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Developing and nurturing family involvement in learning is a key to success of children.  Children are more successful in school related factors when their parents and families are involved in their lives.  State afterschool networks should promote and encourage family involvement in their children’s learning through and in afterschool programs.  

A recent synthesis of research (Henderson & Mapp 2002) confirms in a broad analyses of many recent studies that students with parental involvement, no matter their background, were more likely to

· Make higher grades and test scores, and enroll in higher-level programs

· Be promoted, pass their classes, and earn credits.

· Attend school regularly.

· Have better social skills, show improved behavior, and adapt well to school.

· Graduate and go on to postsecondary education.

Developing positive school-family connections should be a priority of any effort to improve education and the development of our children.  
In the last few years there has been a substantial increase in afterschool programs located in schools and linked to schools. Because afterschool programs tend to be smaller and more flexible and often use community resources, they could contribute to efforts to increase family involvement with their children’s education and development. 

An indication of how important it is for afterschool programs to increase parental involvement can be found in a recent study of all types of afterschool programs in South Carolina.  The SC Afterschool Alliance (2004) listed eight training topics of interest for afterschool programs.
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In that group of eight topics, the highest rated issue by afterschool providers was “working with parents.”  It was rated even higher than “grant writing.” However, this area of family involvement in education and development is much less explored, but of increasing importance. That is why it is not surprising to see in the LA’s BEST After School Enrichment Program that parental involvement has become an integral part of each program’s overall success (2004).

While the research on the connection between afterschool and family involvement is fairly limited, one recent study provides good guidance on how families can be involved in their children’s education through afterschool programs. 

The Institute for Responsive Education (Weiss and Brigham, 2003) conducted a study of existing practices of family participation in current afterschool programs.  They found that the goals for afterschool programs in regards to parental involvement were typically linked to helping parents assist their children with schoolwork, meeting the parents’ needs, and encouraging parents to support the staff of afterschool programs.  

Their study also articulated the ways to connect families with the afterschool program and learning centers:  communicating with families; connecting families with programs that center around the students; allowing parents to make decisions and take an active role in leadership; and services just for families. The study also found that parental participation was more successful when food and childcare were put into action.

While there appears to be a growing recognition of the importance of afterschool programs serving as a resource to increase family-education and family-school connections, there is still limited research and literature, especially, on which strategies and activities would be most supported by providers of afterschool programs.

Our research project sets out to find out which strategies have the most potential in the afterschool setting from the point of view of people in the field. If afterschool venues are going to enhance family involvement and connections, we need to better understand which afterschool strategies are most appealing to a set of local afterschool providers. 

With the rapid ramp-up of the 21st Century Community Learning Centers across America, many educators and nonprofit and parent leaders in communities of all types have been grappling with strategies and approaches to increase connections with families and parents to help children succeed.  So what better people to ask about the viability of various family involvement strategies than a sample of 21st Century Community Learning Center grantees from around the country? That is exactly what we did.

How afterschool providers rate strategies to increase family involvement.

We asked forty randomly chosen 21st Century Community Learning Centers coordinators across America to give us their opinions and suggestions about increasing parental involvement in afterschool programs and community learning centers.

First, the grantees were asked to rate eighteen strategies to increase parental involvement in afterschool programs.  The four highest rated suggestions dealt with the philosophy or attitudes about ways to increase parental involvement in afterschool programs.  These included a:

· Focus on building trusting collaborative relationship among teachers, families, and community members.

· Use various means to communicate with families about their children’s education.

· Create an after school environment that welcomes parents.

· Recognize, respect, and address families’ needs, as well as their differences.

The next set of strategies was rated “important.”  They tend to be actions that involve specific family participation activities as well as attitudes.  

· Sponsor family math and/or family art nights at various times during the year to encourage student-family-school connections.
· Share knowledge of community resources and activities.
· Communicate activities regarding the program through family newsletters.
· Provide translations for families with limited English skills.
· Recruit family volunteers to help with the program. 
· Embrace a philosophy of partnership where power and responsibility are shared.
· Sponsor workshops for parents in the evenings or weekends.

