled students to better relate their personal strengths to 
potential careers. Students appreciated these assignments, with one com-
menting, “You can see which professions fit” (S6-S). 

Participants noted that translating personal strengths into specific 
professions could be challenging and not necessarily desirable. A teach-
er expressed, “The leap from qualities to professions is too large” (S3-T). 
A parent also expressed concerns about the work-related assignments, 
commenting, “It’s drastic; they are too young for a conversation about pro-
fessions, better to talk about a direction” (S3-P). These findings suggest 
that focusing on broader aspects—such as work activities, environments, 
or sectors related to students’ interests—may be more effective than dis-
cussing specific professions. 

Include Reflective and Follow Up Questions (2.1.4). All procedures in-
cluded assignments, such as making a mood board about your internship 
and explaining it during an individual student–parent–teacher confer-
ence (S7), an experiential assignment during a collective student–parent 
meeting (S10), or watching a video and answering questions during a 
home assignment (S5). These assignments appeared to facilitate interac-
tion about career development between parents and their children when 
explicit and follow-up questions were asked about work exploration, ca-
reer reflection, and career decision-making. These included, for instance, 
reflective questions about the internship experiences and follow-up ques-
tions about the choice of the next internship during a conference, questions 
about the strengths that emerged during the execution of an assignment in 
relation to the choice for occupational direction during the meeting, and 
questions about what activities and strengths are needed for the profes-
sion in the chosen video during the homework assignment. In particular, 
the questions and conversations as a result of the home assignment were 
mentioned in the group interviews. For example, a parent observed, “The 
depth questions help you discover if he is really thinking about it” (S11-P). 
One parent noted that the home assignment prompted them to engage in 
deeper conversations with the child, particularly by asking “why” ques-
tions, which were not typically part of their dialogue (S11-P). Another 
parent highlighted how the assignment encouraged her to ask follow up 
questions, which the child found challenging (S11-P). Although explicit 
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questions often were appreciated, it was also indicated that not all parents 
wanted to answer questions about the family’s network, because they were 
perceived as too personal (S7-T).

Conditions for Practical Execution (2.2)
Discussions in the group interviews highlighted the importance of ex-

ecution quality for the success of the procedures. Key factors included 
designing assignments that ensure clear organization and communication 
regarding the procedures (logistics and communication, 2.2.1), providing 
instructional support for teachers to facilitate effective implementation 
(guidelines, 2.2.2), and making them accessible and appropriate for both 
parents and students, considering their language proficiency and compre-
hension levels (understandable assignments, 2.2.3).

Attention to Logistics and Communication (2.2.1). The contribution 
of the procedures depends on their proper execution. Participants iden-
tified several logistical and communication issues that could hinder the 
positive impact of the procedures. For instance, the distribution of home 
assignments did not go smoothly everywhere. A teacher commented, “In 
one class, the home assignment had to be made on the day of the collec-
tive meeting, because the mentor had forgotten to spread the assignments” 
(S2-T). In addition, some parents were not informed in advance about the 
purpose of the home assignments (S3-P). Others did not receive the as-
signments (S8-P) because students were tasked with bringing them home 
but some lost or misplaced them (S7-T). When the assignments were sent 
via email, not all parents read them (S3-S). Logistical shortcomings and 
insufficient communication hinder the effectiveness of the procedures, 
highlighting the need for clear organization and timely information for 
both teachers and parents.

Provide Guidelines (2.2.2). Guidelines for executing individual student–
parent–teacher conferences and collective student–parent meetings can 
improve the quality of these procedures so they may better contribute to 
clarifying stereotypical expectations and stimulating parental career aware-
ness and in-depth conversations between parents and students. Guidelines 
were developed to help teachers facilitate productive conversations among 
students, parents, and teachers. These guidelines included specific ques-
tions and points of focus to ensure balanced participation from all parties. 
For example, teachers were guided to discuss the choice for occupational 
direction based on the answers that were given in the home assignment. 
They were then to ask in-depth questions of both the student and the par-
ents about why the indicated direction suits the student with a view to their 
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strengths. Teachers noted that having structured questions and key dis-
cussion points helped them to guide conversations effectively. A teacher 
remarked, “You force parents and students to think about the future and 
choice for occupational direction” (S8-T). Another highlighted the benefit 
of reversing roles by allowing parents to ask questions first after the stu-
dent presentation, noting, “It was positive to let parents ask questions first” 
(S8-T). A teacher emphasized the “back-up” function of the guide: “The 
conversation can’t die out; you can fall back on the guide” (S3-T). 

For collective student–parent meetings, scenarios were designed with 
detailed instructions for interactive activities. These guidelines addressed 
critical aspects of the career decision-making process that some parents 
may not have previously considered, for instance, by discussing statements 
such as “parents determine the choices of their children.”

Clearer guidelines proved to be beneficial for guiding student presenta-
tions. During meetings where students presented, some students struggled 
to produce a presentation that met expectations (S4-P), which forced par-
ents to give unfounded compliments. As a teacher stated, “One group of 
students did not deliver quality, which led to forced, meaningless compli-
ments” (S3-T).

Use Understandable Language, Visualization, and Feasible Assign-
ments (2.2.3). Participants emphasized the importance of ensuring that 
assignments were well-aligned with both the language proficiency and 
the academic level of parents and students. This was especially critical for 
homework assignments, as language barriers were frequently cited as an 
issue. Participants reported that some parents had limited proficiency in 
Dutch, which made it harder to execute the assignment with their child 
effectively (S5-T). As a result, some students completed the assignment 
without their parents (S7-T). The language used in assignments was also 
sometimes too advanced for students, making comprehension difficult (S5-
T, S7-T). A parent shared, “I asked my [step]son if he had certain qualities. 
He didn’t know all the talents, like creativity. I had to explain those words 
to him” (S10-P). 

In addition to language barriers, teachers highlighted the need for assign-
ments to match the academic level of students and their parents. According 
to them, not all homework assignments or activities during meetings were 
appropriately tailored to these levels (S5-T, S7-T, S11-T). A teacher noted, 
“I explained and distributed the home assignment in class, but the ques-
tions are sometimes too difficult” (S7-T). A student remarked about a home 
assignment, “My mother doesn’t understand it” (S10-S). Another student 
commented that an argument occurred at home due to the unclear inten-
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tion of the assignment (S3-S). To improve accessibility, a teacher suggested 
simplifying home assignments by incorporating visual aids: “Make the 
home assignments easier by visualizing them” (S7-T). This is consistent 
with what one teacher suggested, namely that visualization can make pro-
fessions understandable for parents: “Parents sometimes have no idea of 
certain professions, and when they see the picture, it comes to life” (S7-T)

Presentation-based assignments, such as mood board presenting during 
individual student–parent–teacher conferences, were seen as challenging. 
A teacher observed: “For second-year students, even for students in the 
middle-management vocational program, it’s hard to talk about the mood 
board. Some don’t dare or can’t do it” (S7-T). 

Conditions for Imbedding (2.3)
The final contribution theme relates to the embedding of the proce-

dures. During group discussions, emphasis was placed on building upon 
existing contact and collaboration between schools and families (school–
family partnership, 2.3.1), initiating the procedures early in the student’s 
education and academic year (early implementation, 2.3.2), and ensuring 
a logical progression between different career development procedures 
(aligned procedures, 2.3.3). 

Invest in a School–Family Partnership (2.3.1). Participants highlight-
ed the importance of a strong foundation in family–school partnership 
for implementing the career-related procedures. At some schools, gener-
al SFP was not yet sufficiently integrated, making it less likely that parents 
would engage fully (S6-T). Establishing better contact with more parents 
was identified as important step (S9-T, S11-T, S12-T). It was also noted that 
parents require time to adjust to their expected role in these processes (S5-
T) and to become comfortable with their involvement (S1-T, S6-T, S8-T).

Early implementation (2.3.2). Participants highlighted that early imple-
mentation can enhance the contribution of career development procedures 
on parental career involvement. For example, it was noted that, as part of 
the project, contact was established with parents at the start of the academ-
ic year. This early engagement helped parents understand their role in their 
child’s career development and why their involvement was important at an 
early stage (S4-T). Participants also indicated that parents intervened more 
than usual in their child’s career discussions. This is because parents were 
involved earlier in the career decisions that have to be made later. A teacher 
remarked, “I noticed that the conversation at home about the choice of oc-
cupational direction is being held and also that it is being held earlier. Not 
just when the students have to make a choice” (S10-T). 
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Early implementation is also important because it aligns with career 
self-management, introducing students and parents to career competencies 
from the start of education rather than focusing narrowly on immediate 
choices. This framing helps align activities with students’ career processes 
and prevents them from being perceived as solely choice-oriented. It may 
also reduce resistance among students who have already made decisions. 
Several second- and third-year students indicated that the procedures did 
not match their situation, as they had already chosen their educational path 
(S5-S, S1-S). As one student explained, “I didn’t talk about it. I already 
know what I want to be” (S3-S). 

Align Procedures (2.3.3). Implementing a combination of aligned pro-
cedures throughout the school period seems to positively impact the 
contribution on parental career involvement. A parent described this 
combination of procedures as a joint effort to guide the students toward a 
suitable career choice: 

Someone came to explain, and it was a good explanation. We prac-
ticed at home with the sheets, then the children met with the teacher, 
and finally, there was a meeting with the parents. Only then did we 
make the decision. I found it a very pleasant way. I was happy that it 
went this way. We could figure out what it was about. The child says 
something, the parent says something, the mentor says something. 
More opinions are good for the decision. (S6-P-I2)

Another parent highlighted the difference between these procedures and 
how it was done previously: “Earlier, you only received a sheet to tick off 
the occupational direction choice. Now, more steps have been taken in the 
process” (S7-P).

Students also acknowledged the impact of these combined procedures 
on their career decisions. One student remarked: 

I learned about a profession I want to pursue in the future. Through 
the exercises and assignments, I am now certain about what I want 
to become. The combination of all the information and assignments 
made this clear to me. (S10-S)

Teachers mentioned the importance of aligning the procedures by discuss-
ing the activities in advance and afterwards, linking them to the next pro-
cedure (S1-T, S7-T).
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Conclusion and Discussion

The present findings contribute to a more nuanced understanding of 
how career-related SFP procedures may foster parental career-supportive 
behavior in the development of students’ career competencies. Draw-
ing on qualitative data from group interview discussions with parents, 
students, and teachers, this study identifies specific aspects of parental sup-
port that participants reported as having changed during engagement with 
career-related interactive homework assignments, individual student–par-
ent–teacher conferences, and collective meetings. These reported changes 
can be understood along three interrelated stages: increased career aware-
ness, dialogical involvement, and active career guidance. 

Career-related SFP procedures appeared to increase parents’ awareness 
of the career development process of their child and their own potential 
role in supporting it. This awareness was described as an important initial 
stage in fostering parental involvement. Furthermore, participants noted 
more frequent and higher quality career-related conversations between 
parents and children. These findings are consistent with prior research 
emphasizing the importance of parental awareness and communication 
in adolescents’ career development (e.g., Akosah-Twumasi et al., 2018; 
Barnes et al., 2020; OECD, 2021). In addition, participants described how 
the procedures activated parents’ career guidance behaviors, enabling them 
to guide their children’s career reflection and exploration. In some cases, 
parents were said to have helped clarify goals and guided thoughtful de-
cision-making. Together, these stages from awareness to active guidance 
suggest a shift from more passive forms of involvement to more intentional, 
developmentally attuned support.

All three procedures were perceived by participants as enhancing paren-
tal awareness. In addition, increases in dialogical involvement and career 
guidance were attributed to each procedure, although through distinct 
pathways. Interactive homework assignments were described as foster-
ing private, in-depth career dialogues at home, allowing parents to guide 
students’ reflection, exploration, and goal-directed thinking. Individual 
conferences were described as facilitating structured, triadic dialogues in 
which parents and teachers jointly guided students in reflecting on their 
strengths and exploring possible career directions. Collective meetings 
were appreciated for enabling group exchanges among parents, students, 
and teachers and for broadened occupational perspectives through the 
sharing of parental work experiences. They were also particularly valued 
for reaching parents who might otherwise have been characterized as dis-
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engaged (Dietrich & Kracke, 2009). In several cases, participants noted the 
increased presence of parents who had previously been less involved in 
school-related activities, suggesting that the procedures may have contrib-
uted to the inclusion of previously disengaged families.

Importantly, participants did not typically distinguish the contribu-
tion of individual procedures to the overarching aim of guiding students to 
make well-informed and thoughtful career decisions. Rather they tended 
to view the project as a whole as contributing to this goal. From their per-
spective, the combined impact of the procedures may be more meaningful 
in fostering parental support on well considered choice-making than the 
contribution of any single component.

Beyond the three stages of behavioral change described above, the anal-
yses also suggested that three overarching conditions influenced the extent 
to which career-related SFP procedures were experienced as supportive: 
conditions related to content, practical execution, and embedding. First, 
content-related conditions concerned the quality and focus of the activities. 
Assignments that encouraged students and parents to identify and discuss 
personal strengths were described as stimulating reflection resonating with 
theoretical models emphasizing appreciative dialogue as a driver of career 
confidence and perceived control (Kuijpers & Meijers, 2012). Elements 
foregrounding student agency, such as student-led presentations, were also 
seen as facilitating parental engagement. These findings support earlier 
models that highlight student initiative within SFPs as a catalyst for mean-
ingful parental involvement (Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 2005; Oomen, 
2021; Zhang et al., 2024).

Second, conditions related to practical execution were frequently men-
tioned. Participants emphasized the importance of clear communication, 
timely distribution of materials, and the accessibility of activities for diverse 
families. Practical barriers, such as language or literacy challenges, were 
described as undermining parents’ ability to engage meaningfully. These 
aspects reflect the need for implementation approaches that are sensitive to 
the linguistic and educational backgrounds of families (Araque et al., 2017; 
Lusse, Notten, et al., 2019; van der Pluijm et al., 2019). 

Third, systemic embedding in the school context was described as a vi-
tal enabler. Participants noted the importance of aligning the procedures 
with existing parent–school interactions, ensuring early implementation 
within students’ educational trajectories, and maintaining coherence be-
tween procedures over time. Particularly for families who are less likely to 
engage in voluntary activities, a whole-school approach that ensures broad, 
equitable access was seen as essential for fostering sustained parental in-
volvement (Oomen, 2021).
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While the procedures were generally experienced as supportive, their 
perceived relevance varied depending on students’ prior orientation to-
ward career choices. Homework assignments on further education seemed 
less meaningful for students with predefined goals. This may reflect the 
interventions’ focus on fostering career-related attitudes and competen-
cies as an exploratory learning process rather than producing a specific 
career choice. Such an emphasis can lead some students to prematurely 
curtail reflection and exploration (Kuijpers, 2019), a phenomenon known 
as foreclosure (Marcia, 1966). Alternatively, the outcome-oriented design 
of certain assignments may not resonate with students who have already 
made career decisions. These underscore the importance of tailoring pro-
cedures to students’ developmental needs. 

Contributions to Theory

This study contributes to a process-oriented understanding of parental 
career-supportive behavior by identifying three interrelated stages—aware-
ness, dialogical involvement, and active guidance—that may evolve as 
parents engage with SFP procedures. While prior research has delineated 
types of parental career-related behavior (Dietrich & Kracke, 2009), the 
present study offers a more nuanced model of how such behaviors may be 
activated and strengthened within the context of career-related interven-
tions. 

Furthermore, the study extends prior work on intervention-based ap-
proaches to parental career involvement (Barnes et al., 2020; Oomen, 2021; 
Piesch et al., 2019), as well as broader practical models of academic involve-
ment (Epstein, 2018b; Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005; Lusse, van Schooten, 
et al., 2019), by identifying procedural elements that participants perceived 
as enhancing support. The findings also underscore the importance of 
contextual differentiation; for example, collective meetings were seen as 
particularly effective for engaging parents who are typically less involved in 
school-related activities. 

In addition, the study builds on earlier work emphasizing the role 
of teachers in fostering students’ career competencies (Kuijpers, 2011; 
Kuijpers & Meijers, 2014) by highlighting that parents may also play a 
meaningful role in this process. Participants’ accounts indicate that SFP 
procedures engaged parents in supporting students’ development in areas 
such as reflection, career exploration, and self-directed planning. These 
findings suggest the potential for more integrated models of support in 
which both teachers and parents contribute to students’ career learning.
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Implications for Practice

To translate the findings into practical steps for schools, we frame the 
implications within the Plan-Do-Check-Act cycle (Deming, 1982/2018), 
a widely used approach for continuous improvement in education and or-
ganizational development. While the three-stage framework of awareness, 
dialogue, and guidance specifies the content dimensions that can inform 
the design of career-related SFP procedures, Plan-Do-Check-Act pro-
vides a process for implementing and sustaining them in practice. In the 
planning phase (“Plan”), schools should develop interventions that ad-
dress each stage and anticipate variability in parental engagement based 
on familial context and experience. Importantly, schools should focus on 
fostering career competencies rather than prematurely emphasizing deci-
sion-making. Supporting students in engaging with a variety of experiences 
and helping them make sense of these through guided reflective dialogue 
is essential (Kuijpers et al., 2011; Kuijpers, 2025). Involving parents in 
this process requires connecting procedures to existing parent–school in-
teractions, initiating them early in students’ educational trajectories, and 
aligning activities with the developmental aims of the curriculum. Content 
should promote student agency, highlight students’ capacities, incorporate 
work-related themes linked to reflection, and include targeted prompts and 
follow-up questions to deepen dialogue.

Implementation (“Do”) should be tailored to diverse parental contexts. 
Procedures must be accessible in both content and form, addressing lan-
guage, literacy, and educational diversity. Clear internal coordination, 
timely distribution of materials, and consistent communication with par-
ents are essential to ensure that procedures reach families as intended. 
Combining procedures can support different parent profiles and enhance 
the overall impact of career-related involvement.

