
Education WEEK Spotlight on MAth inStruction  n   edweek.org        

Sa
n

d
y

 H
u

ff
a

k
er

 f
o

r
 e

d
u

c
a

ti
o

n
 W

ee
k

 

Editor’s Note: Increasingly, 
parent engagement is 
becoming an important focus 
for district leaders. In this 
Spotlight see how leaders are 
involving parent groups in 
district decision-making, how 
national organizations are 
introducing the common-core 
standards to parents, and see 
how digital tools and social 
media are playing a role in 
parent communications.
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San Diego Superintendent 
Pick Has Deep Parental Ties

By Michele Molnar

Elementary principal to take district helm

C 
all it “parental prescience.”

Two years ago, a parent leader in San Diego intro-
duced Cindy Marten, the principal of Central Elemen-
tary School in City Heights, this way: “Meet the next 

superintendent of San Diego Unified.”
It seemed a more-than-generous welcome, considering that 

about 850 students attend Central, and 133,000 are enrolled in 
the district, California’s second-largest. The elevation of an el-
ementary educator directly to such a level—the superintendency 
in the 19th largest school district nationwide—would be highly 
unusual, if not unprecedented, in the nation.

cindy Marten walks with 
Jasmine nevarez, 5, the 
girl’s mother, Jessica Lopez, 
and other parents to a 
nearby middle school last 
week. Ms. Marten, who 
soon takes the reins of the 
San diego district, planned 
the trip as part of a parent-
involvement effort.
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Little did Amy Redding, a parent leader 
attending that Title I Tiger Team meet-
ing, know just how accurate that prediction 
would be. In early 2013, she would organize 
a press conference announcing a partnership 
between a dozen parent groups and Ms. Mar-
ten after the principal was appointed by the 
school board to that very role. The purpose 
of the partnership is to advance “academic 
success and educational enrichment for the 
children of San Diego Unified,” Ms. Redding 
said at a March 5 news conference.

Ms. Redding, now the chairwoman of the 
district advisory committee for Title I, ex-
pressed unequivocal approval of Ms. Mar-
ten’s selection, saying, “I have seen her com-
plete devotion to doing what is in the best 
interests of the children.”

However, in a phone interview, Ms. Red-
ding echoed the surprise felt by many in San 
Diego at the school board’s method of mak-
ing the decision: The new appointment came 
within 24 hours of current Superintendent 
Bill Kowba’s retirement announcement. Ms. 
Marten will begin her new position July 1.

“Since the board had talked about parent 
involvement, then chose the superintendent 
behind closed doors, we thought it would 
make it very difficult for her,” Ms. Redding 
said. Publicly forging a relationship with 
12 parent groups was intended to be “like 
the first day of school, starting with a clean 
slate,” she said.

Known Quantity

For her part, Ms. Marten has attended 
parent and community meetings beyond the 
confines of Central Elementary for years. 
Parent leaders already know her. And now, so 
does most of San Diego. Last fall, she starred 
in the only district-produced commercial 
urging voters there to support Proposition 
Z, a $2.8 billion school bond measure on the 
San Diego school district ballot to make capi-
tal improvements like roof repairs and up-
grades to fire-safety systems. The electorate 
approved the measure on Nov. 6 with 61.8 
percent of the vote.

The incoming superintendent stresses her 
commitment to student achievement regard-
less of the vicissitudes of budget, outside sup-
port, or internal strife.

“The district’s mission is a quality school 
in every neighborhood; I believe that what 
we need is right in our backyard,” she said in 
a recent phone interview, likening her chal-
lenges to the “Wizard of Oz” wonderment of 
finding all the answers at home.

Known widely, but informally, as a “turn-
around principal”—Central Elementary is 
not officially designated as a failing school 
in need of formal turnaround—Ms. Marten 
objects to the potential misinterpretation of 

that moniker. She rejects the idea that she 
possesses any “superhero” leadership quali-
ties and questions the wider meaning of 
transforming educational institutions.

“That ‘turnaround’ term has national impli-
cations for corporate America coming in and 
turning around a school. Outsiders. I don’t 
believe in a paradigm that somebody outside 
is going to save you. I don’t think we even 
need to be saved,” she said. “The solutions are 
local: parents, uncles, grandparents, philan-
thropies, agencies. Whatever is in your own 
backyard, … not some flashy new program.”

Ms. Marten believes that, in relying on 
local resources for her brand of school reform 
at Central, she has been creating change that 
is more likely to last and earn the confidence 
of the community.

“With every decision I’ve made, [I ask], 
‘Is this going to be sustainable if the money 
comes or the money goes? Is it scalable?’” 
she said.

Scaling up

For the benefit of San Diego Unified, Ms. 
Marten’s work will need to scale up her ap-
proach in a district that runs 118 elemen-
tary schools, 24 middle schools, 26 high 
schools, 44 charter schools, and a number 
of specialized schools on a $1 billion annual 
operating budget.

“The biggest challenge is her transition 
from being a principal to having more re-
sponsibility for a district the size of San 
Diego. But I wouldn’t consider that an in-
surmountable challenge. She’s obviously a 
quick learner,” said Dan A. Domenech, the 
executive director of the American Asso-
ciation of School Administrators, in Alex-
andria, Va. He said he is unaware of any 
elementary school principal being named 
directly to such a position in a district with 
more than 2,000 students.

Another observer who can appreciate Ms. 
Marten’s challenge is Deborah Jewell-Sher-
man, now director of the Urban Superinten-
dents Program at the Harvard Graduate 
School of Education. A former elementary 
school principal herself, she was the super-
intendent of schools in Richmond, Va., for 
six years—but only after studying at Har-
vard and taking other leadership roles in 
the district.

“This is a [superintendency] we’ll probably 
be watching throughout the nation,” she said. 
“Part of me is tickled to death. If people who 
have no concept of teaching and learning can 
step into the role, she’s going to be able to 
show all of us just what an elementary school 
principal can do.”

Ms. Jewell-Sherman summarizes the road 
ahead: “Now she will have to do systemically 
what she was able to do in her elementary 

school, while taking on fiscal challenges, po-
litical challenges, [and] governance concerns.”

But Ms. Jewell-Sherman also cautions, 
“The learning curve is going to be rather 
steep. My hope is that she will surround 
herself not only with people who are em-
bracing her ... but also people from a local 
university or the corporate sector who can 
help her think about this as a system, as 
opposed to a school.”

Carl Cohn, who served as San Diego’s su-
perintendent from 2005 to 2007 and is now 
director of the Urban Leadership Program 
in the School of Educational Studies at Cla-
remont Graduate University in Claremont, 
Calif., sees a strong signal from the local 
school board.

“By this selection, it seems to me that [the 
school board’s] theory of action for change is 
that it will be school-based, decentralized, 
collaborative—the opposite of the ‘top down’ 
corporate reform model that so many other 
places are articulating,” he said. The choice 
“grows out of their listening to the stakehold-
ers in that community.

“The San Diego board of education, which 
appointed Ms. Marten unanimously, gave 
her a major vote of confidence by granting 
her the maximum allowable contract—four 
years—with a starting salary of $255,000, 
which is $5,000 more than Mr. Kowba’s earn-
ings in the position. Ms. Marten has commit-
ted to donate that additional $5,000 to a stu-
dent who is planning a career in education.

Stay accessible

Barbara Flannery, the president of the San 
Diego Unified Council of PTAs, which guides 
and supports 80 PTA units in San Diego, 
says she thought the board’s decision on Ms. 
Marten was “surprising in its speed,” but she 
does not dispute the wisdom of the move. The 
current superintendent is “very engaging and 
he’s always been there supporting our PTA 
effort,” she said. She will be looking for Ms. 
Marten to be similarly accessible.

“In fact, Cindy Marten is coming to our 
next general meeting, so she’s definitely out 
there, meeting the community,” she said.

Ms. Marten said she is eager to tap any 
parent resource—whether part of an orga-
nized group, or not—to accomplish her goals. 
She especially appreciates Ms. Redding’s ef-
forts to get organized parent groups prepared 
to work with her.

“Amy ignited a parent group that’s right 
there, at the ready,” Ms. Marten said. “The 
parents are the heart of the community,” she 
said. “We do the work together.”

Coverage of parent-empowerment issues is 
supported by a grant from the Walton Family 
Foundation, at www.waltonfamilyfoundation.org.
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Standards Backers Seek Out 
Support of Parents 

By Sean cavanagh

B ackers of the common-core aca-
demic standards have worked for 
years to secure the support of a di-
verse collection of elected officials, 

academic scholars, and school employees. 
Now they’re ramping up efforts to court a 
different and potentially critically impor-
tant audience: parents.

A number of national organizations are 
churning out written and online materials, 
videos, and even public service announce-
ments aimed at explaining the Common 
Core State Standards to parents, in plain 
language, and building support for the new 
guidelines, which have been adopted by 46 
states and the District of Columbia.

Some of those organizations, including 
the National Parent Teacher Association, 
are also staging workshops for parents in 
schools, community centers, churches, col-
leges, YMCAs, and other settings around 
the country.

The PTA, which has 5 million members, 
says that it has already sponsored presen-
tations for about 35,000 parents and mem-
bers of the general public.

