
                
 

 
 

SAMPLER 
 

IMPROVE FAMILY AND COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT  
IN HIGH SCHOOLS 

 

The years in high school are the best 
When partnerships support student success. 

 

 

Partnerships in high school differ from those in the 
elementary and middle grades.  At the high school 
level, students are increasingly responsible for their 
own behavior and learning.  Therefore, students must 
be active participants in family and community 
involvement activities.  Still, high school students 
report that their parents and other family members are 
important in their lives, in their education, and in their 

plans for college and careers.  This fact, confirmed in 
studies across decades, is often ignored by high school 
administrators and teachers who are unsure of how to 
organize effective programs that engage all families in 
their teens’ education.  Many educators avoid 
partnering with high school students’ families.  
 
At the high school level, effective two-way channels of 
communication with students’ families and basic 
connections with community partners include meetings, 
forums, workshops, and sending information home.  
These occasions and materials help parents discuss 
adolescent development, teen health, peer pressure, and 
other teen-topics with other parents, educators, and 
community experts.  Good connections of school and 
home also help parents support their teens’ transition to 
high school; help students select high school programs 
and courses; understand school attendance policies; and 
guide students toward positive experiences and away 
from risky behaviors.  With well-designed partnership 
programs, more high school students will internalize 
parents’ and teachers’ expectations to stay in school, 
graduate on time, and prepare for postsecondary 
education and training.  This is important because 
students’ accomplishments and decisions in high school 
affect their own and their families’ futures. 
 
Community partnerships also are important in high 
schools.  Businesses; cultural, civic, and faith-based 
organizations; senior citizens; colleges and universities; 

and other community groups extend teachers’ curricula 
and provide students with unique learning activities and 
real-world applications, opportunities for job shadowing, 
part-time jobs and summer internships, community 
service projects to improve conditions in the 
neighborhood, and ways to explore careers, identify 
interests, and plan future education and training.  
Referrals to community services may help students and 
families address problems that affect students’ 
attendance and achievements.  

  
 Adapt Activities for Classroom Teaching. The 

activities in this Sampler were conducted by high 
schools’ Action Teams for Partnerships (ATPs) to 
engage teachers, students, and parents across the high 
school grade levels.  Individual teachers or subject-, 
grade-level-, or career academy-teams of teachers, and 
counselors may adapt the activities to strengthen 
partnerships with their own students’ families and 
communities.  For example, social studies or civics 
teachers may conduct community service projects with 
their own students, as in Hunger in our Community.  
Any English teacher could adapt the Reading Counts 
Book Review Celebration to encourage students to read 
for pleasure, produce videos on their favorite books, and 
present their products to their families. 

 
 This Sampler includes a few of many excellent family 

and community involvement activities from high schools 
in NNPS annual books of Promising Partnership 
Practices. The activities welcome students and families 
to high school, help parents monitor students’ progress 
on graduation requirements, encourage students to read 
more, and celebrate students’ successes.  See more at 
www.partnershipschools.org in the section Success 
Stories.  Click on a particular year’s book and use the 
search function to identify activities from high schools. 
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Review of Research: High School Programs of  
Family and Community Involvement  

 

Joyce L. Epstein, Director 
  

High schools, nationwide, have set ambitious goals to reduce dropout rates and increase graduation rates (Balfanz, 
et al., 2010).  Attaining these goals depends on the skills and attitudes students learn at all grade levels, from the 
earliest grades on.  At the high school level, teachers work hard to improve the quality of their curricula, 
instructional approaches, and assessments.  If they also involve parents and the community to support student 
learning and development, more students will stay in school and graduate from high school on time.  A growing 
literature on family and community involvement in high school yields three main conclusions (Epstein, 2007):  
 

(1) Parents want more and better information to guide their high school students.  Parents of teens 
overwhelmingly value education, but say that they need more timely and useful information about adolescent 
development, high school programs, and community services for teens.  On their own, only some parents—
mainly those with more formal education—remain involved at the high school level.  Even these parents are 
confused by the challenges of adolescent development, demands of family and work life, complexities of high 
school programs, and lack of clear communications from educators about school matters. 