Evaluation (“Check”) should include participant feedback to ensure 
that procedures remain responsive and relevant. This study illustrates how 
such input can reveal strengths and guide targeted improvements. Finally, 
action on evaluation outcomes (“Act”) enables schools to gradually devel-
op and sustain more coherent approaches to parental involvement in career 
learning. 

Limitations and Future Research

Several limitations must be acknowledged. First, the study is based 
on qualitative data collected at a single point in time. While the findings 
suggest that awareness, dialogue, and guidance may be interrelated and 
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potentially follow a developmental pattern, the design limits conclusions 
about progression, causality, or long-term sustainability.

Second, group interview dynamics may have shaped participants’ 
responses. Social desirability dynamics could have led to emphasis on pos-
itive experiences or suppression of critical perspectives. These dynamics, 
inherent to group interview methodologies, may have influenced the data 
collected (Clark et al., 2021).

Third, participants were recruited through convenience sampling, 
which may have resulted in a sample composed of relatively engaged par-
ents, students, and teachers. As a result, perspectives from families and 
teachers less inclined to participate in school-based activities may be un-
derrepresented, further limiting the transferability of the findings.

In light of these limitations, future research could build on the current 
study in several ways:
1.	 Research is needed to assess whether the changes described by par-

ticipants, such as increased awareness, dialogue, or guidance, are sus-
tained over time and how they relate to long-term student outcomes.

2.	 The three stage model of parental support merits further examination. 
Quantitative studies could investigate which support stages are most 
predictive of student’s career development indicators such as self-effi-
cacy, adaptability, or decision-making confidence (Ginevra et al., 2015; 
Guan et al., 2016; Guan et al., 2015; Šimunović, 2024).

3.	 Some students reported discomfort during reflective exercises with 
their parents, particularly when discussing personal strengths. This 
raises the need to explore how relational and emotional dynamics shape 
the effectiveness of career conversations within families (e.g., Bourret 
et al., 2023; Soresi et al., 2014). 

4.	 Finally, while the sample was diverse, future studies should explicitly 
examine how cultural, linguistic, and socioeconomic factors affect pa-
rental engagement and perceived outcomes, to inform more tailored 
and equitable intervention strategies (e.g., Bakker et al., 2013; Griffin 
et al., 2021; Mason & Rock, 2025; OECD, 2024). 
To conclude, this study suggests that career-related SFP procedures, 

when carefully designed and embedded in diverse school contexts, can 
support parents as active agents in students’ career development. By iden-
tifying stages of parental support and illustrating how different procedures 
may contribute to these stages, this research offers both theoretical insights 
and actionable guidance for more inclusive and effective career education.
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Appendix A. Overview of Participating Schools

School Participat-
ing Classes

Respon-
dents Career-Related Procedures:

Interactive 
home 	

assignments

Individual 
student–par-
ent–teacher 
conferences

Collective 	
student–parent 

meetings

1 2 classes, 
year 3

School 
staff* (3)
Parents (0)
Students (6)

Networking 
for profes-
sions i.r.t.** 
internship 
selection

Reflection on 
internship

2 5 classes, 
year 2

School 
staff* (7)
Parents (4)
Students (7)

Strengths and 
work explo-
ration i.r.t. 
choice for 
occupational 
direction

Strengths 
i.r.t. choice 
for occupa-
tional direc-
tion

Choice for 
occupational 
direction

3 4 classes, 
year 3

School 
staff* (5)
Parents (2)
Students (6)

Professions 
and strengths 
i.r.t. elective 
subject 

Reflection on 
strengths
Strengths and 
work explora-
tion i.r.t. choice 
for further edu-
cation 

4 1 class, 
year 2

School 
staff* (1)
Parents (2)
Students (5)

Professions 
i.r.t. strengths

Choice for 
occupational 
directions

5 2 classes, 
year 2

School 
staff* (4)
Parents (4)
Students (6)

Strengths and 
professions 
i.r.t. choice 
for occupa-
tional direc-
tion

Strengths 
i.r.t. choice 
for occupa-
tional direc-
tion 

6 4 classes, 
year 2

School 
staff* (5)
Parents (2 
+ 1)
Students (7)

Reflection on 
strengths

Strengths 
i.r.t. choice 
for elective 
subjects

Strengths i.r.t. 
choice for elec-
tive subject
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7

3 classes 
year 1
6 classes 
year 2

School 
staff* (6)
Parents (4)
Students 
(15) 

Strengths i.r.t. 
professions 

Reflection on 
last intern-
ship
Strengths i.r.t 
choice next 
internship 

8 classes 
year 3

Networking 
for profes-
sions i.r.t. 
internship 

Learning 
goals for in-
ternship
Reflection on 
internship 
i.r.t. choice 
for further 
education 

8
2 classes, 
year 2

School 
staff* (3)
Parents (2)
Students (7)

Reflection on 
strengths

Strengths 
and motives 
i.r.t. choice 
for occupa-
tional direc-
tion

Choice for 
occupational 
direction

9

1 class, 
year 1 
1 class, 
year 2

School 
staff* (5)
Parents (3)
Students (4)

Strengths and 
work explo-
ration i.r.t. 
profession 
parents

Strengths 
and motives 
i.r.t. career 
directedness

10
5 classes, 
year 2

School 
staff* (4)
Parents (2)
Students (7)

Strengths i.r.t. 
choice for 
occupational 
direction
Work explo-
ration and 
networking 
i.r.t. choice 
for occupa-
tional direc-
tion

Choice for 
occupational 
direction
Internship 
i.r.t. choice 
for occupa-
tional direc-
tion
Choice for 
occupational 
direction

Choice for 
occupational 
direction

11 4 classes, 
year 3

School 
staff* (5)
Parents (1)
Students (5)

Strengths i.r.t. 
choice for 
occupational 
direction
Professions 
i.r.t. work ex-
ploration

Strengths 
i.r.t. occupa-
tional direc-
tion 

Choice for 
occupational 
direction
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12
3 classes, 
year 3

School 
staff* (4)
Parents (2)
Students (9)

Strengths i.r.t. 
choice for 
occupational 
direction 

Strengths 
i.r.t. choice 
for occupa-
tional direc-
tion 

Choice for 
occupational 
direction 

3 classes, 
year 4 Strengths i.r.t. 

internship

Strengths 
i.r.t. choice 
for further 
education 

Strengths and 
motives i.r.t. 
future work
Choice for fur-
ther education 

*School staff = teachers, career counselors, management 
** i.r.t. = in relation to

Appendix B. Group Interview Procedure
Name of school
Date
Participants
Information about group process 
Pictures of the whiteboards with sticky notes 

•	 Introduction by process facilitator
•	 First part about the question: what procedures did you participate in, and 

what did you think of them?
[The procedures carried out by the school in the project are written on the white-
board.]
•	 Participants rate each intervention with its corresponding pictogram (green 

for good, yellow for moderate, red for bad, cross for did not participate). Pro-
cess facilitators ask questions, facilitate discussion, and write responses to 
sticky notes that are stuck on the board.

•	 Second part about the question: what was the result?
•	 Process facilitators ask questions, facilitate discussion, and write responses to 

sticky notes that are stuck on the board.
•	 Third part about the question: have the goals been achieved?
[The goals set by the school in the project are written on the whiteboard.]
•	 Participants rate each goal with its corresponding pictogram (green for yes, 

yellow for a little, red for no, cross for no answer). Process facilitators ask 
questions, facilitate discussion, and write responses to sticky notes that are 
stuck on the board.

•	 Wrap-up
•	 Process facilitator asks for comments and additions that have not yet been 

made and write responses to sticky notes that are stuck on the board. 
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A Qualitative Literature Review of Teachers’ 
Competencies to Promote Parental 
Involvement

Peter de Vries, Hilda T. A. Amsing, and Eddie Denessen

Abstract

This systematic literature review aims to gain insight into the teacher 
competencies needed to strengthen parental involvement in primary ed-
ucation. We hypothesized that these competencies are related to different 
forms of parent involvement and the underlying beliefs about the goals of 
education. The studies analyzed distinguish between home-based paren-
tal involvement (such as supporting learning at home) and school-based 
parental involvement (such as active participation of parents in school ac-
tivities). In order to understand how views on educational goals influence 
the organization of parental involvement and the associated expectations of 
teachers, this study examined the educational ideologies authors of schol-
arly articles use to describe parental involvement. The forms of parental 
involvement found were linked to Schiro’s four educational ideologies: 
Scholar Academic, Social Efficiency, Learner-Centered, and Social Re-
construction Ideology. These ideologies provide an analytical framework 
for interpreting the normative and pedagogical beliefs behind different 
approaches to parental involvement. The study concludes that the teach-
er competencies required to promote parental involvement are linked to 
broader educational ideologies and the resulting roles assigned to parents.

Key Words: teacher competencies, educational ideologies, home-based pa-
rental involvement, school-based parental involvement, parents, research

http://www.schoolcommunitynetwork.org/SCJ.aspx


SCHOOL COMMUNITY JOURNAL

158

Introduction

Schools are increasingly committed to enhancing parental involvement 
as this is considered an essential factor in the learning development of pu-
pils (Bakker et al., 2013; Hill & Tyson, 2009). As such, teacher training 
programs must prepare future teachers to encourage parental involvement. 
This raises the question of what competencies teachers need to put parental 
involvement into practice. Thus, this study focuses on what competencies 
primary school teachers need to effectively shape parental involvement. We 
assume that the competencies required for parental involvement are closely 
related to teachers’ views on the goals of education as well as the role they 
assign to themselves and to parents. For example, if education is seen as a 
means of reducing social inequality, schools will use parental involvement 
primarily to increase the educational opportunities of disadvantaged pu-
pils. In this case, teachers may focus specifically on parents who need extra 
support to be involved. This may require different competencies than when 
the goal of education is primarily effectiveness and efficiency, in which case 
the teacher tries to involve all parents in the educational process in the 
same way. The way in which parental involvement is shaped is therefore 
likely to be related to broader ideas about what education should achieve. 
By analyzing 40 scientific studies, we aim to answer the following research 
question: According to the scientific literature, which teacher competencies 
are important for promoting parental involvement in primary education, 
and how do these relate to different educational ideologies?

Theoretical Framework

First, we outline the theoretical frameworks that form the basis of this 
study and define the term “competencies.” We then distinguish between 
home-based and school-based parental involvement (Hussain et al., 2018). 
Finally, we discuss Schiro’s (2013) curriculum ideologies.

Competencies
This study focuses on the competencies that teachers in primary educa-

tion (including special education) need to promote parental involvement 
and collaborate effectively with parents. Competencies are defined by Alan 
and Güven (2022) as expertise combining knowledge, skills, and attitudes 
within a particular domain. They refer to the ability to function effectively 
in a professional situation and thus include professional, social, and per-
sonal knowledge and skills developed after completing a course of study 
(Alan & Güven, 2022). According to professional standards laid down in 
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laws and regulations relating to teacher competency requirements in vari-
ous countries, teachers are expected to collaborate with parents (Paseka & 
Byrne, 2019). This study aims to contribute to clarifying which competen-
cies are required for this.

Home-Based and School-Based Parental Involvement
The literature often distinguishes between home-based and school-

based parental involvement (Hussain et al., 2018). Home-based parental 
involvement focuses on activities that take place at home, such as talking 
positively about school at home, encouraging children, helping with home-
work, setting high expectations, and creating a learning environment at 
home (Altschul, 2012; Chowa et al., 2013). This form of involvement also 
includes taking children to places and events that promote learning de-
velopment, such as museums, historical sites, and libraries (Hill & Tyson, 
2009). School-based parental involvement refers to activities that mainly 
take place at school, such as meeting with the teacher, volunteering, par-
ticipating in school activities, or participating in parent bodies within the 
school (Oyserman et al., 2007). Not all forms of parental involvement can 
be clearly classified as home-based or school-based parental involvement. 
For example, Mendoza (2016) describes how schools organize workshops 
to provide parents with tools to support their children in learning to read 
at home. Although this type of intervention takes place at school and is 
often classified as school-based parental involvement, the ultimate goal is 
to strengthen home activities, which thus argues for classification under 
home-based parental involvement as well. 

In this article, we focus on the competencies that teachers need to effec-
tively support both home-based and school-based parental involvement. 
To further specify the forms of home-based and school-based parental 
involvement, we use Epstein’s (2009) “Six Types of Involvement”: (1) Par-
enting, (2) Communicating, (3) Volunteering, (4) Learning at Home, (5) 
Decision-Making, and (6) Collaborating with the Community. When these 
six types of parental involvement are linked to the categories of home-
based and school-based parental involvement, Parenting and Learning at 
Home mainly fall under home-based involvement. Volunteering and De-
cision-Making we consider forms of school-based parent involvement. 
Communicating focuses on connecting school and home and therefore 
cannot be clearly assigned to either category; it is not so much a form of 
parental involvement in itself but rather a means of promoting parental 
involvement. Similarly, Collaborating with the Community falls outside 
both categories, as this form focuses on establishing a network between the 
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school and its wider environment, with the aim of supporting both pupils 
and parents. 

We expect that these different forms of parental involvement require 
different skills from teachers. The forms of involvement are likely related 
to the varying goals that are pursued, such as promoting equal opportuni-
ties, learning performance, or school–parent partnership. Depending on 
teachers’ goals in the classroom, they likely communicate, coordinate, and 
collaborate in different ways, responding dynamically to students’ needs. 
To better understand this variation in competencies, it is important to con-
sider the educational goals that underlie parental involvement.

Schiro’s Curriculum Ideologies
We explore educational goals based on the educational ideologies de-

scribed by Schiro (2013), which provide insight into the underlying visions 
of education and the role assigned to parents and teachers in each context. 
Schiro distinguishes four educational ideologies: the Scholar Academic 
Ideology, the Learner-Centered Ideology, the Social Efficiency Ideology, 
and the Social Reconstruction Ideology. In the Scholar Academic Ideology, 
education aims to help children learn and understand the knowledge ac-
quired from our culture. Learning communities consist of “inquirers into 
the truth (the scholars at the top of the hierarchy), teachers of the truth 
(those who disseminate the truth that has been discovered by the scholars), 
and learners of the truth (students whose job it is to learn the truth so that 
they may become proficient members of the discipline)” (Schiro, 2013, p. 
21). According to Schiro, the Learner-Centered Ideology does not focus on 
academic disciplines, but on the needs of individual learners. According to 
this ideology, schools should be enjoyable environments in which children 
develop naturally, in line with their own innate characteristics. The goal of 
education is the growth of each individual, in harmony with their unique 
intellectual, social, emotional, and physical characteristics. The Social Effi-
ciency Ideology emphasizes the role of education in responding efficiently 
to the changing needs of society. Education aims to effectively shape chil-
dren into productive and functional members of society and is tailored to 
identified social needs, with a view to optimizing learning gains. The Social 
Reconstruction Ideology focuses on the problems and injustices within our 
society, such as racial/ethnic, gender, social, and economic inequality. The 
goal of education is to promote the construction of a new, more just society 
that offers maximum satisfaction to all its members. Within this ideology, 
education is seen as a social process that contributes to the reconstruction 
of society (Schiro, 2013). 
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We hypothesize that the competencies required of teachers for paren-
tal involvement are related to the educational visions and goals that guide 
them. Schiro’s (2013) educational ideologies, as outlined above, provide 
a useful framework for this by making it possible to interpret differences 
in educational goals and relate them to variations in parent engagement. 
In this review study, we explore how these ideologies can contribute to a 
better understanding of the competencies teachers need to shape parental 
involvement effectively.

Method

To gain insight into the educational goals that underlie various forms of 
parental involvement and the competencies such involvement requires of 
teachers, we conducted a qualitative systematic review. This method focus-
es on collecting, analyzing, and integrating knowledge and insights from 
a variety of studies, with an eye for the coherence between findings and 
underlying assumptions. The knowledge gathered can lead to new inter-
pretative insights and a deeper understanding of a particular phenomenon 
(Atkins et al., 2008; Dickson et al., 2017; Grant & Booth, 2009). In this 
study, the competencies teachers need to promote parental involvement are 
highlighted. 

This qualitative systematic literature review focused on recent inter-
national, English-language, peer-reviewed research literature included in 
the ERIC, SocINDEX, Web of Science, and Scopus catalogues. The fol-
lowing search terms were found in the ERIC Thesaurus in relation to the 
concepts of “parent involvement” and “teacher competencies”: (“parent* 
involvement” or “parent* participation” or “parent teacher cooperation” 
or “teacher parent cooperation” or “school parent relationship” or “parent 
school relationship” or “parent school involvement” or “parent teacher re-
lationship” or “teacher parent relationship”) AND (“teacher competencies” 
or “teacher education” or “teacher education curriculum” or “teacher edu-
cation programs” or “teacher educator education” or “teacher parent skills” 
or “teacher* qualification*” or “teacher curriculum”  or “teaching skills” or 
“teacher characteristics” or “teacher effectiveness” or “teacher attitudes” or 
“teacher behavior” or “teacher personalit*” or “teacher preparation pro-
grams”). These search terms were then used with ERIC, SocINDEX, Web 
of Science, and Scopus. Because this study focused exclusively on primary 
school teachers, the following “Subjects” were selected as additional filters 
in ERIC: “elementary education,” “elementary school teachers,” “elementa-
ry schools,” “primary education.” The following “Subjects” were selected in 



SCHOOL COMMUNITY JOURNAL

162

SocINDEX: “primary school teachers,” “parent participation in elementary 
education,” “primary schools.” Because this study focuses exclusively on ed-
ucation, “Education & Educational Research” was selected in the “Research 
Areas” section of Web of Science and “Social Sciences” in Scopus. This re-
sulted in 961 articles (see Figure 2). Figure 1 depicts these studies plotted 
over time, illustrating that a relatively large number of studies have been 
published in the last two distinct periods (2013–22). Because we sought to 
map the most recent literature and to keep the scope of this review man-
ageable, this study was limited to this period, which reduced the number of 
articles studied to 567 (see Figure 2).

