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Introduction 
 

A New Level of Accountability for Family Engagement in Schools 

There is considerable evidence showing that parental involvement in a child’s education is a driving 
factor for student success, regardless of ethnicity, racial background, or grade level.1 Studies show 
that the positive effects of parental involvement increase when involvement starts early in a child’s 
education and engages parents in working directly with their children at home.2  
 
Family engagement has been a topic of discussion and a core pillar of national education policy and 
funding regulation since the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (ESEA). Although the 
original version of the ESEA did not include family engagement requirements, numerous subsequent 
amendments to the Act added provisions to make family engagement a requirement for schools 
receiving Title I funding. A 1973 amendment required schools to form Title One Parent Advisory 
Councils (TOPACs) with a membership elected by, and composed of parents. A 1978 amendment 
called for the increased capacity and authority of TOPACs and added provisions requiring schools to 
involve parents in program development and to provide parents with information about their 
children’s academic progress. In 1994, legislation was introduced to require schools to develop 
School-Parent Compact, a contract between students, parents, and schools that outlines a 
collaborative approach to meeting state academic standards.3 In 2001, the most comprehensive 
family engagement policies to date were introduced through the passage of the No Child Left Behind 
Act (NCLB), a reauthorization of the ESEA. NCLB is considered landmark legislation because it 
provided, for the first time, a statutory definition of parental involvement and added important 
reporting provisions to the ESEA.4  Among other things, these new provisions require school districts 
and schools that receive Title I funding to (1) have a written parent involvement policy, developed 
jointly and approved by parents, (2) provide parents with information about how their child’s school 
is performing academically, and (3) provide parents with capacity-building supports so they can 
better engage in their child’s education at school and at home. 
 
While the numerous amendments to the ESEA have continued to shine a spotlight on family 
engagement as an essential component to a child’s academic success, there have not been strong 
accountability measures in place to enforce these new policies in schools. In California, new 
legislation may help turn the tide. As part of the recent adoption of the Local Control Funding 
Formula, the California State Board of Education mandates parent engagement as one of the law’s 
eight priority areas, holding schools and districts accountable to involving parents as partners in the 
education process. School districts are required to provide families and community members with 
access to the district’s budget as well as opportunities to take part in the process to develop the 
district’s Local Control and Accountability Plan. This is an unprecedented change in school policy and 
a significant milestone for schools, families, and education advocates. It also presents new challenges 
as schools and districts consider how best to effectively engage families, building their capacity to 
support their children’s education.  
 

                                                                      
1
 Henderson, A.T. & Mapp, K.L. (2002). A new wave of evidence: The impact of school, family, and community connections on student 

achievement. National Center for Family & Community Connections with Schools.  
2 

Cotton, K., Wikelund, K. Parent involvement in education. Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory, School Improvement Research 
Series.  
3
 PTA National Headquarters & PTA Office of Public Policy. (2009. Parental engagement in the Elementary and Secondary Education Act- No 

Child Left Behind Act (ESEA-NCLB). 
4
 The statute defines parental involvement as “the participation of parents in regular, two-way, and meaningful communication involving 

student academic learning and other school activities” 
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About this Learning Brief 

So how can elementary schools develop 
effective family engagement programs that 
take a systematic and integrated approach to 
engaging parents as equal partners in 
education? What are the key components of 
high quality, effective family engagement 
programs, and what do these programs look 
like in practice?  
 
In Marin County, a selection of elementary 
schools has been steadily developing 
innovative ways to engage families as part of the Marin Community Foundation’s Achievement Gap 
Strategic Initiative (AGSI). The initiative supports efforts to develop a preschool through third grade 
(PreK-3) model, where greater alignment between early learning programs and elementary schools 
can result in a more coordinated system that best supports educational pathways for all students. 
The model recognizes family engagement as a central tenant to the success of a PreK-3 approach, 
requiring that schools see parents as equal partners in education and develop family engagement 
programs and practices that will increase their capacity in such roles. Marin County has been one of 
the first in the nation to undertake a multi-site implementation of the PreK-3 model, and as such, can 
provide the field with knowledge of innovations in family engagement, the components that support 
effective family engagement efforts, as well as the factors necessary for implementing these 
components successfully. 
 
