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NEWSLETTER

Family/School Relationships:
Relationships That Matter

E OFTEN HEAR HOW IMPORTANT THE THREE R’S ARE IN DROPOUT

PREVENTION: RIGOR, RELEVANCE, AND RELATIONSHIPS. LOOKING AT

THE THIRD R, RELATIONSHIPS, WE NATURALLY THINK FIRST ABOUT THE
CONNECTIONS TEACHERS AND OTHER SCHOOL PERSONNEL ARE MAKING WITH STUDENTS—
ENGAGING THEM AT A PERSONAL LEVEL; KNOWING EACH OF THEM, THEIR INTERESTS, THEIR
SPECIAL PROBLEMS, AND THEIR ASPIRATIONS; CARING ABOUT THEM AS INDIVIDUALS; AND
THUS NOT LETTING THEM FALL THROUGH THE CRACKS. AND THIS IS EXTRAORDINARILY
IMPORTANT. HOWEVER, THE NOTION OF RELATIONSHIPS WITH PARENTS AND FAMILIES 1S
EVERY BIT AS SIGNIFICANT IN ORDER TO SOLVE THE DROPOUT CRISIS. POSITIVE PERSONAL
AND SCHOOL RELATIONSHIPS WITH PARENTS AND FAMILIES TRANSLATE INTO STRONG FAMILY

ENGAGEMENT, ONE OF THE MOST POWERFUL INDICATORS OF STUDENT SUCCESS.

his issue of the newsletter is

focusing on Family Engage-

ment, one of the National
Dropout Prevention Center’s Fifteen
Effective Strategies. The evidence is
solid on this strategy. What exactly is
Family Engagement? Is it just getting
parents to come to school functions?
Sign report cards? Monitor home-
work? It is all these things, yet it is so
much more. And when it is “so much
more,” the potential for improvement
in students’ attitudes, performance,
and attendance is great.

In Strategies to Help Solve Our
School Dropout Problem, authors
Franklin Schargel and Jay Smink list
ways that schools can support family
involvement. (1) Overcome barriers
so schools are welcoming and inviting
to all families; (2) Respect educational
backgrounds of family members and
understand that many parents feel
alienated from school from their own
bad experiences; (3) Encourage active
participation with extended hours,
involving parents in decision making
by extending school hours to week-
ends and evenings; (4) Visit families
in their homes, showing parents their
importance to the school; (5) Increase
and broaden communication through
the use of technology, finding ways to

bridge the digital divide; and (6) De-
velop a strong home-school-commu-
nity base, knowing that partnerships
are crucial to authentic parent/family
engagement.

The authors also recommend
ways that families can promote their
own involvement, and that includes:
(1) Show an interest in school poli-
cies and help their children under-
stand them; (2) Participate in school
functions for fun and educational
purposes; (3) Provide a home where
education is important, thus providing
those high expectations so needed by
students, especially those at risk; and
(4) Volunteer in the school as often
as possible. These are good starting
points.

Elsewhere in the newsletter, we
spotlight the book, Beyond the Bake
Sale, a publication that delves into this
issue of family engagement providing
a wealth of ideas to foster this goal.

Carrie Rose of Sacramento, Cali-
fornia, tells us about a partnership in
her community where home visits
have become increasingly success-
ful. Learn how they have been able
to overcome barriers by working to-
gether to foster this effective practice.

Anne Henderson brings our atten-
tion to the roles that parents play at

the secondary level, and how a high
school in New York City has provided
the supports parents need to be

there for their older children as they
progress through high school. With
their families at their sides, students
develop aspirations for postsecondary
education.

Hedy Chang brings to our attention
the latest research that elementary
parents and schools need to heed the
crucial issue of school attendance and
how the patterns that are set early on
can affect a student for years to come.

Sue Ferguson, of the National
Coalition of Parents in Education, has
served as our guest editor for this is-
sue. We appreciate her introducing us
to these contributing authors for the
newsletter and for writing the View-
point piece promoting the concept of
community schools.

Engaging families is challenging,
but establishing these authentic rela-
tionships with parents and families is
necessary if we are to reach our goals
of higher graduation rates and bright-
er futures for our children. We hope
this issue brings this important topic
to your front burner, and that some of
the ideas and resources here will help
you, no matter what your position, in
school, community, or family.



