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ABSTRACT

THE COMMUNITY REVIEWER PROGRAM: AN EXAMINATION OF A PARENT
EMPOWERMENT PROGRAM IN DETROIT

By
Ashley Johnson
This descriptive, embedded case study sought to explore the phenomena of how to
improve and create effective partnerships between urban parents and urban schools. The study
examined a novel parent involvement program in Detroit that involved over 500 urban parents.
The program, called the Community Reviewer Program, trained parents and community
members to assess and evaluate the quality of schools in the city of Detroit through the use of
citywide school visitations and evaluations. The purpose of the study was to describe the
Community Reviewer Program and to examine how participation in the program influenced
parent’s experiences with their children’s schools. To better understand the program and its
influences on participants, I conducted ten months of formal and informal program observations,
obtained and analyzed program documents, and conducted in-depth pre- and post interviews with
nine parents who participated in the program. The Community Reviewer Program reflected a
theory of action and a program model emphasizing parent and community access to transparent
information on school performance trends, new experiences for parents as school quality
reviewers, and the development of relationships and interactions among and between urban
parents, schools, and program organizers as a way to build parent’s social capital and positively
influenced their interactions with their children’s schools. Findings suggests schools and
programs must recognize urban parents as assets rather than liabilities, utilize new and diverse
forms of parent involvement, and design programs and initiatives to meet the specific needs of

parents.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

This case study examined a novel parent involvement program in Detroit that
successfully involved over 500 urban parents. The program, called the Community Reviewer
Program, trained parents and community members to assess and evaluate the quality of
schools in the city of Detroit through the use of citywide school visitations and evaluations.
The purpose of this study was to describe the Community Reviewer Program and to examine
how participation in the program influenced parent’s experiences with schools. To better
understand the program and its influences on participants, I conducted ten months of formal
and informal program observations, obtained and analyzed several program documents, and
conducted nine in-depth pre- and post interviews with parents who participated in the
program.

This chapter begins with a discussion of the background and context that framed the
study. Then, I discuss the problem, purpose of the study, research approach, and provide an
overview of the program context and background. The chapter concludes with a discussion of

the rationale and significance of the research study.

Background and Context

During the last three decades, there has been a national focus on the role that families
play in their children’s educational development (Georgiou, 2007; Mapp, 2003). Researchers
continue to find evidence that higher levels of involvement by parents are correlated with a
number of positive child outcomes including increased academic performance, student
motivation, student attendance, and student attitude (Epstein, 2001; Gonzalez-DeHass &
Willems, 2003). As a result of this link between parent involvement and student outcomes,

school, parent, and community partnerships are a primary component of successful schools



(Epstein & Sanders, 2006; Henderson & Berla, 1994; Henderson & Mapp, 2002; Hoover-
Dempsey & Sandler, 1997; Jordan, Orozco & Averett, 2001).

Families of all incomes, educational, racial, and cultural groups care about their
children’s education and are involved in supporting their children’s education (Henderson &
Mapp, 2002). However, not all parents are engaged and involved with their children’s schools in
the same ways or at equal rates. Low-income and racially diverse urban parents are less involved
in traditionally recognized, at-school parent involvement activities than white, middle-class
parents (Henderson & Mapp, 2002; Lazar & Slostad, 1999; McDermott & Rothenberg, 2000).
Traditionally recognized forms of parent involvement are often described as parent-teacher
conferences and associations and parents volunteering at schools.

Parent involvement literatures highlight several characteristics that influence parents’ at-
school involvement trends (Henderson & Mapp, 2002; Mitchell, 2008). Parent and family
characteristics influence the types, frequency, and levels of at-school parent involvement
(Georgiou, 2007; Lee & Bowen, 2006) and are predictors of parent involvement behaviors that
can act as facilitators or hindrances of involvement (Georgiou, 2007). The most commonly
documented family characteristics in the parent involvement literature include; social class
(Brantlinger, 2003; Lareau, 2001, 2003), cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1986; Lee & Bowen, 2006;
McNeal, 1999; Huntsinger & Jose, 2009), race and ethnicity (Huntsinger & Jose, 2009; Lareau &
Horvat, 1999), social capital (Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988; Lareau, 2001) and parents’ self-
efficacy (Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler, 1995).

Families who possess social, racial, and cultural characteristics that align closely

with schools have a benefit that those whose characteristics are not as aligned (Bourdieu,

1986; Brantlinger, 2003; Coleman, 1988; Lareau, 1987, 2003). White, middle-class



families possess race, class, cultural and social capital characteristics that align with those
valued most by American schools. Therefore, they are more likely to be involved with
their children’s schools (McNeal, 1999; Huntsinger & Jose, 2009). Alternatively, urban
parents often possess race, ethnicity, social class, and cultural norms that do not align as
closely and are not as valued, making it tougher to form effective at-school partnerships
and collaborations. Due in part to this lack of alignment, many urban parents engage less in
traditionally recognized forms of at-school involvement and are less likely to form
productive relationships with schools and school personnel.

The school itself is also a barrier to at-school involvement for urban parents. The most
widely accepted and utilized policies and strategies of parent involvement focus on behaviors,
such as volunteering at schools and attending meetings at schools, that are more easily
accomplished by middle and upper-income parents and disregard the needs of low-income and
racially diverse families (Mapp, 2003; Delgado- Gaitan, 1991; Noguera, 2006). Most at-school
parent involvement activities are school-centered and are generally restricted to a few types of
activities and programs (Gonzalez-DeHass & Willems, 2003). School-centered programs are
programs established by the school and serve school-determined interests (Henderson & Mapp,
2002). These activities and programs often include parent-teachers conferences or parent-
teachers associations and focus on volunteering or giving parents guidelines for how to assist
their children with academic development. Although these types of programs are important, they
are school-centered and often cast urban parents as social, cultural outsiders rather than full
members welcomed into schools as valuable helpers. Urban families, like other low-income and

racially diverse families, struggle to feel welcome in the traditional school-centered parent



involvement programs and are consequently less likely to form productive relationships with
schools (Lareau, 2003).

Although family characteristics and the school environment are often described as
barriers or hindrances to urban parent involvement, if valued, enhanced, or improved they can
help increase parent involvement. For example, self-efficacy can be improved, social and
cultural capital can be enhanced, and a welcoming school or program environment can be
created. Bourdieu (1986), Coleman (1988), Lareau (2003) and Noguera (2004), suggest that
providing parents with access to experiences that enhance social capital—to knowledge, power,
and resources, can aid in improving the relationships and partnerships between parents and
schools and the at-school involvement trends of parents. In the context of education, social
capital refers to the resources that parents have to draw upon when they interact with and
navigate their children’s schools and other educational settings. Parents with more capital are
better advocates for their children’s education and are more likely to be involved with their

children’s schools (Coleman, 1988, McNeal, 1999).

Social capital can be acquired through membership in social networks and structures such
as Parent Teacher Associations and parent involvement programs. Through these relationships,
parents can gain knowledge about effective at-home academic activities and the importance of
being involved in at-school activities. Coleman (1988) found that parents with more social
capital better understood the norms and expectations of schools, allowing parents to feel more
welcome in schools, supporting higher rates of parent involvement and student success. He
(1988) argued that social capital could be increased if schools create intentional processes and

programs for social closure among parents and school personnel.



Noguera also (2004) argued that urban schools could develop social capital within low-
income parents and communities by working closely with parents and community members to
create programs that allow them to gain access to new relationships within the school building
and within the community. However, many schools do not have intentional processes or
programs for social closure; as a result there is a lack of alignment between the norms and

expectations of parents and schools causing low at-school involvement rates.

Due to home-school disconnection, researchers and educators have sought to develop the
conditions that support urban schools, families, and communities to form more productive
relationships and partnerships that support and encourage student achievement (Epstein, 2001;
Mitchell, 2008; Jordan et al., 2001). Parent involvement programs are a common method for
involving parents in schools and parent involvement programs and models that are not school-
centered can encourage urban parents to participate in their children’s education (Delgado-
Gaitan, 1991). Henderson & Mapp (2002) examined 51 parent involvement studies and found
that access to parent involvement programs had a positive impact on the at-school involvement
rates of parents. Programs that successfully engage families from diverse backgrounds exhibit
three key practices; they recognize, respect and value diverse families and their needs, they focus
on building trusting relationships among teachers, families, and community members, and they
share power and responsibility between schools and families (Henderson & Mapp, 2002). These
programs value parents as assets rather than labeling them as problems. Through these programs,
schools can be transformed from places where only certain groups of students benefit to place

where all children succeed and benefit (Henderson, Mapp, Johnson, & Davies, 2007).



Problem Statement

Schools and parent involvement programs often struggle to successfully engage and
create effective partnerships with urban parents (Henderson & Mapp, 2002; Henderson, et. al,
2007). A primary reason for this is that schools and programs often view urban parents as
liabilities rather than assets. Many school personnel rely on deficit thinking (Yosso, 2005) and
perceive urban parents as being unsupportive, uninvolved, and as barriers to their children’s
education (Jackson & Remillard, 2005). The deficit thinking and preconceived notions about
urban parents hinder efforts to build effective parent involvement programs and partnerships.
Lazar & Slostad (1999) argue that urban parents are not involved with schools due to the

schools’ perceptions and isolation of them.

