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worldwide tide of policy, programs, and

A

involvement in the education mainstream. In

rhetoric puts parent and community

the 1990s, new policies on parent involvement
in education emerged at the national level in
the U.S. and U.K., and in many state and local
jurisdictions in the English-speaking world and
beyond.

In the U.S., federal education dollars are
tied to principles of parent and community
involvement, whether the program is Head
Start or various initiatives tied to No Child
Left Behind. In the U.K., national education
policy reform includes literacy and numeracy
pushes with wide-scale testing and specific
measures to engage parents in the process.

In Ontario, the tide began with provincial
policy establishing parent school councils in
1996 and regulations mandating them for all
schools a few years later.

In the education literature, reports and tes-
timonials on parent involvement also climbed
steadily across the 1980s and ’90s. Many
promising local school-community partner-
ships were reported, including some in
Ontario (e.g., Corter, Harris, & Pelletier,
1998), but were not easily translated into
wide-scale policies. In the popular media, the
role of the parent is fodder for the public mind
and is good counterpoint to the roles of teach-
ers and schools in accounting for the failures
and successes of children. Large-scale surveys,
such as the OISE/UT Survey (Livingstone, Hart,
& Davie, 2000), suggest that the public,
including parents themselves, see the responsi-
bility for children’s school success as being
shared between parents and schools. Report
cards on parents are tabloid topics in the U.S.,
and parents being jailed for their children’s

Carl Corter ® Janette Pelletier

truancy gets similar press in the U.K. In our
experience and research, teachers continue to
report the frustrations of dealing with “under-

«,

involved” parents “who just don’t care” and
with “over-involved” parents who may present
problems for educators and perhaps even for
their overwhelmed children.

“Community” may not get the same press as
“parents”; it is harder to think about the com-
plex settings and interactions that surround
the efforts of teachers and parents. However,
the word has positive connotations not lost on
politicians, and educators are becoming more
attuned to the importance of community char-
acteristics as impacting how they need to do
their work. In many ways, it seems that parent
and community involvement has already been
the “next big thing” in education.

IS IT WORKING?

Even in this age of evidence-based education,
there isn’t overwhelming evidence that parent
and community involvement boosts school
performance. Many studies have found that
parents who are involved in schooling are
more likely to have children who perform bet-
ter, but involvement may be correlated with
other factors that contribute to academic suc-
cess (higher economic status, less family stress,
parental involvement in other aspects of the
child’s life, etc.). This doesn’t mean that parent
and community involvement by itself, or a
program or approach promoting it, will auto-
matically boost school performance. Some
meta-reviews summarizing results across stud-
ies conclude that there isn’t evidence that these
programs are generally effective. As we discuss
below, however, there are some successful pro-
grams that improve academic outcomes.

ment, they say, n

more endorsements,

Even in this age of
evidence-based education, there isn’t
overwhelming evidence that
parent and community
involvement boosts school

performance.

WHY NOW?

Factors influencing the increuse in
purent and community involvement :
e Growiny chullenyes fo fumilies
e Cutbucks in government expenditures
e Educution reform
e Globul demoyruphic
changes
e Migration and
immigration

Furthermore, there may be non-academic
goals in parent and community involvement
initiatives, so the underwhelming research evi-
dence on academic impact isn’t the last word.

If it’s not overwhelming evidence, what’s pro-
duced the current flood of interest? Joyce
Epstein (Epstein & Sanders, 2002), who has
helped to lead the growing attention to parent
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and community involvement across the ’80s
and ’90s in the U.S., has written about six
types of parent involvement (parenting, com-
municating, Volunteering, learning at home,
decision-making, and collaborating with the
community), and argues that all are important
and beneficial. She and others think the new
push for involvement is partly to compensate
for growing challenges to families—including
single-parent status, immigrant status, widen-
ing income gaps, and working mothers.
Another version of this push to involvement in
the U.S. has been on closing the gap in educa-
tional achievement for children living in
poverty by educating and supporting parents.
However, the push to parent and community
involvement is global and it reflects multiple,
global social forces. Cutbacks in government
expenditures and services through the '90s
fuelled ideas of using parental, community, and
business resources to take up the slack.
Interest in school—comrnunity service integra-
tion was partly motivated by looking for effi-
ciencies in the face of cuts. Market models of
parent choice and accountability grew along-

side cutbacks in services and growing pres-

... policy needs to go beyond

whether parents are involved;

it needs to focus on how they
are involved and what happens

as a result.
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OISE/UT RESEARCH PROFILE

Evaluation of Toronto First Duty
An Innovative Early Childhood Initiative

Research Objectives
Cuarl Corter, Junette Pelletier and others have been carrying out d longitudinal evalu-
ation of un innovdtive early childhood initiative that brings together childcare,
Kindergarten, und parenting supports in u school-bused model of seumless-day pro-
grumming in five pilot sites in Toronto. The project, known us Toronto First Duty, is <
colluboration umony the City of Toronto, the Atkinson Founhdution, the Toronto District
School Bourd, Humun Resource Development Cunudu, und many community
purtners.

