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To the late Susan McAllister Swap

For more than 20 years, Sue worked tirelessly with both parents and 
educators, exploring how to develop closer, richer, deeper partnerships. 
In her last post, she directed with distinction the Center on Families,
Communities, Schools, and Children’s Learning at Wheelock College. 
Her final book, Developing Home-School Partnerships, is a classic. Her 
family, her many friends, and her colleagues were deeply saddened by
her untimely passing. We recall her fondly as a wonderful person with
great warmth and many talents. Her contributions to the field and her
inspiring leadership will long be remembered.
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Foreword
If you are a new principal in a troubled inner-city school under orders from 
your superintendent to raise student test scores and involve parents, what 
should you do?

If I were you, I would look at the results of studies that show a convincing link
between student achievement and various approaches to parent and community
involvement. You could begin by checking out this new report where you’ll 
discover several ideas that have been tested by researchers that might work in
your school. 

If you are a parent leader or a teacher concerned about improving the reading 
proficiency of the children in your school, what should you do?

If I were you, I would search for some tested ways that teachers and parents have
worked together to foster improved reading skills and test scores. There has been
much research in recent years that will provide ideas and guidance about what
to do and what not to do. This report will save you a lot of time and be a reliable
guide in your search. 

If you are a legislator or school board member seeking ways to get more schools
to work effectively with the families and community agencies to increase student
achievement, what should you do?

If I were you, I would want to know about some promising approaches that might
be aided by new policies or increased funding. This report provides a useful start-
ing point with its narrative overview of the positive results of partnership programs.

I offer such advice with confidence, because this is a report that will be of practical
value to many audiences if it is used thoughtfully. For example, the urban principal
mentioned above could find at least 12 studies summarized that will suggest programs
and approaches that he can consider for his school. A principal in a suburban or rural
school could also find many applicable ideas. The recommendations are also oriented
to action and may offer strategies that would be useful in many settings.

Other potential readers who can benefit from this publication include:

•  Researchers: the methods described in the study summaries and the many recom-
mendations for future research may be helpful to your work.

Many policymakers,
administrators, and
funders ask for evi-
dence that parent
involvement helps
student achieve-
ment, including test
scores. This report
provides some use-
ful answers. 

3Southwest Educational Development Laboratory
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•  Professors and graduate students in education programs: the case studies of effec-
tive practice may suggest some interesting joint projects with schools.

•  Teachers, administrators, and school board members: many ideas in the program
evaluations (such as parent workshops, interactive homework, and teacher out-
reach to families) and case studies (engaging families of diverse backgrounds in
improving student achievement) may be adapted to your own schools. Even
though the bulk of these studies focus on low-income students, the ideas about
partnership and participation are important in all settings and for all students.

•  Policymakers, including legislators and education department staff at the state and
national levels: several studies have clear implications for executive or legislated
efforts to encourage parent and community involvement. I especially recommend
the studies of Title I and such programs as California Healthy Start, Early Head
Start, Project EASE, and Community Schools.

•  Funders of educational programs: the studies on community organizing may sug-
gest some interesting funding strategies to increase support for your goals and
some indicators for assessing progress. 

•  Journalists and writers concerned about school reform: you may discover that
these findings will add depth to your articles and give insight into developments 
in your field. 

In this report you will find an impressive increase in the quantity and quality of
research in this area over the past two decades, which is encouraging. It will only be
significant in contributing to school reform, however, if you pay serious attention to the
evidence of the positive contributions that partnership programs can make to student
achievement and other beneficial outcomes, and then act on what has been learned. 

This report is important because it helps deliver and interpret the evidence. Many poli-
cymakers, administrators, and funders ask for evidence that parent involvement helps
student achievement, including test scores. Many who ask the question are frustrated
with the vague and sometimes confusing answers they get. This report provides some
useful answers. 

Two new features in the content of this report make it even more valuable for you
than the three previous research summaries authored or co-authored by Anne
Henderson, the first of which appeared almost 20 years ago. The first new feature 
is the emphasis on studies that describe successful practice in engaging families of 
all backgrounds in the challenging work of improving student achievement. Many 
educators say that they need practical, workable strategies for reaching out to 
families and sustaining their involvement. This report contains an entire section 
on collaborative approaches. 