Additionally, schools often rely on traditionally recognized forms of involvement that
disregard the needs of urban parents. Most parent involvement activities are school-centered and
are generally restricted to a few types of activities and programs (Gonzalez-DeHass & Willems,
2003). These types of involvement are more easily accomplished by middle and upper-income
parents and disregard the needs of low-income and racially diverse families (Mapp, 2003;
Delgado- Gaitan, 1991; Noguera, 2006). Although these types of programs are important, they

are school-centered and often cast urban parents as outsiders.

Due to these rigid views of parent involvement, schools often do not recognize the
alternative ways that many urban parents are involved with schools and with their children’s
education and often assume that some parents do not value and are not involved with their
children's education. To address these issues, this case study examined a parent involvement

program that recognized urban parents as assets and that meaningfully engaged parents in new



forms of parent involvement. If increased parent involvement and engagement is to be harnessed,

new models of parent involvement must be examined.

The parent involvement program was led by a school-community organization in
Detroit that rethought parent involvement and created a new program that expanded beyond
volunteering and academic engagement activities. The organization shifted away from
school-centered involvement techniques and focused on methods that empowered parents and
community members through the value and use of their opinions and voices. This is much
different from the traditionally recognized forms of involvement such as parent-teacher
conferences, parent-teacher associations, and volunteering in schools. The school-community
organization valued and recognized participants as assets and designed the program to meet
their specific needs.

The goal of the Community Reviewer Program was to empower participants at the
individual and community level. At the individual level the program seeks to empower parents to
make better school choice decisions. At the community level, the program seeks to empower
participants to pressure Detroit schools to be more responsive and accountable. The program
seeks to accomplish these goals by training parents and community members to assess and
evaluate the quality of schools in the city of Detroit through the use of citywide school visitations
and evaluations. The unique program model fostered and promoted participants’ access to
transparent information, new experiences with schools, and new relationships in order to build
parent’s social capital and empowered them to make more informed school choices decision and
to pressure Detroit schools to be more responsive and accountable.

There is a need for research that examines parental involvement programs that can

meaningfully engage low-income and racially diverse groups and that help urban schools and



parents form more effective relationships. Access to effective parent involvement initiatives can
provide urban parents and families with access to empowering knowledge and skills such as
enhanced social capital and improved self-efficacy that can aid in improving their relationships
with schools and increasing the educational outcomes for their children.
Purpose of the Study and Research Approach
The purpose of this case study was to describe the unique program model and its
underlying logic, its early outcomes after three years, and whether it influenced parent’s
interactions and orientations with schools. Three primary research questions gave direction and
provided continued focus during the study:
1. What strategies and practices did Excellent Schools Detroit utilize to create the
Community Reviewer Program?
2. How do parents describe their experience participating in the parent involvement
program?
3. How might participation in the program influence urban parents’ experiences and
interactions with their children’s schools?
With approval of the university’s institutional review board, the researcher studied the
experiences and perceptions of nine participants of the Community Reviewer Program,
conducted ten months of formal and informal program observations, and obtained and analyzed
several program documents. In Chapter 3, I will discuss the study’s methodology and research
questions in more detail.
Program Background and Context
The program was developed as part of a larger effort to increase school accountability to

the local community and to improve parent and community-member access to information about



the quality of schools in Detroit. Like other urban cities, Detroit parents exercise school choice
and can send their children to the school of their choice. In spite of the many school choice
options in Detroit, there a substantial dearth of quality schools in Detroit. In 2012, only 40% of
elementary students attending schools in Detroit were proficient in third grade reading on the
state mandated standardized tests and only 16% were proficient in third grade math (Data Driven
Detroit, 2012). High schools in Detroit also lack academic quality. In 2012, only 2% of Detroit
students scored a college ready 21 on the ACT (Data Driven Detroit, 2012). Although parents are
school “shoppers” and can select the school of their choice, schools are still not accountable to
the local community and parents and continue to inadequately educate their children
academically. Consequently, parents and community members have very little influence over the
unaccountable, ineffective school system.

The examined program was developed to combat these issues by empowering local
parents and community members. The program gives participants access to empowering
resources and knowledge that support parents to make better school choice decisions and to hold
the city’s schools accountable for chronic low student achievement. Parents who are more
knowledgeable about the school’s expectations and norms and the way in which schools operate
are more likely to be involved with their kids schools and are better advocates for their children
than parents who lack such skills (Delgado-Gaitan, 1991). Additionally, urban parents that can
identify quality schools are better advocates for their children and are better equipped with the
tools and knowledge to select quality schools and to demand that their children’s schools provide
an adequate education for their children. Through the use of school visits and evaluations, the
program examined gives parents access to positive experiences with schools that supports the

development of new knowledge and skills that influence participants’ future interactions with



schools. Parent involvement programs that support access to new knowledge and skills are
theorized to empower parents to be better advocates and make better-informed decisions
regarding their children’s education (Henderson & Mapp, 2002).

Rationale and Significance of the Study

The rationale for the study emanates from the researcher’s desire to uncover ways to
encourage and support the at-school involvement of urban parents. Research over several
decades demonstrates that higher levels of parent involvement are related to academic success
for students. However, many urban parents and families have been unable to benefit in part due
to the lack of effective partnerships between urban parents and urban schools. Understanding
why these trends exist and overcoming these issues is crucial to increasing the involvement of
these parents. This study supports those efforts by examining a parent involvement program that
recognized and valued urban parents as assets and empowered them to become more involved at
schools and better advocates for their children’s education. An increased understanding of how
to support the at-school involvement of urban parents will not only improve relationships and
partnerships between urban parents and schools but will also improve the academic outcomes for
urban children.

This chapter has provided an overview of the background and context of urban parent at-
school involvement. I discussed why urban parents and urban schools often struggle to create
effective partnerships and how that affects the at-school involvement rates of urban parents. I
also discussed the purpose of this study and provided an overview of the study’s research
questions.

In chapter two, I review previous research on at-school parent involvement and factors

that influence at-school parent involvement. The chapter closes with a description of the study’s
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conceptual framework. In chapter three, I discuss the city and program context and the study’s
methodological approach. I also discuss the research questions and why a case study is an
appropriate methodological approach. Next, I describe the data collection methods, data
analysis, and limitations. I conclude chapter three with a discussion of my positionality as a
researcher and the trustworthiness of the study.

In chapter four and five, I present the study’s findings. Chapter four focuses on the
program findings. I provide an overview of the study’s participants, describe the program
model, its theory of action, and early program outcomes. Chapter five provides the findings
specific to the program experiences of the study’s participants. In chapter five, I describe how
participation in the program influenced parent’s interactions, dispositions, and behaviors with
schools. This study concludes with chapter six where I utilize the findings and relevant literature
to answer the study’s research questions, provide a conclusion, and discuss implications for

practice and future research.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

The purpose of this case study is to describe the Community Reviewer Program and to
examine how participation in the program influenced parent’s experiences with schools. The
study sought to describe the unique program model and its early outcomes, and to assess whether
parents’ experiences with the program enhanced their senses of empowerment and influenced
their orientations toward interacting with schools. To place the program in context, the
researcher completed a review of current literatures on different types and forms of parent
involvement, factors that influence parent involvement—with a particular look at urban
parents—and perceived benefits of parent involvement. A review of these topics provided a
comprehensive understanding of the current literature on urban parent involvement. In an effort
to clarify and frame multiple components of the study, I provide some definitions of terms and
phrases that are continuously utilized in this study before I delve into the literature review.

Key Terms

There are several terms within the study that need to be clarified before reviewing current
literature. Some of these terms can be defined in a variety of ways. These definitions provide
some clarity about the usage of these terms in the context of this study.
Urban parents and families: A person who lives in a city or metropolitan area who is the
caretaker of a child. This study is specifically about urban parents in Detroit who are often, but
not always low-income and racially diverse.
Parent involvement.: A concept used to describe parents, families and other caregivers’ behaviors
and practices with their children’s educational development inside and outside of their children’s

school.
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Family involvement: There are diverse family types, and a child’s caregiver is not necessarily a
parent. This concept encompasses families and other caregivers’ behaviors and practices with
children’s educational development inside and outside of schools. In this is paper I utilize parent
involvement and family involvement interchangeably.
Community involvement: Behaviors and practices with children’s educational development
inside and outside of schools by local residents or organizations who live in the neighborhoods
around schools whom may or may not have children in the school, but have an interest in the
school.
At-school parent involvement: Parents, families, and other caregivers’ behaviors and practices
with their children’s educational development at their children’s school. These practices
encompass attendance at the school and communication with school staff.
Review of Literature

The literature review is organized to inform and support the study’s purpose and research
questions. I conclude the chapter by discussing how the literature informed and helped shape the
study’s proposed conceptual framework.
History of School- Parent Relations and Parent Involvement

Parents are more welcome at schools than ever before, and they are perhaps more
influential. However, there is still a struggle in American urban schools for effective
collaboration between urban parents and schools (Cutler, 2000). In order to understand the use
of parent involvement in American public schools, it is helpful to recognize the history of the
relationship between schools and the families of the students they serve.

