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D
ecades of research suggest the
home-school connection is a key
factor in student success. When

talking about these relationships, educa-
tors often speak in general terms as if
there is only one kind of home-school
connection and as if it looks the same
for everyone. 

We have developed a schema for
thinking about three of the most com-
mon types of home-school connections
— involvement, engagement, and em-
powerment — and how these connec-
tions may vary depending on the
backgrounds of students and families.

In the previous two columns, we
wrote about parent involvement and
parent engagement. Here, we discuss
parent empowerment. 

With parent involvement and parent
engagement, parents are in the position
of responding to the school’s needs. Par-
ent empowerment is distinct in that it
requires a different kind of relationship
between home and school. With em-
powerment, parents and families are not
responding to needs identified by the
school. Rather, parents and families
work as full partners with the school to
create a school that is responsive to the
assets and needs of students and families
in the community. 

Parent empowerment requires a dra-
matic shift in the way schools and fami-
lies work together. Traditionally, schools,
and in particular, school leaders, have
controlled the home-school relationship.
Schools set expectations for parent par-
ticipation and establish limits on parent
interaction with the schools. Schools
create meeting agendas and determine
what issues are appropriate for parent in-
put. Schools also control the budget and
the other resources required to make
change. Schools even control, or at least
strongly influence, which parents are se-
lected for participation on site-based 
decision-making councils, PTA offices,
and other governance groups. 

Because schools hold most of the
power, parents often have little voice in
the relationship and can feel devalued or
manipulated by the school. This is espe-

cially true for culturally, linguistically,
and economically diverse families who
have historically been marginalized in
the educational system. To create au-
thentic relationships, schools must share
power with parents and families. Sharing
power means making school practices
transparent, providing parents with key
information, and allowing parents unfet-
tered access to the school. 

However, letting go of the tight con-
trol schools hold in the home-school re-
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lationship takes courage. There is fear
that, without clear boundaries and lim-
its, parents will have unreasonable ex-
pectations and make demands the school
cannot meet. While it’s true that allow-
ing parents full access means parents will
likely question the way things have been
done and may ask the school to make
changes, we have found that empowered
parents are actually highly supportive of
schools. They understand that teaching
and learning are complex and require
hard work. Because empowered parents
see themselves as an integral part of the
school, they are willing to work along-
side educators to improve educational
experiences for all students. 

MOViNG TOWARD EMPOWERMENT
Parent empowerment can be devel-

oped in a variety of ways. In some
schools, there is a parent council made
up of representatives selected by parents
in the community. In other schools,

there are no designated parent represen-
tatives. Rather, all events and meetings
are open to all parents. Whatever the
configuration, the key is that parents,
not school officials, determine the
group’s makeup. The parent group and
the school are interdependent. This
means the group does not need the offi-
cial sanction of school officials to do its
work. 

At the same time, it is not a rogue
group operating at cross-purposes with
the school. It is a group of parents who
are knowledgeable about the school and
are organized in such a way that they
can both support the school and chal-
lenge the school to better serve the chil-
dren and youth in the community.

Creating such a group takes con-
certed effort. There must be a person
dedicated solely to this task because it is
complex. In order to empower parents,

much of the work that has been done
previously around parent involvement
must be undone. Some parents have
come to understand that schools only
want a certain kind of input and in-
volvement, and schools do not provide
parents with the information or re-
sources they need to fully participate in
the life of the school. 

Convincing parents that the school
is sincere in its desire to develop a new
kind of partnership requires that schools
build collaborative and trusting relation-
ships with parents. The time spent on
relationships is critical. Without it, em-
powerment will not occur. However, the
process for creating such relationships
goes against the action-oriented nature
of schools. Building trusting relation-
ships with parents, particularly parents
who have historically not been included,
means sitting among parents without an
agenda for as long as it takes for parents
to believe that the school truly wants to

know
them and
work with
them. It
means
providing

parents with the information they ask
for, even if that information is some-
thing the school would rather parents
did not know. It means providing space
for parents to do their work so they feel
as if they are part of the school rather
than intruders. 

Getting to the point where parents
believe the school is committed to par-
ent empowerment typically takes
months, if not years. Schools want re-
sults quickly, so efforts to develop au-
thentic collaborations with parents are
often abandoned before they have an op-
portunity to succeed. This only serves to
reinforce the perspective that schools do
not value all parents.

When schools succeed at parent em-
powerment, it is because they make a
commitment and stick to it, even when
it gets hard. They identify a person to
work on parent empowerment, and they

do not ask that person to do other work.
They make resources and information
available to parents without requiring a
complicated request for information
process. They include parents in all as-
pects of decision making, even areas that
have traditionally been the exclusive
purview of schools. They respond to
parent input, and they value the assets
parents bring. In short, they make par-
ents an integral part of the school. 

When schools share power with par-
ents and families, authentic, mutually
beneficial relationships result. Suspicion,
anger, and distrust fade and are replaced
by caring, trusting, and supportive rela-
tionships. Working closely with parents,
educators get to know them and realize
that all parents value and want to be in-
volved in their children’s education. At
the same time, parents learn educators
have their children’s best interests in
mind but work under challenging condi-
tions. 

Understanding each other’s circum-
stances, parents and educators realize
that by working together, they can better
meet the needs of students and families
in the community as well as those of ed-
ucators.

Sharing these vulnerabilities is scary
at first, but over time ultimately results
in understanding, empathy, and trust
between parents and educators and a
sense of shared responsibility for stu-
dents and for each other. When a con-
cern or need arises, parents and
educators know they can count on each
other to address the issue at hand with-
out blame or judgment. 

Valued for their knowledge, skills,
and resources, parents truly feel like an
equal partner, and this acceptance in
turns sparks additional interest and in-
volvement. 

Receiving assistance and a vote of
confidence from parents, teachers feel
supported and in turn welcome more in-
volvement and collaboration. The ulti-
mate outcome is better schools. �
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