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FAMILY ENGAGEMENT TOOLKIT

PURPOSE

This Toolkit provides a list of considerations and recommendations, checklists, and sample
documents to assist GEAR UP Staff and schools develop successful strategies to engage
families in fostering their child’s academic and career success.

“ Students with involved parents, no matter their income or background, are more likely to earn higher
grades and test scores, enroll in higher-level programs, be promoted, pass their classes, earn credits,
attend school regularly, have better social skills, show improved behavior, and graduate and go on to
postsecondary education. 99

Anne T. Henderson and Karen L Mapp (2002) A New Wave of Evidence: The Impact of School,
Family, and Community Connections on Student Achievement. Annual Synthesis 2002. National
Center for Family & Community Connections with Schools.

OBJECTIVES

e Support school’s efforts to engage families in student’s education
e Partner with families to support student’s college-going goals

STUDENT GRADE LEVEL

This toolkit is designed for GEAR UP Staff and College Coordinators serving GEAR UP students in
grades 7-12.

TARGET AUDIENCE FOR TOOLKIT

This toolkit is targeted to GEAR UP Staff, College Coordinators, school counselors, family
engagement professionals (parent liaisons), college access professionals, middle and high
school administrators, district-level educators who work with counseling and/or college access
programs, and parent groups.

TOOLKIT CONTENTS

¢ Introduction to Family Engagement
¢ Coordinator checklists for family engagement ¢ Sample Forms, letters, and documents

1. Steps to take before beginning to engage . Sample phone scripts

GEAR UP families . Sample parent flyer information
. Engaging parents by phone . Sample “Signature Required” document
3. Engaging parents through text messaging . Sample newsletter with college-going articles
4. Engaging parents in writing . Sample event feedback form
5. Engaging parents at events . Sample letters to parents
6
7
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. Engaging families informally . Sample family engagement plan
. A framework for strategic, culturally sensitive
family engagement
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The GEAR UP community across the nation is dedicated to student success, and generously shares
information and resources among programs. This toolkit was created from wisdom and experience
shared by many GEAR UP projects, but we’d particularly like to thank Washington State GEAR UP,

who provided photos of their College & Career Fair, and Arizona GEAR UP whose College and Career
Fair Toolkit inspired us.
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Introduction to Family Engagement

A rich body of research has shown that when schools engage the families of their students, families
get more involved in their children’s education, and student achievement increases. Specifically,
research has shown that this “engagement-involvement” process is correlated with students having
fewer absences, showing improved behavior, earning higher grades and test scores, and even having
better social skills.t

> ~
'/ involve-
’ E . ment
Schools parents

What do we mean by “Family Engagement”?
Nevada GEAR UP defines Family Engagement this way:

o Familyrefers to a student’s support network outside of school, which may include parents,
grandparents, other family members, neighbors, and friends who support a student’s
academic goals and behaviors.2

e Engagementrefers to the efforts the school or program sets forth to:

=  Provide information to families

=  Encourage participation at school-related events

=  Promote a home environment in a student’s life that is supportive of academic
success (it is important to be aware that families, with many competing demands on
their time, can be invested and involved in their children’s education and goals
without attending school programs, meetings, or activities).

1 see for example: 1) Purisié, Masa; Bunijevac, Mila. Parental Involvement as an Important Factor for Successful Education. Center for
Educational Policy Studies Journal, [S.L.], v. 7, n. 3, p. 137-153, sep. 2017. ISSN 2232-2647. Available at Center for Educational Policy
Studies Journal , Date accessed: March 29, 2019. 2) Hogg, L. (2011). Funds of Knowledge: An investigation in coherence within literature.
Teaching and Teacher Education, 27, 666-677, 3) Rodriguez, G. (2011). Power and Agency in Education: Exploring the pedagogical
dimensions of fund knowledge. Review of Research in Education, 37(1), 87-120. And 4) Vélez-lbaiiez, C.G., & Greenberg, J.B. (1992).
Formation and transformation of funds of knowledge among U.S. Mexican households. Anthropology & Education Quarterly, 23(4), 313-
335.

