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PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT

By Bill Stanczykiewicz
Opening school bells are ready to ring across Indiana, but many educators are faced with a difficult challenge.  The strongest influence on academic achievement can seem far beyond the teacher’s control.

That primary factor in student success is parental involvement.  While parents are uniquely responsible for raising their children, research confirms that parents also are uniquely influential in how well – or not – their children will excel in the classroom.

Studies reveal that parents have a greater impact on academic achievement than other vital school-based factors such as teacher quality or education funding.  In their book, “Creating an Opportunity Society,” policy analysts Ron Haskins and Isabel Sawhill cite the 1966 Coleman Report which “concludes that family background is a more potent influence on school achievement than any measure of the school environment itself, including per pupil expenditures.”  The authors continue, “The basic finding has been replicated so many times that the immense influence of the family on child development and school achievement is now a settled issue.”

Many parents are, indeed, involved at their child’s school and with their child’s homework.  According to the National Center for Education Statistics, 89 percent of students have a parent who has attended a meeting at school.  Similarly, 94 percent of students have a parent who is aware of their child’s homework.

This especially is true of middle-class parents who are likely to provide additional activities and resources that support learning.  As Haskins and Sawhill note, “(Middle- and upper-class) children live in homes that are four times more likely to have a computer and that have three times as many books.  Advantaged children are read to more, watch far less television, and visit museums and libraries more often.”

Conversely, low-income students often lack access to those enriching activities and resources, and low-income parents are most likely to not be involved at school.  According to the national research firm Child Trends, parents with lower levels of income and education are twice as likely to not be active at school or to encourage their kids to earn good grades.

There are several reasons why.  Research highlighted by the North Central Regional Education Laboratory reveals that many low-income parents with lower levels of education are not comfortable at school because of their own lack of academic success.  Due to this negative history, some parents are embarrassed while others feel incapable of helping their child succeed academically.

In addition, a single parent who works one or more jobs can lack the time or the energy to visit school or meet with a teacher.  And some low-income parents perceive that teachers and schools do not offer an inviting or welcoming environment.

These challenges can be addressed with strategies that build trust between teachers and hesitant parents.  For example, schools can provide their faculty with professional development on cultural diversity and how best to communicate with parents who have low levels of income and education.  In addition to, and perhaps instead of, the traditional parent-teacher conference in the school building, teachers can visit parents at the student’s home, or parent-teacher meetings can be scheduled at community centers, youth programs, faith-based organizations and other neighborhood agencies that parents already trust.

Schools also can host workshops for parents on topics related to their own success (such as GED or workforce development programs) and on subjects related to their child’s success (such as study habits and communication skills).  Activities involving the parent and the child together often are the most effective, especially for low-income parents who are unable to find suitable child care.

Training and additional information is available from the Indiana Partnerships Center (www.fscp.org).

Importantly, parental absence from school does not excuse teacher or community absence from students.  As Haskins and Sawhill argue, we must “discover ways to overcome the limitations imposed on disadvantaged children by their family background.”  While the first step involves fostering greater parental involvement, community residents also can encourage front-line teachers, volunteer as mentors and tutors, and donate and serve at after-school and summer youth programs.

The school bell is ringing, and class is in session.  Attendance is being taken, and parents need to be present.  Their level of involvement – welcomed by schools and supported by the community – will significantly determine the level of their child’s academic success.

Bill Stanczykiewicz is President & CEO of the Indiana Youth Institute.  He can be reached at iyi@iyi.org.

###
(Note to editors: IYI provides members of the media free data research and information on sources for stories on youth issues. To access this service or to arrange an interview with IYI President and CEO Bill Stanczykiewicz, please contact Glenn Augustine, vice president—communications at 800-343-7060, 317-396-2734 or gaugustine@iyi.org.)
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