Historically, the home and the church were primarily responsible for the education of

students. Before the American Revolution, families and churches controlled the education of
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children and few families participated in an organized educational system. Families who did
participate controlled the hiring of teachers, selection of curricula and had majority of the
guidance of their children’s education (Epstein, 1995). In the mid-nineteenth century, a shift
occurred in the education of American youth from the home to the school. This shift reflected
new demands for a public education system and increases in industrial and urban development
(Hiatt-Micheal, 2001; Cutler, 2000). Through the leadership of Horace Mann and others,
development of a public schools system began in almost every state (Hiatt-Micheal, 2001).
Simultaneously, many families migrated from the countryside to urban cities to join in the
industrial revolution and many immigrant groups came to American cities in search of work.
Industrial development led to a large increase in the population of school-aged children and
increased the demand for the expansion of public schools. Through this shift, schools became the
primary provider of education to students. Parents were expected to teach good behavior and
family, ethnic, and moral values while schools were expected to teach education curricula
(Cutler, 2000).

At the beginning of the twentieth century, bureaucratic reforms accelerated to address
compulsory schooling and the expansion of secondary schooling, giving educators increased
control over student’s lives. Equally, the home-school relationship began to change. After World
War I, many schools began to form stronger alliances with parents. Although educators drove the
social and instructional development of schools, they believed that mothers and fathers could be
a valuable part of the American educational system and wanted to work with families in the
activities of education. Cutler (2000) stated, “Bureaucratic reform led educators to contemplate
how parents could be transformed from vocal adversaries to loyal advocates by building them

into the school’s organizational framework™ (p. 3). For example, many schools began to offer
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parent education, pediatric examinations, and other social welfare services. These initiatives
welcomed parents into schools and many parents began to accept the school as a partner with the
home (Cutler, 2000). Parents began to form mothers’ clubs and other parent associations (Hiatt,
1994). These associations gave the parents a small presence in schools (Cutler, 2000).

In 1897, the National Congress of Parents and Teachers (NCPT) founded and developed the
standards for Parent Teacher Associations (PTA). The PTA began to grow as many state
organizations were developed in the mid-twentieth century. PTAs serve three functions:
promotion of social activities, development of school policy and service as a community
organization (PTA, 2005). The goal of the PTA was to improve the lives and futures of all
children. Today the PTA is the largest volunteer child advocacy organization in the nation. The
PTA now serves as the primary parent involvement program in schools across America.

In the 1960s, another dramatic change occurred in the relationship between homes and
schools. Programs associated with a “war on poverty” and the “great society” drove a national
focus on poverty, child development, and family stability (Epstein & Sanders, 2006). Through
this focus came federal legislation aimed at tackling these issues including the implementation of
the federal Head Start, Follow Through, and Title I programs in preschools and in the early
elementary grades. Through these programs, the federal government legitimized parent
involvement by mandating parent advisory councils and programs in schools. Later, the 1970s
Title I of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) also required parent advisory
councils to assist with the development of programs for low-income children in response to
poverty in the cities and the alienation of poor families in the public schools (Epstein & Sanders,
2006). Lastly, the 2001 No Child Left Behind Act served as the reauthorization of the ESEA, and

the concept of family and community involvement was threaded throughout the legislation and
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will continue to be a part of educational federal legislation. Through these initiatives, the topic of
parental involvement programs and organizations began to gain prominence (Epstein & Sanders,
2006).

Federal legislations and mandates encouraged and provided concrete actions and
responsibilities for schools to work in conjunction with families. Legislation has forced schools
to create mechanisms for engaging poor and working-class families and stimulated ongoing
research and debate of how to effectively and strategically engage low-income, racially diverse,
and urban parents in schools. The federal mandates and the parent involvement research confirm
the importance of parental involvement and parent involvement programs in the American
educational system (Barton & Coley, 2007).

Parental Involvement Activities and Frameworks

Parent involvement is a concept used to describe parents, families and other caregivers’
behaviors and practices with their children’s educational development inside and outside of their
children’s school. The practice of parent involvement in education encompasses a wide range of
philosophies, ideas, goals, and activities. There is no consensus among researchers and educators
of a shared definition or description of the practices or activities that constitute parent
involvement (Keith et al., 1998). Researchers rarely utilize one common description of parental
involvement and educators rarely utilize one specific form of parental involvement activities in
their schools. Although there is no single form or method of parental involvement, the
conventional idea of parent involvement brings up images of parents helping out in classrooms,
managing fundraising activities, helping their children with homework and participating in PTA
meetings (Hong and Ho, 2005; Keith et al., 1998).

Parent involvement is commonly described as certain behaviors and practices at-home or
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at-school that capture parents’ interactions with their children’s education. Traditionally, there
have been two broad categories of recognized and researched parent involvement: at-home and
at-school practices. At-home activities can range from help with homework to the existence of a
home environment that supports learning in school (Jordan et al, 2001). At-school involvement
ranges from participating in parent-teacher conferences to serving on school leadership advisory
boards.

Although there is no common description of parent involvement, researchers and
professionals utilize frameworks as a method of describing parent involvement practices and
activities. Most frameworks incorporate five features: parent expectations; a home structure for
learning; educational communication between parents, schools, and students; parent participation
in school activities; and parent participation in school decision-making (Keith et al., 1998).

The most commonly used framework is Epstein’s Six Types of Involvement framework of
parenting, communicating, volunteering, learning at home, decision making, and collaborating
with community (see Appendix A). Epstein’s framework, which stretches across home and
school activities, was designed to conceptualize and organize common practices that constitute
parent involvement with the intention of informing and improving parent involvement practices
(Epstein, 1995). It has been adopted by many schools and professional groups including the
National Parent Teacher Association and is used to develop comprehensive programs for school,
family, and community partnerships (PTA, 2005).

The first type, Parenting, involves helping families establish home environments that
support children as students. Through this type, schools can help parents establish home
conditions that support children’s education at each grade level; such as helping parents establish

an at-home library of books that are appropriate to the child’s reading abilities. Communicating
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involves designing effective forms of school-to-home and home-to-school communication about
student’s needs, progress and school programs and opportunities. Schools and families can
establish weekly forms of communication that meet he needs of both parties. Volunteering
includes recruiting and organizing parent help and support that may range from volunteering in
classrooms to volunteering for safety patrol or the parent resource room. Learning at Home
activities provide information and ideas to families about how to help students at home with
educational activities, decisions, and planning. Decision Making includes involving parents in
school decisions and developing parent leaders and representatives. Lastly, Collaborating with
Community involves identifying and integrating resources and services from the community to
strengthen school programs, family practices, and student learning and development.

Although, this is the most commonly utilized framework in education, Epstein herself
states that the framework presents challenges that must be met in order to adequately implement
it (Epstein, 1995). The framework is merely a roadmap for schools. Epstein (1995) states,
“Although all schools may use the framework of six types as a guide, each school must chart its
own course in choosing practices to meet the needs of its families and students” (p. 707). The
framework can be interpreted and utilized in different ways, leading to varying expectations and
descriptions of behaviors and activities that qualify as parent involvement. The six types of
involvement can guide a comprehensive program of partnerships, including involvement at home
and at school. However, the results will depend on the types of involvement implemented and
the quality of the implementation (Epstein, 1995).

Less Recognized Forms of Parent Involvement
Many researchers argue that some parents are involved with schools in ways that are not

often recognized and valued by school personnel. In the book, Beyond the Bake Sale: The
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Essentials Guide to Family-School Partnerships, Henderson, Mapp, Johnson, and Davies (2007)
argue families engage in parent involvement activities that are often not recognized or supported
by schools and educators. They (2007) state, “ While some parents readily join the PTA and help
organize bake sales, families from other cultures may have different traditions” (p. 123). For
example, in his study of migrant workers whose children perform well in school, Lopez (2001)
found that the parents considered themselves to be highly involved but defined involvement as
teaching their children to value education through hard work. They took their children with them
to work in the fields and gave them consejos (advice) about how limited their opportunities
would be if they dropped out of school (as cited by Henderson et. al, 2007; p. 124).

Diamond (2004) and Huntsinger & Jose (2009) have similar studies that describe the
involvement of Asian families. It is often argued that Asian students do well in school because
their parents are more invested in their education. However, when examining Asian parents’
participation in traditional forms of at-school involvement, they tend to be the least involved
group and attend school events least often. They argue this is because Asian parents have a
different model for how to be involved with their children’s schools. They make substantial
investments in the at-home education context by utilizing one-on-one tutoring, workbooks from
their native country and drill and practice methods. Asian parents also rely heavily on their
school networks outside of schools to support their children’s education.

Several studies highlight how African American parents are involved with schools in
ways that are not often recognized by schools. For example, in his study of black families
Diamond (2000) found that some of their educational beliefs and strategies for involvement
contrast sharply with traditional forms of parent involvement. While some of the participants in

his study were involved in traditional at-school activities such as volunteering at school and
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serving on committees, he found that many families used extended family networks, religious
involvement, and communal childrearing to support involvement with their children’s education.

