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There is overwhelming evidence that schools alone cannot educate children and that it 

takes the effort of many stakeholders; including educators, families, and the broader community 

(Bonney et al., 2021). According to Curry (2018), the way families engage in schools is likely to 

predict student achievement, underscoring its significance in influencing educational outcomes 

(Curry, 2018). The extent to which families are welcomed to engage in their students’ 

educational experiences, however, depends on school leadership. School leaders are essential in 

creating a school environment that welcomes, empowers, and fosters collaborative and equitable 

partnerships between schools and families. In this article, we expand on the term “parent 

engagement” to “family engagement” and examine what is needed from school leaders to ensure 

that families are equipped with the tools to engage in their children’s educational experiences in 

ways that value their contributions as partners to the school community. Over the past decade, 

family engagement has become a much more integral part of school reform efforts, with greater 

responsibility being taken on by state governments to prioritize family–school partnerships 

(Mapp & Kuttner, 2013). Additionally, a greater call has also been issued to understand and 

emphasize the role of school principals (Grissom et al., 2021) and their leadership teams in 

developing and sustaining stronger family–school partnerships for more equitable student 

outcomes. We provide a broad overview of the research that highlights the significance of school 

leaders as agents of fostering meaningful and collaborative relationships between families and 

schools. We begin by addressing why these types of relationships are important and directly 

linked to successful student outcomes. We then describe the changing nature of school leadership 

as it pertains to developing positive school–family relationships by creating school cultures that 

value and empower students and their families during a time of growing parent mistrust of 

schools. 
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Creating Meaningful and Collaborative Family–School Relationships 

It is widely acknowledged that family engagement in students’ educational experiences 

can improve student outcomes and aid in mitigating opportunity gaps for marginalized students 

(Lowenhaupt & Scanlan, 2020). When schools work to build purposeful and positive 

relationships with families, student outcomes have been proven to increase (Flores & Kyere, 

2020; Ishimaru, 2013; Jeynes, 2018). Stronger collaboration among school stakeholders, 

families, and communities to create greater educational outcomes for students has been called for 

as the three main factors on which student learning and development is dependent (Epstein, 

2011; Jung & Sheldon, 2020). Authentic school and family relationships are essential to 

enhancing the educational outcomes of students. When schools create an environment that 

fosters mutual trust and respect with families, regardless of how well-resourced or not the 

schools and communities are, it can benefit students  (Flores & Kyere, 2020). We discuss some 

of these benefits, but first, we highlight the shift from parental involvement to engagement and 

empowerment, and how that can reframe how schools engage with family. 

Engaging Families as Partners in School Communities 

In recent years, the focus on “parental involvement” has shifted to “family engagement.” 

The evolution of parent involvement to family engagement signifies moving parents from 

routinely attending school functions as invited participants to a more active role as partners in 

students’ achievement (Ferlazzo, 2009; Quezada, 2016). The South Carolina Department of 

Education (SCDE) recognizes the value of family and community engagement and the important 

role it serves in supporting the components of the Profile of a South Carolina Graduate (Profile) 

(SCDE, 2019). The SCDE defines family engagement as when, “[f]amilies are actively involved 

in the learning and development of all students to become college- and career-ready” (SCDE, 
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2019). In previous years, the discourse on parental involvement was framed around families who 

had direct interaction with schools and participation in school events such as parent-teacher 

conferences, events like book fairs, and fundraising activities (McKay et al., 2003). Hence, 

families who were unable to participate in such events due to barriers such as finding childcare, 

working multiple jobs, transportation, and miscommunication or language issues, were viewed as 

uninvolved or uninterested in their children’s education. Often these families were 

socioeconomically disadvantaged, families of color, culturally and linguistically diverse, and 

newcomer and immigrant families. Furthermore, the utilization of the term “parent” overlooked 

(and continues to exclude as it is used today) an entire population of students who may have 

guardians other than a biological or adoptive parent as their primary caretakers. The shift to 

“family engagement” therefore acknowledges both a wider array of caretakers and domestic 

circumstances for students as well as the barriers that families may experience in participating in 

school events. Thus, a recognition of potential familial inability to attend functions does not 

translate to families’ disinterest in supporting their students. It reframes the relationship between 

schools and families as collaborative in nature, where families are empowered to co-plan and co-

lead activities that leverage families' funds of knowledge and expertise (Moll et al., 2006). 