This brief explores the promising practices in 
family engagement that have emerged in 
Marin County as part of the AGSI initiative. 
We examine the specific ways in which 
schools are effectively engaging  
families, drawing upon four particular AGSI 
schools (see textbox to the right for a 
complete list of the schools highlighted in this 
brief, as well as a complete Methods section 
included in an Appendix at the end of this 
brief).  
 
To explore the ways in which AGSI schools 
are establishing effective family engagement 
practices, we begin with a framework that 
draws upon existing literature as well as upon several elements that the Kauerz-Coffman Framework 
for Planning, Implementing and Evaluating PreK-3rd Grade Approaches (the PreK-3 Framework) 
identifies as essential to a successful and comprehensive PreK-3 approach.5 Our framework focuses 
in particular on these three components: 
 
 Welcome Environment: Developing a welcoming environment on campus that allows families to 

feel connected and engaged,  
 In-School Participation: Increasing families’ capacity to be active participants, advocates, and 

leaders in their child’s education, and 

                                                                      
5
 Kauerz, K & Coffman, J. (2013). Framework for Planning, Implementing, and Evaluating PreK-3rd Grade Approaches. Seattle, WA: College of 

Education, University of Washington. 

This learning brief is one of four briefs created  
as part of the Marin Community Foundation’s 
Achievement Gap Strategic Initiative  
to inform the ongoing development of a  
PreK-3 model in Marin County. 

 
Other learning briefs cover promising practices in 
PreK-3 Partnerships, Kindergarten Readiness, and 
Professional Development. 

 
Stakeholders Informing this Brief 

 
This brief draws upon previous research from the 
field as well as interviews with staff at the 
following Marin County AGSI PreK-3 schools: 
 
 Hamilton Meadow Park School (Novato USD) 
 Lynwood Elementary School (Novato USD) 
 Venetia Valley K-8 School (San Rafael City 

Schools) 
 West Marin/Inverness Elementary School 

(Shoreline USD) 
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 At-Home Participation: Increasing families’ capacity to support their child’s development and 
learning at home. 

 
This brief is organized into the following sections: 
 
 Key Components of Effective Family Engagement: This section introduces a framework 

highlighting the importance of the key components and critical factors that have served as the 
building blocks for effective family engagement in Marin County. 

 Spotlight on Success: Here, we highlight the promising programs and practices that have helped 
to support successful family engagement at four of the AGSI schools, and which embody the key 
component framework.  

 Integrating Key Components into School Culture: In this final section, we share evidence of the 
ways in which family engagement programs and practices have become embedded in the cultures 
and everyday practices of the AGSI schools. 
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Key Components of Effective Family Engagement  
 
This learning brief focuses on the building blocks of effective family engagement programs and 
practices at four of the AGSI schools in Marin County. To investigate these efforts, we began with a 
framework that highlights the importance of three components: Welcoming Environment, In-School 
Participation, and At-Home Participation. Family engagement programs can vary in their ability to 
successfully put into place each of these key components, so success will – in practice – depend on 
how well a school’s family engagement programs can implement each component. We interviewed 
key staff at each of the four AGSI schools to explore what effective implementation entails, and in this 
section of the report we describe the factors contributing to effective implementation of each 
component. The exhibit below illustrates the three key components of effective family engagement 
school programs, as well as the factors that are critical to successfully address each component. 
 

The Key Components and Critical Factors of Effective Family Engagement School Programs 

 
 
In the following sections, we provide an overview of each component and factor. In these overviews 
we call out the ways in which the AGSI school efforts dovetail with the literature on family 
engagement and a PreK-3 approach, but our focus is on the key themes emerging from the 
experiences of AGSI schools in Marin County. 
 

Welcoming Environment: Developing a Welcoming School 
Environment for Families 

For many parents, the school campus can be intimidating to approach and difficult to navigate. This is 
especially true for parents who face language and cultural barriers. The following three factors are 
widely recognized as essential to fostering a welcoming school environment for families:  
 
 Dedicated family center: A “dedicated and welcoming space where families can gather” is a key 

factor of a successful family engagement program.6 A dedicated family center on campus offers  
parents a place where they can feel comfortable and serves as a hub to connect them with school 
and community resources. The design and feel of a family center is key—comfortable seats,  

                                                                      
6
 Kauerz, K & Coffman, J. (2013). Framework for Planning, Implementing, and Evaluating PreK-3rd Grade Approaches. Seattle, WA: College of 

Education, University of Washington. 
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couches, and kitchen supplies (e.g. microwave 
and refrigerator), along with computers and 
information about community and social 
services help to create a space that is both 
comfortable and practical; where parents can go 
to relax and spend time together as well as to 
look for jobs and learn about community 
supports. 

