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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Build Your Case for 
Family Engagement

This book is written with you, the teacher, in mind, and begins with the 
premise that all teachers want to be and feel effective as teachers. 
Teachers want more than anything to see their students making 

progress academically, developmentally, and socially. We know that you,  
as a teacher, feel a sense of well-being and accomplishment when:

• your students are engaged and excited by what they are learning  
in class and are motivated to practice what they have learned.

• all of your students are showing growth in academic and  
social-emotional benchmarks and have in some way made  
steady progress. 

• you see their progress reflected in student data as well as in your 
observations of them in the classroom.

• your students feel more connected to their peers, their teachers, 
and their school community.

In order for you to achieve the best possible results for your students, 
we know certain factors have to be present. Your school has to be led by a 
leader who is competent and is a positive driver of change; you need to be 
surrounded by colleagues who are skilled and competent; you need to receive 
great instructional guidance and support; and there must be very strong ties 
with the families and community members that your school serves. All of 
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these “ingredients” have to be present and working together for your school 
to run well and for your students to have successful outcomes (Bryk, 2010). 

This book focuses on the ingredient that has to do with your 
relationships with the families of the children that you teach. We want 
to make the case that partnership with families is not only important to 
maximize student learning, but is also a key factor in your own well-being 
and success as a teacher. 

The research is resounding—creating meaningful partnerships with 
parents will help your students succeed both academically and socially. 
Here is what the research tells us: When parents are engaged and involved, 
their children succeed (Henderson & Mapp, 2002). Specifically:

• Their children’s grades go up.

• They attend school more regularly.

• They are more likely to enroll in higher-level programs.

• They are more likely to graduate and go on to college.

• They are more excited and positive about school and learning.

• They have fewer discipline issues inside and outside class.

With such far-reaching effects, we believe engaging parents is essential 
for the short- and long-term success of your students. We hope to provide 
you with the necessary tools to create such partnerships in your own 
classrooms.

NOTE FROM ILENE 

Jorge’s* reading progress.
Ilene tells this story about a student in her second-grade class: 

Jorge entered our second-grade classroom as a new student to the school. 
He is an English Learner, and Spanish is the language spoken at home. When 
Jorge arrived, he didn’t yet know any of the sounds that letters make. On a 
reading assessment in late September, he scored at an early kindergarten 
level. At the mid-October family conference, both Jorge and his mother were 
in tears. It was devastating to be seven years old and not to be able to read. 
During the conference, Jorge set a goal to improve his reading. He pledged 
to read every chance he got, and his mother promised to sit with Jorge each 
night and to listen to him read. Jorge joined a reading intervention group at 
school, and I sent home many books for him to read, exchanging the

Ilene Carver
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books as he mastered them. In less than two months, Jorge could identify all 
the sounds the letters make, and he had increased his reading by two levels. 
In late November, Jorge was reading at an end-of-kindergarten level—with six 
months of the school year still ahead. At the next family conference, Jorge’s 
mother spoke about how she renewed her commitment to listen to Jorge read 
at home once she understood its importance. Without a doubt, Jorge’s ability 
to make reading progress was multiplied by the home-school connection.

(*Note that the names of students have been changed in this book except  
in anecdotes written by parents about their own children.) 

As many of our schools are rich with students of diverse cultures, 
languages, and backgrounds, we believe these family relationships are even 
more important. We know that such diversity comes with great benefits, and 
can also include its own challenges for building effective family partnerships; 
we also believe that creating these relationships is essential for building the 
most vibrant learning communities. In this book, we intend to address these 
challenges and provide you with effective strategies.

Overall, we aim to help you engage with families in ways that support 
student academic achievement, your success as a teacher, and the overall 
improvement of your school. Before you dive into the rest of the book, you 
might already have a few questions for us. . . .

Q  What happens if my school  
leader isn’t on board?

A Teachers often ask us the following question: What do you do if your 
 school leader isn’t enthusiastic or supportive about engaging families? 
 Even if you are in a school that does not have strong institutional 

structures and supports around family engagement, strengthening your 
partnerships with families is still worthwhile to pursue. Again, we have 
learned that family engagement is critical not only to student achievement 
but also to your well-being as a teacher. Let’s face it, partnering with 
families is indeed harder to accomplish without the institutional culture 
and support, but you can still accomplish quite a bit on your own to 
intentionally build relationships of trust and respect with the families 
of the children that you teach. Change doesn’t always start at the top. 
Creating a model in your classroom of what true family engagement 
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looks like could have a profound impact on helping change your school’s 
mindset toward partnering with parents. Your effectiveness as a teacher is 
profoundly affected by these partnerships. 

Q  Okay, but I already have  
so much on my plate!

A We ask you to keep an open mind as you read this book, as we may 
 be suggesting ways of thinking about and engaging with families that 
 may be new, different, and, perhaps, a little unsettling. With all that 

you already have going on, and with all of the pressure already being placed 
on teachers, you may be understandably skeptical about an additional 
strategy to try.

It may seem counterintuitive to you, but we have learned from 
many teachers that the “extra” work they put in to partner with families 
ultimately decreases their workload and makes their jobs more enjoyable 
and fulfilling. Indeed, research shows that teachers stay at schools 
where they have strong partnerships with the families of their students 
(Allensworth, Ponisciak & Mazzeo, 2009). We will ask you to reconsider 
traditional ways of thinking about families and the role family members 
play in their children’s education. It has been our experience that some 
districts and schools see families and community members as entities 
to be managed and held at bay instead of welcomed as full partners in 
reaching the teaching and learning goals of our schools and students. 
As teachers, we are always looking for powerful partners with whom to 
collaborate, whether they are other teachers, afterschool partners, or 
administrators. Our goal with this book is to help you cultivate powerful 
partnerships with families, as co-creators of excellent educational 
opportunities for their children and their children’s classrooms. 

8   Powerful Partnerships
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Q  Sure, but what if my parents  
don’t seem to have time?

A Not every parent will be able to participate in the typical “parent 
 activities”—attending the parent-teacher organization meetings, baking 
 goods for the fundraiser, or helping out with a school play or field trip. 

