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Opening Windows

into Students’ Lives

Schools in 2021, he made it a priority to accompany a teacher on

a visit to a student’s apartment. While there, he noticed a fire-
fighter’s hat hanging on the wall and asked whose it was. The student’s father
told him he had fought fires in Mexico but had come to the United States in
search of better opportunities for his family and was now working odd jobs to
make ends meet.

The visit gave Marrero a window into what the student’s life was like and
served as a catalyst for creating trust and connection between that family
and the school district, he says. The experience was so powerful that Marrero
asked every member of his district leadership team to tag along on a home
visit that school year.

When families are engaged in their children’s education, it leads to positive
outcomes, from better academic performance to lower rates of absenteeism,
according to longstanding research. But finding ways to meaningfully connect
with families takes thoughtful consideration, planning and resources, espe-

W hen Alex Marrero started as superintendent of the Denver Public

School districts
devise a variety
of tactics to better
engage parents
and caregivers
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In Denver Public Schools, where more than a third of students English learners, the district supports family
members with free language and citizenship courses.

cially when applied to expansive school systems.

‘Essential Partners’

In some school districts across the country, lead-
ers’ work includes visits such as the one Marrero
went on, community hubs that offer classes and
other resources to parents and other caregivers,
and educational programming that strengthens
the home-school connection.

“Families are essential partners,” says Adrienne
Battle, superintendent of Metro Nashville Public
Schools in Tennessee. “I had this realization early
on in my career that we cannot do this work
alone. It takes ... the entire community to really
rally around our students to make sure they all
have what they need to succeed”

School Administrator talked to school system
leaders in Colorado, Tennessee and West Virginia
to learn how their districts are breaking down
barriers between home and school and creating
opportunities for authentic family engagement.

Denver: Building Trusted Spaces

Adella Arredondo attended Denver Public Schools
from kindergarten through 12th grade. Her
mother had immigrated from Mexico and didn’t
speak English, which limited her ability to advo-
cate for her daughter. Now, in her role as execu-
tive director of family and community engage-
ment for the 86,000-student school district,
Arredondo is committed to giving this generation
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of parents the tools to participate effectively in
their children’s education.

Arredondo, a graduate of a Denver high
school, oversees six community hubs, each housed
within a school building and located within
one mile of public transportation. The hubs
offer resources and classes, serving as what she
describes as a conduit for family engagement.
They aren’t just open to Denver Public Schools
families. Anyone in the community can access the
services they provide.

As superintendent, Marrero describes the
spaces as a part of a larger strategy “to remove
barriers for families so they can be present for
their child”

He adds: “We can do Herculean lifts here in
our schools ... but we're really fighting society. How
can I try to create a level playing field beyond the
school day? ... Sometimes we need to [do] more
than just what we can do from bell to bell.”

Each hub is stocked with food through part-
nerships with food banks and local grocery stores.
Families can shop weekly for items to feed their
families.

“it’s not just like a pantry, it’s not a handout,”
Arredondo says. “It’s a trusted space. It’s a digni-
fied space and it looks like a market.”

ALL-PURPOSE HUBS
More than a third of Denver public school stu-
dents are English learners, so the hubs offer free
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district’s general operating and Title I funds and
private philanthropy, including the nonprofit
Denver Public Schools Foundation.

language and citizenship classes. Last year, they
helped 62 family members earn their GEDs. They
also provide workforce development, prepar-

ing parents for jobs in the community and even
within the school system.

Through the hubs, the district recently
launched a certified nursing assistant program
to train parents to provide care for students with
disabilities through a partnership with Abby Care,
a home-health organization.

Each hub is staffed with a manager who over-
sees operations, two community engagement spe-
cialists who work directly with families, a work-
force coordinator and a childcare provider who
can take care of younger children while parents
access services. Funding comes from the school

PERSONAL VISITS

Home visits are another important part of Denver
Public Schools’ family engagement strategy. The
school district conducted more than 9,000 of
them in 2023-24.