Another organization engaged in the 
parent outreach, the Council of the Great 
City Schools, in Washington, plans to pro-
duce written guides to the standards, called 
“parent road maps,” in 10 languages—in-
cluding Korean, Russian, Arabic, Haitian 
Creole, and Mandarin—spoken in the dis-
tricts it represents. Road maps in English 
and Spanish are already circulating in the 
big-city districts served by the organization.

“This really represents a sea change for 
instruction in the cities,” said Michael Cas-
serly, the council’s executive director. “We 
don’t think this kind of change could right-
fully be done without informing parents 
about what we’re trying to do.”

As those efforts roll forward, the organi-
zations are also tailoring their messages 
to address parents’ fears and misgivings 
about the common core: that its standards 
are too high or too low, that it will skew 
test scores or hurt students’ academic 
progress, or even that it will hinder their 
chances of getting admitted to college.

The Common Core State Standards rep-
resent one of the most ambitious attempts 
to overhaul education policy in the country’s 
history. The basic goal is to set uniform, 
baseline expectations for what students 
across the country are expected to know in 
English/language arts and mathematics.

Jargon-free Content?

That effort has been led by a pair of 
Washington-based organizations that rep-
resent states, the Council of Chief State 
School Officers and the National Governors 
Association. A pair of consortia of states 
are now attempting to craft tests that will 
match the standards.

The parent outreach has received finan-
cial support from one of the most promi-
nent backers of the overall common-core 
initiative: The Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation. The Council of the Great City 
Schools and the National PTA both say 
they have received Gates funding in sup-
port of their parent outreach. (Gates also 
supports Education Week’s coverage of the 
education industry and K-12 innovation.)

While the materials produced by the 
various organizations have similar overall 
goals, they present information to parents 
in different ways.

The Council of the Great City Schools’ 
road maps are written for grades K-8 in 
English and K-5 in Spanish. They are simi-
lar in some respects to the PTA’s materi-
als, but are more detailed in some areas, 
and more focused on the progressions in 
students’ academic expectations over time.

The council’s document for grade 8 math, 
for instance, begins by laying out the basic 
goals of the standards, and how they will 
“engage students in solving real-world 
problems in order to inspire greater inter-
est in mathematics.”

It provides parents with basic expla-
nations of math concepts, such as linear 
equations, and rational and irrational 
numbers. It presents them with sample 
problems students will encounter in 8th 
grade and explains how that content 
meshes with what was covered in 7th 
grade, and what will come later, in high 
school. It offers parents tips on how to en-
gage teachers, and it gives them advice on 
how to encourage children to think about 
math outside the classroom.

Those materials were written for moth-
ers and fathers, not policy wonks, notes 
Mr. Casserly, who says the materials were 
stripped of terminology that would send 
readers “screaming into the night because 
of all the jargon being flung at them.”

The council has also produced video pre-
sentations designed for teachers, but are 
also being used by parents. In addition, 
it has completed public-service radio an-
nouncements in English and Spanish, and 
it is still finalizing plans for when those 
spots will air.

Selling the Public

Another group involved in parent out-
reach is the National Council of La Raza, 
a Washington organization that advocates 
for Latino communities and is a supporter 

“This really represents a sea of change for 
instruction in the cities. We don’t think this kind of 
change could rightfully be done without informing 
parents about what we’re trying to do.” 
MicHaeL caSSerLy
executive director, council of the Great city Schools
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of the standards. The organization has 
drafted an advocacy tool kit, which is pri-
marily designed to help advocates build 
support for the common core, but can also 
serve as a resource for parents.

The document offers advice on “fram-
ing the problem,” as well as talking points 
that can be delivered to policymakers 
about the standards, advice for speaking 
to the media, and other guidance.

The goal is not merely to drop a docu-
ment on parents and tell them, “you 
should know about the common core,” 
said Delia Pompa, a senior vice president 
at the National Council of La Raza. “It’s 
about showing them what it means.”

Critics of the common core view the par-
ent-engagement efforts less benevolently.

Lindsey M. Burke, a fellow on education 
policy at the Heritage Foundation who op-
poses the standards, said the outreach ul-
timately seeks to convince parents to act 
against their best interests in supporting 
standards that leave far too little discre-
tion to local districts and schools.

Parents “want a system that is locally 
driven, which they can affect through a 
vote in a school board election,” Ms. Burke 
said. But backers of the common core, she 
said, are selling “an easy rhetorical line—
’Don’t you want high standards?’”

Another opponent, education author 
Alfie Kohn, said the organizations’ efforts 
to promote the standards may well shape 
the public’s thinking—absent some orga-
nized effort to counter that message—and 
he does not see that as a good thing.

“Never underestimate the power of a 
slick marketing campaign, when a proper 
explanation would otherwise elicit skepti-
cism, or even outrage,” Mr. Kohn said.

Despite that skepticism, efforts to pro-
mote the standards have a broad reach. 
The PTA has been providing parents with 
information on the common core for three 
years. In addition to publishing written 
materials, the PTA is organizing in-person 
workshops for parents and the public on 
the standards in 10 states and a number 
of districts. Nearly 900 people have been 
put through in-depth training on how to 
make those presentations, said Chrystal 
Jones, senior state advocacy strategist for 
the National PTA, headquartered in Alex-
andria, Va.

academic Predictability

Yvonne Johnson, the president of the 
Delaware state PTA, who is helping co-
ordinate those presentations in her state, 
has seen a strong demand for information 
from across the state. The PTA could be 
making as many as two presentations a 

day on the common core over the coming 
two months, she said. Recently, the state 
chapter received nine requests for presen-
tations during a single day.

Darlene O’Neill, a parent who went 
through the training and is now a com-
mon-core presenter, recently spoke before 
a group of military families curious about 
how the standards would affect them. Ms. 
O’Neill argued that the standards would 
benefit those families, who tend to move a 
lot, by making their children’s academic 
progressions more predictable, meaning 
they’ll be less likely to be asked to repeat 
materials, or jump ahead, when they show 
up at a new school.

Some critics have questioned whether 
the common core will lower standards for 
children, particularly those in high-achiev-
ing districts. Ms. O’Neill said she often 
hears the opposite concern from mothers 
and fathers whose children struggle aca-
demically. Other parents worry that the 
new standards will lower their children’s 
test scores.

Ms. O’Neill responds by telling parents 
that the standards won’t prevent students 
from achieving at different levels—but it 
will give all of them more consistent expo-
sure to instruction and materials that can 
help them succeed.

The goal is to give parents “an under-
standing of what’s expected of them,” Ms. 
O’Neill said, “so that they can help their 
children, and feel more confident talking 
about their children’s classes with teach-
ers.”

Coverage of parent-empowerment issues is 
supported by a grant from the Walton Family 
Foundation, at www.waltonfamilyfoundation.
org.

T 
he day Michele Brooks “lost it” as the 
frustrated mother of a Boston high 
school student became a moment 
that transformed her life forever.

That was 20 years ago, and today Brooks 
works inside the Boston school system as the 
assistant superintendent in charge of the dis-
trict’s office of family and student engagement.

Brooks is credited with strategically align-
ing Boston’s parent-engagement efforts with 
the district’s academic goals, which moved the 
work of her office from a peripheral activity to 
one that is central to the needs of the district’s 
57,000 students and their families.

“When I first started in this role, I could say 
I was the only one who would bring up, ‘So, 
what about the families?’ Now, whether I’m at 
the table or not, the conversation is about the 
families,” says Brooks, who has been leading 
the office for the past four years.

One of her high-profile efforts over that 
time has been launching and overseeing Par-
ent University—a program that has educated 
parents on their roles as teachers, advocates, 
leaders, and learners themselves. Her staff 
collaborates with the other offices in the dis-
trict, coordinates outreach and training, cre-
ates publications, and implements programs 
to advance the district’s vision: “Every school 
will welcome every family and every student, 
actively engaging them as partners in student 
learning and school improvement.”

None of that was in Brooks’ scope as the dis-
gruntled mother of a 9th grade daughter two 
decades ago. Brooks, 59, had moved her family 
from Tennessee back to Boston so her three 
children could benefit from the outstanding 
education she herself had received in public 

boston 
leader 
Connects 
Parents to 
learning

By Michele Molnar

Published February 6, 2013, in Education Week
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schools there.
But things went south fast. When her 

daughter received an A on a slapdash essay, 
and defiantly conveyed a guidance counselor’s 
comment that “not everyone is cut out for col-
lege,” Brooks—who worked in information 
technology then—came to the school to talk 
with the principal. His secretary first ignored, 
then insulted her, Brooks says.

“I was livid,” Brooks recalls. The principal re-
spectfully asked Brooks why she was so upset, 
saying, “‘I work for you. How can we make this 
right?’ “He explained his challenges with the 
teaching staff and enlisted Brooks’ help, ask-
ing that she demand better, and be present at 
the school.

Brooks volunteered the following day, then 
the next—quickly deciding to leave her full-
time job so she could devote even more time 
to the schools.

Brooks has never looked back. She started 
a family center in her daughter’s high school 
where parents can meet to network and seek 
resources. She also helped organize parents 
when the school lost accreditation and, four 
years later, shared in the pride as the school 
graduated an entire class of students. “Every 
single one had a college-admission letter or 
was going into the [military] service,” she says.