But even if they can’t, that doesn’t mean they don’t want to be involved and 
that they can’t contribute to their child’s academic success. 

Throughout this book, we will ask you to expand your definition of what 
successful engagement and partnership might and can look like. Traditionally, 
schools focus on family engagement activities that only work for a certain 
group of families—often families who have means and the extra time or 
flexibility to be present at school. 

There are many factors that can make it hard to participate in these more 
traditional activities, from living far from the school and having no means 
to access the school easily, to working jobs that provide little flexibility to 
negotiate leave during the school day. But often families may already be 
deeply engaged at home and in their communities, and we hope to help you 
recognize and honor those many types of engagement. 

Last, but not least, we have found that families will make the time when 
we really let them know how important they are to us as teachers and when 
we invite them to engage. Families have to hear this from you and know 
that you mean it.

NOTE FROM ILENE

Family Engagement and My Survival  
as a Teacher
Ilene describes the impact of family engagement on her first year of teaching.

In my first year of teaching, reaching out to families was a matter of survival. 
I remember I had a wonderful group of children with many challenges. I’m 
convinced that my ability to successfully teach those students had a lot to do 
with the support I had from families. That support was a result of the time 
I put into building relationships. There is no doubt that it meant a lot to my 
students that their mom, dad, grandma, uncle, and sometimes several of

Ilene Carver

Introduction: Build Your Case for Family Engagement  9   

PowerfulPartnerships_int_001_015.indd   9 5/22/17   10:53 AM

NOT 
FO

R D
IS

TR
IB

UTI
ON



these people and I had a close and connected relationship. What happened  
at home and what happened at school were not two different worlds. 
 You will find that your families can serve as a lifeline for you, and having 
families as your partners can make the practice of teaching more enjoyable 
and fulfilling.

Q  What if we don’t speak  
the same language?

A There is no doubt that this is a challenge, but with some creativity  
 and help from others, these families can and must be reached. Indeed, 
evidence shows that families for whom English is not the first language 

(English Learners, or ELs) are very interested in being engaged in their 
children’s education. (Lopez, 2001; Zacarian, 2011). Remember, not speaking 
English doesn’t mean that your families aren’t interested in or passionate 
about their children’s academic and emotional success. Remember, too, that 
while it might be initially harder to communicate with them, these parents 
have a lot to contribute to your success as a classroom teacher. 

We realize that for some of you, your school communities are facing 
large demographic shifts. These changes will ultimately require you, your 
school, and your district to come together and decide how you will support 
communicating and partnering with families who speak languages that are 
not spoken by you or your colleagues. But, for you individually, we’ll provide 
some helpful suggestions throughout the book for how to connect with 
your families whose first language is not English. 

10   Powerful Partnerships
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Whom This Book Is For
We have written this book primarily for you, the teacher. Realizing that 
teaching strategies and goals are not identical for all teachers, we have tried 
to anticipate and address the varied needs of both novices and veterans and 
of teachers spanning grades Pre-K through 12. In addition, we hope this book 
will help administrators trying to foster strong engagement practices in their 
school’s classrooms. More specifically: 

If you are…

• A beginning teacher, we can help you begin to shape your practice, 
weaving in strategies that will serve you throughout your teaching 
career.

• An experienced teacher, we hope to help transform and add to 
your practice, providing you with important skills and ideas to 
incorporate into your arsenal.

If you are…

• A pre-K or elementary school teacher, we can help you start 
families on their partnership journey with schools and teachers, 
and build their confidence to be engaged in their child’s learning 
and development right from the start. You can be the catalyst for 
early trust and respect between families and their schools, and can 
break down historical barriers that may already exist between your 
families and institutions like schools.

• A middle or high school teacher, we can help you both shape your 
practice and provide you with ideas to engage parents at a time in 
their students’ education when, most typically, schools and parents 
are likely to go their separate ways. We know from research that 
middle and high school students do want and need their parents’ 
support and that their support will help them succeed.

If you are…

• A principal or school administrator, we can provide you with a road 
map for developing and honing the essential skills your teachers 
will need to succeed. We can help you build the kinds of support 
and strategies to help your staff succeed in creating and sustaining 
partnerships. We can also help you develop the institutional and 
organizational practices to support home-school partnerships 
throughout your school.

Introduction: Build Your Case for Family Engagement  11   
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How This Book Is Organized
Throughout the book, we will share stories from practitioners and others 
along with practical tips and anecdotes (like the “Notes” from Ilene about 
her students, Jorge and Michael) from teachers, school leaders, parents, and 
researchers that explore how to adapt and strengthen your partnerships with 
families. We will engage you in opportunities to think about and assess your 
own skills, knowledge, and dispositions—your core beliefs and values—when 
it comes to engaging families. This book is more about your approach to the 
work, rather than a checklist of practices and events (though we will provide 
a few ideas sprinkled throughout). We are confident that you will design even 
better events and initiatives after you read this book. 

A note about our terminology: You will notice throughout the book that 
we use both “family/families” and “parent/parents” when referring to the 
important adult stakeholders in a child’s life. We do prefer the term “family” 
as it is more inclusive and recognizes the role of grandparents, aunts and 
uncles, foster parents, and other kin who make a difference. We do switch 

back and forth—just know that we are always referring to the 
various adult stakeholders who support children’s learning 
and development.

Chapter 1: Examine Your Core Beliefs 
Becoming a skilled practitioner in the area of family 
partnerships doesn’t start with an in-depth knowledge of the 
research on family partnerships or access to a bucket filled 
with activities and programs—it starts with YOU! Chapter 1 
engages you in a conversation about your core beliefs about 
the role of families in the education of the students in your 
classroom. 

Chapter 2: Harness the Power  
of Partnerships
We’ve already used the word partnership several times in 
this introduction. What exactly do we mean by partnerships 
with families? Besides offering up some descriptions of 
partnerships between home and school, we also share what 
we now know about the most effective way to build and 
sustain respectful partnerships with families.