The second new feature in this report will give you a useful discussion and summary
of the emergence of new approaches to community organizing aimed at school reform.
The report documents how scores of community groups are organizing a power base
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of parents and residents in low-income communities, with the goal of improving out-
comes for all students, through increased funding and educational resources.

While there is not much recent quantitative research about this kind of parent and
community participation, this publication offers you a good overview of studies that are
mapping research development and points to some important studies and references. 

The report has many important assets and few deficits. 

On the plus side, you will find the content is generally rich and helpful. The report is
well organized and easy to use because of a good index and guides to the study sum-
maries by topic and types of research. The overview and the summaries are well writ-
ten and should be clear to practitioners who are not researchers. The authors used a
careful process to select the studies to be included, and the selection represents a 
variety of topics and approaches.

On the downside, the report reflects the current limitations of this field of research.
This means that there are few experimental or quasi-experimental studies and many of
the studies represent quite small samples. If you are interested in the data, analyses,
and explanations that underlie the conclusions of many of the studies, you will need to
go beyond the summaries to the original reports, articles, or chapters.

All of you who are advocates of school, family, and community partnerships will be
heartened by reaffirmation of the partnership idea that is provided in these pages.
Those of you interested in research will also find new stimulation and ideas for filling
the many gaps that remain to be filled in our knowledge.

I applaud the good efforts of Anne Henderson and Karen Mapp and the Southwest
Educational Development Laboratory in undertaking and producing this important work. 

—Don Davies
Founder, Institute for Responsive Education

Visiting Professor, Northeastern University
June 26, 2002
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A New Wave of Evidence—In Short
The evidence is consistent, positive, and convincing: families have a major influence on
their children’s achievement in school and through life. This fourth edition of Evidence
confirms that the research continues to grow and build an ever-strengthening case.
When schools, families, and community groups work together to support learning, 
children tend to do better in school, stay in school longer, and like school more.

How are the many ways that families are engaged in their children’s education related
to achievement? Many studies found that students with involved parents, no matter
what their income or background, were more likely to

•  earn higher grades and test scores, and enroll in higher-level programs.

•  be promoted, pass their classes, and earn credits.

•  attend school regularly.

•  have better social skills, show improved behavior, and adapt well to school.

•  graduate and go on to postsecondary education.

Several studies found that families of all income and education levels, and from all 
ethnic and cultural groups, are engaged in supporting their children’s learning at home.
White, middle-class families, however, tend to be more involved at school. Supporting
more involvement at school from all parents may be an important strategy for address-
ing the achievement gap.

Do programs and special efforts to engage families make a difference? 

Yes, several studies found that they do. For example, teacher outreach to parents was
related to strong and consistent gains in student performance in both reading and
math. The effective outreach practices included meeting face to face, sending materials
home, and keeping in touch about progress. Workshops for parents on helping their
children at home were linked to higher reading and math scores. Schools with highly
rated partnership programs made greater gains on state tests than schools with lower-
rated programs. 

How do higher performing schools engage families and community? 

Schools that succeed in engaging families from very diverse backgrounds share three
key practices. They

•  focus on building trusting collaborative relationships among teachers, families, and
community members.

•  recognize, respect, and address families’ needs, as well as class and cultural difference.

•  embrace a philosophy of partnership where power and responsibility are shared.

When schools build
partnerships with
families that
respond to their
concerns and honor
their contributions,
they are successful
in sustaining con-
nections that 
are aimed at
improving student
achievement. 
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What is the impact of parent and community organizing on improving
schools?

This type of engagement is based outside schools and led by parents and community
members, and it is growing nationwide. These efforts are aimed at schools that are 
low performing. Strategies of community organizing are different from traditional 
parent involvement and are openly focused on building low-income families’ power
and political skills to hold schools accountable for results.

A new group of studies found that community organizing contributed to these changes
in schools: 

•  Upgraded school facilities. 

•  Improved school leadership and staffing. 

•  Higher-quality learning programs for students.

•  New resources and programs to improve teaching and curriculum.

•  New funding for after-school programs and family supports.

Summing up 

When parents talk to their children about school, expect them to do well, help them plan
for college, and make sure that out-of-school activities are constructive, their children do 
better in school. When schools engage families in ways that are linked to improving learn-
ing, students make greater gains. When schools build partnerships with families that respond
to their concerns and honor their contributions, they are successful in sustaining connections
that are aimed at improving student achievement. And when families and communities
organize to hold poorly performing schools accountable, studies suggest that school districts
make positive changes in policy, practice, and resources.

