Engaging Parents in Preventing School Drop-Out:

A Toolkit from the America’s Promise Alliance and Annie E. Casey Foundation 

(Draft - January 15, 2009)
I. OVERVIEW
The vision of the America’s Promise Initiative and the Annie E. Casey Foundation is that all young people will graduate from school with the knowledge and skills they need for adult success.  The economic and social well-being of our country depends upon our ability to nurture a next generation equipped to succeed in an increasingly global economy.  Research shows, however, that many young people, especially students of color living in urban areas, are not being served well by our schools. 
Every 26 seconds, a student drops out of high school in America. That adds up to more than 1.1 million students per year.   Young people who are low-income, children of single parents, or minorities are disproportionately affected. Nearly one-half of all African Americans, Hispanics, and Native Americans in public school do not graduate with their class.  Future prospects are dim for young people who don’t complete high school.  When students drop –out, all of us pay.  The five year price tag for dropouts is estimated at $1.5 trillion given costs of incarceration, needed social supports, and lost earnings for lack of a high school diploma. 

Despite these dire statistics, drop-out is not inevitable but preventable.  According to the Silent Epidemic
, most drop-outs are students who, before leaving school, had career aspirations beyond high school and the majority had grades of C or better. While the circumstances surrounding each student’s decision to leave school is unique, the work of Bob Balfanz suggests there are four broad classes of reasons for students dropping out including: 

1) Life Events- Student drop out because something outside of school happens them ie. become pregnant, get arrested or have to go to work to help support their family) 

2) Fade Outs-  Students stop attending school out of boredom, frustration or general lack of motivation to continue although they have achieved at grade level or even above. 
3) Push Outs-  Students are encouraged by school staff to withdraw or transfer or are dropped from the rolls because they are perceived to be difficult, dangerous or

detrimental.

4) 
Failing to Succeed- Students do not succeed academically and attend schools that

fail to provide them with the environments and supports they need to achieve. “For some, initial failure is the result of poor academic preparation, for others it is rooted in unmet social-emotional needs. Few students drop out after their initial experience with school failure. In fact, most persist for years, only dropping out after they fall so far behind that success seems impossible or they are worn down by repeated failure.
”
Generally, dropping-out of school does not occur over night but is gradual process of disengagement that can be interrupted when communities, schools and families work together to identify when and why their young people do not succeed in school and to ensure young people, especially those most at risk, receive the supports they need. Supporting student success needs to be viewed as a common enterprise involving educators, parents, communities and students themselves.  Each has a stake and a role in the process recognizing that roles may evolve as key milestones are reached along the way (e.g. entry to kindergarten, transition to middle school, transition to high school). 
Committed to reversing the tide of drop out, the America’s Promise Alliance has made drop out prevention its top priority.  The Alliance is supporting more than 100 state and local Dropout Prevention Summits across the country in the next two years. These summits will increase awareness, encourage collaboration and facilitate action in those states and communities that want to improve their graduation rates. 

This toolkit, developed with the support of the Annie E. Casey Foundation, is designed to help summit planners more deeply engage parents – arguably the most important stakeholders in a child’s educational success.  After offering an overview of key concepts related to parent engagement, this tool kit provides specific advice regarding how to increase parents engagement through the following activities: 

a) Use pre-summit data collection to gather perspectives on parent engagement
b) Hold planning session with parent organizations
c) Infuse parent perspectives in summit design

d) Integrate attention to parent engagement throughout action planning

The final section is devoted to connecting summit planners to available resources to deepen their knowledge and enhance their planning. 
II.  KEY CONCEPTS FOR PARENT ENGAGEMENT 
Parents are a key ingredient of any drop-out prevention strategy.. As each child’s first and arguably, lifelong teacher, a parent (broadly defined to refer to whomever is a child’s primary caregiver) is well positioned to provide a child with the on-going support and supervision they need to be successful in school.  Whether or not children get on the path to high school graduation in the first place and stay on track throughout their school career is significantly influenced by the extent to which parents are able to support them in their educational endeavors. 
A. Why Does Parent Engagement in Schools Matter? 

 A New Wave of Evidence 
by Ann Henderson and Karen Mapp describes how no matter what their family income or background may be, students with involved parents are more likely to

· Earn higher grades and test scores. 

· Be promoted, pass their classes, and earn credits. 

· Attend school regularly. 

· Have better social skills, show improved behavior, and adapt well to school. 

· Graduate and go on to postsecondary education. 