PARTNERSHIP CLIPS
Throughout the book, you’ll 
see links to a series of 
Partnership Clips that you  
can access at www.scholastic 
.com/PartnerResources.  
Seven of the videos feature 
Dr. Karen Mapp addressing 
key issues and topics with 
video footage drawn from 
her Harvard presentations 
and her online class. In the 
Reflection section at the end 
of each chapter, you’ll see 
clips of teachers and other 
family engagement advocates  
responding to the questions 
Dr. Mapp poses about family 
engagement. We hope these 
questions will spark your own 
family engagement reflections.

12   Powerful Partnerships
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Chapter 3: Welcome, Honor,  
and Connect With Your Families
How do you begin the important work of forming powerful partners with 
families? In Chapter 3, we dive into how to make your initial outreach to 
families and begin to build relationships at the beginning of the school year. 
We will discuss and detail impactful practices including home visits, phone 
calls home, and back-to-school nights. 

Chapter 4: Transform Your Family Conferences  
and IEP Meetings
Having laid the foundation for partnering with families at the beginning  
of the year, how do you deepen these relationships as the year continues? 
In Chapter 4, we will look closely into two important types of conversations 
you are likely to have with families: Family-Teacher Conferences and 
Individualized Education Plan (IEP) Meetings. For each we will dive into 
strategies for how you might bring families more meaningfully into a 
working partnership. 

Chapter 5: Maintain Strong Family Ties  
Throughout the Year
Throughout the year, there will be opportunities to learn from and partner  
with your students’ families. In this chapter, we present you with the voices 
of four teachers from elementary, middle, and high school, each describing a 
different strategy, technique, or approach to further build these relationships. 

Chapter 6: Support Your Work  
With Family-Friendly Resources
The tools, techniques, and most important, discussions around mindset  
we have presented in the book are only the beginning of a lifelong journey  
in this work. In this final chapter, we share additional tools for your classroom 
and practice that other practitioners and experts have shared with us. Luckily, 
too, there are many phenomenal organizations supporting the development 
of powerful partnerships between families and schools. We hope you will  
use these organizations and resources to further expand and build your  
own practice. 

Introduction: Build Your Case for Family Engagement  13   
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NOTE FROM ILENE

A Personal Reflectio
In order to truly provide equitable and excellent learning opportunities 
for all our children, there is a lot we need to change in our society. I think 
teachers and all of us in the field of education need to state clearly that 
if we want to close the achievement gap across race and class, we need 
to ensure that ALL of our children and their families have sufficient food, 
shelter, employment opportunities, and health care (including mental 
health care), and work to stop the overrepresentation of people of color 
in our prisons and as victims of police crimes. It is critical that we stand 
together as educators to organize around these issues. At the same time, we 
know this is a fight we won’t win tomorrow, or even this year. 
 As educators, we do have the power, right now, to decide what kinds of 
communities we build in our schools. This is something we can work on today, 
tomorrow, and next week. We can do a better job of educating our young 
people if we work toward dismantling the hierarchical relationship that often 
exists between school professionals and family members. We can replace it by 
building partnerships that enable families and school staff to see themselves 
as equals and as members of the same team, working their hardest to provide 
a first-class educational experience for all students.

Final Thoughts
Our goal is to strengthen your family engagement practice and, in doing 
so, strengthen your classroom success. We think this work is incredibly 
impactful—and want to share with you what we have learned about the 
best elements of partnering with families and how we hope it will transform 
your practice.

Partnering with families will:

• contribute to your sense of accomplishment as a teacher.

• reduce your feelings of isolation—your families can act as a source 
of strength for you as a community that supports your work and 
goals of student achievement.

Ilene Carver
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• break down the race and class hierarchies that have historically 
dominated and prevented healthy and respectful family-school 
relationships.

• create a productive team of allies that surround and support  
the child and you as the teacher.

• cultivate mutual respect and trust between home and school—
when challenges do arise, they are much more easily resolved. 

• transform the instinct to be defensive and break down the  
us-versus-them dynamic. 

We each come to this work with a different story,  
a different history, and different classroom experiences, 
all of which shape our approach to building partnerships. 
Perhaps your parents were constantly helping out in your 
own classroom, perhaps they never stepped foot inside. 
Perhaps you’ve had an incredibly rewarding conversation 
or interaction with the parent of one of your students, or 
perhaps you are right now recalling that time a parent yelled 
at you or canceled a long-set-up meeting. These stories 
shape us, and will be important initial stepping-stones as  
we ask you to consider and, perhaps, reconsider the role 
parents can play in your classroom. 

Reflection
Think of a time you partnered 
with a family to support a 
student in your classroom. What 
was the outcome for the student? 
For the family? What kind of 
impact did this partnership have 
on you and your teaching?

PARTNERSHIP CLIP
Introduction: Your Colleagues 
Reflect

Listen to your colleagues 
reflect on their experiences 
with family engagment.

scholastic.com/PartnerResources
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C H A P T E R  1

Examine Your  
Core Beliefs

You are committed and excited to create strong partnerships with 
parents, but where do you start? We are certain that many of you 
might be saying, “I’ve already tried to encourage more family 

engagement with the parents of my students. In fact, our school has tried 
several techniques, and none of them have worked!”

It’s frustrating to throw yourself into planning a family event, only to 
have a few parents attend. We understand that you may have tried offering 
incentives to parents (raffles and prizes), incentives to the class that brings in 
the most parents (pizza parties and special trips), home-baked treats, child 
care, and even transportation to events. We aren’t saying that these strategies 
aren’t important—they are, but there are other very important components 
necessary for building successful partnerships with families.

The first component, and the most important, is YOU. 
What do you know about your students’ lives? What do you know 

about their families? What assumptions might you have about their homes, 
communities, and educational values? These core beliefs (Henderson, Mapp, 
Johnson & Davies, 2007) impact your ability to build vibrant partnerships 
with families. 

Throughout this book, we aim to enhance your skills, knowledge, and 
mindset to do this work well. For this first chapter, we want to focus on the 
disposition and beliefs required for you to partner effectively with families.
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The Disposition to Partner Well
We are certain that you have experienced what it is like to work with 
colleagues who are truly welcoming to you, honor your presence, treat 
you like an equal, and believe in the work you are doing together. They are 
committed to developing a trusting and respectful working relationship 
with you, and you value their enthusiasm and enjoy working with them. You 
can tell by their actions and language that they believe that working and 
collaborating with you is not only important, but also enjoyable. They are 
not acting out of obligation; partnering with you is meaningful to them. You 
would describe them as authentic, transparent, respectful, and caring. 