How can we put these findings into action?

•  Recognize that all parents—regardless of income, education, or cultural background—
are involved in their children’s learning and want their children to do well. 

•  Design programs that will support families to guide their children’s learning, from
preschool through high school.

•  Develop the capacity of school staff to work with families.

•  Link efforts to engage families, whether based at school or in the community, to
student learning.

•  Build families’ social and political connections.

•  Focus efforts to engage families and community members on developing trusting
and respectful relationships.

•  Embrace a philosophy of partnership and be willing to share power with families.
Make sure that parents, school staff, and community members understand that the
responsibility for children’s educational development is a collaborative enterprise.

•  Build strong connections between schools and community organizations. 

•  Include families in all strategies to reduce the achievement gap among white, 
middle-class students and low-income students and students of color.

A New Wave of Evidence: The Impact of School, Family, and Community Connections on Student Achievement
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Introduction
The Office of the Superintendent of Public Instruction (OSPI) of the State of
Washington recently published a literature review of 20 studies that examined 
the common characteristics of high-performing schools. These studies include several
U.S. Department of Education studies, including Hope for Urban Education: A Study of
Nine High Performing, High Poverty Urban Elementary Schools (Mayer, D. P., Mullens, 
J. E., & Moore, M. T., 2000), and Monitoring School Quality: An Indicators Report
(Charles A. Dana Center, 1999). Their research found that high-performing schools 
tend to have a combination of many characteristics, which were narrowed into these
nine areas:

1.  A clear and shared focus.

2.  High standards and expectations for all students.

3.  Effective school leadership.

4.  High levels of collaboration and communication.

5.  Curriculum, instruction, and assessments aligned with state standards.

6.  Frequent monitoring of teaching and learning.

7.  Focused professional development.

8.  A supportive learning environment.

9.  High levels of parent and community involvement.

The purpose of this publication, A New Wave of Evidence: The Impact of School, Family,
and Community Connections on Student Achievement, is to examine one of these 
identified characteristics of high-performing schools: parent and community involve-
ment and its role in impacting on student achievement. This publication is the fourth 
in the series of Evidence publications authored or co-authored by Anne Henderson. It
is also the second in the series of publications by SEDL’s National Center for Family
and Community Connections with Schools (hereinafter referred to as the Center). 

The Center’s first publication, Emerging Issues in School, Family, and Community
Connections, is a research synthesis created to identify “key issues that must be
addressed if research is to assist schools, families, and communities in working together
to nurture high standards and academic success for all children” (p. 1). For Emerging
Issues, SEDL staff reviewed a broad body of literature on the process and impact of
school, family, and community connections. This body of literature reviewed is 
captured in full in an online, searchable annotated bibliography database, The

This publication
examines parent
and community
connections with
schools and their
impact on student
achievement. 
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Connection Collection: School-Family-Community Publications Database (2002) 
available at www.sedl.org/connections/resources/. (See “About the Studies” section, 
p. 13, for information about how we selected the studies.)

Although we tried to cover a vast range of topics, certain areas were deemed too
important to cover briefly in this publication. These topics will be treated separately 
in future annual research syntheses published by the Center. The 2003 synthesis will
focus on connecting families from diverse backgrounds with schools. In future years
the Center will take a closer look at the involvement of community organizations in 
the process of transforming schools into high-performing learning communities and
connecting families and schools to support successful transitions through the 
education system.

We tried to write in reader-friendly language free of educational jargon. We also tried to
explain and demystify some of the more complex statistical methods and results used
in the research studies.

Some Definitions

Throughout this report, we frequently use the words “family” or “families” in place of
“parent” or “parents.” We want to recognize that all family members—siblings, grand-
parents, aunts, uncles, and “fictive kin” who may be friends or neighbors—often con-
tribute in significant ways to children’s education and development. If a study uses the
terms “parent” or “parents,” we stick to the terminology used by the researchers. 

For the purposes of this report, we use the terms “connection” and “involvement” 
interchangeably. 

By “community” we mean:

•  the neighborhood or the places around the school.

•  local residents, who live in the area and may or may not have children in the
school, but have an interest in the school. 

•  local groups that are based in the neighborhood.

How This Report Is Organized

We have tried to organize this report in a way that will be easy to navigate. Here is a
brief guide to what is in the report.