What do the grantees recommend in their own words to increase parental involvement in afterschool programs and community learning centers?

The grantees were asked to give their best ideas of how to increase parental involvement in afterschool programs and community learning centers.

A broad array of responses and ideas resulted from this question and real-life scenario.  The ideas and recommendations can be organized into four categories:

1. Family and Community Collaborations

2. Family Programs and Activities

3. Communication

4. Parental Needs

Through their own word, they provide many helpful suggestions and advice in assisting educators and parents in increasing parental involvement in afterschool programs.

Family and Community Collaborations

· Make sure that the after school program’s focus is in line with the needs of the surrounding community, which will insure community buy in.

· Work together with Parent Teacher School Associations.

· Work with local churches to encourage program participation and bring families to the table to work for the betterment of children.

· Involve parents in the planning, implementing, and evaluation of different activities in the program.

· Encourage parents to visit whenever they can.

· Build a trusting relationship between school, family, and after school program.

Family Programs and Activities

· Have regular family night activities where students and families are involved in the planning, implementing, and evaluation of activities in the program.

· Have monthly family meetings based on a survey of needs.

· Plan fieldtrips that involve the children and their parents.

Communication

· Talk with parents daily.  

· Let the parents know what is going on at the after school program.

· Set aside time to call and visit parents in their homes.

· Talk to parents directly and also use surveys to find out what parents are thinking and to determine how to better manage the afterschool program.

Parental Needs

· Provide transportation when possible.

· Schedule classes for parents who need their GED.

· Offer parental enrichment classes to empower parents to better help their children.

· Create an environment that welcomes parents, and provide frequent opportunities for parents to come together to learn new skills, to socialize, and interact with other parents.

· Have a staff member to focus on parents’ needs and how to better meet them.  

· Respect the cultural diversity, talents, and contribution that all parents and families can share.

· Introduce families to schools to increase their comfort level at school.

· Provide ideas and workshops for things that families can do to help benefit their child’s education.

Conclusion

In general parental involvement is important because it improves learning, reduces discipline problems, reduces unsafe and unhealthy activities, and gives youth the opportunity to build relationships with caring adults. Though research and literature is limited on which strategies and activities are best to increase parental involvement in afterschool programs, what we have found can help bridge that gap. Afterschool programs have come up with many ways to help parents to assist their children in learning.  

The top four strategies rated by the 21st Century Community Learning Center grantees focus mainly on building relationships, communicating with families, welcoming, recognizing, respecting, and addressing family needs and differences.  They create the foundation of specific activities.

The group of strategies that were rated as “important” includes specific activities that afterschool programs can offer to engage and connect with families.  These activities range from sponsoring family math and art nights and communicating activities regarding the programs through family newsletters and sponsoring workshops for parents in the evenings or weekends to recruiting family volunteers to help with the program.

An analysis of the open-ended responses found some strong connections on which afterschool programs could capitalize.  Family and community collaboration is the key framework, and thus building more bridges to link families, communities, and schools.  The afterschool family programs and activities should enable parents to enjoy learning with their children.  Strong and regular communication with families involved in the afterschool programs is essential to make sure parents are informed about their children’s performance at school and in the after school program.  Afterschool programs should take into account parental needs to provide resources to help them better help their children.  

Afterschool programs provide a positive venue and time to help engage families in their children’s learning.  In this study, the 21st Century Community Learning Center coordinators give us a viable framework, general strategies and specific approaches to increase family involvement and engagement in afterschool programs and in education in general.  All afterschool programs would be well advised to heed this advice if they want to be successful. Connections between parents, schools, and afterschool programs should be a priority to improve education and children’s development. 

Afterschool networks should include increasing family involvement and connections to learning as part of their strategies to improve the quality of afterschool programs in their state.
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