2 For ease of reading, the term “parent” or “parents” and the term “family” or “families” are used interchangeably throughout this toolkit.
Both refer to the caregivers, raisers, and support network of children, whoever that may be.
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Families in Schools™ differentiates Family or Parent “Involvement” which is how parents participate
at home and at school in their child’s education, from Family or Parent “Engagement”, which
describes the work of the schools and organizations as they work with parents to involve them in
their child’s education. Research shows family engagement increases family involvement, which
brings about the positive results described above. The relationship between the two is depicted
above. This toolkit relates to Family Engagement.

Why Family Engagement is a critical component of GEAR UP

The positive results of effective family engagement align perfectly with GEAR UP’s goals and
objectives. Therefore, family engagement is an important strategy for achieving our goals. The GEAR
UP approach - that starts early and continues through high school graduation and into college -
presents an ideal set up for successful family engagement. Starting outreach to parents early, in
Year 1 of the grant, or the first month of a student’s enroliment, provides ample opportunity, over
several years, for positive relationships to be created that will pay off each year - but perhaps most
significantly, in the senior year, when parent involvement is critical (For example, in completing the
FAFSA, paying for college deposits, etc.).

In this toolkit you will find tips and tools for successfully engaging your GEAR UP families:
{3 By phone
L3 In writing (mail, email, text message, flyers)
{3 Informally - meeting them where they are

In addition, this toolkit outlines a framework that empowers GEAR UP Staff to:
{3 Strategically and holistically implement a year-long plan of effective family engagement in a
multi-cultural setting

Social Media (i.e. Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, and Twitter) may also be effective methods for
engaging GEAR UP families. However, creating an effective social media presence is beyond the
scope of this toolkit. GEAR UP Staff, in communities where a large percentage of their GEAR UP
families are likely to “follow” their social media accounts, and who are adept at maintaining an
effective social media presence, are encouraged to use this approach as well.
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Checklists for Family Engagement

1. Steps to take before beginning to engage families:

GEAR UP Specialists are encouraged to read through this list of tips and recommended best
practices before beginning their efforts to engage parents, and follow the recommendations
as applicable to their situation (i.e. prior experience, school demographics, and culture).

O

Page | 5

Communicate with your principal and/or supervisor to inform them of the GEAR UP family
engagement standards and your parent engagement plans for the year.

Read and follow your district policies and procedures, as well as FERPA, when making
parent contacts.

0 Some schools require that front office staff be notified when you are making
parent phone calls and/or have an auto phone message or text message
scheduled in case they receive high volume return calls while you are on the
phone or unavailable (many school numbers show the office phone on caller ID).

0 Most schools have specific procedures for home visits.

0 Some school districts require a parent contact log (check to see if your
Student/Parent Service Sheet is sufficient).

0 There may be custody/contact orders you must abide by.

Ask your principal/supervisor to post an introduction of you (perhaps a letter from you)
and the GEAR UP program on the school’s website and on the school’s social media sites
to inform families of your role, and where and how they can contact you. Consider
creating a GEAR UP Facebook or Instagram page for your school.

Request to be notified by administration and the counseling office when issues occur
that impact any GEAR UP students so that you are always up to date on any changes in
student status, such as suspensions, discipline, change in placement, or other
information that might impact your parent engagement. This might entail that you attend
counseling office meetings and administration meetings to establish positive working
relationships with school staff so that you are valued and viewed as an important part of
the team.

Read Section 7 of this toolkit to ensure the appropriate strategic, holistic, culturally-
sensitive approach is taken in all your family engagement efforts.

If you have any issues or need support, contact the NDE GEAR UP office. They want to
ensure your success!

January 2020
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Engaging parents by phone

Personal phone calls to parents - especially when you are sharing positive news, opportunities, or
valuable services - are an important and effective method for engaging parents. Started early in the
program, they can lead strong, long-lasting relationships and increase the likelihood that parents will
attend GEAR UP events.

Good reasons to call parents include:

O O OO0

To introduce yourself and the GEAR UP program.

To share positive updates or the potential that you witness in their child (Example: calling
right after their child’s STEPPS).

To “specially” invite parents to an event or college visit (even if it’s not really “specially”).
When parents missed a GEAR UP event, to let them know you missed seeing them there and
to provide information they may have missed.

To address problems - Phone calls are a requirement in the GEAR UP absence intervention

and drop-out retrieval standards. When calling for those purposes, refer to this checklist, as
well as the applicable standards.