She went on to become the founding direc-
tor of the Boston Parents Organizing Network, 
which began as a community-based group 
advocating to avert school budget cuts and 
establish a strong office of family and com-
munity engagement. Brooks spent five years 
in the network and later was appointed to the 
school board. Superintendent Carol Johnson 
recruited Brooks for her current position in 
2008.

organizing Parents

“As an organizer—that’s how I do this work. 
I’m always looking for connections. That’s the 
key. When the district lays out its priorities, 
every single one of my colleagues has a piece 
of that work, including me,” says Brooks. “I do 
an analysis: How can I support their work and 
connect our work?”

For example, this year the district’s priority is 
literacy. Her office conducted a parent and child 
writing club, which turned out to be a success-
ful pilot, with 15 families meeting to improve 
their 3rd, 4th, and 5th graders’ performance as 
writers on open-response assignments. Over 
eight sessions, parents and children worked on 
projects together. Eventually, parents became 
writing coaches for their children.

This laser focus on broader districtwide 
goals means Boston has avoided the pitfalls 
of similar family-related offices in many other 
districts, where schools become caught up in 
what experts call “random acts of family en-
gagement,” says Karen L. Mapp, a lecturer 

at the Harvard Graduate School of Educa-
tion and the director of its education policy 
and management program. “In Boston public 
schools, we really see that family engagement 
is a strategy toward whole-school improve-
ment,” Mapp says.

Brooks’ first step when taking her position 
was to define “family and student engage-
ment” as the work of everybody in the district: 
administrators, teachers, support staff, custo-
dians, and bus drivers.

The school system adopted the National 
PTA’s six standards for family-school part-
nerships, and measures schools and teachers 
against them. “We measure ourselves to those 
standards, too,” Brooks explains.

Early on, Brooks confronted another issue. 
“We know the folks in the district really be-
lieve family and student engagement is criti-
cally important. One of the assumptions you 
make is that, if you believe in it, you’ll go out 
and do it. That was wrong,” she says.

So Brooks began to focus on a new area: ca-
pacity building. For her shrinking staff, that 
meant training them to do more with less, 
deepen their knowledge base, focus on strate-
gies rather than events, and leverage instruc-
tional shifts to influence educational practice. 
For parents, she says, the goal was to “build 
confidence in their own ability to navigate 
the school system, advocate for their chil-
dren, partner with their teachers to support 
student learning”—helping them to become 
what Rudy Crew, a former schools chief in the 
New York City and Miami-Dade County, Fla., 
districts, calls “demand parents.”

Saturday ‘universities’

One way Brooks’ office attempts to do that 
is through Parent University, launched in her 
first year on the job. Parents choose classes 
in three intensive Saturday “universities” 
throughout the year. Topics include what chil-
dren should know at different grade levels, 
their brain development, how to deal with ado-
lescents, how to navigate the school system to 
advocate for your child, healthy cooking, and 
how to use a computer. Those programs have 
more than doubled in attendance since they 
began. In addition, parents attend satellite ses-
sions in a range of subject areas, from English-
as-a-second-language instruction to completing 
their own high school education or getting a 
GED. Funding for Parent University primar-
ily comes from the district’s Title I funds.

In her second year, Brooks’ team created 
grade-level guides for student learning in con-
junction with the curriculum and instruction 
office. The guides instruct parents about what 
their students should be learning as they prog-
ress through school. Aligned with the Common 
Core State Standards, those guides have been 
translated into a number of languages.

In 2011, Brooks’ office launched professional 
development to help educators think about 
family engagement in new ways. Plans are 
also in the works to award “Family Friendly 
School Certification” to schools that excel or 
progress in their efforts to engage families.

A backdrop to the accomplishments of 
Brooks and her office are the budget cuts that 
caused the size of her staff to drop from 23 
when she was hired in 2008 to 13 today, and 
shrank her budget to its current level of $2.9 
million.

They were “a curse because we’re limited in 
what we can do, and a blessing because [they] 
really forced us to focus and prioritize,” she 
says.

Brooks’ work has gained a national repu-
tation, partially thanks to her position as 
a founding member of the District Leaders 
Network on Family and Community Engage-
ment, a 50-member peer network that brings 
together district leaders from across the coun-
try to meet in Washington at the Institute for 
Educational Leadership.

Michael Sarbanes, the executive director 
of the office of engagement for the Baltimore 
public schools, is one of the district leaders 
who have worked closely with Brooks through 
the network. “What I think has been extraor-
dinary about how Michele has come at the 
work is a combination of her deep experience 
working with parents, coupled with an under-
standing of the leverage points around aca-
demic achievement within the school system, 
and then how to link those up,” he says.

Brooks’ ultimate goal is to create sufficient 
capacity so that her office will be unnecessary. 
“If we’ve done our job right, we will not have a 
job,” she says.

Coverage of leadership, expanded learning time, 
and arts education is supported in part by a 
grant from The Wallace Foundation, at www.
wallacefoundation.org.

“ In Boston 
public schools, we 
really see that 
family engagement 
is a strategy toward 
whole-school 
improvement.”
karen L. MaPP 
Lecturer, Harvard Graduate School of 
education 
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D 
igital technology is providing a 
growing variety of methods for 
school leaders to connect with 
parents anywhere, anytime—a 

tactic mirroring how technology is used to 
engage students.

Through Twitter feeds, Facebook pages, 
and text messages sent in multiple lan-
guages, school staff members are giving 
parents instant updates, news, and infor-
mation about their children’s schools. Not 
only that, but a number of districts are 
also providing parents access to Web por-
tals where they can see everything from 
their children’s grades on school assign-
ments to their locker combinations and 
what they’re served for lunch.

Socioeconomic disparities in Internet ac-
cess can make such digital-outreach efforts 
challenging and even divisive, however; 
some parents have many options for con-
necting digitally, and others don’t.

Yet some school leaders are meeting that 
challenge head-on by teaching parents how 
they can use technology to become more 
engaged in their children’s education, and 
in some cases, by providing them with ac-
cess to it in their own homes.

“Digital learning levels the playing field 
among parents in a pretty profound way,” 
said Elisabeth Stock, the chief executive of-
ficer and co-founder of CFY, or Computers 
for Youth, a New York City-based nonprofit 
that works with low-income communities 
and schools to improve digital literacy.

“For low-income parents who feel they 
can no longer help their kids with learning 
as homework starts to become appreciably 
harder, access to high-quality digital learn-
ing content at home and the training to use 
it keeps these parents in the game,” she said. 
“These parents can now easily find help on-
line or learn side by side with their child.”

Interest among school leaders in using 
digital tools to connect with parents in new 
and more cost-effective ways is rising across 
the country, educators say, in efforts to save 

staff time, ease language barriers through 
translation services, and provide opportuni-
ties to reach more parents than ever before, 
no matter their socioeconomic status.

For those reasons, some of the largest 
districts have recently undertaken or ex-
panded digital-engagement initiatives in-
volving parents.

This school year, the 1.1 million-student 
New York City system launched a new 
text-subscription service that notifies par-
ents in English or Spanish of school news 
and a series of webinars on topics of rele-
vance to parents. The 640,000-student Los 
Angeles school district hired its first-ever 
director of social media this past spring, 
whose main charge is communicating and 
sharing district information with parents 
and students via tools such as YouTube, 
Twitter, and Tumblr.

Those and similar efforts around the coun-
try are attracting the attention of parents.

In the 182,000-student Fairfax County 
school system in Virginia, 84,500 people 
have subscribed to the district’s enhanced 
news and information email and text 
service, the district’s Facebook page has 
26,000 “likes,” and its Twitter account has 
8,100 followers.

‘menu of offerings’

It’s not only the biggest districts that are 
reaching out to parents digitally. Individ-
ual schools and smaller districts are also 
increasingly connecting to parents using a 
number of virtual tools, efforts often stem-
ming from the vision of an administrator, 
such as the principal of the 600-student 
Knapp Elementary School, about 25 miles 
from Philadelphia.

When Principal Joe Mazza took on his po-
sition six years ago, he made it a priority 
to use digital technologies to improve com-
munication between the school and parents.

Today, the school—where 40 percent of 
the students are eligible for free or re-
duced-price lunch and 22 languages are 
represented—has grown from its first 
outreach effort of an email listserv to com-

municating with parents through Twitter, 
Facebook, a parent-school Wiki, virtual 
chat, blog, and a Google text line.

In addition, the school—part of the North 
Penn district—has its teachers use Skype 
to run parent conferences and airs live and 
archived video of all parent and teacher 
association meetings for parents who are 
unable to attend. Recently, Mr. Mazza and 
some staff members even brought laptops 
into a local mosque that a number of the 
school’s families attend, and streamed live 
footage there of one of the meetings.

“We have parents from all walks of life. 
The feedback we have from families has 
told us we can’t provide a single commu-
nication means to engage them, so we pro-
vide a ‘menu of offerings’ they can pick and 
choose from,” Mr. Mazza said. “Our goal is 
relating these family-engagement offerings 
to how we work with students, in a differ-
entiated manner.”