 

(2)  Students benefit from family and community involvement through high school.  Students’ good 
relationships with parents are based on love and care at home.  Parent-child discussions and guidance through 
high school affect teens’ values, independence, and talents (Moore, et al., 2004). If parents were knowledgeable 
partners with educators in high school, more would encourage their teens to fulfill their educational and 
occupational goals. Teens benefit from sustained interest and timely advice from parents and other adults to 
achieve their best in school. Compared to similar students with uninvolved parents, those whose parents remain 
engaged earn higher grades in English and math, increase reading and writing skills, complete more course 
credits, set higher aspirations, have better attendance, come to class more prepared to learn, and have fewer 
behavioral problems. These results are significant even after accounting for parents’ education, neighborhood 
characteristics, and students’ prior achievement (Simon, 2004).   

 

(3) Schools must take responsibility for developing more effective partnerships to reach more and different 
parents and to help more students succeed.  Secondary teachers know that family involvement is important, 
but about 90% reported that working with parents is one of their biggest challenges (Markow & Scheer. 2005).  
Now, with research-based approaches, high schools can organize effective programs that engage parents and 
community partners to increase students’ learning and accomplishments (Epstein et al., 2009).  Step one is to 
create an Action Team for Partnerships of teachers, parents, students, and community partners to plan, 
implement, and evaluate goal-linked involvement activities, including some that support students’ successful 
transitions into high school and workshops for parents and students on teen-topics.  

 
 

 Studies show, for example, that when high schools conducted workshops on postsecondary planning, more 
parents discussed college and career plans with their teens (Simon, 2004).  Other studies indicate that when 
guided, more families took action to help their teens improve attendance, reduce disciplinary problems, improve 
neighborhood safety, and meet course requirements in math.  Well-organized teams compensate for changes in 
principals, increase the number of parents who become involved, and partnership over time (Sheldon & Van 
Voorhis, 2004).  On-going studies and fieldwork suggest that well-organized partnership programs enable more 
parents with diverse backgrounds to help their teens address succeed in high school (United Way, 2011).  
Without such programs, many students are left with an incomplete support system on high school matters. 
 

 For details on these and other studies and resources, see: 
 

Balfanz, R., Bridgeland, J., Moore, L., & Fox, J. H. (2010).  Building a grad nation: Progress and challenges in ending the high 
school dropout epidemic.  Baltimore: Everyone Graduates Center at Johns Hopkins University.    

Epstein, J. L. (2007).  Family and community involvement.  Pp. 165-173 in K. Borman, S. Cahill, & B. Cotner (Eds.) The 
Praeger Handbook of American High Schools.  Westport, CT: Praeger. 

Epstein, J. L., et al. (2009). School, Family, and Community Partnerships: Your Handbook for Action, Third Edition. Thousand 
Oaks, CA: Corwin Press. 

Markow, D., & Scheer, M., (2005). The MetLife survey of the American teacher: Transitions and the role of supportive 
relationships. New York: MetLife, Inc. Retrieved, 6/17/05 from: 
http://www.metlife.com/WPSAssets/34996838801118758796V1FATS_2004.pdf 

Moore, K. A., Guzman, L., Hair, E., Lippman, L., & Garrett, S. (2004).  Parent-teen relationships and interactions: Far more 
positive than not.” Child Trends Research Brief, 2004-25: 1-8. 

Sheldon, S. B., & Van Voorhis, F. l. 2004. Partnership programs in U.S. schools: Their development and relationship to family 
involvement outcomes. School Effectiveness and School Improvement, 15, 125-148. 

Simon, B. S. 2004. High school outreach and family involvement. Social Psychology of Education, 7, 185-209. 
United Way Worldwide, & Harvard Family Research Project. (2011)  Family Engagement for High School Success Toolkit. 

Retrieved 11/19/11 from http://www.hfrp.org/publications-resources/browse-our-publications.  
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Noelle Respert
Family & Community Involvement Coordinator

noelle.respert@hcbe.net

Northside High School saved two days of 
instructional time, involved parents in 
their children’s academic decisions, and 

helped students stay on the path to graduation 
through their Evening Advisement program.  This 
was a time for parents, teachers, and students to 
come together to discuss student progress and 
chart the students’ next steps toward a diploma.

Evening Advisement took place over three 
evenings mid-way through the second semester, 
and involved great coordination in setting up 
1,500 appointments, notifying parents of their 
appointments, organizing materials for teachers, 
and ensuring that the process ran smoothly on 
the appointment nights. The family involvement 
coordinator was a key player, especially in sched-
uling the 1,500 appointments.  