This way of being—a true partnership—is what families tell us 
they want to share with school staff. To develop this trusting and caring 
relationship with your families, you, as the practitioner, come to this work 
with a set of deeply grounded beliefs about the value of partnership with 
all of your families, regardless of the various differences between your 
background and theirs. Everything that you do or say to families—from 
how you make a phone call home to how you conduct a conference with a 
family—is greatly influenced by your inner core beliefs about your families, 
even if you don’t always realize it. 

Examining Your Beliefs About  
Family Engagement
We believe that the best place to begin this work is with self-examination.  
Much of what we do as practitioners is shaped by our beliefs and values, and 
your decisions about how to engage with families will be anchored by your 
beliefs about them and their communities.

While we might not always recognize it, many past 
experiences, both positive and negative, shape our 
interactions with families. Your own family’s experiences 
with your elementary school teacher; your memories of how 
welcoming your school was to you as a child; your previous 
conversations with parents of your students, strained or 
relaxed, all subtly affect how you will approach this work. 

Examining our values and beliefs about family 
engagement is especially important when we are from 
different racial, ethnic, socioeconomic, and educational 
backgrounds from the families that our schools serve. 

PARTNERSHIP CLIP
Examining Your Core Beliefs 
Over Time

scholastic.com/PartnerResources

18   Powerful Partnerships

PowerfulPartnerships_int_016_035.indd   18 5/22/17   10:53 AM

NOT 
FO

R D
IS

TR
IB

UTI
ON



The biases and assumptions that we may have about the families of 
our children, left unexamined, can hamper our ability to create effective 
partnerships with them. 

We don’t expect that you will necessarily start this work with this 
mindset in place—this conviction is something that will grow over time.  
We hope that throughout this book you will engage with our ideas—and 
try our quick free-writes and assignments—and see if your beliefs about 
families begin to shift or evolve. We have come to see how essential this 
mindset is to building successful partnerships, and we hope you will, too.

Examine Your Own Beliefs 
We realize the self-examination we’ve just described might sound daunting 
and perhaps even uncomfortable. How do you identify your biases and 
assumptions, particularly if they are, as we’ve said, not on the surface?
 To do this, we suggest you start with this writing assignment:  
Reflect on the following questions. We hope you will be as honest and  
detailed as you can (no one else is going to read this).

1. Think back to your own childhood and own school 
experience. How was your family connected or not 
connected to your school and educational experience?

2. How might these past experiences, positive or negative, 
shape your beliefs as a teacher about family engagement?

3. What fears, hesitations, or apprehensions do you have 
about this work? What barriers will you have to overcome?

4. What passions, beliefs, and commitments do you bring that 
will help you do this work? 

Family Engagement:  
Four Essential Core Beliefs
When Karen worked as Deputy Superintendent for Family and Student 
Engagement in Boston, she met a number of school leaders and teachers 
who were exemplary family engagement practitioners. Each spoke about 
having a set of beliefs that guided their work with families: that all families 
had hopes and dreams for their children, that families had the capacity to 
support their children’s learning, that families were equal partners in the 
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work of student and school improvement, and that, because of the history 
of less-than-positive relationships between families and school staff, school 
leaders and staff had to take the first step—to extend the first hand—to build 
partnerships with families. 

These themes from conversations with these practitioners 
formed the basis for the essential Core Beliefs for Family 
Engagement outlined in Chapter 3 of Beyond the Bake Sale:  
The Essential Guide to Family-School Partnerships (Henderson  
et al., 2007).

THE FOUR ESSENTIAL CORE BELIEFS

1. All families have dreams for their children and want the best  

for them.

2. All families have the capacity to support their children’s learning.

3. Families and school staff are equal partners.

4. The responsibility for cultivating and sustaining partnerships 

among school, home, and community rests primarily with school 

staff, especially school leaders.

Core Belief 1: All families have dreams  
for their children and want the best for them. 
Parents and families want their children to succeed. They have high 
expectations for their son’s or daughter’s educational achievement, which is 
important to acknowledge and validate. We emphasize the all here, because 
at times, practitioners interpret family patterns and behaviors as not having 
hopes and dreams for their children’s well-being and success. Poverty, mental 
health issues, housing, and other systemic and structural factors impact 
families’ engagement in their children’s education, but we’ve seen time and 
time again in our work with families that they DO care and want the best for 
their children. 

The heart-dotted exclamation points, the expectations of excellence,  
the hopes for first and second grade in some very personal letters (see below), 
reflect the hopes and dreams Kai’s, Nysia’s, and Vismark’s moms all have for 
their children. Every parent has such dreams. 

PARTNERSHIP CLIP
The Four Essential  
Core Beliefs

scholastic.com/PartnerResources
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“Hopes and Dreams” letters 
from parents

You might be skeptical, thinking: “Sure, this is true for some families, but 
not all. My colleagues and I know parents who don’t show up for Parent Night 
even after we’ve sent multiple invitations. We know parents who don’t return 
our phone calls. We know families who are absent, abusive, drug-addicted, or  
in other ways don’t seem to care at all about the well-being of their children.” 

Too often, teachers might see such parents and make the assumption 
that they “just don’t care.” Such conclusions are too often made about parents 
of color, parents who come from poor neighborhoods, or parents who have 
come here from other countries. What teachers and school staff don’t often 
see or acknowledge are the challenges those families might be facing, the 
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overwhelming struggles that might prevent them from taking a more active 
role in their child’s education, as well as the past and current disrespectful 
and discriminatory interactions families may have experienced in schools.

Believing that parents aren’t invested in their child’s future because 
they don’t seem to engage with the school couldn’t be further from the 
truth. In her book about the complexities and dynamics of parent-teacher 
conferences, Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot states: 

I believe that all parents hold big expectations for the role that schools 
will play in the life chances of their children. They all harbor a large 
wish list of dreams and aspirations for their youngsters. All families 
care deeply about their children’s education and hope that their 
progeny will be happier, more productive, and more successful than 
they have been in their lives (Lawrence-Lightfoot, 2003).