Tips and Recommended Best Practices for Parent Phone Calls

o Schedule Carefully

O Schedule at a time when you won’t be interrupted.

o Pick atime and date when you feel focused, positive, and ready to handle wherever
the conversation may go.

o Try to pick dates, days of the week, and times of the day when parents are most likely
to be available. Make notes if you learn time preferences about your parents, as
some parents work nights.

o Even when using the school’s “all-call” to call parents, for example, to remind them of
an upcoming event, think carefully about the time of day you want that call to go out
- the time that most parents are likely to listen to it.

o Prepare

O
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Check school records to determine what language is spoken at home; arrange for an
interpreter if needed.

Notify front office staff of your plans (This can also be helpful for you as they might make
you aware of a possible interruption such as a fire drill).

Have all information needed for the conversation at hand.

Check your school’s student information system and the GEARS database so you are
aware of:
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o The student’s most recent grades, attendance, and behavior

o The relationship between the person you are contacting and the student (i.e.
parent, grandparent, guardian, stepparent, foster parent, etc.), and for any non-
contact orders

o If the parent/guardian has provided any communication instructions or
preferences (best phone number, when to call, preferred mode of
communication, etc.)

o The extent to which the student and parent have already participated in GEAR UP
services and activities

Have at hand a list of resources/phone numbers that parents might need (such as your
school’s counseling office, attendance office, or community resources such as food
pantries, social service agencies, etc.)

Prepare a script or call outline if needed (See samples in Attachment 1)

o During the Call

]

Generally, GEAR UP = good news for parents and families! Parent contact should be
positive and supportive of students and the GEAR UP goals, even when you are calling
about a problem (i.e. when calling for absence intervention, or because their student is at
risk of losing credit). Your purpose for the call is to offer resources to help get the student
on track, so be prepared with those resources.

Solicit questions and give your parents time to ask them.

If you do not have an answer to a parent’s question, it is always okay to say, “Let me find
out and get back to you.” This is always better than giving out misinformation and having
to correct it later. It is helpful if you can give them a time frame so they know when to
expect an answer.

Some of our families may have a negative association with the school. If you encounter
an upset or angry parent, be prepared to stay calm and listen to them. You might be the
first professional that they have been able to talk to about their concern. Even though
you might not be able to address their complaint, listening to them can help them feel
heard, which can help you develop rapport with them.

Provide parents with your contact information and procedures for getting in touch with
you.

o Follow Up

]
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If you give out information that you discover has been changed or updated, be sure to
call and let the parent know as soon as the error or update has been discovered.
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o If you promised to get back to parents with a resource, an answer, or information, be
sure to do so.

o After the Call

O Log the contact/call with the parent in GEARS, using the appropriate Service Type.
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2. Engaging parents through text messaging

Technology has greatly changed the manner in which people communicate. Fortunately, these
technological changes have, in some ways, made it easier for school personnel to stay in touch with
busy parents. For many parents (as well as students) today, text messaging is their preferred mode
of communication. The vast majority of American adults own a cell phone, including 90% of
households with children and 80.9% of Americans living below the poverty threshold. If/when you
need to communicate with a parent about a topic that will require a lengthy, or in-depth
conversation, a text message is often the first step to finding a convenient time for that conversation
to happen in person or over the phone.

Many schools have their own text messaging system, perhaps embedded in the district student
information system. Inquire to see what options are available for you to use with your families, and if
the school prefers that you use their system - as opposed to your own.

Good reasons to text parents include:

G

To welcome parents or students who enroll mid-year, to introduce yourself and invite them to
call you to learn about GEAR UP.

Sample: “Hi, this is [name], and I'm the GEAR UP Staff at [name] high school. | just learned
that [child’s name] has enrolled at our school [today/this week], and | want to tell you about
the GEAR UP program at our school, and let you know what we have to offer you and [child’s
name]. You can call me at ###-###-###4#. | hope to hear from you soon.”

To share a quick or positive update or something positive you see in their child (Example:
texting right after their child’s first STEPPS).

Sample: “Just saw [child’s name] receive his attendance award this morning. I’'m so proud of
him! OR “Just finished talking with [child’s name] about his/her future plans. What a great
kid! I'm so excited to help him/her achieve his/her dreams!”

