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50 Years of Research: 
Prioritizing the Parent-Teacher Partnership

Helen Westmoreland
Director, National PTA Center for Family Engagement



The Center for Family Engagement’s Purpose

We aim to increase demand 
for transformative family 
engagement among PTA 
members and leaders, 
policymakers, and educators 
by building and supporting 
grassroots parent leaders to 
champion transformative 
family engagement practices 
and policies.



The Future of Family Engagement at PTA



4 prongs to the Center’s strategy

1. Building knowledge and awareness of transformative 
family engagement across PTA

2. Catalyzing PTA leadership for transformative family 
engagement

3. Contributing to a national “parent voice” agenda on family, 
school, community partnerships

4. Ensuring sustainability and effectiveness



50 Years of Research on PTPs

How do families’ and 
educators’ perceptions 

and practices affect 
child outcomes?

What is the impact 
of PTP programs 

and interventions?

What are scale-able 
ways to improve PTPs?

How do families’ 
and educators’ 

experience family 
engagement?



Research Findings on PTPs

1. Impact

2. Equity

3. Implementation



PTPs Make an Impact

• Parent-teacher partnerships lead to improved student outcomes.
(Epstein, 1985; Dearing, Kreider, & Weiss, 2008; Serpell & Mashburn, 2012; Ngai & Koehn, 2016; Dawson & Wymbs, 2016, 
Sheridan, et al, 2017)

• Teacher relationships with families also have positive benefits for 
schools and teachers

(Bryk & Schneider, 2003; Garcia, 2004; Stipek, 2012)

• Teacher outreach to families affect if and how they engage. 
(Green, Walker, Hoover-Dempsey, & Sandler, 2007; Drummond & Stipek, 2004; Kim, Sheridan, Kwon, & Kosiol, 2013)



Deep Dive: Process for Engagement
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PTPs Affect Equity

• Families’ engagement differs demographically, both in practice 
and in impact.

(Grolnick, Kurowski, & Aposteleris, 2007; Robinson & Harris, 2014)

• Teachers beliefs about families correlate with their expectations 
and practices.

(Huss-Keller, 1997; Kuperminc, Darnell, & Alvarez-Jimenez, 2008; Hughes, Gleason, & Zhang, 2005; Cheatham & Ostrosky, 
2013)

• Family-teacher relationships mediate biases and inequities. 
(Rowley, Helaire, & Banerjee, 2010; Iruka, Winn, Kingsley, & Orthodoxou, 2011; Minke, et al, 2014; Sheldon & Jung, 2018)



National PTA

1. Participating in a 
PTA/PTO meeting

2. Requesting a 
specific teacher for 
your child

3. Reading to your child 
4. Attending a parent-

teacher conference

Participant Poll: 

What form of engagement most consistently correlated with 
achievement across demographic groups in elementary school?

Robinson & Harris, 2012



Implementation Matters for PTPs 

• Certain parent-teacher partnership practices make a difference. 
• Personalized learning-focused outreach (Grimmet & McCoy, 1980; Bergman, 2012; Kraft & 

Dougherty, 2013; Kraft & Rogers, 2014)

• Frequency (Feuerstein, 2000)

• Relationship-building home visits (Sheldon & Jung, 2015)

• Positive communication (Howell, et al, 2014)

• Teacher workshops for families (Hindman, Skibbe, & Morrison, 2013)

• Invitations to volunteer (Ibid)

• There is a demand for more teacher training for family engagement and 
teacher training programs show promising outcomes.

(Markow & Cooper, 2008; O’Donnell & Krikner, 2014; Scholastic, 2017; Smith & Sheridan, 2018)



Deep Dive: Implementation Help

• There are disconnects between teacher values on 
importance of their outreach to families and their 
implementation of these practices.

(Scholastic, 2017; Learning Heroes, 2019)

• Teachers and families experience a persistent and significant 
disconnect in their perceptions how students are doing and 
how families can support them. 

(Learning Heroes, 2019)



Learn More

Helen Westmoreland
hwestmoreland@pta.org

703-518-1213
www.pta.org/familyengagement

mailto:hwestmoreland@pta.org
http://www.pta.org/familyengagement
http://www.pta.org/backpacknotes
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VISION
Every parent is a learning hero, 

effectively advocating on behalf of 
their children’s success in school, 

driving school improvement.  

MISSION
Ensure parents have a complete and 
accurate picture of their children’s 

academic and developmental progress.



Parents: A False Sense of Security
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Perception

90%
of parents, regardless of race, income, and 
education level, believe their child is at or 
above grade level in reading and math.

Reality

35%
of students 
nationally perform 
at or above 
grade-level work.
2019: 4th Grade Reading, 
At/Above NAEP Proficient

39%
of teachers report 
their students 
come prepared for 
grade-level work at 
the beginning of 
the year.
Scholastic 2016 Principal and 
Teacher Survey



Good Grades 
= 

Grade Level
More than 8 in 10 (84%) 

believe A’s or B’s mean child 
is doing grade level work.

and…

Vast majority (74%)
indicate their children get 
all A’s or mostly A’s and 

B’s on report cards.