 Family/community liaison: Employing a staff member who can champion family engagement 
efforts, dedicating sufficient time to involving families in thoughtful and meaningful ways, 
increases schools’ capacity to provide a welcoming environment for families.  In staffing the 
family/community liaison position, schools should consider individuals who can effectively design 
and manage programs that meet the wide-ranging needs and interests of parents. Additionally, 
the National Education Association recommends that these staff members be familiar with the 
specific history, language, and cultural background of the community in order to effectively 
connect with families and other members of the community.7  

 Culturally proficient staff: To create a truly welcoming school environment where all families 
feel comfortable and valued as partners, it is important that school staff recognize the role that 
culture plays in their interactions with families. Studies show that family engagement programs 
that effectively draw a diverse set of families are those that “recognize, respect, and address 
cultural and class differences.”8 Staff must be mindful of culture, value diversity, and understand 
how they may need to manage or adapt to differences in diversity in their work with families.9 
This may mean that schools need to provide staff with cultural proficiency training and tools to 
develop such awareness and practical skills. 

 

In-School Participation: Increasing Families’ Capacity to be Active 
Participants, Advocates, and Leaders on Campus 

A successful family engagement program capitalizes on the important role that parents play in 
supporting their child’s educational success. Such programs build parents’ capacity to be active 
participants, advocates, and leaders in their school community. Furthermore, parental presence on 
the school campus “reinforces children’s sense of school as a welcoming environment and facilitates 
their ability to see learning as a continuous process, not just something that takes place within the 
school walls away from their homes.”10 The literature and lessons learned in Marin County point to 
two critical factors that facilitate parent engagement and active participation within the school 
campus:  
 
 Parent-driven engagement: There are many factors that keep parents from engaging in school 

activities; some are apprehensive of the unknown and worried that they are not qualified to 
contribute, some believe that it is not their place to be involved in school affairs, and some face 
practical challenges such as language barriers and busy work and home schedules. A school must 
respect parents’ anxieties and practical challenges by providing opportunities for them to engage 
in school activities at their own pace and on their own terms. At a minimum, this includes 
providing parents with the support they need to engage in school events and activities: support 
for translation, child care, or timing of activities can make the difference between a parent being 
able to participate or not. Additionally, a family liaison can help assess parents’ comfort and 

                                                                      
7
 National Education Association (2008), “Parent, Family, Community Involvement in Education.”  

8
 Henderson, A.T. & Mapp, K.L. “A New Wave of Evidence.” 

9
 Nuri-Robins, K. Lindsey, R.B, Lindsey, D., & Terrell, R. (2011) Culturally Proficient Instruction, 3rd Ed. (Corwin) 

10
 Harvard Family Research Project (2014), “Redefining Family Engagement for Student Success.” 

The Family Center has become a place 
where parents feel welcomed, 
appreciated, and valued- and where they 
know they have something to contribute. 

Family/Community Liaison 
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interests in becoming more active on campus, identifying opportunities where they may be able 
to participate in the classroom or in services provided through the school’s family center. 

 Shared responsibility: Effective family engagement includes efforts to provide parents with 
opportunities to assume leadership roles on campus. The National Parent-Teacher Association 
recognizes identifies shared power as an important factor in developing family-school 
partnerships, suggesting that families and schools mutually accept their responsibility as “equal 
partners in decisions that affect children and families and together inform, influence, and create 
policies, practices, and programs.”11 Family engagement programs can help to link parents with 
leadership opportunities on campus, fostering a culture that allow parents and schools to 
embrace their shared responsibility for children’s educational success.  