To “specially” invite parents to an event or on a college visit (even if it's not really “specially”).

Sample: “The GEAR UP FAFSA Fiesta is this Saturday - from 8 to 3. | really hope to see you
and [child’s name] there, so we can help him/her apply for more money to pay for college
next year!”

When parents missed a GEAR UP event, to let them know you missed seeing them there and
to invite them to call you to get the information they missed.

Sample: “I missed you at our Financial Aid Workshop last night. Sorry you couldn’t make it.
Call me so | can give you the info you missed!”

To invite the parent to set up a time to talk with you, in person or over the phone, about their
child (perhaps a problem - phone calls are a requirement in the GEAR UP Absence
Intervention and Dropout Retrieval standards. Texting to set up these calls is a good way to
help you meet that requirement).
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Sample: I'd like to talk to you about [child’'s name]. When would be a good time to call?”

Tips and recommended best practices for parent text messages

O

Coordinate your efforts with the appropriate school staff to prevent duplication of content
information.

Be strategic about the time of day you send messages to families - picking times that are
best for them, but also so that you'll be available to handle their responses.

Keep your messages clear and brief.

Limit the number of messages you send so that parents do not become overwhelmed or
bothered.

If the texts back and forth with parents constitute a service (i.e. counseling and advising),
document the service in GEARS, using the appropriate Service Type.

More text messaging samples

This is [your name], the GEAR UP Staff at [school name]. | hope to see you at our [name of
event] on [date] at {time] in/at the [location]. For more details, call [phone number].

Tutoring is available after school, Monday - Thursday. Please encourage your child to take
advantage of this great resource.

The GEAR UP Summer Bridge Program will be hosted at [location]. Students will be given
parent information packets and applications tomorrow in their English class. Watch for it,
and don’t miss the deadline to apply!

GEAR UP wants to share great news! Over 605 of parents indicated on our recent survey that
childcare would make it easier for them to attend more GEAR UP events. In response, we're
adding this service when we host our next Parent Night! Details to follow.
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3. Engaging parents in writing

While contact by text and phone is likely to be the form of family engagement you use the most -
because of its ease and convenience for both you and the parents you are trying to engage - written
materials are still an important and sometimes necessary way to reach parents. Written materials
may be:

£} Mailed to the family’s home or P.O. Box;
{3 Sent home with students;

{3 Posted on your website; and/or

{3 Sent by mail

Situations when written communication is preferred or necessary include:

{3 Information you want to share is lengthy and details may need to be referred to later (See
Attachment 8 - Sample Parent Intro Letter)

Parent/guardian signature is required

Parent hasn’t responded to phone calls or text messages

You want the communication to seem “special”

“Recurring” communications, such as quarterly newsletters or monthly postcards, that
parents come to expect on a regular basis

GOO0

The checklist below provides steps to take and things to consider as you reach out to your GEAR UP
families in writing:

O

Formatting matters

Think about the purpose of the document and format accordingly. For example, print “official”
information on letterhead; make flyers about upcoming events attractive and attention-grabbing
and worthy of hanging on the fridge (See example in Attachment 4); documents that require a
signature should make that requirement in bold and be clear (See example in Attachment 5).

Information should be clear, and easy to read
Keep sentences simple and short; get to the point. If it'’s too long, it won’t be read.

Proofread

Spell check helps, but don’t rely on it only. Make sure all needed information is included. For
example, if you’'re communicating about an event, ensure it includes the name of the event, the
date, time, and location, and a brief description or purpose. Ask your colleagues to proofread for
you!

Print in color
It increases the likelihood that parents will read the material.

Personalize when possible
Even when you’re doing a mass-mailing to all GEAR UP families, there are ways to make the
document seem personal. Use the mail merge function in MSWord or your email application.
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0 Always include your contact information
Parents need to know who they can contact if they have questions about the written information.
Always include your phone number, at minimum, and email address as well if there’s room.

o Include photos of students, if appropriate to the material
Even if it’s not “their kid”, it might be their kid’s friend, or they might be motivated to attend the
next event so their kid’'s photo will appear in the next issue. (See sample GEAR UP Newsletter in
the GEAR UP Handbook).