About the Studies

The section describes the methods used for selecting the studies, describes what the
studies cover, and provides a table showing the studies by topic area, by age and
grade level, and by design type (Tables 1–3, pp. 15–17). Limitations of the studies 
are indicated.
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Synthesis of Research Studies 

The first section of the synthesis sums up the findings briefly and provides some 
definitions. Following that, the studies are divided into three categories: 

•  Impact of Parent and Community Involvement on Student Achievement;

•  Effective Strategies to Connect Schools, Families, and Community; and

•  Parent and Community Organizing Efforts to Improve Schools.

The next section lists a series of recommendations designed to help people put these
findings into use in a practical way, followed by the conclusion. 

The Research Studies

This section provides summaries of the 51 studies described in this report.

Appendix: Looking Back—A Brief History and Key Studies, 1974–95

Because the studies in this report are all recent (1993–2002), we also include a short
history of the research in this field for the past 30 years. Summaries of key studies
mentioned in the brief history are also included in this section. A review of these stud-
ies with longer summaries is available in the previous edition, A New Generation of
Evidence: The Family Is Critical to Student Achievement (1994), by Anne T. Henderson
and Nancy Berla. It can be obtained from the Center for Law and Education in
Washington, D.C., at www.cleweb.org.

About the Authors and Publisher

More information about the writers of this report and the Southwest Educational
Development Laboratory is available in this section.

References

This section lists works cited.

Index

This report has a full index to help the reader find studies and topics of interest.

We hope that this report will be a useful tool for educators, researchers, policymakers,
funders, community leaders, and others interested in the impact of school, family, and
community connections on children’s learning.
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About the Studies
How We Selected the Studies

This review examines the growing evidence that family and community connections
with schools make a difference in student success. It is the second in a series from the
National Center for Family and Community Connections with Schools at the Southwest
Educational Development Laboratory (SEDL). The first publication in the series was
Emerging Issues in School, Family, and Community Connections. For Emerging Issues,
SEDL staff reviewed a broad body of recent literature (published since 1995, with the
exception of a few seminal studies) on the process and impact of school, family, and
community connections. An annotated bibliography of more than 200 research studies,
conceptual or theoretical pieces, practice and policy-oriented works, and literature
reviews is available as an online, searchable database titled The Connection Collection
(2002) on the SEDL Web site at www.sedl.org/connections/resources/. 

For A New Wave of Evidence, SEDL staff identified about 80 research studies and litera-
ture reviews out of the documents they had reviewed. SEDL staff also did a further
search in such major databases as the Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC)
and Education Abstracts. This subgroup of studies focuses on the influence of family
and community involvement on student academic achievement and other outcomes.
(See the “Synthesis of Research Studies” section on p. 21 of this report for more detail
on how these studies defined student achievement and family involvement.) In addi-
tion, we asked colleagues in the field to recommend other studies and send us copies
of their research.

All studies were reviewed to make sure they met these standards:

1. Sound methodology: experimental, quasi-experimental, or correlational design with
statistical controls. For qualitative studies, such as case studies, we looked for
sound theory, objective observation, and thorough design.

2. Study findings that matched the data collected and conclusions that were consis-
tent with the findings.

Our choices were, of course, limited to what was available, and published in the past
eight or nine years. In choosing the 51 studies that were ultimately included, we
looked for a range of studies that covered:

•  early childhood through high school;

•  all regions of the country;
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•  diverse populations (income, race/ethnicity, educational level, and 
occupation);

•  community as well as parent and family involvement;

•  a variety of methods, both quantitative and qualitative; and

•  different sources of data (survey research, evaluations, case studies,
experimental and quasi-experimental studies, and research reviews). 

Finally, we included studies that attempted to break new ground, either in defining 
student outcomes, ways that families and community members were engaged, or theo-
ries of change. In the interest of focus and scale, we did not include studies on special
education, educational policy, parent choice, or business partnerships. These topics will
be covered in later reports.

What the Studies Cover 

Tables 1–3 (pp. 15–17) group the studies by design type, general topic, and age and
grade level. This grouping will help the reader find studies more easily and will display
the many topics, methods, and grade levels covered. In classifying the studies by 
methods, we used the typology of empirical studies presented in Amy Baker and 
Laura Soden’s review (1997).

•  Pre-experimental studies: no comparison group, or the comparison group not 
randomly assigned and assessed at pretest.

