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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Over the past twenty years, the cultural diversity in classrooms acrossthe
United States has increased exponentially. More specifically, from 1999 to 2016
the number of Latino students enrolled in American schools, from pre-
Kindergarten through college, rose by 80 percent, from 9.9 million to 17.9 million
(Gramlich, 2017). Latinos now comprise the largest minority group in the United
States, making up 18 percent of the population and 25 percent of all schoolage
students (Gandara, 2017). The Natonal Center for Education Statistics projects
that by 2029, Latinos will make up nearly one-third of all public school students
in this country ( Wang & Dinkes, 2020).

Despite recent gains, Latino students lag behind their peers on a number
of measures induding grades and achievement test scores (Ceballo, Maurizi,
Suarez, & Aretakis, 2013; Gandara, 2017), and have the highest high school
dropout rate when compared with other ethnic groups (Gramlich, 2017 ; Hill &
Torres, 2010). Accordingly, the academic achievement of Latino students has
become a growing focus ofresearchers Several studies have highlighted the
transition to middle school as a particularly critical time for Latino students both
socially and academically (Crosnoe & Ansari, 2016; Murakami, Vdle, & Mendez-
Morse, 2013); these studies show that during periods of transition, systemic
di fferences in student achievement typical
marginalized groups (Weiss, Lopez, & Caspe, 2018, p. 23).

Researchsupports the engagement ofLatino families in the education of
their middle schoolers as a potentially effective lever in the creation of more

equitable opportunities and outcomes for these students. In a report for the



Carnegie Corporation, Weiss, Lopez, and Caspe (2018) argue that the goal for
educators should be fAensuring-nothugt al
economically advantaged ones- have what it takes to build equitable learning
pathways for their children 6  ( [he fostgring and nurturance of trust between
home and school has also been highlighted as a potentially important element in
this dynamic (Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Tschannen-Moran, 2014).

This research studyinvestigated how effective middle school leaders build
the trusting relationships necessarybetween administrat ors, teachers, and
parents to begin to close the existing gaps in opportunity and accessfor their
Latino students. The study was based on thehypothesis that by strengthening the
ability of middle school leaders to build trust with their Latino families  within a
culturally responsive school culture, increased engagement will be fostered,
leading to positive outcomes for all stakeholders. The study wasguided by three
researchquestions: the first sought to understand how both middle school
leaders and teachers define trust in the context of schootfamily relationships,
while the second question asked if these same stakeholders viewed trust as a
critical building bl ock of family engagement. Finally, the third question examined
the policies and practices enacted by a middle school leader to establish a trusting
community.

This single, qualitative case studywas conducted ata large, public middle
school in the mid -Atlantic region with a Latino -majority student population . Data
was collected during an eight-month period between February and September of
2020; due to the restrictions of the COVID-19 pandemic during this time, all data

was collected virtually. Semi-structured interviews with leaders and teachers

am



were conducted viavideo conferencing software and triangulated with
observations of virtual eventsand relevant documents. This data was then
analyzed and discussedthrough the lens of thes t u dcgnéeptual framework and
the relevant literature base.

Five major themes emerged from the data. First, trust was found to bethe
foundation of all aspects of family engagement, rather than standing as an
independent construct as previously conceptualized. Next, it was revealed that
leaders and teachers each contribute to the building of trust but in different, yet
equally critical , ways. It was also determined that successful family engagement
requires an aligned and committed staff to make it all work. These staff members
must focus on building relationships but growing those relationships into
partnerships should be the ultimate goal. Finally, it was made clear tha the work
involved both in building trust and engaging families requires an ethic of care, a
sense of purpose, and a commitment to reflection and growth in order to be
successful and sustained over time.

Basedupon the findings from this study, five recommendations were
identified for practitioners at Lake Middle School and a wider audience of
interested educational leaders. In order to foster both trust with and engagement
of Latino families, it is suggested thatleaders: 1)acknowledge andchallenge
deficit thinking and embrace an asset-based approach on a schoolwide level2)
reframe engagement by placing importance on both schoolbased and home
based involvement; 3) take care not to mistake deference to authority for trust; 4)

acknowledgethat newer teachers need more support with this work and find



ways to provide this support; and 5) embrace the silver linings of the COVID-19
pandemic and work to apply the lessons learned moving forward.

It is hoped that the findings of this qualitative study will inform middle
school leaders as they strive tobuild trusting communities and leverage family
engagement to close the opportunity and achievement gays for Latino students in

our schools today.



Rachel W. Sweeney

Department of Leadership, Foundations, and Policy
School of Education and Human Development
University of Virginia
Charlottesville, Virginia

APPROVAL OF THE CAPSTONE

Thi s c a@reandoCenfianz: How Middle School Leaders CreateCultures

of Trust to Foster the Engagement of Latin
Graduate Faculty of the School of Educationand Human Development in partial

fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Doctor of Education.

Sara Dexter, Ed.D, Capstone Chair

E. Benjamin Allen V, Ed.D., Committee Member

Sandra Mitchell, Ed.D., Committee Member

Date




DEDICATION

To my husband, Barry: You dedicated your dissertation to me fifteen years ago
and listened to my dream of being next; thank you for ensuring that | made that
dream come true, even if it took me a while to get here.Your combination of
encouragement, sometimes (mostly?) unsolicited advice, tough love, and a steady
stream of frozen pizzasto feed the troops enabled me to see this dream to
fruition, and | am eternally grateful. Happy 25t wedding anniversary with much
love always

To my children, Jordana and Sean:Somewhere betweenstarting my coursework
and finishing Chapter Five | must have blinked, and you emerged as incredible
young adults of whom | am immeasurably proud. | thank you for your support
and patience throughout this long and often challenging journey. May you be
blessed with trusting, loving relationships throughout your live s. My love for you
is endless.

To my parents, Bobbi and Gabe Weinsten: Thank you for believing in me and
encouraging me to follow my dreams from day one. As my very first teachers, you
have taught me so much through both your words and your actions, shown me
the value of education and hard work, and inspired me to do my bestevery day
and make you proud. | love you.

To the remar kabl e educ a®dhaskya fortristiregkne Mi dd |
with your stories. | am truly inspired by your tireless work and your care both for

your students and for the special community that you have createdin your corner

of ANewpobobt County

Finally, I would be remiss if | did not include my furry, four -legged companion,
Gracie, who stayed by my side and kept me companythroughout the long days
and nights of reading, studying, analyzing, and writing over the past four years of
my doctoral journey . There is no trust like the unshakable trust of a dog in the
ones she lovesl am so grateful to be the recipient of your trust, sweet girl.



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

AAll the world is made of 7i3.M.iBarrle,Peter®ah

There is definitely a bit of blind faith, trust, and perhaps a smattering of
pixie dust involved when diving into the deep end of a doctoral program, and the
path forward is far from a solitary endeavor. Theselast four years have beenonly
one legof a much longer personal and professional journey towards a goal that
has beenat leastthirty years in the making . | remain indebted to the kindness,
wisdom, and friendship of many, many teachers, colleagues friends, and family
members through out these years of learning and growth | am the person,
teacher, and leader | am today because of you.

| first want to thank my capstone committe e: Dr. Sara Dexter, my
committee chair, was part advisor, part cheerleader, and part therapist when the
COVID-19 pandemic hit. | absolutely would not have been able to complete this
journey without your flexibility and vision of what could be accomplished in a
time of unprecedented restrictions, and | cannot thank you enough for enabling
me to see this project to completion. Dr. Sandra Mitchell, your experience and
wisdom were so valuable both in our coursework and during this process, thank
you for your positivity and helpful feedback, and for being a friendly face
throughout. And thank you to Dr. Ben Allen, who as a friend was supportive of
my project from the very first day that I introduced my problem of practice, and
who shared valuable insight from his own professional work in advancing equity.
Thanks also go toall of the other UVA professors who guided me along the path
towards this moment; | have become a more critical reader, a more analytical

thinker, a stronger writer , and a more effective leaderbecause of you efforts.

trust



Vi

Next, | must thank the incredible members of Cohort IV of the University
of Vi rBEx$Eb pragrars. Simply put, | never could have gotten to this point
without you. From lunchtime banter, to perfectly coordinated celebratory paper
products, to desperately needed Zoom supportsessions the whole experience
was made infinitely more fun, memorable, and meaningful because of the family
that we formed. | am inspired by your commitment and leadership, and | look
forward to watching each of you continue to make an impact, wherever your
paths may take you.

A huge thank you goesto all of the fellow educators along the way who
have nurtured me as a learner,collaborated with me as a colleague, or laughed
with me as a friend. | have learned so much from each of you andam amazedby
the work that you put in every day to make a difference in the lives of your
students. Special thanksgo to Mr. Shawn DeRose andMrs. Katie Madigan,
inspiring leaders who welcomed mewithout reservation even in the midst of a
global pandemic and showed me what makes their school so specialFinally, |
would like to express myadmiration and appreciation to three educational
leaders who have shown me what exceptional leadership looks like through
leading by example: Ms. Susan Akroyd who recognized the importance of
engaging families long before it waspopular to do so and who still inspires me
with her tenacity and resilience, Dr. Brendan Menuey who generously sponsored
this study despite the many demands on his time, and Dr. Amy Goodloe who
guides her school with strength and skill, but never fails to extend care and

kin dnessfirst and foremost.



Vil

| could not end this list of gratitude without acknowledging all of the
parents who havetrusted me with their children over the past thirty years as a
classroomteacher. | am humbled that you have trust ed me to take care of the
most precious people in your lives; it is a responsibility that | do not take lightly .