0 Bundle mailings strategically
Including important GEAR UP documents with report cards when they are mailed home increases
the potential that parents will read your handout. Talk to your principal early if this idea sounds
like it would be effective at your school.

o PDF
If you're attaching a document to an email, convert it to a PDF. Formatting of word documents is
dependent on the computer on which the document is opened. All of your nice fonts and artistic
formatting could be lost when opened on a different computer.

o Document all mailings in your Implementation Plan, per Data Documentation
standards.
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4. Engaging parents at events

Face-to-face interactions at GEAR UP events are an important way to engage families. It may even be
the most effective method - but only for those parents who attend. This is why engaging parents in
writing, over the phone, by text message, and through social media is also so important.

Nevada GEAR UP has developed Minimum Standards for Events. These standards address
requirements for working with outside speakers/presenters, scheduling and logistics, event
promotion, materials for events, event feedback/evaluation, and required data documentation.
GEAR UP Staff should read these documents at the beginning of the year, and review again in
preparation for each event.

Parents are busy people. They may hold more than one job; have several children, and numerous
other commitments. If they don’t attend your events,do not assume that it is because they don’t

care about their child’s education. When busy people have to choose between conflicting demands,
they consider many factors such as: Which event was scheduled first? Which one will meet their
needs the most? Which is the most convenient (date, time, location)? Which one sounds more fun or
interesting? Who invited them and how much do they care about their relationship with that person?

This section of the Family Engagement Toolkit supplements the GEAR UP Minimum Standards for
Events by providing suggestions on how to increase attendance at your events.

What are GEAR UP Family Events?

Each GEAR UP school has specific, required parent/family events included in its Implementation
Plan. Each event has an associated budget (where applicable). Examples of GEAR UP Parent/Family
Events include:

{3 GEAR UP Parent and Student Kick-Off Event: Provides an orientation to GEAR UP the first
year, and provides an overview of what’'s to come each subsequent year.

{3 GEAR UP Parent Financial Literacy Workshop: Provides information about the value and cost
of postsecondary education and options for paying for it.

{3 GEAR UP Summer Bridge Informational Meeting: Provides information about the GEAR UP
Summer Bridge programs from grades 8 to 9, and 12 - college.

L3 GEAR UP Academic Success Workshop: Provides information on ways parents can support
and encourage their child through high school.

{3 College and Career Fair: Provides families with direct access to admissions representatives
and job recruiters, so participants can learn about options available for their child after high
school.

{3 FAFSA Workshops: Provides hands-on assistance to seniors and their parents in completing
the FAFSA.
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Strategies to increase attendance at GEAR UP Family Events

Set, and communicate the date as early as possible

Read through your Implementation Plan and figure out your overall approach/master plan. Referring
to the school’s calendar, schedule all of your events for the semester - or even year - as early as
possible. Then send out “Save the Date” emails, texts, postcards, etc. If you're the first event on a
parent’s calendar, they may be more inclined to work around it as other invitations come their way
later.

O

Develop relationships with GEAR UP parents well in advance of your events
Once they know you and know how much you care about their child, parents will be less likely to
say “no” when you invite them to an event.

Ask for input beforehand and feedback afterwards
Early in the school year - even before school starts - reach out to parents (by phone, at other
school events, etc.) to tell them about the kinds of events (topics/content) you have scheduled
for the year and ask them about their needs/preferences. Consider sending an e-survey to solicit
planning input. For example:
Question: Which of the following would attract you to attend a GEAR UP event?
Child care
Food
Guest Speaker
Student panel
School administrators

®o 0T

Read every completed event/workshop evaluation form after the event and follow up with
parents either in general or specifically to let them know their concerns and/or suggestions have
been read and are being taken into consideration (See Attachment 7 for a Sample Parent
Feedback Form).

Call parents to find out why they didn’t attend

This can give you insights into adjustments you could make in the future to increase parent
attendance and participation. For example: Would on-site child care have allowed more parents
to attend? If you had joined with another school event, could you have “caught” more parents?

Personalize invitations

You can use the mail merge feature in MSWord, but adding a hand written note to form your
letter or flyer (i.e. “I really hope to see you there. Emily is such a great kid!”) can create a bigger
response.