Figure 1. Number of Studies Per Time Period

A selection was then made based on the abstracts and descriptions of 
the research method of the 567 selected articles. In this phase, 388 articles 
were excluded. These were publications without a research basis (no em-
pirical research or literature study), that did not focus on the competencies 
teachers need to promote parental involvement, or that did not focus on 
primary education (including special education). This selection resulted 
in 179 relevant articles (see Figure 2). After removing duplicates, a total of 
161 articles remained. One article was unavailable, leaving a final total of 
160 articles. However, due to limited human resources, it was not feasible 
to perform a systematic analysis of all these articles. Therefore, a simple 
random sampling technique was employed to select 40 studies from the 
eligible pool, ensuring that the study selection process was not influenced 
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by researcher preference. Figure 2 presents the various steps in a PRISMA 
flow diagram (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Me-
ta-Analyses; Moher et al., 2009).

Figure 2. PRISMA Model Applied to This Systematic Literature Review
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The 40 articles analyzed were examined based on three questions: (1) 
How are the various forms of parental involvement (home-based and 
school-based) implemented in practice? (2) According to the researchers, 
what objectives are pursued by these various forms of parental involvement? 
(3) What competencies are expected of teachers in relation to the different 
forms and objectives of parental involvement? These three questions pro-
vided insights into the ways in which parental involvement is implemented 
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and the associated competencies expected of teachers, depending on the 
context in which parental involvement takes place. The articles describe the 
views of teachers and sometimes also of parents, but also the insights of the 
authors themselves based on their research. 

To strengthen the trustworthiness of the research, research triangula-
tion was used. The first author discussed complex or difficult-to-interpret 
passages and articles with the second and/or third author. The analysis of 
the 40 articles resulted in an analysis report for each article. In this qualita-
tive, systematic literature review, we followed several steps from Mayring’s 
Rules of Summarizing Content Analysis model, including paraphrasing the 
text, reducing it to the relevant content, and converting these passages into 
a grammatically correct, concise form appropriate to the purpose of our 
research (Flick, 2018). In the final step of this systematic literature review, 
we searched for patterns by integrating diverse theoretical perspectives into 
the underlying theoretical frameworks. Tables 1 and 2 provide an overview 
of the distribution of the analyzed articles across home-based and school-
based parental involvement dimensions and Epstein involvement types.

Table 1. Distribution of Analyzed Articles Across Parental Involvement 
Dimensions (home-based vs school-based; n = 40)

Category Number of Articles
Home-based parental involvement 39
School-based parental involvement 26

Table 2. Distribution of Analyzed Articles Across Parental Involvement 
Types According to Epstein’s Framework (n = 40)

Category Number of articles
Parenting 34
Learning at home 28
Volunteering 22
Decision-making 16

Because articles could be assigned to multiple categories, the fre-
quencies in Tables 1 and 2 do not sum to the total sample size (n = 40). 
A considerable overlap was found between home-based and school-based 
parental involvement. Home-based involvement emerged as the dominant 
dimension, as only one article did not address this dimension, whereas 
school-based involvement appeared less frequently across the dataset. Sim-
ilarly, most studies addressed multiple Epstein involvement types rather 
than focusing on a single category.



PROMOTING PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT

165

Results

Home-Based Parental Involvement

First, we analyzed articles on forms of home-based parental involvement. 
Our aim was to determine how these are described, what goals are associat-
ed with them, and what teacher competencies emerge in this context.

Home-Based Forms of Parental Involvement
Of the 40 articles analyzed, 38 focus on home-based parental involve-

ment. Among these 38 articles, home-based parental involvement relates 
primarily to two domains: learning and parenting. The area of learning—
comparable to Epstein’s Learning at Home type (2009)—describes the 
home situation as an extension of the school day in which parents support 
their child’s learning process (Chan, 2022). We found this in 28 of the 38 
articles. The parenting domain is in line with Epstein’s Parenting type and 
focuses on joint coordination and support in the upbringing of the child. 
We found this in 34 of the 38 articles.

In Learning at Home, parents support their children with homework 
and assignments, with targeted instructions from the teacher, reinforcing 
school learning at home (Chan, 2022). Ghunu (2022) cited thematic educa-
tion as an example: by linking themes to everyday life, parents reduce the 
gap between school and home, which makes learning more meaningful. For 
example, pupils learn at school about the importance of plants and animals 
for their lives. When parents then reiterate the importance of agriculture 
and livestock farming in the context of the home situation, pupils gain a 
better understanding, making learning more meaningful for them (Ghunu, 
2022). In addition to thematic education, there are other ways in which par-
ents can be involved in the learning process at home. For example, in their 
study of children with autism spectrum disorder, Syriopoulou-Delli and 
Polychronopoulou (2019) described how parents are actively encouraged to 
undertake educational activities at home. This can take the form of one-to-
one instruction, with parents responding specifically to their child’s needs.

In Parenting, we see in the studies that parents are expected to teach their 
children social rules at home, encourage them, and speak positively about 
school (Altschul, 2012; Chowa et al., 2013; Gokalp et al., 2021). Goka-
lp et al. (2021), for example, described parental involvement as follows: 
“The first teachers of children are their parents. Parents have important re-
sponsibilities for the self-development of individuals, and a very important 
position in their cognitive, emotional, and psychomotor development” (p. 
83). Cook et al. (2018) as well as Özkan Yıldız and Yılmaz (2021) empha-
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sized the importance of close coordination between parents and schools 
concerning the development of their child.

Goals and Ideological Backgrounds of Home-Based Parental Involvement
The analysis of the articles revealed three dominant goals for home-based 

parental involvement: promoting learning gains, combating education-
al disadvantages, and joint parenting. These goals can be traced back to 
different educational ideologies, which we try to understand from the dif-
ferent ideological backgrounds described by Schiro (2013).

Promoting learning gains. According to 10 articles, supporting children 
with homework and assignments at home is mainly focused on promoting 
learning gains (Correia & Marques-Pinto, 2016; Estrada Chichón, 2022; 
Fisher et al., 2022; Kalaycı & Ergül, 2020; Lindberg, 2014; Lozančić et al., 
2019; Mendoza, 2016; Özkan Yıldız & Yılmaz, 2021; Ozmen et al., 2016; 
Wilder, 2017). Kalaycı and Ergül (2020) defined parental involvement as 
“the actions that parents perform in order to enhance their children’s school 
achievement in cooperation with teachers and other school staff” (p. 1167). 
Lindberg (2014) emphasized that active parental involvement, encouraged 
by teachers, contributes to both motivation and performance. Additional-
ly, Kalaycı and Ergül (2020) maintained that teachers play a guiding role in 
this interaction: “When parents know how to help their kids during their 
learning process, the kids learn faster and better, and for parents to know 
the way, teachers are the key. We, as teachers, should lead the parents” (p. 
1172). Ozmen et al. (2016) pointed out the importance of good commu-
nication in this regard, stating, “Communication…with students’ parents 
bears great importance…especially…in better understanding students’ 
problems, increasing parents’ support in education, performing effective 
counselling and guidance, and ultimately increasing students’ motivation 
and success” (p. 28). These forms of Learning at Home focus primarily on 
optimizing the learning process and are therefore in line with the Social 
Efficiency Ideology, which focuses on educational effectiveness (Schiro, 
2013).

Combating educational disadvantage. Nine articles on home support 
for homework and assignments focus primarily on combating education-
al disadvantages, especially among families with low socioeconomic status 
(Bellibas & Gumus, 2013; Chan, 2022; Fletcher et al., 2022; Ghunu, 2022; 
Keengwe & Onchwari, 2022; Loughlin-Presnal & Bierman, 2017; Sayers 
et al., 2021; Syriopoulou-Delli & Polychronopoulou, 2019; Wood et al., 
2018). As mentioned, Ghunu (2022) demonstrated that thematic educa-
tion contributes to meaningful learning. Ghunu also explicitly addressed 
the importance of this for children who are educationally disadvantaged 
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and asserted that teachers must connect with the lives of these pupils. For 
example, a worksheet for home about a healthy breakfast has little effect if 
breakfast is not provided at home (Ghunu, 2022, p. 32).

Syriopoulou-Delli and Polychronopoulou (2019) indicated that educa-
tional disadvantage can also affect children with disabilities. For children 
with autism spectrum disorder who need extra support at home, parents 
can act as co-teachers to increase their educational opportunities. “Par-
ents should continue the educational programme taught at their child’s 
school and implement special individual instructions received from teach-
ers and specialised educational staff. In this way, parents can play the role 
of a co-teacher at home” (Syriopoulou-Delli & Polychronopoulou, 2019, p. 
32). This is important because “parental participation and collaboration at 
school, children’s individual characteristics, and children’s success could 
and should form part of a school’s improvement plans, in accordance with 
the principle that no child should be left outside the education system” 
(Syriopoulou-Delli & Polychronopoulou, 2019, p. 40).

Although these forms of Learning at Home are aimed at increasing 
learning gains—that is, supporting children with homework and as-
signments—optimizing the learning process is not the sole focus. These 
interventions also combat educational disadvantages among children 
who, due to socioeconomic circumstances or a disability, are at risk of fall-
ing behind their peers in more favorable situations. Parental involvement 
aimed at combating educational disadvantage is particularly reminiscent of 
Schiro’s Social Reconstruction Ideology, in which education is a means of 
ensuring equal opportunities for all children (Schiro, 2013).

Joint parenting. Eight studies focus primarily on joint education by 
school and home (Allen et al., 2020; Arapi & Hamel, 2021; Cook et al., 2018; 
Fisher et al., 2022; Gokalp et al., 2021; Nguyen & Trent, 2020; Özkan Yıldız 
& Yılmaz, 2021; Stroetinga et al., 2021). This form of parental involvement, 
which most closely corresponds to Epstein’s Parenting type, emphasizes 
alignment of the pedagogical approach between parents and school (Cook 
et al., 2018; Özkan Yıldız & Yılmaz, 2021). Fisher et al. (2022) highlight-
ed that close cooperation between parents and schools enhances children’s 
well-being, which is essential for optimal development. This approach 
aligns with Schiro’s Learner-Centered Ideology (2013), which focuses on 
the individual development of the child and tailors education to the specific 
needs of each child. Incidentally, coordination between school and home in 
the pedagogical approach supports various functions of education. Atten-
tion to the student can be understood not only using the Learner-Centered 
Ideology but also from the Social Efficiency Ideology approach. In the first 
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case, the focus is on the development of the student, without this being di-
rectly linked to the effectiveness of education. In the second case, attention 
to the needs of students is seen as a means of increasing the effectiveness of 
education, particularly when these needs are defined within the framework 
of a curriculum established by the school (e.g., Arapi & Hamel, 2021). 

Competencies Teachers Need to Promote Home-Based Parental  
Involvement
In analyzing the various forms of home-based parental involvement to 

understand from the perspective of different educational goals, it is ap-
parent that different teacher competencies are required depending on the 
educational goals at hand. These include competencies for: promoting 
learning gains, combating educational disadvantage, and joint parenting.

Competencies for promoting learning gains. When parental involve-
ment is shaped by the Social Efficiency Ideology and the focus is primarily 
on increasing learning gains, all parents, regardless of their sociocultural 
background, are encouraged to support their children at home with home-
work and assignments. This requires teachers to provide parents with clear 
instructions (Kalaycı & Ergül, 2020); be knowledgeable about different 
forms of parental involvement (Lindberg, 2014); actively encourage par-
ents (Estrada Chichón, 2022); and be able to communicate in a respectful, 
open, and reciprocal manner (Fisher et al., 2022; Lozančić et al., 2019; 
Ozmen et al., 2016).

Competencies for combating educational disadvantage. However, when 
parental involvement is approached from the perspective of Social Recon-
struction Ideology—whereby education is primarily focused on promoting 
equal opportunities—parents with little economic, social, and cultural cap-
ital are encouraged to actively work with their children on homework and 
assignments to combat educational disadvantage. The nine articles that fo-
cus specifically on combating such disadvantages emphasize that teachers 
must above all possess cultural sensitivity (Bellibas & Gumus, 2013; Chan, 
2022; Fletcher et al., 2022; Ghunu, 2022; Keengwe & Onchwari, 2022; 
Loughlin-Presnal & Bierman, 2017; Sayers et al., 2021; Syriopoulou-Del-
li & Polychronopoulou, 2019; Wood et al., 2018). Several authors claim 
that cultural sensitivity is required to better understand the socioeconomic 
background of pupils, their family culture, and the value that families at-
tach to education and upbringing (Bellibas & Gumus, 2013; Chan, 2022). 
Chen, Horn, and Nolen (2018) observed that bridging the gap between 
teachers and parents in disadvantaged situations requires the ability to gen-
uinely empathize with other worlds; this requires teachers to be able to 
reflect on and detach themselves from their own, often idealized, views of 



PROMOTING PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT

169

what parents should contribute to their children’s education. Chan (2022) 
also indicated that the effectiveness of parental involvement in this context 
is highly dependent on teachers’ perceptions. According to Chan, teachers 
often mistakenly believe that parents from disadvantaged backgrounds do 
not contribute sufficiently to their children’s academic success: “If they re-
ceive adequate training and encouragement, however, [they] can be just as 
effective as other parents in contributing to their children’s academic suc-
cess” (Chan, 2022, p. 45).

Competencies in joint parenting. Within the Learner-Centered Ideol-
ogy, which focuses on the personal development of the child and wherein 
home-based parental involvement mainly revolves around pedagogical 
coordination between parents and school, teachers and parents work to-
gether to create a learning environment that meets the needs of each child 
(Cook et al., 2018; Stroetinga et al., 2021). This requires teachers to be able 
to establish equal relationships with parents, reflect on their own peda-
gogical beliefs, and value the pedagogical views of each parent. Arapi and 
Hamel (2021) underscored the importance of communication as an es-
sential means of achieving shared goals with parents, based on trust and 
openness, declaring, “Thus, communication is seen as the cornerstone of 
this relationship by the participants” (p. 324).

School-Based Parental Involvement

After analyzing articles on forms of home-based parental involvement, 
we analyzed the articles for forms of school-based parental involvement. 
We attempted to determine how these are described, what goals are associ-
ated with them, and which competencies teachers should have.

School-Based Forms of Parental Involvement
Of the 40 articles analyzed, 25 discussed school-based parental involve-

ment. These addressed two forms of involvement distinguished by Epstein 
(2009): Volunteering (22 of the 25 articles), and Decision-Making (16 of 
the 25 articles). 

The articles cite various examples of Volunteering, such as parents 
participating in creative workshops with their children, attending presen-
tations, and holding meetings to exchange experiences on education and 
parenting topics (Lozančić et al., 2019). Volunteering also includes paren-
tal support for excursions and other school activities (Fisher et al., 2022; 
Özkan Yıldız & Yılmaz, 2021). Mendoza (2016) described how schools or-
ganize workshops as part of school-based parental involvement to provide 
parents with practical tools for supporting their children in learning to read 
at home.
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In Decision-Making, parents are actively involved in decisions about 
school matters. Özkan Yıldız and Yılmaz (2021) highlighted the importance 
of joint decision-making between school and parents on issues that direct-
ly affect their child. Because parents usually spend more time with their 
child than the teacher does, the authors argued that parents have valuable 
insights into their child’s development and needs. It is therefore important 
that parents help in determining how education can best meet their child’s 
specific needs. In addition to involvement at the individual level, Deci-
sion-Making also focuses on the school level. In various studies, parents 
were involved in advisory boards or school committees (Addi-Raccah & 
Grinshtain, 2017; Cook et al., 2018; Mutton et al., 2018). In these contexts, 
they contribute ideas about education policy, curriculum development, the 
school social environment, physical conditions, or the distribution of fi-
nancial resources (Cook et al., 2018; Fisher et al., 2022; Francis et al., 2016; 
Gokalp et al., 2021; Lozančić et al., 2019). Two articles describe situations 
in which governments make parental involvement in decision-making a 
legal requirement: in Sweden, parents have the legal right to influence the 
school (Hedlin & Frank, 2022), and in Norway, schools are required to 
establish a formalized committee in which parents and school represen-
tatives meet monthly to discuss topics such as education and the school 
social environment (Cook et al., 2018).

Goals and Ideological Backgrounds of School-Based Parental Involvement
The articles on school-based parental involvement also address the vari-

ous goals pursued via these forms of involvement. They focus primarily on 
stimulating pupil development, promoting inclusion and equal opportuni-
ties, and strengthening cooperation between schools and parents. To better 
explain these goals, we relate them to the ideological perspectives of Schiro 
(2013).

