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Introduction 

In a successful elementary school in a nice neighborhood Student A sits attentively 

interacting with the teachers, learning and thriving. At 3:00 that afternoon, Student A will go 

home to at least one adult and sit down at the kitchen table with cookies and milk. Then, Student 

A will pull out homework for the day and finish it before dinner with help from a mother or 

father. It is the American dream after all; the typical “Beaver Cleaver” moment in America 

where everyone and everything is taken care of without any hardship.  

Now imagine that five city streets over is another elementary school. However, this 

school is not particularly well kept. It is in the older part of the city, and the residents live in what 

is commonly known as the ghetto, or the projects. The school itself has fairly adequate teachers, 

but many of the students are in and out of the principal’s office. Teachers spend most of the day 

dealing with reluctant learners and distractions created by misbehavior. It is a wonder a single 

lesson is finished during the day. This is where Student B goes to school.  Along with 6.1 million 

other children who are responsible for their own care, Student B will go home at 3:00 this 

afternoon to an empty apartment or small house (Sloan Work and Family Research Network, 

2009). Before watching afternoon cartoons or caring for a younger sibling, an empty refrigerator 

will be opened in hopes of finding a small snack. A few hours later, a caregiver (maybe a parent 

but just as likely an older sibling, family friend, or grandparent) will walk through the door with 

a small inexpensive meal to share - possibly between several siblings, cousins, or relatives living 

in the home. Student B is among the 5.6 million children living in extreme poverty (Children’s 

Defense Fund, 2010). Living in extreme poverty, as defined by the CDF (2010), means that these 

children and their families live on $30 or less per day and $11,025 a year. 
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Why do such stark differences exist? Why must one child come to school hungry, while 

another child has a full stomach and is ready to learn? How can a starving child be expected to 

focus on school work when basic physical needs have not been met? Why will one child achieve 

in a highly rated elementary school, while another child lacks the tools to understand the basic 

required curriculum? What influences strong family support for education and what impediments 

cause families to lack support for educational goals? Is there anything that can be done to change 

the latter to the former? 

The scenario described in the story of Student B accurately illustrates the state of several 

American schools, communities, families, and children. Parents struggle to raise children with 

little to no education, earning minimum wage. Marshall, Texas, is one community facing these 

problems. Marshall is a semi-rural community located in East Texas with a population of 

approximately 23,763 people (U.S. Census Bureau, 2009). The community is composed of the 

following demographics: 58 percent White, including Hispanics, 36 percent African American, 1 

percent Asian, less than 0.5 percent Native American, less than 0.5 percent Native Hawaiian or 

Pacific Islander, and 4 percent from other ethnicities (U.S. Census Bureau, 2009). The Marshall 

Independent School District (MISD) has 5,776 students, 2,326 of whom are elementary students. 

The district is comprised of the following demographics: 40.7 percent African American, 24.5 

percent Hispanic, 33.7 percent White, 0.3 percent Native American, 0.8 percent Asian/Pacific 

Islander (Texas Education Agency, 2010). According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2009), 24 

percent of people in Marshall live at or below the poverty level. Of those families living in 

poverty, “female-headed families are four times as likely to be poor” as children in two parent 

homes (CDF, 2010, xii). This reflects 49 percent of female-headed families in Marshall (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2009). Given these conditions, all of us must ask ourselves: What is the best way 



Effective Family Support Models in Elementary Schools  4 

to support these parents and students? Can a single school make a difference in a community and 

if so, how?  

The faculty of the School of Education at East Texas Baptist University (ETBU) is 

investigating the possibility of a University-based private school (the University Academy) to 

meet the needs of economically disadvantaged students like Student B, specifically those in the 

Marshall area. In order for the University Academy to best serve the needs of these students, it is 

necessary to research the current methods and practices used in effective and successful 

educational institutions which are similar to this proposed school and which serve similar 

populations. Specifically, the school seeks to establish programs which will impact the students 

not only while they are attending school during the day but which will support them and their 

families well beyond the school walls.  Thus, the Academy seeks to answer the question of 

whether or not a single school can make a difference to its community.  

Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the extent to which elements of a successful 

family support model are being implemented in area schools to inform the possible development 

of a school serving educationally disadvantaged students in the ETBU geographic area. To this 

end, this researcher will contribute to the development of this program by addressing the 

following research questions: 

Research Questions 

 What family support model(s) would best serve students in the proposed private semi-

rural elementary school for economically disadvantaged students? 



Effective Family Support Models in Elementary Schools  5 

 What are other semi-rural elementary schools in the target region doing to try to support 

the families of their students?   

Definition of Terms 

Economically Disadvantaged 

 For this research, the terms “economically disadvantaged” and “disadvantaged” are used 

interchangeably within the current federal definition. Title I of the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act (also commonly known as No Child Left Behind [NCLB]) focuses on the 

provision of federal funding for the educational needs of the disadvantaged. This legislation 

defines disadvantaged students “as those who are reported as eligible for free or reduced-price 

meals under the National School Lunch and Child Nutrition Program, or other public assistance” 

(TEA, 2009). 

Family Involvement 

The federal definition of family involvement is “regular, two-way communication and 

meaningful communication involving student academic learning and other school activities” 

(United States Department of Education, 2004). For the purpose of this research, parent 

involvement and family involvement are interchangeable terms. 

Adult Education 

Adult basic education typically serves anyone no longer receiving or anyone no longer eligible 

for secondary education (Kruidenier, MacArthur, and Wrigley, 2010). 
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Literature Review 

Family Support Models 

Family Involvement 

An impetus for family involvement programs is the relatively recent federal mandate for 

them.  NCLB mandates that schools encourage family involvement and have structures in place 

to guarantee a certain level of communication.  The federal definition of family involvement is 

“regular, two-way communication and meaningful communication involving student academic 

learning and other school activities” (United States Department of Education, 2004).   

Epstein (2004) advises schools that they can achieve the goals set by NCLB through six 

types of involvement: parenting, communicating, volunteering, learning at home, decision 

making, and collaborating with community. Schools can encourage each type of involvement 

while building partnerships with the parents and communities (Vance, 2009). According to 

Epstein et. al. (2002), the first type, parenting, asserts that schools and teachers should “assist 

families with parenting skills, family support, understanding child and adolescent development, 

and setting home conditions” that will produce capable students (as cited in Epstein, 2004, p.4). 

Vance (2009) adds that parents have a “life-time commitment” to their children and are more 

involved in a child’s life than any other adult (p. 2). To assist families with parenting, two-way 

communication with parents and families about programs and student progress is necessary to 

keep them informed, as well as letting them keep the school informed (Epstein, 2004; Epstein & 

Voorhis, 2010). Communicating is the second family involvement strategy recommended by 

Epstein (2002).  This second category can be fulfilled by notes and newsletters sent home to 

parents, as well as pertinent health information and parent concerns sent from home (Vance, 
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2009). Moving beyond the home-school relationship, schools should enable teachers and 

volunteers to work with each other as they each support the students at school (Epstein, 2004; 

Epstein & Voorhis, 2010). Vance (2009) lists three ways families can volunteer, Epstein’s third 

category of involvement (2002): in the classroom, for the school, and as a participant or audience 

member at school functions. As Vance (2009) points out, teachers spend a limited amount of 

time with students. Therefore, learning at home, Epstein’s fourth category of involvement 

(2002),  should involve parents through activities done at home, which includes setting goals and 

asking for input from family members concerning curriculum-based decisions (Epstein, 2004; 

Epstein & Voorhis, 2010). According to Epstein et. al. (2002), the fifth category of involvement, 

decision making, will “include families as participants in school decisions, governance, and 

advocacy activities through school councils or improvement teams, committees, and parent 

organizations” (as cited in Epstein, 2004, p. 5). Other type 5 involvement activities could include 

distributing information to other parents and organizing groups of parents that make other types 

of involvement possible (Vance, 2009). The final, sixth, category of involvement identified by 

Epstein, collaborating with community, involves the coordination of resources that families and 

community members can offer to students, or other families (Epstein, 2004; Epstein & Voorhis, 

2010). It is to the advantage of both the community and the families and students to build this 

partnership; the community benefits from the activities of the families and the school benefits 

from the shared or transferred resources of the community (Vance, 2009). All six types of 

involvement work together and are interrelated with each other (Vance, 2009).  One activity may 

require two or more different categories of family involvement to be successful in enhancing the 

students’ learning.  
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Family involvement has several forms, but in the end, it is about providing guidance and 

support for students (Warger, Eavy and Associates [WEA], 2009, p. 1). There is extensive 

research evidence that upholds the correlation not only between parent involvement in education 

and student achievement but also in other crucial benefits for students, regardless of family 

background or income (Minke & Anderson, 2005; WEA, 2009). Consequently, school outreach 

programs are imperative to maximizing student success by involving parents in the education 

process. Strong partnerships between families and the school have a positive impact on student 

achievement (WEA, 2009). As WEA (2009) states, family involvement improves not only 

achievement, but also attendance, social skills, and enrollment in postsecondary education. 