Program Profile

ncreasing high school graduation
rates and closing the achievement
gap are the goals of most high
school reform efforts. However, many
of these efforts fail to engage families
in a timely, meaningful, or productive
way. This reality is troubling when
decades of national research show the
connection between student success
and effective school/family/commu-
nity partnerships. Given the impor-
tance of engaging families to close
the achievement gap and increase
student success, and given that there
are unique challenges for staff seeking
to engage families once their students
are in high school, one program in
Sacramento offers an exciting oppor-
tunity for all high schools to consider.
This summer in Sacramento,
California, teachers and school site
staff members from two large com-
prehensive high schools decided to
go the extra mile to engage students

The home visit connections
have resulted in more parent
involvement and increased
communication between
Sfamilies and teachers at the
school site.
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and families. Staff from Hiram John-
son and Luther Burbank, two large
comprehensive high schools in the
Sacramento City Unified School Dis-
trict, focused on two at-risk groups of
students: incoming 9th graders transi-
tioning from local middle schools and
incoming 11th graders who had not
passed the California High School Exit
Exam as sophomores. The goal of the
home visits for both groups focused
on building connections and trust
with the students and their families,
taking the time to share hopes and
dreams for success in high school,
and offering resources and informa-
tion to make those dreams a reality.
This effort, which began three years
ago as a pilot program, continues to
grow. In the first summer of the pilot,
approximately 25 staff participated
from both sites and 340 home visits
took place. This past summer, a sig-
nificantly higher number of voluntary
staff members at the two schools
completed 900 home visits! Hiram
Johnson’s Math Instructional Coach,
Teresa Cummings, says “each year the
participation from faculty and staff
has grown. It grows from word-of-
mouth. When faculty and staff have
such a great experience, they talk to
other staff members, who then want
to participate.”

The results have been impressive,
and other sites are already coming on
board. The home visit connections
have resulted in more parent involve-
ment and increased communication
between families and teachers at the
school site. During home visits, stu-
dents are encouraged to utilize resourc-
es on campus, and there has been a
correspondingly steady increase in
students attending the after-school exit
exam preparatory class at Hiram John-
son and Luther Burbank High Schools.
At Luther Burbank, feedback from

families led to the launch of a Par-

ent University program that provides
classes for parents—on topics they
chose—to increase their capacity and
to assist them to better understand the
high school experience and post-high
school opportunities.

These high school home vis-
its are the latest development in a
10-year outreach effort led by the
Parent Teacher Home Visit Project
members, a nonprofit organization
jointly governed by three key enti-
ties: Sacramento Area Congregations
Together (ACT), Sacramento Teachers
Association (SCTA), and Sacramento
City Unified School District (SCUSD).
The project started as a way to engage
families at several school sites with
a pervasive history of low student
achievement, high levels of poverty,
and high percentages of children
entering schools as English learners.
Over the years, the project has grown
from eight local elementary and
middle school sites. Currently, 41 sites
in the SCUSD are funded to conduct
home visits, including all of the large
comprehensive high schools in the
district. Additionally, the project has
become a model for statewide and
national replication.

Over the years, this project’s ef-
forts and impact of home visits has
been independently evaluated. The
first year of data for the exit exam
home visits has also been evalu-
ated. In January of 2009, the Parent
Teacher Home Visit Project will launch
a multiyear study on the impact of all
the home visits that take place at the
secondary school level.

Contact: Carrie Rose, Executive Di-
rector, carrie_ann_rose_@yahoo.com,
or visit www.teachervisits.org.

Yesenia Gonzalez and Jocelyn Graves, Founding

Parents of The Parent/Teacher Home Visit Project

National Dropout Prevention Center/Network



Network Notes

Our Guest Editor
B Our Guest Edi-
tor for this issue
is Sue Ferguson.
Sue has been in
the field of educa-
tion for over 35
years, specializing
in the education
of children and
youth with dis-
abilities. She has been the Chairperson
of the National Coalition for Parent
Involvement in Education (NCPIE)
since 1994. NCPIE is a coalition of over
90 national education, community,
public service, and advocacy organiza-
tions. NCPIE’s mission is to advocate
for the involvement of families in their
children’s education and to foster
relationships between home, school,
and community that can enhance the
education of all young people. NCPIE
meets on a monthly basis to share
information among its many organiza-
tions, publishes a newsletter highlight-
ing the information gathered from
each meeting, and maintains an active
Web site and listserv.