Additionally urban parents are often involved with community-based organizations and
community organizing efforts that center on improving the educational outcomes for children. A
goal of community organizing efforts is to develop a neighborhood’s ability to identify its own
issues and to support them with finding resources to solve the problems. Henderson et. al (2007)
stated, ““ This kind of community capacity can help not only improve the safety and economic
vitality of neighborhood but also, as it evolves, to improve the quality of teaching and learning in
the schools™ (p. 5).

Many schools do not recognize these forms of parent involvement. Because of their
limited categories of parent involvement, educators often assume that some parents do not value
and are not involved with their children's education. Diamond (2004) states, “We can’t go in
with this single vision...of what parent involvement looks like or we miss the fact that all parents
want to be involved. There just may be a different script for how they do it” (as cited in
Henderson et. al, 2007; p. 125).

Factors that Influence Parent Involvement

Urban parents and urban schools face a number of barriers when trying to engage and
partner with one another. These barriers not only include demographic, psychological, and
logistical obstacles, but also barriers generated by the school itself. Parent involvement literature
highlights several family characteristics that influence parents’ at-school involvement trends
(Henderson & Mapp, 2002; Mitchell, 2008). Parent and family characteristics are predictors of
parental involvement behaviors that can act as facilitators or hindrances to the types, frequency,

and levels of at-school parent involvement (Georgiou, 2007; Lee & Bowen, 2006).
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The most commonly documented family characteristics in the parent involvement

literature include race and ethnicity (Huntsinger & Jose, 2009; Lareau & Horvat, 1999), social

class and economic status (Brantlinger, 2003; Lareau, 2001, 2003), culture and cultural capital

(Bourdieu, 1986; Lee & Bowen, 2006; McNeal, 1999; Huntsinger & Jose, 2009), social capital

(Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988; Lareau, 2001) and parents’ self-efficacy (Hoover-Dempsey

and Sandler, 1995). In addition to family characteristics, other factors such as urban parent and

school personnel’s perceptions of one another (Davies, 1993; McDermott & Rothenberg, 2000)

logistical factors (Brantlinger, 2003), and the school environment also influence parent

involvement (Henderson & Mapp 2002; Henderson et. al, 2007; Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler,

1995).
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Families who possess characteristics that align closely with schools have a benefit to
those whose characteristics are not as aligned (Bourdieu, 1986; Brantlinger, 2003; Coleman,
1988; Lareau, 1987, 2003). White, middle-class families possess characteristics such as race,
class, and cultural and social capital that align greatest with and that are valued most by
American schools. Therefore, they are more likely to be involved with their children’s schools
(McNeal, 1999; Huntsinger & Jose, 2009). Alternatively, urban parents generally have
characteristics that do not align as closely. For example, many urban parents often possess
different race, ethnicity, social class and cultural norms than the school personnel who are
responsible for educating their children, making it tougher to form effective at-school
partnerships and collaborations. Additionally, urban parents often face more logistical barriers to
being involved in at-school activities, and they have cultural and social capital that does not align
with and is often not valued by urban schools. Due to these differences, many urban parents
engage less in at-school parent involvement and are less likely to form productive relationships
with schools and school personnel (Jordan et al., 2001).

The Influence of Race and Ethnicity

Parent involvement positively influences the educational outcomes of students, regardless
of race or ethnicity (Mapp, 2002). However, levels of at-school participation have been shown to
vary by race and ethnicity and certain types of parents and families participate more in certain
types of involvement (Lareau & Horvat, 1999). McNeal (1999) found that at-school parent
involvement strategies such as volunteering and parent-teacher organizations are more prevalent
among European American families than among African American, Hispanic and Asian
American families, families with low socioeconomic status, and single parent families.

A comparative study that examined Chinese American and European American parents
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from similar socioeconomic backgrounds revealed that race and ethnicity influence the levels of
involvement and types of involvement of the parents (Huntsinger & Jose, 2009). The study
utilized Epstein’s Six Types of Involvement specifically focusing on communicating,
volunteering and learning at home. The study found that while European American parents were
more likely to participate in school-based practices like volunteering; the Chinese American
parents had higher levels of participation in at-home learning. Chinese American parents utilized
systematic forms of one-on-one tutoring, texts from libraries, workbooks from their native
country and drill and practice methods that did not always align with the methods of instruction
at their child’s school. However, European American parents, were more likely to volunteer at
their child’s school while engaging in more informal practices at home such as play-based
methods of instruction and incentives for reading books (Huntsinger & Jose, 2009). Chinese
families have higher rates of at-home parent involvement, while whites have higher rates at-
school parent involvement (Huntsinger & Jose, 2009).

In Lareau & Horvat’s (1999) study of parent involvement patterns of African Americans
and whites, they suggest that it is more difficult for African American parents to become
involved. Lareau & Horvat (1999) write, “Although social class seems to influence how black
and white parents negotiate their relationships with schools, for blacks race plays an important
role, independent of social class, in framing the terms of their relationship” (p. 38). Lareau &
Horvat (1999) suggest that African American parent’s struggled more to meet compliance with
the institutional standards of schools and the demands of educators. Conversely, Lareau &
Horvat (1999) state, “ Whiteness represents a largely hidden cultural resource that facilitates

white parents compliance with the standard of deferential and positive parental involvement™ (p.
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49). African American parents lack this resource; it is more difficult for them to meet the
demands and standards of schools and educators (Lareau & Horvat, 1999).

The Influence of Social Class and Socioeconomic Status

Research suggests that parent’s social structure location also shape their interactions with
schools. One of the most often cited finding is that middle-class parents participate in their
children’s education at higher rates than their poor and working-class counterparts (Lee &
Bowen, 2006; Lareau, 2001). Through their location in the social class structure, middle class
parents are more likely to have access to material resources, such as a disposable income, and
flexible work schedules that better facilitate school-based engagement than working and poor
class parents (Bratlinger, 2003; Lareau, 2001). Also, the social class values of middle-class
families align more easily with the values of American schools. American schools rely on certain
social structures and authority patterns in their relationships with families. Lareau (1987) writes,
“The standards of schools are not neutral; their requests for parental involvement may be laden
with the social and cultural experiences of intellectual and economic elites” (p. 74). Families
living in poor socioeconomic conditions often find it difficult to be involved in schools, because
of their lack of flexible time and resources and their lack of alignment and understanding of
middle-class values and standards.

In Unequal Childhoods: Class, Race, and Family Life, Lareau (2003) examines the
cultural logic of child-rearing practices among middle, poor, and working class families. The
child-rearing techniques of families influence their relationships with schools. Lareau (2003)
finds that families whose child-rearing techniques are more closely aligned with schools benefit

when interacting with schools and when trying to become involved with their children’s schools.
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Among middle class families, Lareau (2003) identified a child-rearing style called
concerted cultivation, in which parents are actively engaged in the development of their child's
skills, talents and opinions. Such parents tend to assign their children to very active schedules
full of extra-curricular activities, communicate with their children using limited directives, and
are more likely to intervene when their child encounters struggles or conflicts. When concerning
educational institutions, middle-class parents use criticism and intervene on the behalf of their
children; these parents also training their children to take on this role (Lareau, 2003). Students
who are raised in such households are more likely to develop a sense of entitlement that is
evidenced in a number of ways (Lareau, 2003). For example, children from such households are
more likely to challenge authority and are encouraged to be proactive when they encounter
problems or struggles. Their parents model these behaviors and often engage in these practices in
front of their children (Lareau, 2003).

These behaviors closely align to the expectations and philosophies of American schools.
Lareau (2003) writes, “ Middle-class children were trained in ‘the rules of the game’ that govern
interactions with institutional representatives.” This creates an advantage for this group.
Therefore, these parents and students are well suited and feel more comfortable interacting with
schools, and these parents are more often involved in schools.

Among poor and working class families, Lareau (2003) identified child-rearing practices
that she described as accomplishment of natural growth. These parents tend to focus on
providing basic needs for the child including food, shelter, and safety. These children are granted
more autonomy over many aspects of their daily lives and interactions. Often, the daily activities
of these students outside of school include hanging out with family members, particularly other

children. The parents use directives and the children rarely question or challenge the adults.
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These families exhibit a dependence on institutions and are less likely to challenge those within
such institutions (Lareau, 2003).

According to Lareau (2003), the consequence for these actions is an emerging sense of
constraint on the part of the parents and the children. Lareau (2003) writes, “For working-class
and poor families, the cultural logic of child rearing at home is out of synch with the standards of
institutions.” This influences their parent involvement with schools and makes it harder for them
to be involved with schools. For example, many poor families find it difficult to join PTA
programs that are dominated by middle-class norms. These parents also realize that PTAs are run
primarily to benefit schools and school administrations, not parents themselves. In her discussion
of social class differences, Lareau (2003) argues that these differences exist because schools rely
on certain social structures and authority patterns that are not consistent with the social values
and child rearing techniques of working-class and low-income parents. These social class
differences affect the ways in which parents relate to schools. The greatest match in class values
and practices exist between middle-class families and schools.