Two of the three schools studied by WEA (2009) are elementary schools: P.S./ M.S. 124, 

Osmond A. Church School and Frankford Elementary School. Osmond A. Church School serves 

students from Queens, New York, with approximately 90 percent qualifying for free or reduced 

price lunch, meaning that the majority of the student body fits the federal definition of 

economically disadvantaged. This school includes parents by making classroom curriculum 

available to each home and encouraging classroom visits. On several evenings during the month 

families are invited to the school to learn teaching strategies to use at home. Parents are also 

encouraged to participate in classroom activities alongside their children during the day. Field 

trips are organized for whole families to attend, not just chaperones and students. As a result of 

these programs, more than 82 percent of these students have met or exceeded the state standards 

for English proficiency (WEA, 2009).  

Frankford Elementary School educates students in rural Delaware and 80 percent of the 

students qualify for free or reduced price lunch, meaning that the majority of the student body 

fits the federal definition of economically disadvantaged. Approximately 70 percent of students 
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have a wide range of ethnic and cultural backgrounds, many from non-English speaking homes 

(WEA, 2009). Nearly half of the student body is Hispanic (WEA, 2009). To address the diversity 

of the school, the principal has asked community members to donate services and resources to 

improve the educational experience of both the student and the parent. Frankford Elementary 

also provides translators, community liaisons, and family nights to encourage parent 

participation and ease communication between the school and families (WEA, 2009). 

Weissberg, Resnik, Payton, and Brien (2003) also recommend programs that involve 

families, and thus parents, as partners. These programs should incorporate strategies that 

strengthen the relationship between students, school personnel, and families (Weissberg et. al., 

2003). The Caring School Community program, “a nationally recognized, research-based K–6 

program that builds classroom and school wide community” (Developmental Studies Center 

[DSC], n.d.)” which was recently recognized by the U.S. Department of Education for its 

research-based practices, offers family involvement activities for elementary students and 

families to share ideas and experiences about learning (Weissberg et. al., 2003; Developmental 

Studies Center [DSC], n.d.). Typically, students are introduced to material at school then expand 

on the concept at home with help from parents, and finally the lesson is concluded at home 

(DSC, n.d.). These activities involve the whole school and build community for an inclusive 

environment (Weissberg et. al., 2003). Overall, the program has seen a five percent increase in 

achievement scores as well as an improvement in behavior as reported by teachers (Weissberg et. 

al., 2003). Students also reported higher achievement and other influences on their lives. 

Stronger motivation was reported by 24 percent of students, and reported use of marijuana and 

alcohol dropped by 19 percent (DSC, n.d.) 
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From the success of each of these school programs, it is apparent that family involvement 

is an essential element in supporting a student’s educational needs. Strong relationships between 

the school and family also appear to be a common theme in each of these programs. 

Parent Education and Literacy 

 Parent involvement has proven to be crucial to a student’s success. In fact, a child’s 

reading improves when parents are involved in helping the child learn to read and assisting in 

reading instruction (Sénéchal, 2006; The National Center for Family Literacy, n.d.). However, an 

estimated 3.8 million people in Texas need adult education services, including literacy 

instruction, whereas only approximately 100,000 people receive those services (Literacy Texas, 

n.d.). This deficit in literacy skills leads to a deficit in earnings as well. Reder & the National 

Institute for Literacy (2010) found a strong relationship between literacy proficiency and 

earnings. According to Holzer & Lerman (2007), future jobs will require more than a high school 

education; however, the National Commission on Adult Literacy (2008) found that the number 

of workers that lack high school diplomas and literacy skills has increased (as cited in Workforce 

Investment Council [TWIC], 2010).  In view of this research, it is necessary to consider the 

effects of intergenerational education, particularly the aspects of adult education and literacy, as 

they impact family involvement and support. 

 Kruidenier et al. (2010) have reviewed the most recent research on reading instruction in 

adult education and have found that there is only small amount of research on adult education in 

general. Using the available research, Kruidenier et al. (2010) have identified the most accurate 

research and methods of instruction for adults learning to read. The major aspects of adult 

reading instruction identified by Kruidenier et al. (2010) include the assessment of reading 
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ability, alphabetics instruction, fluency practice, and vocabulary and comprehension instruction 

(p. 116).  Adults receiving literacy education have been found to have many of the same reading 

difficulties and struggles as children who are learning to read (Kruidenier et al., 2010). 

Therefore, a school or program looking to provide adult literacy classes could employ many of 

the same reading instruction strategies that are already in use in their classrooms. (Kruidenier et 

al., 2010). 

One adult education model, Even Start, serves students and their families from 

kindergarten through the third grade. It is “an integrated adult education, early childhood 

education, and parent education program that facilitates parents and children spending time 

together doing literacy activities” (CDE, 2009). An approach used in this program is the Family 

Education Plan which provides guidelines addressing individual family needs and how those 

needs will be met. Additional features of this model include instruction in adult basic education, 

GED preparation, ESL classes, job-skill training, and parenting skills provided by the 

neighborhood school (CDE, 2009). These classes provide parents with encouragement and the 

skills needed to become “active participants in their child's education” (CDE, 2009, p. 4). During 

the 2007-2008 school year, 82 percent of participating parents met the educational goals of their 

family education plan, (CDE, 2009). As a result of further education, 67 percent of parents 

passed the GED or received a high school diploma and 80 percent of eligible parents enrolled in 

higher education or training (CDE, 2009). The impact did not end with the parents. Ninety three 

percent of preschool-age children with parents participating in the program function at 

developmentally appropriate levels, and 66 percent of primary aged children finished the year 

reading at grade level or showed one year’s growth (CDE, 2009). The impact of adult education 
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did not end with academic achievement either. More than half of parents found employment and 

remained employed for at least six months (CDE, 2009). 

A second program based in Texas serves children from preschool age through second 

grade (Texas LEARNS, 2010a). School readiness is the primary focus; children are screened for 

developmental delays and receive research-driven curriculum and assistance (Texas LEARNS, 

2010a). Parents receive Adult Basic Education and ESL instruction, alongside parenting classes 

(Texas LEARNS, 2010a). Participating parents showed more improvement than the state 

standard (Texas Learns, 2010a). Language skills improved by 75 percent compared to the state 

standard of 57 percent.  Math skills improved by 70 percent compared to the state standard of 59 

percent. Reading skills improved by 67 percent compared to 57 percent. ESL adult students 

improved by 71 percent in oral abilities and 85 percent in literacy skills compared to a 67 percent 

ESL oral standard and a 72 percent ESL literacy standard. Participating children from preschool 

through second grade scored higher,  in the 90th percentile or better, than the Texas standards in 

every category, which included oral English, school attendance, school promotion, and reading 

readiness or reading abilities (Texas LEARNS, 2010a). Most recent available TAKS scores show 

that 97 percent of students passed TAKS reading (Texas LEARNS, 2010b). In addition, 92 

percent of preschoolers showed a year’s growth or more of receptive vocabulary in a four to six 

month period, a predictor of success in reading (Texas LEARNS, 2010b).  

 The Family Literacy Initiative (FLI) is a third model of support for adult education and 

literacy. The FLI funds “small community-based programs” and serves students without high 

school diplomas and parents of young children (Volunteer USA Foundation [VUF], n.d., para. 

5). The initiative has seen learning gains twice the national average, and students gain almost 

two years of knowledge in one year (VUF, n.d.). FLI works toward three goals: to educate adults 
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for the workforce through reading, math, parenting, and GED instruction, to prepare children for 

school, and to instill learning as a family value for future generations (VUF, n.d.). To accomplish 

these goals, the organization has identified five elements of family literacy: parenting education, 

adult education, early childhood education, and Parent and Child Together (PACT) Time (VUF, 

n.d.). FLI describes each element briefly. Parenting Education includes “life and parenting skills, 

child development, financial literacy and family reading strategies” (VUF, n.d., para. 7). Adult 

education is described as instruction in reading, writing, math, workforce skill, English as a 

second language, and GED preparation (VUF, n.d.). Early childhood education works towards 

school readiness for children through developmentally appropriate practice (VUF, n.d.). PACT  

serves as a class devoted to “intergenerational learning activities” for parents to use and practice 

(VUF, n.d., para. 7). Through research-based evidence, the FLI has formed each of these classes 

to best serve the parents at each FLI location, “[reporting] that attendance… is twice that of adult 

literacy programs nationally” (VUF, n.d., para. 9). 

 In addition to these services, the FLI has also instituted a Literacy Academy Network 

(VUF, n.d.). The network includes Family Literacy Academies that assist mothers with childcare 

and meals, including tutoring for children already in school (VUF, n.d.). The Deaf Family 

Literacy Academy is also part of the Literacy Academy Network. The Deaf Family Literacy 

Academy offers American Sign Language and English literacy instruction for the children and 

families of deaf children or parents. The FLI reports that more than 50 percent of parents 

complete one to two grade levels or more in each year, with 92 percent of those students 

finishing three to four grade levels (VUF, n.d.). 
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 Therefore, research suggests that the implementation of adult literacy instruction in 

selected programs by schools can result in educational gains for students. More information on 

these and other programs has been requested for further research. 