NOTE FROM ILENE AND JESSICA

Ilene and Jessica Share Their Thoughts  
About the Core Beliefs
If we as teachers absolutely believe in our souls that families want to 
support their children and will do everything they can to help them,  
and we communicate this, families will be involved. I have been teaching 
in the Boston Public Schools for more than 20 years, and I have yet to 
meet a family where there wasn’t someone with whom I could build a 
relationship in support of their child’s success.” 

~ Ilene 

I teach English Learners; my students come from as far away as 
Cambodia, Brazil, and Lebanon. From time to time, I’ve heard some speak 
disparagingly about the parents of my students. “Oh, they just don’t have 
the same understanding about education as we do,” or “They just don’t 
want the same thing for their children,” or, most often, “Well, you see, in 
their culture they don’t believe girls should go to college.” I hear these 
statements and think of my students and their families, families who have 
traveled hundreds of miles, who have fled wars and abandoned homes 
because of bombings, who have survived for years in refugee camps  
and given up respected professions in their own country to start again in 
ours. They came here for opportunity. They came here to provide their

Ilene Carver

Jessica Lander
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children with a new and brighter future—I cannot think of a more 
powerful expression of how deeply these families value their child’s 
educational success. 

~ Jessica

Let us be clear: We—the authors of this book—have never met a 
parent who doesn’t care about the future of his or her child, and we don’t 
believe we ever will. As teachers, it is important to recognize that families, 
even those who are facing significant challenges, do have aspirations for 
their children and are usually looking to the schools to help make those 
aspirations come true. 

Core Belief 2: All families have the capacity  
to support their children’s learning.
As a teacher, you have to believe that no matter your families’ race, ethnicity, 
socioeconomic background and circumstances, home language, and 
education background, that they can, especially with your willing support, 
enhance their already existing ability to encourage and foster their 
children’s learning. We believe there are two distinct lenses with which  
to see our students’ families. 

NOTE FROM KAREN

How Do We “See” the Families  
of the Children at Our School?
We suggest this exercise as a way of examining the implicit biases and 
assumptions you may have about the families at your school. Schools 
often use a deficit-based lens versus a strength-based lens as it relates 
to family and communities. For this activity, you will make a list of the 
positive characteristics that describe your families.
 Use the following categories to make a list of the strengths and 
different types of knowledge and abilities that your families have. Use only 
asset-based language—do not use any negative phrases or words.

1. Race and ethnic diversity
2. Socioeconomic diversity
3. Occupational diversity
4. Educational diversity

Dr. Karen Mapp
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5. Religious diversity
6. Political diversity
7. Talents
8. Other

After creating the lists, answer the following questions:
• Are you utilizing all of the strengths and assets your families have 

to offer?
• How might you gather information from your families to expand 

this list?

The Risks of Deficit-Based Thinking
Through the negative lens called “deficit-based thinking” (Valencia, 1997),  
the world is tinted so that we primarily see problems. We attempt to 
teach the children “despite their backgrounds,” blaming the family or the 
community or the culture for the challenges the children face. We don’t 
believe that our families have the skills and capacities they need to help their 
children; rather, we see their lack of education, culture, or English skills as 
impossible barriers to overcome, and prohibitive of any attempts to cultivate 
and maintain effective home-school partnerships.

Have you heard any of these statements before?

• “The families are the problem and there is no sense engaging them; 
they are in the way.” 

• “Just give me the kids…the families are dysfunctional.” 

• “Because of their limited education, it doesn’t make sense to share 
data with them; they’ll just be overwhelmed.” 

Unfortunately, we have heard them all. If one believes that students’ 
families and communities are a negative influence on a child’s success, 
it becomes impossible to identify the many ways in which families can 
meaningfully contribute. 

The opinions quoted above are extreme, but deficit-based thinking is 
not always so overt. As teachers, we should continually question and examine 
how we understand and see our families. Are we preoccupied with what our 
students and families don’t have—too little money, not enough English? Even 
if these concerns stem from our caring and concern, the one-dimensional 
focus on our families’ shortfalls can blind us to their strengths. 

Seeing our families through this deficit-lens may also make us think that 
it is our job as teachers to “rescue” or “save” our students from what we regard 
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as awful circumstances, neighborhoods, and families. Resisting the savior 
mentality—the feeling that we need to rescue our students and their families 
from themselves—can be difficult. But believing that our students need to be 
saved from their culture, their communities, or their families runs counter to 
building relationships with families and respecting the valuable knowledge 
that they bring to the learning taking place in our classrooms. 

NOTE FROM KAREN

A Visit to My Class
Dr. Mapp gives an example of deficit-based thinking.

I had a group of teachers from an innovative school come to my class to talk 
about their school. When the teachers talked about the core mission of the 
school, one stated that it was their goal to “inoculate the children from their 
families and that awful community.” My students were horrified. This was a 
clear example of deficit-mindset and not recognizing the existing positive 
capacity of the families and community. 

Strength-Based Thinking

This brings us to the second of the two lenses, one often referred to as 
asset-based or strength-based thinking. Parents have tremendous capacity 
and knowledge that can contribute to their child’s learning and growth.  
No matter if our families had little formal education, or speak little English, 
they have a tremendous treasure trove of skills that schools all too often 
don’t acknowledge, respect, or tap.

We offer you the analogy of a tool kit—everyone has a tool kit, but 
our tools are different. The tools you may have in your kit as a teacher are 
different from the tools your families possess, but by sharing them we 
cultivate a wonderful system of support for the children. Seeing the value  
of everyone’s tools—their skills and knowledge—is what it means to have  
a strength- or asset-based mindset.

We believe this is connected to what Professor Luis Moll at the University  
of Arizona speaks of as the funds of knowledge, the idea that families have  
explicit and important knowledge about their child and their community that  
is extremely valuable for a teacher (Moll, Amanti, Neff & González, 2005).