 

At-Home Participation: Increasing Families’ Capacity to Support 
Children’s Education at Home 

Children’s early learning experiences begin at the home, and through the elementary years, parents 
continue to play a crucial role in creating a home environment that promotes their child’s 
engagement in learning. Research shows that when parents are involved in their child’s education at 
home, their children do better in school.12 A successful family engagement program values the role 
that parents can play in supporting their child’s education at home, taking into consideration two 
specific factors: 
 
 Focus on parent empowerment: For parents to 

best support their children’s educational 
pathway and life goals, they must first be 
equipped with the tools and means to address 
their own educational and life goals. Head 
Start’s Parent, Family, and Community 
Engagement Framework lists “Families as 
Learners” as one of its seven core outcomes and 
suggests that schools support “parents and 
families [to] advance their own learning interests through education, training and other 
experiences that support their parenting, careers, and life goals.”13 Furthermore, the PreK-3 
Framework suggests that schools collaborate with community partners to secure support 
services for families, such as adult education and physical and mental health services. Family 
engagement programs can play this role by offering programming that builds parents’ academic 
and practical skills, focuses on their needs and interests, and connects them with appropriate 
community resources and social services. 

 Capacity to reinforce classroom learning at home: Schools must equip families with the 
knowledge and skills they need to understand what their child is learning during the school day, 
and how they may be able to reinforce that learning at home. Schools must develop parents’ 
capacity to monitor, support, and guide their children’s school work at home.14 In doing so, 
schools are effectively communicating an expectation that parents collaborate with them in their 
efforts to monitor and support children’s academic progress. 

                                                                      
11

 Parent-Teacher Association, “National Standards for Family-School Partnerships.” http://www.pta.org/files/National_Standards.pdf.  
12

 Henderson, A.T. & Mapp, K.L. “A New Wave of Evidence.” 
13

 U.S Department of Health and Human Services, Office of Head Start. The Head Start Parent, Family, and Community Engagement 
Framework: Promoting Family Engagement and School Readiness, from Prenatal to Age 8 
14

 Epstein, et. al. (2009). School, Family, and Community Partnerships: Your Handbook for Action, Third Edition. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin 
Press, Inc. 

The goal was to meet their needs, not 
ours. […] It’s not about telling them what 
to do; it’s about helping them develop 
skills so that they feel more comfortable 
helping their children at home.  

Family/Community Liaison 

http://www.pta.org/files/National_Standards.pdf
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Spotlight on Success: Promising Practices in  
Family Engagement 
 
Four years into the implementation of a 
PreK-3 model in Marin County—as part of 
the Marin Community Foundation’s 
Achievement Gap Strategic Initiative – there 
is evidence of several promising family 
engagement programs. These programs 
practices embody the key components and 
critical factors outlined in the previous 
section.  
 
In the following sections, we provide (1) an overview of each promising program, and (2) an example 
of these practices in action, highlighting the success of these efforts as well as the ways in which they 
reflect each part of the key component framework. 
 

Overview of Programs Supporting Effective Family Engagement 

The Latina Moms’ Group at Hamilton meets every 
weekday morning from 7:00am to 8:30am at the 
Family Center inside the school’s library. The 
Hamilton Outreach Coordinator initially established 
the group in response to a realization that the 
school community included many Latina immigrant 
mothers who were experiencing a sense of isolation, 
loneliness, and even depression. These mothers 
would come to the school to drop off or pick up their 
child, but they would not enter the school building.  
Through active outreach and word-of-mouth, 
the group slowly began to take shape. Today, 
the group includes 20-30 mothers who meet 
each week. No longer led by the Outreach 
Coordinator, the group now has two mothers 
who have assumed a leadership role, 
facilitating the group’s activities and 
representing the group by participating in 
other school committees such as Hamilton’s 
PreK-3 Site Design Team. No agenda steers 
each meeting—rather, mothers gather each 
day with their younger children to share food 
and conversation, covering topics that range 
from issues in their everyday lives and 
communities to activities and events taking 
place at school. 
 
The Hamilton Family Liaison and Outreach Coordinator operate the school’s Family Center and have 
taken care to prepare a comfortable and welcoming space, ensuring that the room is adequately 
resourced with couches, kitchen supplies, computers to prepare resumes or look for jobs, 

Promising Programs Supporting Effective Family 
Engagement in Marin County 

 
This section highlights the following programs: 
 The Latina Moms’ Group at Hamilton 
 Cafecitos at West Marin/Inverness 
 The Lynwood Family Literacy Program 
 Familias Unidas at Venetia Valley 

The moms have started asking questions. 
They feel comfortable saying when 
something is not working and making 
suggestions. They have the ear of the 
administration and they know that their 
comments, suggestions and concerns are 
taken seriously. 

