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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Programs have been created across the country to meet the growing need to provide children with safe environments and enrichment activities after the school day has ended.  After-school programs have the potential to be a critical part of children’s learning experiences.  Drawing on research indicating the importance of family engagement in education to students’ academic success, the Institute for Responsive Education (IRE) and others contend that family engagement and participation in after-school programs can also enhance educational outcomes for children.

In order to learn more about the ways in which after-school programs involve families, the Institute for Responsive Education, with a grant from the Charles Stewart Mott Foundation, launched the Family Participation in After-School Study research initiative.  This first phase of research involved conducting a survey of after-school programs to learn what efforts programs undertake to encourage family involvement.  The results of this research are presented in this report.   

IRE worked with Brigham Nahas Research Associates (BNRA) to survey program coordinators for a cohort of 21st Century Community Learning Centers (21st CCLCs), which are part of a national endeavor to offer quality after-school programs to children in high-need communities.  These centers are typically housed in schools that serve under-achieving students; have high rates of juvenile crime, school violence, and student drug abuse; and lack the resources to establish after-school centers.   

Survey Highlights

Consistent with the requirements of the 21st CCLC program, the majority of programs in the survey group (Cohort Five) serve children from low-income families.  In addition, the programs in this cohort are split between those that serve mostly white students and those that serve mostly students of color. 

Program Goals

When asked to discuss program goals for family involvement, most respondents reported goals related to helping parents support their children and their children’s education through opportunities to view and understand children’s work.  Many program coordinators articulated family involvement goals that center on meeting parents’ needs and improving family life.  A smaller group of respondents reported that the program’s primary goal for increasing parent involvement is to support program staff and encourage parental buy-in. 

Program Activities

Program coordinators were asked about four different types of activities to engage families: communication with families; family engagement in student-centered programming; governance and leadership; and services specifically designed and provided for families.

Program coordinators indicated that they use various tools for communicating with families, ranging from those that are informal but personal (conversations at drop-off time, for example) to those that are more formal and intended for all parents (such as all-class family conferences or a newsletter). 

The programs in this sample offer a broad array of opportunities for families to be involved in and learn about their children’s work.  In addition to offering opportunities to review students’ work, programs are engaging parents in supporting their children’s learning through homework help, literacy programs, etc.  Family nights are a popular mechanism for bringing family members to the program, as are program orientations and get-to-know-you functions. 

Programs offer parents many avenues for participating and having their voices heard.  A majority (84 percent) of program coordinators said that they collect information from parents about what they need from the programs or their level of satisfaction with services (i.e., parent surveys, focus groups, etc.). 
Programs offer many activities and supports designed specifically to meet families’ needs, including facilitating communication between the families of students in the program and the teachers/principals in the students’ schools; linking families with social services and other community resources; offering a range of classes in parenting, family literacy, ESL, GED; and providing job skills training.

Program Successes, Challenges and Resources Needed

Respondents were most gratified by their ability to reach out to parents to offer activities and services, and in having parents respond positively to their efforts.  Program coordinators reported that providing food, childcare, and advertising are the keys to getting both a high number of participants and repeat participation from parents.

When asked about challenges programs face in implementing family participation in their programs, most coordinators cited parent work schedules.  Family culture and family language were also reported as significant challenges by some coordinators.

Financial resources are clearly a significant issue for after-school programs. The respondents reported that they need additional funds to provide services to families; to offer incentives to parent volunteers; to hire speakers; for postage for newsletters and other communication to parents; to offer GED, parenting and other classes; to train their own staff to provide services (e.g., workshops) to parents; and to offer weekend events for families.

Program Differences by Race and Location

Overall, there were few differences in the services and program offerings by race in these programs. We found that where there are differences, the programs that serve mostly students of color are generally more likely to provide services, activities, and opportunities for family members. Most of the differences that emerged between programs depending upon their location were not of significance and could be explained by the populations served or the challenges peculiar to their particular location.

Program Differences by Staff Assigned to Family Involvement Tasks

Just over one-half of the programs reported that they have staff dedicated to outreach work with parents.  With staff to support family engagement, it is clear from the data that programs are able to accomplish much more in engaging families meaningfully in the life of the program.  Yet, for the most part, the amount of time a staff member spends on this part of the job makes no difference in whether this work is carried out. 

Implications

From the survey responses of Cohort Five of the 21st CCLC, it is evident that these after-school programs include supporting children and their families as an important part of their programming.  In the face of a variety of obstacles, programs are finding many ways to reach out to families and are doing so successfully.    

Programs that are interested in building a family engagement program could learn a great deal from the respondents in this sample.  In the current economy, where resources are often lacking, programs can learn about the range of possible activities and choose only those that most closely address the needs of their populations.  This empowers programs to develop initiatives that meet families’ needs, without requiring them to develop an exhaustive, and perhaps very costly, family engagement initiative.

The findings in this report raise questions for further research.  Given that so many children spend a significant amount of time in after-school programs, researchers need to take notice of this emerging field and pursue some of these important issues.
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