•  Quasi-experimental studies: no pretest comparability between treatment and 
comparison families (for example, comparing treatment students with students
from the year before or in a different class).

•  Ex post facto and correlational studies: level of involvement is naturally occurring,
not randomly assigned. Parent involvement is a continuous variable that is related
to a continuous dependent variable, without an intervention.

•  Experimental studies: families are assigned to a treatment and control group at 
random, compared at pretest, received an intervention or not, then tested after 
the intervention.

Following the tables, a section on the limitations of this research provides more
detailed standards for experimental studies.
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Table 1. Studies by General Topic

Evaluations of Programs and
Interventions

Baker et al. (1998) (HIPPY) 
Balli et al. (1998) (Interactive Math
Homework)
Chrispeels and Rivero (2000) (PIQE)
Dryfoos (2000) (Community Schools)
Epstein, Simon, and Salinas (1997)
(TIPS/Writing)
Epstein et al. (1997) (Partnership Initiative)
Invernizzi et al. (1997) (Book Buddies)
Jordan et al. (2000) (Project EASE)
Kagitcibasi et al. (2001) (HIPPY)
Mathematica (2001) (Early Head Start)
Moore (1998) (Chicago Local School
Councils)
Newman (1995) (California Healthy Start)
Rubenstein and Wodatch (2000) 
(Title I)
Shaver and Walls (1998) (Title I Parent
Workshops)
Starkey and Klein (2000) (Head Start Math)
Van Voorhis (2001) (TIPS/Science)
Wang et al. (1995) (Community for
Learning)
Westat and Policy Studies Associates (2001)
(Standards-based Practices) 
Wilson and Corbett (2000) (CIPL)

Family Activities at Home vs. at
School

Catsambis (1998)
Gutman and Midgley (2000)
Ho Sui-Chu and Willms (1996)
Izzo et al. (1999)
Shumow and Lomax (2001)
Shumow and Miller (2001)
Williams (1998)

Home-School Interactions

Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (1997)
Mapp (2002)
Marcon (1999)
Miedel and Reynolds (1999)
Sanders et al. (1999)
Sanders and Harvey (2000)
Simon (2000) 
Smrekar et al. (2001)

Family Processes and Time Use

Clark (1993)
Clark (2002)
Fan and Chen (1999)
Keith and Keith (1993)
Trusty (1999)

Community Effects

Clark (2002)*
Dryfoos (2000)* 
Invernizzi et al. (1997)*
Newman (1995)*
Sanders and Herting (2000)

Culture and Class

Chrispeels and Rivero (2000)*
Lareau and Horvat (1999)
López (2001)
Peña (2000)
Scribner et al. (1999)

Community Organizing and
Constituency Building

Gold et al. (2002)
Jacobs and Hirota (in press)
Mediratta and Fruchter (2001)
Shirley (1997)
Wilson and Corbett (2000)*

Literature Reviews

Baker and Soden (1997)
Downey (2002)
Epstein and Sanders (2000)
Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (1997)*

*Where a study appears under more than one topic, the second mention is indicated by an asterisk.
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Table 2. Studies by Age and Grade Level

Early Childhood and Preschool

Baker et al.
Jordan et al.
Kagitcibasi et al.
Marcon
Mathematica
Miedel and Reynolds (preschool–8)
Starkey and Klein

Elementary School (grades K–5)

Balli et al. (6)
Chrispeels and Rivero 
Clark 1993
Epstein et al. 
Gutman and Midgley (5–6)
Invernizzi et al. (1–3)
Izzo et al. (K–3)
Lareau and Horvat (3)
Mapp
Moore
Peña
Sanders and Harvey 
Shaver and Walls (2–8)
Wang et al. (K–8)
Westat and Policy Studies Associates (3–5)

Middle and High School 
(grades 6–12)

Catsambis (8–12)
Epstein, Simon, and Salinas (6–8)
Ho Sui-Chu and Willms (8)
Keith and Keith (8)
López
Rubenstein and Wodatch
Sanders et al. (9–12) 
Sanders and Herting (8)
Shumow and Lomax (4–12)
Shumow and Miller (7–8)
Simon
Smrekar et al. 
Trusty (8–college)
Van Voorhis (6–8)
Williams (6–8)