In the book, Dividing Classes: How The Middle Class Negotiates and Rationalizes
School Advantage Brantlinger (2003) examined social class stratification and the ways it
influences schools. In theory, schools are supposed to provide all children an equal chance to
move up in social class rank and to improve life conditions. However, in reality schools do not
accomplish this. Brantlinger (2003) argues that schools reproduce stratified class structure giving
the middle-class an advantage. According to Brantlinger (2003), the educated middle class
benefits the most from the social stratification. Brantlinger (2003) writes, “The educated middle
class, who are primarily in control of schooling whether consciously or not, consistently arrange

school structure to benefit children of their class” (p.189). Brantlinger (2003) suggests that social
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class aids in the creation of an unequal and inequitable school system by influencing the ways in
which parents interact with schools. In the context of parent and school relationships, the
inequality greatly benefits the parent involvement behaviors of middle-class parents. The social
class advantage makes it easier for middle-class parents to be more involved with their child’s
schools.

The Influence of Social Capital

Closely tied to social class and status is the concept of social capital (Coleman, 1988;
Lareau, 2007; Lin, 2001). The acquisition of social capital, or lack thereof, influences parent
participation in parent involvement activities (Coleman, 1988; Lareau, 2007; Lin, 2001). Social
capital stemmed from sociology and political science, but it is also very popular in educational
literature. It is a term used to describe the resources available to individuals through social
relationships and social networks. The initial theoretical development of the concept of social
capital is attributed to French sociologist Bourdieu (Portes, 1998). In his book chapter The Forms
of Capital (1986), Bourdieu discussed the interactions of economic capital, cultural capital and
social capital (Bourdieu, 1986). Bourdieu defines social capital as,

The aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to possession of a

durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance

and recognition- or in other words, to membership in a group-which provides each of its

member with the backing of the collectivity-owned capital, a ‘credential” which then to

credit, in various senses of the word (p. 9).
Bourdieu’s (1986) definition of social capital encompasses two elements: the social relationships
that allow the individual to claim resources possessed by the collectivity and the quantity and
quality of those resources (Bourdieu, 1986; Dika & Singh, 2002; Portes, 1998).

Another commonly cited social capital theorist is Robert Putnam, who works in the field

of political science. Putnam established that social capital has both an individual and a collective

aspect. He primarily examined social capital as a public good, arguing that communities benefit
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from an individual’s possession of social capital. He argued that a well-connected individual in a
poorly connected society is not as productive as a well-connected individual in a well-connected
society (Putnam, 2000). Putnam (1993) defined social capital as

Features of social organization, such as networks, norms, and trust that facilitate

coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit. Social capital enhances the benefits of
investment in physical and human capital.

Putnam (2001) states, ““ The central idea of social capital, in my view, is that networks and
associated norms of reciprocity have value” (p. 1). He argues that just as physical and human
capital can increase productivity, resources, and values; social networks and contacts can do the
same.

In educational research, Coleman’s (1988) description and conceptualization of social
capital is the most frequently utilized. His conceptualization stresses the role of social capital in
communicating the norms, trust, authority, and social controls that an individual must understand
and adopt in order to succeed in educational environments. Coleman (1988) offered the
following definition

Social capital is defined by its function; it is not a single entity, but a variety of entities

with two elements in common: they all consist of some aspect of social structures, and

they facilitate certain actions of actors — whether persons or corporate actors — within the
structure. Like other forms of capital, social capital is productive, making possible the

achievement of certain ends that in its absence would not be possible.” (p. 98).
According to Coleman (1988), social capital is social structures that facilitate the actions of the
actors in the structure. It facilitates productive activity and action. Persons or actors vary in the
amount of social capital that they have access to which influences their knowledge and
understanding of the norms and social controls that govern the system or structure. Individuals

with access to more social capital are able to accomplish much more than individuals who lack

access to the same social capital (Coleman, 1988).
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Bourdieu examines social capital as a tool of reproduction for the dominant class,
whereas Coleman examines social capital as social control, where trust and norms are
characteristics of the community. Coleman’s work supports the idea that families and parents can
gain access to social capital by adopting the prescribed norms (Perna & Titus, 2005). Bourdieu’s
work emphasizes structural constraints and unequal access to institutional resources based on
class, gender, and race (Lareau, 2001). Alternatively, Robert Putnam proposes that social capital
can be viewed as an attribute of community and as a property of cities or nations. This usage of
the term has become extremely popular in public discourse and has been used to support the idea
of loss of community or social decline in America (Perna & Titus, 2005). All of the researchers
would agree that families with valuable social capital fare better in school than students with less
valuable social capital (Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman 1988; Lareau, 2003).

Components of social capital. Although each researcher conceptualized social capital in
different ways, the common aspects and components of social capital are the social relationships
and networks and the value that is added due to participation in the relationships and networks.
The value of the social capital possessed depends on the size of the network connections and the
possession of other forms of capital and resources possessed by the individuals in the network
(Bourdieu, 1986; Dika & Singh, 2002). The first component of social capital is the social
relationships and networks that make up the social structure. Social relationships and networks
are defined as collections of individuals who interact socially. These networks exist between
individuals due to their informal or formal social relationships with one another (Halpern, 2005).
An example is the social networks that exist between teachers and parents in a school. These
relationships may occur formally, through parent-teacher associations (PTA), or informally,

through conversations with one another outside of school.
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These relationships and networks are governed by norms, values, and expectations; these
are also known as social norms. The social norms are the rules, guidelines, values, and
expectations that characterize the social network or social relationships. They can be formal or
informal “unwritten rules.” The norms are a common understanding among network members
that is a guide to acceptable actions and behaviors for the members of the social network. For
example, in parent-teacher associations, they are social norms and expectations that guide the
individuals within the social network; they may include the norms of attendance and the
expectations of communication between teachers and parents. Urban parents often do not know
or understand the “unwritten rules” for parent involvement and it effects their interactions with
their children’s schools.

The second component of social capital is the value that exists within the social structure
among the social networks and relationships within the structure. The value depends on the size
of the network connections and the acquisition of capital and resources already possessed by the
individuals in the network (Bourdieu, 1986; Dika & Singh, 2002). Social relationships and
networks are measured by density and closure (Halpern, 2005). The number of people in the
social network who know one another defines the density. The closure is defined by the links
that the actors in the social network have to those inside as well as outside of the social network
(Halpern, 2005). The value of the social structure is determined by the quality and quantity of the
density and closure. Valuable social structures contain access to human, cultural, and other forms
of capital, as well as to institutional resources and supports (Coleman, 1988; Lin, 2001; Portes,
1998; Stanton-Salazar & Dornbusch, 1995).

Types of social capital. There are two types of social capital: bonding and bridging.

Bonding in social capital is referred to as social networks that are inward looking and between
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homogenous groups (Haplern, 2005; Ottebjer, 2005). Bonding can be valuable for oppressed and
marginalized members of society to band together in social networks that support their collective
needs (Putnam, 2000). Bridging in social capital is referred to as social networks that are
outward looking and socially heterogeneous groups (Haplern, 2005; Ottebjer, 2005). Bridging
allows diverse groups the opportunity to share and exchange information and ideas and to build
consensus among the groups representing diverse interests. Bridging social capital is the most
needed for collective problems (Halpern, 2005). A mothers only parent involvement group is an
example of bonding social capital and a citywide parent involvement group is an example of
bridging social capital. Many social networks bond along some social dimensions and bridge
across others at the same time (Putnam, 2000). Both forms of social capital have powerful
positive social effects.

Social capital and parent involvement. Parent involvement rates can be negatively
impacted due to the lack of social capital possessed by a parent or student; students with valued
social capital fare better in school than students with less valuable social capital (Bourdieu, 1986;
Coleman 1988; Lareau, 2003). As previously discussed, social capital is acquired through an
individual’s relationships with other individuals. The formal and informal relationships in
schools such as informal relationships between teachers and parents or formal relationships such
as Parent Teacher Associations and other parent-school organizations facilitate social capital.

In his work Social Capital in the Creation of Human Capital (1988), Coleman examined
how social capital influenced parent involvement. He stressed the role of social capital in
communicating the norms, trust, authority, and social controls that an individual must understand
and adopt in order to succeed. It is his argument that parents vary in the amount of social capital

that they have access to which influences their knowledge and understanding of the norms, social
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controls and authority that govern educational systems, thus influencing their parent involvement
behaviors. Parents with more social capital tend to have higher rates of parent involvement and
better student success. He (1988) examined High School and Beyond (HSB) data and found that
greater amounts of social capital, such as the presence of two parents in the home, higher
parental education expectations, and intergenerational closure led to lower incidences of students
dropping out of school. He also found that parents from middle-class families have access to
more social capital than parents from working and poor class families, influencing their
children’s educational outcomes.

Sheldon (2002) examined the impact of parent’s social networks on their parent
involvement behaviors and found that the size of parents’ social networks predicted the degree to
which parents were involved with their children’s schools. Parents who reported speaking with
more parents whose children attended the same school as their own children tended to have
higher rates of involvement at the school (Sheldon, 2002).

Urban parents often have small or limited social networks that have the capital that is
valued by schools. Due to the strained relationships between many urban parents and urban
schools there is limited access to social capital through their relationships with urban schools.
Although some groups of parents do not have access to social capital, they can acquire it through
participation in applicable formal and informal networks, organizations, and relationships.
Access to social capital gained through valuable social networks is theorized to generate
knowledge, resources and skills that participants can use to achieve their desired goal (Coleman,
1988; Portes, 1998).