B. What Does Parent Engagement in Schools Look Like? 
Parent involvement in children’s education can take multiple forms. According to Joyce Epstein at Johns Hopkins University, parent involvement can include : (a) parenting - helping all families establish supportive home environments for children: (b) communicating – establishing two-way exchanges about school programs and children’s progress (c) volunteering – restructuring and organizing parent help at school, home or other locations (d) learning at home – providing information and ideas to families about how to help students with homework and other curriculum-related materials (e) decision making – having families serve as representatives and leaders on school communities.
   Such a broad spectrum of engagement is also reflected in the Standards for Family School Partnerships recently adopted by the national PTA. 
 Offering a wide variety of opportunities helps make it possible for parents from a range of backgrounds and with varying levels of availability (given work schedules) to participate, especially when outreach to families occurs in their home languages and by staff familiar with their cultural norms
Like drop-out, however, parent engagement is not a single event but a process that evolves over time.  Kathleen Hoover-Dempsey and her colleagues
 have identified three factors in determining parent involvement. The first is whether parents believe they should play an active role in their children’s education and have a positive sense of self efficacy for helping their children learn.  The second is whether the school welcomes and invites their involvement.  The third is whether parent’s life context (socioeconomic situation, knowledge, skills, time and skills) that support involvement.
While parent engagement is essential for all children, it does not always happen.  Parent engagement is generally highest among middle class parents who feel they should be actively involved and are much more likely to feel efficacious especially since most were themselves successful in school. By contrast, lower-income parents, especially from communities of color, may be reluctant to be involved because they feel alienated by barriers of poverty, language, cultural differences and racism.  Parents who are themselves drop-outs may feel especially estranged because of their own negative experiences in school. Engaging all families is possible, however, when schools deliberately undertake strategies that demonstrate they respect and value all children and their parents, especially those who have been most marginalized.  It often requires helping teachers, who come from a different class, ethnic and linguistic background, to develop personal and trusting relationships with parents across differences and build upon the practices of the home to support learning in the classroom.  
To be most effective, activities which bridge the gap between parents and educators should happen when children first enter preschool or kindergarten, since it helps lay the foundation for later parent involvement by helping parents gain the confidence and the skills to continue to be involved.  Engaging parents in high school is much more difficult if parents felt alienated and patronized by educators when their children were younger.  On the other hand, even when parent were effectively engaged in elementary school, support for parent involvement frequently fall off dramatically as children get older.  Too often, middle and especially high school teacher, for example, only contact parents to discuss disciplinary problems rather than meet regularly with parents to ensure their child is thriving and learning in school.  Among the drop-outs surveyed for the Silent Epidemic, nearly 2/3rd indicated that their parents only became heavily involved in their education once it was clear they were on the verge of dropping out.  
C. How can parents specifically be engaged in drop-out prevention?  Proposing the Three As: Attendance, Achievement and Attainment. 
While parent engagement, broadly defined, has tremendous value, in terms of supporting the well-being of an entire school community, for the purposes of preventing school drop-out, we propose specifically focusing engagement on three key concepts: 
1. Attendance Every Day: Ensure children go to school regularly
2. Achievement Every Year:  Monitor and help children make satisfactory progress each year
3. Attainment Over Time: Set high expectations for children and plan for attaining their goals
These three goals were identified because each one is clearly critical to student success throughout a child’s academic career. Each one is heavily influenced by the actions and thinking of parents as well as educators, community based providers and students themselves.  
Our hope is that the goals of Attendance, Achievement and Attainment offer a complementary foci easily integrated into the overall approach (for example through Grad Nation) offered by America’s Promise for advancing drop-out prevention .  We also recognize that, in some cases, localities may find they need to tailor or adapt this framework of the Three As  to your own local realities and existing communications with parents.  
We have created the following charts to stimulate your thinking about how a focus on the Three As could be implemented. We start with a chart highlighting issues to consider as students reach key transition points (entry to school, transition to middle school and transition to high school.)  These transition times are important since they are key points when  parents and their students can easily be thrown off track and also may be times when parents are more open to advice. In addition, we offer a chart providing promising examples for how schools and community based organizations could help parents support the Three As as well as offering ideas for what parents could do on their own.  
[ANNOTATED OUTLINE FOR REMAINDER OF TOOLKIT]
III. Infusing Parent engagement into Summit Planning

A. Gather Perspectives on Parent Engagement Through Pre-summit Data Collection

1. Intro: 
2. Identifying Possible Parent Engagement Partners 


Successfully engaging parents requires having partners who can support this work. Use your understanding of where risk factors for drop-out exist to identify which groups or communities to target for soliciting assistance in engaging parents:  Listed below are several possible ways to identify which partners to target: 
a. Schools of Concern.  Examine the feeder patterns for the high schools with highest levels of dropout.   Within those feeder patterns, determine which schools have the leadership to support parent engagement in drop-out prevention.  Then, for those schools, reach out to the principal and staff leaders, parent leaders and partner community-based organizations..