As we mentioned in the Introduction—what your families know 
contributes to your ability to be the best teacher that you can be and helps 

Dr. Karen Mapp
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to make your job easier. Your families have a trove of information about their 
child—their learning habits, their interests, the subjects that they enjoy, and 
even the things that set them off and the things that they don’t like—and all 
of that information is invaluable to you. 

Identifying and acknowledging these funds of knowledge that our 
students’ families and communities possess and the myriad ways in which 
they can positively contribute to their children’s education is essential if we 
want to create strong partnerships. Our families are a part of the solution, 
not part of the problem, and we practitioners need to see our families as co-
creators and co-producers of the kind of excellent educational opportunities 
we want for all of our students.

Core Belief 3: Families and school staff  
are equal partners. 
In order to create the best learning experiences for students, we need the 
knowledge that only families can provide. Seeing families as equal partners 
and teammates in the work to make sure that all students achieve shapes  
your approach to family engagement and raises its significance as a part of 
your practice.

When Karen talks about parents as “equal partners” to practitioners,  
she often uses the metaphor of an American-style football team. She says:

Even if you are not into football, you might know that the team consists 
of two parts, the offense and the defense. The offensive part of the team 
moves the football down the field and scores the touchdowns (the points). 
The defensive part of a team has the job of stopping the opponent’s offense 
from scoring points. 
 Imagine if the two parts of the same team didn’t respect each other 
and the skills each brought to the task at hand. Imagine if the offensive 
team said, “Hey, we do all of the work to score the points! Those guys on 
the defensive part of the team aren’t half as important as we are. No way is 
their importance equal to ours!” 
 Is that team going to be successful? Probably not, because the two 
parts of the same team—a team that has specific goals to meet—don’t 
see themselves as equal partners in the work. Each player on that team, 
whether he or she is on the offensive or defensive side, has to value the 
skills and knowledge of every single one of his or her teammates. Even 
though each member has different skills and a different role to play, all are 
important to a successful outcome. 

Dr. Karen Mapp
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Embracing equal partnership as a core belief means that you know that 
your families have skills, ideas, and knowledge about their children and 
community that are of value to you. When families see that you value them as 
members of “the team” of student achievement and development, they will 
also value your skills and knowledge as their child’s teacher.

A TEACHER’S STORY

Shifting My Core Beliefs
Kristen Whitaker, a high school history teacher at Columbia Heights Education  
Campus in Washington, DC, tells the story of her shifting beliefs of the power  
of family engagement. In 2015, she was awarded the National Toyota Family 
Engagement Teacher of the Year Award.

During my first year of teaching, my principal explained that we would be 
participating in a school-wide initiative to increase family engagement. We 
spent all day learning how to properly conduct home visits and engage our 
families. During this training, I was completely overwhelmed at the thought 
of having to find time to go to students’ homes in addition to all the other 
teacher responsibilities I was trying to get a handle on. I thought the admin 
team had some nerve to add more responsibilities on a teacher’s already 
overflowing plate!
 As the year began, I came across a student who was more than a handful. 
You know the type, the one whose reputation precedes them. I could tell he 
was not a bad kid and wanted to do well, but I was unsure of how I could 
reach him and have a positive impact on his life. But I knew I had to do 
something. So, reluctantly, I called his mom and set up a home visit.
 The day of the visit came and one of my coworkers and I drove to this 
student’s house. His mother greeted us at the door and, to our very pleasant 
surprise, she had prepared dinner and laid out a very welcoming experience. 
Over dinner, I learned a few very important things about my student. I 
learned that he loved his dog very much (who, by the way, was taller than 
me!), and he loved to bike around the city and take pictures. I stored this 
information, as well as so much more, away for use at a later date.
 A few days later, that student was very disengaged and a bit combative in 
class. I told him to take a break from his assignment and come sit with me for 
a minute. I asked him what he did over the weekend. He replied, “Nothing.” I 
then asked him if he took any cool pictures over the weekend and he instantly 
perked up. He asked if he could show me, and I told him I would love to see 
the pictures. Something changed in our relationship at that very moment. He

Kristen Whitaker
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started to see me as someone who actually cared about him and the things 
he cared about. He knew I was interested in more than just my class content.
 Over the next few days, I introduced a project for his class on DC History. 
Students were required to write about the history of some historical locations 
around the city. This student was not the least bit interested in completing
this project. I thought to myself, “How can I get him to complete his work 
now that we have established a better relationship?” Then it popped into my 
head: I would differentiate this assignment for him based upon what I learned 
about him during the home visit. I told him to take Mojo, his dog, and bike 
around the city and take pictures of the locations he was originally asked 
to write about. Then we printed the pictures out, put them on construction 
paper, and he wrote placards for each of them detailing the history of each 
location. We BOTH felt so accomplished! He was able to display his pictures 
and placards like a museum exhibit across the classroom, and because of the 
home visit, I changed my practice, which resulted in him doing his work and 
mastering the standards. What a win for us both!
 Following this experience, I have become family engagement’s biggest 
cheerleader at my school. I made it my goal to spread the news to all teachers, 
especially hesitant teachers who did not want to engage the families of their 
students. I told them it was worth the effort to make these connections. It 
would improve their instruction as well as the day-to-day success of their 
students. I began to work as a city-wide teacher trainer for the home-visit 
project, telling my story to every teacher who would listen.

A PARENT’S STORY

What Teachers Should Know About Parents
Rebecca Brown, a Boston parent, describes the importance of engagement  
from the families’ perspective.

I would really like for teachers to know…we talk about high expectations 
and we want parents to have high expectations, and I think it would be 
nice for teachers to know that [they] can teach empowerment to families. 
I think when [we] families walk in the door, we always have that invisible 
boundary. As soon as you walk in, “I’m a parent,” “I’m a teacher”; we have 
different roles, but when we talk to each other [about] what’s best for the 
student or the best outcomes…[we unite in our efforts to support our
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students]. I think if teachers knew how important they are in instilling 
the idea of high expectations for families, that would be a huge, huge 
accomplishment.

Core Belief 4: The responsibility for cultivating 
and sustaining partnerships among school, home, 
and community rests primarily with school staff, 
especially school leaders.
In most schools, there exists a hierarchy between school staff and families, 
which often reflects historical racial, class, and educational hierarchies 
and divisions. School staff must be willing to reach out and break through 
existing barriers. 