Encouraging student development. In 16 of the 40 studies examined, 
forms of parental involvement that fall under Volunteering focus primar-
ily on the development of the student (Arapi & Hamel, 2021; Fisher et 
al., 2022; Francis et al., 2016; Hindin & Mueller, 2016; Kalaycı & Ergül, 
2020; Lindberg, 2014; Loughlin-Presnal & Bierman, 2017; Lozančić et al., 
2019; Mahlo, 2017; Mendoza, 2016; Mutton et al., 2018; Özkan Yıldız & 
Yılmaz, 2021; Ozmen et al., 2016; Sayers et al., 2021; Wilder, 2017; Wood 
et al., 2018), particularly the child’s personal growth, including both cog-
nitive development and social and emotional development. In her case 
study, Mendoza (2016) illustrated that parents who participate in reading 
workshops at school—an activity she refers to as school-based parental 
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involvement due to its location—are able to guide their children more ef-
fectively in learning to read at home. By providing parents with targeted 
instructions, the learning process of children is accelerated and reinforced. 
This approach is in line with Schiro’s (2013) Social Efficiency Ideology, 
which stresses goal-orientedness and efficient knowledge transfer. Mah-
lo (2017) also noted the importance of cooperation between parents and 
teachers. According to his study, when both parties agree on what is best for 
the child, this has a positive effect on performance, especially in the case 
of learning difficulties: “As the primary educators of their children and re-
sponsible for them throughout life, parents have the most important and 
enduring influence on their children’s development.…Parents should be 
supportive of classroom teachers, especially in solving problems of learners 
who are experiencing barriers to learning” (Mahlo, 2017, p. 5). 

In addition to supporting learning development, parental Volunteer-
ing also plays an important role in the personal and social development of 
children. Several articles argued that parental involvement at school, such 
as participation in activities, not only increases contact between parents 
and teachers, but also contributes to better cooperation and mutual under-
standing of the child’s needs and behavior. According to some articles, this 
strengthened partnership has a positive effect on the child’s development 
and is also associated with fewer behavioral problems (Syriopoulou-Del-
li & Polychronopoulou, 2019; Wilder, 2017). Moreover, Lozančić et al. 
(2019) asserted that parents’ regular attendance and active participation 
at school increases children’s sense of security and well-being. Fisher et al. 
(2022) stated, “Studies have found positive relationships between the activ-
ities of parents in school and their children’s functioning in the educational 
framework, in terms of self-management abilities, learning skills, and in-
trinsic motivation for learning” (p. 716). This supports Schiro’s (2013) 
Learner-Centered Ideology, which focuses on the individual needs and 
well-being of the child.

Likewise, in Decision-Making, the active involvement of parents con-
tributes to the positive development of the child (Hedlin & Frank, 2022; 
Kalaycı & Ergül, 2020; Özkan Yıldız & Yılmaz, 2021). When parents are 
involved in decisions about their child’s education, they can share valuable 
insights into their child’s developmental needs. Özkan Yıldız and Yılmaz 
(2021) indicate that this input from parents is of great value because par-
ents closely monitor their child from birth and have essential, context-rich 
information at their disposal. Such information enables teachers to bet-
ter align with the child’s needs, which increases the child’s development 
opportunities. The forms of parental involvement in Decision-Making are 
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therefore also in line with Learner-Centered Ideology (Schiro, 2013), in 
which the needs of the child are central; here, parents are actively involved 
and asked what they think is best for their child.

Promoting inclusion and equal opportunities. In three other studies, 
Volunteering is mainly used to promote equal educational opportunities 
(Bellibas & Gumus, 2013; Snell, 2018; Syriopoulou-Delli & Polychro-
nopoulou, 2019), for example, for refugees (Snell, 2018) or children with 
autism spectrum disorder (Syriopoulou-Delli & Polychronopoulou, 2019). 
In these forms of school-based parental involvement, parents are asked to 
be actively present at school and to participate in activities so that their 
children have the same opportunities at school as children without barri-
ers. This approach echoes Schiro’s Social Reconstruction Ideology (2013), 
in which education is seen as a means of combating inequality and promot-
ing equal opportunities.

Improving cooperation between school and parents. In five of the 25 
studies that address school-based parental involvement, collaboration with 
parents is mainly presented as an end in itself (Addi-Raccah & Grinsh-
tain, 2017; Arapi & Hamel, 2021; Lozančić et al., 2019; Mutton et al., 2018; 
Özkan Yıldız & Yılmaz, 2021). Although the underlying objectives of paren-
tal involvement are often not explicitly stated in these studies, the authors 
do identify parental involvement as an important means of supporting stu-
dent development (e.g., Lozančić et al., 2019; Mutton et al., 2018).

Francis et al. (2016) described how a school culture in which parents feel 
like full members of the “school family” and are regularly present at school 
contributes to an environment in which pupils benefit from trust and co-
operation between parents and teachers. This trust encourages pupils to 
take pride in what they learn at school and to share it with their parents. 
According to Francis et al. (2016), tailoring education to the needs of pupils 
is essential for their optimal development. Parents’ trust in the school plays 
a crucial role in this: “When participants perceived school staff as compe-
tent or committed to meet the needs of all students, they, in turn, felt more 
committed to partner with professionals” (Francis et al., 2016, p. 332). Be-
cause the student is central to this approach and education is focused on 
supporting their broad development, this approach is closely aligned with 
the principles of Schiro’s (2013) Learner-Centered Ideology. 

Finally, 10 articles link school-based parental involvement to parents 
who participate in decision-making at the school level (Addi-Raccah & 
Grinshtain, 2017; Cook et al., 2018; Fisher et al., 2022; Francis et al., 2016; 
Gokalp et al., 2021; Hedlin & Frank, 2022; Kalaycı & Ergül, 2020; Lozančić 
et al., 2019; Mutton et al., 2018; Sayers et al., 2021). Strong cooperation 
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between schools and parents is reflected, among other things, in the active 
role of parents in certain educational decisions, which promotes student 
success. Kalaycı and Ergül (2020) posited that “students become more 
successful when the parents and teachers work collaboratively” (p. 1168). 
Gokalp et al. (2021) stated that involving parents in decision-making leads 
to education that better meets the needs of students, supporting  the views 
of the Learner-Centered Ideology (Schiro, 2013).

Competencies Teachers Need to Promote School-Based Parental In-
volvement
After analyzing the various forms of school-based parental involvement 

and their relationship to different educational ideologies, we now exam-
ine which teacher competencies are required and which goals are pursued. 
These include competencies for: stimulating students’ development, pro-
moting inclusion and equal opportunities, and improving cooperation 
between school staff and parents.

Competencies for stimulating students’ development. When paren-
tal involvement is encouraged based on the Social Efficiency Ideology, 
school-based forms of parental involvement emphasize supporting stu-
dent development, with all parents invited to actively participate in school 
activities. In this ideology, teachers are expected to have an open and acces-
sible attitude towards parents. In addition, effective communication skills 
among teachers are a necessity so that they can motivate parents to, for 
example, help in the classroom or on field trips and explain to them how 
important the parental role is in their child’s learning process (Arapi & 
Hamel, 2021; Kalaycı & Ergül, 2020; Wilder, 2017). However, when pa-
rental involvement is primarily shaped by the Learner-Centered Ideology, 
articles on school-based forms of parental involvement indicate that teach-
ers must be able to build a reciprocal relationship with parents that goes 
beyond simply providing them with good information (e.g., Francis et al., 
2016). According to Hindin and Mueller (2016), it is important that teach-
ers do not view parents as “assistants” who follow the teacher’s instructions, 
but rather as discussion partners with equal input.

Competencies for promoting inclusion and equal opportunities. When 
parental involvement is approached from perspectives that align with Social 
Reconstruction Ideology and school-based forms of parental involvement 
are primarily focused on promoting inclusion and equal opportunities, 
cultural sensitivity emerges as an important competency for teachers. Snell 
(2018) stated that culturally sensitive teachers—for example, with regard 
to immigrants and refugees—are able to organize activities that give par-
ents a voice in decision-making. Syriopoulou-Delli and Polychronopoulou 
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(2019) maintained that teachers must be able to collaborate with parents 
in complex situations, such as for children with complex conditions, while 
being mindful of the specific needs of these parents. Bellibas and Gumus 
(2013) highlighted the importance of reflection; teachers should exam-
ine how they can contribute to involving parents who are distant from the 
school and ask themselves whether the absence of school visits means that 
parents are not involved.

Competencies in improving cooperation between school and parents. 
When parental involvement is approached from the Learner-Centered 
Ideology perspective and with the aim of improving cooperation between 
school and parents, various articles indicate that teachers are expected to 
be able to build strong relationships with parents. This can be achieved, 
for example, by being friendly and approachable and by communicating 
respectfully, including by actively seeking advice from parents rather than 
primarily giving advice (Francis et al., 2016; Mutton et al., 2018; Sayers et 
al., 2021). This aligns with the funds of knowledge approach, which stresses 
the importance of systematically learning from families’ cultural and ex-
periential resources to strengthen school–home connections (Moll et al., 
1992), as well as with Veerman et al.’s (2025) findings that some multilin-
gual pedagogical approaches explicitly draw on pupils’ home languages 
and family-related knowledge by connecting classroom instruction to stu-
dents’ lived experiences. Lozančić et al. (2019) underlined the importance 
of equality: teachers should treat parents as partners, seek solutions togeth-
er with them, have advisory skills, and be able to show leadership towards 
parents. Within this context, cultural sensitivity is also a crucial ability. It 
is important that teachers are able to empathize with the experiences and 
backgrounds of parents—for example, when parents are reluctant to engage 
with the school because of negative school experiences in their own child-
hood (Francis et al., 2016; Sayers et al., 2021). At the same time, Hedlin and 
Frank (2022) declared that teachers must also be able to set boundaries in 
the collaboration, especially when parents are involved in decision-making.

Conclusions

In this literature review, we investigated which teacher competencies 
are important for promoting parental involvement in primary education 
according to the scientific literature and how these relate to different edu-
cational ideologies. In our analysis of 40 scientific articles, we distinguished 
between home-based parental involvement (support from parents at home) 
and school-based parental involvement (active participation at school). 
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Depending on the objectives pursued, such as improving learning per-
formance, promoting equal educational opportunities, or supporting the 
child’s broader development, different forms of parental involvement are 
used. The required competencies of teachers align with this and are there-
fore closely linked to underlying educational ideologies (Schiro, 2013). 

Within the Social Efficiency Ideology, the emphasis in home-based 
parental involvement is on targeted support for the learning process by 
parents. Teachers are then expected to clearly communicate learning ob-
jectives and provide parents with practical tools to contribute in a targeted 
manner to the learning process at home. The Learner-Centered Ideology 
stresses the shared responsibility of parents and the school in the upbring-
ing of the child in both home-based and school-based forms of parental 
involvement, with teachers entering an equal partnership with parents, 
giving advice, and being open to questions and input from parents. From 
the Social Reconstruction perspective, school-based parental involvement 
actively invites and involves parents in school activities that support their 
children. Cultural sensitivity, the ability to organize activities that encour-
age parental involvement, and the willingness of teachers to investigate why 
parents do not participate and to actively seek ways to involve less active 
parents are of great importance in this regard. Social Reconstruction seeks 
to provide all children with equal educational opportunities, regardless of 
their home situation. 

Good communication is considered relevant within the Social Efficien-
cy Ideology, the Learner-Centered Ideology, and the Social Reconstruction 
Ideology. Education guided by the ideas of the Scholar Academic Ideol-
ogy generally offers little room for active parental involvement and did 
not yield any specific competencies related to parental involvement in this 
study. Table 3 offers an overview of the competencies related to the differ-
ent ideologies and types of parental involvement.

Across both home-based and school-based parental involvement, sev-
eral teacher competencies emerge that are shared across contexts. These 
include (1) building reciprocal relationships with parents, (2) effective 
and respectful communication, (3) cultural sensitivity and contextual 
awareness, and (4) a reflective professional stance. Although these com-
petencies are present across different forms of parental involvement, their 
interpretation and practical application vary depending on the underlying 
educational ideology.
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Table 3. Competencies in Relation to Types of Involvement and Ideologies
Type of 
Involve-
ment

Ideology Competency

Home-
Based

Social 
Academic No competencies found

Learner-
Centered 

Being able to establish equal relationships with parents
Being able to reflect on one’s own pedagogical beliefs and 
value the pedagogical views of parents
Being able to communicate on the basis of trust and open-
ness

Social 
Efficiency

Knowledge about forms of parental involvement
Being able to give parents clear instructions
Being able to encourage parents
Being able to communicate with parents in a respectful, 
open, and reciprocal manner

Social 
Recon-
struction

Cultural sensitivity: understanding the socioeconomic 
background of pupils, family culture, and the value that 
families attach to education
Being able to empathize with other ways of life
Being able to reflect on and detach oneself from one’s own 
views about what parents should contribute to their chil-
dren’s education

School-
Based

Social 
Academic No competencies found

Learner-
Centred

Ability to build strong, reciprocal relationships with par-
ents: friendly and approachable
Ability to communicate respectfully
View parents as equal discussion partners with equal in-
put: seek solutions together with them rather than just 
providing good information   
Advisory skills: being able to give advice and ask parents 
for advice 
Being able to show leadership towards parents
Cultural sensitivity: empathizing with parents’ experiences 
and backgrounds (e.g., when parents are reluctant because 
of their own negative school experiences)
Being able to set boundaries, especially when parents are 
involved in decision-making
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School-
Based
continued

Social 
Efficiency

Be open and approachable towards parents
Have effective communication skills to motivate parents 
to help in the classroom or on field trips, e.g., and explain 
how important their role is in their child’s learning process

Social 
Recon-
struction

Cultural sensitivity (e.g., towards immigrants & refugees)
Being able to organize activities that give parents a voice in 
decision-making
Being able to work with parents in complex situations 
(e.g., children with complex conditions, being aware of the 
specific needs of these parents)
Be able to reflect: investigate ways to contribute to involv-
ing parents who are distant from the school, and be able to 
ask oneself whether a lack of school visits means that par-
ents are not involved

Discussion and Recommendations

The findings from this literature review reveal that parental involvement 
in education is never value-free: it is always embedded in underlying edu-
cational ideologies. The way in which schools and teachers shape parental 
involvement is strongly determined by their underlying views on learning, 
education, and the role of parents. This normative framework influences 
which goals are pursued, which forms of parental involvement are used, 
and which teacher competencies are expected in this regard. This context 
dependency has important implications for practice and requires conscious 
reflection within schools on their own pedagogical and didactic principles. 
By discussing the vision on education, choices regarding parental involve-
ment can be made more intentionally, and greater insight can be gained 
into the competencies that are expected of teachers.

Various articles indicate that the cultural and social context may influ-
ence how parental involvement is shaped. Although we did not explicitly 
investigate this, it is plausible that cultural differences play an important 
role in this. Hofstede’s cultural model (1986) provides a useful analytical 
framework for interpreting cultural differences. Dimensions such as power 
distance, individualism versus collectivism, and uncertainty avoidance can 
elucidate why certain forms of parental involvement may be self-evident in 
one cultural and social context but encounter resistance in another. Fur-
ther international comparative research into the influence of these cultural 
dimensions on parental involvement is therefore recommended. Such re-
search can provide valuable insights to deepen competencies in the field of 
cultural sensitivity.
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A deeper understanding of parents’ experiences and expectations helps 
to better align with parents’ lives and needs. Such research would not only 
contribute to strengthening the relationship between school and home, but 
also sharpen the understanding of the competencies teachers need to effec-
tively shape parental involvement.

Our findings illustrate that there is no universal profile of a teacher who 
is competent in involving parents; rather, the necessary competencies for 
parental involvement are strongly linked to underlying educational ideolo-
gies and goals. As such, a tailored approach to teacher professionalization 
is necessary, with room for reflection on one’s own beliefs and attention to 
the diversity of forms of parental involvement. 

Against this background, this study suggests that professional devel-
opment related to parental involvement in both initial teacher education 
(preservice) and continuing professional development (in-service) should 
not only focus on practical skills, but should primarily foster critical 
reflection on the ideological and normative perspectives that shape teach-
er–parent collaboration. Rather than starting from predefined training 
goals, teacher education programs can support student teachers in exam-
ining how different educational ideologies imply different expectations 
regarding the roles of parents and teachers.

Building on this reflection, student teachers can then explore which 
forms of parental involvement are considered appropriate within different 
educational approaches and what this means for their own professional 
role. The findings of this study indicate that the competencies required for 
effective parental involvement are not universal but are closely connected to 
the underlying ideological perspectives and educational contexts in which 
teachers work. This perspective also highlights that teachers who choose 
to work in schools with particular educational philosophies or pedagogical 
approaches need to be aware of possible distinct expectations regarding pa-
rental roles and the resulting demands on their professional practice.

While these findings offer important implications for teacher educa-
tion and professional development, several limitations of the present study 
should be acknowledged. First, the search strategy relied primarily on the 
term “parental involvement.” As recent literature increasingly uses alternative 
terminology such as “family engagement,” particularly in the United States, 
some relevant studies may not have been captured. Second, the inclusion 
of only English-language publications may have resulted in the exclusion of 
relevant research conducted in other linguistic and cultural contexts.

Future research could further investigate how vision-informed reflec-
tion on parental involvement can be systematically embedded in teacher 



PROMOTING PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT

179

education curricula and professional development programs and how such 
reflective processes contribute to teachers’ professional learning. Strength-
ening this reflective foundation has the potential to support teachers in 
developing more coherent, intentional, and sustainable forms of collab-
oration with parents, ultimately contributing to stronger educational 
partnerships and improved learning environments for students.
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How Does School Culture Impact Parental 
Engagement? An Exploratory Study With 
Nationally Representative Data

Vandeen A. Campbell

Drawing on ecologies of parental engagement theory and utilizing a na-
tionally representative data set (ECLS-K: 2011), this study explores how 
school culture affects parental engagement. Measures of school culture were 
developed using factor analyses including indicators of power distribution 
and social engagement. OLS regression was used to explore the aspects of 
school culture most strongly associated with parental engagement. Lead-
ing measures of school culture were then tested using a quasi-experimental 
analysis. An overlooked aspect of school culture—priority to engage parents 
in school social life—positively impacts school-based parental engagement. 
No feature of school culture was strongly associated with home-based 
parental engagement. Findings highlight the central role that social engage-
ment plays in fostering school-based parental engagement. Importantly, 
the study raises a critique of available measures of school culture, citing 
themes in the transformative education literature linked to empowering 
parent–school relationships.