Family Counseling 

In addition to improving adult literacy, a successful family support model should also 

focus on the emotional state of the family and its impact on student learning.  Crespi, Gustafson, 

and Borges (2005) state that, “rising rates of family discord, parental neglect and abuse, sexual 

abuse, attention disorders, and assorted acts of violence negatively impact children’s 

adjustment,” or achievement (p. 68). With all of these problems manifested in poor grades and 

little to no motivation to improve those grades, educators are left wondering how to help these 

children. Family counseling can be a viable solution to the resolution of these problems because 

“without emotional and social well being, academic progress will slow or stall” (Ziffer, 

Crawford, & Penney-Weitor, 2007, p.155).   

Research has found that problems seen in students are often reflections of the problems in 

the home, in the families, and in the communities (Hong, 2006; Crespi et. al., 2005). Thus, 

family counseling may potentially benefit not only students but also entire communities. The 

idea is that “the inclusion of parents in the counseling process is important because the adults in 

a child’s life make the decisions that impact the child” (Ziffer et. al., 2007, p. 155). 

In low socioeconomic areas, access to such services is often challenging (Hong, 2006). 

School-based family counseling services could be the ultimate solution. Jaatinen, Erkolahti, and 

Asikainen, (2005) found it to be “clear that clinical service for school-aged children could not be 

created without the active involvement of the schools” (p. 295). The implementation of school-
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based services increases a child’s chance of success— academically, socially, and emotionally 

(Bryan & Holcomb-McCoy, 2010; Crespi et. al., 2005). Counseling services offered at the school 

or nearby location are less threatening because of the familiarity of school, and it is more 

accessible to students and parents lacking transportation because the student is already at school 

(Ziffer et. al., 2007). 

When these services cannot be provided by a school, an agency or agencies can closely 

coordinate with schools and communities to serve families and students in need (Hong, 2006). 

ACCESS Family Services is one such agency. ACCESS partners with Austin Independent 

School District (AISD) in Austin, TX to provide free family therapy for students ages 10 to 18 in 

AISD (Austin Child Guidance Center [ACGC], n.d.). Between eight and twelve weekly sessions 

are organized for both parents and children to attend together (ACGC, n.d.). ACCESS helps 

families work to improve negative behavior, communication problems, and repair relationships 

(ACGC, n.d.). At least one parent or caregiver must attend each meeting (ACGC, n.d.). A wide 

range of issues are dealt with by ACCESS Family Services. These include “low achievement, 

truancy, fighting with peers or siblings, significant changes in the home or school, and defiance 

or other challenging behaviors (ACGC, n.d.). In addition to these services, parents have the 

opportunity to learn parenting techniques to help their at-risk children. Parenting With Love and 

Limits, an extension of the ACCESS program, also targets intermediate grades (ACGC, n.d.). 

The program “integrates parent training, family therapy, and cognitive behavioral treatment” 

(ACGC, n.d.). 

The Child and Family Center of Santa Clarita (CFCSC) is another agency serving school-

aged children. It is a private and non-profit organization offering school-based counseling and 

mental health services for students aged early childhood through adolescence and their families 
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(Schallert, 2005). Part of CFCSC’s program is early intervention with specifically elementary 

students and training for the staff and faculty interacting with those students (Schallert, 2005). 

CFCSC’s partnership with the school and other outside agencies allows access to resources for a 

large group of students, which could not be provided by schools alone (Bryan & Holcomb-

McCoy, 2010). In CFCSC’s case, all students have an opportunity to receive help, from those 

needing early intervention to individuals with more severe issues (Schallert, 2005). In this 

program, families are required to participate with their children when services are rendered 

(Schallert, 2005).  In working with schools, all professionals, employees of the agency and the 

school, are met with regularly to address a child’s need and the family’s need. CFCSC wishes to 

remain respectful of the “unique culture” of education, and therefore, wants every professional 

involved to be included in the process (Schallert, 2005, p. 51). Service plans are discussed in 

these meetings, as well as individual education plans, clinical referrals, and other matters 

pertaining to the student and family at hand (Schallert, 2005). The program itself has been 

locally and nationally acclaimed. CFCSC has received the Community Provider Award of 

Excellence from the National Council for Community Behavioral Healthcare (Schallert, 2005). 

The program has also served as the Best Practices model for the Los Angeles County 

Association of Community Human Services Agencies (Schallert, 2005). 

Each of these programs is an outside agency integrating with the local school systems. 

When schools collaborate with professional health services, “professionals… have a better 

chance to address the complex problems facing the family, school, and community” (Hong, 

2006, p. 17). When schools, families, and whole communities partner with each other,  

they create prevention and intervention programs that foster education resilience in 

children; bridge cultural gaps among schools, diverse families, and communities; address 
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students’ academic, personal, college, and career concerns, and promote empowerment of 

students, their families, and their communities. (Bryan & Holcomb-McCoy, 2010) 
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Conclusion and Summary 

Based on this literature review, a successful family support model will include structures 

which encourage parent involvement, programs targeting family literacy and provisions for 

family counseling. Each of these plays a vital role in the success of students and, in effect, the 

success of a school and community. 

Method 

After requesting and receiving Human Subjects approval for the interview process and 

protocol, including the questions that were asked of the interview participants, the following 

research method was implemented. 

Sampling 

Purposeful sampling was used for this study because I chose to interview the 

administrators in the geographic area of East Texas Baptist University (ETBU) about the 

perceived efficacy of the current family support models in place at their respective schools. 

McMillian and Schumacher (1997) describe purposeful sampling as the researcher searching for 

information-rich key informants. Random participants are not a concern. The disadvantage of 

this type of sampling is that it may not give a true picture of every elementary school and the 

effectiveness of its particular family support model. This study is only concerned with students 

and schools within the close geographic area of ETBU. 

Setting 

 This study took place in the communities surrounding ETBU. The two elementary 

schools within closest proximity to the future location of the University Academy are School A 
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and School B. Both schools serve students from kindergarten to fourth grade. School A has the 

following demographics: 36.6 percent are African American, 19.5 percent are Hispanic, and 43.9 

percent are white (Texas Education Agency [TEA], 2010). Of those students 77.6 percent are 

economically disadvantaged, and 13.5 percent have limited English proficiency (TEA, 2010). 

School B serves students with the following demographics: 55.1 percent are African American, 

27.6 percent are Hispanic, and 16.9 percent are white (TEA, 2010). Also, 95.7 percent of those 

students are economically disadvantaged and 18.3 percent have limited English proficiency 

(TEA). Interviews of the administrators of School A and School B took place during the fall 

semester of 2011. 

Participants 

 I am the first participant of this study. I am a senior Elementary Education major in the 

Teacher Education Program at East Texas Baptist University. My calling to be a teacher is not 

something I take lightly. I want to learn all that I can about teaching and how I can best serve my 

future students. Part of that education is learning how providing support for my students’ 

families will improve their achievement. 

The administrators of School A and School B are also participants in this study because 

of their close geographic proximity to ETBU. School A is .8 miles from ETBU; School B is .6  

miles from ETBU. The administrators were interviewed concerning the family support models 

currently used at their school and the perceived effectiveness of those models.  



Effective Family Support Models in Elementary Schools  20 

Data Collection 

 Interviews 

 Each administrator was asked to describe any programs or methods used to provide 

support to the families of their students. Interview questions were formulated around the three 

elements which research literature suggest are essential to a successful family support model: 

parent involvement, parent education and literacy, and family counseling. These questions can be 

found in the appendix. They were also asked to explain the perceived success resulting from 

these programs and methods. Results from the interviews were used to identify the most 

common methods that area schools are using to support the families of their students and the 

extent to which those programs are implemented. 

 Real Artifacts 

 Following the time spent interviewing each administrator, observation notes and 

examples of real artifacts were collected. These data included: parent information flyers, back to 

school notices, and other school announcements sent home to parents.  These were requested 

from the schools at the time of the interviewer’s visit in order to confirm the administrators’ 

perception of the level of family support offered by the schools.   

 Online Presence 

 The online presence of each school was assessed for the evidence of family support 

systems in place at the school. The researcher reviewed materials publically available on the 

district website and the associated websites of the selected schools in order, again, to confirm the 

levels of family support available to parents of students at these schools and in this district.  
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Finally, any evidence of family support programs published in the local community newspaper 

was also collected in order to cross-reference the articles with the researcher’s findings. 

