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involvement.  COE provides on-
going training, creative outreach, and 
targeted funds to support schools in 
15 partner-districts in South Carolina 
to write clear Action Plans for Part-
nerships linked to School Improve-
ment Plans and goal-linked practices 
to increase the number of families 
engaged in their children’s education.  
In addition to supporting district and 
school memberships in NNPS, COE 
provides NNPS workshops to prepare 
school teams to organize effective 
ATPs.  Small grants are offered on a 
competitive basis for schools’ ATPs 
to design and implement creative 
and responsive activities to increase 
students’ academic success at all 
grade levels.  COE leaders conducted 
numerous partnership presentations 
throughout the state.  In 2013, COE 
and one of its districts and schools 
were among the NNPS Partnership 
Award winners for making excellent 
progress in outreach to more and 
different families with welcoming, 
goal-linked practices. 

Districts Linked to Organizations 
Become Award Winners 

Florence County School District 
Three, a district benefiting from 
its association with COE at Francis 
Marion University and its mem-
bership in NNPS, has Leaders for 
Partnerships who are guiding the 
ATPs at its eight schools.  The district 
also organizes an annual district-wide 
Back-to-School Family Conference and a 
series of workshops for parents called 
Parent Academy.  Results of district-
wide surveys of parents and feedback 
from parent-teacher conferences indi-
cated that families wanted to support 
their children’s education, but needed 
assistance in determining how to do 
so.  This takes activities at the district 
level and goal-linked practices at each 

“District and state leaders play 
important roles in determining 

whether and how well schools develop and 
maintain successful programs of family 
and community involvement.”  Sound 
familiar?  This is the first sentence 
of Chapter 7 on District and State 
Leadership in the NNPS Handbook.1  
When district, state, and organiza-
tion Leaders for Partnerships guide 
schools’ Action Teams for Partner-
ships (ATPs) to conduct good part-
nerships with their students’ families, 
they plant the seeds for an important 
harvest of more successful students.  
Similarly, when State Leaders guide 
districts to name a leader who will 
help all schools develop their part-
nership programs, they, too, plant 
seeds to grow family and community 
engagement.  NNPS research-based 
approaches help school teams, district 
and organization leaders, and state 
leaders take systematic steps to orga-
nize their work, implement practices 
that matter, evaluate progress, and 
continue to “grow” their programs 
over time. 

Planting and Sowing the Seeds 
for Partnerships

The NNPS Model encourages leaders 
to develop, implement, and custom-
ize plans for partnerships that will 
support students to reach important 
learning and behavioral goals.  The 
model requires teamwork, goal-
linked plans, the use of the Six Types 
of Involvement to engage parents 
in different ways and in different 
places, and evaluation of progress.  In 
thoughtful work, district and organi-
zation leaders build ATPs’ capacities 
to engage families and community 
partners to boost student achieve-
ment and other indicators of success 
in school (e.g., attendance, health, 
on-time graduation, college and career 

plans).  By planting strong roots in 
research-based approaches, educators 
can produce a healthy crop of lead-
ers and harvest positive results for 
students.   Here are a few examples of 
how district and organization leaders 
in NNPS are using research to grow 
their partnership programs. See these 
and other examples in the books of 
Promising Partnership Practices. 

Take Root with Principal Support 

Seattle Public Schools in Washing-
ton is working to have strong teams 
(Family Engagement Action Teams 
or FEATs) in all schools.  The district 
faces a challenge of too few staff to 
provide on-going technical support to 
all school-based teams.  To get a better 
start, they developed start-up guides 
so that principals will support the 
teamwork that is needed for strong, 
research-based partnership programs.  
The Principal FEAT Toolkit is filled 
with useful information including 
NNPS and Seattle-adapted forms 
and information.  District Leaders for 
Partnerships developed a tiered-struc-
ture approach to give more assistance 
to schools with FEATs that are just 
getting started, and less guidance to 
FEATs that are have well-developed, 
goal-linked action plans for partner-
ships.  Assistance, then, is tailored 
to the stage of the schools’ program 
development, and training is focused 
on the next topics needed to advance 
each school’s outreach to engage fami-
lies and communities.   