Other school leaders have similar goals.
In California’s 26,000-student Vista 

school district, 40 miles north of San Diego, 
Superintendent Devin Vodicka decided 
when he took the job this past summer to 
use social media to improve district commu-
nication with parents and staff members.

Mr. Vodicka started a Twitter account 
and began making the rounds to schools, 
with the goal of reaching every classroom 
in the district and tweeting his experiences 
at each to his Twitter followers. Other ad-
ministrators in the district have followed 
Mr. Vodicka’s lead—now, 60 administrators 
have school-related Twitter and Facebook 
accounts, and around three-quarters of 
the schools now have some kind of social-
media presence.

Recently, a teacher told him, “ ‘I feel like 
I already know you from following you on 
Twitter and seeing what you see as you go 
around the district,’ ” Mr. Vodicka recalled.

Super Centers

Given that the level of access to and fa-
miliarity with digital technology can vary 
substantially among parents, some dis-

Districts Deploy Digital Tools  
to Engage Parents

By nora fleming 

Published November 7, 2012, in Education Week
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tricts have made it just as much a prior-
ity to provide digital-literacy training to 
parents as to communicate with them via 
social-networking tools. To leaders in those 
districts, parents need to be familiar with 
such tools because their children continue 
to use social media and other technology 
tools for learning after the school day ends.

The 203,000-student Houston district, for 
example, just launched a parent education 
initiative this school year around digital 
literacy; it targets low-income parents, 
most of whom do not have Internet access 
or even computers in their homes. More 
than 80 percent of the district’s students 
are eligible for free or reduced-price lunch.

With donations from the Microsoft Corp. 
as well as $25,000 from the local school 
endowment, the district created “parent 
super centers” on five school campuses. 
Each center provides classes and training 
to parents on office software, Internet use 
and safety, and the district’s online grade-
reporting system, among other topics.

About 2,000 parents have already re-
ceived training since the start of school 
this year, according to Kelly Cline, the se-
nior manager of parent engagement for the 
Houston district.

In addition, organizations such as the 
Boston-based Technology Goes Home and 
CFY are partnering with schools to provide 
parent, teacher, and school leader train-
ing and even computers for parents to use 
after completion of the training.

CFY, for example, has served more than 
50,000 families in 13 years in New York 
City, Atlanta, Los Angeles, and the San 
Francisco Bay Area. The program, which 
works with schools where at least 75 per-
cent of students are eligible for subsidized 
lunch, provides all-day training on week-
ends at school for parents to complete with 
their children. They learn how to use a 
computer, the Internet, and an academic 
platform that has lessons that are grade- 
and age-appropriate. Afterward, parents 
receive a refurbished, personal computer 
and are guided in how to get broadband 
Internet in their homes, which they can 
typically access at highly discounted rates.

Ms. Stock said the organization often wit-
nesses the leverage technology can have to 
repair relationships between schools and 
parents. Parents who felt the school saw 
them as apathetic suddenly feel more em-
powered to participate when the school 
provides them with technology and “enlists 
them as part of the solution,” she said.

One parent, Sadara Jackson McWhorter, 
said that until she completed the training 
with CFY in Atlanta over the summer, she 
didn’t know even how to turn a computer 

on, let alone use the Internet. Now, Ms. 
McWhorter and her three school-age chil-
dren use their new personal computer, the 
Internet, and the CFY content daily, she 
said. She’s even using online tools to teach 
herself Spanish.

Wendy Lazarus, the chief executive offi-
cer and co-founder of The Children’s Part-
nership, a Santa Monica, Calif.-based non-
profit that helped launch a school-based 
digital education initiative for parents in 
the Los Angeles area several years ago, 
said most of the attention around technol-
ogy in education focuses either solely on 
schools or solely on the home.

To have parents become both digitally lit-
erate and more engaged in their children’s 
education, schools and organizations need 
to make bridging the gap between home 
and school a priority, she said.

“New dollars aren’t necessarily needed 
to implement a school-to-home model, but 
leaders would need to allow schools and 
school districts to blend funding from dif-
ferent sources,” Ms. Lazarus said. “The 
model takes leadership, commitment, and 
a partnership sustained over time. And to 
achieve meaningful results, it needs to be 
available widely, not just in pilot efforts.”

But while more districts are seeing the 
importance of reaching parents digitally, in 
others, basic hurdles such as home Inter-
net access are still waiting to be addressed.

Equity Problems

When Sean Bulson, the superinten-
dent of the 12,000-student Wilson County 
schools in a rural part of North Carolina, 
took his position last summer, he made 
improving digital learning in the district, 
where 60 percent of students are on sub-
sidized lunch, a top goal. All middle school 
students now receive iPads to use at school 
and home, and the district hopes to provide 
all district students with devices to take to 
and from school in the future.

But the impact of the technology is and 
will be limited, Mr. Bulson said, unless the 
district addresses the home-access issue: 
A number of families cannot afford high-
speed Internet access, and it’s not even 
available in the most isolated parts of the 
county. Students in those households can 
take their devices home, but they can’t use 
them to connect to the Internet.

The Wilson County district is now apply-
ing for a federal Race to the Top district 
grant for $24 million to have its local fiber-
optic-cable provider, Greenlight, connect 
families throughout the county to broad-
band. District families who couldn’t afford 
to pay would receive free Internet service.

It’s the district’s hope that once more 
families get connected to broadband, they 
can begin to do more digital outreach to 
parents, Mr. Bulson said, but right now ac-
cess itself makes that an obstacle.

Michael Searson, the executive director 
for the School for Global Education and 
Innovation at Kean University in Union, 
N.J., and the president of the Society for 
Information Technology and Teacher Edu-
cation, said addressing what technology is 
used, and where, is essential if educators 
continue to make using digital technology 
in schools a priority.

“It’s unethical to provide a robust digi-
tal learning program in school for kids 
who don’t have access in their bedrooms 
and family rooms,” Mr. Searson said. “As 
schools begin to integrate mobile devices 
and social media into education, the out-of-
school equity issues have to be considered. 
Education leaders need to understand eq-
uity is not only access to devices, but ac-
cess to the networks that allow people to 
get information.”

Coverage of leadership, expanded learning 
time, and arts learning is supported in part by 
a grant from The Wallace Foundation, at www.
wallacefoundation.org.

“We have parents 
from all walks of life. 
The feedback we have 
from families has told 
us we can’t provide a 
single communication 
means to engage them, 
so we provide a ‘menu 
of offerings’ they can 
pick and choose from.”
Joe Mazza
Principal, knapp elementary School,  
Lansdale, Pa.
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A 
s thousands of communities—
especially in the South—became 
booming gateways for immi-
grant families during the 1990s 

and the early years of the new century, pub-
lic schools struggled with the unfamiliar 
task of serving the large numbers of Eng-
lish-learners arriving in their classrooms.

Instructional programs were built from 
scratch. Districts had to train their own 
teachers to teach English to non-native 
speakers or recruit teachers from else-
where. School staff members had to figure 
out how to communicate with parents who 
spoke no English.

But even as immigration has slowed or 
stopped in many places, and instructional 
programs for English-learners have ma-
tured, serving immigrant families and 
their children remains a work in progress 
in many public schools, especially those in 
communities that are skeptical, or some-
times hostile, to the newcomers. One of 
the biggest challenges, educators and ad-
vocates said, is communicating effectively 
with parents who don’t speak English—
an issue that, in part, has brought recent 
complaints of discrimination against La-
tino students and their families to two 
large districts in North Carolina and one 
in Louisiana.

“The parent piece is so, so important for 
the success of these students, but it’s also 
one of the most difficult things we’ve had 
to tackle,” said Jim D. Rollins, the super-
intendent in Springdale, Ark., where the 
19,000-student school system has gone 
from having no English-learners 15 years 
ago to more than 8,500 now. “You have to 
make it a priority and work on it, work on 
it, and work on it.”

Divides to bridge

Aside from the practical challenges, such 
as finding bilingual staff members, steer-
ing districts through such drastic transfor-
mations requires school leaders to bridge 

difficult political and cultural divides. That 
can be a rocky transition, said Daniel A. 
Domenech, the executive director of the 
American Association of School Adminis-
trators, based in Alexandria, Va.

“For districts that had never had these 
Spanish-speaking kids before, at first 
they just didn’t know what to do,” said Mr. 
Domenech, who was superintendent of the 
182,000-student Fairfax County, Va., school 
system during a time of rapid demographic 
change. “And for those school leaders in 
the South, especially in the last few years, 
they are dealing with a backlash of opin-
ion against immigrants that makes the job 

even harder.”
School districts in the South—especially 

in states such as North Carolina and Geor-
gia—have seen some of the most explosive 
growth in immigrant families and their 
children, most of them from Mexico. Few 
of them were equipped with staff mem-
bers who could speak Spanish, or who had 
much familiarity with Mexican culture.