You are the inspiration for this study. Thank you.



viii

TABLE OF CONTENTS

] = 9 1 [ @ N I [ ] PP v
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ... e e e v
TABLE OF CONTENT S .o e e et e e e e e e e e e eeees Vil
LIST OF TABLES ... oo e e e e e e Xi
LIST OF FIGURES. ..ottt ettt e e et e e e e e nnnaee s Xii
CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION ...ttt e e e e 1
Problem Of PractiCe...........uuuiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieei e 1
Context of the Problem ... 6
(o or= | I O] o1 (=) d AP PPRTPTP 9
Connection t0 LeaderShip...........eeeiiiiiiiie e 11
Unit of Analysis: Stakeholder Perspectives...........cccccuuvvviiiiiiieieeiiiiiiiiiieeeceee e 14
RESEArCh QUESHIONS.......oiii it e e s 15
Introduction to Methodological Approach ...........cccccveiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeee, 15
Delimitations and LIMItatioNS ...........oooiiiiiiimiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeee e e eeeeee e 17
Introduction to the Conceptual Framework ...........ccccceeeiiieiiiiieiieicceceee e 18
Background and Role of the Researcher.............ccooovvviiiiie i, 19
YU [ 1 4= YRR 20
CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW ......ooviiiiiiiiiiiiee et 21
0o [T 1o o ISR 21
SEAICH SHrAtEQY.. ..ottt 22
Family ENQAGEMENT........uuiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii e 24
Engaging DIVErse@ Families ...........eeeeiiiiiiiiiiiiiiee e 33
Engaging Latino FamilieS .............uuuiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeee e 35
Middle SChOOI/AOIESCENCE ........ccoiiiiiiiiiii e 40
LI TP PPPPPPPTR 47
Leadership for Family Engagement ..........oooviiiiiiiiiiiii e 53
Impacts of the COVID-19 PandemicC..........ccoovuuuiiiiiiiiiiiieeeeiis e 62

CONCIUSION et e et et e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e aenaanns 66



CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY ....ciiiiiiiiiiecee et 67
Conceptual FramMEWOIK ..........uueiiiiiiiiiiiie e 67
Introduction and Underlying ASSUMPLIONS  ......uvviiiiiiieiiiee e 67
Connections Between CRSL, Five Functions, and Five Facets........................ 69
Role of the Conceptual FrameWorK................ciiiiiiiiiie e e e e e e eeeaans 70
RESEAICN MELNOUS........co oo 71
Research QUESHIONS........ccoouiiei et e e e eeeeeeeseennnnnnnn el L
RESEAICN DESIQN ... ..o iiiiiiieeeeee et eaaaaaeas 72
DAta SOUICES......e ittt e e e et et e e et e e e e e et e e e e eenans 77
Data COllECHION PrOCESS.........coi ittt e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e 78
(D= U= WA g =1 1Y £ PP 79
Methodological LImItatioNS ............coeviiiiiiiiiiiie e 82
CONCIUSION ..ttt e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e aaaeaeeeeas 84
CHAPTER FOUR: FINDING S....ooiiiiiiiiiiiiiit ettt e e sivaasnnneee e e 86
Research Question One: What iS TrUSE?........ocvuiiiiiieieieiiieeeeeeee e 87
Research Question Two: Is Trust a Building Block of Engagement?................ 99
Research Question Three: Policies and Practices?...........cccooeeeviviiiiieeninnnnnn. 119

CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION, RECOMMENDATIONS, AND ACTION

COMMUNICATIONS ..o e e e e e e e 143
Discussion Of Major THEMES .......oooeiiiiiii e 144
Implications for Conceptual Framework and Future Research ..................... 160
Recommendations fOr PracCtiCe ..........cccuuuuuiiiiiiiiiiiiieiiiiiiiiieeeeeee e 165
YU [ 1 4= VP TTPPRN 177
Action Communication ProdUCES ........covviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiie e 178

Action Communication 1. School Leader Briefing Memo...........cccoeeevvvvieeeeenennn. 179

Action Communication 2: Central Office Briefing Memo ...........ccoooeevviiiiiineenennn. 181

Action Communication 3: Presentation to School and District Teams .............. 183

REFERENCES ... 199



Appendix A: Email Correspondence for Interviews: Leaders...............ccccvvvneeee. 236
Appendix B: Email Correspondence for Interviews: Teachers...........ccccccvveeeeen. 237
Appendix C: Informed Consent AQreemMENT ..........cceeeiieeeeeeeeieeeieeccieiee e e e e 238
Appendix D: Semi-Structured Inte rview Protocol: Leaders ............cccccccceeeennnn. 241
Appendix E: Semi-Structured Interview Protocol: Teacher ............cccccceceeeeennn... 243
Appendix F: Observation ProtoCol...............ciiiiiiiiiiiicceici e 245
Appendix G: Document AnalySisS MatriX ..........cccceeeiiiiiiiiiiiiie e 248

APPENdIX H: COAEDOOK ......ceeieieeieeieee e 249



LIST OF TABLES

Table Page

1 Mapping of CRSL Best Practices with Functions of Leaders and

3. Summary of Research Questions and Data Collection Plag € é é € eé&77

Xi



LIST OF FIGURES

Figure
1. Conceptual Frameworké é é é é ¢ éée ééeéeé e

2. Mapping of the Building Blocks to the Facets of Trusté

s 7z 7z £ z

3. Original Conceptual Frameworké ¢ ¢ é é € é é € é
4. RevisedConceptual Frameworké é ¢ ¢ é é € é é é

D~

D~

Xii



CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

Problem of Practice

The effectiveness of family engagement as an educational strategy is
largely undisputed by both researchers and educators. Thousands of empirical
studies, spanning the past five decades, have highlighted the importance of
invol ving parents in their childrenods | ear
positive outcomes ranging from gains in student achievement, to increased
attendance, to higher high school graduation rates for students who have engaged
parents (Dearing, Kreider, Simpkins, & Weiss, 2006; Fan & Chen, 2001;
Henderson & Mapp, 2002). Put si mply, Awhen parents are
childrendés education, students succeedo ( We

Unfortunately, the promise of parent engagement is often left
unrealized. As Hargreaves (2001) explains, AWhile
should treat parents as partnersintheir chi |l drends education i s
reality is often Whensuneyed, many agimirisbato(spnd 3 7 4) .
teachers report feeling woefully unprepared to work with parents (Caspe, Lopez,
Chu, & Weiss, 2011). Mapp and Kuttner (2014) asserfi Wi t hout attenti on
training and capacity building, well-i nt ent i oned partnership ef:
6). In turn, parents, especially those with limited English skills or from lower
socio-economic backgrounds, may feel overwhelmed without the socialor
navigational capital to understand how the system works or how to help their
children succeed. Though family engagement should be viewed as more of a

process than a onetime event (LaRocque, Kleiman, & Darling, 2011), schools



oftenresorttotriedandt r ue fAone off o parentwapni ght s

communication that has been used for decades.

To further complicate this already complex landscape, researchers have
more recently focused their attention on middle school and the specific factors
that come into play when fostering family engagement in this context. Hill and
Tyson (2009) describe a situation where the developmental stage of early
adolescence, wherein students are becoming more autonomous and resisting
parental assistance, meets a larger, nore bureaucratic school environment that is
harder for parents to navigate than the smaller elementary school that had
become so familiar. Instead of one teacher with 20 to 30 students, families
suddenly find themselves with up to seven different teachers, each of whom can
be responsible for as many as 150 students, making the forming of deep and
meaningful parent relationships difficult at best. This new terrain can be further
complicated by differences in parental cultural and socio-economic backgrounds,
which can lead to different levels of involvement and beliefs about the role of
parents in education (Kohl et al., 2000; Lareau, 1987). Couple this with the

newly added middl e s-tetmangplicatipns & achievement o f

for educationalandoccupati onal attainmento (Hill

wonder that many middle school teachers and parents decide instead to avoid
engagement.

Decreased levels of parent involvement at the secondary level reflect the
effects of this avoidance. Although the benefits of parent engagement have been
well-proven to continue through middle school and high school (Epstein, 2001,

Hawes & Plourde, 2005; Wright & Willis, 2003 /2004 ), multiple studies have

an (
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shown that levels of involvement drop during the transit ion from elementary
school to middle school and on to high school (Brough & Irvin, 2001; Eccles &
Harold, 1993; Simon, 2004). While some parents intentionally decrease their
involvement, to give their children the independence that they think they need,
others may become less involved as the school environment and the curricula
become more complicated letaube Abhhelvddon
(Simon, 2004, p. 186). Unfortunately, school staff may misinterpret a decrease
in involvement as disinterest or lack of family investment in academic success.
This negative perception can then alienate these parents even further (LaRocque,
Kleiman, & Darling, 2011), leading to even less engagement on their part. A
negative cycle is then established, with misunderstanding and a fundamental lack
of trust anchoring both sides. While trust is a complex concept that can be
defined in many different ways, in this co
willingness to be vulnerable to another based on the confidence thatthe other is
benevolent, honest, open, r eiMoranb20kl,pp.and co
19-20).

This lack of trust highlights one of the key elements of the home-school
relationship; Tschannen-Mor an (2014) asserts ABuilding
trust between families and schools lies at the heart of cultivating productive
relationships between HWashieetweaen tthe farsiypando | o ( p .
the school has been connected to a host of positive outcomes, including increased
parent engagement, a heghtened sense of collective responsibility among all
stakeholders, and enhanced student achievement (Bryk & Schneider, 1996;

Tschannen-Moran, 2014). Adams and Christenson (2000) suggest that trust is an



essential piece of the family-school relationship but found that parent trust of
teachers decreases during the transition from elementary to middle school, which
they attribute in part to the structural differences between the two.
Building trust between home and school can be even more difficult when
workin g with diverse families (Tschannen-Moran, 2014). Brewster and Railsback
(2003a) st ate that #fa critical first step in
building relationships of mutual trust, co
families certainly fall into this category; while research shows that middle school
is a particularly critical time for Latino students both socially and academically
(Murakami, Valle, & Mendez -Morse, 2013), studies also show that engaging
Latino families, and involving t hem mor e ef fectively in thei
while in middle school, can be a key lever in improving educational outcomes
(Carpenter, Ramirez, & Severn, 2006). The transition to middle school is
especially important, as during periods of transition systemic differences in
student achievement typically become Aampl
groups (Crosnoe & Ansari, 2016; Weiss, Lopez, & Caspe, 2018). However,
standard views of and frameworks for invol
ways nondominant parents participate in the
do not correspond to normative understandings of parental involvement in
school so0 (-lB@en Alexanden & Hernandez, 2013, p. 150). In addition,
the perceptions of teachers and school leaders are too often based on a deficit
model, wherein parents are blamed for their non -involvement and are assumed
to have Ainternal defects, or deficits, th

Black, 2002, p. 83).



Latinos are now the largest minority group in the United States,
comprising 18 percent of the population and 25 percent of all school-age students
(Gandara, 2017, p. 4); the National Center for Education Statistics projects that
by 2029, Latinos will make up nearly one-third of all students in this country
(Wang & Dinkes, 2020). From 1999 to 2016 the number of Latinos enrolled in
American schools, from pre-Kindergarten through college, increased by 80
percent, from 9.9 million to 17.9 million students (Gramlich, 2017). As m ore than
90 percent of these Latino schoolage students were born in this country,
Gandara (2017) argues

They are U.S. citizens and our responsibility. How we view these students

- primarily as challenges or as assets- will determine to a large extent how

we choose to educate them and the kind of success they are able to
achieve. (p. 5)

G8§ndarab6s warning is timely, given
achievement, Latino students still lag behind their peers on a number of
measures including grades and achievement test scores (Ceballo, Maurizi, Suarez,
& Aretakis, 2014; Gandara, 2017; Gramlich, 2017), and have the highest high
school dropout rate when compared with other ethnic groups (Gramlich, 2017;
Hill & Torres, 2010). This disparity has been attributed to a host of social and
structural barriers, including lack of access to preschool, attendance at lower
guality schools, difficulties with learning English, and obstacles consistent with
poverty and systemic racism (Araque, Wietstock, Cova, & Zepeda, 2017; Ceballo,
Huerta, & Epstein-Ngo, 2010; Ceballo, Maurizi, Suarez, & Aretakis,2014;

Gandara, 2017). Given this reality, it is incumbent upon school leaders to find

t hat



ways to form trusting relationships with Latino families, fostering and
strengthening their involvement in the education of their children.