Methodology

Evdludting the impuact of intfegrated, multiple services to children und fumilies has
required uniyue und broud-bused reseurch methodoloygies und u large teum of
investigators. The reseurch team includes faculty from the Ihstitute of Child Study, the
Atkinson Centre for Society und Child Development und Ryerson University, as well us
OISE/UT yruduute students und U of T und Ryerson undergraduutes. The reseurchers
beyun by becominy purticipunt observers in meetings, then by carrying out inter-
views and focus groups with key informants that included funders, policy makers,
school board administrators, front-line staff working with children, and families and
community members. Dutu yuthered include meeting hotes, field observations,
document unalyses, inferview und survey unalyses, us well us direct meusures of
children’s outcomes.

Preliminary Findings

The Toronto First Duty project is still underway. Preliminary results show the complexity of
trying to briny toyether services orgunized under different auspices, different fundiny
sources, und different regulutions. In uddition to system factors such us these, there ure
striking personal issues that arise us professionul roles grow und chunge. In spite of the
chdllenges, the benefits ure wide-ranging. Parents report that the integrated system is
working to provide seumless und integrated cure und educution for the children und
seumless service support und purent educution for themselves. Children in the pro-
gram dre beyinning to understund school us u place thaut links closely to their purents
and community.

Larger Implications

Early childhood leurning und cure works best when they dre seamless. Children avoid
spendiny their days moving from one system to unother, often in different locutions.
Parents avoid the frustration of heyotiating u “hon-system” of frugmented services
reluted to their children when services (cure, educution, hedlth, recreution, und others)
cuh be co-locuted und even integrated in their locul community school. The implicu-
tions for the new federdl und provinciul fundinyg for eurly childhood ure enormous.

References or links for more information
Toronto First Duty website: www.city.toronto.on.ca/firstduty.

A Harvard network on families and schools:
http://www.gse.harvard.edu/hfrp/projects/fine/resources/digest/parents.htmi
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sures to spend public funds more wisely;
involved and informed parents should improve
the quality and efficiency of education. The
continuing global search for educational
reform and improvement fostered various
forms of involvement from accountability to
alliances for school governance and learning,
Parents and the public have been sensitized to
the instrumental roles of education for job
preparation and economic competition in the
global knowledge economy. Global demo-
graphic changes make a difference. Postponed
parenthood and smaller family size increase
the potential for parental investment in chil-
dren and their education. Worldwide increases
in migration and immigration make a differ-
ence. Immigrant parents are working for bet-
ter lives for their children and believe that edu-
cation is the key (e.g., Pelletier, 2002). The
diversity of their beliefs about education and
their circumstances challenge traditional ways

POTENTIAL COSTS & BENEFITS

Stronger purental and community involve-
ment may have a wide-range of impucts,
positive and hegdtive:

Benefits

e Stronyer student dachievement dund
learning

e Support and resources from informed
farents and community memibers

e Increuse in public frust

o Community building

o More effective purenting

o Estublishment of principles of parental rights

e Wiser educdationul choices

e Enhanced sdfisfaction

e Efficiences, reduced costs due to
parentdl involvement

Costs
e |ncreuse in budyets und time requirements
e Increuse in work loud
e Compromisny clussroom ethics
e Student uneuse
o Greuter dispuarities if programs are not
evenly uccessed
e |oss of focus on uchievement
o Neydtive effect on fumily life
with increused pressure
from schools ¢

- A

of schooling and of handling home-school con-
nections.

WHAT'S THE AIM?