22



What do Teachers Think About Report Cards? 

Parents focus too 
much on report card 
grades alone.

23

Report cards measure 
effort more than 
achievement.

48% of teachers agree 64% of teachers agree



The Parent-Teacher Disconnect

24

Parents and teachers rank the most important ways to know how a child is achieving

Teachers Parents

#1 Regular communication with the teacher(s) #1 Report card grades

#2 Graded work and tests/quizzes from the 
teacher #2 Whether or not child struggles on homework

#3 Report card grades #3 Graded work and tests/quizzes from the 
teacher

#4 Whether or not child struggles on homework #4 Child’s mood/body language

#5 Parent-Teacher conferences #5 Regular communication with the teacher(s)



Communicating with Parents is not 
a Job Expectation for Teachers

25

66% 63%

50%
56%

49%
43%

53%

45%
42%

39%

Tell parents when their
children are struggling

academically

Make sure that parents have a
clear picture of how their

children are achieving
academically

Make sure that parents have a
clear understanding of grade
level academic standards for

the year

Communicate directly with
parents (not including sharing
information through a portal or

report cards)

How Important Are These Expectations in Doing Your Job? 
(% extremely important)

Elementary Middle High

Not asked in 
2018 Teacher 

Survey



Parents find different resources 
helpful at each stage

81%

73%

72%

72%

71%

Elementary

75%

70%

68%

69%

65%

Middle

71%

66%

66%

64%

64%

High
A simple, understandable explanation of 

what your child is expected to learn this year' 

A simple way to determine whether your child is 
ready for the current grade or the next grade 

Tips to advocate for your child and how to 
get help if/when your child is struggling 

A simple tool that helps you, the teacher, and your 
child reflect on grade level progress with prompts 

to help you create an action plan for the year' 

Guidance on how you can support 
your child in doing (his/her) homework 

How Helpful Would You Find Each? 
(% extremely/very helpful)



Research-Based 
Communications 



Surround Sound Approach

1 2
3

Seasonal Campaigns 

Actionable information at key 
transition points:

- Spring Ahead: How to help
prepare your child for the annual 
state test

- Summer Stride: How to help 
your child with specific skills                            
needed in the next grade

- Super 5: Back-to-School: How to 
set your child up for success in the 
new year

Learning Hero Roadmap

K-8 guide with interactive tools, 
videos, and more:

- Readiness Check: Grade level 
progress & skill specific resources

- Social, Emotional & Academic 
insight and tools

- Parent-Teacher Communication 

- College Financial Planning  

Technical Assistance   

Build capacity within the field 
on communicating with 
parents:

- State and Local Education 
Agencies 

- Direct Service 
Providers/Organizations 
 
- School Report Card Template

- Puzzle to Plan 

- Developing Life Skills



Parent Materials for Schools, Districts, 
Non-Profits



A Conversation Starter

LEARNING HEROES 30

Student Success

PARENTS
TEACHERS
STUDENTS



Readiness Check

Get a “gut check” 
on how their child 
has progressed on 
grade-level skills.

Learn what they 
can do at home 
to support grade-
level skills. 

Get connected 
to free, easy-to-use, 
skill-specific videos, 
resources and 
activities. 

A simple, highly predictive tool,
based on 3-5 questions in Math and Reading, designed to help parents: 



A Little Information Goes a Long Way 

32

% THINK THEIR CHILD IS AT OR ABOVE GRADE LEVEL IN MATH WHEN TOLD…

• Child receives a B in math
• Doesn’t meet expectations on state test 61%

• Child receives a B in math
• Doesn’t meet expectations on state test
• Child’s school received an overall 
performance rating of C

52%

88% Think their child is at or above grade level in math



Contact
David Park
Senior Vice President, Learning Heroes
202.375.3133
dpark@learningheroes.org

Windy Lopez-Aflitto 
VP, Content & Partnerships, Learning Heroes
646.265.8691
wlopez@learningheroes.org

Bealearninghero.org



Systems, Handoffs, Fumbles, and Bright Spots: 



• First, a Key Fact: All parents and 
families want to see their children 
succeed

• Second, demographics and socio-
economic status can paint a grim 
picture 

• If we don’t get details we’re subject to 
stereotype

• If we don’t dig deeper, our biases 
aren’t challenged or addressed

Who are our Parents & Families?



Who are our students?

• Over 50% of our students are children 
of color

• Over 50% of our students live in poverty
• 13% receive special education services
• Almost 10% are English language 

learners



What do our less “affluent” parents & families 
experience day to day
• Historically underserved by key institutions that are supposed to 

support them
• Often underemployed or working multiple low-paying jobs
• Often have less flexibility or control in terms of their work schedules
• Often have less access or fewer mechanisms to influence policy, key 

leaders and decision-makers (sense of agency)
• Often have less access to “high quality” early childhood and K-12 

education settings
• Often face schools that lack the capacity to build trust and 

relationships



Old-school Assumptions

38

• Schools determine how parents are involved. Parents’ roles are limited to 
fundraising, chaperoning and attending PTA meetings.

