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Parent Involvement Handout
Identifying the barriers to parent involvement is the first step to overcoming them.
There are, of course, many more than four barriers to parent involvement, but the research shows these are the most important ones. And, while as a practical matter it is impossible for schools to identify and try to overcome the 40 or 50+ barriers we might quickly list in a brainstorming session, it is possible to concentrate our efforts on the four most important ones.  In your own planning for the months ahead, and perhaps at an upcoming staff meeting, list the things you might do to:
1. Help parents find the time to help their children at home. 

2. Know specifically what they can do that will help the most 

3. Understand the critically important role they play in their children's education, and 

4. Bridge the language barriers that make non-English speaking parents think they can't help their children succeed in school. 

5. Parents and families often have a lot of emotion with regard to the transition planning process and having a child with a disability. This emotion will often surface during meetings. Staff who are comfortable with this emotion promote a comfort level for families. 

6. Families frequently may not participate in IEP meetings, because they do not understand the information presented, nor do they sense that they have anything to contribute. Clear, accurate, family-friendly information about transition is usually very helpful at times like these. In addition, information about the impact a disability can have on learning, continuing education, working, having relationships, and developing autonomy is also very helpful. Schools can establish an ongoing parent group that meets for support and also for information. Including families in site-based councils, transition interagency committees, special education advisory committees, and any other school planning committees increases their knowledge of specific content areas, and also of the school and district-at-large. 

7. Parents and families also need skills in how to communicate, collaborate, and advocate for their child. If they have access to ways of increasing those skills, either through a formal class or a program that matches parents with parents, it will support their active involvement. For many, if a parent is a good advocate for his or her child, it creates a “them versus us” relationship with professionals. Yet when professionals view themselves as advocates and parents as collaborators in identifying needs and services, there is reciprocity and equity in the relationship. Professionals are welcoming, and families will participate.

http://www.ncset.org/topics/ieptransition/faqs.asp?topic=28
Recently, as the importance of parent involvement in children's education has become widely recognized (and reemphasized by the No Child Left Behind Act), much more attention has been focused on why parents are not more involved than they are. If we can identify the barriers to parent involvement, we can focus our attention on overcoming them. 

So, why aren't parents more involved? What are the major barriers to meaningful parent involvement? In priority order, here is what my experience, the survey findings of The Parent Institute, and my study of available parent involvement research over the years tell me are the four biggest barriers to parental involvement:

1. “I don't have time.” 
With the vast majority of parents and other children's caregivers—from friends and neighbors to aunts, uncles and other family members—working full- or part-time, lack of time to be more involved with children's education is the single biggest parent involvement barrier. Certainly there are many ways to help parents find significant and often surprising bits and pieces of perfectly good time to be involved with children's education
2. “I don't know what to do.” 
Countless parents have told me they love their children and want to be involved, but they simply don't know what to do. “I'm not a teacher. I've never had any educational training and, I don't want to do something wrong,” they say. That's easy to understand. Most of us try to keep up with the maintenance schedule on our car, having the oil and filters changed regularly, keeping it clean, etc. But if problems develop with the car, we often have no idea what to do. We look for expert help immediately. And think how infinitely more complex children are than cars! 

Studies consistently show that, when schools and teachers tell parents specifically, step-by-step, what they can do to help their children do better in school, parents will try their best to do it. 
3. “I don't know why it's important.” 
Almost all parents know that education is important to their children's success in life. But all too many don't see why they need to be partners with schools in educating their children. They don't understand that they, as parents , are also their children's teachers—their children's first and most influential teachers—whether they want to be or not! 

In our most recent Parent Institute national scientific surveys of educational leaders, one of the most frequent frustrations educators expressed was “Parents' lack of responsibility for their children's learning and behavior.” That's a direct reflection of parents' not understanding the critical educational role they play. Frustrated school leaders are tempted to say that parents expect the school to be responsible for all aspects of child development, learning and behavior. But the research actually suggests that parents simply don't realize the influence—and, therefore, the responsibility—they have in their children's education. 

4. “I don't speak English.” 
A major change since most of today's school leaders started their careers is the explosion of families whose first language is not English. Since nearly all classroom instruction is conducted in English, textbooks and other resource materials are in English and homework assignments are in English, it's easy to understand why non-English speaking parents feel at a disadvantage in supporting their children's school work. Beyond the language barrier, there are also significantly different cultural norms and expectations that can affect the way non-English speaking parents interact with schools and teachers. To overcome this very real involvement barrier, schools must provide help to parents in their native languages to the extent possible. http://www.parent-institute.com/articles/obstacles.php