Developing a better understanding of how middle school leadersand
teachersdefinetrustanddef i ni ng each groupds perceptio
establishing trust in fostering family engagement, can lead to practical
implications for how middle school leaders can more effectively engage Latino
families in their childrends | earning.

Context of the Problem

The topic of family engagement in education is both extremely broad and
exceptionally well-documented. As the research base has grown over the past 50
years, the terminology hasewo | ved: #Aparent involvement o h:
engagement , 0 and mo+s& hrood e ptalrt ntea sfi pmiol | Y
Ponte, Ratliffe, & Traynor, 2017). Goodall and Montgomery (2014) frame this
progression as a continuum of involvement, with each subsequent term implying
decreasing school agency (involvement) and increasing parental agency
(engagement and partnership). All of these terms are used interchangeably in the
literature and will be used as such throughout this study to refer to the central
concept of families being involved in some way in the educational lives of their
children.

Underlying these studies is an attempt on the part of researchers to clearly
define family engagement. A | | agree that there I s fia | ac
consensusalmut what Oparent involvemento entail
has proven to be surprisingly difficult to pin down a clear definition, mainly due

to conflicting frameworks and perspectives, both cultural and contextual. Parent



involvement is often measured qualitatively rather than quantitatively since

teachers and school leaders only see what happens inside the school, making it

more difficult for them to see the less visible, broader involvement of families in
their chil drends 6)dloaddition, thengrowilintersectoon of 2 0 0
different cultural and ethnic groups within our schools serves to make defining
expectations even more challenging (Bell, Grant, Yoo, Jimenez, & Frye, 2017;

Valdes, 1996).

Understanding the role that trust play s in engaging families is one way to
begin to narrow down this evolving definition. A growing body of research has
explored the connections between building trust and effective leadership, both in
the educational and business realms (Bryk & Schneider, 2002 Hacker & Willard,
2002; Hurley, 2012; Kochanek, 2005; Tschannen-Moran, 2014). This research
has included the role of the school leader in fostering trust between home and
school in order to increase family involvement (Adams & Christenson, 2000;
Adams, Forsyth, & Mitchell, 2009; Tschannen -Moran, 2014). Perhaps more
importantly, several researchers studying Latino students and families have
identified confianza, or trust, as a significant concept for these families and
essential for building relationships (Olvera & Olvera, 2012; Quintanar & Warren,
2008; Rodriguez-Brown, 2010; Stanton-Salazar, 2001). While preliminary
studies claim a relationship between parent trust and positive student outcomes,
research in this area is limited (Santiago, Garbacz, Beatte, & Moore, 2016); the
studies that have been done have primarily found that parent trust in teachers
predicts increased levels of family engagement (Adams & Christenson, 1998;

Beycioglu, Ozer, & Sahin, 2013; NzingaJohnson, Baker, & Aupperlee, 2009;



Santiago, Garbacz, Beattie, & Moore, 2016), while the research on the role of the
school leader in this trust dynamic is scant.

With growing attention being paid to cultural, racial, and socio -economic
diversity in our schools, there has been a push to view famly engagement as a
significant part of the effort to create more equitable opportunities for all
students. In a report for the Carnegie Corporation, Weiss, Lopez, and Caspe
(2018) frame family engagement as a Apubl i
benefit results when every family can play a robust role in ensuring that their own
children and other children getthe 21st-c ent ury knowl edge and ski
(p. 3). Within this context of equity and inclusion, there is a significant focus on
recognizing and building on the strengths that diverse families bring to our
schools, acknowledging their Afunds of Kkno
Gonzalez, 1992), and recognizing that there is a wide range of ways that different
families engage svearhing. Weisse Liopez, and Cdspk (2618)0
pose the challenge that the goal for educa
families and communities -- not just economically advantaged ones- have what it
takes to build equitable learning pathways for theirchild r e n 06 Thf® studp ) .
was designed to dovetail with this newer emphasis on family engagement as a
lever for equitable educational outcomes, focusing specifically on the families of
Latino middle schoolers.

Additionally, this study was conducted during the global COVID -19
pandemic, which proved to be both challenging and enlightening; as educators
searched forcreative ways to respond to the changes brought as a result of virtual

instruction, new and interest ing ideas for family programming and engagement



emerged, which added to the richness of the data collected Priorities shifted as
more time and attention to schooling were required of family members, and as
physical barriers to involvement were removed, interestin engagementexpanded
from both sides. Collecting data during this unique time allowed an interesting
window into the possibilities of effective outreach and engagement and
showcasedthe commitment of school-based leaders and teachergo this
impor tant work.
Local Context

Newport County Public Schools is a pseudonym for a large, wel
resourced, Mid-Atlantic school division covering more than 400 square miles and
educating close t0 190,000 students. It is a highly diverse system, both
socioeconomically and ethnically; over 29 percent of the student population is
Economically Disadvantaged, while almost 30 percent of students are English
Learners, with over 200 different languages spoken. 26.8 percent of the students
attending Newport County schools are Latino, with seven of the 23 middle
schools in the district serving Latino populations greater than 40 percent of their
total student bodies (NCPS, 2020a; NCPS, 220b). Despite a substantial
investment of resources over an extended period of time, a persistent gap in
opportunity, access and achievement remains between Latino students and

students from other ethnic groups within the school division (NCPS, 2019e).

District leadership acknowl edges that @Aincreases in

for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) student populations have created

greater demands on the resources of the Division. Stakeholders want greater

di
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consistency in programming and implementation acrossscho ol s ét o provi de

students with equal ogportunitieso (NCPS,
To this end, the district superintendent announced a Strategic Plan for the

school system that focuses on four main goals: Student Success, Caring Culture,

Premier Workforce, and Resource Stewardship (NCPS, 201@). Within the

Caring Culture goal is a focus on establis

school where both students and families Af

demonstrate cultural responsiveness when supporting familie s, students, and

ot her st af f® DillingCiénd ever2fldthed the division leadership

roll ed out a AClosing the Gap Framewor ko t

strategies that the school system will implement to close the gaps between

minoritygr oups; one of these six drivers is tit
|l nvol vement , 0 with the goal of building dfa
families and schools as active partners fo

2019b). The strategies listedfor this goal include:

1 Createwelcoming school environments that connect and are
culturally responsiveto diverse families;

1 Engagefamilies in regular, two-way, and meaningful
communication about student learning;

1 Ensure that family engagementopportunities are relational, linked
to learning and social/lemotional development;

1 Provide regular opportunities to strengthen or build the capacity of

f a mi knbwdeslg® and skills to support learning at home;
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1 Build the capacity of staff to connect, engage and partners with
families;
1 Engagefamilies asequal partners in making decisions that affect
their children and school community (NCPS,2019c).
All of the goalsidentified aspart of this driver align with the objectives of
this research study. Further confirmation that the study supports the overall aims
of the Newport County Public Schoolssystem are these key beliefs stated in their
A Bel Missfors, and Vi s istatendent:
1 Dynamic and supportive partnerships among students, parents,
educators and the community are critical to meet student needsand
provide enriching experiences;
1 Families play afundamental role in their c h i | deduEatiéns
1 Our diversity is a strength that createsresilient, open, and
innovative global citizens (NCPS,2019a).
This research studywas designed to support these beliefs and goals by both
recognizing the i mportanceducafiondndmi | i es t o
facilitating the types of partnerships necessary to close the existing gaps in
opportunity, access, and achievement. By strengthening the ability of middle
school leaders to build trust with their Latino families, increased engagement will
be fostered, leading to positive outcomes for all stakeholders.
Connection to Leadership
Research has confirmed t hamaryagedisobl|l prin
change to i mprove student achievement in t

2018) . Sever al studies point to the school
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primary | ever to make these changes, inclu
openness for fostering meaningf ul community ¢
2012, p. 94) and building an atmosphere of trust within a building and between

parents and the school (Adams & Christenson, 2000; Adams, Forsyth, &

Mitchell, 2009; Bryk & Schneider, 200 2). The onus is ultimately on the school

leader to prioritize parent engagement in her school, extending a model of shared

leadership and relational trust to the wider community. Leithwood and Louis

(2012) suggest that school leaders who want to engage farlies in meaningful

ways need to stop viewing parents as fAdécl i

parents and community stakeholders as vita

100) . Unfortunately, studies suggthest t hat
talkd of engaging parents as partners, the
in ways to support the school agenda, act.

the communityo (Auerbach, 2009, p. 10).
The middle school administrator who desires to be more of a bridge than a
buffer must be intentional about planning opportunities for her staff to build
their capacity to communicate and engage with parents, in order to build the
trust required to make these connections between home and school work
(Auerbach, 2009). However, before these relationships can be fostered, trust first
needs to be established between leaders and teachers within the school. In their
study on higher-performing middle schools, Wilcox and Angelis (2012) found
t h aatclimateofr espect and trust that enacts the ¢
40) is essential for effective collaboration. One way that a leader can build trust

within her school staff is to encourage, and listen to, teacher voice whenever
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possible; as QuagliaandLande (2016) explain, fnestablish
trust and respect is the first stepo towar
cultivating trusting relationships (p. 34). This study serves in partas a vehicle for
teacher voice regarding family engagement, furthering the building of these
essential relationships.

Patrikakou, Weissberg, Redding, and Walberg (2005) posit that schools
t hat embr ace a i p adrintwhiehrstadent @gchievemerdantd at i on
school improvement are seenasashared esponsi bilityo bet ween
teachers, can establish trusting and respectful relationships which will result in
successful family engagement and heightened student achievement (as cited in
Mapp & Kuttner, 2014, p. 5). Teachers need to be taught exficitly how to make
this a reality, be given time and administrative support to make it happen and
understand that families from diverse cultures and socioeconomic backgrounds
sometimes require a special level of attention before diving into this type of
partnership.