Family/Community Liaison 

 
Members of the Latina Moms’ Group gather at 
Hamilton’s Family Center 
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information to learn about community resources and social services, and toys available for children. 
In response to the Latina Moms’ Group members’ request, the Family Center offers English 
Language classes once a week. Over time, the Family Center has become the Latina Moms’ Group 
members’ entryway to school engagement, providing a space from which they feel comfortable 
organizing school events and supporting classroom projects.  
 
The Cafecitos at West Marin/Inverness 
take place every Wednesday morning at the 
school’s Family Center from 8:30-10am, 
extending past 11am at times. The 
Cafecitos, led by the school’s Family 
Advocate, provide parents the opportunity 
to come together on campus, relax, and 
enjoy the company of their peers. The 
Cafecitos utilize a skill-sharing approach 
that builds upon the strength-based model, 
recognizing that parents have expertise and 
achievements to share. Each week, one 
parent teaches the group about a new, 
practical skill or craft, such as sewing or working with paper mache and making piñatas. The 
opportunity to share their expertise with others has allowed parents to practice their leadership and 
communication skills, as well as build their confidence as teachers and active school participants. In 
addition to the skill-sharing activities, the program hosts a clothing exchange, which serves as an 
important source of clothing for many of West Marin’s families. Once the program successfully set up 
a trusting and comfortable space for families, the Family Advocate intentionally began using the 
meeting time to inform parents about school events, provide suggestions for how they can engage 
teachers in the classroom and during parent-teacher conferences, and, when possible, facilitate 
collaboration between parents and teachers.  
 
The Lynwood Family Literacy Program provides 
comprehensive, year-round adult education 
services to Lynwood parents and members of the 
neighboring community. The program, located in a 
dedicated room on the Lynwood campus, is staffed 
by a Program Director, a Family Mentor who also 
serves as the program’s Administrative Assistant, a 
Parent Leadership Coordinator, and an Adult ESL 
(English as a Second Language) Instructor. The 
program offers a wide range of services and 
programs: 
 

 Plaza Comunitaria is open two evenings a week and provides academic support to parents 
participating in an online, distance-learning program funded by the Mexican Consulate of San 
Francisco. The online program is designed to help Spanish-speaking adults complete elementary, 
middle, and high school education. 

 General Education Development (GED) Support Group meets every Saturday and provides 
academic support to adults who are working towards completing their GED. 

 Parent University offers literacy and technology classes to Lynwood parents. 
 ESL Classes are offered once a week through the Technology Center, using the Rosetta Stone 

computer program. 

 
Cafecito Parents participate in a skill-sharing activity 

We see how when parents start feeling 
confident they start participating in school 
events and helping their children with 
their homework. Parents come from all 
around the community because they like 
the sense of family at the center. 

Family/Community Liaison 
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 Parent Leadership Classes are designed and managed by the Parent Leadership Coordinator. 
These classes help parents develop the skills they need to support their child’s education at home 
and advocate for their children on campus. 

 Homework Support Group operates in the Technology Center and is open three days a week. 
Here, parents learn what their children are learning in the classroom, what homework they are 
assigned as part of those lessons, and how they can support their children to complete their 
homework assignments. 

 Family Literacy Nights occur approximately twice a year and have drawn over a hundred 
families at a time. Parents learn strategies to help develop their children’s early language and 
literacy skills at home. 
 

Familias Unidas at Venetia Valley is a nine-week training program that teaches parents at-home 
strategies to help their children achieve academic success. Venetia Valley hosts the program in the 
evenings for three hours each session, 5:30-8:30pm, and follows the National PTA Standards for 
Family-School Partnerships, recognizing that parents, schools, and communities must work together 
to effectively support student success.15 Familias Unidas provides families with the tools they need to 
get involved in their child’s education, teaching strategies such as how to review their child’s report 
card or how to navigate the school district’s website to access the information they need to advocate 
on their child’s behalf. Each week, parents and children have an opportunity to learn together, 
covering topics such as reading comprehension strategies, math and science skills, homework help, 
study skills, computational skills, technology, and effective parent-teacher communication. The 
program serves a targeted subset of kindergarten and first grade families, who have been invited by 
the school’s Academic Dean based on their individual needs as well as their participation in the 
school’s volunteer program during the previous summer.  
 