Civil rights advocates in the Southern 
states say they have become increasingly 
concerned with the treatment of Latino 
students and their Spanish-speaking 
parents in some school districts, prompt-
ing them to file complaints with the U.S. 
Department of Education’s office for civil 
rights. Since 2010, that office has been ag-
gressive in pursuing numerous complaints 
and opening investigations into school-
related civil rights issues that had previ-

ously received little scrutiny.
Currently, federal civil rights officials are 

investigating discrimination complaints 
against Latinos in the 150,000-student 
Wake County, N.C., school system and the 
public schools in Jefferson Parish, La., a 
45,000-student district just west of New 
Orleans. Last year, the federal office for 
civil rights struck a voluntary agreement 
with the 33,000-student school system in 
Durham, N.C., after investigating a similar 
complaint there.

All three districts were singled out by the 
Southern Poverty Law Center, a Montgom-
ery, Ala.-based civil rights organization, for 

their treatment of Latino families.
“A lot of what we are seeing in districts 

stems from a serious lack of language ac-
cess for parents so that they can be full 
participants in their child’s education,” 
said Jerri Katzerman, the deputy legal 
director for the Southern Poverty Law 
Center. “The other issue is that often the 
anti-immigrant sentiment in the broader 
community shows up, too, in an unwelcom-
ing, or hostile, school environment.”

lost in Translation

In Wake County, for example, the dis-
crimination complaint stemmed from three 
instances when Spanish-speaking parents 
at different schools could not understand 
important documents pertaining to their 
child’s special education services or dis-

‘Gateway’ Districts Struggle to 
Serve Immigrant Parents

By Lesli a. Maxwell

Published October 3, 2012, in Education Week

“A lot of what we are seeing in districts 
stems from a serious lack of language access for 
parents so that they can be full participants in 
their child’s education.” 
Jerri katzerMan
dieputy Legal director, Southern Poverty Law center
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ciplinary procedures because they were 
provided only in English, or, if they did 
receive information in Spanish, it wasn’t 
complete, according to Peggy Nicholson, a 
lawyer with Advocates for Children’s Ser-
vices, which worked with the Southern 
Poverty Law Center to file the complaint.

“For these parents, it was an issue of not 
being able to be meaningful participants in 
decisions about their child’s education,” Ms. 
Nicholson said. In Jefferson Parish, the com-
plaints are similar, Ms. Katzerman said. In 
one case, a 7-year-old student was asked to 
translate for his Spanish-speaking mother 
at a parent-teacher conference because the 
school did not have a bilingual staff mem-
ber. The boy, said Ms. Katzerman, didn’t un-
derstand much of what the teacher said, so 
he told his mother that the teacher said he 
was doing fine. Spanish-speaking parents 
also reported hostile, rude treatment at 
certain school sites in Jefferson Parish, and 
restrictive or nonexistent access to bilingual 

staff who could assist them.
In both districts, Ms. Katzerman said, 

the individual cases pointed to a broader, 
systemic problem.

Neither Wake County nor Jefferson Par-
ish school officials responded to Education 
Week’s repeated interview requests. Dur-
ham school officials also didn’t respond to 
interview requests, but in an interview with 
Education Week late last year, school lead-
ers there said they had already been work-
ing to address shortcomings in providing 
adequately translated communications ma-
terials to Spanish-speaking parents when 
the civil rights office began investigating. 
(See Education Week, Dec. 14, 2011.)

Even school districts with a long history 
of serving immigrant populations wrestle 
with this issue. In the 1.1 million-student 
New York City schools last spring, a group 
of 19 parents who don’t speak English filed 
a lawsuit against the school system, al-
leging that it had not provided important 
documents about their children’s special 
education services in a language they could 
read and understand.

‘Zero Experience’

In northwest Arkansas, where the 
Springdale district is located, a nearly all-
white, English-only school system saw a 
surge of immigrant families from Mexico 
and the Marshall Islands in the South Pa-
cific beginning in the mid-1990s, said Mr. 
Rollins, the superintendent since 1982. 
Plentiful jobs with the region’s two corpo-
rate giants—Tyson Foods, the world’s larg-
est poultry producer, and Wal-Mart Stores 
Inc., the world’s largest retailer—brought 
the wave of new families.

“In total humility, we had virtually zero 
experience with immigrant kids and fami-
lies,” said Mr. Rollins. “But we just knew we 
had to adopt the mentality that we had to 
be learners ourselves about the language, 
the culture, and the experiences with edu-
cation that our families were bringing here 
with them.”

The district first set about developing an 
English-as-a-second-language program and 
training teachers, he said. Initially, it was 
completely ad hoc, with “learning and bor-
rowing from other schools with a deeper 
history with this.”

Eventually, the school system brought in 
educators from California to provide pro-
fessional development for staff members 
both in instruction for English-learners 
and cultural-competence training, a pro-
cess that is ongoing, Mr. Rollins said.

All Springdale teachers, regardless of 
what they teach, were required to complete 
a professional-development program that 

teaches them the theories behind second-
language acquisition.

But once the district had established a 
strong instructional program, hired Span-
ish-speaking bilingual staff members to 
work in schools, and trained teachers, 
Mr. Rollins said, “it was still clear that we 
wouldn’t have as much success with these 
kids until we engaged their parents.”

So, five years ago, the district—with the 
help of a grant from the Toyota Family 
Literacy Program—launched a program 
to bring its immigrant parents into their 
children’s schools every week to spend time 
in the classroom and receive their own 
English-language instruction.

Currently, the program is serving more 
than 250 parents across nine schools.

“It’s a powerful transformation for our 
parents,” Mr. Rollins said. “They sit side-
by-side with their children and learn the 
curriculum, they learn English, and, ulti-
mately, they learn to be really good advo-
cates for their children.”

Mr. Rollins said the broader Springdale 
community, including the school board, 
has been very supportive of the district’s 
efforts to provide such programs for the im-
migrant community.

“We know we are very fortunate,” he 
said. “We all understood that these stu-
dents are going to grow up here, stay here, 
and be a permanent part of this commu-
nity. Their success is the key to our com-
munity’s success.”

Mr. Domenech, the AASA executive, said 
strong leadership from the top, especially 
from superintendents, is the most critical 
component for districts that are managing 
such dramatic demographic changes.

Superintendents, he said, “have to be-
come the champion for these kids who 
have no champion. As superintendent, 
you are the one who has been tapped on 
the shoulder and you have to stand up on 
their behalf to your board, your staff, and 
your community.”

“ In total 
humility, we had 
virtually zero 
experience with 
immigrant kids 
and families, but 
we just knew we 
had to adopt the 
mentality that we 
had to be learners 
ourselves about 
the language, the 
culture, and the 
experiences with 
education that our 
families were 
bringing here 
with them.”
JiM d. roLLinS 
Superintendant, 
Springdale Public School,  
Springdale, ark.
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For many parents, school seems like a black box that their children enter in the morning and exit seven to eight hours later. Gaining insight into what a child’s day is 
really like – the subjects they study, the projects they undertake and the teachers they interact with – is dependent largely on how well the child communicates this 
information. Districts attempt to fill in the picture with open houses, parent-teacher conferences and newsletters; however, these efforts are few and far between 
and are not always personalized to the classroom, teacher or child. Administrators are continually seeking additional communication outlets because they recognize 
that an involved and supportive parent can have a positive impact on student achievement.

According to Researcher Karen Smith Conway, professor of economics at the University of New Hampshire, “Parental effort is consistently associated with higher 
levels of achievement, and the magnitude of the effect of parental effort is substantial. We found that schools would need to increase per-pupil spending by more 
than $1,000 in order to achieve the same results that are gained with parental involvement.”1

Parental Involvement Contributes to Student 
Performance
In order to engage parents more, districts need to open a window into the 
classroom and provide information and opportunities for ongoing teacher/
parent and child/parent interaction. Teacher websites are an excellent and cost-
effective resource to create these opportunities. Hickman Mills School District 
saw a direct correlation between the implementation of its teacher websites and 
parental involvement that led to improved student performance.

“Parent involvement in their children’s education is a strong contributor to 
student performance,” said Courtenay Wills, Public Information & YouthFriends 
Coordinator at the district. In 2010, Superintendent Dr. Marjorie Williams made 
it mandatory that every teacher create a website. Today, all 690 teachers 
have websites and there are a total of about 7,400 pages for the entire 
district website.

“The district went up four points in our Annual Performance Report in 2011 and 
we attribute that in large part to our teacher pages,” said Wills. “Once parents 
became aware of the pages and accustomed to them, they began visiting 
them regularly. Teacher pages help parents engage more in their children’s 
education, and when parents get involved, students do better. That leads to 
district success.”

Opening a Window to the Classroom
Recognizing the accessibility and power of the Internet, many districts 
have created district and school – but not teacher - websites. Within 
these sites, parents can see or link to attendance records, students’ 
homework assignments, grades, and general information about school 
activities. However, according to Project Tomorrow, “while parents value 
that information, their expectation for the kinds of information they would like 
to receive from their child’s school goes far beyond the functionality or even 
original purpose of most school portals. The two key components in this new 
set of demands are the timeliness and personalization of the information.”2 
According to the 368,000 K-12 students, parents, teachers and administrators 
who responded, a portal should contain these features in addition to those 
noted above:

•  Information updated on a daily basis about my child’s homework 
assignments, projects and upcoming tests;  62 percent of respondents

•  Information updated on a daily basis about my child’s grades and progress 
in school; 53 percent of respondents3

•  Ability to send out a special alert to me when my child is missing 
assignments, has low grades or is failing a class; 51 percent of respondents 

•  Tools to help facilitate greater collaboration and communication amongst 
my child, their teacher and me; 32 percent of respondents

•  Tools to help me assess my child’s achievement levels; 27 percent of 
respondents” 

The survey went on to note a significant difference between parents of 
elementary, middle and high school students. “Where two-thirds of elementary 
parents indicated that face-to-face meetings were the most prevalent 
communication vehicle, only 45 percent of middle school parents and 39 
percent of high school parents concurred. For parents with students in grades 
6-12, the school portal is the vehicle of choice for receiving information about 
their child’s activities and educational progress (56 percent).”4 

Personalizing the Classroom and Teacher
Unlike far-reaching district and school sites, teacher websites provide parents 
with information and resources tailored to their child’s classroom and teacher, 
giving them a view of what takes place in the classroom. 