Key Words: school culture, leadership, impact, parental engagement, so-
cial engagement, school organization, school improvement, family, home

Introduction

While child and parent characteristics influence parental engagement, 
school factors also play a significant role in shaping parents’ decisions 
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(Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1997). When school culture is characterized 
by trusting and collaborative school–parent relationships, the benefits in-
clude student well-being, quick solutions to problems, and prevention of 
failure (e.g., Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Gruenert & Whitaker, 2023; Hong, 
2011; Hong et al., 2022; Mills et al., 2011; Payne, 2008). Parents’ percep-
tions of positive school culture are associated with increased engagement 
with schools and students’ learning (Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 2005). 
Studies on school leadership have found that opening leadership and 
building trusting relationships can improve school culture by authentically 
facilitating parental engagement and building capacity for school change 
(Hallinger, 2011; Özdemir et al., 2021; Smith et al., 2021).

School culture can also hinder parental engagement through distrust 
(Payne, 2008), stigma (Allen & White-Smith, 2018; Wilson & McGuire, 
2021), and impersonal environments that block collaboration (Barr & Salt-
marsh, 2014; Comer & Haynes, 1991; Epstein, 1992). Parents’ perceptions 
of schools as hostile, dismissive, or unwelcoming can reduce both school- 
and home-based engagement (Barr & Saltmarsh, 2014; Hoover-Dempsey 
& Sandler, 2005; Hornby & Lafaele, 2011). Deficit views of families are 
often sensed by parents (Cho & DeCastro-Ambrosetti, 2005; Robinson 
& Harris, 2014; Souto-Manning & Swick, 2006). When faced with racial 
and class bias, minoritized and low-income families may struggle to hold 
schools accountable (Allen & White-Smith, 2018; Hanafin & Lynch, 2002; 
Lareau & Horvat, 1999; Robinson & Harris, 2014). Schools’ misunder-
standings of families’ aspirations and contexts can limit the possibility for 
culturally responsive relationships with parents (Harris & Goodall, 2008; 
Miller et al., 2016).

Prior research has explored the relationship between school culture and 
parental engagement qualitatively or with small samples, but findings have 
not largely shaped the national discourse on how schools can be organized 
to support parental engagement (Chung, 2024). Policies which incentivize 
school efforts to facilitate parental engagement typically focus on informa-
tion sharing, parent education, and parent–teacher organization meetings. 
However, the research suggests that a broader range of school organiza-
tional features matter for parental engagement. This study examines how 
school culture influences parental engagement using nationally representa-
tive data from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, 2011 Kindergarten 
Cohort (ECLS-K:2011; Tourangeau et al., 2015). The analysis quantifies 
multiple aspects of school culture through exploratory factor analysis, 
identifies key school culture predictors via OLS regression, and tests their 
effects using quasi-experimental methodology. The central research ques-
tion is: How does school culture affect parental engagement?
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Literature Review

School Culture
Organizational culture consists of shared assumptions, values, and 

practices that guide stakeholder behavior (Bennett, 2004; Bennett & Le-
Compte, 1990; Schein, 2010; Schneider et al., 2013). Culture-embedding 
mechanisms are stakeholders’ everyday practices, which both indicate 
and shape underlying values and assumptions (Schneider et al., 2013). In 
schools, power distribution and leadership style shape school culture (Deal 
& Peterson, 2016; Engels et al., 2008; Gümüşeli & Eryilmaz, 2011; Lee & 
Louis, 2019; Prokopchuk, 2016; Turan & Bektaş, 2013) and can be indicat-
ed by shared or collegial leadership (Smith et al., 2021), learner-centered 
leadership (Özdemir et al., 2021), and instructional leadership (Schipper 
et al., 2019). Leadership style can also be inferred from how administrators 
allocate their time between instructional and managerial duties (Horng et 
al., 2010; Huang et al., 2020). Empowering school cultures are also marked 
by teacher efficacy, job satisfaction, and principal–teacher trust (Balker, 
2015). Literature on school effectiveness and improvement identifies posi-
tive school culture indicators such as trust, collaboration, shared priorities, 
and continuous learning (Cohen & Scheer, 2003; Fullan, 2007; Hargreaves, 
1995; Hopkins, 1996; Kyriakides, 2012; Lieberman & Miller, 1999; Louis & 
Lee, 2016; Schoen & Teddlie, 2008). Sustainable school improvement in-
creasingly emphasizes culture change alongside policy, highlighting trust, 
equity, and student-centered practices (Bryk et al., 2023; Darling-Ham-
mond & Cook-Harvey, 2018; Fullan & Quinn, 2023; Goldring, 2002; 
Payne, 2008). Fullan and Quinn (2015) argue that sustainable transfor-
mation depends on coherence—the shared depth of understanding about 
purpose and strategy that emerges when leaders align collaborative cul-
tures with focused action across the entire system.

School Culture and Parental Engagement
Research consistently shows that school leadership plays a central 

role in shaping a culture that supports or hinders parental engagement. 
Leadership grounded in trust, inclusion, and strong relationships fosters 
engagement among families (Auerbach, 2007; Barr & Saltmarsh, 2014; 
Gordon, 2012; Mleczko & Kington, 2013; Povey et al., 2016; Sanders & 
Harvey, 2002; Torre & Murphy, 2016). Parents are more likely to engage 
when they perceive schools as welcoming, collaborative, and supportive 
(Baker et al., 2016; Barr & Saltmarsh, 2014; Povey et al., 2016). Perceptions 
of high teacher efficacy and positive school culture also predict engagement 
(Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 2005), whereas deficit views or exclusionary 
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practices discourage it (Cyr et al., 2022). Ishimaru (2017) challenges schools 
to move beyond transactional family engagement toward equitable collab-
oration, repositioning families as co-constructors of educational practice 
whose cultural knowledge and leadership capacity are essential to systemic 
change rather than supplementary to it. Creating a sense of community—
where families feel ownership and authentic membership—cultivates the 
conditions for engagement (Gordon, 2012; Hong, 2011; Torre & Murphy, 
2016). Torre and Murphy’s (2016) model highlights care, trust, shared vi-
sion, and collective work as foundational. However, policy commitments 
to “parent partnerships” do not always translate into practice due to lead-
ership styles, vague accountability, and weak implementation (Auerbach, 
2007; Cyr et al., 2022; Gordon, 2012; Sanders & Harvey, 2002).

Examples from cities and rural areas show the potential of moving from 
school-centered engagement models to community-driven, context-specif-
ic approaches (Hong, 2011). Ethnographic work in Chicago’s Logan Square 
schools and community schools in Los Angeles and Newark demonstrates 
how community organizing can shift power dynamics, integrating par-
ents into decision-making and daily school life (Hong, 2011; Warren et al., 
2009). Hong (2011) emphasized that leadership and reciprocal relation-
ships—built on mutual support, collegiality, and friendship—were key to 
drawing parents into lasting engagement. In Logan Square, teachers and 
parents broke down traditional divides and worked collaboratively.

Forms of Parental Engagement
Parental engagement encompasses a range of home- and school-

based activities shown to support student success, including helping with 
homework, reading at home, communicating with teachers, attending 
conferences, volunteering, and participating in school decisions and com-
munity initiatives (Boonk et al., 2018; Catsambis, 2007; Cosso et al., 2022; 
Domina, 2005; Epstein, 2001, 2010; Fan et al., 2012; Jeynes, 2005; Ma et 
al., 2016). Traditionally referred to as parental involvement, these actions 
represent a foundational layer of participation.

Recent scholarship distinguishes between parental involvement and pa-
rental engagement, with the latter emphasizing agency, ownership, and 
a strong connection to students’ learning and school processes (Goodall 
& Montgomery, 2014). Engagement is bidirectional and centers parental 
leadership and partnership. Parents also “set the stage” for student success 
by fostering environments that promote motivation and participation, in-
cluding in extracurricular activities (Harris & Robinson, 2016).
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Importantly, parents actively shape their engagement in response to 
work, family, school, and cultural demands (Posey-Maddox & Haley-Lock, 
2020). They can advocate for their children (Baquedano-López et al., 2013), 
teach them to navigate racial dynamics in schools (Allen & White-Smith, 
2018), build cultural capital through immersion in cultural experiences 
(Lareau & Horvat, 1999; Robinson & Harris, 2014), and pursue empow-
erment and change (Abdul-Adil & Farmer, 2006; Delgado-Gaitan, 1991). 
Research on African American and Latino families reveals that these par-
ents often express engagement through home-based practices—including 
high expectations, consistent communication, and modeling of and expo-
sure to academic, moral, and cultural values—that schools have historically 
underrecognized (Jeynes, 2016a, 2016b, 2025; Durand & Perez, 2013). In 
their qualitative study of Latino families, Durand and Perez document how 
parents emphasized educación, home-based learning routines, and rela-
tional guidance as central to their educational roles, regardless of formal 
schooling or immigrant status. Advances in measurement now capture 
this multidimensionality through validated scales that distinguish between 
behavioral frequency, relational quality, and contextual responsiveness 
(Otero-Mayer et al., 2025), while contemporary syntheses emphasize that 
meaningful engagement requires reciprocal trust, cultural humility, and 
explicit connections between home and school learning (Jeynes, 2025).

Theoretical Grounding

This study adopts the term parental engagement rather than parental 
involvement in line with its theoretical grounding in the Ecologies of Paren-
tal Engagement (EPE) framework (Barton et al., 2004) and the concept of 
relational trust (Bryk & Schneider, 2002). These frameworks inform both 
measure development and analytic strategy. EPE defines parental engage-
ment as a dynamic process where parents draw on various resources and 
experiences to shape interactions within educational spaces—including 
schools, classrooms, homes, and communities. It conceptualizes engage-
ment as parents mediating between space and capital through everyday 
actions (e.g., helping with homework) or systemic participation (e.g., shap-
ing policy).

Parents author or reshape spaces, position themselves within them, ac-
tivate resources, and express values—demonstrating both orientation to 
action and agency. The framework captures the flexible, multisite, and 
evolving nature of parental engagement. Complementing this, Bryk and 
Schneider’s (2002) concept of relational trust describes how positive, 
trust-building social interactions—such as among parents and teachers—
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generate capital and alignment of expectations that facilitate engagement. 
Such environments foster deeper connections to the learning process.

This study draws on EPE by: (1) developing engagement measures 
across home, school, and community; (2) including a broad range of pa-
rental actions such as coordinating cultural and religious activities; (3) 
designing some school culture measures around shared values and priori-
ties; and (4) recognizing that school conditions influence parental actions 
through the activation of capital. Relational trust also guided the selection 
of school culture indicators that reflect social interaction patterns across 
school relationships. More specifically, the EPE framework guided scale 
construction by mapping core theoretical constructs onto observable in-
dicators in the ECLS-K dataset. For example, EPE’s emphasis on parents’ 
mediation of learning across home and school contexts informed the inclu-
sion of items assessing home-based academic support (e.g., reading with 
the child, homework assistance) alongside measures of parent–teacher 
communication. The framework’s focus on resource activation and agency 
guided the selection of indicators capturing participation in school activ-
ities and engagement with school personnel. To reflect opportunities for 
relational trust, scales incorporated items capturing various forms of en-
gagement among school stakeholders and power-related dynamics.

Materials and Methods

Data and Sample

The study used data from ECLS-K: 2011, a nationally representa-
tive, longitudinal study designed to examine children’s early educational 
experiences, development, and learning environments from kindergar-
ten through elementary school in the U.S. (Tourangeau et al., 2015). The 
ECLS-K collects detailed information from students, parents, teachers, and 
school administrators on children’s academic skills, socioemotional devel-
opment, health, and family background, as well as on classroom practices, 
instructional approaches, school organizational characteristics, and fami-
ly practices across a nationally representative sample of public and private 
schools serving students in urban, suburban, town, and rural communities 
and across diverse socioeconomic and demographic contexts. The analyt-
ic sample includes public and private school students in full- and part-day 
kindergarten during the 2010–11 school year (Rounds 1 and 2; see Table 
1). Kindergarten represents a formative period for establishing parental en-
gagement norms (Slicker et al., 2021) and provides baseline engagement 
measures essential for quasi-experimental analysis. To reduce attrition bias, 
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only schools with participation in both rounds and student retention above 
80% were included. All analyses applied the appropriate ECLS-K sampling 
weights and design variables to account for the study’s complex multistage 
sampling design and to ensure nationally representative estimates.

Table 1. Base-Year Sample of Children and Schools
 Initial Sample Study Sample
 N N
Schools 1,319 857
   Avg. student/school 23 23
   School type
     Public 1,036 710
     Private 283 147
    Free lunch program 41% 41%
 Students 20,234 12,023
   Race/ethnicity
     Am. Ind./Alas. Nat. 218 86
     Asian 1,830 814
     Black 2,619 1,476
     Hispanic 4,832 2,625
     Pacific Islander 152 59
     White 9,673 6,363
     More than one race 910 597

Source: Data from Tourangeau et al. (2015).

Scale Development Process

Appendix A lists the initial variables considered for scale development. 
Measures of home/community- and school-based parental engagement, 
along with school culture, were created through a process involving alpha 
reliability testing, exploratory factor analysis, scale construction using fac-
tor scores, and correlation analysis. Variables were selected based on key 
themes from the literature and theoretical framework. Alpha reliability as-
sessed internal consistency, and tests following factor analyses confirmed 
scale unidimensionality. Where variable types differed, correlation matrices 
were used in the factor analysis (Gliem & Gliem, 2003). Final scales were 
based on the orthogonal rotated exploratory factor solution, allowing for 
the derivation of determinate factor scores (DiStefano et al., 2009). Scales 
were constructed using Bartlett factor scores, which allow for weighting 
by shared variance and produce scores highly correlated with their factor 
but not others (DiStefano et al., 2009; Gorsuch, 1983). This method en-
hances scale validity by isolating common factors and generating unbiased 
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estimates via maximum likelihood. The Bartlett method is particularly 
relevant to the goal of identifying distinct scales. All scales met reliability 
thresholds: most had Cronbach’s alpha values above 0.60 or 0.70 (Gliem 
& Gliem, 2003; Ursachi et al., 2015), while two exploratory school cul-
ture scales exceeded 0.50, acceptable for early-stage measures (Lance et al., 
2006). Tests of indeterminacy confirmed that factor solutions were reli-
able, with coefficients exceeding 0.9 (Grice, 2001; Gorsuch, 1983). Finally, 
correlation testing among independent measures showed no evidence of 
multicollinearity, with all correlations below 0.3.

Measures

This section describes the scales and variables used in the analysis. Except 
for binary variables, all variables were standardized prior to any analysis. 
Table 2 shows descriptive statistics of standardized variables and scales.

School Culture Measures
Initial variables were selected to reflect dimensions of school culture 

grounded in the research (see Figure 1), though constructs capturing trans- 
formative culture such as priority for parent empowerment were not avail-
able in the dataset. Appendix B describes school culture scale properties.

School priority for parental engagement. To assess school priority for 
parental engagement, three scales were developed. The priority for parent 
education scale (α = 0.62) captures how often schools offer adult literacy, 
family literacy, parent education programs, and workshops on health and 
social services. The priority for academic-related communication scale (α 
= 0.51) reflects the frequency of home visits, communication about tests, 
parent–teacher conferences, and report cards. The priority for school social 
life scale (α = 0.51) indicates how often schools host classroom programs, 
performances for parents, and orientation events.

Leadership approach and opportunities for sharing power. Leadership 
style and degree of shared power were captured through a scale of admin-
istrator time use (α = 0.70), reflecting frequent engagement with students, 
teachers, and parents, and less time on managerial tasks such as monitoring 
school areas or handling discipline and attendance—an indication of rela-
tional over managerial leadership. Additional variables captured distinct 
power relationships but did not load on to a factor, so they were retained 
as individual items. These include opportunities for parent participation in 
school decision-making (via PTA/PTO meeting frequency), teacher auton-
omy (measured by control over curriculum), and student input (captured 
through the frequency of student-selected versus teacher-directed learning 
activities).
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Figure 1. School Culture: Measurement Model
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Culture-embedding mechanisms. The remaining factors were conceptu-
alized as culture-embedding mechanisms. A school disengagement scale (α 
= 0.77) combines indicators of student absenteeism and tardiness, behav-
ioral problems in class, and teacher disengagement (e.g., absenteeism and 
turnover), signaling low investment in school goals (Bidwell, 2001; Bruno, 
2002; Covell et al., 2009; Evers et al., 2002; Galand et al., 2007). A teacher 
satisfaction and efficacy scale (α = 0.72) captures whether teachers would 
choose the profession again, feel they can positively influence students, 
and enjoy their current role, all of which relate to organizational commit-
ment (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2011; Wu & Short, 1996). A teacher attitude 
toward parental engagement scale (α = 0.74) measures beliefs about paren-
tal engagement in early learning activities, such as homework and reading 
(Souto-Manning & Swick, 2006). The neighborhood context scale (α = 0.86) 
assesses the level of tension surrounding the school, reflecting the notion 
that schools are embedded in their communities (South et al., 2003). Fi-
nally, a single item measuring cohesiveness captures whether teachers and 
administrators agree on goals and expectations, a core indicator of school 
culture (Cohen & Scheer, 2003), with lack of cohesiveness linked to dimin-
ished school performance (Yasumoto et al., 2001).

School Background and Baseline Measures
In addition to the school culture measures, additional independent vari-

ables were included to account for other factors that can influence parental 
engagement and/or school culture, including the percent of free lunch stu-
dents (FLS) to measure socioeconomic status (SES) composition, percent 
of students with disability, kindergarten enrollment, school type (public or 
private), full/half day kindergarten, and baseline indicators of performance 
and prior levels of parental engagement. All person-level variables were av-
eraged up to the school level to reflect school composition. 