Trustworthiness 

Validity 

 In this study, member checking, low inference descriptors, and seeking out differences in 

the data are each used in attempt to validate the information. Member checking was used as a 

means to most accurately recreate the interviews and results for the purpose of this study. Stake 

(1995) believed that the participants provide “critical interpretations and suggestions relating to 

the data and its sources” (as cited in Sargent, 2009). Thus, participants were asked to review their 

answers as recorded by this researcher. This researcher made necessary changes per the 

participants’ request. Low inference descriptors are words used because of their limited meaning, 

whereas words with several meanings may cause confusion or misinterpretation. The purpose of 

low inference descriptors is to keep information clear and concise (McMillian & Schumacher, 

1997). Each interview will be cross-referenced to identify differences in how schools are 

supporting students and their families. As McMillian & Schumacher (1997) state, these 

differences will assist in recording the most accurate data possible. 

Bias 

  To avoid researcher bias, member checking and a peer debriefer were used. Member 

checking aids the researcher in data triangulation because participants are given the opportunity 

to correct misinterpretations by the researcher and clarify meaning of statements recorded in the 

interview (Sargent, 2009). The purpose of the peer debriefer is to pose questions that challenge 

initial analyses and assertions to the researcher (McMillian & Schumacher, 1997). 
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 Data Triangulation 

 In order to confirm the findings arrived at throughout the analysis process, data 

triangulation was used.  Burke (1997) explains that cross checking data and inferences using 

multiple resources is the triangulation of data (as cited in Sargent, 2009; Bogdan & Bicklen, 

1998). Triangulation operates on the idea that more sources of data produces a more 

comprehensive perspective of the data (Bogdan & Bicklen, 1998). For this research, 

triangulation was achieved through the cross reference of interviews, real artifacts, and the online 

presence of each elementary school in order to identify the most accurate representation of 

available family support programs in use School A and School B. 

Data Analysis 

 The Constant Comparison method was used in the analysis of the data to identify themes 

and patterns. The formal analysis of the study was nearly finished by the end of this study 

because analysis begins at the commencement of the study (Bogdan & Bicklen, 1998). The 

Constant Comparison method allows the researcher to put pieces of information into categories 

that appear to relate to each other (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Bogdan & Bicklen, 1998). As patterns 

emerge from data analysis, those categories can be refined into more precise and defined themes 

(Sargent, 2003). For this study, the literature review and data was used to create initial 

categories, with further review that followed.  

Results and Implications 

Data collected from the interviews, real artifacts, and online sources was compiled and 

categorized in the three themes identified in the literature review. 
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Family Involvement 

 To assess the data, family involvement was categorized further into the 6 types of 

involvement identified earlier: parenting, communicating, volunteering, learning at home, 

decision making, and collaborating with community. 

Parenting 

 This data is found mainly in the interviews. When asked to identify the kind of parenting 

information provided to parents the following responses were made. 

I would say a lot of that happens in parent-teacher conferences, [but] not just “this is how 

to be a good parent.” It is saying, “here are some ideas for you and how you can handle 

situations like this at home,” which is not actually a parenting class; however it does 

happen all the time in parent-teacher conferences with myself and teachers, just because 

we are constantly giving parents ideas of how to work with their kids at home 

(administrator at School A, personal communication, September 23, 2011). 

The administrator at School B gave a similar response indicating that parenting skills that are 

communicated to parents are those that pertain to school business. 

Well, we take nothing for granted, so it’s just getting well balanced meals, getting to bed 

on time, reading with your kids, here’s the resources, this is where the library is, as far as 

the city library, suggesting different types of books, how to help their kids with their 

homework, how to communicate with the school, so mama’s not showing one way to do 

things and the teacher’s showing them other things. …So just how to communicate with 

the school and how to help their kids out at home… taking care of school business 

(administrator at School B, personal communication, September 16, 2011). 
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However, the administrator at School B suggested further information is provided to parents, 

Our district is lucky enough to be a part of [a new afterschool] program. It’s a big grant 

for after school stuff. One of the components of that grant is family engagement. …They 

have designed parent nights, that, you know, we bring parents up here to show them how 

to help their kids with homework, teach them good strategies as far as making sure 

they’re to bed on time, on test days to make sure they have a good breakfast, that sort of 

thing, more parenting type tips. (personal communication, September 16, 2011) 

This was confirmed by the program’s parent handbook, which describes mandatory meetings 

that parents attend in order for their students to participate in the new program. The new 

afterschool program was also described by the administrator as such, 

A three hour extension of the school day. Each hour is divided. The first hour’s an 

academic hour. The second hour is like a social skills hour, you know,  like they’re doing 

a bullying program right now. The third hour is, for the lack of a better term, a P.E. hour, 

like how to play organized games and follow the rules of them and all of that. It’s really 

just a way to get those kids that might be riding their bikes up and down the street from 

3:00-6:00, to keep them at school so we can have more interaction with them and control 

their world for a little bit longer, instead of just letting them loose in the evening times. It 

also provides the stability of a hot meal in the evenings, so that means for some of those 

kids that are on free lunch they get three free hot meals a day. So we’re taking care of 

those physical needs. (administrator at School B, personal communication, September 16, 

2011) 

This was also confirmed in the program’s parent handbook. 
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Other artifacts found at School B included pamphlets written in Spanish explaining the 

stages of child growth and symptoms of learning differences in young children. These artifacts 

also informed Spanish speaking parents of ways the district can assist children needing special 

services.  

Communicating 

Both administrators mentioned in their interviews the use of a phone system known as 

“Alert Now” to contact and inform parents and families of school events. This contact is also 

done through notes and letters that are sent home at the end of the day. Samples were collected 

by the researcher at the time of the interview and these confirmed the administrators’ statements. 

The administrator at School B made the following comments concerning written communication 

with parents,  

We have a marquee. We send home notes and letters. Teachers send home a daily report 

with their kids: how they did academically and behavior, if there is something specific 

they need for class, they write a little note on there. Sometimes it can be a little much, but 

we rather them be over-informed than calling up here asking questions about what’s 

going on. …We’re seeing that it’s effective. Any time you rely on a K-4 student to take a 

note home, there’s always that chance that it’s going to get lost or something. So, I would 

say it’s as effective as it could possibly be. (Administrator at School B, personal 

communication, September 16, 2011) 

The administrator at School A gave a similar response, but the administrator added that 

incentives are used to encourage parent attendance at school or classroom events.  
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“We tell the kids to encourage the parents to come up. We offer incentives if they come 

up for different things. …So the kids bug the parents. We offer free dress passes, free 

homework passes, different things like that. The kids really want to be there. …They [the 

parents] are involved as they know how to be. If you step out and get them involved and 

invite them to come up, then generally they do, (Administrator at School A, personal 

communication, September 23, 2011). 

A total of 22 notes and letters from School A and 10 notes and letters from School B were 

collected. These are listed in detail in the appendix.  

Online Presence as Communication 

In addition to these real artifacts, a survey of the online presence of both schools was 

conducted. Both websites provided a list of faculty and staff with pictures for identification. 

Although emails were not provided on the school website, these names could be used to find the 

appropriate email address through the district directory provided on the district website. Links 

designated for parents provided information for appropriate student dress. The calendar for the 

current school year was also provided on the district website. In addition, School A provided a 

campus calendar that could be printed or subscribed to through an RSS feed. 

Articles published online by the local newspaper were also considered. Currently, no 

listings posted by either School A or School B are available. The newspaper did have several 

articles that included announcements about the first day of school, meet-the-teacher night, the 

new afterschool program, and encouragement to become involved in the school system. One 

article discussed the superintendent’s new podcast that would become available to the 

community. The podcast will discuss district and school events, as well as issues brought up by 

the school community. It was noted that these articles and postings were made by the newspaper 
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writers and it appears that the schools or the district are communicating with the newspaper to 

make these announcements in an effort to reach more families. 

Volunteering 

 The administrators of both School A and School B confirmed that volunteering at each 

school is encouraged through the Parent-Teacher Associations (PTA) at both schools. The 

administrators were asked if their respective PTA was active and if the demographics of the PTA 

were representative of the demographics of the school. The administrator at School A said the 

PTA is active and continued by adding,  

I have a very good PTA board and they’re really good at reaching out to other parents 

and trying to get them involved. They are pretty active in the school and trying to get 

things going. ...The PTA board is actually all Caucasian, and so it does not represent the 

ethnicity of the school. As far as looking at the economically disadvantaged students and 

the students that are not economically disadvantaged, I would say they are well 

represented. As far as race, it is not (administrator at School A, personal communication, 

September 23, 2011). 

The administrator at School B also confirmed that the PTA is active at School B, adding 

that the demographics of the PTA do not match the demographics of the school. The 

administrator also commented that, “it’s starting to shift that way, and we want it to be that way, 

but there’s just really not an effort to seek that out” (administrator at School B, personal 

communication, September 16, 2011). Of the artifacts collected, 2 artifacts from School A and 1 

artifact from School B pertained to the PTA and all were available in English only.  
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When asked specifically about volunteering opportunities, the following responses were 

recorded. 

[Parents can] come into the classroom and read to the kids or help during an art project. 