But all the work paid off. This spring nearly 
1,100 parents —72 percent of the targeted popula-
tion—attended meetings, and the responses on 
an exit survey were overwhelmingly positive and 
encouraging. 

 “I have never felt so informed. Thanks,” said 
the parent of a ninth-grader. 

“This is GREAT.  Please continue having this . 
. . good job, NHS,” added another parent.

To achieve such a good turnout, the school 
and its Action Team for Partnerships (ATP) start-
ed early to notify students and parents, and to 
publicize the meetings. Students first heard about 
registration meetings during the fall semester. 
Letters, with appointment times, went to parents 
in February, giving them plenty of notice. Parents 
also received reminder phone calls from teachers, 
and an announcement ran on the school marquee 
for about a month before the meetings.

The advisement sessions provided an oppor-
tunity for parents and students to plan and 
schedule courses for the 2009-10 school year. An 
academic advisor met with each family to review 
the student’s permanent record, test scores, and 
courses needed for a high school diploma. Then, 

together, they chose required and elective cours-
es and sequences for the next year, and entered 
the courses into the registration system, which 
generated a report. The academic advisor also 
addressed other topics, such as discipline and 
extracurricular activities.

The ATP was involved all along the way, with 
planning, training staff members, and securing 
supplies for the meetings and food for teachers’ 
meals on advisement nights.

The impetus for this program was the previ-
ous registration process, which took two full 
school days. Parents’ feedback indicated that they 
wanted to be more involved with their teens in 
the decision-making process. The Evening Advise-
ment also contributes to the overall school and 
district goal of having every student graduate.

Northside High School
Warner Robins, Georgia

EvEning AdvisEmEnt
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Marletha Davis
Assistant Principal

marletha.davis@fhsdschools.org

Making the transition from one school 
to another can be a harrowing ordeal, 
fraught with confusion for students 

and parents alike. When middle school students 
move on to high school they must adjust to new 
policies and expectations that are critically impor-
tant to their success. Francis Howell Central High 
School confronted these challenges head on by 
developing a Guidance Orientation Guide to keep 
all parents and students “in the loop.” 

Leaders at Francis Howell know that a positive 
climate requires all members of the school 
community to feel supported and informed. 
School leaders believed that they provided a 
wealth of information to students and families.  
However, alarm bells went off when parents 
voiced concerns about wanting and needing more 
information that would help them guide their 
teens into and through high school.

After reviewing the school’s communications 
to parents, the Parent Involvement Action Team 
discovered that although information was avail-
able, it was not concise, and many parents did not 
know where to find or access it.  They decided to 
condense the most important information into a 
single, short, clear resource and distribute it to all 
parents, with special attention to the parents of 
incoming freshmen and new enrollees.

The school’s Guidance Department Chair 
developed a simple orientation guide in brochure 
form, with input from the Action Team.  The 
Guidance Orientation Guide included:

 » a catalog of parent resources
 » names and contact information for 

school faculty and staff
 » helpful advice on how to use the school’s 

chain of communication
 » grading information
 » clear explanations of school policies 

on everything from parking permits to 
yearbooks.

One of the main challenges was to commu-
nicate clearly with parents on the standardized 
tests that students take. Previously, teachers sent 
letters home with students about tests, but many 
parents did not receive these notices.  A section 
of the new guide outlined the test dates, what 
each test covers, and how results are reported and 
used.

All parents receive a copy of the Guidance 
Orientation Guide when they enroll their teens 
in Francis Howell Central.  It is a useful resource 
that helps parents understand the school’s 
mission and procedures—well worth the $375 
it cost for printing and distributing. One parent 
expressed gratitude for making “the transition 
from middle to high school much less intimi-
dating for families.”  Another remarked that it 
“should be a required resource for all schools to 
provide.”