For these partnerships to become levers for equity, school leaders must
first embrace an assetbased orientation, acknowledging the resources and
knowledge that all parents can bring to the school, and then communicate this
mindsetto teachersi n a way t hat srespopsitty, istegeatedi s har e d
sustained, and family-st r engt heni ng approacho (Quezada,
involving families. This means shifting fr
services to parents and offering them opportuni t i es, such as O0coff ece
principal 660 (Quezada, 2016, p. 30), to tru

conclusions generated by this study will assist these school leaders with the first
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step of assessing ere teachers are in terms of their perceptions of trust,
particularly as it relates to family engagement, and it will serve as an opportunity
for teacher and leader selfreflection on the areas in which they feel that they can
strengthen their capacity to engage in this work. These first steps will pave the
way for a smoother path towards true partnership between home and school. As
TschannenrMor an (2014) argues, Afthe example tha
trust in students and parents radiates as
Unit of Analysis: S takeholder Perspectives

This study is predicated on the idea that teacher voices and perspectives
matter and should be valued by school leaders.While teacher voice has long been
acknowledged as an important factor in educational decision making, and is
arguably Athe most i mportant school input
(Gozali, ClaasenThrush, Soto-Pefia, Whang, & Luschei, 2017, p. 32), it hasalso
historically been neglectedby researchers and educational leaders alike In their
international st udy on teacher voice, Gozal. et al
of teachers have continued to be marginalized in the literature and in policy-
making 0 31)pan unfortunate reality that leads to decreased teacher investment
in enacting the decisions that are made without their input. As this study
highlights the perspectives of teachers regarding family engagement, it helps to
fill this gap in the | iterature.

Several studies that have looked at policy implementation and enactment
have found that teachers who believe that their voices have been heard, valued,
and included in the policy -making process are then more likely to implement

these policies with fidelity (Bangs & Frost, 2012; Heneveld, 2007); Hargreaves
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and Shirley (2011)explain that trust is a factor in this shift, as including teacher
voice can increase trust in the policy-makers, leading to a willingness to
implement change. The conclusions of this study support these findings, again
underscoring the importance of trust in all aspects of educational relationship -
building .
Research Questions
This descriptive study wasguided by a central research question: How
does a middle school leader create a culture of trust (between leaders, teachers,
and parents) that fosters the engagement of Latino families? The studywas
designedto answer the following three research questions:
1 Research Question 1:How do middle school leaders and teachersdefine
trust in the context of school -family relationships?
9 Research Question 2: Do middle school leadersand teachersview trust as
one of the critical building blocks of family engagement?
1 Research Question 3: What policies and practices does a middle school
leader use to establish trust with Latino families?
Introduction to Methodological Approach
Semi-structured interviews were t he primary means for data collection in
this qualitative c ase study. Interviews have a great deal of utility in a study such
as this one that seeks to uncover the perspectives ofwo different groups of
stakeholders, through the sharing of individual experiences and feelings and
allowing for intentional probing around topics of particular interest. By asking

openrended questions, the interviewei I

S

abl

responses that take the shapeThese narrati ve

€



16

interviews were triangulated with observations of events designedby school
leadersto engage parents and document collection and analysis; due to the self
reported nature of inte rviews, it is important to verify information through more
objective sources.

By utilizing qualitative measures in this case study, it is possible to tell a
fuller story of the perceptions of teachers and school leadersin the middle school
setting. By analyzing the similarities and differences in perspectives, it is possible
to build a broader conceptualization of home-school trust at the middle school
level. The analysis and synthesis of this data will hopefully allow middle school
leaders to build a culture of trust in a targeted way, in order to engage the Latino
parents in their schools more effectively, ultimately leading to improved
educational outcomes for Latino students.

The studyés conclusions wil/ be shared
implications can bedisseminated to educational leaders interested in fostering
family engagement at the middle school level. In addition, this study will
contribute to the wider field of educational research; while researchers such as
Henderson and Mapp (2002) posit that fAbuilding trustir
relationships among teachers, families, an
three key practices for engaging parents from diverse backgrounds, few studies
have been done to confirm this assertion, or to more deeply investigate the
nuances of the differences in perspectives among stakeholders and their
implications. Finally, as detailed above,there is presently a gap in the research

examining teacher perspectives and experiences; this study begins to fill his hole
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in the literature by valuing teacher voice and finding commonalities between
teacher and leader points of view.
Delimitations and Limitations

Delimitations.  This study examined the perceptions of middle school
teachersand school leadersin one school in a large, suburban, Mid-Atlantic
school district. These two groups of stakeholders were interviewed in order to
understand their sensemaking around building trust as a necessary condition for
increased engagement of Latino parents at the middle school level.

As data was collected during the COVID-19 global pandemic, and parents
were not accessible during this time, parents were not interviewed. However,
parent voice was included more indirectly through both observations and
document collection and analysis. Additionally, w hile the ultimate goal of this
study is to improve school achievement for Latino middle schoolers, student
outcomes were not measured, and the perspectives of sudents were not included
as a source of data.

Limitations.  This study has several potential limitations. First, the small
sample size limitst he r esearcherés ability to genera
Similarly, by having all participants come from t he same school, there might be
additional impacts on the generalizability of the findings to other settings. Next,
the design almost completely relies on seltreported data, which is known to have
limitations in terms of accuracy and bias (Hays & Singh, 2012). The inclusion of
observations and document collection is intended to buffer these limitations by

enabling the researcher to triangulate some of this data.
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Introduction to the Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework for this study is based onthe five functions of
instructional leaders (visioning, modeling, coaching, managing, and mediating)
and the five facets of trust (benevolence, honesty, openness, reliability, and
competence) both as defined by TschannenMoran (2014). Interviews w ere
utili zed to evaluate how each of the wo stakeholder groups (middle school
leaders and teachers) views the importance of these functions and factors, as well
as their perceptions of the ways in which leaders employ policies and practices to

foster trust in the middle school setting.

This framework is situated within the tenets of culturally responsive
school leadership practices; this perspectiveai ms t o make At he entir
environment responsive to the schooling ne
Gooden, & Davis, 2016, p. 1272) by focusing on the role of the schoelevel
administrator in setting the course for school reform. Proponents of culturally
responsive school leadershipargue that without principal support, culturally
responsive instruction will not be sustained, and district -level mandates will not
be enforced. In outlining the behaviors of a culturally responsive school leader,
Khalifa, Gooden and Davis (2016) state that engaging families is a primary
function, and that an effective schoolle ader shoul d be able to fid
families, and communities in cuKhdlfarally ap
(2018) also underscores the need for the culturally responsive school leader to
build trust with families who may be distrustful of educ at or s, fAdue to hi s

and current practices of marginalizationo
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Background and Role of the Researcher

The researcher in this study was positioned as both insider and outsider
(Hays & Singh, 2012); as a teacher in NCPS for over 20 years, with many of those
years spent in schools with large Latino populations, in many ways | approached
this work as an insider. Over the past two decades, myexperiences as a classroom
teacher and a teacher of English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL), and as
a parent engagement specialist working predominately with Latino families, have
afforded me great insight into both the systems and processes of thisschool
division and the culture of this community. My personal background as a mother
to two teenagers, and my current professional role as an educator in an NCPS
middle school, provided me with knowledge of, and empathy for, the challenges
of both educating and parenting adolescents. Taken together these experiences
allowed me to connect with both of the stakeholder groups in the study.

However, without prior personal connections to the staff at the school that
was studied, | also approached this research as an outsider. Each school has its
own culture, and time wastaken early on to build relationships and gain an
understanding of the priorities and values of the staff and community , though
this was a bit more difficult given the physical limitations imp osed by the COVID
19 pandemic. On a larger scale, my cultural background as a white, English
speaking woman who was born in the United States couldhave led to inadvertent
bias. Being cognizant of this positioning, and paying careful attention to
researche self-reflexivity, enabled me to address the possible limitations that

might have arisen as a result.
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Summary

This qualitative case study explores the perceptions of school leadersand
teachersregarding building trust as a necessary condition for increased family
engagement at the middle school level. Both stakeholder groups were
interviewed, and observations and document collection were included to
triangulate the findings.

In the next section, the extensive literature base surrounding this topic will
be reviewed, with a focus on family engagement more generally, Latino family
engagement more specifically, andincluding literature on trust and middle
school and adolescence. There will also be a summary of the literature on the
intersection of leadership and family engagement, including research on the
importance of teacher voice, as well asan analysis ofresearch supporting the
t heoretical underpinnings of the studyos
will be described in more detail in the next section: primarily relying on the trust
framework created by Tschannen-Moran (2014), and situated within the
theoretical framework of culturally responsive school leadership practices
(Khalifa, Gooden, & Davis, 2016), it provides structure to all aspects of the study.
Finally, the most recent literature on the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemicon

family engagement will be explored.

c
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction
The body of research supporting the importance of parental involvement
in education is both deep and compelling: five decades of researchers have
consistently linked family engagement with outcomes ranging from positive
student attitudes towards school to increased achievement test scores, with
multiple benefits highlighted for students, schools, and families alike (Fan &
Chen, 2001; Henderson & Mapp, 2002). Engaging families is an empirically
proven, high-yield strategy that cuts across socioeconomic, ethnc, and cultural
|l ines, as well as school contexts. As Antu
more, regardless of socioeconomic status, ethnic/racial background, or the
parentsdé education |l evelo (p. 53) when fam
schooling.
Despite the universality of these benefits, the majority of families who are
viewed as most involved are white and midd
home culture most closely matches the norms, values, and cultural assumptions
reflectedinthes chool 0 ( Br ewst el pd&) Rexéntreskacithas 200 3
focused on fostering engagement that is more tailored to the needs of families
with cultures that diverge in some way from the mainstream: minority or lower -
income families, for example, or those who speak limited English (Araque,
Wietstock, Cova, & Zepeda, 2017; Baquedand.opez, Alexander, & Hernandez,
2013; Ceballo, Maurizi, Suarez, & Aretakis, 2014; Hill, Witherspoon, & Bartz,
2018). By trying to reach all families, schools are hoping in turn to reach all

learners, especially given the rapidly growing diversity in our schools. Many of
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these more recent studies show that the perceived dearth of involvement of

minoritized families is due not to a lack of interest on the part of the parents, but

rather to perceptions and misconceptions by teachers and school leaders, as well

as to Adiffering needs, values, and | evels
p.3).

The identification of trust as a factor in the establishment of effective
home-school partnerships is a thread through much of this literature (Adams &
Christenson, 2000; Karakus & Savas, 2012; Kim, Minke, Sheridan, Koziol, Ryoo,
& Rispoli, 2012; Santiago, Garbacz, Beattie, & Moore, 2016), which led to the
central question of this study: How can middle school leaders create a culture of
trust in order to foster greater family engagement, specifically of Latino families?
To answer this question, it wasimportant to uncover the key elements of trust
and determine which elements each of the stakeholder groups perceived as most
important. The literature examined in this chapter will help to build the case for
the importance of this question, as well as underscore the important implications

that can result from its investigation.