It is critical for schools to create an environment where all types of families, not just 

families with the loudest voices or greatest influence, feel empowered to contribute to the school 

community (Ishimaru, 2017). Empowering families to engage with schools means school leaders 

and other educators need to be intentional in inviting all types of families to contribute to the 

learning process and school activities or events (Chavkin & Williams, 1987; Flores & Kyere, 

2020; Lopez et al., 2001). This could look like eliciting ideas from families about what could be 

done to help their child learn better, feel welcomed at school, and address their needs holistically 
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and with greater intentionality. Sometimes, certain families may feel hesitant to share because of 

their past experiences or knowledge about schools (Martinez & Wizer-Vecchi, 2016). School 

leaders and other educators should, therefore, persist in centering parents and families and 

offering opportunities for them to co-design with school staff to do something they (families) 

feel is important. For example, families in a study by Schultz et al. (2023) co-designed a 

celebration of día de la Madre (Mothers’ Day) with teachers. Although Latinx families were 

initially hesitant to do “something” when they were invited to plan an event, teachers continued 

to ask what families wanted to do over many weeks and then helped co-plan and co-lead the 

events with families. The relationship between multilingual families and the school was 

strengthened through the process, with these families feeling welcomed and empowered to 

contribute their expertise and ability to reach out to other families in the school community. This 

connection was to be particularly important. The resulting teamwork among families 

demonstrates the formation of collaborative social relationships that can provide a level of 

protective support for families who may face challenges (Henderson et al., 2007; Quezada, 2016; 

Ramirez, 2010; Yosso, 2005). This is especially true for immigrant families who can often feel a 

sense of isolation in their communities (Bonney et al., 2021; Quezada, 2016). Orchestrating these 

types of collaborative social relationships occurs within the intersection of micro- and macro-

level policy contexts. Such an orchestration requires understanding the policy priorities within 

these contexts in an educational culture of high-stakes accountability in the United States. Even 

educators who value relationships with families, and partners in helping students thrive, often 

feel underprepared to foster partnerships as little training is provided on engaging families and 

their cultural contributions (Mapp & Kuttner, 2013).  

The Role of School Leaders in Fostering Relationships with Families and Communities 
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School leaders are central to the establishment of effective family–school partnerships. 

They play an important role in fostering the types of relationships with families that create 

supportive environments for student learning (Flores & Kyere, 2020; Thapa et al., 2013). The 

practices of school leaders are pivotal to determining the degree to which schools are welcoming 

and inviting spaces for families and whether the necessary resources for establishing personal 

connections between families and educators are available (Auerbach, 2009, 2012). Principals, in 

particular, have agency to equip families with such tools for student success and to enact change 

that increases equity (Theoharis, 2009) as they structure schools (classes, teacher, and student 

assignments) and impact school culture. A recent meta-analysis of the significance of principal 

influence calls for reorienting the work of school principals toward greater educational equity 

and for school districts to prioritize the needs of increasingly diverse student backgrounds in the 

same fashion (Grissom et al., 2021). While there is less evidence that assistant principals 

contribute as strongly to improved student outcomes, assistant principals have been found to be 

uniquely positioned to promote equitable outcomes for students by paying attention to cultural 

inclusivity and equitable learning environments in their own efforts (Goldring, Rubin, and 

Herrmann, 2021). To move beyond a traditional top-down approach in which school leaders set a 

particular agenda for a school community and invite parents to join in ways set forth by the 

school, an emphasis must be placed on the bidirectional nature of an effective and sustainable 

family–school relationship, in which shared governance and decision-making processes with 

families and communities drive change. DeMatthews (2018) argued that school leaders who 

value parent relationships have been shown to engage in such “associational justice.” 

 

Driving Paradigm Shifts of Power Dynamics in Family-School Partnerships 
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To date, many studies have suggested that effective program organization is an important 

part of establishing strong partnerships between schools and families and that the positionality of 

school leaders provides agency to create a collaborative culture by setting expectations and 

modeling what these strong partnerships look like (Jung & Sheldon, 2020; Uline & Tschannen-

Moran, 2008; Weiss et al., 2009). Evidence has shown, furthermore, that school leadership can 

provide the conditions necessary to enable strong program organization in ways that foster 

effective teacher practices for family engagement and ensuring that school–family partnerships 

are sustainable (Epstein et al., 2018). Green (2018) referred to school leaders as “social brokers” 

who connect all aspects of the school with community-based organizations as a mechanism for 

providing opportunity to families. With a title descriptor as strong as “social broker,” comes 

great responsibility on behalf of school leaders to ensure that they approach “brokering” with 

asset-based perspectives. After all, school leaders can also play a key role in engaging families in 

positive ways by believing in the leadership capacity of families and viewing them as partners in 

establishing a strong school–community culture (Quezada, 2016). Essentially, school leaders 

must work to empower families by believing in a concept of “co-powerment” (Vargas, 2013) 

that shares power in changemaking efforts.  