Boosting student learning and development
are primary aims of practices and policies pro-
moting parent and community involvement,
but there are mixed to weak results. To be
effective, parent and community involvement
promotion through practice and policy needs
to go beyond whether parents are involved; it
needs to focus on how they are involved and
what happens as a result. What does the parent
do differently and what does the teacher do
differently—how do the child’s interactions
and environment change as a result? How do
these changes affect changes in the child’s atti-
tudes, emotions, and thinking that contribute
to academic gains or more general develop-
mental gains? And/or how does the child learn
directly as a result of these interactions and
experiences? In short, what is parent involve-
ment and what are the processes that might
link it to student outcomes? There is surpris-
ingly little research examining how different
forms of parent involvement change children’s
environments and their learning or motiva-
tion, and almost no research that shows how
context may alter these links. These are ques-
tions for practitioners and schools as well as
for researchers.

OTHER AIMS AND COSTS

Stronger student achievement and learning
are not the only potential benefits of stronger
parent and community involvement. Consti-
tuency building for education may also result.
If parents and other community members
understand more about the contributions
schools make and the challenges they face,
they may contribute public support and com-
munity resources to schools. Clear accounta-
bility and communication with both parents
and community may have similar effects by
increasing public trust in schools. This is in
addition to the role accountability may have in
directing attention to, and improving, the
learning of individual children and school-
level performance. Community building may
also result from parent and community
involvement. Better relationships with parents
and community build a sense of caring and
community, both within the school, and
beyond the school; better relationships

SCHOOLS, FAMILIES, AND COMMUNITIES

Tbeﬁndjngsﬁom Ontario
thus indicate that school councils are
not achieving either rgform and

learning aims or democratic aims.

between teachers and parents can build par-
ents’ self esteem (Pelletier & Brent, 2002),
and can inspire teachers (Pelletier, 2002).

More effective parenting may result from par-
ent education provided through schools with
benefits for child learning, child management,
and health. Principles of parental rights and
democracy may be served by parents’ roles in
governance and decision-making. In market
models of education, better information for
parents resulting from parent involvement
should support wiser educational choice.
Parent/community/student satisfaction may
be enhanced. Beneficial economic outcomes
may include efficiencies and reducing costs of
services or augmenting services with low-cost
parent labour.

Nevertheless, potential benefits come with
potential costs. Critics have pointed out that
advocacy positions for parent and community
involvement usually fail to consider the costs
of instituting programs. These costs include
money and time spent—increases in workload
as well as opportunity costs. Just as financial
costs of parent and community involvement
are rarely scrutinized, potential negative out-
comes are rarely examined. These could
include compromising classroom ethics when
parents are in the classroom unless they are
properly trained and monitored, student

| WHICH RELATIONSHIPS MATTER MOST?
- —



unease, greater disparities when programs are
not evenly accessed, loss of focus on achieve-
ment, and negative effects on family life when
pressures for home school-learning disrupt
other legitimate activities of families.

DIVERSITY AND OUTREACH,
OR ONLY THE RICH GET RICHER

Programmatic approaches to parent and com-
munity involvement may be universal, as when
a school reaches out to all parents or when a
nation mandates parent involvement at a
national level linked to universal educational
reform (e.g., England). It may also be targeted
to “high risk” groups as happens in the U.S.
Title 1 programs for children in poverty, with
requirements for involving parents. Whether
programs are universal or targeted, outreach
is still required to ensure the children and
parents most in need receive potential bene-
fits. Don Davies (2002) offers several ways
of increasing outreach. Beyond producing a
welcoming climate at the school, schools and
educators should consider moving out into the
community to find parents where they are, and
they should consider using parents and other
community members to connect to otherwise
disengaged parents. Another strategy is coop-
erating with other agencies serving children
and families to increase points of contact. In
multicultural urban communities, integrated
service alliances based at schools increase the
number of professionals able to work in the
parents” own language/ culture and help break
down barriers between schools and marginal-
ized groups. This is one principle at work in
the Toronto First Duty Project, an integrated
services model for early childhood operating
in school-based hubs (Corter, et al., 2002).

EVIDENCE ON PARENT INVOLVEMENT AND
CHILDREN’S SCHOOL READINESS

There is a substantial amount of research on
parent involvement in preschool programs and
the part that parents play in “school readiness”
or “transition to school.” Some of the research
shows an impact on children’s development.
One finding is that benefits for children
occur more often in programs that are clear on
the inputs to children, either directly, or indi-
rectly via parents and parent education.
Programs that simultaneously modify chil-
dren’s environments in both home and school
should maximize effects. This principle
appears to have support from successful inter-
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Governance 1'0]65 may serve

democratic and communitarian

aims in education but may not

link directly to student outcomes.