November Solutions Webcast
B Dr Terry Grier,
Superintendent

of San Diego
Schools, will be
our guest on

the November
program of
Solutions to the
Dropout Crisis.

Dr. Grier, a NDPN
Board Member, will discuss the Middle
College High School concept, which

he implemented in multiple schools

in Guilford County Schools, NC, before
heading west. The program will air live
over the Internet on Tuesday, No-
vember 25, 2008, at 3:30-4:30 p.m.
Eastern Time.

Should you be unable to listen to
the program live, it will be available
two hours after the program ends. Find
it in the Archives on the Solutions Web
pages, along with all our other previous
programs, which include the topics of
the Principal’s Role in Dropout Preven-
tion, Bullying Prevention, and Educa-
tional Technology.

Family Engagement

2009 - A Year of Professional Development
B The coming year, 2009, will be a banner year in professional development
opportunities for members of the National Dropout Prevention Network!

January 12-16, 2009—Effective Strate- =
gies Institute on Dropout Prevention and =\
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ing forces with the 2009 Effective Strate-
gies Institute in Clearwater.

February 15-18, 2009—America’s At-Risk Youth National
FORUM, School and Community: Working Together as a
Comprehensive Approach to Dropout Prevention, Myrtle
Beach, South Carolina

Two pre-FORUM sessions will be offered this year on
I Sunday, the 15th. Doris Settles and Jennifer Watson of Ken-
tucky Child Now will conduct a workshop on Web 2.0 and
School Culture; Drs. Renee Stubbs and Cindy Johnson-Taylor
of Newberry College will present a workshop on Making the
Most of Instruction.

April 19-22, 2009—National Forum on Dropout
Prevention Strategies for Native Communities,
Reconnecting Native Youth to Education,
Phoenix, Arizona

Sponsored by the National Dropout Preven-
tion Center/Network, the Arizona Department
of Education, and the National Indian Education
Association, this conference seeks programs and
research to share in the areas of (1) school safety;
(2) parent/community involvement; (3) leader-
ship; (4) curriculum, instruction, and assessment;
(5) school climate; and (6) research. Deadline for
proposal submission is February 27, 2009.

October 25-28, 2009—21st Annual Dropout
Prevention Network Conference, [lluminating
the Path to the Future, San Antonio, Texas

The Call for Presenters is now available
online, inviting innovative, skilled presenters
who have excellent ideas, proven programs,
and research to share in the areas of (1) school
and cultural knowledge, (2) curriculum and
instruction, (3) students with exceptionalities,
(4) English language learners, (5) community
connections, (6) school-home collaborations,
(7) school-work partnerships, (8) assessment,
and (9) effective school leadership.

lluminating the path to the future

21°* Annual

National Dropout Prevention
Network Conference




Engaging Families in the Pathway to
College: Lessons From Schools That

Are Beating the Odds

by Anne T. Henderson

on time ready for college-level work—and with a college or technical school

acceptance letter in hand? In what ways is your school engaging families in
this pathway to college? A new study on high-performing schools in New York City,
and a tool based on this research, may help you answer these questions.

Beating the Odds: How Thirteen NYC Schools Bring Low-Performing Ninth-Graders

to Timely Graduation and College Enrollment, by Carol Ascher and Cindy Maguire, is a
study of 13 New York City high schools.! As shown in the chart below, these schools
admitted ninth graders with high poverty rates and low reading and math scores,
but produced four-year graduation rates 10 points above the district average. Thirty-
five percent planned to attend the City University of New York, compared to 28.3 %
of students in a group of comparison schools.

I_I ow well is your high school preparing low-income students to graduate

Comparison of Outcomes: BTO Schools vs.
All NYC High Schools (2005 Data)

Graduation rate after 4 years 68.2% 58.2%
9th graders eligible for F/R lunch 52.3% 46.8%
9th graders at bottom two reading levels 78.3% 64.5%
9th graders overage 31.0% 28.9%

What are these schools doing?

To develop a framework for observation and analysis, Ascher and Maguire
identified findings in the literature on high school improvement, their observa-
tions of actual practice, and interviews with students and educators at the 13
schools. The four key components of their framework are:

® Academic rigor

® A network of timely supports
® A culture of college access

e Effective use of data

For each component, the authors developed a set of indicators that describe
good practice. Although practices varied widely among the schools, certain com-
mon tendencies stand out. To promote high academic expectations, for example,
nearly all the schools developed shared standards for rigor across all courses
through ongoing faculty meetings and professional development. Classroom visits
by the principal and other instructional leaders monitored teaching quality and
course content. All students are expected to take college prep and AP classes,
even those in technical and career programs, and their progress is closely tracked.

