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The context in which a student lives matters. 
The opportunity for parents to grow and 
develop in support of their children mat-
ters. Imagine a world in which race and 

class were not predictors of academic performance. 
This is possible if we engage families and 
change the conditions in which they live.

School districts don’t grow par-
ent capacity by sending a few let-
ters home or inviting parents to 
volunteer on campus. Growth in 
parent capacity requires 
intentional effort and a 

reframing of the school’s or the district’s place in 
the community. Rather than being part of the com-
munity, we must think of our schools as the center 
of the community. Only then can we put the tools 
and resources in place to significantly improve stu-

dent outcomes.
The key to this transformation is to 

seek out what community needs are 
not being met — factors that affect 

a parent’s ability to support their 
child — and to do so without judg-
ment. You cannot serve needs you 
do not know about.

Moving beyond the transactional levels of parent 
involvement into authentic levels of parental participation

B Y  T I F FA N Y  C .  A N D E R S O N

Toward
Transformational

Engagement

IL
LU

ST
RA

TI
ON

 ©
 IS

TO
CK

PH
OT

O.
CO

M
/A

JI
JC

HA
N



S C H O O L  A D M I N I S T R ATO R   Ja n ua ry  2 0 2 546

Once you know the needs of your families, it is 
simpler to identify what resources to put in place, 
what to add to your strategic plan and how to 
empower and connect parents while uplifting and 
serving them with dignity.

In the Jennings School District in Missouri, a 
high-poverty system serving about 2,500 preK–12 
students in seven schools, my staff and I visited 
families in areas throughout the community to 
find out what our families needed and how we 
could make it simpler for them to support their 
children — our students.

As a result, with the support of the community, 
we helped establish a community food bank, a 
shelter for homeless students and a foundation 
that gives away clothes, shoes and school sup-
plies. We also made medical services available to 
our families by placing a school-based hospital 
clinic in one of our schools through Washington 
University’s medical school. These initiatives were 
replicated in Topeka Public Schools.

These initiatives benefit not only our families 
but also our students. We saw increased parental 
involvement and high levels of parent engage-
ment, as well as increased academic success for 
our students.

Involvement Levels
Most parents are engaged with their child’s school 
in some manner. The spectrum of involvement 
ranges from those who attend events to those who 
actively volunteer or serve as school leaders. This 
hierarchy of parent engagement has four levels:

  l Parents as listeners and participants. Not all 
parents have the time or means to take part in 
school-day activities. However, that doesn’t mean 
that they can’t get engaged in the school and in 
the school lives of their children.

Two of the most important ways to engage 
parents is by communicating and listening con-
sistently. Parents will become engaged and stay 
engaged when they know they are informed about 
the happenings in the school and district, the 
resources available and that their voice matters, 
that they are heard.

  l Parents as allies. Parents who are allies are pre-
pared to walk alongside a mission and a vision 
they believe in and support that mission and 
vision when necessary. These parents also func-
tion as a support system for one another.

For example, every year we strive to hire par-
ents in 20 percent our districtwide positions. 
Not only does this recycle economic dollars, 
putting money back into our community, but it 
also allows for parents to be part of the positive 
impact of our schools. By doing this, we build our 
team of parent allies who work together with us 
for the unified purpose of supporting children 
within each school and our district as a whole.

  l Parents as advocates. Parent advocates are 
those who support their children in gaining the 
services and support they need to excel in school. 
Schools function best when families and educa-
tors are aligned and advocate together in the best 

Tiffany Anderson (center), superintendent in Topeka, Kan., helps at a street crossing outside an elementary school in St. Louis when she 
was superintendent in Jennings, Mo. PH
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interests of students. Building trust and respect 
between parents and educators is the founda-
tion on which to grow a strong parent and school 
advocacy relationship.

In Topeka, we have a parent legislative advocacy 
group that advocates for state legislation that sup-
ports needs for our schools. These parent legisla-
tive advocates write letters, make calls and ensure 
that legislators they voted in office support their 
public schools. Parents as advocates hold each 
other and our legislators accountable as we work 
together to support the success of all students.

  l Parents as leaders. For true school transforma-
tion to take place, parents must be heard, and 
their voices must be present in decision making. 
Parent leaders not only galvanize other parents, 
they also can serve as relational bridges to close 
the gap between teachers, the school and the 
greater parent population. Often, parent lead-
ers naturally reveal themselves, but it is possible 
to train parents through specific programs or 
initiatives to build their capacity and leadership 
capabilities.

Growing the Base
Creating opportunities for parents to grow beyond 
the basic levels of listening and participating and 
providing opportunities for them to be leaders can 
transform the school culture and climate.

