
Leading School Communities in 
Strengthening Family and Community 

Engagement
Unpacking the Tool

Ann Bliss
Federation of Catholic School Parent Communities

SACPPA Conference, September 2013



Why are you here?



What is Family Engagement?

“Family Engagement  is a shared responsibility 
of families, schools and communities for 
student learning and achievement; it is 
continuous from birth to young adulthood; and 
it occurs across multiple settings where 
children learn”.

(Weiss, Lopez & Rosenberg, 2010, p3)



More than ‘involvement’..

The essential difference is that engagement implies:
“enabling parents to take their place alongside 
educators in the schooling of their children, fitting 
together their knowledge of their children, teaching and 
learning, with teachers’ knowledge. With parent 
engagement, possibilities are created for the structure 
of schooling to be flattened, power and authority to be 
shared by educators and parents, and the agenda 
being served to be mutually determined and mutually 
beneficial.”

(Pushor & Ruitenberg, 2005, p. 12-13)



“The purpose of a school 
is to help the family 
educate the child”

Dr Don Edgar, 
Foundation Director of the Australian 
Institute of Family Studies



Stopping Point

Share what your school currently 
does to engage parents/families in 
their children’s learning and life of 
the school community.



Key Dimensions 

Communication
Connecting learning at home and at school
Building community and identity
Recognising role of family
Consultative decision making
Collaborating beyond school
Participating 

(Family-School Partnerships Framework – A Guide for Schools and Families - 2008)



Dimensions at a Glance

Map these examples 
against the dimensions



Key Message # 1

Strong family and community 
engagement is central to 
effective school reform.



Policy context

Melbourne Declaration
COAG goals – ‘bold’ education reform 

agenda
National professional standards for 

teachers and principals
CESA mission and plan
CESA Continuous Improvement 

Framework



Stopping Point

• List the benefits of strong family engagement in 
learning and the life of the school community 
for:

– Schools
– Parents
– Children and Young People

(Page 15 of resource)



Core to reform – why?

A review of 51 studies on parental involvement 
concluded that when schools, families, and community 
groups work together to support learning, students 
tend to: 
 do better in school (higher grades, higher scores on 

standardised tests);
 enrol in more challenging programs;
 have improved attendance;
 have better social skills and adaptation to school;
 stay in school longer.

(Henderson and Mapp, 2002)



What educators are 
saying:

“When parents, the community, the teacher and the 
students share a rapport, learning occurs…Effective 
schools use their internal collaborative strength to 
seek out relationships with the community. They see 
parents more as part of the solution than as part of the 
problem. They pursue programs and activities that are 
based on two-way capacity building in order to 
mobilise the resources of both community and the 
school in the service of learning”.
Michael Fullan (2000) The Three Stories of Educational Reform. Kappan Professional Journal.



Strong Family and Community 
Engagement:

Improves educational outcomes for students
Contributes to the building of ‘social capital’ in 

the community
Positively alters school ‘culture’
Stimulates self-growth among parents
Enhances the professional rewards for 

Principals and school staff
Australian Government Family School Partnership Project (Muller, 2008)



Levels of Influence and Impact

Government policy and processes
Sector policy and processes
School policy and processes *
Classroom practices *
Home practices *

“From Canberra to the Cubby House”



Who is Responsible?

• Politicians
• Bureaucrats
• Education Sectors and peak bodies
• School Leaders *
• Educators and school staff *
• Parents *
• Students *

“From Tony to Tully”



Key Message # 2

It’s everybody’s 
business!



Underpinning principles

Engaged Parents are recognised as:
The first and continuing educators of their 

children
Partners in their children's education
Integral members of school communities
Collaborators in decision making 



Key Message # 3:

How do school policies, processes 
and traditions invite, expect, 
encourage, enable and celebrate 
family and community 
engagement?



National Key Reform Project

Smarter Schools National Partnerships
Parental Engagement in Schooling in 

Low Socio-economic Status (SES) Communities
Project’s aim:

“to work collaboratively across the jurisdictions to 
advance the identification, promotion and 
implementation of good practice in parental 
engagement in Low SES communities as a critical 
factor for improving student attendance, engagement 
in learning and learning achievement”.



Project Deliverables

Resource Development:
School case studies
Online resource:

Strengthening Family and Community 
Engagement  in Student Learning
Annotated resource listing
Key reference list 



Key characteristics of 
effective practice
Developing a school culture that values parental 

engagement 
Creating a school environment that welcomes parents 
 Sharing high expectations about learning outcomes for 

all students 
Building the capacity of parents to support their 

children’s learning 
 Parents encouraging other parents 
Reaching out through personal contact 

(Themes from case studies)



Key characteristics of 
effective practice
Offering opportunities to parents for their own learning 

and development 
Connecting with parents in the early years 
Using school resources effectively to support parental 

engagement 
 Leveraging additional resources from outside the 

school 
 Enlisting the support of community leaders and 

members and community organisations
(Themes from case studies)



Strengthening Family and 
Community Engagement in 
Student Learning Resource

Designed for school communities to facilitate 
stronger parent and family engagement in 
schooling across the seven dimensions of the 
Family-School Partnership Framework 





















Key Messages

#1 Strong family and community engagement is 
central to effective school reform

#2 It’s everybody’s business
#3 School policies, processes and traditions 

need to invite, expect, encourage, enable 
and celebrate family and community 
engagement



From here…

What message will you take 
back to your school 
community?

What are you going to do?


