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Over the course of the school year, I have traveled throughout the state and visited more than 100 schools and many hundreds of classrooms. During my visits, I met with groups of students, teachers, and parents. Over and over I have heard folks talk about the importance of family involvement. I agree. Parents are a child’s first, most important, and lifelong teachers. 

We know that engaged parents can make a tremendous difference in student achievement. Parents develop a foundation for literacy and learning by talking, singing, and reading to children from the time they are babies. Parents are the best advocates for their child’s education, and they can reinforce the importance of education throughout a child’s life. Reading, which is a foundational education skill, can be fostered by parents who make sure their children see them reading for fun and information and who read aloud to their children every day. 

Often parents seek advice for how they can best help their children succeed in school. There are some simple things we can do for our own children and for children we care for and love: 

Emphasize the value of education. Education matters, and parents are the most important voice to reinforce that throughout a child’s life. School should be considered a priority, and students should hear over and over again from parents that education is important. We want every child in Rhode Island to believe deeply in the power and importance of education. 

Talk to them. Even before they are old enough to talk, children benefit from parents who talk, sing, and play with language with rhyme and silliness. Parents who speak primarily a language other than English should feel comfortable using their native language. As children grow older, conversation is important for maintaining a positive relationship and for ongoing language and vocabulary development. Storytelling is one way to engage, whether it is fond memories retold as stories or made-up tales. 

Read to them. Beginning at birth and continuing even when children can read themselves, reading aloud to children every day is one of the most important things a parent can do to foster learning. Reading aloud books that are above a child’s reading level but of interest helps to build vocabulary and increase knowledge. Regular trips to the library can keep a rich supply of wonderful books in your home. Even parents who have a hard time with reading themselves can enjoy looking through books, having their children read, and telling familiar stories to their children. 

Turn off the television. American students watch a shocking amount of television, and high amounts of television usually mean students don’t do as well in school. Make a plan for how much TV your children will watch each week and stick to it. Keep it turned off the rest of the time and fill the time talking, reading, doing homework, and playing games. 

Get them ready. To be ready for school each day, children need a good night’s sleep, a healthy breakfast, and completed homework in hand. Ensure there is a designated place at home to complete homework and set those habits early. The kitchen table works just fine! 

Avoid assigning labels. Avoid declarative statements about your child’s abilities and interests. How often have you heard a parent say: “My oldest is such a talker, and the younger one never says a word.” Or: “She is not good at math—got that gene from her father, not me.” Or “My child is (insert: a terrible test-taker, shy, or math-phobic).” These kinds of statements often become accepted by the family and the child as fact when it may have just been a moment in time or a phase. Celebrate what your child can do well and just keep supporting improvement with everything else. 

Speak up. Sometimes you may have a question or a concern. Your school should have a way in which you can best share those concerns. If not, you could bring that up first. It is best to start with the teacher and then talk with the principal if you need to. Remember, you are your child’s best advocate. 

Be involved. Know your child’s teachers and the school principal. Don’t wait until something goes wrong to reach out to them. Communicate regularly and ask about your child’s progress. Be sure you understand the way in which the school communicates with parents and do your part by checking the backpack or the website to stay informed. 

Celebrate success. Be sure your child’s academic successes, however large or small, are celebrated with the kind of fervor we tend to reserve for sports. Did he get an “A” on a test? Have a toast at dinner in his honor (paper cups and juice work fine)! Did she receive an award or a great progress report? Order a pizza and have a family game of charades. Whatever the gesture, the message is that education matters. 

As teachers and education leaders, we must do more to ensure that our schools foster parent engagement and support our students’ families. As written in the Rhode Island Department of Education Literacy Policy, we must “recognize families as partners in the education of their children.” 

What specifically can educators do to recognize families as partners in education? We can start by sharing regular suggestions and ideas such as those I’ve shared here for parents. We can also: 

Welcome children and parents. School should be a joyful place to be, and children and parents should feel welcome and comfortable in our schools. That means we need to know our students’ families and greet them by name. We should celebrate with them and support them when they need us. 

Trust and believe in them. We must start with the genuine belief that parents want what is best for their children and that their children can succeed. This really has to be something educators deeply believe. If you don’t, your behavior will be different, and people can sense where you are really coming from. 

Be persistent. Every family will not immediately respond in exactly the ways you would like. Stick with it, and show them that you are dedicated to their child. Remember that some parents have had negative experiences with schools either as students themselves or as parents. It may take some time to develop trust. Others may have life and job stresses that pull them away. Your persistence will make a difference. Remember that involvement won’t mean that every family is engaged in the school in the same way. A parent may not be able to make it to the school regularly, but you can have a great relationship through backpack notes and over the phone. 

Have fun. Demonstrate that learning is fun through events at the school such as family-math night or picnics. You can even start early, before children are in school, by reaching out to young families in the neighborhood to invite them as well. Know that the right person to involve may not be a parent in the traditional sense. Don’t forget about grandparents, aunts and uncles, older siblings, and mentors. 

Communicate, communicate, communicate. It is important to over-communicate. You can’t just say it once! It would be really helpful to parents to find the best ways to communicate with them. Notes in the backpack? Text? E-mail? Sometimes phone calls are best. Visiting the family at home can make a real difference, too. Keep in mind that literacy and language can play a role and plan accordingly so that parents can communicate with you. Be sure parents know how to ask questions and share any concerns they may have, and remember to reach out often when there is good news to share! 

I hope these ideas are helpful. I’d love to hear your ideas and know more about what has worked for you. Despite our best efforts, some families are not able to be there in the ways we would like to see. In those instances, children need us the most. Sometimes in an exuberant recognition of the importance of parents, the message changes and becomes unhelpfully negative. 

One of the concerning things I sometimes hear is that some educators believe that we can’t improve our work until parents change. I won’t accept such excuses for a couple of reasons. First of all, I do believe that parents want the very best for their children and that they are doing what they can to provide for them. Also, we have more evidence now than ever before that a high-quality school—and specifically an excellent teacher—can overcome other barriers to provide a great education to every child, regardless of income, family circumstances, or language. We will be even more successful when we have meaningful parent engagement, but we can find success and reach high academic achievement even when we don’t. When we walk away from the few who blame and make excuses and link arms with our fellow teachers and parents who are ready to do whatever it takes, we will make a difference for Rhode Island. I’ve often said that for us to have an education system that is the best in the country and the envy of the world, every Rhode Islander will need to do more and better and differently. And we will have to do it together. 
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