One way to create these opportunities is 
through a districtwide parent advisory commit-

tee. PACs are nothing new. Typically they are 
composed of involved parents who meet with the 
superintendent and other district leaders to learn 
what’s going on in the district and take that infor-
mation back to disseminate at their own schools.

But this committee can do so much more to 
give parents a voice. In districts I have led, PAC 

My Sneaker Philosophy
In spring 2001, I was principal at Clark School, a historic, poorly maintained 
inner-city school in St. Louis, Mo. On March 6, one of our students did not show 
up to school. I learned subsequently that he had died after being attacked by a 
pack of stray dogs the night before.

At first, I was quick to judge the parents in the community for not going to the 
child’s aid. But the more I listened and talked with them, the more I realized how 
much I didn’t know about them and their circumstances. They held a different 
perspective that I needed to fully understand to help my school, my students and 
my families be successful.

The aftermath of that incident taught me three things: (1) I cannot serve needs 
I don’t know about, (2) parents have to see themselves as connected to the 
schools, and (3) schools have to see themselves as the center of the community.

Thus, my sneaker philosophy was born. Come dressed for the work at hand, 
ready to meet people where they are. As such, I wear sneakers every day as a 
feet-to-the-ground action plan in motion. I can’t do the work I need to do in heels.

It’s vital to be in classrooms and in the community every day in order to be most 
effective. Even though I serve as superintendent, my role is to teach and learn in 
support of adults and students. Sometimes, that means helping them see a path 
they didn’t know they needed to be on or even knew existed for them.

What philosophy guides your leadership for engagement?
 —TIFFANY ANDERSON

Building parent capacity helps superintendent Tiffany Anderson (right) in her decision-making role in Topeka, Kan.
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members choose an area of focus each year, such 
as restorative practices, enrichment programs 
or cellphone policies. The group does extensive 
research to better understand the issues and to 
develop recommendations on the chosen topic. 
They look at what other schools or districts do, 
conduct surveys and gather information that can 
be applied to situations in our district.

At the end of the year, the group presents their 
findings and recommendations to the school 
board, and we act on those recommendations. 
Through this process, parents are given voice and 
choice and are empowered to strongly influence 
how our district approaches important topics.

Parents also become more invested in their 
schools as they see the results of their recom-
mendations enacted. It’s this type of work that 
transforms parents into leaders not only at their 
schools but also in their families and their com-
munities. As their capacity and self-efficacy grow 
through this participation, they have the confi-
dence to take on new leadership roles.

Beyond Transactional
Moving beyond the transactional levels of par-
ent involvement into transformational levels of 
authentic parent engagement requires school and 

district leaders to be visible and ready to engage 
with families directly. While surveys, school 
events and other traditional methods of parent 
engagement are necessarily part of the data col-
lection and feedback process for school improve-
ment planning, how that information is used to 
create a deeper level of connection that will truly 
engage families in transformative ways is what 
affects the students and school all year.

In Topeka Public Schools, we ask parents 
to complete surveys about their child’s mental 
health during the enrollment process to identify 
whether their child needs immediate mental 
health screening and services. Throughout the 
year, we solicit feedback across the district on 
what improvements parents want at the school 
and district levels.

Initially, parent response to our surveys was 
low. We used the information collected to cre-
ate parent workshops on topics that parents said 
were important to them, initiated meaningful and 
personalized home/porch visits and engaged in 
listening tours in key areas at local businesses.

Now, participation in our surveys is significant, 
and the thoughtful feedback we receive resulted 
in the district implementing a variety of impor-
tant initiatives, such as a district-run day care for 
2-year-olds, a community cupboard to allow fami-
lies to shop with dignity at food pantry sites at 
multiple schools. We created ways to have mean-
ingful dialogue that has changed how we serve 
families in our 13,000-student district.

Responsibility to Act
With building parent capacity and creating an 
atmosphere of change comes the responsibility 
to act. Finding the monetary or staff resources to 
support initiatives amidst an already tight budget 
can seem overwhelming.

When you identify a need or barrier, if you 
talk about resources first, the answer is almost 
always, “No, we don’t have the money for that.” If 
you think creatively, use funds and personnel effi-
ciently and look for dollars and support through 
partnerships and alternative sources, you will be 
able to put people first and build capacity to fuel 
success in the lives of your students and families.

How you serve the most vulnerable students 
and families says a lot about who you are as a 
district. n

TIFFANY ANDERSON is superintendent of the Topeka 
Public Schools in Topeka, Kan. E-mail: tanderson@
tps501.org. She is the author of Building Parent Capacity 
in High-Poverty Schools: Actions for Authentic Impact 
(Corwin, 2024)

Superintendent Tiffany Anderson (left) uses in-person connections with parents to 
supplement what she learns from district surveys.
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