
What Gets Parents Involved? 
 This study by a group of Vanderbilt University researchers points out a simple 
truth: if parents are to become productively involved in their children’s education, they 
need to feel invited. How does that happen? The authors describe three ways: 
 • General invitations from the school’s climate – “Overall,” the researchers write, 
“school climate sets a strong contextual foundation for involvement, and school 
principals have a critical role in creating and maintaining a positive, welcoming climate. 
These practices appear especially important in schools serving families of children at 
higher risk for poor educational outcomes.” One of the most important elements was 
communicating that all parents have a role in children’s school success – and that what 
they do makes a difference to their children’s school achievement. It’s also important for 
parents to know what the school’s grade-level learning goals are. 
 • Invitations from the teacher – Studies have shown that teachers’ attitudes toward 
parents and consistent teacher contacts play a significant role in whether parents decide to 
become involved. Teachers’ actions make a particularly big difference in how much 
homework is done and in boosting students’ performance. A key result of effective 
outreach is increasing trust between parents and teachers, which in turn promotes deeper 
involvement. Trust is built when teachers learn about parents’ goals, perspectives on their 
child’s learning, family circumstances, and culture.  
 • Invitations from students – Outreach from children, whether implicit (expressing 
frustration with schoolwork) or explicit (carrying a message to attend a school event or 
help with homework in a particular way), makes a big difference in parental involvement.  
 The researchers found that school-initiated invitations to parents were effective 
across different income levels – but that low-SES parents responded best when schools 
took into account possible barriers to their involvement (e.g., transportation, child care 
needs, and demanding and inflexible work hours) and were explicit about the most useful 
role they could play in their children’s school success.  
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