In Practice: The Critical Factors for Successful Family Engagement 

The table below highlights one example of success for each critical factor in the framework outlined 
earlier in this brief. These success stories shine a spotlight on the framework in action and the great 
work that schools have done in developing effective family engagement programs and practices. 
 

Critical Factor for Success Spotlight on Success 

Key Component 1: Welcoming Environment 

Dedicated family center 

By setting up the Family Center as a dedicated space in the school library, 
Hamilton created the right conditions for the Latina Moms’ Group to form and 
thrive. Initially, the group grew slowly; during the first six months only a core 
group of mothers attended regularly. However, overtime, as word of mouth 
spread, more mothers have found a place in the group, and up to 30 mothers now 
regular attend the weekly meetings. Today, the Latina Moms’ Group has 
developed a strong sense of collective identity and has even made t-shirts for all 
their members. The school principal attributes the increasing presence of families 
on campus to the Mom’s Group, believing that the group’s empowerment of 
mothers has been a catalyst for all family engagement at Hamilton. The school has 
seen a dramatic increase in parent involvement over the past three years, with the 
campus now better reflecting the members of its community. The school principal 
hypothesizes that this increase in family engagement is having an impact on 
student behavior: the number of school suspensions per year has decreased over 
the past three years from more than 160 to less than twenty. 

                                                                      
15

 PTA, “National Standards for Family-School Partnerships.” 
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Critical Factor for Success Spotlight on Success 

Family/community liaison 

West Marin/Inverness Elementary School serves a socio-economically diverse 
population. The success of their weekly Cafecitos is, in large part, the result of the 
hard work and dedication of the school’s Family Advocate, who  as the West 
Marin Principal explains, “operates with the belief system that every parent has 
something to offer.”  Because the Family Advocate understands the practical, 
cultural, and linguistic needs of the school’s parents, she has been able set up a 
welcoming and comfortable space for them. Furthermore, based on her nuanced 
understanding of West Marin/Inverness families, she has designed activities such 
as the skill-sharing roundtable that help parents celebrate their heritage and 
develop their confidence as leaders in the community.  

Culturally proficient staff 

The National Equity Project (NEP) culturally proficiency training—offered to PreK-
3 staff at all AGSI schools—has transformed Venetia Valley’s approach to family 
engagement. The school held an all-staff meeting to reflect on concepts covered in 
the training, including the “Danger of a Single Story,” Chiamamanda Adichie’s 
dialogue on the power of storytelling and the danger of basing our perceptions of 
a culture on a single story. Through this reflection process, teachers identified the 
assumptions they carried about the communities they serve. According to Venetia 
Valley staff, the NEP training was the beginning of an on-going conversation that 
has helped them to “demystify” assumptions about, and improve their relationship 
with, their student’s families.  

Key Component 2: In-School Participation 

Parent-driven engagement 

The Family Liaison at Hamilton works to find opportunities for members of the 
Latina Moms’ Group to engage in school activities in a way where they feel they 
can comfortably contribute to their children’s classroom education. While many 
mothers remain reluctant to volunteer inside the classroom, most are excited to 
provide classroom support from the comfort of the Family Center. With this in 
mind, the Family Liaison coordinates with teachers who need help preparing 
materials for their Guided Language Acquisition Design (GLAD) units. From the 
Family Center, mothers are able to provide invaluable support to these teachers by 
cutting, pasting, and laminating the materials they need for their GLAD units.  

Shared responsibility 

At West Marin/Inverness, a group of parents used their time together during the 
Cafecitos to plan “Give it Up-Madres,” a Mother’s Day celebration. The event, 
which included student dance performances and poem recitals, was widely 
attended and appreciated by the school community. Parents led the entire 
planning process, including working with the administration to secure access to 
the auditorium and scheduling rehearsal times with children and their parents. The 
success of the event provided a great boost of confidence for parents and 
reinforced to the school staff the value that parents add when they are given the 
space to take on responsibilities.    