Like if they’re doing a book study on a certain book and they’re doing activities that go 

along with that book, we invite them to come in and help with that. Parents also come in 

and help. We’re having a walk-a-thon next Saturday, so parents come in and help with 

that. We have what we call the Penguin Patch at Christmas time. It’s a non-profit thing 

that PTA does and they sell items at a low cost to the students. It doesn’t cost them very 

much and they don’t make money off of it- PTA doesn’t. Parents come in and volunteer 

to work that. They [the students] purchase things for their family for Christmas. 

(administrator at School A, personal communication, September 23, 2011). 

The opportunities at School B were described as such, 

We usually try to make them feel comfortable, whatever they want to do. Like a parent 

that’s working with PTA right now, she’s more comfortable doing things behind the 

scenes, more office type stuff. Some parents are more comfortable just socializing with 

kids at lunch. Others are more comfortable helping out in classrooms, reading and stuff. 

So it depends on what they want to do. (administrator at School B, personal 

communication, September 16, 2011). 

Learning at Home 

 According to the interviews, opportunities for learning to be done at home are included in 

homework assignments. The administrator at School A stated that optional activities and projects 

that require parental assistance are frequently assigned. The administrator at School A stated, 
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There are opportunities. For example, my child is in first grade and so it’s easy to know 

exactly what’s going on in their classroom with their homework. On the back of their 

homework sheet, they have activities to do at home and it goes along with what they are 

studying for the week. It’s also activities for the child and the parents to do at home to 

encourage them to do some of the curriculum studies at home. There are activities 

throughout the grade levels. I would say that third and fourth grade teachers do a lot of 

that, even without me seeing their homework sheets. They do a lot of projects at home, 

especially in fourth grade. I know that it involves parents having to get involved and them 

work together to create the project. It has those good conversations going on between the 

students because it’s the students and the parents. The parents sometimes don’t 

understand what they are supposed to be doing in the classroom, so the students are able 

to take that as an opportunity to teach their parents which helps them learn the content 

better. I know that first grade is doing Johnny Appleseed on Monday. They are 

celebrating Johnny Appleseed’s Birthday. They are supposed to wear pots and vests to 

school. The parents are supposed to come up and see what they’re doing in the 

classroom. (administrator at School A, personal communication, September 23, 2011). 

 

Although these opportunities were not discussed with the administrator at School B, the 

school’s website did contain a student page consisting of links to other educational websites. 

These websites could reasonably be used for practicing skills at home, thus learning at home 

could be achieved. In addition, a pamphlet instructing readers on how to be organized at home 

for school was published in English and Spanish and was available for students and parents.  
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Decision making 

 An example of decision making was found in School B. The administrator described a 

site-based team that is composed of the administrator, a district representative, teachers, a parent 

representative, and a community representative. The parent representative has a “limited role” 

(administrator at School B, personal communication, September 16, 2011). Among the artifacts 

collected, a PTA executive board application was found offering parents a way to make 

decisions within the PTA at School A. Other opportunities were not found at either school during 

the data collection. 

Collaborating with Community 

Examples of community collaboration were found in the interviews, real articles, and 

online presence of both schools. One administrator described a special luncheon held by one of 

the teachers. 

She gets community members to come in and if the children have good behavior then 

they get to dress up nice and come to school. At lunch time, they have a visitor that 

comes in and sits down and talks to them about etiquette and how they do different things 

as a lady and as a gentleman. It involves community members. (administrator at School 

A, personal communication, September 23, 2011) 

The website of School A and an online article published by the local newspaper also 

mentioned a nature trail that was recently renovated by two local Girl Scouts. These young 

women also created activities for the nature trail that could be used with the current curriculum. 

The nature trail is open to the community and School A. In addition to the school’s collaboration 

with the Girl Scouts, the school’s website also contained a posting about one local grocery store 
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donating school supplies to the students at School A and working with the school to support the 

students’ needs.  

The administrator of School B mentioned collaboration with community health services, 

such as Open Doors and Community Health Court, which will be discussed later in the 

presentation of the data. However, in review of the real artifacts collected at School B, this 

researcher found that the new afterschool program works in cooperation with the local Boys and 

Girls Club, combining resources that will benefit the children participating in the program. 

Parent Education and Literacy 

 Evidence of adult literacy and adult education was not found in the real artifacts or 

online. However, the administrator at School B sounded hopeful that job-skill training would 

become a component of the new afterschool program; “I don’t know what’s going to be coming 

down the pipe through [the new program]. That might be a component of that, but as far as I 

know, I do not believe there is anything.” As far as taking care of the parent’s needs, the 

administrator at School B suggests that the program has begun to address those needs. 

 It [the new program] allows the parent …extra time to work. It’s trying to be friendlier 

towards them and be more geared towards their schedule (administrator at School B, 

personal communication, September 16, 2011). 

Although this does not provide job-skill training directly, this does give parents the ability to 

hold a job and possibly develop the skills they may learn on the job. 
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Family Counseling 

 Family counseling is not directly offered by either school. However, both administrators 

expressed a desire to meet the physical and emotional needs of their students. This is found in the 

statements made by the administrator at School B. 

Sometimes we do overlook things because it’s more important that they feel safe enough 

that they can go catch up on sleep in the nurse’s clinic, or feel a part of something as far 

as helping out around here. It is dependent upon the situation, and our comfort level with 

the family and the parents. But, there are times when you have to take care of the basic 

needs of the kid and once those are taken care of academics will take care of themselves a 

lot of times (administrator at School B, personal communication, September 16, 2011). 

This attitude is reflected in the administrator’s replies to questions about family counseling or 

addressing problems at home. 

We might refer [the parent] to an outside counseling agency, like Open Doors. …Some of 

our parents take their kids to… I want to say it’s called Community Health Courts, an 

outside counseling agency. The school does allow those counselors to come up and talk 

with kids. We let them use the office, or something, to come up here and check on them 

and see how things are going at home. We have a real open relationship with them. We 

share what’s going on at school, trying to help them out and figuring out what’s making 

the kid tick these days (administrator at School B, personal communication, September 

16, 2011). 

 When asked the same questions, the administrator at School A gave a similar response. 

She explained that the school does not have a licensed counselor on the campus, but they do use 
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a district service that employs LLSPs, “licensed school specialists in child psychology. They 

come in and work with the kids to try to figure out what is going on,” (administrator at School A, 

personal communication, September 23, 2011). School A also employs a campus service called 

Student Support which is explained as a program providing someone who works with “kids that 

have things going on in their lives that are hard for anyone to deal with, much less kids to deal 

with,” (administrator at School A, personal communication, September 23, 2011). Evidence of 

this or other counseling services could not be found in the real artifacts or in the online presence 

of either school. 

Discussion 

This researcher conducted this study to answer the following questions: 

  What family support model(s) would best serve students in the proposed private 

semi-rural elementary school for economically disadvantaged students? 

 What are other semi-rural elementary schools in the target region doing to try to 

support the families of their students? 

From the data collected, the researcher has found that the semi-rural elementary schools 

in the target region support families primarily through parent involvement, particularly through 

the areas of communicating and volunteering. The evidence found for this study is primarily one 

way communication:  i.e., letters, notes, online information, and pre-recorded telephone 

messages. Based on the research discussed in the literature review and recommendations made 

by Epstein (2004), it would be in the best interest of School A and School B to create more 

avenues of two way communication. This can be done by providing the email addresses of the 



Effective Family Support Models in Elementary Schools  34 

teachers on the school website in addition to the employee directory found on the district 

website.  

Epstein (2002) identifies another category of parent involvement: volunteering. Vance 

(2009) lists three ways families can volunteer: in the classroom, for the school, and as a 

participant or audience member at school functions. School A and School B have accomplished 

this through the Parent Teacher Association [PTA]. However, PTA information is not currently 

published on either website. In order to promote parent volunteers, the schools may consider 

using their websites to promote the PTA, publish information and employ online volunteer 

applications. The schools may also find it appropriate to publish more non-English versions of 

the information provided online. This and regular updates of the website will keep parents 

informed of current events and the needs of the school, promoting two way communication and 

volunteers. 

Other areas identified by Epstein (2004), including parenting skills, opportunities for 

learning at home, and collaboration with the community, were found in limited aspects. 

According to Epstein et. al. (2002), schools and teachers should “assist families with parenting 

skills, family support, understanding child and adolescent development, and setting home 

conditions” that will produce capable students (as cited in Epstein, 2004, p.4). It is suggested that 

School A and School B begin utilizing the new afterschool program more in order to provide 

these services to parents. Although opportunities for learning at home were found at School A, 

Epstein & Voorhis (2010) suggests that this include setting goals and asking for input from 

family members concerning curriculum-based decisions. School B achieves this through a site-

based planning team in a limited aspect. Research suggests School A and School B may benefit 

from expanding this practice to encourage more parents to become involved in the process.  
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The final category of involvement identified by Epstein, collaborating with community, 

involves the coordination of resources that families and community members can offer to 

students, or other families (Epstein, 2004; Epstein & Voorhis, 2010). It is to the advantage of 

both the community and the families and students to build this partnership; the community 

benefits from the activities of the families and the school benefits from the shared or transferred 

resources of the community (Vance, 2009). The utilization of Open Doors, Community Health 

Courts, and the Boys and Girls Club was noted. However, both administrators stated that the 

utilization of these services is somewhat limited, and partnerships with these organizations are 

not fully developed. This researcher encourages each school and their district to explore further 

use of these and other community resources to fulfill this domain of parental involvement.  