All Ages

Clark (2002)
Dryfoos
Fan and Chen
Gold et al.
Jacobs and Hirota
Mediratta and Fruchter
Newman
Scribner et al.
Shirley
Wilson and Corbett

*This table does not include the literature reviews.
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Table 3. Studies by Design Type

Literature Reviews

Baker and Soden (1997)
Downey (2002)
Dryfoos (2000)
Epstein and Sanders (2000)
Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (1997)

Reports based on Interviews and
Site Visits

Gold, Simon, and Brown (2002) 
Jacobs and Hirota (in press)
Mediratta and Fruchter (2001)
Newman (1995)
Wilson and Corbett (2000)

Descriptive Case Studies

Lareau and Horvat (1999)
López (2001)
Mapp (2002)
Peña (2000)
Rubenstein and Wodatch (2000)
Sanders and Harvey (2000)
Scribner et al. (1999)
Shirley (1997)
Smrekar et al. (2001)

Pre-experimental Studies

Chrispeels and Rivero (2000)
Epstein, Simon, and Salinas (1997)
Invernizzi et al. (1997)
Wang, Oates, and Weishew (1995)

Correlational Studies

Catsambis (1998)
Clark (1993)
Clark (2002)
Epstein, Clark, Salinas, and Sanders (1997)
Fan and Chen (1999)
Gutman and Midgley (2000)
Ho Sui-Chu and Willms (1996)
Izzo et al. (1999)
Keith and Keith (1993)
Marcon (1999)
Miedel and Reynolds (1999)
Moore (1998)
Sanders et al. (1999)
Sanders and Herting (2000)
Shumow and Lomax (2001)
Shumow and Miller (2001)
Simon (2000)
Trusty (1999)
Westat and Policy Studies Associates (2001)
Williams (1998)

Quasi-experimental Studies

Jordan et al. (2000)
Shaver and Walls (1998)
Van Voorhis (2001)

Experimental Studies

Baker et al. (1998)
Balli et al. (1998)
Kagitcibasi et al. (2001)
Mathematica (2001)
Starkey and Klein (2000)

Note: This table uses the typology from Baker and Soden’s literature review (1997).
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Limitations of the Research 
We feel confident in making a strong statement about the benefits of school, family,
and community connections. We also feel confident that the studies we have selected
were carefully done and thoughtfully interpreted. However, the research in this field
shares many of the limitations found in other areas of educational research. Certainly,
there are not enough experimental or quasi-experimental studies. We included the few
we found.

There is also not enough long-term research because of the limits of funding for such
ambitious work. Many studies have small samples, while others depend on self-reports
rather than independent verification. Many conclusions have to be carefully hedged
because little can be said about cause and effect. Some studies have mixed, ambigu-
ous, or incomplete findings and conclusions.

Nevertheless, we feel that the findings from the research reviewed here can be useful
to our country’s efforts to improve the policies and practices of schools. Some more
detailed comments about the limitations follow.

1. Studies of programs. In their critique of research on early childhood programs,
Karl White and his colleagues (1992) point out that few evaluation studies are based on
rigorous standards for validity. (See White et al. in Appendix, p. 216.) These standards
for experimental studies include:

•  Children to be studied are assigned at random either to a treatment or a control
group.

•  The two groups are comparable in terms of family background. This is verified by
interviews with families.

•  The two groups stay together from the beginning to the end of the study.

•  The interventions are described in detail, and are fully carried out.

•  Trained testers assess the students in a neutral place.

Only a few studies in this review, all of programs or interventions, met these standards.
These were conducted on Early Head Start, Head Start Family Math, and the HIPPY
program (Mathematica et al., Starkey and Klein, and Baker et al.). The studies on
Project EASE, Interactive Math Homework, and TIPS Science were quasi-experimental
because the control groups were not chosen by random selection (Jordan et al., Balli et
al., Van Voorhis). Most other studies about the effects of parent involvement on student
achievement used a correlational method, with statistical controls (Clark, 2002; Clark,
1993; Epstein, Simon, and Salinas; Invernizzi et al.; Marcon; Moore; Shaver and Walls;
and Westat/Policy Studies Associates). The report by Dryfoos reviewed findings from
studies done by others, but did not critique their methods.

The correlational studies compared children of more highly involved parents with chil-
dren of less involved parents, rather than with a control group. Neither group of chil-
dren was chosen by random assignment. The researchers used statistical methods to
analyze the relationship between level of involvement and improved student outcomes.
Then they introduced controls for family income, occupation, and education levels 
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to see if the effects could be explained by other factors. This method is considered 
reliable, but it may miss or fail to measure some factors that could account for the 
findings.