To make sure students can succeed in this rigorous climate, a network of
supports kKicks in when they start to struggle or fall behind. Timely, short-term
interventions—such as tutoring, extra assistance, and extended day programs -
allow students to catch up quickly. In many BTO schools, the teacher role is ex-
panded so that each student has an adult mentor or advisor. Advisory programs
include setting detailed college-going and career objectives so that students un-
derstand how to reach their goals. Counselors or other staff coordinate academic
and technical courses with requirements for college, postsecondary technical
education, and future careers.

All the BTO schools made it clear
to students and families alike that
they offer a college prep program.
Counselors, recognizing the impor-
tance of family support for the goal
of attending college, kept parents and
other family informed about required
tests and courses, the college admis-
sions process, financial aid applica-
tions, and likely prospects among
colleges in the area, starting in ninth
grade. Many schools have a special
“college office” for students (and
families) to get information, fill out
applications, and receive counseling
on attending college. Regular visits to
the school by community members,
graduates, and college reps show
students the possibility and value of
going to college.

Finally, the BTO schools try to
use data effectively. Counselors and
other staff track four- and five-year
graduation rates, and percentages of
students applying to, and attending,
two- and four-year colleges. The rates
at which students take the PSAT, SAT
and ACT tests are monitored, and
some schools require (and pay for) all
students to take the PSAT. Financial
aid and test score data are compiled
and tracked. Most BTO schools also
keep track of graduates’ experiences
and retention rates in the different
colleges they attend.

How are families involved?
The component with the strongest
connection to families is the culture of
college access. To illustrate how BTO
schools have implemented effective
practices, the authors developed a
rubric that describes for each goal and
indicator the extent to which students
are affected, from beginning stages to
reaching all students. This rubric has
been developed into an assessment tool
that anyone interested in improving a
high school can use. For each indica-
tor, what the practice looks like at each
level is described. The five-part tool is
available on the Annenberg Institute for
School Reform Web site in pdf, and it

4 National Dropout Prevention Center/Network



includes a blank rubric so that school
improvement teams or others can write
in evidence from their own setting.2

What specific practices are
BTO schools using to engage
families?

To expose students and families
to college, some schools have built
special relationships with a few public
and private colleges to which they
steer most of their graduates. Tours of
these schools are offered each year.
BTO alumni on the campuses facilitate
connections for students and families
with their classmates and teachers.
One BTO school holds an annual
one-week college tour to traditionally
Black colleges in the South, which is
funded by local foundations.

Several BTO schools host visits
from colleges, or hold a College Fair,
to which parents and family members
are invited. One school also holds a
separate Hispanic College Fair, where
counselors lobby for undocumented
students, steering them toward
nonfederal scholarships. Many of
the schools are partners in the city’s
College Now program that covers
both academic and technical courses.
College Now is a free program that
helps prepare public high school
students for college. Similar programs
exist in many cities. In most cases,

a public high school teams up with
one or more of the City University of
New York (CUNY) colleges to cre-

ate a College Now partnership. The
program offers academic courses,
campus-based tours, cultural events,
and scholarships.’

Strategies to involve parents in the
goal of attending college generally cen-
ter on activities for families to provide
information about the college applica-
tion process. Parent coordinators (often
family members or alumni), who
serve as informal liaisons between the
school and parents, facilitate the work-
shops. Offered in the evening and on
weekends, these “parent academies”
and “forums” also help families fill out
complicated financial aid and college
application forms.

As one coordinator said, “We build
trust with families to overcome their
reluctance to reveal confidential infor-
mation about family income.”

In schools with advisory programs,
advisors meet with parents several
times a year, in some cases when par-

Family Engagement

The greatest impact that
families have on student
achievement comes through
what they do at home to
express high expectations for
student success.

ents pick up report cards at school. In
addition, letters are sent home to no-
tify parents about testing and applica-
tion schedules. In one school, the par-
ent coordinator makes nightly phone
calls to families if their students were
absent that day. In another, the parent
coordinator held a special workshop
for parents about undocumented
status and college access.

What does other research

say?