The visits aren’t rigidly structured, Arredondo
says. Instead, they provide a chance for school
personnel to learn about families’ hopes and
dreams, as well as to speak openly about how to
solve problems related to issues such as absentee-
ism and work completion. Before making visits,
educators are trained in how to connect families

Family Engagement Post Pandemic

BY NATHAN R. MONELL AND HELEN WESTMORELAND

hen schools shifted to remote
w learning during the COVID-19

pandemic, families got a front-row
seat to their children’s education. Family
engagement and family-school partner-
ships became more important than ever.

While students have since returned to
the classroom, families’ expectations for
being involved in their education remain
high. Family-school partnerships are
essential to support our students’ success
academically, socially and emotionally and
to ensure safe and secure learning envi-
ronments.

In a nationally representative survey of
public-school parents, National PTA found
families see value in engagement, hold
positive ratings of their school environ-
ment and believe schools mostly commu-
nicate in a welcoming and respectful man-
ner. However, they also believe schools
can do a better job of reaching all families,
educating families on engagement poli-
cies and existing opportunities and provid-
ing resources and support to make it pos-
sible for all families to engage with their
child’s school.

At the same time, decades of research
shows that when families are engaged
and work together with their schools,
students attend more regularly, earn
better grades, enroll in higher-level pro-
grams and have higher graduation rates.
Research also shows family engagement
is just as essential to students’ success

and school improvement as a rigorous
curriculum and effective leaders and
teachers. We also know from recent
research that schools with stronger family
engagement before the pandemic expe-
rienced better-than-expected attendance,
achievement and school climate out-
comes post-pandemic.

Sustaining Support

Yet educators have been struggling to
figure out how to engage in ways that
reach all families and positively impact

all students’ outcomes. Federal and state
legislative bills in recent years have tended
to divide us rather than build on things
schools and teachers are doing. We know
school system leaders have felt caught in
the middle.

Over the past few years, we’ve seen
considerable investments in family
engagement, thanks in part to federal
ESSER funding, but with the end of that
support, school districts now are making
difficult decisions about which program
investments to sustain.

National PTA is pleased to collaborate
with AASA and other organizations to sup-
port and develop school system leaders
to leverage family engagement as a key
strategy for ensuring a high-quality public
education for every student.

National PTA and AASA have col-
laborated on several initiatives to elevate
family engagement as a critical ingredi-
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ent in accelerating student learning and
well-being. Our collaboration helped

make it possible for National PTA to
launch Family Engagement Solutions
(FamilyEngagementSolutions.org), a tool
to help school system leaders find proven
programs to strengthen family-school part-
nerships.

National PTA and AASA also have
launched the Excellence in Family Engage-
ment Award, to debut at AASA’s national
conference in March, to recognize and
celebrate a superintendent who has made
deep and strategic investments in engag-
ing students’ families.

Vital Partners
Strong family engagement policies, prac-
tices and procedures are critical to any
successful school system, and every
strategy to accelerate learning should
include families. Families must be valued
and treated as essential partners in their
children’s education and development.
There could not be a more important
time for our organizations to partner as
educators, families and policymakers to
improve our public education system to
make every child’s potential a reality.

NATHAN MONELL is executive
director of National PTA in Washington,
D.C. E-mail: nmonell@pta.org. HELEN
WESTMORELAND is director of family
engagement for National PTA.
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Communicating With Caregivers
Over Trauma-Related Behaviors

BY THERESA MELITO-CONNERS

ou walk into a building, only to realize you don’t
Yknow who you’re speaking with or why you're

meeting. This scenario might sound like something
from a horror movie, but it also reflects how caregivers
can feel at their child’s school.

Trauma-informed communications — recognizing how
past experiences shape our interactions with others and
the world — prioritize safety, care and respect. While we
can’t always know who may be navigating trauma, we
can approach every caregiver interaction with openness
and empathy. Acknowledging caregivers as individuals
with unique experiences in our in-person, virtual and writ-

Theresa Melito-Conners, an administrator in Melrose,
Mass., advises leaving behind assumptions when
meeting a student’s caregiver for the first time.

to public resources, address personal bias and
ensure their own safety.