An example is how urban parents might utilize social capital gained through relationships

with schools, teachers, parents or organizations to improve their knowledge and understanding of
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how to engage in their children’s education at-school as well as at-home. For example, parents
can gain knowledge about the school’s expectations for volunteering and homework activities
through their relationships with teachers and other parents. They can also gain skills such as how
to help their children with homework, reading at home, and parenting tips from informal social
relationships or by attending more formal workshops or programs.

In his examination of the impact of school leadership on cultural and social capital at an
urban alternative high school, Khalifa (2010) found that often school leaders struggle to
recognize and validate capital that is not associated with the dominant culture. However, in his
study he (2010) found that the school leaders and teachers from the urban alternative high school
validated and enhanced students and families’ social capital. Noguera also (2001) argues that
urban schools can aid urban parents in acquiring increased social capital that can positively
impact the educational outcomes of their students. He argues that the value and conditions of the
relationships between urban parents and urban schools determine whether social capital can be
increased. If relationships between schools and parents are weak and are characterized by fear
and distrust then, it is harder for schools to improve the social capital of parents (Noguera, 2001).
However, when the relationships are “genuine and based upon respect and a shared sense of
responsibility” strong social capital can be generated (Noguera, 2001).

In their book So Much Reform, So Little Change: Building-Level Obstacles to Urban
School Reform, Payne and Kaba report on a study conducted by the Consortium on Chicago
School Research in which they surveyed staff at 210 schools to identify the characteristics shared
by the schools that were improving. They found that strong social trust, the quality of staff-to-
staff and staff-to-parent relationships, were characteristics of the improving schools.

Relationships matter when engaging parents. How school staff treat and view parents and
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community members, as assets rather than liabilities, is important when engaging parents and
working to increase their social capital (Henderson & Mapp, 2002). Urban parents can also
acquire valuable social capital through participation in meaningful parent involvement programs
that exist within or outside of schools.

The Influence of Culture

Another perspective that helps us understand lower parent involvement patterns among
certain populations is the related theory of cultural capital. Beyond relationships and networks,
cultural capital refers more specifically to an individual’s histories, experiences, customs, and
traditions. In the context of education, cultural capital is the attitudes, personal dispositions and
knowledge of education gained through experiences with educational systems and connections to
other education-related benefits (Lee & Bowen, 2006). The greater an individual's or family’s
cultural capital, the greater his or her advantage in obtaining additional capital.

Families as well as individuals can possess cultural capital. Some individuals inherit
cultural capital through the values and habits present in their family’s histories, experiences,
customs, and traditions, in this case, those related to interactions with educational systems. This
family advantage allows for more successful outcomes. In contrast, individuals with less cultural
capital encounter constraints that result in unequal access to resources (Lareau, 2001). For
example, a family that has a culture that does not highly value education, may not engage in their
children’s education as much as a family whose culture highly values education.

In the context of education, cultural capital is determined by the concordance of the
educational aspects of the family's values and practices with the educational systems in which
the family interacts. According to Lee & Bowen (2006), cultural capital is the advantage gained

by middle-class educated European American parents from knowing, preferring, and
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experiencing a lifestyle congruent with the culture that is dominant in most American schools.
This advantage accrues from their support of the types of involvement most valued by the school
or most strongly associated with achievement (Lee & Bowen, 2006). According to McNeal
(1999), the cultural capital possessed by affluent European American families magnifies the
effects of parents' involvement on their children's achievement at school, supporting better
educational results. Most urban cities consist of ethnically and racially diverse populations.
Often, their histories, experiences, customs, and traditions differ from the schools, instructors
and administrators they interact with. American schools rely on social structures and authority
patterns that are less consistent with the cultural values and child rearing techniques of these
families (Lareau, 2007).

Cultural differences and cultural diversity is one of the greatest challenges that an urban
school faces in soliciting parent involvement. Additionally, many schools facilitate the exclusion
of students and parents by utilizing activities that require specific culturally based knowledge
and behaviors about the school as an institution that are often not possessed by urban parents and
families. These parents may not possess the knowledge of how to navigate educational
institutions and how to advocate for their children. The absence of appropriate knowledge
excludes these parents from acceptable participation in formal school activities, resulting in
isolation for many of these parents (Delgado- Gaitan, 1991). Due to this, racially diverse families
living in poor socioeconomic conditions often face sustained isolation from schools. Parents who
are less knowledgeable about the school's expectations and the ways in which the school
operates are less able to advocate for their children than parents who have such knowledge and
skills (Lareau, 2007). The cultural expectations of schools for parent involvement are different

than the cultural experiences and expectations of many urban parents.
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In all, racially diverse families living in poor socioeconomic conditions often face
sustained isolation from schools. Parents who are less knowledgeable about the school's
expectations and the ways in which the school operates are less able to advocate for their
children than parents who have such knowledge and skills (Lareau, 2007).

The Influence of Self-Efficacy

Higher levels of self-efficacy are associated with more involved and engaged parents;
parents with higher efficacy are more likely to volunteer at their children’s schools and spend
time in educational activities with their children (Hoover-Dempsey, Bassler & Brissie, 1992).
Self-efficacy is belief in one’s abilities to act in ways that will produce desired outcomes
(Bandura, 2006). Bandura (2006) suggests those with higher self-efficacy are more likely to
engage and are more persistent when encountering obstacles than those with lower self-efficacy.
In the context of parent involvement, Hoover-Dempsey and Sandlers (1995) define parent self-
efficacy as parent’s belief that they have the skills and knowledge necessary to help their
children succeed in school, belief that their children can learn what they teach them, and belief
that they can find alternative or additional helpful resources and skills when necessary.

Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler (1997), utilize psychological theory to understand why
parents become involved in their children’s education and to understand the effects of that
involvement. Their Model of the Parent Involvement Process (1997) conceptualizes a process
that is composed of five levels operating between parents’ initial choice to be involved and the
beneficial influence of that involvement on student outcomes (Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler,
1997).

Level 1 is parents’ initial choice to become involved. Hoover-Demsey & Sandlers (1997)

suggests that this decision is influenced by parent’s construct of the parental role, parent’s sense

36



of efficacy for helping their children succeed in school, and general invitations and demands for
involvement from their child and their child’s school. Level 2 is parent’s choice of involvement
forms; these are influenced by parent’s skill and knowledge, demands of parent time and energy,
and specific invitations and demands for involvement from the child and school. Level 3
addresses the mechanisms through which parent involvement influences child outcomes; these
include modeling, reinforcement, and instruction. Level 4 is the influence of major mediating
variables that enhance or diminish the influence of involvement. One such variable includes the
fit between parents’ involvement actions and the school’s expectations of parent involvement.
Level 5 is the child’s outcomes for learning. This encompasses the influence of parent
involvement and students’ personal sense of efficacy for doing well in school academically.

Through this model Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler (1997) identified three major constructs
that contribute to parents’ decisions for involvement. The first construct is parent’s perceptions
of their role and responsibility in their children's education. Middle class parents, for example,
feel that they should collaborate with and be involved at schools. But low-income families often
perceive themselves as being outsiders to the school system and are more reluctant to be
involved. Second is parents’ sense of efficacy for helping their children succeed in schools.
Parents who believe they can make a difference in their children's education are more likely to
visit and participate in school activities than those who feel ineffective. Sense of efficacy is
important because it enables parents to be more involved with their children’s schools and to
persist when encountering barriers to helping their children succeed in school. The last construct
is parents’ perceptions that their children and the school desire their involvement. Some schools
are more welcoming than others and extend invitations, demands and opportunities for

involvement. The perceptions and the extent to which schools make parents feel comfortable and
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valued contributes to their participation in their children's education. Hoover -Dempsey and
Sandler (1997) argue schools serving low income, ethnically diverse families must make greater
efforts to welcome families, because those are the parents who often feel excluded because of
differences in their ethnicity, income, and culture.

Sense of efficacy is important because it enables parents to be more involved with their
children’s schools and to persist when encountering barriers to helping their children succeed in
school (Hoover-Dempsey and Sandlers, 1995). Parents who believe they can make a difference
in their children's education are more likely to visit and be involved with their children’s school
activities than those who feel inadequate (Hoover-Dempsey and Sandlers, 1995; McDermott &
Rothenburg, 2000). Those that have low efficacy can develop high efficacy. Higher self-efficacy
can be developed through experiences that positively influence parent’s beliefs. The examined
program gives parents access to experiences can potentially influence their self-efficacy.

Parents’ Perceptions of Schools

Parents’ perceptions of schools are influenced by their interactions with schools including
their prior personal experiences as students and interactions with their children’s schools. Many
urban parents did not have positive experiences with schools as students. In her article Low-
Income Parents and the Public Schools, Lott (2001) discusses an ambitious study conducted by
Davies (1993) that included 350 parent interviews. Davies (1993) found that parents reported
several bad memories about schools and negative interactions and relationships with school
personnel including teachers and administrators. These negative experiences influence the way
urban parents interact with their children’s schools.