ventions in which parents and teachers are

simultaneously trained in the same approaches
to interacting with children, for example in
preventative child management approaches or
in home and school early literacy activities.
Another example comes from our work in
an Ontario school board. In a recent two-year
design research experiment in ten school-
based readiness centres (Pelletier, 2002;
Pelletier & Corter, 2004), families attended
the Jr. Kindergarten Readiness Centre three
times a week for 12 weeks. Extensive outreach
efforts brought in families who otherwise
would not have participated. The curriculum
followed the Ontario Kindergarten Program.
Parents and their preschoolers took part in tra-
ditional “circle” time, follow-up activities, and
play times. Workshops on child development,
learning, and community services were pro-
vided for parents and teachers. In Year 1, the
research focus was on implementation of the
program as measured by direct observations,
interviews, questionnaires, environment rat-
ings and teacher reports. InYear 2, implemen-
tation research continued and evaluation of the
program was carried out by following the chil-
dren to Sr. Kindergarten the next year. A bat-
tery of direct readiness measures, as well as the
Early Developmental

Instrument, were

administered. Overall results showed the pow-
erful impact of the readiness centre program
which we believe came about by building rela-
tionships between parents and teachers.
Teachers reported that their views of parents
changed in positive ways; parents reported
increasing feelings of self-efficacy as a result of
participation (Pelletier & Brent, 2002).
Children’s Kindergarten readiness scores were
higher for children who had participated with
their parents in comparison to a group without
this experience. There were interesting differ-
ences between English First and Second
Language groups. ESL parents reported more
learning goals for themselves and their chil-
dren and EFL parents reported more social
goals. ESL children also made significantly
greater gains in Kindergarten readiness. The
design research allowed us to describe the
pathways through which children’s school suc-
cess is mediated by home-school partnerships
and active outreach to include parents in their
child’s earliest school experiences.

GOVERNANCE, SCHOOL COUNCILS, AND
SCHOOL-BASED REFORM

Participation in governance and decision-mak-
ing by parents and communities takes different
forms. In many jurisdictions parents and com-
munity members vote for school board offi-
cials; in others parents may vote with their feet
where school choice is offered. They may be
appointed to parent or community advisory
boards at the state/provincial or federal level.
In an analysis of parents as partners in school-
ing, the OECD (1997) reported that parents’
legal rights to have policy input vary enor-
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If every purent of u child between the
ages of 1 und 9 reud to the child five
days u week for one hour, thut would be
8.7 billion aunnuul hours supporting reud-
ing. To puy teuchers to do the sume job
ohe-onh-ohe would cost us much as it
costs to run the entire public educution
system in the U.S.—Parthership
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mously across nine member countries. In
Spain, France and Germany, parents are repre-
sented on policy-making bodies at all levels:
the national, state/provincial, local, and school
levels. At the other extreme, in Japan there is
no representation at any of the four levels. It
would be hard to argue that achievement suf-
fered in Japanese schools as a result of limits
on parents’ roles in governance. Governance
roles may serve democratic and communitari-
an aims in education but may not link directly
to student outcomes.

Nevertheless, one trend in the rising global
tide of parent and community involvement in
the "90s was school reform based on site-based
management models with participation of par-
ents and communities through local school
councils. Despite their pervasiveness, the
effectiveness and impact of parent councils
have been called into question in a number of
empirical reports from London to Chicago. In
an Ontario school board, Parker and
Leithwood (2000) found that teachers’ esti-
mates of the impact of advisory school councils
were in the low-positive to low-negative
range, despite this board’s support for the
councils and inservice supports for members.
While the overall picture shows marginal
effects, councils were reported to be more
effective in some schools. A constellation of
school level factors appeared to support the
council’s work in these schools; these were:
capacity building among staff, building a sense
of community at the school, and a focus on
student learning and leadership.

In another Canadian study, we surveyed
teachers, parents and parent representatives
on school councils across several Ontario
school boards (Corter, Harris & Pelletier,
1998). The survey focused on the desirability
of various forms of parental involvement and
experiences with school councils. Governance
roles for parents were rated as moderately
important by teachers and parents in general;
parents ranked support for home learning and
home-school communication as more impor-
tant forms of involvement. Parent representa-
tives on school councils placed more emphasis
than other parents did on political roles for
parents on volunteering and on fundraising;
their views were closer to those of teachers
than parents. On the other hand, parents and
parent representatives were united in seeing
parent participation in curriculum and behav-
iour codes as much more important than

teachers did. Thus there was evidence of par-
ent representatives being selected or socialized
to school points of view—but not complete-
ly—since their desire for input on program-
ming and behaviour persists despite contrary
teacher views. Although the survey revealed
that parent representatives’ views were mod-
estly discrepant from those of parents at large,
there were other more serious problems of
representation. Most parents did not know
their parent representatives and most were not
personally interested in serving on school
councils. Parent council members did not rep-
resent the cultural diversity of parents at large
in the sample schools. None of the sampled
parent representatives were visible minorities
or had minority first languages, even though
approximately one-third of the sample of par-
ents at large were visible minority and/or lan-
guage minority members.