Thirty years of research has made
it clear that engaging families can
have a powerful impact on student
achievement and other outcomes.* Al-
though most of this research has been
done on elementary school students,
several studies strongly suggest that
for secondary students, the greatest
impact that families have on student
achievement comes through what
they do at home to express high ex-
pectations for student success, discuss
plans for education after high school,
and help students prepare for college.®

In other words, parents and family
members must know how to be advo-
cates for their children. An advocate is
a person who speaks out for another.
Building on this research, we can con-
struct a job description for a parent
advocate:

e Set high expectations and follow
their children’s progress—mon-
itoring attendance, homework,
grades, and test scores.

® Help their child set goals and plan
for the future.

e Steer the student through the
system, selecting courses and pro-
grams that match the goals.

* Intervene if the student is under
pressure, has a problem, or is be-
ing treated unfairly.

® Get assistance when needed, such
as tutoring, medical attention, or
counseling.

® Monitor their child’s out-of-school
time and make sure it’s spent in
constructive activities.

The more that school staff keep
parents and family members in-
formed about what their students are
studying at school, how well they are
doing, what is required for them to
graduate on time, and how to plan for
the goal of attending college, the more
effectively families can play this role,
and the better their children will do
over the long term. The BTO schools
clearly understand this and have put it
into action.

Endnotes

1. Carol Ascher and Cindy Maguire,
Beating the Odds: How Thirteen
NYC Schools Bring Low-Performing
Ninth-Graders to Timely Graduation
and College Enrollment (Provi-
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University, Annenberg Institute
for School Reform, 2007). The
study is available online at:www.
annenberginstitute.org/CIP/publi-
cations/2007/beating-the-odds.pdf.
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Putting Kids on the Pathway to
College: How Is Your School Doing?
A College Pathways Rubric, go
to: www.annenberginstitute.org/
Products/CollegePathwaysRubric.
php. The five parts of the tool are:
The framework, the rubric, a list of
specific practices for each indica-
tor, a blank rubric, and a short
resource directory.

3. For more information on College
Now, go to: http://www.ccny.cuny.
edu/education/collegenow.

4. Anne T. Henderson and Karen L.
Mapp, A New Wave of Evidence:
The Impact of School, Family and
Community Connections on Student
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Educational Development Lab,
2002). This review is available at:
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Mapp, Vivian R. Johnson, and Don
Davies, Beyond the Bake Sale: The
Essential Guide to Family-School
Partnerships (NY: The New Press,
2007). See Chapter 7: Supporting
Advocacy (pp. 151-186). For more
information, go to: www.thenew-
press.com/bakesale

—Anne T. Henderson
Annenbergq Institute for School Reform
AnneTHenderson 1 @yahoo.com



Book Review

Beyond the Bake Sale: The Essential Guide to Family-School
Partnerships, 2007. Anne T. Henderson, Karen L. Mapp,
Vivian R. Johnson, & Don Davies. The New Press, New
York. [ISBN 978-1-56584-888-7]

parents fail to come to conferences, open houses, or other activities
sponsored by the school? Do you want your students’ parents to be
more supportive of your efforts, but you can’t seem to make successful connec-
tions with them?

If you answered yes to any of these questions, then Beyond the Bake Sale is just
the book for you! Even if you already have achieved some success in engaging par-
ents and families, this book will provide you with a variety of effective practices that
are tried and true, that involve parents and families in a multitude of ways.

Family engagement is a significant indicator of a child’s success in school
and is one of the National Dropout Prevention Center’s Fifteen Effective Strate-
gies. Schools can pave the way towards positive family engagement by becom-
ing what the authors call a “partnership school” where family, school, and com-
munity work together to ensure that every student succeeds.

At the beginning of the book, you can assess your school to see if it has the com-
ponents of a partnership school, or are there elements of an “open-door school,”
which has some good efforts going; a “come-if-we-call school,” which welcomes
parents for limited involvement; and a “fortress school,” where it is felt the parents
belong at home and that the school is an oasis for a trouble community.

Beyond the Bake Sale introduces many new ways to involve parents as true
partners in their child’s education. Expand your perceptions of family engage-
ment by obtaining a copy of this book. Following their many examples, using
their tools and resources, your school could be transformed!

—Marty Duckenfield
National Dropout Prevention Center
mbdck@clemson.edu

A :) o you have trouble engaging parents and families in your school? Do

Also Recommended:

101 Ways to Create Real Family Engagement, (2008), by Steven M. Constan-
tino. Readers will learn how to build on a new cultural foundation and create
the relationships that motivate family involvement, and ultimately create family
engagement. The book contains more than 100 tested ways to create REAL fam-
ily engagement.