Urban families also perceive schools as being culturally insensitive and school-centered

in the area of parent involvement. In a study that examined parents’ perceptions of family
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engagement at an inner city school, McDermott & Rothenberg (2000) found “parents comments
indicated that they perceived the school as representing the values and interests of established
white America and not the needs of low-income people of color” (p. 9). The urban parents also
perceived the urban school as unwelcoming and their interactions with the inner city school as
painful encounters (McDermott & Rothenberg, 2000). Due to these perceptions, McDermott &
Rothenberg (2000) found that the parents “deliberately decided to withdraw from school
activities ” (p. 9). Urban parents’ perceptions of schools create an additional barrier that further
strains the relationship between urban parents and schools and urban parent’s at-school
involvement rates (Henderson & Mapp, 2002).

Teachers’ Perceptions of Urban Parents

Urban parents face a number of barriers when trying to engage in school involvement,
including barriers generated by the school itself. Many school personnel rely on deficit thinking
in the ways they perceive urban parents. Deficit thinking takes the position that minority students
and families are at fault for poor academic performance because students enter school without
the normative cultural knowledge and skills and parents neither value nor support their child’s
education (Yosso, 2005).

Teachers’ preconceived notions about urban parents further hinder efforts to build
effective parent involvement. Since America’s colonial period, educators have perceived parents
as incapability of supporting their children’s intellectual, social, and moral development
(Gonzalez-DeHass & Willems, 2003). More than a century later, educators continue to blame
low-income and racially diverse parents for their children’s academic failures (Lazar & Slostad,
1999). School personnel perceive parents as being unsupportive, uninvolved, and as barriers to

their children’s education (Jackson & Remillard, 2005).
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Lazar & Slostad (1999) argue that urban parents are not involved with schools due to
schools’ perceptions and isolation of urban parents. They argue that many teachers often assume
that poor and minority parents do not care about supporting their children's academic progress
(Lazar & Slostad, 1999). These teachers tend to believe that parents from urban communities
neither value education highly nor provide their children with the intellectual and motivational
prerequisites for learning and success in school. It is Lazar & Slostad’s (1999) argument that
teachers have these beliefs because of the lack of cultural sensitivity training they receive during
their preparation. McDermott & Rothenberg (2000) found that although teachers recognize that
parents are disengaged with schools; they lack the tools and knowledge of how to alleviate the
lack involvement. They (2000) state, “ The teachers recognized the importance of parental
involvement in children's education, but they knew they were unsuccessful in this aspect of their
teaching (p. 5).” Many teachers and school personnel subscribe to the majoritarian view that
urban parents do not care about their children’s education, are not motivated to be involved, and
are consequently not involved with their children’s schools. Also, as previously discussed,
schools and teachers subscribe to very rigid definitions of parent involvement and do not
recognize the alternative ways that many urban parents are involved with schools and with their
children’s education.

Effective Parent Involvement Programs and Community Organizing

Parent involvement programs are a common method for involving parents in schools.
Henderson & Mapp (2002) examined 51 parent involvement studies and found that access to
parent involvement programs positively impacted the at-school involvement rates of parents.
They also found that parent involvement programs make a difference and have a positive impact
on student outcomes.

Involvement programs and schools that successfully engage families from diverse
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backgrounds exhibit three key practices; they focus on building trusting relationships among
teachers, families, and community members, they recognize, respect and address families needs
including class and cultural differences, and they share power and responsibility between schools
and families (Henderson & Mapp, 2002). Lopez, Scribner, & Mabhitivanichcha (2001) examined
four schools that effectively involved migrant parents and found that schools were successful at
involving parents because they aimed to meet parental needs above all other involvement
considerations. The schools were successful not because they subscribed to a particular
definition of involvement, but because they held themselves accountable to meet the multiple
needs of migrant parents on a daily and ongoing basis (Lopez, Scribner, & Mahitivanichcha,
2001).

Unfortunately, most schools and parent involvement programs do not have these
characteristics. Most programs and interventions are school-centered, do not take into account
the needs of families, and are generally restricted to a few types of activities and programs
(Gonzalez-DeHass & Willems, 2003). School-centered programs are programs established by the
school and serve school-determined interests (Henderson & Mapp, 2002). These activities and
programs often include parent-teachers conferences or parent-teachers associations, and focus on
volunteering or giving parents guidelines for how to assist their children with academic
development. Although these are important types of programs, many of them do not build trust,
meet the needs of the families participating, or share power with parents and families.

Programs and schools tend to limit parental involvement practices to the more formal
activities that ignore the specific perspectives of minority populations (Lopez, Scribner, &
Mahitivanichcha, 2001). Ultimately, these school-centered approaches cast urban parents as

outsiders rather than welcoming them into schools. Urban families, like other low-income and
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racially diverse families, struggle to feel welcome in school-centered parent involvement
programs and are consequently less likely to form productive relationships with schools and
school personnel (Lareau, 2003).

Due to this disconnection, researchers and educators have sought to develop the
conditions that support urban schools, families and communities to form productive relationships
and partnerships that support and encourage student achievement (Epstein, 2001; Mitchell, 2008;
Jordan et al., 2001). As previously discussed, schools must recognize all the ways that parents
are involved in their children’s education (Henderson et al., 2007). Additionally schools must
expand their definitions of parent involvement and create parent involvement models that are not
school-centered. When the programs build trust, meet the specific needs of families and
communities, and share power they are successful in creating and sustaining genuine connections
and partnerships that improve student achievement (Henderson & Mapp, 2002).

Parent and community organizing is a unique approach and a popular strategy utilized to
improve relationships and increase parent involvement and partnerships among low-income and
racially diverse families and schools. Effective organizing strategies focus on building power and
relationships to increase equity and improve public education and other issues confronting
families in low-income communities (Warren & Mapp, 2011). Parent and community organizing
efforts often use strategies that are aimed at establishing a power base to hold schools and school
districts accountable for low student achievement.

Organizing is a much different strategy than most parent involvement programs. Unlike
many involvement programs, organizing is based outside of schools and is often led, designed
and controlled by parents, community members and community organizations. A key goal of

community organizing is to give parents and community members more power over what
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happens in their children’s schools. Organizing seeks to change the power relations that create
and sustain poor functioning schools (Henderson & Mapp, 2002). Additionally, it aims to change
and alleviate conditions that underlie low academic performing schools. These conditions
include, but are not limited to low standards and expectations for learning, poor and mediocre
teaching, inadequate learning resources and materials, and ineffective instructional and school
leadership. Lastly, organizing seeks to create and improve local leadership and capacity to
improve and rebuild distressed communities (Henderson & Mapp, 2002).

Through the emphasis on relationship building, organizing often increases and builds
social capital. In their book, A Match on Dry Grass: Community Organizing as a catalyst for
School Reform, Warren and Mapp (2011) wrote, “Where financial capital and human capital are
in short supply, as they are in many low-income communities, social capital often provides a
particularly critical resource” (p. 24). Organizing builds and leverages building and bonding
social capital. Organizing strategies have been successful in many cases and have contributed to
changes in policy, resources, personnel, school culture, and educational program improvements
(Henderson & Mapp, 2002).

Henderson and Mapp (2002) state, “ Programs that successfully connect with families
and community invite involvement, are welcoming, and address specific parent and community
needs” (p. 43). For effective and genuine involvement, programs must be welcoming, have
strong social trust, and address the specific needs of the parents and community. Ultimately,
programs will be effective and successful not because they subscribed to a particular definition
of involvement, but because they hold themselves accountable to meet the multiple needs of

parents and families on an ongoing basis (Lopez, Scribner, & Mahitivanichcha, 2001).
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Summary

Parent and family characteristics can act as facilitators or hindrances to parental
involvement. The most commonly documented family characteristics in the parent involvement
literature include race and ethnicity, social class, social and cultural capital, and parents’ self-
efficacy. In addition to family characteristics, other factors also influence at-school involvement
such as urban parent and school personnel’s perceptions of one another, logistical factors, and
the school environment.

Families who possess characteristics that align closely with schools and that are valued
by schools have a benefit to those whose characteristics do not (Bourdieu, 1986; Brantlinger,
2003; Coleman, 1988; Lareau, 1987, 2003). Urban parents often possess race, ethnicity, social
class, and cultural norms that are not valued by schools, making it tougher to form effective at-
school partnerships and collaborations.

Community organizing approaches are an emerging strategy for improving relationships
and partnerships between schools and low-income, racially diverse families. Effective
community organizing strategies focus on building relationships that increase equity and
improve a wider set of issues confronting low-income families and communities (Warren &
Mapp, 2011). This study examines a parent involvement program that utilized a community
organizing approach to empower parents to become more involved with schools.

The Conceptual Framework

The review and critique of the literature and my own observations and experiences have
contributed to developing a conceptual framework for this study (Maxwell, 2005). Miles and
Huberman (1994) described a conceptual framework as a visual or written product that explains
the key factors and concepts that are being studied (as cited by Maxwell, 2005, p. 33). The

purpose of this study is to describe the Community Reviewer Program and to examine how
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participation in the program influenced parent’s experiences with their children’s schools.
Describing the Community Reviewer Program and how participation influenced parent’s
orientations toward involvement in their children’s schools encompassed two general domains:
the Community Reviewer Program and its early outcomes, and parent experiences and their early
outcomes (Figure 2.2).