Francis Howell Central High School
St. Charles, Missouri

GUIDANCE ORIENTATION GUIDE

 

 

4



 

 

5

http://www.go2pdf.com


 

©2004 National Network of Partnership Schools Johns Hopkins University 

51 

 

Honors/AP Informational Night 
Pacifica High School 
Garden Grove, California 

P acifica High School students and their 
parents spent an evening learning about 
the opportunities provided by the 

school’s Honors/AP program.  Eighth-grade 
students from feeder junior high schools also 
attended.  Honors and AP teachers formed a 
panel to explain the program and field ques-
tions from parents.  
 The Action Team for Partnerships 
(ATP) planned the event in response to a sug-
gestion made by parents on the team.  With 
over half of Pacifica’s students participating in 
the Honors/AP program, parents wanted more 
information to better help their students make 
decisions to prepare for college.  
 Pacifica’s principal opened the event by 
welcoming parents and students.  One of the 
school counselors reviewed basic information 
about the Honors and AP classes and discussed 
the role of the counselor in helping students 
plan for college.  At least one teacher from each 
department participated in the panel moderated 
by the speech and debate teacher.  As teachers 
presented, parents wrote questions on forms 
that were provided for teachers to answer at the 
end of the evening.  Parents included their e-
mail addresses in case the questions were better 
answered one-to-one instead of with a large 
group.  Teachers distributed to parents infor-
mational packets, which included a 14-page 
handout on frequently asked questions about 
the Honors/AP program.  At the end of the 
evening, attendees provided feedback via 
evaluation forms and enjoyed cookies and bev-
erages donated by the PTSA. 
 Parents and teachers on the ATP 
worked together to plan the event.  Teachers 

based their presentations on topics parents indi-
cated would be most useful to them.  Students 
in AP or Honors classes contributed informa-
tion so that teachers could address topics of 
importance to students.  After gathering feed-
back from parents and students, teachers held 
two meetings to plan their presentations and 
clarify the event’s focus. 
 Honors/AP Informational Night was 
well-publicized, with notices on Pacifica’s web 
site, in the school’s bulletin, and on the mar-
quee in front of the building.  Parents distrib-
uted fliers to area junior high schools and ad-
vertised the event in the schools’ monthly pub-
lications. 
 The event proved helpful to all in-
volved.  College-bound students learned which 
classes to take in high school, teachers’ expecta-
tions for those courses, and what to anticipate 
on AP exams.  At the same time, parents 
learned how they could support their teens in 
the program.  Teachers gained a greater appre-
ciation for Honors/AP programs in other areas 
of study. 
 Pacifica High School plans to hold 
Honors/AP Informational Night earlier next 
year so that eighth-grade parents and students 
will have access to the information before regis-
tering for ninth grade. 
 

Tina Johnson, ATP Chairperson 
(714) 663-6579 

tina.johnson@ggusd.net 
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Cletus Griffi  n
Assistant Principal

Cletus.Griffi  n@vbschools.com

There are many serious problems in our 
communities that need to be solved.   
Poverty and its related issues head that 

list and pose real challenges to improve the 
circumstances of the poorest among us.  Frank 
W. Cox High School wanted its students to under-
stand the nature and extent of social  problems 
in their area and to  try to solve some through 
the school’s program of Service-Based Learning. 
 Th e community service project’s goal was 
to help students become  globally aware, indepen-
dent and responsible learners, and productive 
citizens.  To start, teachers embedded the project 
in tenth grade Honors English classes.  Students 
were asked to select a service learning activity that 
they could accomplish, and, by so doing, improve 
the lives of others.   Th e students decided that 
they could make a real diff erence if they worked 
together to solve targeted issues of hunger.
 Students began by conducting research.  
More than 100 tenth grade Honors English 
students toured the Food Bank of Southeast-
ern Virginia.  Th e on-site staff  gave them an 
overview of the situation.  Th ey reported how 
many people the Food Bank served and how 
much food is needed to feed the hungry.  Th e 
staff  also explained the Food Bank’s mission 
and strategic plan.  Th ey provided the organiza-
tion’s annual report. After the tour, students 
asked questions to learn what they could do to 
help solve the problem of hunger in the area. 
 Next, the  tenth graders and other  
students wanted to fi nd out what it felt like to feel 
hungry.  Researchers estimate that 60% of the 
world’s population eats a small bowl of rice each 
day and 25% eat just a little better.  By contrast, 
15% do not want for food.