These schools would also benefit their community by providing opportunities for adult 

education and literacy development. The major aspects of adult reading instruction identified by 

Kruidenier et al. (2010) include the assessment of reading ability, alphabetics instruction, 

fluency practice, and vocabulary and comprehension instruction (p. 116).  Adults receiving 

literacy education have been found to have many of the same reading difficulties and struggles 

as children who are learning to read (Kruidenier et al., 2010). Therefore, a school or program 

looking to provide adult literacy classes could employ many of the same reading instruction 

strategies that are already in use in their classrooms. (Kruidenier et al., 2010). Relatively little 

data has been found to support the assertion that these schools have provided such 

opportunities. The Harrison County Literacy Council provides these services and could be 

contacted in an effort to begin providing these at or through the elementary schools. If this 

cannot be done by the school, then referring parents to this or another similar agency is 

recommended.   
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Funding for such a program may be obtained from the Family Literacy Initiative (FLI), 

which funds “small community-based programs” and serves students without high school 

diplomas and parents of young children (Volunteer USA Foundation [VUF], n.d., para. 5). 

Specific funding for Texas is found under the Barbara Bush Texas Fund for Family Literacy; 

“eligible applicants include schools, community colleges, universities, charter schools, prison 

programs, Head Start and Even Start programs, community-based organizations, and libraries” 

(The Barbara Bush Foundation for Family Literacy 2011). 

Family counseling, the third component found in the review of literature, does not 

currently exist in either School A or School B in the form of counseling services designed 

specifically for families. The administrators of School A and School B perceive their efforts to 

be as the administrator of School B stated, “effective as it could possibly be” (administrator at 

School B, personal communication, September 16, 2011). The administrator at School B stated 

the one way communication with organizations like Open Doors and Community Health Courts 

has already been established. This kind of partnership is encouraged and highly recommended 

by the research. The implementation of school-based services increases a child’s chance of 

success— academically, socially, and emotionally (Bryan & Holcomb-McCoy, 2010; Crespi et. 

al., 2005). When these services cannot be provided by a school, an agency or agencies can 

closely coordinate with schools and communities to serve families and students in need (Hong, 

2006). Counseling services offered at the school or nearby location are less threatening because 

of the familiarity of school, and it is more accessible to students and parents lacking 

transportation because the student is already at school (Ziffer et. al., 2007). 
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Conclusion 

From these findings, this researcher finds that these schools have limited experience 

with each component of family support. However, the schools have built strong communication 

systems and are beginning to expand their family support systems. The new afterschool 

program was put into effect after research began, and it appears that the process of addressing 

these concerns has commenced through this program.  

The literature suggests that addressing these concerns would be in the best interest of the 

schools and the schools’ community. It would be in the best interest of the University Academy 

to implement the strategies that School A and School B are practicing, but it should be noted 

that these schools have not fully developed their family support systems. Therefore, it is also 

recommended that the University Academy consider other models of family support. 
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Appendix 

Interview Questions 

1. What is your school’s strategy for family involvement? 

a. Are families encouraged to volunteer at the school? 

b. Do you have any specific opportunities for them?  

c. Does the school have a Parent Teacher Association, or PTA, and is it active? 

d. Is the makeup of the PTA representative of the school demographics?  

e. How are parents informed about school/classroom events? 

f. How does the school encourage and/or create partnerships between students, school 

personnel, and families? 

i. Are opportunities for family involvement included in the curriculum? 

2. How does the school address the educational and literacy needs of parents? 

a. What kind of parenting information is provided? 

b. Is any information about job-skill training for parents provided? 

c. How are the needs of non-English speaking parents addressed? 

d. To what extent are outside community resources used to address the educational and 

literacy needs of parents? 

3.  How does the school address negative situations at home or in the family when students are 

affected? 

a. What counseling services are offered to students and/or families? 

b. How are student needs addressed when these problems result in low achievement and 

poor behavior? 
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c. To what extent are outside community resources used to address issues originating 

from situations outside school but which effect students at school? 
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Interviews 

Interviewee: Administrator at School A 

Date: September 23, 2011 

Time: 19:54 minutes 

1. My first question: What is your school’s strategy for family involvement? 

We have activities to have the parents involved. We invite them up for just about anything 

that we can possibly invite them up for. We do a lot of what we call Alert Nows, where we 

contact the parents to invite them up for different activities we do on the campus. Also, the 

teachers and I invite them in to see different projects that they’ve done and different things 

like that.  

Do you have any specific, recent activities that you have done? 

Yes, we actually did grandparents day not too long ago. We invited grandparents to come eat 

lunch with all the kids. We had about 150 adults show up that day, which we have roughly 

340 kids, so probably about half of them had somebody that came up to eat with them. We 

also did Open House, recently, where the parents came in and see what the kids have done 

the first couple weeks of school.  

a. You mentioned that you invite parents, or families, to the school. Are families 

encouraged to volunteer at the school?  

Yes. In fact when we had our meet the teacher night, before school even started, we 

had tables set up in the cafeteria where they could visit each table to find out 

information about the school. We ran about 200 packets because we have to have 

approved volunteers. We had about 200 packets that were actually picked up, and we 

haven’t had that many turned in yet, but we do encourage that they fill out those 

packets and come in and volunteer.  

b. What kinds of volunteering opportunities do families have? 

To come into the classroom and read to the kids or help during an art project. Like if 

they’re doing a book study on a certain book and they’re doing activities that go 

along with that book, we invite them to come in and help with that. Parents also come 

in and help. We’re having a walk-a-thon next Saturday, so parents come in and help 

with that. We have what we call the Penguin Patch at Christmas time. It’s a non-profit 

thing that PTA does and they sell items at a low cost to the students. It doesn’t cost 



Effective Family Support Models in Elementary Schools  46 

them very much and they don’t make money off of it- PTA doesn’t. Parents come in 

and volunteer to work that. They [the students] purchase things for their family for 

Christmas.  

Do they sell little trinkets or is it practical items that they might need? 

Both. There are some things like rings and bracelets. There’s flashlights. There are 

alarm clocks. It’s a variety of things that they can purchase. Now, it’s dependent on 

how much they spend. There are necklaces that say mom. They have pens. So there’s 

a little bit of things that they could use, but some of it is just trinkets also.  

c. You said the school has a PTA, but is the PTA active? Do you see it involved in 

the atmosphere of the school? 

Yes. This year, yes. I have a very good PTA board and they’re really good at reaching 

out to other parents and trying to get them involved. They are pretty active in the 

school and trying to get things going.  

i. Is the makeup of the PTA representative of the school demographics? 

No. It is not to be honest with you. It is not. The PTA board is actually all 

Caucasian, and so it does not represent the ethnicity of the school. As far as 

looking at the economically disadvantaged students and the students that are 

not economically disadvantaged, I would say they are well represented. As far 

as race, it is not.  

So only economical demographics are represented well? 

Yes. 

d. How are parents informed about school/classroom events? 

Notes go home. We tell the kids to encourage the parents to come up. We offer 

incentives if they come up for different things. We also do the Alert Now. They call 

and talk to them.  

Are the incentives for the students? 

It is. So the kids bug the parents. We offer free dress passes, free homework passes, 

different things like that. The kids really want to be there.  

e. How does the school encourage and/or create partnerships between students, 

school personnel, and families? 
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A lot of our teachers are mentors to our students. They spend a lot of time, build that 

relationship between the student and the teacher to help the student feel better about 

themselves. Studies show that if the children have those relationships with the people 

at their school then they perform better because they don’t want to disappoint them. 

We make lots of parent contact. Ninety percent of the time when we contact a parent, 

they are willing to come up and do anything. They are involved as they know how to 

be. If you step out and get them involved and invite them to come up, then generally 

they do.  

Have you seen any friction between the students, personnel, or their families? 

No.  

i. Are opportunities for family involvement included in the curriculum? 

In the written curriculum? 

Yes. For example, if the social studies lesson is talking about ethnicity, 

and there is a family of one particular ethnicity, do the parents have the 

opportunity to come talk to the class? 

There are opportunities. For example, my child is in first grade and so it’s 

easy to know exactly what’s going on in their classroom with their homework. 

On the back of their homework sheet, they have activities to do at home and it 

goes along with what they are studying for the week. It’s also activities for the 

child and the parents to do at home to encourage them to do some of the 

curriculum studies at home.  

Do you think that goes all the way through fourth grade?  