Key Component 3: At-Home Participation 

Focus on parent empowerment 

Over time, the Lynwood Family Literacy Program has adjusted and expanded its 
programs to meet the specific needs of the school’s parents and the community at 
large. For example, its Plaza Comunitaria was recently launched in response to 
requests from Lynwood parents, who appreciate the ESL classes that the school 
provides but are also interested in completing their primary and secondary 
education in their home language of Spanish.  As a result, the Lynwood Family 
Literacy Program reached out San Francisco’s Mexican Consulate and worked 
together to launch Plaza Comunitaria.  Through the Plaza Comunitaria, Lynwood 
parents are able to earn their primary and secondary school certification, essential 
steps in securing better jobs and improving their lives.  
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Critical Factor for Success Spotlight on Success 

Capacity to reinforce classroom 
learning at home 

Familias Unidas at Venetia Valley designs workshops based on topics that children 
are currently learning in their classrooms. The program guides parents through 
activities that introduce them to the content and materials that their children are 
learning in school, and provides them with instructions for home-based projects 
that reinforce those same concepts. For example, parents are encouraged to look 
at magazines at home with their children and find words that start with the letters 
that they are learning in their kindergarten classrooms. 
 
Lynwood regularly holds Family Literacy and Homework Strategy nights to 
provide parents with strategies for how to support their children’s learning at 
home. After the Lynwood preschool teacher reviewed the assessment data from 
her previous year’s class and found that they entered kindergarten with low 
rhyming scores, she worked with the Family Literacy Program, as well as Head 
Start and the Parent Services Project, to host a special Family Literacy Night. They 
designed a workshop that helped parents learn strategies for rhyming with their 
children at home during the school year and summer months. 
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Integrating Key Components into School Culture 
 
The positive stories emerging from the family engagement programs at the AGSI schools truly reflect 
success when they illustrate ways in which schools have integrated these programs into their culture 
and everyday practices. To institutionalize this work means to ensure that these programs 
become “business-as-usual,” and central to the core way in which schools operate. Past studies 
have identified this type of change as second-order change, warning that such transformations in 
systems and culture can face “‘the quiet but persistent resistance of teachers and 
administrators’ who may not immediately see value in abandoning deeply held, and culturally 
reinforced, traditions.”16 In contrast, PreK-3 schools in Marin County are not demonstrating this 
type of resistance—instead they are already beginning to adopt programs and practices that 
exemplify second-order change.  
 

 Family engagement efforts are integrated into schools’ formal channels of communication. 
The AGSI schools have begun to utilize formal communication channels—including their school 
newsletter, website, and staff meetings—to promote and celebrate family engagement programs 
and parent groups on campus. At Hamilton, all new parent orientation tours start at the Family 
Center in the library, where parents are handed a brochure about the Latina Moms’ Group and 
informed about the services and opportunities it offers as well as the important role that its plays 
in supporting school activities. At Lynwood, parents are informed about the various services 
offered at the Lynwood Family Literacy Program through the school’s website, newsletters, and 
mailers home. Additionally, Lynwood teachers actively refer parents to specific services offered 
through the Center, such as Adult ESL or computer classes.  

 Teachers use their family centers as a go-to source for parent volunteers. Teachers across the 
AGSI schools appreciate that their school’s family center is full of parents willing and able to help. 
In coordination with the family liaison, teachers are designing new parent volunteer 
opportunities. As the Family Liaison at West Marin explains, “teachers now know that if they 
need any help, every Wednesday morning, they can come to the Cafecitos and they have a large 
group of parents who are willing to help.” As mentioned earlier, at Hamilton, teachers have come 
to rely on the Latina Moms’ Group members to help them prepare classroom materials. These 
new efforts to engage parents as volunteers have a dual impact: (1) parents feel valued for their 
contributions and (2) parents are recognized as equal partners in the school community. 

 Schools look to parents to regularly lead school-based efforts. Increasingly, parents are taking 
ownership in organizing school-wide events. At Lynwood, parents have organized a walkathon to 
raise money for the school, displaying both their leadership and an understanding of the active 
role that they have to play to ensure the sustainability of the school. At Hamilton, members of the 
Latina Moms’ Group have used their time at the Family Center to organize the Teacher 
Appreciation Luncheon, the International Dinner, and the Harvest Festival. Additionally, family 
engagement programs have developed parent leaders who have gone on to take leadership roles 
in various school committees, such as the PTA or English Learners Advisory Committee (ELAC). 
At West Marin/Inverness, a Cafecitos parent leader recently became co-chair of the PTA, while 
at Hamilton, one of the leaders of the Latina Moms’ Group is now the president of the PTA. 