The findings from Ontario thus indicate that
school councils are not achieving either
reform and learning aims or democratic aims.
Leithwood and colleagues (Leithwood,
Allison, et al., 2003) suggest that the effort to
involve parents in school improvement plan-
ning needs to go well beyond single solutions
such as school councils.

NATIONAL SCHOOL REFORM—THE U.K. EXAMPLE

In the U.K. there has been national attention
to parents as contributors to children’s aca-
demic success since research in the early "80s
linking parents’ reading and children’s learn-
ing, along with recommendations for engaging
parents in nursery education. Until recently
this national interest had not moved beyond
patchwork impact on practice. Now a grander
role is seen in the recent national educational
reforms that include universal and concrete
parent involvement activities as a central fea-
ture of England’s National Literacy and
Numeracy Strategies. These measures include
required home-school agreements on how
parents and schools will raise standards in
partnership; required annual school reports to
inform parents’ decision-making; encouraged
participation as parent governors or voicing
views in parent organizations; and informa-
tion/media including Web sites and a parent-
school magazine. The overall reform strategy
has substantially improved national test scores
with a combination of pressures and supports,
but it is not possible to tear apart how much
parent involvement efforts have contributed.

SCHOOLS, FAMILIES, AND COMMUNITIES

... parents ranked support

for home learning and home-school
communication as more important

forms (f involvement.

The parents’ perspective on parents’ roles in
U.K. reforms is provided in a large-scale
survey commissioned by the Department of
Education and Skills (Williams, Williams, &
Ullman, 2001). One example of the findings
on reform measures concerned home-school
agreements, which were designed to formalize
home-school partnerships. Even though all
parents should have signed such an agreement,
35% of parents said they had never heard of
them. Among those who knew about them,
views varied on their meaning: “An agreement
between the parents and the school”; “It’s a
paper exercise and serves no purpose”; “Your
part of the bargain is to check for head lice and
homework” (p. 35). The external evaluation of
the U.K. reforms carried out by an OISE/UT
research team gives a complementary, mixed
picture of how parent involvement is going
from the standpoint of educators (Earl et al.,
2003) through surveys and case study inter-
views. When asked about parent support for
the literacy and numeracy strategies, about
half the teachers and three-quarters of the
headteachers thought that parents were sup-
portive. On the other hand, they also reported
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WAYS TO INCREASE A
PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT A

e Provide u welcominyg environment ut
schools

e Move info community fo find parents
where they dre

e Cooperute with other ugencies to
increuse points of contuct

e Increuse humber of professionuls uble
to work in languuges/cultures promi-
nent in schools

doubts that parents were helping more with

literacy and mathematics as a result of the
strategies. In an interview a first-year teacher
said: “Parents come to assemblies and I think
they’re quite surprised at the sorts of things
that their children are learning and the quality
of work they’re doing and the high expecta-
tions. They come to parents’ evenings and
things, so they’ve learned more about what
their children are doing, but I don’t see parents
being very involved beyond that” (p. 106). On
the whole, then, England’s ambitious efforts to
develop a coherent national approach to parent
involvement have received mixed reviews
from parents and educators.

CONCLUSION

Parent and community involvement deserves a
critical look, not more endorsements. We sug-
gest that it is time to refocus parent and com-
munity involvement on the aims of education,
with backward mapping on to outcomes,
processes and programs. This kind of analysis
could show whether practice and policy in the
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area are achieving the desired educational and
societal aims. This refocusing would mean
more research examining the processes that
link aims, practice and outcomes and more
attention to specific outcomes that go beyond
client and practitioner satisfaction. The refo-
cusing would also renew attention to the need
for schools and teachers to conduct local
examinations of the effectiveness of their prac-
tices in the area. Parent and community
involvement in education is here to stay, but its
role in boosting achievement should not be
over-simplified nor over-sold.
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