• Parents need to have specific skills to be resources.  Many lack the capacity or 
willingness to be involved.  (deficit-model)

• Starting point: Hold a PTA meeting and have parents sign up for committees.
• Diversity is a challenge.  School culture  must be imposed on the educational 

community.
• School knows best, is solely responsible for decision-making, and passes 

knowledge on to families.
• A system-chosen standardized test determines accountability.
• Parents who are not visible at the school are not contributing to their 

children’s education
• Underlying message: parent involvement is not important for school success.



New-school Assumptions

39

• Parents and school staff decide together the meaningful and multiple ways families 
can be involved: as teachers, supporters, advocates, decision makers, ambassadors 
and monitors.

• Parents/families are resources to their children’s schools.  Schools must recognize 
and cultivate the knowledge and strength of each family. (asset-model)

• Starting point: building trust in a variety of ways.
• Diversity is a strength.  School culture and leadership must reflect the diversity of 

the school community, and racism must be addressed.
• Everyone has knowledge and children’s best interests at heart. 
• Families, schools and communities hold each other accountable.
• Parents who help their children at home to be ready for school each day are 

contributing to their education.
• Parent/family engagement & family-school collaboration is required for school 

improvement





Process 
Conditions

• Relational - built on 
mutual trust

• Linked to Learning 
and development

• Asset based
• Culturally responsive 

and respectful
• Collaborative
• Interactive

Organizational 
Conditions

• Systemic
Embraced by leadership 

across the organization
• Integrated
Embedded in all strategies

• Sustained
With resources and 

infrastructure



Publication URL: 
http://bit.ly/NextLevelFE



Systemic Engagement: a definition

“The establishment of systems and structures that 
promote and embed engagement principles into a 
district’s core priorities, policies, and practices.”

- Taking It To the Next Level



Key Elements of Systemic Engagement

• District leadership champions and deeply values engagement, which is 
evident in how families and community are leveraged as assets.

• Policies, plans, and protocols contain clearly-defined expectations and 
accountability for engagement across all levels of the district.

• Systems of support are in place to build capacity for district and school 
leaders and staff to meet expectations.

• Systems connected to the district’s overarching goals and targets 
monitor engagement practice, measure outcomes, and assess impact.



Key Elements of Systemic Engagement

• Engagement practices are integrated across departments, and there are 
structures to support collaborative efforts to ensure long-term 
sustainability.

• Engagement structures, goals, and practices are aligned to the district’s 
strategic vision, goals, and targets.

• Time and resources allocated for engagement are aligned to provide 
sustainable support and coherence.



Publication URL: 
http://bit.ly/NextLevelFE



Bright Spots: Combining High-Impact Strategies

Home Visits +

Share data with families

Improved 
outcomes for 

children

• Build relationships
• Share knowledge 

and goals for child
• Explain data
• Focus on skills
• Develop a plan 
• Share progress
• Evaluate



Building 
Relationships 

& Trust

Engagement 
Linked to 
Learning

Cultural 
Relevance/ 
Addressing 
Differences

Equalizing 
Power & 

Collaboration

Bright 
Spots



Bright Spot:  Read by 4th – Six Bold Ideas

1. Grownup embrace life’s teachable moments in a city full of 
learning landscapes.

2. Families make perfect school attendance a monthly goal because 
every day counts, start to finish.

3. All teachers are prepared and resourced to teach reading.
4. Children are connected to reading during the summer and out-of-

school time and have access to free, quality reading support.
5. Children have a personal home library.
6. A Reading Captain on every block connects families to early 

education resources.



• Resilient
• Creative
• Savvy
• Committed
• Eager to help their children to do better
• Eager to be engaged
• Getting organized and finding their voice all over the country

Despite many challenges our 
Parents and Families are



Taking It To the Next Level

“Districts must view family and 
community engagement as a 
collective endeavor, distributed 
across departments with 
indicators and regular data 
collection to monitor 
implementation and provide for 
continuous improvement.” 





Contact Info:
Kwesi Rollins
Email: rollinsk@iel.org
Twitter: @kwesibaby58

@ielconnects
@commschools
@fcenetwork

http://ow.ly/9Eyn50xbyDB

http://www.cvent.com/events/rise-up-for-equity-national-summit/event-summary-e1eff05710084dbd8a2ef586c5c3e708.aspx?tw=AF-48-4A-31-24-C0-B9-3D-59-E2-0A-BA-42-27-2F-6D
http://ow.ly/9Eyn50xbyDB




gradelevelreading.net  /  @readingby3rd  /  #GLReading

PARTNER WEBINARS
Reach Out and Read: The Next Chapter
Tuesday, Dec. 3, 3 p.m. ET/12 p.m. PT

PARTNER WEBINARS
Cornerstone of American Communities, Blueprint for America’s Future Success: Head Start in 2019
Tuesday, Dec. 10, 3 p.m. ET/12 p.m. PT

PRODUCTIVE PARENT/TEACHER PARTNERSHIP WEBINARS
Making Hopes & Dreams the Center of the Parent/Teacher Relationship
Tuesday, Dec. 17, 3 p.m. ET/12 p.m. PT

Upcoming GLR Learning Tuesdays Webinars:

Please join us!
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