Search Stra tegy

To begin this literature review, a search was done for articles and
dissertations related to parental engagement using the EBSCO databases, Google
Scholar, and ProQuest. The goal of this initial search was to get a sense of the
literature base in order to narrow the focus of the study that was to follow.
Various combinations of the following keywords were used in the search: parent,
family, engagement, and involvement. This initial search was not bounded by

publication date so as not to exclude foundational work, though preference was
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given to more recent articles and empirical studies. Dissertations primarily were
mined for potential sources.

Once this initial scan was complete, and the focus of the study narrowed to
the engagement of Latino families in the middle school context, the search was
fine-tuned. Various combinations of the following keywords were used in the
search: middle school, junior high, adolescence, family, parent, engagement,
involvement, teacher, educator, leader, leadership, princip al, diverse, Latino,
English Language Learners, perceptions, assumptions, beliefs, attitudes, voices,
social capital, cultural capital, and navigational capital. Again, these searches
were not bounded by publication date, and preference was given to empirical
research studies, while dissertations were used primarily for extracting additional
potential sources.

Once this literature was reviewed, a focus on trust as the main construct to
be studied in this study was identified. As such, a subsequent search \as
conducted using the keywordstrust or confianza in various combinations with
the following: parents, families, engagement, involvement, teachers, principals,
school leaders, middle school, adolescenceand Latino families. Once again,
these searches wee not bounded by publication date, though preference was
given to more recent empirical research studies. Dissertations were again used
primarily as a source for more resources on the topic.

Several books and chapters from handbooks were also identified through
these searches. The handbooks and most of the books were available through the

University of Virginia library, while others were found online. These resources
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proved to be a main source of background information and provided a base for
the conceptual framework developed for the study.
Family Engagement

The sheer volume of research on the topic of family engagement makes
generating a concise yet comprehensive review of the literature a daunting task.
This vast literature base can be divided into two main themes: first are studies led
by researchers who endeavor to establish both a definition of and a framework
for parent involvement work, using their research to support their theoretical and
conceptual framing (Epstein, 1987, 2001; Hoover-Dempsey & Sardler, 1997;
Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005;Kim & Bryan, 2017). Many of these studies have
become foundational to subsequent research, as they have created the lenses
through which educators and scholars view parent engagement. Using these
lenses, the second, and larger, group of researchers attempt to show the impct of
involving families on a variety of outcomes, ranging from student achievement to
increased attendance to higher graduation rates, as well as to find effective
strategies for how to foster this involvement (Henderson & Mapp, 2002;
LaRocque, Kleiman, & Darling, 2011). In addition, multiple large -scale meta
analyses have been done to synthesize these studies (Fan & Chen, 2001; Hill &
Tyson, 2009; Jeynes, 2003, 2005, 2007, 2011, 2012).

An elusive definition. Underscoring all of the literature is an atte mpt to
clearly define family engagement. Research
stakehol der consensus about what Oparent i
p. 14). Coupled with differing perspectives, both cultural and contextual,

Hutchins (2011)as sert s At he reality is that such a
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and perhaps even undesirable because of the growing diversity of families and
teacherso (p. 18) . Ami dst this uncertaint
definitions of involvement in order to clarify their sense-making, which further
complicates attempts to synthesize findings.

Boonk, Gijselaers, Ritzen, and BrandGr u we | (2018) note that
of parental involvement has been operationalized, measured, and applied in so
many waysthati t has become somewhat uncl ear what
(p. 10), and this uncertainty makes it difficult both to compare results from study
to study, and to make statements about trends in the research with confidence
(Harris & Goodall, 2008; Tran, 2 014; Miller, Lines, Sullivan, & Hermanutz, 2013;

Yamauchi, Ponte, Ratliffe, & Traynor, 2017). Given the diversity of the families in

todayodos schools, it is particularly import
contexts, as @ notmeahaJethesameenaedss [orfacethetsdame s a
barrierso (Goodall & Montgomery, 2014, p.

far as to argue that #fAemploying a traditio
serves to promote prejudices and further marginalize children and families as a
whol e o -MaBning & Swick, 2006, p. 189).

Existing definitions of family engagement range from more inclusive
(Grolnick & Sgowiaczek, 1994; LaRocque, KI
specific (Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 197). Goodall and Montgomery (2014)
frame this progression as a continuum of i
invol vement with schools to parental engag
399), with each subsequent term implying decreasing school agency

(involvem ent) and increasing parental agency (engagement and partnership).
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These shifts fiacknowledge that there is no
and that no matter how small the behavior
(Jensen & Minke, 2017, p.169). A newer recognition of the importance of
community influences on academic and social development has expanded the
definition of engagement even further; Joyce Epstein, one of the original
advocates for involving parents, whose framework from the 1980s is still used
today in many schools, now advocates for t
community partnershipso (Epstein, 2011; Ep
Afemphasizes the shared responsibility for
Montgomery, 2014, p. 401) that exists in many communities.

Within this conceptualization, engagement behaviors can be categorized in
different ways. Lawson (2003) divides these behaviors into school-centric, or
behaviors that are initiated or invited by and visible to school staff, and
community -centric, or behaviors that are less visible to the school but are more
likely happening at home or in the community. Boonk et al. (2018) divide
engagement similarly, into home -based and schootbased involvement. The
recognition of the existence of engagement in a variety of forms represents a
Achange in relational agency, with the rel
schools, and the object of t heo(@Qoedall&t i onshi
Montgomery, 2014, p. 399), and acknowledges parental engagement as a
Adynami c, i nteractive processo (Cal abrese
George, 2004) that is continually evolving. It also supports a greater commitment
on the part of educators to understand both the strengths and the realities of

families, validating actions that families take to ensure the well -being of their
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children (Souto-Manning & Swick, 2006, p. 188), but that might be invisible from
the school 6s perspective.
Theoretical and conceptual framing. The first grouping of parent
engagement literature centers on creating theoretical and conceptual frameworks
to explain the structures of family engagement and support its implementation.
Yamauchi, Ponte, Ratliffe, & Traynor (2017) studied 215 journal articles
published between 2007 and 2011 in order to determine which frameworks were
utilized the most frequently by researchers in this field. An analysis of these
studies found that four theories were used
bioecological theory (1978); social capital theory, based on the work of Bourdieu
(1986, 1989), Coleman (1988), and Lareau (
of influence (1987); and the funds of knowledge described by Moll, Amanti, Neff,
and Gonzalez (1992). The researchers also identifd the two most commonly
cited conceptual frameworks: Epsteinds typ
Hoover-Dempsey and Sandl erdéds model of the par e
Toren (2013) posits that as schools become more diverse, frameworks for
conceptualizing family involvement need to be broadened; additional researchers
have created frameworks which attempt to accomplish this more inclusive
conceptualization of family involvement (Bolivar & Chrispeels, 2011; Elias,
Patrikakou, & Weissberg, 2007; Grolnick & Slowiaczek, 1994; Kim & Bryan, 2017,
Mapp & Kuttner, 2014), each with a particular spin on the mechanisms through
which parents become engaged in their chil
The current study targets the specific factors impacting the formation of

trust between families and schools, recognizing the critical importance of
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establishing trust as a precursor to engagement. While the studydoesnot attempt

to uncover how or why parents become involved, pieces of some of these existing

structuresinffuence the thinking behind the studyo

elements inform the role of the culturally responsive school leader in moving this

work forward, including: recognizing the funds of knowledge that families bring

to the table (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992), acknowledging the critical

intersections between school, family, and the larger community (Epstein, 1987),

building the capacity of both families and staff to work together as partners

(Bolivar & Chrispeels, 2011), and focusingonb ui | di ng Arespectful a

relationshipso between home and school ( Ma
Impacts and strategies. The second grouping of family involvement

research studies, and by far the largest, are those that show the impacts of

involvement and/or strategies for fostering it in schools. These studies are often

cited to make the case that family engagement is an efective strategy for

everything from increasing academic achievement and motivation, to lowering

levels of depression, anxiety, and aggressive or violent behaviors, and

heightening a sense of competence, selesteem, and seltefficacy in students;

other studies show that parent engagement can also result in increased

attendance, more positive attitudes towards school, and higher rates of high

school graduation (Altschul, 2012; Anguiano, 2004; Beltran, 2012; Davidson &

Cardemil, 2009; Dearing, Kreider, Simpk ins, & Weiss, 2006; Epstein, 2011; Fan

& Chen, 2001; Henderson & Mapp, 2002; Wang & Sheikh-Khalil, 2014). Several

large-scale metaanalyses help to synthesize this research (Castro et al., 2015;

Fan & Chen, 2001; Hill & Tyson, 2009; Wilder, 2014), all leaving little to no
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doubt about the potential power of family involvement. After analyzing 51 studies
in their synthesis, Henderson and Mapp (2002) stated that the evidence is:

consistent, positive, and convincing: families have a major influence on

theirchil dr en6s achievement in school and tt

families, and community groups work together to support learning,

children tend to do better in school, stay in school longer, and like school

more. (p.7)

Henderson and Mapp are not unrealistic, however, about the limitations of
this body of research. They explain that these limitations include: a lack of
experimental or quasi-experimental studies; a shortage of long-term research
studies; generally small sample sizes; and a preponderance ostudies using
survey data that are based on seHreported information that cannot be verified.
While Henderson and Mapp concede that many of these same constraints are
shared with other areas of educational research, it is still important to be
cognizant of them when using the literature to inform educational decision
making and practice.

In addition, some researchers have found that while family engagement is
undoubtedly important and effective, when not done in a coordinated or
systematic way it will simp ly not produce the effects desired. Zarate (2007)
studied middle and high school teacher, parent, and student perceptions of
family involvement in Miami, New York, and Los Angeles. While she uncovered
several differences in how the stakeholder groups intempreted and defined
invol vement, Zarate concludes fiThe stronge
this study is that parental involvement needs to be an organizational expectation

i f stakehol ders are interested innincreasi

interviews with school leaders and teachers across schools and cities, she found a
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noticeable | ack of a fAclear organizational
(p. 12). This is an important finding that will be revisited when discussing the

importa nce of leadership in fostering effective family engagement later in this

chapter.

Other researchers concur that positive impacts require intentionality on
the part of both parents and educators in order to be realized. Harris and Goodall
(2008) agwat garerits do to support learning in the school and in the
home that makes the diff er28d9;mmehisview, achi evem
engagement needs to include both schoolcentric and community -centric
behaviors in order to maximize impact. Boonk et al. (2018) also point out that
some of these findings are inconsistent, a
provide a clear picture about which specific types of parental involvement are
predictive of achievement o (potentidill) ; they a
mediators and moderators that can change the degree of impact, including
ethnicity, race, socio-economic status, level of maternal education, andthe
specific characteristics and competencies of each child.