b. Populations of Concern. Identify which populations (e.g. defined by ethnic group, participation in special education or English Language Learner status) are disproportionately affected by drop-out. For each of these populations identify which schools or community based organizations are they served by as well as who are their parent leaders.
c. Neighborhoods of Concern  Use your data to identify if drop-outs are likely to live in particular neighborhoods. If so,  reach out to the school staff, parent leaders or community-based organizations working in those neighborhoods. 

Throughout this process, keep in mind the importance of finding organizations who have interest, competence, skills to help to do this work. 

 3. Conduct Surveys
Conducting surveys can be a very effective means to gather data on how well parents are engaged or could be engaged. We propose seeking input from parents, teachers, and principals regarding strengths and gaps related to parents being engaged in supporting the Three As.   Our hope is that the sample surveys included in this toolkit provide you with an easy way to carry out such a survey. We recommend seeking input on anonymous bases.  For parents in particular, enlist support from community partners to get parents to fill out the information whether the opportunities are a sports game, church service or school event. 

a. Parent Survey


b. Teacher Survey


c. Principal Survey 

Once compiled, the information from these surveys might be useful for other uses such as a school improvement plan.
B. Hold Planning Session for Parent Organizations (To be held approx 2-3 months prior to summit)
1. Identifying groups to invite

2. Proposed Agenda

3. Targeted Populations Exercise/Grid 
C. Infuse Parent Engagement in Summit Design  
1. Ideas for creating a Parent Engagement/Involvement agenda strands

2. Sample summit sessions:

3. Ideas for speakers

4. Ideas for panels

5. Sample moderator/facilitator guiding questions to seek uniformed outcomes

6. Sample survey questions that can help assess summit Parent Engagement strategy

7. Ideas for announcing Parent/Caregiver action plan during summit (for example: announcing the development of Parent/Engage Coalition)

D. Integrate attention to parent engagement throughout action planning 

1. Example post summit action planning items

2. How to create a family engagement coalition

3. How to gain community support for ongoing Parent/Caregiver Engagement strategy

4. How to monitor and celebrate Parent/Caregiver Engagement strategy progress

5. Offer cross walk to post summit action plan (offering specifics that might appear in each of the below)


A. Transform Schools

B. Support Young People

C. Develop Effective Policies

D. Employ Data Systems


IV. CONCLUSION 

V. APPENDIX:  Resources for Parent Engagement 

A.  Parent Engagement  

(Organizations, Website Resources, Key Publications)

· Supporting Parent Engagement Among Children of All Ages
· Supporting Parent Engagement in Early Childhood Years
· Supporting Parent Engagement in Elementary School 
·  Supporting Parent Engagement in Middle School
· Supporting Parent Engagement In High School Children

· Providing Culturally and Linguistically Competent Support to Parents (will code for specific ethnic group) 

· Supporting Parent Engagement Among Families with Children with Special Needs

B. Relevant Research, Promising Program Models and Other Resources (Possibly categorized by age of Student and/Or Special Populations) 
· Attendance  Every Day 

· Achievement Every Year 
· Attainment Over Time
� Brigland, J., DiIuliio J, Morison K,  (March 2006)  The Silent Epidemic: Perspectives of High School Dropouts


 Civic Enterprises. 


� Balfanz, Robert, (May 2007) What Your Community Can Do To End Its Drop-Out Crisis: Lessons from Resaerch and Practice, Prepared for the National Summit on American’s Silent Epidemic, CSOS, Johns Hopkins University. 


� Henderson, A, & Mapp K, A  (2002)  New Wave of Evidence: The Impact of School, Family and Community Connections on Student Achievement, Southwest Development Lab, Austin Texas. 


� Go to the Center on School, Family, and Community Partnerships at Johns Hopkins University for further information and resources (www.partnershipschools.org)


� Found at www. pta.org, the PTAs national standards include 1) Welcoming all families into the school community; 2) Communicating effectively; 3) Supporting student success; 4) Speaking up for every child;5) Sharing power; and 6) Collaborating with community.  Their web-site provide educators and parents with tools to assess and improve how well their schools implement these standards. 


� Hoover-Dempsey, K, et. al, (2005) Why do Parents Become Involve? Research Findings and Implications  The Elementary School Journal, Volume 106, No. 2. University of Chicago. 
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