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Essential Elements
of Strong Parent

Involvement Programs

Seven elements are common to successful parent 
involvement programs.

F rom 1986-1988, the Southwest 
Educational Development Labo 
ratory (SEDL) sought to identify 

and describe the characteristics of 
"promising parent involvement pro 
grams" in their five-state region, which 
includes Arkansas, Louisiana, New 
Mexico, Oklahoma, and Texas

SEDL staff gathered information 
concerning elements that made parent 
involvement programs successful by 
interviewing "key informants" edu 
cators with expertise in this area. Staff 
members visited selected programs 
across the region and obtained reports 
of their activities; they also obtained 
evaluations of the programs from local 
and district-level staff members to de 
termine their effectiveness. Those pro 
grams identified as "promising" fea 
tured several types of parent 
involvement and included many roles 
for parents: audience, home tutor, 
program supporter, co-learner, advo 
cate, and decision maker (Epstein 
1988) Although some programs were 
affiliated with resources such as the 
National Education Association or the 
National School Volunteer Program, 
others were small, homegrown efforts. 
Thus, each program had its own na 
ture and had taken its own steps

toward developing stronger links be 
tween parents and schools

Seven Essential Elements
SEDL staff found seven elements com 
mon to all these promising programs: 

1 Written policies. The programs 
had written policies that legitimized

Promising programs 
included many 
roles for parents: 
audience, home 
tutor, program 
supporter,
co-learner, advocate, 
and decision maker.

the importance of parent involvement 
and helped frame the context for pro 
gram activities These policies helped 
both staff and parents better under 
stand how parents would take pan in 
the program Written policies also gave 
superintendents leverage with central 
office, building, and classroom staff for 
ensuring that parent involvement was 
central to the school program In the 
Houston Fail-Safe Program, for example, 
strong administrative policies served as 
the foundation for developing and sus 
taining parent involvement in the 
schools

2. Administrative support Adminis 
trative support was provided in at least 
three ways. First, funds were desig 
nated in the main budget for imple 
menting programs Second, material/ 
product resources meeting space, 
communication equipment, comput 
ers, duplication/media equipment  
were made available to complement 
specific program activities Third, peo 
ple were designated to carry out pro 
gram efforts or events.

In Tierra Amarilla, New Mexico, for 
instance, the superintendent provided 
support by allowing administrative 
staff to serve as school volunteers one 
day per month Volunteers worked
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with teachers and parents to enhance 
classroom instruction and enrich par 
ent participation

3 Training Promising programs 
made training available for staff as 
well as parents These efforts were 
not one-time or one-shot activities; 
instead, they occurred over time and 
focused on developing partnering 
skills. Many schools sponsored work 
shops that both parents and educa 

tors attended to improve their skills 
for working together as well as work 
ing with children

The Albuquerque Public Schools' 
Parent Center, for instance, trains 
school staffs and undergraduate edu 
cation majors about parent involve 
ment and offers training to parents as 
well Parent training covers topics 
such as improving parentAeacher con 
ferences, supporting school learning

at home, and working as joint decision 
makers with educators.

4 Partnership approach. SEDL's 
promising programs made the part 
nership approach their essence. This 
emphasis was reflected in such activi 
ties as joint planning, goal setting, def 
initions of roles, program assessment, 
development of instructional and 
school support efforts, needs sensing, 
and setting of school standards. Such
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involvement enabled both staff and 
parents to develop a sense of owner 
ship and pride in the school's efforts to 
enhance the success of all learners

In Los Lunas, New Mexico, for ex 
ample, The Parent-Teacher Commit 
tees program seeks to involve parents 
as partners at all levels of the educa 
tional system. Committees of parents 
and teachers examine the district's 
curriculum needs, provide support for 
the district's instructional program, 
and recommend ways to meet chil 
dren's special needs

5 Two-way communication In 
these promising programs, communi 
cations between home and school oc 
curred frequently and on a regular 
basis. Parents felt comfortable coming 
to the schools, sharing ideas, and voic 
ing concerns. School staff did not feel 
threatened by parent input, but wel 
comed it and used it to fashion rele 
vant learning activities for students. 
Schools developed their own means 
of communicating that best served 
parents (for example, walk-in visits,

With a defined 
evaluation 
component, 
principals were 
better able to 
monitor parent 
involvement 
activities and to 
guide adjustments.

special times for phone calls)
6 Networking. SEDL's promising 

programs networked with other pro 
grams to share information, resources, 
and technical expertise In addition, 
they helped program staff identify ad 
ditional resources for their own use 
Examples of networking include the 
Telephone Hotline in Houston, Coffee 
Klatches in Little Rock, and Parent In 
teraction Rooms in the Tulsa school 
volunteer program.

7 Evaluation Promising programs 
had regular evaluation activities at key

SEQUENCED
Language Arts & Math

SKILLS

he SLAMS pro 
gram has been 
developed for two 

groups of educators: 
those charged with the 
responsibility for ad 
ministrating a basic 
skills program in lan 
guage arts and/or 
mathematics and those 
desiring help with basic 
skills sequencing. 
SLAMS may be used to-.

  check for omissions 
or for over emphasis 
hi the school district's 
basic skills program.

  aid in the textbook 
selection process.

  improve the image of 
the school district by 
improving the basic 
skills program.

SLAMS Manual . . . J25.0O
SLAMS Handbook
for Administrators . * 4.0O
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stages as well as at the conclusion of a 
cycle or phase These enabled parents 
and staff to make program revisions on 
a continuous basis to ensure that activ 
ities strengthened the partnership 
Some evaluation efforts led directly to 
planning sessions open to both staff 
and parents With a defined evaluation 
component, principals were better 
able to monitor parent involvement 
activities and to guide adjustments

The Volunteers in Public Schools 
Program in Little Rock, Arkansas, for 
instance, prepares a detailed evalua 
tion of its efforts every year, including 
a calculation of how many dollars the 
district has saved by using volunteers 
to provide services.

Endless Possibilities
The possibilities seem endless when 
parents and educators join together to 
help children become more success 
ful in school. Obviously, there is no 
one "perfect" parent involvement pro 
gram that can serve as the mtxlel for 
all others. However, the seven essen 
tial program elements that SEDL has 
identified do furnish a useful frame 
work for developing parent involve 
ment programs

If these seven elements are made 
integral to parent involvement pro 
grams, the programs will supply par 
ents and school staff with a wider 
range of relevant opportunities for 
supporting student learning at home 
and at school As a result, parents can 
be seen, valued, respected, and held as 
responsible as school staff for the ed 
ucational success of all children In 
short, the foundation upon which 
effective parent involvement programs 
must be built is the primary concept of 
an equal, mutually supportive partner 
ship supported by these seven 
elements.D
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