Measuring different perspectives . While most researchers and
practitioners agree that it i1s iIimportant t
t o e n g a gMillereLewtisd/aldntine, Fish, & Robinson , 2016, p. 277), the
measurement of engagement i s fideceg&ively
Gehl bach, 2017, p . 275) , and Astudy outcom
perceptions are measuredo (Jensen & Minke,
have been done from the school perspective (Kuperminc, Darnell, & Alvarez

Jimenez, 2008), there is a limi ted amount of research focused on understanding
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this topic from the parent perspective (Crozier, 1999; Fan & Chen, 2001;
Rodriguez, Blatz, & Elbaum, 2014; Yoder & Lopez, 2013) or from a student
perspective (Jensen & Minke, 2017; Vega, Moore, & Miranda, 205). Despite the
difficulties involved, understanding all perspectives is key to developing
responsive and effective approaches to engagement; Lopez, Kreider, & Caspe
(2004/2005) identify Aresponding to family
indialoguewi t h familiesd as t wo -codn stthreu dtoipn gsd rfae
engagement initiatives (p. 2). They emphasize the importance of listening to the
voices of both families and schools before crafting programs, in order to build
upon the funds of knowledge of each stakeholder group.

When working with diverse families, listening takes on a new level of
importance: in their longitudinal study of literacy learning among children from
low-income families, Compton-Li | | y and Del bri dgaringtke019) a
voices of parents livinginhigh-poverty communities is critic¢
to understand both their needs and their strengths. Additionally, there is a gap in
the research on the alignment or misalignment of these perceptions with those of
teachers and educational | eaders. Miller e
misaligned perceptions in the relationship between parents and teachers may be
especially high when the cultural or linguistic background of parents does not
match that of school personnel, leading to increased opportunities for
mi sunder standingo (p. 38). While some stud
perceptions, few have measured how much the alignment or misalignment is due
to cultural differences, and, more specd f i ¢ a-ddpth qualifativeywork is

needed to more fully understand why teachers and Spanishdominant Latino
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parents do not have more aligned-3erceptio
Along these lines, researchers such as Wright and Willis (2003/2004) assert that
whil e Ateachers and parents may define inv
studies have been done to confirm this assumption, or to investigate more deeply
the nuances of the differences in perspectives among stakeholders and to
examine the implications of these differences.
To further complicate matters, using self-reported data can be problematic
in and of itself. Barnard (2004) discovered that parent reports of their own
engagement did not correlate with the high school completion rates of their
children, while teacher reports of parent engagement did show a strong
correlation. Such a disconnect supports the case for measuring the perceptions of
multiple groups of stakeholders in order to triangulate results and see common
themes more clearly. Similarly, in a study by DePlanty, Coulter-Kern, and
Duchane (2007), teacher rankings of parent involvement were lower than parent
rankings; while the researchers posit that
invol vement o (p. 3egskhe qusstion bf wethenthesparantsc h
were including the types of involvement that are invisible to teachers but valued
by many families.
Additionally, further research could shed more light on the interactions of
perceptions (teacher, parent, student) and student achievement (Barge & Loges,
2003). Jensen and Minke (2017) assert fdpar
visible toteachersmayinf | uence teachersd perceptions i
benefici al effects on studentsdé academic s

(2016) theorize that teachers tend to like Spanish-speaking parents because they
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are qui et and do not thorty.each of hese dyfamicst eac her 0

could have impacted the findings of this study in different ways.
Engaging Diverse Families

Researchers now recognize that the rapid increase in diversity in our
schools has led to a need to change our thinking around family engagement and
ways to foster it (Amatea, Cholewa, & Mixon, 2012; Boethel, 2003; Harris &
Goodall , 2008; Norris, 2010). Ramos

change, then so should the ways in which we conceptualize parent involvement

and home-school connectionso (p. 33). One
all 6 family involvement plan is that
schools can actually reinforce fAthe e

teachers, and parents,and reproduce, rather than break down, existing
educational i nequalities around cl ass

2008, p. 279). The good news is that regardless of income level, race, ethnicity, or

education | evel, r e $sddievethat tlsein invelgemeanthsa t
centr al to their chil ddébs academic suc
2008, p. 4).

Boet hel (2003) asserted fithe need
among o6diversed student pprepistdnttand on s é i
chall enging issues that education fac
were written they still ring true, and engaging diverse families remains a
potential lever to close this achievement gap. While socioeconomic status is the
most common factor studied in this grouping of research (Anfara & Mertens,

2008; Crosnoe, 2009; Malone, 2017; McNeal, 2001), it often intersects with

(2007

ri sk
certa
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membership in minoritized racial and ethnic groups; nearly two -thirds of Latino

children in this country live in poverty or close to it, for example (Wildsmith,

Alvira-Hammond, & Guzman, 2016). Researchers are interested more specifically

in how race and culture interact with involvement and how schools can best

position themselves to involve diverse parents succesfully (Gonzales & Gabel,

2017; Jefferson, 2015). All of the studies analyzed in the metaanalysis

conducted by Wilder (2014) consistently found that the relationship between

parent involvement and student academic ac
raceo (p. 393), confirming that family enga
the achievement gap.

When schools assume that families are relatively homogeneous, which is
definitely not the case today, they run th
needs, the roles that ethnic minority parents are playing or the constraints that
i mpede their involvemento (Harris & Goodal
& Davies (2007) confirms that these types of assumptions may contribute to
widening gaps both between involved and uninvolved parents and the
achievement of students from different ethnic groups. While there are some
promising avenues to be explored visa-vis the involvement of diverse parents,
the recognition that each family has differing strengths and needs is an important
first step. Given that the foundation of family engagement is relationship -
building, this recognition is especially critical; Colombo (2006) argues
AParent/ teacher relationships are formed w

common culture, language, and background. Relationships that must bridge
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cultures and | anguages, however, require m
315).

Much of the current research is being framed by the theoretical framework
of capital and capacity building (Potter & Roska, 2013; Stevens & Patel, 2015;
Tan, 2017; Trainor, 2011). Simultaneously, equity-minded researchers continue
to move away from a deficit model of vVviewi
instead are acknowleddigeg thatinfbobepgspobssknsn
Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992, p. 133). In amore recent study, Hill,
Witherspoon, and Bartz (2018) analyze the perspectives of ethnically diverse
teachers, parents, and students, finding that effective communication between
stakeholders is among the most consistent strategies for promoting student
achievement. Starting with a foundation of trust and understanding on both sides
is key to developing this type of successful communication.
Engaging Latino Families

Under the larger umbrella of working with diverse families, and
particularly relevant to this study, is a more specific focus on better
understanding the strengths and needs of Latino families (Baird, 2015; Gonzales
& Gabel, 2017; Medina, Guzman, & WongRatcliff, 2015; Sibley & Brabeck, 2017,
Walker, 2016). Since 2000, growth in the Latino population has accounted for
half of all population growth in this coun
population, Latinos are now the largest minority group in the United S tates
(Flores, 2017). How best to meet the educational needs of this sizeable group has
quickly become an urgent question of national interest; while Gandara (2015)

describes this area of study as being fiwoe
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studies have focused on potentially effective strategies to impact the academic
growth of Latino students. Among these strategies has been fostering
engagement among Latino families (Garcia-Reid, Peterson, & Reid, 2015; Hill &
Torres, 2010).

While some studies have shown that schools often perceive Latino parents
negatively (Quiocho & Daoud, 2006), viewing Latino parents as having low
academic expectations (Miller et al., 2016 ), quite the opposite appears to be true:
researchers have shown that Latino parents areactually more likely to hold high
academic expectations for their children (Ho Sui-Chu & Willms, 1996; Ramirez,
2003; Ryan, Casas, KellyVance, Ryalls, & Nero, 2010). As Latino parents tend to
have fifewer direct interactiepah,8016)i t h schoo

teachers may misinterpret lack of direct involvement with a lack of interest in

their childrends | earning. To make matters
perceived |l ack of interest to edefgl ain the
beliefs become a filter that blocks educat

assumptions and to look beyond traditional solutions for real and meaningful
¢ h a n(@arda & Guerra, 2004, p. 151).

In a promising study by Carpenter, Ramirez, and Severn (2006), the
authors found that, more than for any of the other ethnic groups studied, parent
engagement played the biggest role in increased achievement for Latino students.
Jeynes (2003) agreed with these findings, determining through his meta -analysis
that parents who are involved had a significant positive effect across racial
groups, with the most benefit shown by Latino and African American students.

As Hi || and Taylor (2004) state, Aparent al
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differently or serve differentpur poses in different ethnic a
162), making it even more critical to study each group as a separate entity.

In order to begin the work of understanding and building trust with Latino
families, it is important to appreciate their unig ue cultural orientation. In their
summary of parental influences on the academic success of Latino students,
Ceballo, Huerta, and EpsteinrNgo (2010) assert that it 1is
work directly examine the role of Latino cultural values...and th ereby move the
field beyond easyto make, posthoc attri butions to o6cul ture
Attempting to utilize a multidimensional, and more inclusive, conceptualization
of family involvement in their study measuring the effect of involvement on
Latino adol escent academic progress, Ceballo, Maurizi, Suarez, and Aretakis
(2014) explain that these cultural values
heterogeneous nature of the Latino community (p. 118).

Guerra and Nelson (2013) add an important caveat to this conversation,
cautioning that stereotyping can occur when discussing cultural groups with such
a broad brush. They suggest that shared cultural values should be viewed more as
Atendencieso rather than absolutes,etand re
to know parents and students as individuals rather than make sweeping
assumptions, using a values framework as a starting point for continued dialogue
(p- 433). Working from this perspective, they examined twenty years of literature
on the involvement of Latino parents and concluded that the mismatch between
the value structure of Latino culture and that of mainstream American schools
explains many of the misunderstandings between the two stakeholder groups.

They explain that individualism is the orienta tion most valued by schools, while
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Afapproxi mately 70% of the worl dodés cultures
426), a group that includes Latinos. These differing orientations impact
everything from ways of thinking to communication styles and expectations for
behavior.