Strong Organizations Can Guide 
Many Districts and Schools

Francis Marion University Center 
of Excellence (COE) in Florence, 
South Carolina continues to nurture 
districts and schools to improve their 
programs of family and community 

Sow Seeds in Spring for a Partnership Harvest  
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students trained to help guide 
incoming 9th graders. Families are 
very much in the loop.

SAMPLE district activities 
for successful transitions

•	 We provided families of students 
entering Pre-K and K with perti-
nent information and resources.

•	 We made the registration process 
simpler, including open registra-
tion days.

•	 Preschool and kindergarten teach-
ers discussed data to understand 
academic and social skills needed 
for kindergarten readiness.

•	 A parent university session assisted 
parents to help their teen prepare 
for life after high school.

More Information is Needed

Although all or most schools may 
invite parents to visit, all parents may 
not participate.  NNPS will need 
detailed data from districts and schools 
to understand whether and how many 
students and families are well-prepared 
to move to the next school level or 
whether transitions remain a serious 
challenge.   

NOTE:  Also, read about transition 
activities to welcome high school 
students and families in the Middle and 
High School report column on page. 
5 .

See the data and details on transition activities in:
Epstein, J. L. & Elmore, J. (2014).  Annual NNPS 
Report: 2013 District Data.  Baltimore: National 
Network of Partnership Schools (NNPS) at Johns 
Hopkins University.  

Sheldon, S. B. & Jung, S. B. (2014).  Annual NNPS 
Report: 2013 School Data.  Baltimore: National 
Network of Partnership Schools (NNPS) at Johns 
Hopkins University.
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effective partnership programs. He 
also is co-author of School, Family, and 
Community Partnerships: Your Handbook 
for Action, Third Edition (Epstein, et al., 
Corwin Press, 2009).

Presently, he is working on a grant 
from the Flamboyan Foundation 
to evaluate the effects of a Family 
Engagement Program in Washington 
D.C. Public Schools.  An expert in 
survey design, data collection, analysis, 
and reporting, Dr. Sheldon also has 
evaluated after-school programs for the 
Boys and Girls Club of America and 
a Baltimore-based project on school 
libraries.

In the broader field of research on 
school, family, and community 
partnerships, Dr. Sheldon served as 
President and Past-President of the 
Family, School, Community Partner-
ships Special Interest Group (SIG) in 
AERA.  He is an Associate Profes-
sor of Education at the Johns Hop-
kins School of Education, where he 
coordinates the Graduate Certificate 
Program on Leadership for School, 
Family, and Community Collabora-
tion.  He teaches courses and guides 
graduate students to specialize in 
research, policy, and practice of family 
and community engagement. 

As Associate Director, Dr. Sheldon will 
continue as a valued colleague in set-
ting and achieving plans for the future 
of the Center on School, Family, and 
Community Partnerships and its flag-
ship project of NNPS.  He will retain 
his role as Director of Research for 
NNPS. 
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school so that families are supporting 
their own child’s learning and develop-
ment. 

State-wide High School District 
Meets Many Challenges

To ensure continuous partnership 
program improvement in their schools, 
the District Leadership Team for the 
Connecticut Technical High School 
System (CTHSS) in Middletown, CT 
designed a tool called the Family Engage-
ment Program Tier Rubric. The rubric, 
based on NNPS surveys and guide-
lines and CTHSS school visits, lists 17 
program elements necessary for building 
successful family engagement programs.  
The elements include managing meet-
ings, aligning partnership plans with 
School Improvement Plans, reviewing 
the quality of implemented activities, 
engaging all members of the school staff, 
and other components of strong school-
based partnership programs.  The rubric 
is helping the district Leaders for Part-
nerships to provide customized assistance 
to each school’s ATP, based on areas that 
need improvement.  CTHSS leaders 
attended advanced workshops at NNPS 
Conferences and, now, offer their schools 
ATPs many of the advanced topics that 
will help the schools continually improve 
their programs. 

When state, district, and organization 
leaders use research-based approaches 
to develop leadership skills and strong 
school-based partnership programs, it 
is possible to engage all families at all 
grade levels in ways that improve student 
outcomes.  The seeds planted by good 
leaders ultimately help students to bloom!

Reference 
Epstein, J. L. et al. (2009). School, family, and commu-
nity partnerships: Your handbook for action, third edition. 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press. 

Brenda G. Thomas
bthomas@jhu.edu