 
These examples demonstrate how AGSI schools are capitalizing on the important role that parents 
play in supporting their children’s educational success, and developing family engagement programs 
that are now a part of the fabric and future of Marin County schools. 

  
                                                                      
16

 Charland, W. (2011). Art integration as school culture change: A cultural ecosystem approach to faculty development. International 
Journal of Education & the Arts, 12(8). Retrieved 3/12/14 from http://www.ijea.org/v12n8/.  

http://www.ijea.org/v12n8/
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In Their Own Words… 
 
 
Family engagement is essential to student academic success. It is most effective when it is embedded 
into the goals and objectives of the school and it must take into account the unique needs and 
challenges of families and the community. – Family/Community Liaison 
 

We are thrilled because parents are doing the work- they are helping in events, and raising money, 
and the harvest festival, the walkathon, and the many opportunities we have for parents, the carnival. 
– Family/Community Liaison 
 

Before [parents] didn’t know how to talk to [the school] if they had a concern about their child’s 
education, but now they know the process. – Family/Community Liaison 
 

Most parents who were part of Cafecitos are now volunteering in some way in the school. – 
Family/Community Liaison 
 

They started understating that the school has needs and that there are things they can do, so 
[engagement] eventually came naturally. – Family/Community Liaison 
 

The parents have a lot to share but they feel like they don’t have the skills to help in the classrooms, 
so my goal is to make them feel like they always have something to share. […] [Our program] is a 
welcoming way to integrate parents who may not have the background in education and who may not 
feel like they have something to contribute. They feel like they may not know math or English, but 
they can contribute something. – Family/Community Liaison 
 

[The program] is on the weekly and monthly bulletins to the parents. And the teachers and the school 
staff know about it. This is something that will continue… [The program] has become part of our 
school. – Family/Community Liaison 

 
Being the Principal here [can be challenging], but having that matched by the prize of knowing what 
this community has done for itself is what keeps me coming back to the school. – School 
Administrator 
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Appendix: Methods 
 

To develop this learning brief, LFA engaged in an iterative process, drawing upon both secondary and 
primary qualitative data sources. The process involved five key steps: 
 
1. Identify key topic areas: LFA surveyed Marin County PreK-3 stakeholders (Superintendents, 

District staff, Principals, PreK-3 Site Design Team members, and community partners) to gather 
input on the specific implementation topics to focus each learning brief. Results indicated that 
stakeholders were most interested in the following four key topic areas: PreK-3 Partnerships, 
Kindergarten Readiness, Family Engagement, and Professional Development.  
 

2. Explore existing literature: LFA began by reviewing the literature associated with the topic of 
family engagement in education, both in terms of parent participation at school and at home. This 
allowed us to ground the learning brief in the most current concepts, research, and policy, as well 
as provide an initial set of principles for identifying those practices in Marin County that reflect 
“pockets of excellence” in implementation to highlight in the brief.  

  
3. Identify promising practices: To determine the final list of practices for this learning brief, LFA 

looked to both the existing literature and knowledge of key staff overseeing the implementation 
of a PreK-3 model in Marin County. This included multiple conversations with staff at the Marin 
Community Foundation, Marin Office of Education, and school staff as needed, resulting in a list 
of the promising practices to highlight in the brief and the set of stakeholders to interview to 
learn about each practice. 

 
4. Conduct stakeholder interviews: To learn about each of the promising practices highlighted in 

this brief, LFA spoke with key staff and community partners involved in implementing the 
identified models. These conversations provided an opportunity for us to learn about each 
program or practice in depth, understanding (1) how these practices have looked on the ground, 
(2) what has made it possible to engage in these practices successfully, and (3) any evidence that 
these practices have become an integrated part of the school culture or operations. 

 
5. Triangulate findings to develop a framework for effective implementation: LFA combined 

the core concepts from existing research with themes that emerged from stakeholder interviews 
to identify the key components and critical factors that comprise a framework on how best to 
implement effective family engagement programs. We have used the framework to guide this 
brief, providing a summary of each component and critical factors, as well as the practices that 
embody this framework in action.  

 