In the individualistic culture of most American schools, teachers and
parents are both viewed as having responsi
success; this is the model represented in most traditional parent involvement

frameworks (Epstein, 1995; National Parent Teacher Association, 2008), and

held up as the model for 6égood6 parenting.
families tend to see parents and teachers
responsibilities in the educationalproce s s ¢ ( Guerra & Nel son, 20

may feel that a parent approaching a teacher without an invitation might be
viewed as showing disrespect or distrust i
from a collectivist culture focus more on their chiidren 6s behavi or and
socialization, work that largely happens at home and not in view of the school,
which often goes unrecognized as involvement. Educators that continue to try to
use an individualistic, or traditional, approach with collectivist families wil | not
be successful; instead of building trust, Latino parents get the message that they
Aineed to be o6fixedd t o fcdmcstsi onhimeoer e oluinkesr
(Guerra & Nelson, 2013, p. 444).
These researchers, and others who have studied Latino culture and who
have looked more specifically at the predominant value orientations within this
large and varied group (Cruz-Santiago & Ramirez Garcia, 2011; Hill & Torres,

2011), have described severatultural values that seem to be consistent across
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families. First is the high priority that Latino parents place on education for their

children; despite many deficit -based stereotypes and assumptions to the

contrary, the value of educacion, which integrates morals and values with

academic | earning, i-sst andicmog sriedeartc hanfdi A di
multiple studies over time (Ceballo, Huerta, & Epstein -Ngo, 2010, p. 295). Other

important cultural values include (a) confianza: trust, with a focus on committing

to take care of one another, providing hope, and giving confidence that you will

follow through on your commitments (Quintanar & Warren, 2008), (b) respeto:

politeness and respect, especially towards those older than you and those in

professional positions, with an emphasis on establishing harmony in

relationships (Ceballo, Maurizi, Suarez, & Aretakis, 2013), and (c) simpatia:

warmth, with an emphasis on understanding and respecting the feelings of others

(Suizzo, Pahlke, Yarnell, Chen, & Romeo, 2014). All of these values fall under the

wider umbrella of familismo , or the concept of close family ties with a heightened

sense of duty, attachment, and loyalty to the family unit, both nuclear and

extended, and t he under sréflacts dnithe gollectilteat one 6 s
family (Cruz-Santiago & Ramirez Garcia, 2011; GarcieReid, Peterson, & Reid,

2015).

In their research, Zambone and Alicea-Saez (2003) highlight the potential
conflict between Latino cultural values and the mainstream education al culture.
Focusing on the value ofrespeto, the researchers give an example that shows how
the emphasis on respecting teachers and accepting their judgments can actually
get in the way of student achievement; in this example a teacher, underestimating

aLatino studentdéds strengths and potential,
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about his future educational and career trajectory. The student, who felt deep
respect for the teacher, simply accepted this negative message as truth and
allowed it to impact hi s selfconcept and expectations moving forward. This type
of damaging miscommunication can arise when cultural values are not in sync.

Similarly, researchers suggest that some Latino parents may not become
directly involved i n andfea af énsroaththgiupont o a r es
knowl edgeabl e school prof essi-Ngo,&016,p. ( Cebal
297). To combat this type of cultural misalignment, Zambone and Alicea-Saez
(2003) contend that WAcooperation bitgt ween s
plays a key role in assuring [sic] that there is the alignment of values that is
i mportant for academic attainmento (p. 72)
establishment of trust between all parties, which is critical for the building of
effective relationships between home and school. De la Vega (2007) notes that
understanding the importance of confianzai n Lati no culture Ais ¢
developing relationships with Latino parents and to working with the Latino
communityo (p. 207).

Middle School/  Adolescence

It is no surprise that the turbulent nature of adolescence makes middle
school an emotional and confusing time for both students and parents.
Researchers have tied the transition from elementary to middle school to a host
of negative outcomes,including a decline in grades and motivation, lowered self-
esteem, and increased stress (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Alspaugh, 1998; Anderman,
Maehr, & Midgely, 1999). Key developmental changes during these years,

including rapid physical and cognitive growth an d social development, can lead
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to Airenegotiations of f ami |l y-adolesteatt i onshi ps

relationshipo (Hill & Tyson, 2009, p. 740)

independence and autonomy from their parents (Bhargava & Witherspoon, 2015;

Hill & Chao, 2009). Despite these shifts, or perhaps because of them, Billig

(2002) stresses that middle schoolers stil

ono (p. 42). I n fact, Xu (2002) asserts,

viewed as a gateway rather than a barrier to meaningful middle school family

invol vement, giving families opportunities

exercise their autonomy in more responsible and selffr e war di ng wayso (p.
While multiple studies have shown that levels of parent involvement drop

during the transition from elementary school to middle school and on to high

school (Brough & Irvin, 2001; Cheung & Pomerantz, 2011; Eccles & Harold, 1993;

Shumow & Schmidt, 2014; Simon, 2004; Wang, Hill, & Hofk ens, 2014),

especially for low income and ethnic minority families (Bridgeland, Dilulio,

Streeter, & Mason, 2008), other researchers have underscored its importance;

given that adolescence is widely regarded
thelfeof an i ndividual , o0 it appears that Af ami
emotional supports that youth need to func

Coulter-Kern, & Duchane, 2007, p. 361). In fact, several studies have found that
the students who are most likely to transition successfully to middle school report
having caring adults who are invested in their education (Akos, 2002; Akos &
Galassi, 2004; Gutman & Midgley, 2000; Toren, 2013).

Researchers have surmised that parents who choose to decrease #ir

involvement do so as everything else seems to increase: the complexity of
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homework, the number of teachers, and the desire of adolescents to become more
autonomous (Anderman & Mueller, 2010; Brough & Irvin, 2001; Eccles &
Harold, 1993; Simon, 2004). Ho wever, parental involvement remains an
At mportant predictor of school outcomes th
2004, p. 161), and some studies have shown that not only is family involvement
even more strongly related to achievement in middle school and high school than
it is in elementary school, but that it also has longer term effects in terms of
academic achievement (Kim & Hill, 2015). In their research synthesis, Jordan,
Orozco, and Averett (2002) pointed out that these effects can accrue over time so
t hat the | onger families stay involved, th
researchers have also posited that while visible involvement might decrease in
middle school, involvement at home might be holding steady and even increasing
during the middle and high school years (Hill & Taylor, 2004). More recently,
after reviewing 75 studies, Boonk et al . (
involvement does not diminish as children grow older but it does change in
natureo (p. 25). They suggest that future
involvement behaviors that lead to more impactful engagement at the secondary
level.
Most researchers agree that this kind of impactful engagement involves
some combination of involvement at school and at home (Epstein, 1987; Grolnick
& Slowiaczek, 1994; Comer, 1995). While involvement in elementary school
might involve mostly school -based activities such as volunteering in the
classroom, the most effective involvement at the middle school level is largely

done at home, and includes two prongs that can be influenced by teachers and



43

administrators: helping parents to build their social and navigational capital so
that they can best guide their children in making sound educational decisions
(Hill & Taylor, 2004), and simultaneously supporting parents as they learn to
incorporate facademic socialization, 0 a te
into that guidance. This may pecaidnsifdre A c omm
education and its value or utility, linking schoolwork to current events, fostering
educational and occupational aspirations, discussing learning strategies with
children, and making preparations and pl an
2009). It is a shift in parental mindset, which hopefully then leads to a
corresponding shift in student mindset as well, leading to positive learning
outcomes. The development of the communication systems and structures for
this type of interaction is a good first step for a middle school staff to take in
creating a family engagement program.
It is also important to consider how the unique developmental phase of
adolescence affects engagement and its impacts in middle and high school.
Existing research showsa connection between parentadolescent relationship
guality and achievement (Chan, Rhodes,Howard, Lowe, Schwartz, & Herrera,
2013; Gordon & Cui, 2012), but also indicates that there are significant changes
in these relationships, specifically in the amount and type of parent-child
communication during adolescence, as students aim for increased autonomy and
independence (Keijsers & Poulin, 2013). Adolescents report a decrease in
relationship quality between the ages of 11 and 14, contending that their

relationships reflect more conflict, less parent engagement, less positive regard
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for their parents and the perception that their parents also have less regard for
them (McGue, Elkins, Walden, & lacono, 2005).

It is possible that parental behaviors may shift i n response to the perceived
needs of their children (Hill & Tyson, 2009; Hill & Wang, 2015; Hill,
Witherspoon, & Bartz, 2018; Wang, Hill, & Hofkens, 2014; Wang & Sheikh-
Khalil, 2014). Goodall and Montgomery (2014) argue that the forms of
engagementchanget o f it the needs of the adol escen
they age, and parental engagement with their learning needs to adapt to these
changeso (p. 399); Oxley (2013) echoes thi
development necessitates adjustmentsi n par ent support to reap
Catsambis & Garland (1997) found that some behaviors remained consistent
across grade levels €.g.,rules around maintaining grades), and some changed
(e.g.,a decrease in talking about homework and school activties, and an increase
in talking about educational expectations). They also found that communication
between home and school also shifted: there was more communication from
secondary schools about academic programs and volunteering, and less about
academicperformance and behavior.

Other possible reasons behind the changes in engagement include the
increased difficulty of school work in secondary school and a decrease in parental
self-efficacy relative to this increased rigor, and the shifts in structure and
environment from the elementary setting with one teacher and many chances to
be in the building, to secondary schools with multiple teachers and fewer
opportunities to volunteer (Adams & Christenson, 2000; Harris & Goodall,

2008). While additional resea rch is needed on the roles of adolescence and the



45

structure of middle school as possible mediators of engagement, Ferguson and
Rodriguez (2005) stress Ainvolvement at th
Vi sible, though just as valwuableo (p. 1).

Middle s chool and Latino students. While the middle school years
are a vulnerable time for all young people, for Latino students the transition can
be even more challenging. Murakami, Valle, and MéndezMorse (2013) stress
that these years are especially criticalbr Lati no students as fdac.
become promi nent 0 -Hantiagohrs Ramirezarcid (2011 r u z
highlight that Latino youth have been found to be at high risk for many
psychosocial problems, including substance abuse, sexual activity and acdemic
difficulties, many of which tend to surface during adolescence (pp. 92-93).
Labeling middl e school-Saatiagoand Ramnfreéz Garcfaal st ag
(2011) warn that Latino adolescents fAdare a
education trajectory 6 (p. 95) during these formative
students in Florida, Nesman, Barobs-Gahr, and Medrano (2001) concluded that
Latino students were at a higher risk to drop out of middle school and were more
likely to be suspended for discipline-related infractions than students of other
ethnic groups.