Home visits typically carry a punitive connota-
tion — a truant officer checking on chronically
absent youngsters, for instance. But in Denver,
Arredondo says, “it’s actually not that at all. The
intention and the purpose is to establish that rela-
tionship. It’s to be able to learn about [students
and their families] in a space that’s comfortable
for them.”
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ten communications helps us develop stronger bonds
of trust and facilitate healthier engagement. When chal-
lenges arise, they’re well-positioned to be our partners
and collaborators.

Gauging Effectiveness
A fresh semester is a great opportunity to reset and
gauge whether your school staff are on the right track.

> Before meeting a caregiver for the first time, leave
behind your assumptions and judgments.

How we initially treat caregivers profoundly influences our
ability to build rapport. Perceived disrespect significantly
reduces caregiver participation. Research in Professional
School Counseling found educators’ negative perceptions
about parenting or householder skills discouraged low-
income caregivers. Studies looking at Black and minority
families face similar barriers. Past experiences as a child or
adult shape demeanor.

A culture of trauma-sensitive communications embod-
ies inclusivity. Use the word “caregivers” in family-related
discussions with staff and in external communications.
Feature families of various races and compositions in cur-
ricula, newsletters, websites and social media posts.

> Get to know caregivers in conversations, helping
to minimize trauma-related triggers.

Receiving a request to meet with a school administrator
to discuss a child’s academic or behavioral performance
can be stressful for caregivers. Providing context in your
communications can reduce stress. As a district admin-
istrator, | start such phone calls to parents with reassur-
ance: “Mackenzie is safe.”

Before an in-person meeting takes place, | ensure the
caregiver has information about parking and building
security. We ensure campus signage is visible and have
a system to guide caregivers to their destination. Clarify
who will be attending the meeting and limit the number of
staff as this can be intimidating for caregivers. Provide a

Nashville: Listening and Learning
Nashville Metro Schools superintendent Adrienne
Battle believes true family engagement needs to
go beyond just traditional school events and par-
ent-teacher conferences. Instead, she says, schools
must hear directly from parents and caregivers.
To that end, Battle began holding superinten-
dent’s cabinet meetings soon after she took the
helm of the 80,000-student district in March
2020 that provided opportunities for her and
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translator, when needed, and learn a friendly greeting
in a caregiver’s native language as a welcoming tactic.

When scheduling, be flexible about meeting times.
Private, neutral spaces, such as a conference room or
study space rather than an office, foster equity and
mitigate power imbalances.

» To maintain a relationship, lead with collab-
orative predictability through clear, consistent
conversations.

Ninety percent of parents believe their child is
learning on grade level, according to a Gallup report,
“B-flation: How ‘Good’ Grades Can Sideline Parents.”
Most rely on report cards for assessing their children,
yet these impressions clash with standardized test
scores or post-pandemic learning loss. A 2024 report
by SchoolStatus on school-parent relations showed a
third of caregivers don’t feel well-informed about their
student’s progress.

Trauma-informed communications encourage struc-
ture and shared responsibility, transitioning to a year-
round, two-way dialogue centered on student growth.
Most surveyed caregivers prefer one streamlined
method of communication.

When talking with caregivers, preview an agenda by
saying, “Let’s discuss Sam’s behavioral concerns and
then explore public and private placement options. I'd
value your input.”

When addressing a child’s behavior, focus on
empowering the caregiver. Instead of declaring that
Rowan “needs to work on deadlines,” brainstorm
strategies to improve his study environment or task
management. This approach positions families as fel-
low problem-solvers.

Trauma-informed communications can benéefit all
learners and the adults who nurture and mold them.
By communicating with equity, empathy and resil-
ience, we can empower caregivers to become active
participants in their child’s learning and valued mem-
bers of our school communities.

THERESA MELITO-CONNERS is a special education
administrator in the Melrose School District in Melrose,
Mass. E-mail: info@drmcselfcare.com

other administrators to meet with families. She

The families she met really wanted administra-
tors to understand how certain events — such as
a catastrophic tornado that hit the city just before
the district made the dramatic shift to virtual
learning due to the pandemic — impacted them
and their children.