“Some parents just want to know what the teacher looks like and have a way to 
contact them,” said Wills. “Others use the information on the page to make sure 
their child is staying on top of their homework or has the materials they need to 
complete a big upcoming project.”

Teacher pages increase 
parental support and 
positively impact student 
achievement

TeACHeR PAGeS INCReASe PAReNTAl SUPPORT AND POSITIvelY IMPACT STUDeNT ACHIeveMeNT | SCHOOlWIReS.COM

“ParenTal efforT is consisTenTly associaTed wiTh higher 
levels of achievemenT, and The magniTude of The effecT of 

ParenTal efforT is subsTanTial. we found ThaT schools would 
need To increase Per-PuPil sPending by more Than $1,000 

in order To achieve The same resulTs ThaT are gained wiTh 
ParenTal involvemenT.”

— Karen Smith Conway, professor of economics 
University of New Hampshire
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At Hickman Mills, each teacher is required to post the following items on their 
teacher pages: brief bio, contact information, hours they are available and 
a photo. In addition, high school teachers are required to post syllabus and 
classroom calendars with due dates. All authorized users can link through the 
district website to view their child’s grades and attendance. More ambitious 
teachers take extra steps to personalize their Web pages or give the parents a 
chance to see their child in a classroom setting among their peers by posting 
images in photo galleries. 

A strong example of a personalized teacher website is one created by Blake 
Wade, a chemistry teacher at Kennendale High School. His site includes some 
personal information about his family life and also shares his educational 
highlights and background. It gives the visitor a sense of his personality as well 
as added confidence that he is well qualified to teach the class.

To help guide its teachers, Denton ISD in Texas created the following list of 
elements that would create an exemplary classroom website:

At Higley Unified School District, within just one year of implementing 
Centricity2™, a Web and content management solution from Schoolwires®, 
100 percent of its teachers were actively maintaining Web pages that provide 
resources and information, and a method of interacting with parents. “When we 
first launched our new website, our district’s goal was to increase community 
awareness about the learning taking place within our schools. Centricity2 has 
met this objective, providing a transparent window into the district,” said Justin 
Greene, executive Director of Systems Services at the district.

ensuring Delivery of Communications
Posting information online also increases the likelihood that parents will actually 
receive the communication. They no longer have to be concerned about 
misplacing a paper handout, or a child not giving them a letter from school. 
Parents can see well in advance that their child needs special materials for an 
upcoming science project or that they need to bake two dozen cupcakes for an 
elementary classroom party. These streamlined communications reduce the 
stress on the student, parent and teacher.

According to Project Tomorrow, these increased communications with parents 
have a direct correlation with their attitudes about their child’s school. Through 
the national Speak Up survey, Project Tomorrow “polled parents both about 
their opinions on the efficacy of the communication tools used by their child’s 
school and their general feelings about their interactions with the school and 
their child’s teacher. The results point directly to the critical need for good 
school to home communications. Parents that rated their school (or district’s) 
communication as ineffective were five times more likely to say that they ‘did 
not feel a connection to the school’ and that ‘teachers at the school did not work 
with parents to address their child’s academic issues’ than parents that gave the 
school a good mark on communicating.”5

Giving Parents Tools to Help Children
A second critical benefit of teacher websites is the capability to provide anytime 
online learning resources to supplement classroom learning. In addition 
to providing guidance for students after hours, they also give parents an 
understanding of what the child is studying, and put them in a position to further 
the learning.

At Hickman Mills, some teachers create and post podcasts or Powerpoints on 
key material for students and parents to review at home. Other teachers post 
quick links to videos and various reference materials.

At School City of Hobart, the performing arts teachers posted homework in 
the form of podcasts. Students listened to the podcasts and then identified the 
artists and instruments being used. Other teachers create podcasts of their 
students as they execute science experiments. Then students can listen to them 
on their own time to review important concepts. Artifacts posted by teachers 
at other districts include classroom rules, calendars, projects, homework, 
notes, articles, spelling lists, user-friendly online image galleries, tutorials and 
practice assignments. A teacher at Mark Twain IS 239 used threaded discussion 
when teaching students about the stock market. At home, parents could read 
and experience the comments alongside their children through the teacher’s 
Web page.

Giving parents access to the resources being used in the classroom gives 
them a chance to have more in-depth conversations at home about the subject 
matter. Rather than ask, “What did you do today?”, they can elevate the 
conversation to, “How would you apply what you learned in architectural design 
to our remodeling project?” for example, and look for other opportunities for 
their children to apply – and strengthen – what they learned in the classroom.

One of Higley’s parents, who has five children enrolled in the district, told 
Greene, “I am now able to be much more involved with my child’s education 
because of my increased access to the teacher and website content. each night 
I go on the teacher’s Web page to review presentations, homework assignments, 
and grading rubrics to ensure my child is learning the material and is well 
prepared for class.”

easing Parent-Teacher Communications
Tools like threaded discussions, ratings, comments and wiki-like editing features 
can also be used to communicate with parents without putting an added burden 
on the teacher. For example, maybe students are given an assignment for 
creating volcanoes and parents are uncertain about the materials needed. If a 
parent sends a query, a teacher can snap on threaded commenting and make 
the response available to all parents. This is much easier for the teacher than 
responding to multiple emails. Or a teacher can post a query asking for parent 
feedback on proposed field trip sites, and then easily review all the responses 
that are aggregated in one place.

Posting bios, contact information and learning resources online also makes it 
easier for parents who have limited time to engage with the district, but still want 
to be an active participant. Working parents can check a teacher website when 
on a break at work or in the evening after household chores are done. It also 
provides a comfortable forum for parents who are reluctant to reach out to a 
teacher but still want to be involved and help their children succeed.

In addition to posting a broad range of pertinent information, teachers need 
to keep content fresh. If a teacher is only posting minimal information and not 
adding new material, there is no reason for parents to return to the site. Fresh 
and far-reaching content helps drive repeat visits by parents to the site. Adding 
auto alert capabilities to the teacher page also can drive traffic. Whenever 
a page is updated, an “e-alert” is sent automatically to parents who have 
subscribed, prompting them to revisit the site.

1. Contact Information
2. Welcome Message
3. Teacher Bio
4. Syllabus/Description/

Objectives
5. Homework Assignments
6. Calendar of events with Test/

Quiz Schedule
7. learning Resources 

8. Classroom Rules and Policies
9. Worksheets & Handouts
10. Resource lists
11. Parental Resources
12. Class Showcase/Class News
13. Activities to energize 

learning
14. Awards & Recognitions

“ParenT involvemenT in Their children’s educaTion is a 
sTrong conTribuTor To sTudenT Performance … Teacher 

Pages helP ParenTs engage more in Their children’s 
educaTion, and when ParenTs geT involved, sTudenTs do 

beTTer. ThaT leads To disTricT success.”
— Courtenay Wills, Public Information& YouthFriends Coordinator, 

Hickman Mills School District

http://www.schoolwires.com/getbetterconnected?utm_source=EdWeekSpotlight&utm_medium=Advertorial&utm_content=GetBetterConnected_Overview&utm_campaign=Q22013_EdWeekSpotlightAds
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Providing Administrators With an Online  
look Into the Classroom
Just as teacher Web pages can inform parents, they also can keep 
administrators apprised of classroom activities. Some administrators sign up 
for the same e-alerts as parents so they get a message when a teacher page 
is updated. At Hickman Mills, principals visit classrooms monthly, but they 
also review teacher pages when it is time for an evaluation. “The websites give 
administrators another window into the classroom, and they make everyone 
more accountable,” explained Wills.

Sometimes, an administrator will see a correlation between low parent approval 
and communications that could be improved with a more effective teacher 
website. This potential link was supported by the SpeakUp survey which found 
that “33 percent of parents that were dissatisfied with school communications 
also identified the quality of their child’s teacher as a major concern while 
only 12 percent of the parents who were pleased with school communications 
carried that same concern about teacher quality.”6

Facilitating Teacher-to-Teacher Communications
educators have an innate willingness to share their work and resources with 
others, and teacher websites provide a flexible forum for this. For example, a 
teacher who has found a great website for highlighting a social studies concept 
or an effective way to teach the use of apostrophes can share that link with 
other teachers. File-sharing apps allow teachers to automatically share an app 
on another teacher’s page. For example, when a teacher who has created a 
set of resources on World War II posts that app, it can instantly appear on the 
pages of teachers who have requested it. The app is displayed on the other 
teachers’ pages just as if they created it, but content is being pulled from the 
shared resource.