Dependent Measures
The dataset mainly captures parental actions, limiting full application 

of the theoretical framework. Two dependent measures were used: home/
community-based and school-based parental engagement. The home/com-
munity scale (α = 0.63) reflects parental coordination of academic, cultural, 
sports, religious, and creative activities outside school. The school-based pa-
rental engagement scale (α = 0.62) includes parent–school communication, 
input opportunities, leadership roles, and participation in school-related 
social events.
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Table 2. Descriptive Statistics  

Variable N Mean Std. 
dev. Min Max

Outcome variables
School-based parental engagement 857 0.00 1.00 -2.57 6.13
Home-based parental engagement 857 0.00 1.00 -3.23 5.26
School Background
  % Free lunch 857 0.00 1.00 -1.28 1.82
  % Student with disability 857 0.00 1.00 -1.56 3.45
  School enrollment 857 0.00 1.00 -1.94 1.46
  Number full-day kindergarten classes 857 0.00 1.00 -2.42 4.10
  Private (Reference public) 857 0.17 0.38 0.00 1.00
  School district composite poverty level 857 0.00 1.00 -1.31 3.93
  School location type 857 0.00 1.00 -1.34 1.57
  Parent education level 857 0.00 1.00 -2.98 2.96
Baseline Performance Levels
  Reading scale score 857 0.00 1.00 -3.46 4.94
  Math scale score 857 0.00 1.00 -3.07 3.10
Baseline Child Characteristics
  Teacher report positive approaches to  
  learning 857 0.00 1.00 -4.39 3.61

  Teacher report self-control 857 0.00 1.00 -4.99 3.44
  Teacher report interpersonal skills 857 0.00 1.00 -4.36 3.60
  Teacher report internalizing problem  
  behaviors 857 0.00 1.00 -2.40 4.54

  Teacher report externalizing problem  
  behaviors (inverse) 857 0.00 1.00 -4.49 2.63

Baseline Parental Engagement
  Tell stories w/ child 857 0.00 1.00 -3.27 2.86
  Sing songs w/ child 857 0.00 1.00 -4.02 2.95
  Help helps with art w/ child 857 0.00 1.00 -4.73 4.53
  Plays games w/ child 857 0.00 1.00 -4.73 4.47
  Talks about nature w/ child 857 0.00 1.00 -4.16 3.39
  Build things w/ child 857 0.00 1.00 -5.00 3.51
  Has child do sports 857 0.00 1.00 -4.10 4.07
  Practices numbers w/ child 857 0.00 1.00 -6.37 2.02
  Reads books w/ child 857 0.00 1.00 -4.06 1.96
  Parent expectations of child 857 0.00 1.00 -4.35 3.36
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School Culture Variables and Scales
  Teacher controls curriculum 857 0.00 1.00 -4.20 1.29
  Whole class teacher directed activities 857 0.00 1.00 -3.64 2.07
  Child selected activities 857 0.00 1.00 -2.19 5.19
  Priority for social engagement scale 857 0.00 1.00 -3.42 2.01
  Priority for parent education scale 857 0.00 1.00 -1.41 2.38
  Priority for academic-related comm. scale 857 0.00 1.00 -2.39 4.72
  Teacher satisfaction and efficacy scale 857 0.00 1.00 -5.06 1.21
  Neighborhood culture scale 857 0.00 1.00 -4.05 1.34
  Teacher attitude to parental engagement  
  scale 857 0.00 1.00 -4.86 2.04

  Student engagement scale 857 0.00 1.00 -3.31 2.38
  Problem behavior scale 857 0.00 1.00 -5.39 2.10
  Teacher engagement scale 857 0.00 1.00 -6.23 1.56
  Leader time use scale 857 0.00 1.00 -3.21 7.30
  Principal–teacher consensus 857 0.00 1.00 -3.21 0.96
  Frequency of PTA/PTO meetings 857 0.00 1.00 -2.87 0.87
Note: All variables were standardized except for binary variables.

Analytic Strategy 

The first stage of analysis aimed to identify which aspects of school 
culture were most strongly associated with home/community- and school-
based parental engagement. OLS regressions were run for both outcomes 
with all school culture variables and baseline controls included. Standard-
ized coefficients guided selection of the most influential predictors—those 
around 0.10 or higher with statistical significance. In education research, 
effect sizes between 0.05–0.20 are considered moderate, and above 0.20 are 
large (Kraft, 2020); this study uses a conservative threshold, focusing on 
coefficients in the upper half of the moderate range or above. In the second 
stage, selected variables were analyzed as continuous treatments using the 
generalized propensity score (GPS) method (Brown et al., 2021; Hirano & 
Imbens, 2004).

To estimate causal effects despite the non-random assignment of treat-
ment levels, GPS was applied to adjust for baseline differences between 
schools. The GPS (R) extends traditional propensity scores to continuous 
treatments, estimating the conditional density, r(t, x) of the treatment, T, 
given covariates X (Equation 1; Hirano & Imbens, 2004). The function r(t, 
x) gives the likelihood (or relative probability) of receiving a treatment level 
t, given that a unit has covariates equal to x. The GPS is given by Equation 2.
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(1)

(2)
This allows comparison across treatment levels by summarizing each 
school’s likelihood of receiving a given treatment level based on covariates 
like school achievement, parental engagement, socioeconomic context, en-
rollment, kindergarten type, school type, and locale (Hong & Raudenbush, 
2003).

Treatment variables were log-transformed to meet normality assump-
tions. Treatment levels were divided into intervals after an iterative process 
to determine the optimal levels to achieve statistical balance. Using a Bayes-
factor-based method, the balancing property was assessed by comparing 
baseline covariates across treatment levels within intervals of the GPS to 
ensure covariates were independent of treatment level within GPS inter-
vals (Kass & Raftery, 1995). A Bayes factor greater than 1 indicates evidence 
in favor of the balancing property; values between 0.32 and 1 suggest very 
slight evidence against balance; values between 0.10 and 0.32 indicate mod-
erate evidence against balance; values between 0.01 and 0.10 reflect strong 
to very strong evidence against balance; and values below 0.01 indicate 
decisive evidence against balance (Bia & Mattei, 2008). After ascertaining 
balance, outcomes were then modeled using regression of the treatment 
on parental engagement outcomes, and including GPS, treatment by GPS 
interaction term, and second-order terms to assess remaining bias (Bia & 
Mattei, 2008; Hirano & Imbens, 2004). 

Results
Key School Culture Factors Associated With Parental Engagement

From the OLS regression (table of results available upon request), two 
school culture variables were most strongly associated with school-based 
parental engagement: school priority to engage parents in social life (β 
= 0.098, SE = 0.028, t = 3.50) and frequency of PTA/PTO meetings (β = 
0.115, SE = 0.029, t = 3.91). These positive associations define the treatment 
conditions used in the subsequent GPS analysis.

For home-based parental engagement, no school culture variable showed 
a strong association. However, school priority to engage parents in social 
life was moderately and positively associated (β = 0.065, SE = 0.026, t = 

  

𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑟(𝑡𝑡𝑡𝑡, 𝑥𝑥𝑥𝑥) = 𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇 | 𝑋𝑋𝑋𝑋 (𝑡𝑡𝑡𝑡|𝑥𝑥𝑥𝑥) 

  

𝑅𝑅𝑅𝑅 = 𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑟(𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇, 𝑋𝑋𝑋𝑋) 
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2.44), while child-selected classroom activities had a moderate negative 
association (β = –0.067, SE = 0.028, t = –2.37). A marginally significant 
negative association was also found with school priority on academic-relat-
ed communication (β = –0.057, SE = 0.030, t = –1.92).

Effects of School Culture on School-Based Parental Engagement

Because no school culture variable met the 0.10 coefficient threshold 
for home-based engagement, this phase focused on school-based parental 
engagement. The two leading factors—school priority to engage parents 
in social life, and frequency of PTA/PTO meetings—were tested using a 
quasi-experimental framework for continuous treatment as described. The 
resulting treatment intervals were the 25th, 50th, 75th, and 100th percen-
tiles for the school social life priority variable (four levels), and the 33rd, 
66th, and 100th percentiles for PTA/PTO frequency (three levels). 

Balance was achieved for the analysis of priority to engage parents in 
school social life with very slight evidence against the balancing proper-
ty which falls within acceptable limits (Hirano & Imbens, 2004). Neither 
the GPS nor its quadratic terms were significant in the outcome model, 
indicating adequate bias reduction. Results show that as schools placed 
greater emphasis on social engagement, school-based parental engagement 
increased (see Table 3). The average treatment effect of priority to engage 
parents in school social life is 0.136 (SE: 0.064; t: 2.14).

The model examining the effect of frequency of PTA/PTO meetings 
as a treatment condition yielded more ambiguous results than the model 
for school priority to engage parents in school social life. There was mod-
erate evidence against the balancing property, suggesting that some bias 
remained. The average treatment effect was not statistically significant (β: 
0.104; SE: 0.065; t: 1.59). 

Sensitivity Analysis

To test robustness, sensitivity analyses varied the GPS and outcome 
model specifications (linear vs. quadratic) and number of GPS strata (8 and 
10). These tests evaluated whether findings were driven by model specifi-
cations (Hirano & Imbens, 2004). Results for the priority to engage parents 
in school social life were consistent across specifications, with stable treat-
ment effects and balance. In contrast, results for PTA/PTO frequency were 
sensitive—though the treatment effect remained non-significant, balance 
was also not achieved under alternate specifications.



SC
H
O
O
L C

U
LT

U
R
E &

 PAR
EN

T
S197

Table 3. Outcomes Models Showing Average Treatment Effects on School-Based Parental Engagement, Second-Order 
Terms, and Treatment by GPS Interaction
  β SE t [95% conf. interval]
Treatment 1 (social life priority)  0.136 0.064  2.14 *  0.011 0.262
Treatment 1 squared  0.044 0.049  0.90 -0.052 0.141
Generalized propensity score  1.653 1.850  0.89 -1.979 5.284
Generalized propensity score squared -2.026 3.121 -0.65 -8.152 4.099
Treatment 1 X generalized propensity score  0.103 0.315  0.33 -0.515 0.722
Constant -0.329 0.301 -1.09 -0.919 0.262

Treatment 2 (frequency of PTO/PTA meetings)  0.104 0.065  1.59 -0.024  0.232
Treatment 2 squared -0.041 0.026 -1.58 -0.092  0.010
Generalized propensity score -0.310 0.280 -1.11 -0.859  0.239
Generalized propensity score squared  0.122 0.107  1.14 -0.088  0.331
Treatment 2 X generalized propensity score -0.394 0.054 -7.28 *** -0.501 -0.288
Constant  0.161 0.183  0.88 -0.199  0.520
Notes.  +p ~ 0.05; * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001
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Limitations

A key limitation is the inability to explore subgroup effects—for exam-
ple, whether social life priority influences urban public schools differently 
than suburban ones—as methods for subgroup analysis with generalized 
propensity scores remain underdeveloped. Additionally, the relatively low 
reliability of the school social life priority scale, though acceptable for ex-
ploratory purposes, is a limitation and underscores the need for improved 
measurement.

Discussion, Conclusion, and Implications for Practice

Using nationally representative data, this study identified school prior-
ity to engage parents in school social life as the most consistent predictor 
of school-based parental engagement. Other dimensions of school cul-
ture showed weaker, inconsistent, or negative associations. For example, 
while frequency of PTA/PTO meetings—an indicator of shared power—
was positively associated with school-based engagement, its causal impact 
could not be confirmed. Another indicator of shared power—the extent of 
child-selected activities—also had a negative association with home-based 
parental engagement in the descriptive analysis. This finding could reflect 
earlier research finding that parents may reduce engagement if they per-
ceive their children to be more educationally independent or when there 
are fewer direct invitations from the child for their parents’ engagement 
(Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1997). School priority for academic-related 
communication was negatively (though marginally) associated with home-
based engagement, echoing prior findings that such approaches may have 
unintended effects (White et al., 1992), despite some research showing 
benefits (Jeynes, 2012; Pomerantz et al., 2007; van Steensel et al., 2011). 
Altogether these findings suggest that the complex relationship between 
school culture and parental engagement needs to be further detangled.

The finding that social life priority strengthens school-based parental 
engagement—and to some extent, home-based engagement—is especially 
notable given the relative absence of this emphasis in formal policy. Fed-
eral mandates like ESSA and Race to the Top tend to focus on academic 
programming (Chung, 2024; Every Student Succeeds Act, 2015; Ishimaru, 
2017), yet research underscores the importance of fostering a sense of com-
munity to support engagement (Comer & Haynes, 1991; Epstein, 1992; 
Hong, 2011; Hong et al., 2022). While not explicitly covered in relational 
trust theory (Bryk & Schneider, 2002), social activities may promote the 
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kind of trust and role connection necessary for increased parental engage-
ment at schools. Parents will feel connected to their school and to other 
parents, and a sense of community and inclusion is likely fostered (Baker 
et al., 2016; Barr & Saltmarsh, 2014; Cyr et al., 2022; Povey et al., 2016). 
Within the relational trust framework, the social ties can help to explain 
why parents would consistently fulfill role obligations (e.g., school-based 
parental engagement). This finding also aligns with the EPE framework 
(Barton et al., 2004), which conceptualizes engagement as relational and 
shaped by space and capital. By emphasizing social connection, schools 
can create more inclusive environments where parents can act, participate, 
and contribute meaningfully. Social spaces offer not just informal entry 
points for engagement, but also potential for cultivating agency.

Openness of the school and a sense of belonging (Durand & Pérez, 2013) 
might be the result of school social life priority. However, these likely re-
sults of social life priority may be experienced unevenly across families. In 
their study of Latino parents, Durand and Pérez (2013) show that a sense of 
“open-door” access and informal presence at school was most salient among 
more highly educated parents with flexible work arrangements, while other 
families experienced welcome primarily through relational warmth rather 
than physical presence or school access. At the same time, parents’ feel-
ings of belonging were closely tied to everyday interactions with staff and 
to whether school practices affirmed families’ linguistic and cultural iden-
tities. Considering Durand and Pérez’s (2013) findings with research on 
cultural capital and institutional navigation (Ishimaru, 2017; Lareau, 2003; 
Posey-Maddox et al., 2014), the study’s findings would suggest that schools’ 
social engagement priority should be sensitive to factors like access to time 
and mobility and could be conceptualized in broader relational terms that 
generate trust and connection within and outside of school spaces (Barton 
et al., 2004). An expanded conceptualization of social engagement can be 
explored in future research as the items within the social life priority scale 
here were all limited to the school space. 

In general, despite its contributions, the study is limited by the scope 
of available measures. Prior qualitative work highlights the importance of 
school cultures that center empowerment, cultural inclusion, authentic 
relationships, and parental advocacy (Abdul-Adil & Farmer, 2006; Al-
len & White-Smith, 2018; Delgado-Gaitan, 1991; Durand & Pérez, 2013; 
Hong, 2011; Hong et al., 2022), yet such constructs were absent in this 
dataset. Even the measure of social engagement was limited to activities 
like school performances and orientations. Themes such as parent mentor-
ship, restructured power dynamics (Hong et al., 2022), and a broader set of 
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opportunities for relational trust—central in transformative literature—re-
main unmeasured.

Still, this study expands our understanding of how social dimensions 
of school culture shape parental engagement and suggests new pathways 
for practice beyond the dominant emphasis on priority for engaging par-
ents in communications related to academics. It also underscores the need 
for revised and expanded survey measures in national datasets to better 
capture these dynamics. These findings not only contribute to  reframing 
assumptions about effective engagement strategies, but also provide causal 
evidence using nationally representative data that social engagement can 
be a meaningful lever for school-based parental engagement.