There are activities throughout the grade levels. I would say that third and 

fourth grade teachers do a lot of that, even without me seeing their homework 

sheets. They do a lot of projects at home, especially in fourth grade. I know 

that it involves parents having to get involved and them work together to 

create the project. It has those good conversations going on between the 

students because it’s the students and the parents. The parents sometimes 

don’t understand what they are supposed to be doing in the classroom, so the 

students are able to take that as an opportunity to teach their parents which 

helps them learn the content better.  
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Do you know of anything that the teachers are planning or have planned 

that would invite the parents to school during the classroom instruction? 

I know that first grade is doing Johnny Appleseed on Monday. They are 

celebrating Johnny Appleseed’s Birthday. They are supposed to wear pots and 

vests to school. The parents are supposed to come up and see what they’re 

doing in the classroom.  

2. To change subjects a little bit, how does the school address the educational and literacy 

needs of parents? 

Other than encouraging the kids to read to their parents… 

Nothing? 

Yes.  

a. What kind of parenting information is provided? 

To try to teach parents good parenting skills? 

Yes. 

I would say a lot of that happens in parent-teacher conferences, not just this is how to 

be a good parent. It is saying, here are some ideas for you and how you can handle 

situations like this at home, which is not actually a parenting class; however it does 

happen all the time in parent-teacher conferences with myself and teachers, just 

because we are constantly giving parents ideas of how to work with their kids at 

home.  

I do know that ______ has instituted a new afterschool program this year. Do 

you see any parenting tips being offered in that program? 

I have not seen that. I’m not saying that it hasn’t happened. We have site coordinators 

that we work with to make sure that its running smoothly and going about the right 

way. She has not said anything to me about it, but she may be offering tips and I am 

not aware of that.  

b. Is any information about job-skill training for parents provided? 

No. 

Ok. 

c. How are the needs of non-English speaking parents addressed? 
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We do translate letters that go home. When we have after school events, we have a 

translator that’s here, and a lot of times the kids do the translating, just because they 

can. 

Is it that way for teacher conferences? 

We have a translator for teacher conferences.  

d. To what extent are outside community resources used to address the educational 

and literacy needs of parents? 

They are not used. 

3.  How does the school address negative situations at home or in the family when students 

are affected? 

With things that are going on at school or at home? 

At home. Things that occur at home that affect the child at school. 

I see what you’re saying. It depends on the severity of what is going on at home. If it’s a 

child that sleeps all day at school, then we would definitely contact the parent and let them 

know that they’ve got to get them to bed on time, be sure they are getting enough sleep. If 

it’s a child that isn’t getting to eat at home, then if they get to school late or don’t have time 

to go through the cafeteria, we allow them to go ahead and go through or we provide them a 

snack, in order for them to not be hungry during the day. Usually, any behavior problems we 

have are a result of things that go on at home and we handle those situations as they occur. 

We discipline them according to what our discipline procedures are. Parent contact is always 

made, if there is a problem in the classroom. We definitely meet with the parents and talk 

about the discipline problems that the students have to correct the behavior.  

a. What counseling services are offered to students and/or families? 

I don’t have a licensed counselor on campus. She is called Student Support, but she 

does a very good job of working with those kids, kids that have things going on in 

their lives that are hard for anyone to deal with, much less kids to deal with. She’s 

really good at working with them and explaining to them and helping them work with 

their emotions.  

Does that have an open door policy or do they have to let the teacher know and 

the teacher has to refer them? 
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It’s kind of an open door policy. But if the teacher notices something going on with 

the child, she will say, “Why don’t you go down and visit our Student Support”. The 

teachers are good about communicating with her about when the kids need some kind 

of support. 

b. How are student needs addressed when these problems result in low 

achievement and poor behavior? 

We have AIMSweb testing. It tests the kids and it levels them. It will tell you if they 

are average, below average, well below average, above average, or well above 

average. If they fall in the “below average” or “well below average,” we immediately 

begin intervening with the students and working with them on the skills and the 

basics that they need. Then, we progress monitor them every week. Now, that 

program is new to the district; we started it mid-year last year, but that’s one way we 

intervene with students that are struggling. Teachers are constantly working with the 

kids that are struggling and trying to help them become successful in the activities 

that they do in the classroom. We also have the new after school program now. The 

first hour is a homework hour, or tutorial hour. They help that child if they know that 

child is lacking a skill.  

To back track a little bit, if a child is identified as average through the AIMSweb 

testing and then falls below average, what happens? Is that testing ongoing or is 

it something the teacher keeps up with? 

We test at the beginning of the year, the middle of the year, and the end of the year. If 

they test average at the beginning of the year and then “below average” or “well 

below average” in the middle of the year, then we begin intervening. However, a 

teacher knows when the kids begins struggling, so they will start working with them 

before we even test them. We already know before we actually test which kids are 

going to be on that list. The teacher will work with them if they see they start falling 

behind. We don’t strictly base it off of that test.  

If a child begins acting out because of what is going on at home, does the teacher 

immediately go through discipline procedures, or do they try to contact the 

parent? 
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If the child is acting out in a way that is abnormal for that child, they definitely 

contact the parent and ask if things are different at home or if something is going on. 

They try to find out so that they can solve the problem.  

c. To what extent are outside community resources used to address issues 

originating from situations outside school but which effect students at school? 

We do not use outside counseling services. We have people in the school that come in 

and do that if it gets to that point. They are what we call LLSPs; they are licensed 

school specialists in child psychology. They come in and work with the kids to try to 

figure out what is going on. 

Is that a district service? 

Yes. They try to help with the child and, they will pull the child. They walk through 

steps on how to do things. But we do not contract outside of the school. I do have a 

teacher that has what is called “A Lady’s Luncheon” and “A Gentlemen’s 

Luncheon,” which doesn’t have to generally do with this, but it does pull the 

community in. She gets community members to come in and if the children have 

good behavior then they get to dress up nice and come to school. At lunch time, they 

have a visitor that comes in and sits down and talks to them about etiquette and how 

they do different things as a lady and as a gentleman. It involves community 

members.  

Well if there isn’t anything you would like to add, then thank you very much for 

your time. 

I think that’s it. You’re welcome. 
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Interviewee: Administrator at School B 

Date: September 16, 2011 

Time: 18:44 minutes 

1. What is your school’s strategy for family involvement? 

Probably the overarching strategy is: get them involved early and often. We have several ways of 

getting them involved. The district has volunteers that you can sign-up to be. We have the PTA 

program that they can be a part of. We’re just very open with our parents and encourage them to 

come visit any time. We have an open door policy. So, like I said, early and often. 

a. It sounds like families are encouraged to volunteer at the school.  

Yes. 

b. Do you have any specific opportunities for them?  

We usually try to make them feel comfortable, whatever they want to do. Like a 

parent that’s working with PTA right now, she’s more comfortable doing things 

behind the scenes, more office type stuff. Some parents are more comfortable just 

socializing with kids at lunch. Others are more comfortable helping out in classrooms, 

reading and stuff. So it depends on what they want to do. 

c. Does the school have a Parent Teacher Association, or PTA, and is it active?  

Yes it is. 

d. Is the makeup of the PTA representative of the school demographics?  

Honestly, no it doesn’t. It doesn’t line up exactly with the school. We’re starting to 

see it get that way; it’s trying to align itself. There isn’t a concerted effort to make 

sure that the PTA officers and stuff is a third, a third, a third, because our school is 

pretty much that way. But we do have representatives from all, but we have a new 

PTA. I’m not really sure if there is a Hispanic representative on there, but I know we 

have African American officer on there. So like I said it’s more… it’s starting to shift 

that way, and we want it to be that way. But there’s just really not an effort to seek 

that out. It’s kind of whoever volunteers gets. 

e. How do you keep parents informed about school/classroom events? 

School-wide events: the district has what they call “Alert Now” and that’s a phone 

system. It’s just like a phone bank. I could put in a message, for instance, about open 

house last week, you know, “Hey! Open House is at 5:30 on Tuesday. Y’all show up 
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at the cafeteria. Come see what’s going on.” It calls every single kid in the school. 

We have a marquee. We send home notes and letters. Teachers send home a daily 

report with their kids: how they did academically and behavior, if there is something 

specific they need for class, they write a little note on there. Sometimes it can be a 

little much, but we rather them be over-informed than calling up here asking 

questions about what’s going on.  

Do you think that’s effective or that there is something more to go along with 

that, that you could do? 

We’re seeing that it’s effective. Any time you rely on a K-4 student to take a not 

home, there’s always that chance that it’s going to get lost or something. So, I would 

say it’s as effective as it could possibly be. 

f. You talked about encouraging volunteers, but how does the school encourage 

and/or create partnerships between students, school personnel, and families? As 

in, the school and families working together. 

Our district is lucky enough to be a part of [a new afterschool program]. It’s a big 

grant for after school stuff. One of the components of that grant is family 

engagement. And so, the grant coordinator has a family engagement specialist. They 

have designed parent nights, that, you know, we bring parents up here to show them 

how to help their kids with homework, teach them good strategies as far as making 

sure they’re to bed on time, on test days to make sure they have a good breakfast, that 

sort of thing, more parenting type tips. So that’s through that program. Then of course 

PTA has its own little component built in of getting parents involved so that way it’s 

more of a community effort surrounding the kids. The [new] program is the best thing 

we have going on. 

i. Are opportunities for family involvement included in the curriculum? 