Teachers also can easily divide and then share research. For example, one 
third grade teacher could pull together videos on rocks and minerals and 
another could research links to written materials. The teachers then can 
exchange the information and each have a full set of online resources to post on 
their websites.

Additional interaction among teachers can be fostered using the same social 
media tools as those used to communicate with parents and students. A district 
can establish a role-protected area in the website that is accessible only to 
teachers. Teachers then can use wikis, discussion boards and other apps to 
engage with their peers.

Saving Costs by Going Green
Teacher websites can also reduce a district’s carbon footprint and the costs 
associated with paper handouts. Information that used to go home in weekly 
printed newsletters can now be posted online. Also, text that students need 
to read can be viewed online rather than printed out for each child. At Higley, a 
teacher recently posted a 5-page poem online that 70 students needed to read 
and discuss. This saved the printing/paper costs of 350 pages.

Prior to implementing Centricity2, the district budgeted $25 per student 
allocated to principals to manage school supplies. Over the past year, the 
district made a concerted effort to go green by using the many features in 
Schoolwires Centricity2 for greater electronic communications. As a result, for 
the 2011/2012 school year, the principals were allocated $15 per student, to 
realize an overall school supplies savings of $100,000.

Summary
District and school websites are an excellent forum to inform the public and 
share general information about budgets, calendars and upcoming events. 
However, they fall short of presenting information that is personalized to 
parents and their children. Well-populated teacher pages give parents the 
resources they need and want to be an active part of their child’s education and 
to positively impact their academic performance. They also provide parents 
and students with a more complete image of the teacher, opening the door to 
increased communications.

For teachers, a website can reduce the time it would take to communicate with 
a large number of parents. Public teacher websites, as well as a role-protected 
internal site, also give educators the opportunity to easily share resources and 
ideas, saving them time while strengthening course content.

Web pages also give administrators an ongoing view into teacher classrooms 
without having to leave their desks. More important, they address the strategic 
need to improve communications with parents and strengthen the critical 
school-to-home connection. Well-populated teacher websites can create a 
culture of connection, collaboration and cooperation between parents, teachers 
and administrators in support of improved student achievement.

1 Science News; Parental Involvement Strongly Impact Student Achievement; May 27, 2008 
http://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2008/05/080527123852.htm

2, 3, 4, 5, 6 Project Tomorrow: Connecting in the 21st Century: Parents and Administrators Speak Up 
about effective School to Home Communications; March 16, 2010  
http://speakupblog.tomorrow.org/?p=459 © Project Tomorrow 2011
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E ducation reform is awash in a surge 
of “parent power.” Long considered 
bystanders (or even obstacles) to 
the push for school reform, a slew of 

new “education reform advocacy organiza-
tions,” or ERAOs, such as 50CAN, Stand for 
Children, StudentsFirst, and Democrats for 
Education Reform are mobilizing parents 
to agitate for policy change. From the grass-
roots pressure on states to raise charter 
caps and enact teacher-evaluation reforms 
during Race to the Top to the emergence of 
the “parent trigger” idea for initiating the 
overhaul of individual schools, ERAOs are 
enlisting Mom and Dad to upend the tradi-
tional politics of education.

Education reform proponents are right-
fully excited about this new parent power; 
the broader the constituency that supports 
change, the more pressure elected leaders 
will feel to enact new policies. But early 
successes have also unearthed the chal-
lenges facing parent-driven reform, raising 
questions about its impact and sustainabil-
ity over time. If this new movement is to 
serve as a lasting counterweight to estab-
lished interests, advocates must learn from 
these hard-won lessons.

In an effort to shed light on what educa-
tion reform advocacy organizations have 
learned about parent organizing, we inter-
viewed representatives from a wide array 
of groups—ranging from those with a na-
tional presence to those working in just one 
district. These are not your parents’ PTAs: 
Rather than bake sales and field trips, these 
groups are focused on mobilizing parents for 
political activism beyond the schoolhouse. 
Though the groups vary widely in their or-
ganizing approach and the goals they pur-
sue, several key lessons emerged.

First, contrary to much of the rhetoric, 
urban school districts are not full of latent 
parent activists aching for an opportunity 
to get politically involved in school reform. 
Rather, ERAOs are trying to generate po-
litical activism where it is least likely to 

exist. Research on political participation 
reveals that low-income minority citizens 
typically have less trust in government 
and participate in politics at lower rates 
than the more affluent. Parent-organizing 
groups are attempting to reverse these 
relationships, a task that has proved dif-
ficult for prior political campaigns and so-
cial movements.

Second, when parents do get involved, 
they are typically driven by their imme-
diate aim of finding a better education 
for their children. This self-interest is 
a powerful motivator, but it also means 
that the case for systemic reforms is not 
always self-evident. Much parent-organiz-
ing work revolves around “connecting the 
dots” from parents’ immediate experience 
in the schools to broader policy issues such 
as choice, tenure reform, and governance 
changes. Groups spend significant amounts 
of time and resources educating parents 
about local school performance, the policy-
making process, and the need for advocacy. 
Even with all of this training, mobilizing 
parents is difficult unless they see a clear 
benefit from getting involved.

Self-interest also creates a tension be-
tween political “voice” and the opportunity 
for “exit” via school choice. The most in-
volved parents will be the first to pursue 
school choice, and those who successfully 
exit the system may have less incentive to 
push for district-level reforms. While choice 
parents are easy to activate when their 
schools or voucher programs are threat-
ened, mobilizing them around broader is-
sues like tenure reform and mayoral con-
trol that may have little bearing on schools 
of choice has been more challenging.

Third, groups are under pressure to 
prove they are engaged in “authentic” 
grassroots organizing. Research on social 
trust and urban politics suggests that low-
income citizens are often skeptical of out-
siders. This suspicion leaves ERAOs at a 
disadvantage; they typically challenge the 
educational establishment’s familiar nar-
rative, essentially asking parents to break 

with influential and trusted members of 
their communities. And even if organizers 
can find a sympathetic audience, parents’ 
lack of free time and low interest in poli-
tics tend to stack the deck against activ-
ism. The result is a movement vulnerable 
to charges it is little more than “Astroturf” 
activism, or an effort by outsiders to give 
the illusion of grassroots support for a re-
form agenda.

For groups that mainly engage in spo-
radic, broad-based mobilizations to signal 
support for a particular policy, questions 
of authenticity are somewhat less impor-
tant. But other groups, particularly those 
that operate at the district level, have 
confronted this authenticity challenge 
by building permanent parent chapters. 
Stand for Children organizes parents into 
school-level “teams” led by parent leaders 
who receive training in political organizing. 
The chapters then push for district- and 
state-level policy change. Other groups, 
such as Democracy Builders and Families 
for Excellent Schools, have worked to build 
charter school families into lasting politi-
cal organizations. These approaches draw 
on older community-organizing models 
and take significant investments of time 
and resources in fewer sites. But sustained 
presence in local debates may make them 
more politically potent.

Fourth, some organizing groups are mov-
ing more fully into electoral politics, rais-
ing questions about how electioneering 
will affect bipartisan support for education 
reform advocacy. The political logic of mov-
ing from picket signs to the ballot box is 
simple: Politicians care mainly about votes, 
and they know that low-income minority 
voters are less likely to turn out in local 
and state elections. Even the most impres-
sive display of grassroots support will be 
unlikely to drive policy change unless it is 
backed up by political clout. Stand for Chil-
dren endorses candidates and mobilizes 
parents in local elections, with high-pro-
file successes in Denver and Memphis. In 
New York City, Democracy Builders helped 

By andrew P. kelly & Patrick McGuinn 
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elect candidates to a number of local offices 
within the Democratic Party, a direct chal-
lenge to established Democratic opponents 
of charter schooling.

Fifth, while it is tempting to think of 
ERAOs as a monolithic movement with a 
single agenda, the groups embrace differ-
ent positions on a host of issues, includ-
ing the role of the federal government in 
education, school funding, collective bar-
gaining, and school vouchers. ERAOs are 
also struggling to navigate complicated 
intra- and inter-party fissures over school 
reform, and cultivate relationships with 
business groups, civil rights organizations, 
and teachers’ unions. In addition, their ef-
forts are fragmented geographically as well 
as organizationally. As these groups ex-
pand their activities and geographic reach, 
however, it will become more important 
for them to think strategically about how 
they can differentiate and coordinate their 
parent-organizing work.

The concerted effort by ERAOs to inform 
and engage parents around school reform 
is a crucial component of contemporary ed-
ucation politics. In just a few short years, 
and with limited resources, these groups 
have begun to shift the balance of power in 
education politics. It is important to recog-
nize, however, that this nascent effort has 
only just begun, and these groups still face 
a minefield of determined opponents and 
nasty politics. ERAO leaders are increas-
ingly realizing that the successful enact-
ment, implementation, and protection 
of the education policy reforms on their 
agenda—and public perception of the agen-
da’s legitimacy—necessitates the develop-
ment of a new, more active approach to 
parental engagement. This new approach 
will need to build a permanent, coordi-
nated network of organizations engaged 
in the type of grassroots parent organizing 
that can create a lasting social movement 
behind reform. 