   For a simulation, 220 students entered 
the cafeteria for lunch and received a ticket 
selected at random.  Th e ticket’s color deter-
mined whether the student received a bowl 
of rice, a bowl of rice and some fruit, or a full 
meal.    Th e students refl ected on this experience. 
 Finally, students  participated  in the  
Food Bank’s Extreme Food Drive.  Students 
created posters, spoke in their classes about the 
project, and went door to door in their neighbor-
hoods collecting food for the Food Bank.  Eventu-
ally, all students in the school participated. 

   Th e students organized and boxed the 
donations.  With support and music from a 
local radio station, the students loaded the 
food into a Food Bank truck. In all, students, 
families, and others in the community donated  
over 7,000 pounds of food to the Food Bank.
 Importantly, students took the lead 
to organize the project.  Th ey learned a lot and 
produced impressive results.   Teachers helped 
them along the way and families and others 
contributed to the project.   With service-based 
learning, students and the school made a diff er-
ence in the community.   

Frank W. Cox High School
Virginia Beach, Virginia

HUNGER IN OUR COMMUNITY: SERVICE-BASED LEARNING
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Robert Gutierrez
Social Studies Teacher

rgutierrez@psd1.org

Chiawana High School
Pasco, Washington

Chiawana High School wanted its families 
to feel at home in the new school. It also 
wanted to stress the school improvement 

goals of promoting students’ mathematics, litera-
cy, and science achievement.  Chiawana combined 
these goals into a Family Math, Science, and 
Reading Night. 

The school’s Action Team for Partnerships 
(ATP) and Gear-Up program worked together to 
plan an evening designed to be fun and informa-
tive. It began with dinner, with Gear Up picking 
up the tab. The school sent a van to an area where 
many families lived, so lack of transportation 
would not keep families home.

At Look What’s Happening Here, parents 
cycled through state-of-art labs, viewing some of 
the new and exciting resources that the new high 
school had to offer.   In the cardio-lab, parents 
were able to experience a fitness center and learn 
how the physical education department incorpo-
rates math into its curriculum. To demonstrate 
how much fun science can be for students, teach-
ers opened the science lab and two teachers led 
the families through several discoveries.  

To promote literacy, Gear-Up staff taught 
parents how to help their students search the 
internet for information on college choices and 
college planning, including financial aid informa-
tion. Also in the computer lab, families learned 
how to use the Parent Portal to access their 
children’s grades and attendance. At the end 
of each session, a staff member used the Public 
address system to let families know it was time to 
move on to the next location.  

School leadership students not only helped 
organize the program, but also helped serve food, 
and escorted parents from one activity to anoth-
er. There was free babysitting service available, 
too. 

The ATP learned something that night.  
Because Chiawana is such a large school, it would 
have been helpful to have walkie-talkies for team 

members to communicate. This was particularly 
important when one of the translators needed for 
the many Spanish-speaking families was sent to 
the wrong room.  It took time to get the transla-
tor to the right place. 

Despite minor communication challeng-
es, the math, science, and reading night was a 
success.  The ATP Co-Chair spoke for the team: 
“We thought the event was a home run.  We 
partnered with Gear-Up and brought students, 
staff and community together.”  

About 65 parents, 20 students, 12 communi-
ty members, and 10 teachers and administrators 
attended.  Pleased with the turnout and positive 
evaluations, the ATP has decided to repeat this 
activity.  They plan to advertise it more widely in 
hopes of bringing in more first-time and return-
ing parents to learn more about the school, its 
programs, and its commitment to family involve-
ment.

LOOK WHAT’S HAPPENING HERE
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Passport to Possibilities
Middle Township High School 
Cape May Court House, New Jersey

What better way is there to foster a 
dialogue between school and com-
munity than to host a cultural fair 

where all are welcome? This is just what Middle 
Township High School did one evening in May 
with its Passport to Possibilities. The family 
event brought together musicians, perform-
ers and artists, and featured cultural booths 
and ethnic foods. Nearly 500 parents, family 
members and others from the community came 
to the fair. 
 “The attendees traveled throughout 
the school and tasted food, watched various 
performances and viewed student artwork and 
projects,” said one administrator.
 This enjoyable educational event 
required a good amount of planning by the 
Action Team for Partnerships (ATP). Stu-
dent involvement was crucial to the fair’s 
success. Teachers assigned projects that the 
students could research and present through-
out the school. The foreign language and home 
economics classes prepared food from other 
cultures that could be sampled in the “Cultural 
Café,” and students created artwork, dances, 
and vocal and theatrical presentations. 
 In keeping with the theme, the students 
crafted passports that they took from area to 
area to get stamped during the fair, and later 
earned extra credit toward their class grade for 
submitting their passports to teachers. Middle 
Township High School did a wonderful job of 
integrating curriculum requirements with the 
planning and hosting of a community event. 
 Another key to the event’s success was 
the participation of community-based orga-
nizations. The Cape May County Museum 
displayed historical photographs and artifacts 
in two displays.  The Kingdom of Luzerne held 
fencing demonstrations, craft demonstrations 
and theatrical performances in the gymnasium.