2. Studies using survey data. Many studies, and all on middle and high school stu-
dents, use large databases such as the National Educational Longitudinal Study (NELS).
These studies use correlational methods. In interpreting the findings, we need to be
aware of some limitations in this type of research.

•  NELS:88 and other survey data about parent involvement are based almost entirely
on what parents, students, and educators report in structured interviews or question-
naires. There was no way in the data collection design to confirm that reported
behavior matched real behavior. NELS:88, for example, covers 25,000 students. A
few studies use a data source that includes information from open-ended inter-
views with a small subsample of parents or students (Miedel and Reynolds,
Gutman and Midgley, Sanders and Herting, Shumow and Miller). This offers more
information but it still is self-reported. Three studies cross-checked parent respons-
es with student and teacher reports (Keith and Keith, Miedel and Reynolds, Trusty).
Jerry Trusty found that students’ reports about their parents’ involvement had the
strongest effects. In other words, the more students perceive their family’s involve-
ment and support, the better they tend to do in school.

•  Studies using survey data are looking after the fact.They ask how much involvement
has happened or is happening.That approach can make what is called “directionality”
hard to determine. This is a problem with all studies that collect data at one point
in time. In these studies, we can see that more parent involvement and higher
achievement are related in some areas. But which came first? Perhaps higher-
achieving children attract more parent involvement, rather than the other way
around. Some studies attempted to address this issue by controlling for prior
achievement.

Miedel and Reynolds checked to see if children’s kindergarten readiness scores
were more powerful than parent involvement in predicting later achievement.
They found that the number of activities parents took part in during the early years
of schooling had an effect on eighth-grade achievement that was independent of
readiness. Controlling for achievement, Catsambis found that students with both
low and high grades seemed to benefit from discussions about school and plan-
ning for college with their families. In other words, parent involvement is related
to achievement gains for both high- and low-achieving students.

•  Survey data tend to cover many topics, but without probing them deeply. They don’t
tell us why parents, students, or teachers responded the way they did—or what they
might like us to know.The relationships among parents, teachers, and students are
complex and influenced by many factors. From survey research, we can only con-
jecture what is going on. As Baker and Soden put it in their review (1997):

Closed-ended self-report surveys cannot fully capture the dynamic transactional
nature of parents’ involvement in their children’s education. Many of these



A New Wave of Evidence: The Impact of School, Family, and Community Connections on Student Achievement

20 National Center for Family & Community Connections with Schools

processes could better be explored through open-ended and observational
techniques that would produce rich data, shed light on complex processes,
and generate new hypotheses. (p. 15)

How to Get Copies of the Studies

Many of the studies covered in this overview are available through the Educational
Resource Information Center (ERIC) system. If the study summary includes a listing of
ED or EJ, followed by a six-digit number, the publication is indexed in ERIC. The ERIC
numbers are the unique identifiers assigned to each ERIC entry. For more information
about ERIC, visit the Web site at www.eric.ed.gov. 

ED Numbers. ERIC numbers that begin with “ED” (e.g., ED 435484) refer to docu-
ments indexed in ERIC. You can use the ED number to find the resource in the ERIC
database online at www.eric.ed.gov. Although you can’t read the whole document
online, you can read an abstract or summary. Most documents can be ordered from the
ERIC document reproduction service at www.edrs.com. Choose from the following for-
mats: downloadable PDF file, a print copy, or microfiche. 

The ERIC Document Reproduction Service also has a phone number, 1-800-443-ERIC.
Another option is to visit one of the ERIC Resource Collections. They provide access to
full-text ERIC documents via microfiche or electronic indexes. Find the one closest to
you through the Directory of ERIC Resource Collections:
http://oeri4.ed.gov/BASISDB/EROD/eric/SF/.

EJ Numbers. ERIC numbers that begin with “EJ” (e.g., EJ 674533) refer to journal arti-
cles. The least-expensive way to obtain a full copy is to consult a library. If your local
library does not subscribe to a particular journal, or have what is called “full-text elec-
tronic access” to that journal, you can get copies through interlibrary loan (ILL). For a
fee, there are article reproduction services that will provide a copy. Ask your library to
suggest one.
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