As we previously discussed, the shift in power dynamics to include families’ funds of 

knowledge (Moll et al., 2006) in their students’ educational experiences is paramount to creating 

inclusive and welcoming school cultures. Moreover, this paradigm shift is needed by school 

leaders to create more equitable outcomes for marginalized students. Hinnant-Crawford (2020) 

asserted that principals are in a prime position to create a school culture and climate that focuses 

on equity and justice when they are willing to do so. Additional extant literature emphasizes that 

a school leader’s willingness to challenge and reflect on deficit models of explaining differences 
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in student achievement is arguably the single most influential factor in the academic successes of 

minoritized students (Beard, 2018; Shields et al., 2004, p. 4). Deficit ways of viewing student 

ability (rather than the assets that a student contributes to a school community) derived from a 

primary focus on achievement gaps (disparities in standardized learning outcomes) since the 

implementation of No Child Left Behind. The focus on these disparities rather than on the inputs 

that create them presents only one dimension of academic performance, while ignoring the 

complex and nuanced reality that students’ test scores vary based on the learning opportunities 

they are afforded (Milner, 2012). Often, the motivation to engage in a task is preceded by an 

interest or deep understanding. Thus, it is important for school leaders to consistently engage in 

critical reflection [rather than compliant thinking] (Riehl, 2000) on how they are serving 

marginalized students and their families beyond academic achievement in the form of 

standardized test scores. 

 A synthesis of extant literature that emphasizes the ways in which school leaders 

influence organizational culture and climate has shown that there are three intersectional primary 

drivers that contribute to either the mitigation of or perpetuation of opportunity gaps that are 

experienced by minoritized student groups: people (building relational capacity), policies 

(understanding, implementing, and changing), and practices (actions of stakeholders that 

contribute to students’ educational experiences) (Andreoli, 2023).  In figure 1, we argue that it is 

at the intersection of each of these three drivers that families must be included as partners in 

school improvement work. Importantly, we also demonstrate that school leaders must understand 

the context in which family partnerships are fostered, considering local and greater educational 

and social contexts. It is a combination of familial inclusion in this regard that is paramount to 

establishing inclusive and sustainable family–school partnerships that “co-power” (Vargas, 
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2013) and ultimately that have been shown for some time to improve minoritized students’ 

access to greater opportunity and outcomes.  

Figure 1 

Framework for School Leaders to Enhance Family Partnerships for Equitable Student Outcomes  

 

 
Conclusion and Implications for Practitioners 
 

School leaders should recognize that student achievement is only one indicator of  
 
school success. Effective family engagement and the overall school community's health are  
 
crucial for long-term success. Creating a climate that empowers and engages families to  
 
contribute their funds of knowledge to schools and the learning process takes times as it  
 
requires systemic change. Efforts must be embedded in the school's culture, policies, and  
 
practices. We conclude with a few recommendations in Table 1 for how schools, in particular, 
 
 can create collaborative and equitable partnerships with families based on our  
 
synthesis of research, field observations and work with schools, families, and community  
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organizations. 
 
Table 1 
 
Recommendations for Empowering and Engaging Families 

1. Create multiple, accessible channels for communication (e.g., newsletters, social 
media, emails, text messages, phone calls, etc.). Ensure communication is available in 
the primary languages spoken by families. 

2. Form committees that include family members, teachers, and administrators to 
regularly discuss and plan engagement activities and ensure marginalized families are 
on the committee and that their voices are heard. 

3. Schedule meetings and events at various times to accommodate families' different 
work schedules. Offer virtual participation options for families who cannot attend in 
person. 

4. Create opportunities for families to provide input and feedback regularly. 
5. Highlight and celebrate the diverse ways families contribute to the school community. 

Invite families to share or co-design how their cultures can be celebrated in schools to 
avoid tokenism. 

6. Regularly assess the effectiveness of family engagement strategies. Use feedback from 
families to make continuous improvements to engagement practices. 
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