The findings also have important implications for practice. Schools 
seeking to strengthen parental engagement may benefit from treating social 
and relational spaces and activities as central to their engagement strategies 
rather than peripheral. Creating regular opportunities for families to inter-
act with one another and with school staff—through community events, 
informal gatherings, or classroom-based activities—can help establish 
familiarity, trust, and shared purpose. Schools may consider supporting 
parent-led initiatives or culturally responsive programming that builds on 
existing community networks. Approaches like these can shift social life to 
a foundational element of school–family relationships and are more likely 
to sustain engagement over time.
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Appendix A. Initially Selected Variables from ECLS-K: 2011

DEPENDENT VARIABLES P2CHANCV-chances to volunteer at 
school

Home-Based Parental Engagement P2HLPLRN-information to help child 
learn at home

P2CHLPIC- frequency read books to 
child

P2COMMUN-information on helpful 
community service

P2CHREAD- read outside of school P2TRIDEA-teacher sent home ideas

P2ACADAT- academic activities P2LGNOTE-school notes in primary 
language

P2CLUB- organized recreation program S2PTAMT-frequency PTA/PTO meet-
ings

P2MUSIC- music lessons S2INVOLV-parents active in programs

P2DRAMA- drama lessons S2WLCOME-parents welcome to ob-
serve

P2ARTLSN- art classes or lessons S2TALKPT-hours per week meeting with 
parents
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P2DANCLS- dance lessons A1CNTRLC-how much teacher controls 
curriculum

P2ATHLET- organized athletic activities A1WHLCLS-teacher directed whole 
class activities

P2LIBRAR- visited the library A1SMLGRP-teacher directed small 
group activities

P2BKSTOR- visited a bookstore A1INDVDL-teacher directed individual 
activities

School-Based Parental Engagement A1CHCLDS-child-selected activities
    P2ATTENB- attended back to school 
night

S2INSTRU-hours per week working with 
teachers

    P2ATTENP- attended PTA/PTO 
meeting

S2INRMGT-hours per week for school 
management

P2PTCONF- attended parent–teacher 
conference

S2MONITR-hours per week monitoring 
school areas

P2VOLSCH- volunteered at school S2DISCAT-hours per week on discipline 
and attendance

P2METPAR-go to meeting or join in 
activity

S2CNSNSS-consensus on goals and ex-
pectations

P2ATTENS-attended school event S2WEAPON-children with weapons in 
school

INDEPENDENT VARIABLES S2THEFT-how often theft a problem

 A1INFOHO-keep home informed S2ALCOHL-how often alcohol use prob-
lem

 A1INKDR-preschoolers visit kindergar-
ten class

S2DRGFRQ-how often illegal drug prob-
lem

    A1VSTK-child/parent visit kindergar-
ten before year

S2VANDAL-how often vandalism prob-
lem

    A1HMEVST-teacher visits homes S2BULLY-how often bullying is problem

    A1PRNTOR-parents’ orientation S2ABSENT-problem with teachers ab-
sent

A1TCHPRN-teacher help parent teach 
child to read

S2TRNOVR-problem with teacher turn-
over

S2RPRTCD-frequency of report cards S2FMILIT-school offers family literacy 
programs

S2STTEST-frequency of info on test sent 
home

S2ORIENT-school offers orientation 
programs

S2PTCONF-frequency of parent–teacher 
conference

S2STABNT-problem with student absen-
teeism

S2HVISIT- frequency of home visits S2AGGBEH-problem with aggressive 
behavior

S2INVITE- frequency of performances 
for parents S2INDVDL-individualize instruction
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S2CLASPR-frequency of classroom pro-
grams

A1ENJOY-teacher enjoys present teach-
ing job

S2T3FMLT-provide family lit services A1CLSSIZ-teacher satisfied with class 
size

S2PRNTNG-school offers parent educa-
tion programs

S2T3HMLG-provide support in home 
language

S2ADLTLT-school offers adult literacy A1BKSENG-books in English only
S2SCISRV-school offers health and so-
cial services

S2DISORD-how often classroom disor-
der problem

P2HOWCHD-school reports how child 
is doing A1TIMDIS-time spent of discipline

P2CHILDR-school helps understand 
children

Appendix B: Statistical Properties of School Culture Scales
Factor loading   Bartlett factor score 

Construct / Scale Vari-
ance Item Fac-

tor 1
Fac-
tor 2 Factor 3 Unique-

ness
Factor 

1
Fac-
tor 2

Factor 
3

Teacher view of 
child preparation 
(α=0.742)

2.498 A1TCH-
PRN 0.635

-- --
0.597 0.198

-- --

A1ALPHBF 0.670 -- -- 0.551 0.227 -- --

A1LRNREA 0.672 -- -- 0.549 0.228 -- --

A1PRCT-
WR 0.807 -- -- 0.350 0.430 -- --

A1HMWRK 0.738 -- -- 0.456 0.301 -- --

Priority for par-
ent engagement 
(α=0.513)

S2HVISIT 0.581 --
--

0.660 0.362 -0.044
--

Academic Engage-
ment 1.533 S2STTEST 0.656 -- -- 0.567 0.475 -0.053 --

S2CLASPR -- 0.751 -- 0.431 -0.059 0.561 --

S2INVITE -- 0.749 -- 0.416 0.018 0.567 --

Social Engagement 1.460 S2PTCONF 0.585 -- -- 0.625 0.368 0.026 --

S2ORIENT -- 0.542 -- 0.669 -0.182 0.289 --

S2RPRTCD 0.598 -- -- 0.640 0.383 -0.044 --

Student and teach-
er engagement 
(α=0.770)

Problem behavior 1.540 S2BULLY -- 0.779 -- 0.308 -0.008 0.555 -0.202

S2DISORD -- 0.819 -- 0.278 -0.190 0.654 0.040
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Teacher disengage-
ment 1.379 S2ABSENT 0.382 -- 0.681 0.380 0.058 -0.078 0.357

S2TRNOVR -- -- 0.873 0.229 -0.144 -0.095 0.840

Student disengage-
ment 2.080 S2TARDY 0.869 -- -- 0.227 0.487 -0.123 -0.077

S2STABNT 0.883 -- -- 0.196 0.570 -0.139 -0.075

S2AGGBEH 0.563 0.467 -- 0.383 0.106 0.168 0.058

Proactive leader 
(α=0.695) 2.340 S2PPRWRK 0.526 -- -- 0.724 0.169 -- --

S2STUDNT 0.783 -- -- 0.387 0.472 -- --

S2MONITR 0.607 -- -- 0.624 0.225 -- --

S2DISCAT 0.614 -- -- 0.719 0.230 -- --

S2INSTRU 0.530 -- -- 0.691 0.172 -- --

S2TALKPT 0.652 -- -- 0.575 0.265 -- --

Neighborhood 
(α=0.857) 3.135 S2TNSION 0.647 -- -- 0.582 0.116 -- --

S2VCANCY 0.756 -- -- 0.428 0.184 -- --

S2DRUGS 0.850 -- -- 0.277 0.319 -- --

S2GANGS 0.834 -- -- 0.304 0.286 -- --

S2CRIME 0.852 -- -- 0.274 0.324 -- --

Teacher satisfac-
tion and efficacy 
(α=0.716) 1.909 A1TEACH 0.786 -- -- 0.383 0.372 -- --

A1MKDIFF 0.757 -- -- 0.427 0.322 -- --

A1ENJOY 0.848 -- -- 0.281 0.548 -- --

Priority for parent 
education (α=0.618) 2.511 S2ADLTLT 0.841 -- -- 0.293 0.399 -- --

S2FMILIT 0.804 -- -- 0.354 0.315 -- --

S2PRNTNG 0.815 -- -- 0.336 0.337 -- --

    S2SCISRV 0.703 -- -- 0.505 0.194 -- --
Note. Principal-component factor analysis with orthogonal varimax rotation using an-
alytic weights. Loadings ≥ .30 are shown. Uniqueness values indicate the proportion of 
variance not explained by the common factors. Bartlett scoring coefficients were used 
to generate weighted factor scores representing each latent construct. Cronbach’s alpha 
indicates internal consistency reliability.
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Editor’s Note: This is not a peer-reviewed article but rather information and a 
call for research from respected individuals and groups in the field, as described 
below. Thus, no abstract is included.

At present a tension often exists between professionals, on the one 
hand, who espouse the concept that they alone are qualified to make 
complex decisions affecting the education of our nation’s children, 
and parents, on the other hand, who believe that they should have a 
voice in their children’s compensatory public education….Collabo-
ration among the various constituencies is critical to mutual under-
standing and support between the school and home, as interdepen-
dent not independent entities.

- Diana Hiatt-Michael, 2001

More than 25 years ago, Diana Hiatt-Michael (2001) argued in the 
School Community Journal that throughout history, relationships among 
families, schools, and communities have played a critical role in children’s 
learning and development, an insight that remains highly relevant today. 

http://www.schoolcommunitynetwork.org/SCJ.aspx
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Since her writing, the body of research focused on family, school, and com-
munity partnership has grown substantially. This research grows from its 
roots in the 1960s—when parent involvement in schooling was introduced 
as a democratic right and families were positioned as partners in school 
improvement—to today’s more relational conceptualizations that paint 
families and teachers as equal partners working together to foster children’s 
holistic education and well-being (Epstein et al., 2025; Hiatt-Michael, 2001; 
Mapp et al., 2022; Turnbull et al., 2022). Yet, this conceptual expansion has 
not consistently translated into practice. In general, schools and other for-
mal educational institutions continue to frame family engagement1 through 
narrow, school-centric forms of participation, such as receiving information 
or attending events, and discount the myriad ways that families across rac-
es and cultures engage in their children’s education (Hine, 2025; Ishimaru 
& Takahashi, 2019; Sherman et al., 2026). Thus, while family engagement 
is increasingly framed as a relational partnership, we must critically exam-
ine why there is a gap between the conceptualizations and ideals provided 
through research and the implementation of policies and widespread prac-
tice around partnering with families in their children’s education. 

Research

A strong body of research demonstrates the benefits of family engage-
ment (Epstein, 2010; Epstein et al., 2018) on parent–teacher relationships 
(Hindin & Mueller, 2016), family–school and community partnerships 
(Cuevas, 2023; Haines et al., 2015; Mapp et al., 2014; Turnbull et al., 2022), 
children’s academic success (Lv et al., 2025; Sheldon, 2003, 2007; Sheldon 
& Epstein, 2002; Sheridan et al., 2008), children’s social–emotional well-be-
ing (Albright & Weissberg, 2010; Edwards, 2018; Maiden et al., 2025), and 
student self-determination (Annisa et al., 2026; Summers et al., 2014). In 
addition to student-centered benefits, family–school partnerships have the 
potential to enhance family outcomes such as parenting self-efficacy (Gar-
bacz et al., 2024) and family quality of life (Balcells-Balcells et al., 2019; 
Kyzar et al., 2019), particularly when families are positioned as knowledge-
able partners rather than passive recipients of school support (Mapp et al., 
2022). In addition, recent research documents the beneficial effects of fami-
ly–school partnership on educators’ well-being (Haines et al., 2022; Haines 
et al., 2025; Strolin-Goltzman et al., 2024). However, these benefits are not 
automatic. The effects of family engagement efforts are shaped by con-
text, program design, the quality of relationships, and the extent to which 
families have meaningful opportunities to participate in decision-making 
(Pervaiz et al., 2026). Family engagement efforts are most effective when 
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embedded within broader systems of support (Santamaría Graff & Sher-
man, 2020), centered on families’ strengths (Baquedano-López et al., 2013), 
and oriented towards culturally sustaining partnerships between families, 
schools, and communities (Beltrán-Grimm, 2024, 2025; Geller & Perry, 
2023, Haines & Reyes, 2025; Kang et al., 2024; Paulick, 2025). 

Preparing and equipping educators with the knowledge, skills, and dis-
positions they need to meaningfully engage families equitably (Sherman 
et al., 2026) is critically important. Yet, this preparation is often lacking 
(Caspe & Hernandez, 2024; Epstein & Sanders, 2006; Francis et al., 2021; 
Kyzar et al., 2019), and educators report feeling unprepared for meaning-
fully partnering with families (Buchanan & Buchanan, 2016). Moreover, 
educators can often feel anxiety when interacting with families, especially 
families from racialized or low income backgrounds (Kirmaci, 2019), and 
may inadvertently reinforce their own deficit-based perspectives (Lawson, 
2003; Posey-Maddox & Haley-Lock, 2020).

Research informing family–school partnership comes from a range of 
methodological approaches. Qualitative studies have been useful for cap-
turing the lived experiences, relationships, cultural contexts, and power 
dynamics that shape family–school partnerships (e.g., Beltrán-Grimm, 
2024, 2025; Delale-O’Connor et al., 2020; Haines et al., 2015; Hannon 
& O’Donnell, 2022; Ishimaru & Takahashi, 2019; Kang et al., 2023; Kl-
ingner & Harry, 2006; Lynch, 2021; Vogel-Campbell, 2023). Quantitative 
studies have provided evidence of measurable associations between fam-
ily engagement and children’s academic outcomes (e.g., Hayakawa et al., 
2013; Reynolds et al., 2022; Varshney et al., 2020). Mixed methods studies 
have further deepened the field’s understanding of what family engagement 
looks like, how it is enacted, and why it matters across different school and 
community contexts (e.g., McWayne et al., 2013; Reynolds et al., 2015). 
Community-based participatory action research studies have shown how 
specific communities have addressed family–school partnership and the re-
sults of their efforts (e.g., Haines et al., 2023; Ishimaru & Takahashi, 2019). 
Together, these diverse methodologies contribute to a rich, multidimension-
al understanding of family–school partnership as both a relational practice 
and a lever for educational improvement. At the same time, this vast body of 
research shows that family partnership cannot be reduced to a single point 
of engagement, outcome, or intervention. Rather, it must be understood as 
a situated practice shaped by relationships, institutional constraints and af-
fordances, sociopolitical contexts, and families’ everyday lives.
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Family–School Partnership Policy and Models

Family–school partnership in preK–12th grade education has evolved 
significantly since the turn of the century, shaped by federal legislation, 
national frameworks, and the guidance of professional organizations. At 
the school-age level, the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001, which 
mandated meaningful family participation in school activities as a condi-
tion of Title I funding, was foundational legislation that signaled a federal 
commitment to positioning families as active partners in education rath-
er than passive recipients of school communication. Later developments 
in early childhood reinforced this shift. The National Association for the 
Education of Young Children (NAEYC) issued a position statement em-
phasizing the centrality of family–teacher relationships to children’s 
development and learning, establishing a professional standard that con-
tinues to influence preparation and practice in early childhood settings. 
Similarly, the Office of Head Start revised its Parent, Family, and Com-
munity Engagement Framework (2018), deepening its emphasis on family 
well-being, family engagement in learning, and the development of strong 
school partnerships as interconnected drivers of child outcomes.

At the federal level, the U.S. Department of Education’s Dual Capacity- 
Building Framework for Family–School Partnerships (Mapp & Bergman, 
2019; Mapp & Kuttner, 2013) provided an influential conceptual founda-
tion, articulating the conditions and opportunities necessary to build the 
capacity of both educators and families to engage in meaningful partner-
ship. Funding streams including Title I, Statewide Family Engagement 
Centers, Head Start, Community Schools, and afterschool programs have 
further operationalized these commitments by resourcing engagement ef-
forts across diverse school and community contexts.

Currently, family engagement policy has the potential to address per-
sistent challenges in education, including teacher shortages, chronic 
absenteeism, and the lasting academic and social–emotional impacts of 
COVID-19 (Epstein & Boone, 2022). However, shifting state and feder-
al landscapes have meant that policy frequently falls short of connecting 
to these challenges. Many states are developing family engagement frame-
works, establishing dedicated offices and advisory councils, embedding 
family engagement into educator preparation and accountability systems, 
and including families more intentionally in educational decision-mak-
ing. Collectively, these policies aim to strengthen the capacity of schools, 
districts, and communities to build authentic partnerships that support 
student learning and well-being (Hernandez et al., 2025).
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Professional organizations, including NAEYC, the National Association 
for Family, School and Community Engagement (NAFSCE), the Council 
for Exceptional Children’s Division for Early Childhood, and the Institute 
for Educational Leadership continue to provide guidance and professional 
learning resources to state and district leaders, working to fill gaps left by 
lacking federal policy. These organizations play an important role in help-
ing practitioners navigate changing educational contexts marked by new 
social configurations, including shifting family structures, demograph-
ic diversification, and evolving community needs (Nogueira & Coutinho, 
2025). Ultimately, family engagement policy and practice needs to be re-
sponsive to the varied and dynamic landscapes schools and families inhabit 
and the myriad (sometimes unrecognized) ways that families are already 
engaged in their children’s education. 

Family–School Partnership Practice

In practice, partnerships among families, universities, community or-
ganizations, and public schools can create conditions for more meaningful 
family partnership. Such collaborations are not hypothetical ideals; they 
already exist across educational contexts that have demonstrated the poten-
tial to strengthen learning opportunities and support children and families 
in more holistic ways. De La Garza and Kuri (2014) offer an example of 
this kind of collaborative work through their study of a university–com-
munity–school partnership designed to support Latine students’ literacy 
development. Other community collaboratives similarly reinforce how such 
partnerships can highlight learning as a cultural process shaped by chil-
dren’s identities, communities, histories, and everyday interactions (Nasir 
et al., 2020). The community school strategy has been a particularly effec-
tive approach in connecting families with resources and services, especially 
during uncertain times such as the COVID-19 pandemic (Hine et al., 2023, 
2025). Public media initiatives have also used community-based models to 
reach families facing educational barriers in working more effectively with 
practitioners to support children and caregivers with educational resources 
(Balfanz et al., 2013; U.S. Department of Education, n.d.). 

Yet, despite a strong body of research and policy supporting family–
school partnership, the ability to do this work is increasingly under strain. 
Political polarization, anti-immigrant narratives, and the growing “parental 
rights” movement are weakening the conditions for authentic family–school 
partnerships, which is exacerbated by significant funding disruptions 
(NAFSCE, n.d.). At the same time, societal expectations for schools to meet 
the needs of families have risen without the parallel adjustment of school 
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structures, particularly in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic (Sullivan 
et al., 2021). As broader societal systems increasingly emphasize efficiency, 
technological advancement, and measurable outputs, family, school, and 
community partnership is increasingly important as schools are sites for 
fostering human connection, well-being, and collective care. 

Simply put, family–school partnership is a critical component of the hu-
man aspect of education, and it is currently at risk in our nation’s schools. 
Without a clear, coordinated research agenda, efforts risk becoming frag-
mented, siloed, or disconnected from the realities of practice. Now, more 
than ever, the field must take stock of what we know, identify what remains 
unanswered, and align research with the urgent needs of families, educa-
tors, and communities. A forward-looking research agenda that is tightly 
tied to the needs of the field can help ensure that the next decade of work 
strengthens the evidence base and advances more equitable, collaborative, 
and sustainable approaches to supporting children’s learning and well-be-
ing in ways that also support and sustain educators and families.

The purpose of this study is to identify the priorities, needs, and per-
spectives of practitioners and researchers to develop a future-oriented, 
practice-informed research agenda for family, school, and community 
partnerships. This agenda is intended to strengthen collaborative efforts 
across the educational ecosystem and support more equitable and sustain-
able approaches to children’s learning and well-being. By centering both 
research and practice perspectives, we aim to clarify questions, challenges, 
and opportunities that practitioners and researchers believe should guide 
the field over the next decade. Specifically, we sought to answer these two 
overarching research questions:
1.	 What research priorities do practitioners and researchers identify as 

most critical for advancing family, school, and community partner-
ships over the next decade?