Resources

The Family Involvement Network of Educators (FINE)

The Family Involvement Network of Educators (FINE) brings together thousands
of stakeholders committed to promoting strong partnerships between schools,
families, and communities. The majority of FINE members are K-12 school staff,
workers from youth-serving institutions outside of schools, researchers, and higher
education faculty. Parents, school and district consultants, students, and policy
advocates are also members of FINE.

www.finenetwork.org

National Coalition for Parent Involvement in Education (NCPIE)

National Coalition for Parent Involvement in Education (NCPIE) has as its mis-
sion: to advocate the involvement of parents and families in their children’s
education, and to foster relationships between home, school, and community to
enhance the education of all our nation’s young people.

www.ncpie.org

Intercultural Development Research
Association (IDRA)

Intercultural Development Research
Association (IDRA) conducts research,
development, and training activities.
IDRA has a packet of bilingual materi-
als to help Latino families plan for
college. IDRA’s Project PASS (Parent
Action for School Success) promotes
effective parent engagement.
www.idra.org

Parent Information and Resource
Centers (PIRC)

With funding from the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education, more than 80
PIRCs are working to inform and edu-
cate parents, family advocates, educa-
tors, community organizers, faith-
based activists and others committed
to educational success for all students,
especially low-income, minority, and
English language learning students.
www.pirc-info.net

Northwest Regional Educational
Laboratory (NWREL)

A range of free online resources
related to parent and family involve-
ment are available from NWREL.
www.nwrel.org

Events

Jan. 12-16, 2009 Clearwater, FL
Effective Strategies Institute on
Dropout Prevention and The Florida
America’s Promise Summit,
Navigating the Seas to Success,
Clearwater, Florida
www.dropoutprevention.org

Jan. 27-28, 2009 Madison, WI
2009 Careers Conference—From
Inspiration to Application
www.cew.wisc.edu

Feb. 15-18, 2009 Myrtle Beach, SC
21st Annual At-Risk Youth National
FORUM—School and Community:
Working Together as a Comprehen-
sive Approach to Dropout Prevention
www.dropoutprevention.org

March 18-21, 2009 Nashville, TN
20th Annual National Service-Learn-
ing Conference—Growing Hope,
Cultivating Change

www.nylc.org
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Children Must Be Present to Learn

by Hedy Chang

t the core of school improve-

ment and education reform

is an assumption so widely
understood that it is rarely invoked:
Students have to be present and
engaged in order to learn. That is why
the discovery that thousands of our
youngest students are academically
at risk because of extended absences
when they first embark upon their
school careers is as remarkable as it is
consequential. Co-authored by Hedy
N. Chang and Mariajosé Romero,
Phd., the report, Present, Engaged, and
Accounted For, examines the critical
but overlooked issue of chronic early
absence (missing 10% or more of
school over the course of a year).

Nationwide, one out of ten kin-
dergarteners and first graders are
chronically absent, although levels can
be much more in particular school
districts. Few districts, however, regu-
larly assess whether early absence is
a problem. Elementary schools typi-
cally track average daily attendance
or unexcused absences (truancy),
but few monitor the combination of
excused and unexcused absence for
individual students. High average daily
attendance can mask the presence of
large numbers of chronically absent
students.

Consistent attendance, starting
with the first years of school, is key to
academic success. Chronic absence in
kindergarten is associated with lower
academic performance in first grade
for all children. Among poor chil-
dren, chronic kindergarten absence
predicts the lowest levels of fifth
grade achievement. The education of
regularly attending students can also
be adversely affected when teach-
ers divert their attention to meet the

Family Engagement

learning and social needs of chroni-
cally absent peers.

When chronic early absence oc-
curs, schools can partner with families
and communities to examine and
address the factors that might play a
contributing role.

Is chronic early absence an

indication that schools . . .

® do not communicate the impor-
tance of attendance to parents in
linguistically and culturally appro-
priate ways?

® do not monitor absences or reach
out to families when children miss
extended periods of time to iden-
tify and address barriers to school
attendance?

® do not effectively engage parents
in their children’s education?

® do not offer a high quality,
engaging, and safe educational
experience because they are
underresourced and suffer from
challenges such as limited learning
supports, high teacher turnover
and absenteeism, and inadequate
school facilities?