The families” hardships brought about by
economic instability led the Nashville district to
seek out community partners who could provide
housing assistance and material goods such as
children’s clothing. The school district also secured
funding from the city to provide free breakfast and
lunch to all students, regardless of income level.

Recently, Battle says, she heard from parents
of elementary school students seeking more tools
to help their children with math at home and a
better understanding of why the subject is taught
differently than it was when they were in school.
Parents of middle and high school students said
they wanted to learn how to better support their
students as they transitioned between schools and
from high school to postsecondary opportunities.

“So now we're thinking about how we can pro-
vide more resources and supports for families in
ways that they say work for them,” Battle says.

BREAKING HABITS
The district also launched a new initiative this
year called the Starfish Project to support stu-

WIWJ

|||l

[

k Hﬂnumng
N

considers it essential for school system leaders to
hear firsthand about the challenges these parents
and their families were facing and what their chil-
dren were experiencing in school.

“My team and I probably did more listening
than we did speaking to really establish lines of
communication with our families for them to
know that we are here as partners in the work,”
the superintendent says.
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Nashville, Tenn., Superintendent Adrienne Battle holds cabinet meetings
where she and other administrators can speak directly with parents.
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dents who received multiple exclusionary disci-
plinary actions — primarily school suspensions
and expulsions — that caused them to miss a
large number of instructional days during the
previous year. The project’s name is based on a
shoreline parable that illustrates how to make a
difference by helping one person at a time.

The 70 or so students in the program received
a home visit before the start of the 2024-25
school year so that staff could speak with families
about what was happening in the students’ lives
and how the school district could help get them
back into their studies.

“We are really excited because almost all of the
students who were working with ... have not to
date received an exclusionary discipline response,”’
Battle says. “Home visits are critical to this work
so that we can make families know that we're
walking this path alongside them.”

Cabell County: One Segment at a Time
Ashley Stephens, director of communications
and family connections for Cabell County Schools
in West Virginia, may work as a central-office
administrator, but she insists she is a teacher at

heart. That’s why she’s so excited about the Family
Academy, a project she launched for the district
to educate parents and caregivers about helping
children get the most out of their academics and
extend their learning at home.

What started out two years ago as a monthly
video that the 11,500-student district released via
social media has become a weekly six-minute seg-
ment that airs on a local TV station in Huntington,
W. Va. Topics run the gamut, from how to inter-
pret standardized test scores to bus stop safety.

“I look at the school year and build a scope
and sequence like you would for classroom cur-
riculum,” Stephens says. “I try to think, ‘As this
part of the year comes, as a parent, what would
I want to know?’ ... or ‘What things are going to
happen in our school that maybe people will need
unpacked?”

Culinary arts students from the district’s
Career Technology Center have participated in
a series of cooking videos and a middle school
history teacher does a regular segment prior to
school breaks about interesting and educational
venues to visit in the region and state.

Through viewership tracking, the district is
seeing numbers rise steadily. On average, they
now get around 67,000 views.

REFASHIONED VISITS
For the past two years, Stephens created and dis-
tributed a Summer Learning Toolkit, a 28-page
booklet that includes a calendar of summer
events, study tips and online resources.

“We're like, ‘Hey, we've taught them all year
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and now it’s your turn,” Stephens says, “‘but you
don’t have to do it on your own.”

She’s also helped to create a new vision for
parent-teacher meetings. Traditionally, the district
didn’t set a dedicated day for parents to visit their
children’s schools. Instead, meetings typically
were only scheduled when there was a behavioral
or learning issue that had to be addressed.

Each of the district’s 26 schools now put their
own spin on the concept. Some hold a “carnival of
learning” with booths for families to learn about
different aspects of the school, while others cre-
ated a “Day in the Life” event that had parents
rotate through their students’ schedule — with a
lunch tasting to boot.

“The parent feedback on this was so good,”
Stephens says. “It was really awesome ... to hear
them say, ‘Now that I've spoken with this teacher,
I feel like I can really help my child.” m

In her role as communications director in Cabell County, W. Va., Ashley
Stephens promotes summer learning activities among families.

ALISON NOVAK is an education reporter for Seven Days
in Burlington, Vt. E-mail: alison@sevendaysvt.com
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