Have students make presentations at the event
If parents have to get their students to the event to make a presentation, they are likely to stay
for the event themselves. Moreover, parents usually enjoy student-led presentations.

Ask parents to call other parents to ask them to attend
Peer pressure can work on adults too ©. And, if their friend is calling to invite them, and will be
there too - that parent is more likely to show up.
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0 Speak their language
Ensure all communications about your event are in the languages of your GEAR UP families and
that it is clear that information will be presented in their native language at the event.

o With NDE approval, and within federal guidelines, provide food
And make sure your invitations and reminders mention it!

o Provide multiple reasons for attending
Include in your invitations, emails, and marketing materials (including on your website) the
valuable take-aways of the event. For example: What will the attendees learn? Who are the
speakers or distinguished guests? What is the schedule or agenda? Photos and quotes from
past events; any “extras” such as food, door prizes, or games (See Flyer in Attachment 4 as an
example).

0 Multiple reminders
If you start with a “Save the Date” email, text, or postcard early in the semester, follow up with
multiple invitations and reminders. The initial invitation should go out 4 weeks in advance and it
is recommend that you email reminders 14 days, 7 days, and 3 days prior to your event. One last
reminder, the day before your event is best provided by “All Call” or text messaging. Always
provide information about how parents can contact you with questions.

o Use incentives if possible, and tell parents about them when you’re promoting the
event
With NDE approval, you may use GEAR UP funds to purchase certain types of incentives, and/or
you may solicit donations from local businesses for items that could be used as door
prizes/incentives. When you're notifying parents about the event be sure to include information
about anything they might “win” by attending.
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5. Engaging parentsinformally - meetingthem where theyare
As noted in Section 5, GEAR UP parents, like everyone else, are busy. It would be unreasonable. to
expect they could make it to every GEAR UP event, or even be available every time you call them. For
some parents, attending even one school event is challenging. Therefore, to the extent possible,
GEAR UP Staff are encouraged to engage GEAR UP families in a variety of ways outside of formal
GEAR UP events. To help ensure the connection that begins during these informal meetings
continues, always have a supply of your business cards with you at these events. Two examples are
provided below, but there may be other opportunities unique to your community

o Attend school events to engage with families
Parents may attend school events such as required registration events, parent-student-teacher
conferences, and award ceremonies. Be visible and present as families arrive at these events to
greet them, check-in, and talk briefly. Approach these interactions purposefully, with the aim to
get to know your families, not just to deliver your content or information.

o Seek opportunities to participate in informal/social activities in the broader school
community
Parents may attend social events at school, such as after-school sporting events or tournaments,
academic competitions, performances, and art shows with which you are not formally involved,
and other community celebrations, fairs, or events. Attending such school and community
activities can support your family engagement efforts in several ways:

£} It can increase your awareness of community norms so you can better relate to your families
It can create shared experiences that can serve as conversation starters or learning

3
opportunities

L3 It provides opportunities for you to chat with your families in a comfortable, non-threatening
3

setting
It helps to build trust, as families see you as part of their communities
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6. A framework for strategic, culturally-sensitive family engagement
The considerations and recommendations listed below are intended to help schools successfully
and effectively engage parents from any background, with the goal of improving student
achievement.

Create a team that focuses on family engagement schoolwide/districtwide

Working as a team can enable you to reach more families and help ensure that family
engagement strategies can be sustained after the grant ends. To form your team, consider a
diverse group of individuals such as parents/guardians, counselors, teachers, administrators,
students, parent liaisons, school-based social workers, district-level staff, and other community
members.

Effective family engagement must be part of a schoolwide effort and must involve district leadership
or school principals. Therefore, GEAR UP Staff may serve on the school’s family engagement team to
ensure GEAR UP efforts are coordinated with the school’s efforts and that the school’s family
engagement team considers college awareness and preparation as priorities for their schoolwide
efforts. However, the focus of GEAR UP Specialist’s efforts toward family engagement should be on
directly serving the GEAR UP families.

O

Identify previous and current successful family outreach at your school and build on
this

Build on success. Talk to staff members and community members to learn about existing efforts
and systems that are effectively engaging families at your school. You'll earn respect by showing
others you respect and value them and their experiences.

Coordinate and communicate with school staf