2.	 How do practitioners and researchers envision the role of research 
in addressing persistent challenges and strengthening collaboration 
among families, schools, and communities?

Methods

Alongside the growth of research and practice, the field has developed 
formal structures to support knowledge generation and exchange. A pri-
mary research group is the Family, School, and Community Partnerships 
Special Interest Group (FSCP–SIG) within the American Educational Re-
search Association (AERA), which serves as a leading collaborative for 
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advancing research in this area. In practice, established in 2014, NAFSCE 
has served as the field’s main professional association. Leaders of FSCP–
SIG and NAFSCE partnered on this research project, which grew out of a 
conversation between members at the FSCP–SIG business meeting at the 
2025 AERA annual conference in Denver, Colorado.

Informed by the literature and our collective expertise related to fam-
ily, school, and community partnerships, we created an expert-reviewed 
questionnaire on Qualtrics to circulate widely to practitioner and family 
engagement researchers. We asked participants to envision what family, 
school, and community partnership could look like in 10 years; what chal-
lenges currently hinder these partnerships; how research could help address 
these challenges; what research would support practice; how research could 
capture and share family stories; and what other research questions they 
would like answered. We also requested demographic data from partici-
pants (e.g., gender, years in the field, race/ethnicity, role). Between January 
and March 2026, we disseminated the survey link to all members of the 
FSCP–SIG (approximately 350 members) and all subscribers to NAFSCE’s 
mailing list (approximately 40,000 practitioners); biweekly reminders were 
sent by the FSCP–SIG chair and three reminders were sent out by NAFSCE 
during this time period. We also asked direct recipients to share the link 
with their networks. 

We received 45 responses; 21 completed questionnaires included op-
tional demographic information. The first author imported the data into 
Dedoose and conducted an initial analysis of the data by open coding the 
responses (Saldaña, 2025). An example of an open code for the 2036 Vision 
question was “Families are valued and community cultural wealth uplift-
ed.” A second researcher checked this initial coding and confirmed the 
application. We compiled the open codes into word clouds, even though 
there was a little overlap, and presented them as our initial analysis of the 
data at AERA 2026, during both a conference session and our FSCP–SIG 
Business Meeting. We fostered a discussion of the data that deepened our 
analysis. We then returned to Dedoose to find themes in the data, which is 
what we present below. We did not collect any identifiable data. Please see 
Table 1 for available demographic information.
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Table 1. Participant Demographics

Characteristic n %
Role
Family or community liaison 5 23.8
Researcher or university faculty 5 23.8
Parent leader 2 9.5
Coach or professional  
development facilitator 2 9.5

Educator 2 9.5
Gender
Female 19 90.5
Nonbinary 1 4.8
Male 1 4.8
Ethnicity
Spanish/Hispanic/Latine 6 28.6
Not Spanish/Hispanic/Latine 15 71.4
Race
White 14 66.7
Black/African American 3 14.3
Asian 1 4.8
More than one race 1 4.8
Other 2 9.5
Years in education
More than 20 years 13 61.9
Less than 5 years 2 9.5

Findings

Overall, our analysis revealed three main findings. First, participants all 
held forward-facing visions for family, school, and community engagement 
that were predicated on a renewed commitment to partnership, collabo-
ration, and communication. Second, respondents identified challenges to 
implementing the visions that ranged from individual- to systems-level 
barriers. Finally, based on these visions and challenges, participants iden-
tified lines of research that would be critical to move the field forward and 
closer towards desired aspirations. We outline each of these areas below. 
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Vision for Family–School–Community Partnerships 

Visions for family–school–community partnerships in the next de-
cade focused on schools as central to the community and a place where 
everyone belongs, with meaningful communication between all partners. 
Participants envisioned a space where the following conditions are in 
place: (a) families are valued and community cultural wealth is amplified; 
(b) families are leaders; (c) families are knowledgeable and have training 
opportunities; (d) teachers have the attitudes, skills, time, and resources 
to prioritize fostering partnerships with families; (e) technology reduces 
the paperwork burden on educators and facilitates partnership; and (f) au-
thentic relationships (rather than interactions or transactions) are centered 
by all and based on respect, humanity, and mutual value. One participant’s 
description beautifully summarized the common hope:

In 2036, schools have become true community anchors where fam-
ilies, educators, and local partners work together in relationships 
grounded in trust, cultural humility, and shared purpose. Families 
feel a deep sense of belonging because their cultural knowledge, lived 
experience, and hopes for their children shape the direction of the 
school. Educators center strengths rather than deficits, communi-
cation is accessible and linguistically responsive, and youth play an 
active role in decision making. Special education is collaborative and 
humanizing, technology supports equity, and community organiza-
tions are integrated partners in daily learning. This transformed real-
ity is defined by authentic partnership rather than compliance, with 
relationships serving as the core of the educational ecosystem. Class-
rooms are joyful, inclusive, and culturally sustaining, and families of 
all identities feel heard, welcomed, and valued. The result is a vibrant 
and interconnected environment where schools and communities 
work together to support the success and well-being of every child.

Challenges to Achieving the Desired Vision 

Respondents shared a variety of current challenges to family–school 
partnership including (a) the attitudes and beliefs of educators and (b) 
structures and systems.

Attitudes and Beliefs of Educators
A common challenge respondents noted was that educators often do 

not perceive schools to be vital components of healthy communities where 
families and students live. In other words, educators view schools and 
communities as separate spaces, or the school located within a community 
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but “isolated” from it. Furthermore, educators may espouse “deficit-based 
thinking” or “fear” and see “families as the problem.” Participants stated 
that educators may perceive families as “scary,” and believe that educators 
“have all the answers,” meaning they would not learn from partnering with 
families. One participant highlighted the importance of understanding that 
“schools are part of communities, not isolated entities within them” and 
“Educators must look beyond school dashboards and demographics to tru-
ly understand community issues and how the families they serve navigate 
them.” Participants also identified that it is a challenge when educators hold 
“low expectations.” Another participant specified that “some [educators] 
still don’t see the value of family engagement.” Participants explained that 
a challenge to family–school partnership is educators who do not espouse 
“creativity or innovation” or “feasible ideas or knowledge” and therefore 
cannot partner with families. Furthermore, educators and families bring 
various perspectives, and friction occurs when they are “not willing to ac-
cept that and be curious/learn about others perspectives with whom they 
need to work and collaborate.” Additionally, there may be a “lack of trust 
between stakeholders.” Educators also may dismiss innovative ideas as “pie 
in the sky” best practices due to a “lack of buy-in between stakeholders.”

Structures and Systems
Structures and systems identified as challenging to family–school part-

nership include schools as part of discriminative systems, insufficient 
prioritization of family–school partnership, limited partnership-oriented 
skill, and lack of equitable access to resources for families.

A current challenge emphasized by many participants is the perception 
that schools are an extension of a dysfunctional or harmful governmental 
system. One participant noted that families may “distrust [schools] after 
other systems fail.” Another participant explained that “historical mistrust 
and systemic inequities create real relational barriers. Experiences with 
racism, ableism, colonization, and other forms of marginalization shape 
how families engage with schools.” An additional participant explained 
that “schools have become institutions in the community as means of con-
trol and as an extension of the carceral system. Families no longer trust 
schools because of a punitive culture that either punishes or rewards com-
pliance.” One participant wrote, “schools are unsafe: carceral system, ICE, 
immigration enforcement.” This is a current and pressing issue: “Current 
immigration policies are increasing barriers to partnerships with families. 
Trust is getting harder to build, especially when we can no longer guarantee 
that students and families will be safe from ICE on our campuses.” Another 
participant highlighted that:
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Schools often hold the authority, the technical language, and the de-
cision-making structures, which can leave families feeling intimidat-
ed or unsure of how to participate. This imbalance is especially hard 
on culturally and linguistically diverse families, families of students 
with disabilities, and families who have had negative experiences 
with schools in the past.
An additional challenge identified by participants was that schools do 

not fully prioritize family–school partnership by providing adequate time 
on teacher workload for meaningfully partnering with families. This chal-
lenge was identified by almost all participants. Some stated something like 
“not enough time to meet too many expectations” or “teacher workload is 
too high,” or “competing priorities.” However, we recognize that educators 
are also spread thin across the many priorities of schools, and that a chal-
lenge overall is “the funding and the workload that teachers face. There are 
too many responsibilities…not enough support system.” As one participant 
wrote, “Teachers and education staff are burned out. Families are stretched 
to their limits.” While priorities, time, and funding are challenges, “teachers 
and administrators are overwhelmed. It makes it difficult for them to part-
ner in meaningful ways when they are in survival mode. We need to make 
it easier for schools to partner with families and communities.” Another 
participant wrote, “When everyone is operating in survival mode, collabo-
ration becomes hard to sustain.”

Another challenge is that educators do not have the requisite part-
nership-oriented skills, especially related to communication. For example, 
several participants highlighted that educators do not have “the skill set to 
talk to families” or that they “seem to lack basic communication and rela-
tionship building skills needed to support open dialogue and collaboration.” 
Furthermore, a challenge is when educators use “communication styles that 
do not reflect the needs or preferences of all families. This can lead to mi-
sunderstandings, missed opportunities, and feelings of exclusion.”

Last but not least, participants emphasized that family engagement is 
shaped by whether systems and schools provide the conditions and sup-
port families need to participate fully. For example, participants pointed to 
barriers such as limited access to transportation, child care, translation and 
interpretation services, and flexible scheduling that aligns with families’ 
work responsibilities as barriers to participation. As one participant noted, 
“people need to work and make money in this economy.” Others highlight-
ed the additional challenge of finding transportation in rural communities. 



SCHOOL COMMUNITY JOURNAL

222

Needed Knowledge and Research

Participants expressed a strong need for additional knowledge, research, 
and practical guidance to strengthen family–school partnerships across 
contexts. While some participants emphasized broader cultural concerns 
and called for understanding of how to restore “dignity” or “combat the 
pervasive culture of disrespect that has overtaken our society,” most em-
phasized the need to document and elevate effective practices in fostering 
family–school partnership that authentically center the voices of the whole 
community. Four major areas of inquiry emerged: family voice, training 
and professional learning, systems and funding, and positive practice. 

First, many participants emphasized the importance of elevating fam-
ily and community voice within research and practice. Participants 
questioned how schools and communities can build greater trust and 
create more authentic opportunities for shared decision-making. Several 
participants called for research that examines how families themselves de-
fine meaningful engagement and partnership, rather than relying solely on 
school-centered perspectives. Others discussed how family engagement or 
family–school partnership might be measured in ways that reflect commu-
nity experiences and priorities. 

A second area of focus centered on educator and leader preparation. 
Participants raised questions about what types of professional develop-
ment meaningfully shift educator practice and what effective approaches 
exist for preparing preservice teachers to build authentic partnerships with 
families and communities. Participants also emphasized the importance of 
leadership development that prioritizes trust with families. There were also 
calls to have a universally accepted framework for family–school partner-
ship that would guide practice and preservice teacher preparation. 

Third, participants highlighted the importance of better understand-
ing the broader systems that shape family and community engagement and 
which practices work, under what conditions, and why. Participants called 
for additional research examining how sustainable partnership initiatives 
are funded and supported over time, as well as how systemic barriers can 
be reduced through stronger institutional support. 

Finally, participants expressed a strong desire for more practice-based 
evidence and examples of effective implementation. Several participants 
called for detailed case studies that examine budget and funding, practic-
es, leadership, and outcome measures of family–school partnership efforts 
that center communities and families, bringing effective practice in one 
context to life and enabling it to be applied to other contexts. These four 
areas are consolidated and illustrated in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. What Research Needs to Investigate

• What policies enable partnerships?
• How does funding impact practices?
• What systemic barriers persist, and 

how can they be minimized?

• What works in real contexts? 
How can we replicate them?

• How to bridge research to real 
practice in schools?

• What practices are culturally 
sustaining?

• What PD shifts practice?
• What are effective ways to 

prepare preservice teachers?
• What are great ways to train 

leaders?

• What barriers limit family–school 
partnership?

• How can we increase trust?
• How can we increase family voice in 

partnership formation?

Family 
Voice Training

Systems & 
Funding

Positive 
Practice

A Practice-Informed Research Agenda

A clear, practice-informed research agenda can help us coordinate and 
align research with the urgent needs of families, educators, and communi-
ties to enhance our schools. The research agenda proposed here is tightly 
tied to the needs of the field and can help ensure that the next decade of 
work strengthens the evidence base and advances more equitable, collab-
orative, and sustainable approaches to supporting children’s learning and 
well-being in ways that also support and sustain educators and families. 
Our practice-informed research agenda calls for what we seek answers to, 
as illustrated in Figure 1. In addition, we apply six practices to inform how 
we seek to answer these research questions to generate knowledge. With a 
range of pressing research foci, we need to draw on a variety of methods. 
Figure 2 is an illustration of the four main areas of needed research merged 
with the six ways of generating needed research, as explained below.
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Figure 2. Proposed Research Agenda
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1. Center Family Voice in Research

Research must prioritize the lived expertise of families—especially 
those from groups who have been historically marginalized—as a primary 
source of knowledge. Researchers using community-based participatory 
methods will reposition families and liaisons as co-researchers, reflecting 
authentic experiences and priorities without asking too much of a commu-
nity. We must co-design studies and use in-depth qualitative methods to 
seek to understand:
•	 What “partnership” means across diverse communities.
•	 Which voices remain excluded, why, and how to hear them.
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Figure 2. Proposed Research Agenda
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1. Center Family Voice in Research

Research must prioritize the lived expertise of families—especially 
those from groups who have been historically marginalized—as a primary 
source of knowledge. Researchers using community-based participatory 
methods will reposition families and liaisons as co-researchers, reflecting 
authentic experiences and priorities without asking too much of a commu-
nity. We must co-design studies and use in-depth qualitative methods to 
seek to understand:
•	 What “partnership” means across diverse communities.
•	 Which voices remain excluded, why, and how to hear them.

2. Investigate Trust, Power, and Reciprocity

Future research must investigate examples of schools with trusting fam-
ily–school partnerships and distill how these partnerships are formed and 
sustained, examining leadership practices, educator practices, and family 
practices at these schools. Research must also directly confront:
•	 How we can increase trust in meaningful, measurable ways.
•	 How power is distributed and negotiated in family–school relation-

ships.
•	 How families, schools, and communities contribute to and benefit from 

partnership.

3. Address Systemic Barriers (Not Individual Deficits)

We must shift the research lens from “how to get families involved” to 
“how systems must change to facilitate family–school partnership.” Re-
search must:
•	 Identify structural barriers (e.g., policy constraints, inaccessible com-

munication, funding inequities).
•	 Test system-level reforms (e.g., community schools, policy redesign, 

funding models).

4. Build Strong Research-to-Practice Translation

The field must:
•	 Bridge the gap between research and practice by translating findings 

into usable tools, frameworks, and professional learning.
•	 Study “what works” in real-world contexts, including comparative case 

studies of high-functioning partnerships.
•	 Expand dissemination beyond academic journals into practitioner-fac-

ing formats (e.g., podcasts, webinars, modules).
•	 Co-design approaches to address this persistent gap between the lan-

guage of partnership and the actual practices through which family en-
gagement is designed and enacted. 

5. Strengthen Implementation and Capacity

Research should focus on how to operationalize partnership, including:
•	 Which professional development models and tools shift educator be-

liefs, expectations, and practices, and why.
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•	 How to prepare preservice educators to engage families as authentic 
partners from the outset.

•	 How to help educators understand behavior that comes from their own 
emotions (e.g., feeling scared or insecure) and how their emotions, ex-
pectations, and bias may result in deficit-based thinking.

6. Align Policy, Funding, and Accountability Systems

Research must document:
•	 How funding structures enable (or constrain) time and resources for 

engagement.
•	 What accountability systems incentivize authentic collaboration rather 

than compliance.
•	 How family–school partnership affects student outcomes, family out-

comes, educator outcomes, and the school system as a whole. 
•	 How disparities experienced by marginalized or underrepresented fam-

ilies can inform policies to promote the engagement of all families.

Taking the Next Steps: An Invitation

We conclude this agenda with an invitation to engage in collabora-
tive work to bring to life the hopeful visions for what family, school, and 
community partnerships can look like in a decade. Through partnership 
between families, educators, leaders, and researchers, we can study, uplift, 
and measure successful practices. We can work together to conduct stud-
ies using a variety of methods, and we can find the answers to the pressing 
research questions listed above. Educators can invite researchers to help 
them investigate practice, and researchers can invite families and educa-
tors to co-design research projects and make their research findings widely 
consumable. What practices are you involved with that could be explored 
through research? What types of research would you like to conduct? We 
invite you to use this Practice-Informed Research Agenda to consider what 
collaborative research projects you will engage in next. The FSCP–SIG will 
use this research agenda in our work moving forward, including evaluating 
and organizing conference proposals for the 2027 Annual Conference in 
Toronto. In addition, we are currently seeking collaborators and any feed-
back on this research agenda via this form: https://qualtrics.uvm.edu/jfe/
form/SV_2iCUSc3URhcCPxs (Open through September 2026). 

https://qualtrics.uvm.edu/jfe/form/SV_2iCUSc3URhcCPxs
https://qualtrics.uvm.edu/jfe/form/SV_2iCUSc3URhcCPxs
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Endnotes
1The concept of family engagement is itself a recognition and change from “family in-
volvement” to shift the focus from transactional, unidirectional, school-centric modes 
of eliciting family participation to more reciprocal models (Ferlazzo & Hammond, 
2009; Gaspar & Sahay, 2025); this language has further shifted toward family–school 
partnerships to encompass the more multidimensional approaches that push toward 
greater family inclusivity (Haines et al., 2017). 
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