This conceptual framework aligns with the study’s research questions. The first question
aimed to describe and understand the program’s underlying theory of action, its operating model,
and its early outcomes. A second set of questions sought to understand parents’ experiences with
the program and how it influenced their orientations to greater involvement or improved
interaction with their children’s schools or other schools.

As discussed in the literature review, many factors affect parent involvement. Rather
than testing for changes in these factors one by one, they study drew instead on the broader
concepts of efficacy and social capital as a way to explore parent experiences and outcomes.
Effective parent involvement programs can serve as interventions that give parents access to
applicable and valuable social capital that can influence their relationships with schools and
experiences that can positively affect their self-efficacy.

Specific to the goals of the Community Reviewer Program, the model included some
targeted outcomes such as changes in parents’ beliefs and ideas about what constitutes a good
school, their confidence in being involved with schools, their involvement dispositions and
behaviors, their school choice methods and decisions, and other knowledge and skills. The
conceptual framework focused the research process and served as a guide for data collection and
coding-- described further in the next chapter. Across that process some concepts were deleted

and others were modified, or collapsed. The final working framework was as follows:
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Program Theory of Action Program Model Parent Experiences
Transparent Information Training New Information
Parents as Reviewers —_— Team Composition —_— New Experiences
Enhanced Social Capital School Reviews New Relationships
Empowered Parents Evaluation Tools
Program Outcomes Participant Outcomes
Participation Rates Descriptions and Beliefs of Good Schools
Parent Empowerment Self-Efficacy & Confidence
Collective Empowerment Involvement Behaviors & Dispositions
School Accountability School Choice Methods & Decisions
Social Capital
Other Knowledge & Skills

Figure 2.2 Study’s Conceptual Framework

The structure of the thesis chapters aligns to this framework. Chapter Four shares the
program’s theory of action, model and early outcomes. Chapter Five provides findings and
interpretations on parents the experiences of nine program participants. A concluding chapter

offers final interpretations and implications.
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CHAPTER 3: STUDY CONTEXT AND METHODOLOGY

The purpose of this case study was to describe the Community Reviewer Program
developed by Excellent Schools Detroit and to examine the experiences of a sample of
participants. This chapter includes an overview of the program’s origins and context, the study’s
research questions, and a rationale for the study’s approach. It then describes the study’s
research sample, methods of data collection, methods of data analysis, and reflections on
validity.

Detroit and the Community Reviewer Program

The Community Reviewer Program was developed in and for Detroit, Michigan. Detroit
currently has a population of about 701,000 that is 82% African American, 10% white and 6%
Hispanic. It has a school-aged population of about 130,000 children. Now in bankruptcy, the city
has faced serious challenges that negatively impact school quality and student achievement,
including high unemployment rates and high concentrations of poverty. The median income is
only $25,000, with over 55% of school-aged children living in poverty (Data Driven Detroit,
2012; Table 3.1).

The structure of the city’s schools has changed dramatically in the past ten years. In the
year 2000, there were about 194,000 school-aged children in the city; over 154,000 students
attended traditional Detroit Public Schools and about 11,000 students attended public charter
schools. In 2011, there were only about 126,000 school-aged students in Detroit with about
57,000 students attending Detroit Public Schools, about 29,500 students attending more than 100
public charter schools, and about 11,000 students in 15 schools managed by a newly created
Education Achievement Authority (EAA). Another 25,000 Detroit children were attending

school in Detroit’s suburbs (Table 3.2). The EAA is a new statewide school system created to
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operate the lowest performing 5 percent of schools in Michigan. It was designed to provide
stable, financially responsible management to these schools and create the conditions under
which teachers could help students make significant academic gains. Together, these changes
show a dramatic population decrease of school-aged children and rapid growth in public charter
school enrollments.

Table 3.1

Demographic Changes in Detroit 2000-2011

2000 2011
General Demographics

Detroit population 951,270 706,640
School-aged kids 5 to 17 219,477 133,387
School-aged kids 5 to 17 in poverty” 34.1% 55.3%
Median household income” $39,855 $25,193
% of school-aged kids 5 to 17 in single parent families 61.9% 66.6%
% w/ of households with 1 or more cars 78.1% 76.2%
“2000 estimate converted to 2011 dollars using CPI-U-RS All Items. The 2000 number is reported in 1999 dollars.
"Poverty figures use 1999 dollars
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Table 3.2

Education Landscape Changes in Detroit 2000-2012

1999-2000* [2011-12

Where Students Attend School
# of Students in DPS" 154,648 51,894
# of Students in DPS charters' 1,482 3,468
# of Students in DPS self-governing’ 0 2,325
# of Students in other Detroit charters' 11,167 29,496
# of students in EAA schools'® 0 11,135
Estimated # of students in independents” 8,968 2,529
Estimated # who attended school outside of Detroit® 17,990 25,310

Traditional public schools” 6,980 9,795

Charter schools 11,010 15,515
Total 194,255 126,157

"Spring headcounts are not available for 1999-2000

The comparable 2002-2003 data is not yet available.

Alternative education students are included in 2002-2003.

Source: D3 analysis of headcount, nonresident student, and Educational Entity Master Data from CEPI.
'Not all students who go to school in Detroit live in Detroit; for example, in 2011-2012 1,274 K-12 students living in the
*The two DPS schools that DPS chartered for Fall 2012 are NOT included in the DPS charter count here.

"Headcount here is from 2001-2002; this is the earliest year available for independents.
Detroit residents attending independent schools in the suburbs are not include here; in 2011-2012 there were just ove

@The spring enrollment of the 15 DPS schools that ended up in EAA (including the three schools EAA chartered) are inc

The 1999-2000 data is act ually from 2002-2003; this is the earliest year available for nonresident data.

6,980 differs from the value in Bettie's State of Education in Detroit chart because this number excludes pre-kindergar

Although school choice options in Detroit have dramatically increased, the city’s schools

including district and charter are characterized by chronically low academic performance and

weak evidence of improvement over the last decade. Currently, 46 percent of Michigan’s

“bottom 5% schools (in the state’s top-to-bottom ranking of all schools) and almost half of all

“failing schools” are located in Detroit. More than a third of Detroit’s school-aged students

attend a “failing” school and more than 80 percent attend a school in the bottom 25% of the

statewide ranking. Significant choice and charter developments have not altered the fact that

many Detroit students still attend ineffective, academically weak schools.
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Excellent Schools Detroit and the Community Reviewer Program

In 2009, Detroit Public Schools (DPS) voluntarily participated in the National
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) exam for the first time. Local and state leaders
called upon the district to compare its student achievement to other cities nationwide, and the
results were staggering. Only 3 percent of DPS’s fourth graders and only 4 percent of eighth
graders met the national standards on math. DPS students received the nation’s worst scores on
the NAEP, hitting historic lows in mathematical proficiency (Erb & Dawsey, 2009) and
prompting US Secretary of Education Arne Duncan to label Detroit schools as “ground zero for
education in this country” (Erb & Dawsey, 2009).

In an attempt to combat these serious shortcomings, education, philanthropic, civic, and
nonprofit leaders across Detroit formed a school-community nonprofit called Excellent Schools
Detroit (ESD) in March 2010. ESD’s first call to action included a bold education plan that
aimed to ensure that, by 2020, every Detroit child would attend an excellent school. Excellent
schools were defined by the “90-90-90” concept, indicating a school where 90 percent of
students are on-track to graduate, 90 percent of those graduates enroll in college or a quality
postsecondary training program, and 90 percent of those enrollees succeed in their post
secondary placements without remediation. Today, ESD is a coalition of over forty organizations
including educational, philanthropic, government community-based, and schools.

Excellent Schools Detroit’s theory of change works to create the conditions in Detroit’s
education system that will result in four major outcomes: 1) parents and families will choose the
highest-quality education available for their children; 2) any and all new schools that open in
Detroit will be of high quality; 3) weak schools will improve; or 4) they will be closed (Figure

3.1).
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Figure 3.1 ESD Theory of Change

In order to create the conditions that support achievement, ESD’s first task was to create
a shared definition of an excellent education through the 90-90-90 standard and a shared
information system. To accomplish this, ESD developed and launched the Detroit School
Scorecard to assess and compare all of the city’s schools against the 90-90-90 standard and an
overall A- F grade based on additional factors (see Appendix B). The Detroit School Scorecard
was to become an annual process for evaluating the academic performance and culture of all
schools in Detroit (public, charter and private) using the same standards and measurements
regardless of governance model or affiliation. Schools on-track to accomplish the 90-90-90
standard would be rated as “A” schools and “ excellent schools.”

More specifically, the Scorecard utilized four performance categories: academic status,

academic progress, school culture, and extra credit. Academic status is a measure of the school’s
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current academic achievement based on how students perform on state-mandated standardized
tests. Academic progress is a measure of the school’s progress toward the ESD 90-90-90 goal; it
measures academic growth over the course of one year based on standardized tests and growth-
to-achievement assessments. The extra credit score c