Andrew P. Kelly is a research fellow in 
education policy at the American Enterprise 
Institute, in Washington. Patrick McGuinn 
is an associate professor of political science 
at Drew University in Madison, N.J. This 
Commentary is drawn from “Parent Power: 
Grassroots Activism and the Politics of 
K-12 Education Reform,” released by the 
AEI earlier this year with support from the 
Walton Family Foundation, which also helps 
support Education Week’s coverage of parent-
empowerment issues. The full report is available 
at www.aei.org.

Published January 10, 2013, in Education Week Quality Counts

I t seems like every other day there’s 
another horrifying headline about 
students hurting other students—or 
worse, harming the very adults hired 

to protect them. Who can forget the video 
that went viral of the school bus monitor 
being harassed by students until tears 
ran down her face? Or the elementary-age 
students in Washington, D.C., who were 
given cocaine by a classmate? Each year, 
more than 3 million K-12 students are sus-
pended or expelled.

Daniel Huerta, a mental-health counselor 
at the organization I work for, Focus on the 
Family, has seen many of the faces behind 
those statistics. Not only does he help field 
the thousands of calls we receive from dis-
tressed families, but he’s also a licensed 
clinical social worker who spent five years 
in the public school system. One thing his 
experience has made crystal clear is that 
campus discipline issues arise from a com-
plicated mix of cultural dynamics both in-
side and outside the school building. Given 
that reality, what can schools realistically 
do beyond simply enforcing consequences 
for wrong behavior?

Here are a few suggestions based on 
our work with families and feedback we 
receive from professionals on the ground 
like Huerta.

Proactively involve parents. While 
schoolwide programs and teacher train-
ings are beneficial, unless those lessons 
are reinforced at home by students’ par-
ents, they’ll likely not have staying power. 
One way to tackle that reality, drawn from 
Huerta’s and other mental-health profes-
sionals’ work with schools, is regular “fam-
ily nights.” Such events can feature free 
workshops for parents on how to better 
connect with their children and support 
the school’s efforts to maintain discipline. 

These should be community affairs: Local 
businesses might provide food and door 
prizes, while volunteers organize family 
crafts. Relationship building is key: Fami-
lies not only can get to know one another, 
reducing their isolation within the com-
munity, but they also might begin trusting 
educators more and become better aligned 
with the school’s goals.

Be consistent. A lack of widespread buy-
in among teachers often sabotages success-
ful implementation of school safety ini-
tiatives. Already overwhelmed with state 
and federal mandates, educators can be 
tempted to view these as yet more items on 
an already-unmanageable to-do list. The 
result is pervasive inconsistency. A child 
might experience one teacher severely 
correcting him for bad behavior, only to 
have another completely overlook it. The 
problem is, children are savvy and quickly 
adapt. Too often, they just learn to be ma-
nipulative or deceptive, rather than learn 
the lesson that “I can’t do this here.”

Taking the time to help educators emo-
tionally invest in the “why” of what they’re 
doing, in addition to learning the “what 
to do,” helps strengthen consistency. Iden-
tifying a core group of teachers who are 
natural leaders and can inspire others to 
embrace common goals is also essential, 
suggests Joe Coles, a former principal who 
conducts teacher trainings for Rachel’s 
Challenge, a program for student and adult 
empowerment. Founded by the parents of 
the first victim in the Columbine High 
School shootings, 17-year-old Rachel Scott, 
the organization provides an estimated 
2,000 trainings and 2,500 anti-bullying as-
semblies in public schools annually.

create a life-valuing culture. Coles also 
emphasizes “discipline with respect”—
the ability to hold kids accountable while 
conveying a deep-seated regard for their 
innate worth as human beings. That phi-
losophy echoes the principles we hold 

By candi cushman
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dear at Focus on the Family, particularly 
when it comes to restoring a culturewide 
respect for human life. When you consider 
the onslaught of degrading social-media 
messages, television ads and violent video 
games that bombard children—combined 
with high levels of family trauma and 
breakdown—is it really any wonder that 
so many students enter school already de-
sensitized to the value of others’ lives, not 
to mention their own?

That’s why we believe the best strategies 
for maintaining school safety and positive 
climates must include ongoing communi-
cation with parents and communitywide 
efforts to strengthen families. It’s also why 
we support policies that send the core mes-
sage to children that they are worthy of 
protection from harm and have inherent 
worth as human beings, regardless of how 
society might classify them economically, 
socially, or otherwise.

Candi Cushman is an education analyst for 
Focus on the Family, which is based in Colorado 
Springs, Colo. She is a national commentator 
and researcher on issues affecting public and 
private education.
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Resources on Parent and 
Community Involvement 
nOW fEATuRInG InTERACTIvE HyPERLInkS.  
Just click and go. 

 

Computers for Youth
http://cfy.org/ 

District Leaders Network on Family & Community Engagement
http://www.fcenetwork.iel.org/ 

National PTA
http://www.pta.org/ 

Parent Roadmaps to the Common Core Standards
http://www.cgcs.org/Domain/36
Council of the Great City Schools

Parent University
http://www.bpsfamilies.org/parentuniversity 
Boston Public Schools

http://cfy.org/
http://www.fcenetwork.iel.org/
http://www.pta.org/
http://www.cgcs.org/Domain/36
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  On Homework

Editor’s Note: For many, 

homework is a school tradition, 

but that doesn’t mean 

everyone agrees it should stay 

that way. This Spotlight 

explores how much time 

students spend on homework, 

research on its usefulness, 

and challenges surrounding 

homework practices and 

policies.
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Survey on 
Homework 
Reveals 
Acceptance, 
Despite Some 

Gripes

D
espite debates in the media 

over whether American 

students are academically 

overburdened, 85 percent 

of parents believe their children are 

doing the “right amount” or “too little” 

homework, and three-quarters of stu-

dents say they have enough time to 

complete their assignments, accord-

ing to a survey released this week.

“This is a much-needed corrective 

to many current portrayals of homework,” 

said Harris Cooper, the author of several books and 

study reviews on the topic. He is not connected to the 

new survey, which was commissioned by the MetLife Inc. 

insurance company of New York City.

A perennial parade of authors, newspaper stories, and parents 

have raised questions over whether the nation’s schoolchildren 

are doing too much homework, or doing it at too young an age, 

and whether too much of it is busywork.

By Debra Viadero 

Washington

Published February 20, 2008, in Education Week
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By Larry Ferlazzo  
One of the fi rst lessons I learned when I began teaching was 

to “overplan.” Assume that your lesson is going to be done early 
and have a related activity ready to go. However, like many important lessons—exercise daily, don’t 
eat sweets in abundance, practice patience—it’s not something 
I always manage to make a priority.But I do have the next best thing—a list of constructive learn-
ing activities that I can use anytime I fi nish my lesson early and 
have a few minutes in need of wise investment. To beef up my 
list, I also asked readers of my blog to share ideas of their own. 

My thoughts (and theirs) fall into seven categories: Review, 
Summarize, Relate, Refl ect, Intellectually Challenge, Technologi-
cally Engage, and (a student favorite) Chill. 

EDUCATION WEEK SPOTLIGHT
Published July 22, 2009, in Education Week’s Teacher Magazine

How to Use Leftover Class Time Wisely

SEPTEMBER 2009

  On Classroom Management

Review
Research has shown that you have to see a new word fi ve to 16 times (and in different contexts) to really learn it. Studies differ on the number of times we need to review a new piece of information before it’s ours—but it’s more than a few. Review is one good use of those extra minutes. Teachers review in a variety of ways. Math teachers 

who left comments on my blog like to play quick games on the whiteboard that require little or no extra planning. Second language teachers (myself included) talked about having students sing vocabulary songs. Sometimes I’ll just have students break into pairs and quiz each other. To add a little intrigue, you might have Student A give the answer and ask Student B to supply the question, Jeopardy-style.

Editor’s Note: Classroom management is often one of the most challenging parts of the job for new teachers.  This “Spotlight” explores how educators can create successful learning environments in sometimes difficult situations.
Some articles featured in this Spotlight were written by members of the Teacher Leaders Network, and first appeared as columns in Teacher Magazine. The views expressed in articles by the Teacher Leaders Network are the authors’ own and do not necessarily represent those of Editorial Projects in Education.
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 spotlight
Editor’s Note: Heading back to 
school offers new challenges for 
teachers, as well as students. 
This Spotlight offers tips for 
educators on easing into the new 
academic year as smoothly and 
productively as possible.
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By Larry Ferlazzo   

A
s school was ending in June, I thought that it was as good 
a time as any to begin thinking about what I wanted to 
do differently in the upcoming school year—and why. 

During my 20-year first career as a community or-
ganizer, we would continually emphasize the importance of this 
practice by saying that without it, many people were “a pile of un-
digested actions.” To take that metaphor a bit further, I guess you 
could say that reflection is like Pepto Bismol!

In fact, one study suggests that when we are experiencing some-
thing, we are recording what is happening in our memory, but the 
“actual learning” occurs afterward when we’re thinking about it.  
As I was applying this idea to my classroom practice a month or so 
ago, I invited readers of my blog to do the same.
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