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Objectives
Understand the challenges in working  
with families in poverty 

Identify techniques for family 
engagement that can be used to 
build positive relationships. 

Implement action steps to support 
parents as partners. 

Develop an increased understanding 
of meaningful family engagement.



Understanding Poverty 
and Parent Engagement

• Estimated by the time children enter kindergarten, the children 
of professional families heard 19 million more words than the 
children of working class parents and 32 million more words 
than the children of parents on welfare. - Putnam, 2015

• 72% of middle-class children know the alphabet when starting 
school, as opposed to only 19% of poor children - Putnam, 
2015

• Growing evidence indicates that children who grow up in 
poverty are at high risk for elevated levels of cortisol, stress 
hormone and that the part of the brain responsible for 
emotional regulation was impaired in adults who had been 
exposed to the stresses of poverty as children - Travis, 
Western, and Redburn (2014); and Waldfogel (2006)



Understanding Poverty 
and Parent Engagement

Professional 
Class

Working 
Class Poor Class

Encouragements 166,000 62,000 26,000

Discouragements 26,000 36,000 57,000



Understanding Poverty and 
Parent Engagement

• Parenting style typical of affluent and educated 
parents, characterized by nurturance, affection, 
warmth, active involvement, and reasoned discipline 
(more hugging, less spanking) leads to greater socio-
emotional competence among children - Putnam, 2015 

• Well-Educated parents aim to raise autonomous, 
independent, self-directed children with high self-
esteem and the ability to make good choices

• Less Educated parents focus on discipline and 
obedience and conformity to pre-established rules. 



Parenting Across 
Boundaries

• Youth who ate dinner with their parents at least five 
times a week did better across a range of 
outcomes (less likely to smoke, drink, use 
marijuana, engage in physical fighting, engage in 
sex,etc.) - Putnam, 2015 

• “The longer kids live in a bad neighborhood, the 
worse the effects.  Kids whose parents grew up in 
poor neighborhoods are doubly disadvantaged, 
because the parents bear scars from the 
neighborhood of their childhood” - Putnam, 2015



Family Involvement vs. 
Family Engagement



Parental involvement in the form of ‘at-home good 
parenting’ has a significant positive effect on children’s 
achievement and adjustment even after all other factors 

shaping attainment have been taken out of the 
equation. In the primary age range the impact caused 

by different levels of parental involvement is much 
bigger than differences associated with variations in 

the quality of schools. The scale of the impact is 
evident across all social classes and all ethnic groups. 

(Desforges 2003).



Defining Family Involvement

To involve is to 
“enfold or envelope”   
Identifying projects, 
needs, and goals and 
then telling parents 
how they can 
contribute



Defining Family Engagement

To engage is to 
“come together and 
interlock” - 
Listening to what 
parents think, 
dream or worry 
about



Traditional Methods

• Together Let’s Create A List 



Engagement Model

Family'

Family'Support'
•  Services'
•  Strong'caring'
rela5onships'

Strong'Culture'
• High'Expecta5ons'
•  Skin'in'the'Game'
•  “Village”'Partnership'

Meaningful'
Engagement'
•  Family'Programming'
•  Parent'Programming'

Feedback'
• Mul5ple'outlets'for'
parent'voice'and'
input'



Starting with the Basics

• How do you greet/welcome 
your parents? 

• How do you demonstrate 
gratitude to your parents? 

• How do you share joy with 
your parents? 

• How do you address struggles 
with your parents?



Creating a Strong Culture
• Demonstrating and communicating a clear 

shared vision

• Creating a welcoming environment

• Using verbal and written language that supports 
a partnership rather than a linear relationship

• Demonstrating a culture of value-added to both 
youth and parent programming 



Building Support Systems

• Establishing a network of outside financial 
resources to help support families in times of 
need

• Establishing vehicles of support for parents to 
share and receive supportive feedback 

• Going the Extra Mile…



Meaningful Engagement
Create meaningful and 
diversified opportunities for 
engagement

• Parent education 
workshops

• Support Groups

• Volunteer Opportunities

• Family Events

• One on One Engagement



Accepting Feedback
• Open Systems 

Communication

• Surveys

• Program Audits

• Parent Advisory 
Board



Building Your Model
• Focus your effort on creating a welcoming and 

supportive culture

• Start small on programming, but big on 
accountability

• Be Creative

• Know your families!



Let’s Practice 
Parent Engagement



Summing It Up…
The most important key to building engagement is 
through creating a strong culture that supports 
the following:

• High Trust

• Shared Responsibility

• Mutually respected support