Teachers must understand that they have to be persistent—families 
will not just greet you with open arms and pile into your classrooms 
just because you made one call or sent home a nice letter (though such 
welcoming invitations are important). Building trust takes time and 
persistence. It may take repeated tries with some families before they 
understand that you authentically care about their child.

RESEARCH BRIEF

Building Authentic Teacher-Parent 
Relationships—What It Really Takes
Dr. Soo Hong, Associate Professor of Education at Wellesley College, describes 
what she’s learned from her research on cultivating authentic teacher-parent 
relationships. 

Teachers often work in schools where traditional power dynamics—
teachers as experts and families as passive recipients of information—
are pervasive. The parent-teacher conference, the bake sales, the fall 
open house—these practices are ingrained in the life and culture of 
every school and often perpetuate these unexamined, traditional 
relationships. In schools that serve marginalized communities, the 
imbalance of power can be even more severe when educators’ beliefs
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about families are framed by deficit views. Any sensible parent will 
receive these messages and believe that attempts to engage with the 
school in productive and meaningful ways are futile.
 In a two-year ethnography of five urban teachers, I explored 
teachers’ motivations to engage families fully, and the experiences 
that led to authentic teacher-parent relationships (Hong, in press). To 
varying degrees, these teachers came into their practice with an interest 
in connecting with families and were open-minded about engaging 
them to support student learning. What they learned, however, was 
that interest and motivation alone would not facilitate positive working 
relationships with families. 
 In their early professional years, these teachers found that many 
families in marginalized communities carried a history of disrespect 
and/or trauma from school staff (Hong, in press). As part of this 
study, I spoke with family members across various school settings to 
understand how they experienced each teacher’s efforts to engage 
them. Across these conversations, I was struck by the commonplace 
disrespect parents of color experience in urban schools, particularly but 
not exclusively by white educators. One mother described her parental 
responsibility as “protecting” her daughter from the “vicious attacks and 
accusations and nonstop blaming” she endured in her previous school. 
 If students and their families experience trauma and violence in 
schools, it should then come as no surprise that the efforts to engage 
them require patience, understanding, and the development of trust. 
With this mindset, teachers in this study believe it is the responsibility 
of schools to initiate outreach to families. While schools may typically 
view a lack of parental involvement as indifference or apathy toward 
their child’s education, these teachers have come to understand that 
when parents are not responsive, it is not because they don’t care but 
because, as one teacher explains, “We have not yet proven that we can 
be trusted.” Invitations to generic family events such as parent-teacher 
conferences or open houses may be enhanced with communication in 
different languages or family-friendly event times, but these changes 
are superficial in an environment where parents do not trust school 
staff and do not believe that they have their child’s best interests in 
mind. Given the history of disrespect and racial tension that can exist

30   Powerful Partnerships

PowerfulPartnerships_int_016_035.indd   30 5/22/17   10:54 AM

NOT 
FO

R D
IS

TR
IB

UTI
ON



between families and school staff, schools must find ways to develop 
authentic conversations between school staff and families and design a 
plan for outreach that reflects an understanding of the diverse families 
present in the school. It is not an easy journey, but most certainly a 
rewarding and transformative one. 

A TEACHER’S STORY

Trust Me, Family Engagement Is Worth It!
Dwayne Nunez, a 12-year teaching veteran in the Boston Public Schools,  
discusses how he changed his mind about engaging with families. 

When I began teaching, I was not a believer in the power of home-school 
partnerships. When I was growing up, my mother wanted me to learn; 
she read with me and helped me with my homework—but she was 
never at school except when I was in trouble, which happened a lot! In 
my experience, most of the time teachers talked to parents because the 
children were acting up and teachers wanted parents to fix the problem!
 As a teacher, I was determined to put my energy into working with 
my students so they would be successful. I felt like I didn’t have the time 
to work with families and I didn’t believe the returns would be worth it. 
Parents appreciated how much time I put into nurturing their children. 
However, families didn’t carry over the work I was doing with their kids  
in their homes because I neglected building a relationship with them.
 This changed a couple of years ago. I had a parent in my classroom who 
literally cussed me out whenever I called. I was about to give up, thinking 
parents just aren’t worth it! Instead, I opened myself up to get support from 
a colleague. We talked about the terrible experiences so many families have 
had with schools and how for some parents this is going to be the starting 
point. We practiced together how to be respectful to a parent, even under 
the most difficult circumstances. Lo and behold, I was able to connect with 
this parent and she jumped on board. After that, we worked together for the 
rest of the year and her daughter was transformed.
 Another experience that contributed to changing my mind about 
engaging families is the Special Man Breakfast I organized. Sixty men came 
together to support the children in their lives. At the end, we had a time

Dwayne Nunez
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for reflection. One granddad stood up and cried. He talked about not being 
able to be there for his kids because his priorities were work and making 
money to support the family. Over and over these men were saying, “We want 
to be here; we just don’t know how,” or “We have to make money to provide, 
and we didn’t realize how important it was for us to be present.” I learned that 
part of my job as a teacher is to organize opportunities for family members to 
be able to show their support, to stand up and be counted. As a teacher, you 
might not believe at first how powerful family engagement can be. What 
happened to me is that I tried it out, I felt successful, and that made me 
want to continue. Like me, you might not change your belief until you 
experience what can happen when you reach out with respect. Trust me, 
it’s worth it!

NOTE FROM ILENE 

The Power of an Authentic Invitation  
of Partnership From the Teacher
Ilene remembers a conversation with a parent during her first year of teaching.

This girl’s mother said to me, “When you first started calling my home,  
I did not want to talk with you. I had never had a teacher call my house except 
to complain about my kids. I have four children,” she said, “and on some days 
I’d get four phone calls from schools telling me how my children were acting 
up.” She went on, “I came to school for that first family presentation because 
you invited me personally. When I saw my daughter (who was in second 
grade) standing up reading and speaking before all these families, I was so 
proud. After that I knew I wanted to come up to school and be a part  
of things.”