Is chronic early absence an

indication that families . . .

e are unaware of the adverse impact
of chronic early absence and have
not yet developed routines that
promote consistent school atten-
dance?

e are poor and lack the resources
(transportation, food, clothing, so-
cial supports, etc.) to ensure their
children regularly attend school?

e are highly mobile?

® have difficulty addressing and
managing illness, especially
chronic disease?

® have a history of negative experi-
ences with education and may not
feel welcome in schools?

e face multiple risks (for example,
living in poverty, teen mother-
hood, single motherhood, low ma-
ternal education, unemployment,
food insecurity, poor maternal
health, and multiple siblings)?

e are dealing with serious problems
(for instance, mental illness, home-
lessness, child or domestic abuse,

incarceration of a parent, etc.)
that make school attendance dif-
ficult because family life has been
disrupted and public agencies
and schools lack a coordinated
response?

Is chronic early absence an in-

dication that communities . . .

® do not provide adequate support
(such as high quality preschool
programs) to help young children
and families make a positive tran-
sition into elementary school?

* are severely distressed and suf-
fer from a dearth of formal or
informal supports to promote the
positive development of children,
including regular school atten-
dance?

e experience high levels of vio-
lence that adversely affect family
functioning and getting children to
school safely?

Schools and communities have
a choice: They can work together
early on to ensure families get their
children to class consistently or they
can pay later. A comprehensive and
intentional approach characterizes
the school district in the study that
had the lowest level of chronic early
absence (5.4 %). Each school has an
attendance team, which makes sure
that families are contacted as soon as
students miss three days of school.
Home visits occur after five days.
This district actively collaborates with
public agencies as well as community-
based agencies and is located in a
state providing universal preschool
education. Over the past four years,
chronic early absence fell from 10 %
to 5% among young students living in
high poverty neighborhoods.

A truly comprehensive approach
such as this is needed to address
chronic absence when it first occurs
as children enter school.

The full report is available from
the National Center for Children in
Poverty at www.nccp.org.

—Hedy Chang
hnchang@earthlink.net



Viewpoint

larms are finally sounding

about the incredible dropout

rate in this country and states,
districts, and individual schools are
scrambling for solutions. I don’t want
to see this turn into a finger-pointing
exercise with everyone looking for
someone to blame. It would be such
a waste of time. The problem belongs
to all of us, and it will take all of us to
solve it.

There is excellent new research
(included in this newsletter) that dis-
cusses the impact of chronic early ab-
senteeism on later dropout behavior.
Research also reflects the critical im-
pact of the achievement gap among
ethnic groups, English language
learners, and students with disabilities
making it difficult for students to get
up to grade level with each passing
year. And poverty coupled with high
levels of mobility make it increas-
ingly difficult for Kids to keep up with
their classmates as well as equally
difficult for schools to educate them.
Our economy today will certainly add
to the problems that already exist of
poverty, homelessness, and mobility.

Often, our schools, families, and
communities work in isolation from
one another making communication

difficult and problem solving impos-
sible. So what are some possible
solutions? How do we break through
this isolation?

We need to bring back community
schools. We need to make schools
the center of the community again
where coordinated services support
our children, youth, and their families.
There needs to be multiple outreach
strategies to keep families informed
and involved in programs and events,
and these strategies are often best
implemented by a trained parent/
family coordinator. This coordina-
tor, sensitive to the needs of diverse
family backgrounds, is able to contact
parents directly to develop a trusting
relationship essential to establishing
good communications between home
and school. When schools, families,
and communities work together to
support learning, children tend to do
better in school, stay in school longer,
and like school more.

Professional development, both
pre-service and in-service, is critical to
preparing educators to work effec-
tively with families. Educators need
to learn how to work with families of
diverse cultural backgrounds and how
to collaborate with them to improve

student achievement. Families also
need to learn how the school system
works and how they can be effective
advocates for their child. As an ex-
ample, the Parent Institute for Quality
Education (www.pige.org) has a very
successful nine-week program that
provides parents with information,
knowledge, skills, and a personal com-
mitment to improve the conditions
surrounding the educational and per-
sonal development of their children.
The key to the success of any
community school is a willingness to
work together to improve education.
From early childhood through high
school, families play a significant role
in student learning. When families are
positively engaged, schools become
places where all children do well.

—Sue Ferguson, Chair
National Coalition for Parent
Involvement in Education
ferguson@ncpie.org
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