 Enlisting performers for the event was 
the main challenge, as the ATP relied exclusive-
ly on personal contacts to find volunteer enter-
tainers. The ATP publicized the fair in news-
papers, on the radio, and through fliers and 
the school’s “Global Connect” system, which 
automatically phoned each student’s home to 
encourage the family to attend.
 The fair celebrates diversity in the 
school while emphasizing community involve-
ment in the educational process. By showcas-
ing student talents and achievements, the fair 
promotes tolerance and mutual understanding 
not only within the school but also in the com-
munity at large.
 Best of all, there were no costs involved. 
Staff members and community-based perform-
ers all volunteered their time in a true show of 
community spirit. The students supplied the 
projects and food as part of course require-
ments.
 Overall, the event provided a fun-filled, 
informal setting where students, teachers, 
parents and community members could get 
to know one another. The administration was 
particularly pleased that nearly 600 students 
participated.

Douglas Penkethman,
Assistant Principal

(609) 465-1852, ext. 519
penkethmand@mtps.sjtp.net
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The administration of Creek Bridge 
High School took a cue from a favorite 
children’s television program, Reading 

Rainbow, turning a student reading challenge 
into a television phenomenon.
 The project began last September 
when the school’s principal challenged the 440 
students at the school to read more. During 
the semester, students participated in Scholas-
tic’s Reading Counts program, which involved 
reading books and taking computerized tests to 
check their comprehension. They were awarded 
points based on how many tests they passed. 
To sweeten the deal for Creek Bridge students, 
the school announced that students who 
received 100 points or more by the end of the 
contest in January would be invited to a special 
celebration. The top three point-earners would 
also receive cash prizes.
 Teachers got busy encouraging students 
to read. They helped students select books 
at the appropriate level of difficulty and set 
aside time for silent reading in class.  Parents 
followed up with encouragement to read at 
home.
 The contest took a 21st century turn 
when, at the end, the school’s top readers were 
asked to produce video reports on their favor-
ite books. With the help of the school’s media 
specialist, students filled out questionnaires 
about their chosen books and based the talking 
points for their video reviews on that informa-
tion.  
 The videos debuted during the end of 
semester Book Celebration. About 100 parents 
and students enjoyed the videos and celebrated 
their reading success. Not only did students 
enjoy watching themselves and their peers, but 
they also enjoyed learning about one another’s 
favorite books. Students received copies of their 
video book reports on DVDs with certificates 
for completing the Reading Counts program. 
After the celebration, the videos were featured 
on the school’s web site.

 Creek Bridge initiated the reading 
challenge and resulting celebration to improve 
the low scores that high school and middle 
school students posted on the South Carolina 
School Report Card. For the past five years, 
teachers and staff faced challenges in reading 
comprehension and language arts. They were 
having trouble getting students to read any 
books – let alone pass tests about them. The 
reading challenge, encouragement, and planned 
celebration brought real results. During the 
contest, teachers and students saw state test 
scores rise and library circulation increase. In 
fact, the books reviewed in the video were the 
most widely circulated books for months.
 The cost of the program was $1,000, 
covered by state technical assistance funds. 
Parents, school staff, and students agreed that 
it was money worth spending. Many, includ-
ing the school librarian, have high hopes for an 
encore performance. “This is a great program. 
We must do it again!” the librarian said.
 Creek Bridge High School plans to do 
just that, repeating the contest and productions 
of videos in the fall and in the spring next year.

Melonie Gordon
Curriculum Interventionist
(843) 362-3500, ext 228

mgordon@marion7.k12.sc.us

Creek Bridge High School
Marion, South Carolina

Reading Counts Book Review Celebration
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