Without a doubt, there are obstacles to building relationships with 
families. We hear from families about their current or past experiences with 
the schools that they and their children attend or attended. It is clear there is 
a long history of “us” and “them” relationships between families and schools. 

We know from the work of the family engagement Vanderbilt researcher 
Kathy Hoover-Dempsey (Hoover-Dempsey, Walker & Sandler, 2005) that when 
parents are invited by school staff, and particularly by you as their child’s 
teacher, it contributes tremendously to the families’ sense of being welcomed 
and honored by the school. And the more personal the invitation, the better; 
personal phone calls and face-to-face interactions make it clear to families 
that you sincerely want to partner with them. 

Ilene Carver
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Reaching out to families won’t always feel immediately comfortable, and, 
in some cases, it may require perseverance. We believe that whatever you 
put into the building of relationships with the families of the children in your 
classrooms and schools will be reaped many times over in both the growth 
and achievement of your children, and your own sense of increased efficacy 
and effectiveness as a teacher.

As we mentioned in the Introduction, this kind of work is easiest if you 
have the backing and support of the school administration. Even if your 
school leader hasn’t made building partnerships with families a top priority, 
your outreach to families may serve as an important building block to greater 
family engagement in your whole school. As your colleagues begin to see 
your success in building meaningful partnerships with families, others may 
want to join in. 

Final Thoughts
In this section we have tried to highlight how your own core beliefs are the 
foundation of your ability to partner with families and meaningfully engage 
in this work. If you approach the work with families with a strength-based 
mindset, you will succeed in your efforts to build positive, meaningful 
relationships with teachers. 

We also wanted to raise the issue and importance of taking some time 
to interrogate your stereotypes and prejudices. This is particularly important 
if you come from a racial, ethnic, socioeconomic, or religious background 
that is different from that of your families. As you likely are aware, in many 
of our school districts, our students are predominantly from families of color, 
while the teaching force is predominantly white. A study from the Center for 
American Progress (2011) found that while students of color make up over 40 
percent of students, more than 80 percent of teachers are white. 

In her insightful book entitled “Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting 
Together in the Cafeteria?”: And Other Conversations About Race 
(Tatum, 2003), Beverly Tatum pushes all of us, both white educators 
and educators of color, to examine our beliefs and behaviors and to 
understand the role they play in our behaviors and actions: 

I assume that we all have prejudices, not because we want them,  
but simply because we are so continually exposed to misinformation 
about others. Though I have often heard students or workshop 
participants describe someone as not having “a prejudiced bone in 
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his body,” I usually suggest that they look again. Prejudice is one of the 
inescapable consequences of living in a racist society. Cultural racism—
the cultural images and messages that affirm the assumed superiority 
of Whites and the assumed inferiority of people of color—is like smog 
in the air. Sometimes it is so thick it is visible, other times it is less 
apparent, but always, day in and day out, we are breathing it in. None 
of us would introduce ourselves as “smog-breathers” (and most of us 
don’t want to be described as prejudiced), but if we live in a smoggy 
place, how can we avoid breathing the air?

…Even a member of the stereotyped group may internalize the 
stereotypical categories about his or her own group to some degree. 
In fact, this process happens so frequently that it has a name: 
internalized oppression.

…To say that it is not our fault does not relieve us of responsibility, 
however. We may not have polluted the air, but we need to take 
responsibility, along with others, for cleaning it up. Each of us needs to 
look at our own behavior. Am I perpetuating and reinforcing the negative 
messages so pervasive in our culture, or am I seeking to challenge 
them? If I have not been exposed to positive images of marginalized 
groups, am I seeking them out, expanding my own knowledge base for 
myself and my children? Am I acknowledging and examining my own 
prejudices, my own rigid categorizations of others, thereby minimizing 
the adverse impact they might have on my interactions with those I 
have categorized? Unless we engage in these and other conscious acts 
of reflection and reeducation, we easily repeat the process with our 
children. We teach what we were taught. The unexamined prejudices  
of the parents are passed on to the children. It is not our fault, but it is 
our responsibility to interrupt this cycle (pp. 5–7).

While deeply exploring issues of race and cultural consciousness goes 
beyond the purview of our book, we thought it was critically important 
and relevant to raise these topics when discussing the examination and 
development of your core beliefs. We know that you will be more successful 
at partnering with families if you take the time to explore this challenging 
but necessary topic more thoroughly, and as such, we have provided you 
with some additional resources.
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PROFESSIONAL READING NOTE

Here are a number of books we would suggest you dive into as you begin 
or continue exploring your core beliefs.

• Blindspot: Hidden Biases of Good People (2013) by Mahzarin Banaji

• Class Matters (2011) in The New York Times

• Colormute: Race Talk Dilemmas in an American School (2005)  
by Mica Pollock

• Dream Keepers: Successful Teachers of African American Children 
(1994) by Gloria Ladson Billings 

• For White Folks Who Teach in the Hood…and the Rest of Ya’ll, Too 
(2016) by Christopher Emdin

• Lives in Limbo: Undocumented and Coming of Age in America (2015) 
by Roberto Gonzales 

• Mindset: The New Psychology of Success (2007) by Carol Dweck

• Rac(e)ing to Class: Confronting Poverty and Race in Schools and 
Classrooms (2015) by Richard Milner 

• Respect: An Exploration (2000) by Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot

• Unequal Childhoods: Class, Race, and Family Life (2003)  
by Annette Lareau

• We Can’t Teach What We Don’t Know: White Teachers, Multiracial 
Schools, 2nd Edition (2006) by Gary Howard

• Whistling Vivaldi: How Stereotypes Affect Us and What We Can Do 
(Issues of Our Time) (2011) by Claude Steele

• “Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting Together in the Cafeteria?”:  
And Other Conversations About Race (2003) by Beverly Tatum

Reflection
• Which of the Four Core Beliefs are most reflected in the 

work you do with families? Which of the Core Beliefs 
might you embrace more closely? 

• What is your experience with building partnerships  
with families across race and class? PARTNERSHIP CLIP

Chapter 1: Your Colleagues 
Reflect

scholastic.com/PartnerResources
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