We do have… each campus is required to have a site-based team, and that’s 

made up of, of course myself, a district representative, teachers, a parent 

representative, and a community representative. That’s a very limited role 

because there is only maybe two or three parents on it. That is one thing we 

look at as you know, “this is what the curriculum is, this is how it’s going”. Of 

course, if students are struggling we invite parents up here and we talk about 
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it. They see exactly what the curriculum is and if they have questions about it. 

As far as “what is the curriculum? How do I feel?”, the site-based committee 

is the only thing we got for them. 

2. Alright, to switch subjects a little bit: how does the school address the educational and 

literacy needs of parents? 

That’s a good question. I’d refer back to the [new] program. For right now, that’s the best 

opportunity we have for parents to get involved and get some tips on their own. In the past 

and at other schools in the district, there are opportunities like South ______ has a Latino 

Literacy program. They go up there and get reading instruction on how to help their kids read 

for fluency and reading comprehension. There are programs like that out there; we just 

haven’t developed them yet here. 

a. What kind of parenting information is provided? You did mention the 

[afterschool] program. 

Well, we take nothing for granted, so it’s just getting well balanced meals, getting to 

bed on time, reading with your kids, here’s the resources, this is where the library is, 

as far as the city library, suggesting different types of books, how to help their kids 

with their homework, how to communicate with the school, so mama’s not showing 

one way to do things and the teacher’s showing them other things. It’s just more for 

those parents that maybe didn’t... it’s been a while since they’ve been to school, or 

they went to school… we’re starting to see a lot of these from Mexico that didn’t 

have any formal schooling. So just how to communicate with the school and how to 

help their kids out at home taking care of school business. 

b. Is any information about job-skill training for parents provided? 

Not that I’m aware of. I don’t know what’s going to be coming down the pipe 

through [the new program]. That might be a component of that, but as far as I know, I 

do not believe there is anything.  

c. How are the needs of non-English speaking parents addressed? 

Honestly, all we deal with is Hispanic. We try to provide translators at events, open 

house, PTA stuff, so that they feel more included and involved, and with any notes 

that we send home. The Alert-Now messages are always bilingual, so they get the 

message clearly communicated to them as well because a lot of our parents are first 
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generation Americans, so they still don’t speak English. It’s hard to again to rely on 

that child to translate and be ready for the event. It’s really just making sure that they 

have the same information and are aware of the same things that the English speaking 

parents are.  

Do you find that your teachers work well with those parents or find ways around 

that language barrier? 

They do. I’m blessed to have a great teaching staff. Sometimes they go above and 

beyond what they normally do for a parent to make sure that they understand what is 

exactly expected of their child, expected of them as a parent, but of course it’s a 

barrier communication wise. They do everything they can, and we do everything we 

can to get through to them. 

d. To what extent are outside community resources used to address the educational 

and literacy needs of parents? 

Again, I really don’t know. I know the community has different programs that parents 

can be a part of. But as far as, this school communicating that with them and letting 

them know that that is available, I’m not sure how much that’s done.  

Would you consider the [new] program an outside resource? 

It’s outside of the regular school day, but it’s part of the district, so I wouldn’t 

consider it an outside community resource. But that is probably their best bet, but I 

know ______ does provide a lot of different things for them. They’re out there, but 

this school does not really focus on them ourselves, nor are we aware of them. 

You’ve already mentioned the [new] program a lot, but how would you explain 

the program to someone that has no idea what it is? 

What it is, it’s a three hour extension of the school day. Each hour is divided. The 

first hour’s an academic hour. The second hour is like a social skills hour, you know, 

like they’re doing a bullying program right now. The third hours is, for the lack of a 

better term, a P.E. hour, like how to play organized games and follow the rules of 

them and all of that. It’s really just a way to get those kids that might be riding their 

bikes up and down the street from 3:00 -6:00, to keep them at school so we can have 

more interaction with them and control their world for a little bit longer, instead of 

just letting them loose in the evening times. It also provides with the stability of a hot 
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meal in the evenings, so that means for some of those kids that are on free lunch they 

get three free hot meals a day. So we’re taking care of those physical needs. It gives 

our teachers an opportunity to work with struggling kids a little bit more, and get 

compensated for it, honestly. They want to do a lot and help a lot, but they got things 

to do to and planning for the next day, so it kinda gives them an avenue to tell the 

moms and dads about it, so that they can maybe pull those kids in that need help. So 

it’s basically just a true three hour enrichment time that we can hone in on some 

specific skills and reach specific students to create a safe environment for the next 

three hours. 

Do teachers rotate through this? Or is it the same teachers every day, all year?  

It’s the majority of the same teachers, but they’re on a rotation. That’s one of the 

things that me as an administrator… I didn’t want them to work three extra hours a 

day five days a week all year long and then get burned out too quick. So some of 

them are on a rotation, like our fourth grade team: one of them takes Monday,  one 

takes Tuesday, one takes Wednesday and they’re departmentalized, so they know on 

Monday they are going to get some extra math, and Tuesday extra reading, and 

Wednesday extra writing. We have a lot of our staff working it, that’s one of the 

things a certified teacher has to do that academic hour. We try not to burn them out 

because they don’t have to do it, but they are highly encouraged to do it.  

That sounds wonderful for the students. How does that keep the parents 

involved in the child’s life? You mentioned that they receive parenting tips. How 

do they receive that? 

They receive that through, I want to say that its every quarter, they’re required if their 

child is a participant in [the program], they’re required to come to these parent 

involvement meetings/ parenting tip meetings. I’m trying to think of another way. It 

really helps them out as far as… we don’t advertise it as a babysitting program.  

Of course. 

But it allows the parent that might can have job, because they have to take care of 

their kids when they get home from school, it allows them that extra time to work. It’s 

trying to be more friendly towards them and be more geared towards their schedule. 
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3.  What else is the school doing to help parents or families? How does the school address 

negative situations at home or in the family when students are affected? Maybe 

emotionally or academically. 

Of course, we have extreme cases where the child could be in danger, and we are required to 

report it to CPS. But, our theory here is we can’t control what happens outside our four walls, 

but when they’re here we’re gonna give them structure and safety. Let them have a good day 

here. We had a little girl that came this morning that was upset that people were fighting at 

home. Well, she didn’t have to worry about that when she came up here. She knew she was 

going to have good solid day here. She shouldn’t have to worry about those things. We try to 

control their environment here so that they know they have a safe place to come and it 

encourages them to come and want to be here. When they’re dealing with things out there, 

we have a counselor that talks to kids about things. My door is always open; the teachers here 

are great, so it’s a balancing act between going too far and being too nosy in their business, 

but at the same time if they come to us with something we’ve got a great staff and we’re 

always willing to help them out.  

a. You already mentioned counseling services for the students, but what counseling 

services are offered to families? 

What do you mean? 

Well, if a mom came in wanting to talk to the counselor because she is having 

trouble with her child or because of family problems. Would she be able to talk 

to the counselor? 

She can talk to the counselor, but our counselor is going to go from the aspect of what 

is best for the student. We might refer the mom to an outside counseling agency, like 

Open Doors. As far as counseling a parent, we can’t get involved in that we can just 

direct them, or tell them, where they can get some assistance.  

b. How are student needs addressed when these problems result in low 

achievement and poor behavior? 

I think a lot of times we just have to get to know that families over time. So you know 

the ones that you can call and say “Ok, get your stuff together because so-and-so is 

having problems at school and its really affecting them. But, there are other times that 

you don’t need to get involved and you just need to really not worry about the 
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academic needs of the kid and take care of their physical and emotional needs. 

Sometimes we do overlook things because it’s more important that they feel safe 

enough that they can go catch up on sleep in the nurse’s clinic, or feel a part of 

something as far as helping out around here. It is dependent upon the situation, and 

our comfort level with the family and the parents. But, there are times when you have 

to take care of the basic needs of the kid and once those are taken care of academics 

will take care of themselves a lot of times.  

c. To what extent are outside community resources used to address the issues 

originating from situations outside school but which effect students at school? 

We see this a little bit. Some of our parents take their kids to… I want to say it’s 

called Community Health Courts, an outside counseling agency. The school does 

allow those counselors to come up and talk with kids. We let them use the office, or 

something, to come up here and check on them and see how things are going at home. 

We have a real open relationship with them. We share what’s going on at school, 

trying to help them out and figuring out what’s making the kid tick these days. That is 

really just a one way street. We don’t really ask them for information of what’s going 

on at home, unless it’s a big time, major issue. We do interact with CPS a lot, but I 

wouldn’t call them an outside resource. 

Alright, well thank you very much for your time and I appreciate you letting me do this! 

Anytime! 
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School A Artifacts 
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School B Artifacts 
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