On a somewhat more positive note, a study on Latino adolescent antisocial
behavior by Morrison, Robertson, Laurie, & Kelly (2002) found that during the
transition from elementary to middle sch ool, lower levels of problem behavior
were fNassociated with the studentsd percep
supported by their peers, family, and ot he

parent al support can theredoagaisestvepaacr a
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behavioral choices (p. 285). Even more encouraging were the findings of Ceballo,

Maurizi, Suarez, and Artekakis (2013), who found that having their parents

present at school events and programs cont
motivati on and academic inspiratioemamef or Latin
families, and that overall, Latino familie
their childrends educational beliefs and s

Noting that Latino young people are often looked at through a deficit-
based model, GarciaReed, Peterson, and Reid (2015) suggest that there needs to
be more research focused on the assets that these students bring to their
academic |ives; they ¢ fanileconhdactionspfdatimoi cul ar |,
youth and the social interactions that they experience with other adults in their
lives may influence their perception of social connectedness and their ability to
avoid trouble at school 0 (mewlLa8n®0) . Their
immigrants in an urban middle school setting, and found that strong parental
support, coupled with strong teacher support, were the keys to success; their
findings were so compelling that they conc
and school may be even more important for recently immigrated Latino middle
schookaged adol escents than for other popul at
mi ddl e schools coll aborate with parents mo
emotionally supportive atmosphe re that children feel accepted and welcomed,
and are afforded the opportunity to flourish socially, emotionally, and ultimately
succeed academicallyo (p. 339).

While there is much still to discover about family involvement during

these important middle school years, especially for our diverse learners and their
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families, the intent of this study reflect
of the types of involvement that matter ffo

Bartz, 2018, p. 12).

Trust
Trust is a recurrent theme in the family engagement literature (Brewster &
Railsback, 2003a). Researchers have suggested that the building of trusting
relationships between home and school is the cornerstone of effective family
engagement (Adams and Christenson, 200; Amatea, 2009; Beltran, 2012;
Boethel, 2003; Bryk, 2010; Olender, Elias, & Mastroleo, 2010; Tschannen-
Moran, 2014). However, while some studies show a relationship between parent
trust and positive student outcosmad, @Arese
schools is |imitedo (Santiago, Garbacz, Be
especially when thinking about diverse families; Brewster and Railsback (2003 b)
suggest that few studies have ficonsidered
culture, homelanguage, family involvement, and tru
In their comprehensive literature review, Henderson & Mapp (2002)
identified the building of trusting and respectful relationships between teachers,
leaders, and families as one of three key practies for engaging diverse families;
they state fAthe quality of relationships |
whether connections among schools, families, and communities will be formed
and sustainedo (p. 43). Ho w eneofrthe fastdnsi | e 1t
necessary for the fostering of positive and productive home-school partnerships,
until recently there has been little research done to connect the building of trust

with an increase in family engagement. TschannenMoran (2014) explained
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Aresearchers have only recently begun to r
plays in the relationships that connect f a
and Railsback (2003b) suggest:
Part of the problem, no doubt, is the fuzzy nature of thewordit r ust . 0o
Although most of us can easily identify relationships in which trust is or is
not present, pinning down precisely what trust entails is harder to do.
From the perspective of educational researchers, the level of trust present
within a school is a difficult thing to measure, much less connect to
concrete outcomes such as...parent involvement. (p. 1)
Two books, one by Bryk and Schneider (2002) and the other by
TschannenrMor an (2014), have attempted to cl ear
outlining t he elements that constitute trust in the educational setting. Building on
existing work done to describe trust as a construct in the business world (Hacker
& Willard, 2002; Paliszkiewicz, 2011), these researchers offer frameworks to
define trust and then attempt to build both theoretical and practical connections
between these definitions and educational practice.
Bryk and Schneider (2002) wuse the term
form of trust that is found in the school setting. As opposed to organic trust,
which is found in social systems where individuals trust unconditionally and
believe in an unquestioned moral authority, or contractual trust, in which roles
and expectations are defined through a legal relationship, relational trust
describes themutual dependence of stakeholders within the complex social
system of a school. This mutual dependence is necessary as the actors (teachers,
students, leaders, and parents) understand and maintain their roles and their

relationships with each other. Vulne rability necessarily results on all sides, as

each group depends on the others to fulfill their responsibilities towards a
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common goal. Bryk and Schneider (2002) point out that this vulnerability is

Afespecially salient in thleatcioon®xd oHdclhsysm

between school leaders and norEnglish speaking parents, and that it is the

responsibility of those more powerful to both recognize the imbalance and be

committed to alleviate it as much as possible (p. 20). TschannenMoran (2014)

also notes that power differentials can impact the formation of trust in a

relationship, positing Ait is the responsi

take the initiative to build and sustain t
Tschannen-Moran (2014) devotes an entire chapter of her book, Trust

Matters: Leadership for Successful Schools, t o ABui l ding Bridges

Families&20pp. 1Sh7e explains that trust s

processo and d dlihgnesetsbe vulnerable to anothee based on

the confidence that the other is benevolent, honest, open, reliable, and

competentd  ( p-xii), thex goes on to define each of these five qualities as they

relate to the five constituencies of schools (administrators, teachers, students,

parents, and the public):

b Benevolence: expressing an attitude of caring, goodwill, positive
intentions, fairness and sheppshowing pr ot e
consideration and sensitivity;

b Honesty: showing integrity by telling the truth, keeping promises, being
authentic, and accepting responsibility not just for positive things but also

for mistakes;
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b Openness: communicating openly, sharing information, power, and
decision making; willing to be vulnerable, but in the context of good
judgement;

b Reliability: being consistent, dependable, dedicated, and diligent;
combining predictability with caring and competence;

b Competence: being a problem solver and a hard worker, being flexible and

able to resolve conflicts; being able to complete a task according to

expected standards (TschannerMoran, 2014, pp. 21-39).

These five Afacetso of t-Mawasnformaas describ
critical layer of the conceptual framework of this study; however, it is important
tonotetheaut hor 6s assertion that trust i s not
di fferentiated. She explains AAlthough all
their relative weight will depend on the nature of the interdependence and
consequent vulnerability intherel at i onshi po (p. 39). This i :
in light of the two stakeholder groups that were involved in this study; key to the
st udy 6 s asunooeeseng whiclvfacets were perceived as most important to
each group and then analyzing any overlaps or gaps between their perceptions.

Also relevant to this study is TschannenrMor andés argument t hat
have a tendency to extend trust more readily to those they perceive as beig
similar to them, based on the assumption that they have adopted similar norms
of obligation and cooperation | earned thro
including similarities in family background, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status
(2014, pp. 57-58). Given the inherent differences between school staff and the

parents with whom they work, it is possible that this tendency to proffer trust to
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those who are similar, rather than those who are different, may play an outsize
role as a barrier to the formation of trust between school and home. Tschannen
Moran (2014) contends that individuals from different groups need time to come
to see themselves as part of a collective,
anothero6és culture and vwtnldthelxhasimsanhdhat t hey
attitudes of the other and can come to have confidence that their expectations
wi || be meto (p. 61) diffeBegpt stakeHoldecgraups,;algd t he v o
then disseminating the results, this study will hopefully serve as a step towards
building this knowledge as a base for creating trust across a school community.

Other researchers have similarly emphasized the importance of building
trust for traditionally minoritized students and their families. While the impact of
such differences as ethnicity and income level have shown inconsistent effects on
the quality of home-school relationships (Adams & Christenson, 2000; Goddard,
Tschannen-Moran, & Hoy, 2001), there is no question that these differences
complicate the creation of trust to some degree. TschannerMoran (2014) argues
t hat ASchools serving increasingly diverse
especially hard to cultivate trust with pa
and Johnson (2010) crumteswhere nsanyadulistiagl Al n com
negative experiences with schools and schooling, educators must work even
harder to develop that trusto (p. 37). Ant
several barriers that may impede the formation of trust between diverse parents
and schools, including: negative past experiences with school, lack of sel
confidence and selfefficacy as well as lack of confidence in the school, and past

experiences with racism and discrimination. By anticipating these possible
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barriers, school leaders can be proactive in creating structures to minimize their

i mpact . Henderson and Mapp (2002) suggest
sincere desire to engage parents...as part
show that they respond posit i vel yo ( p. 6 6) .

Additionally, some studies have shown that trust between home and
school declines as students enter middle school (Adams & Christenson, 2000;
Stone, 2003). At the secondary level, trust appears to be especially vulnerable in
schools with heavily minority populations; Stone (2003) conducted an analysis of
teacher survey data from Chicago schools and found that secondary schools that
were predominantly Latino had lower levels of teacher reported trust overall, and
that these levels showed asignificant decrease from elementary school data. She
suggests that the same structural issues that are at play in the changes in family
engagement across the middle school transition may also be working against the
establishment of trust at this level.

Finally, while research has found that parent trust in teachers predicts
increased levels of family engagement (Adams & Christenson, 1998; Beycioglu,
Ozer, & Sahin, 2013; NzingaJohnson, Baker, & Aupperlee, 2009; Santiago et al.,
2016), the research on therole of the school leader in this trust dynamic is less
definitive. Santiago et al. (2016) argue that more research needs to be done on
the congruence of parent and teacher ratings of trust, which might impact the
formation of truly trusting relationships between home and school. One obstacle
to this avenue of research is that building trust takes time, and few studies are
done longitudinally. In addition, of those researchers who have studied how trust

is built and maintained, some of the lessons learnedhave been contradictory: for
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exampl e, Buchanan and Buchanan (2017) <conc
mul tiple interactions with famili ekileover t
Adams and Christenson (2000) posit that the types and quality of i nteractions

between home and school are better predictors of trust than was the frequency of

those interactions. No matter the form that it takes, however, it is clear that for

trust to be built between home and school, it is incumbent on school leaders to

Afoster 1t, maintain it, and exemplify tru

(Shelden, Angell, Stoner, & Roseland, 2010, p. 159).

Leadership for Family Engagement

With mandates ranging from student achievement to equitable allocation
of resources and gaffing, the role of the school leader is undeniably complex. As
principals are seen as Athe primary agent
(Allensworth & Hart, 2018, p. 1), it is incumbent upon them to create strong
learning climates for their studentsand st af f . Research shows
work to transform their school climate into one of trust, support, and high,
consistent expectations is the primary way that a leader can influence school
achievement (Allensworth & Hart, 2018).

Part of buildin g this trusting climate is fostering respectful partnerships
between home and school. Ensuring that families of all racial, cultural, and ethnic
backgrounds are welcomed into these partnerships is an important function of a
culturally responsive school leader (Allensworth et al., 2018; Khalifa, 2012). In
fact, trust is fAincreasingly recognized as
(Tschannen-Moran, 2003, p. 162), and school leaders are increasingly being seen

as playing a dvital mngtrusting rélationshipsendtht i ng and
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parents and community members (Allensworth et al., 2018). The literature
reviewed in this section will build the case for the importance of leadership to the
effective engagement of families.

Importance of building capacity . In spite of the many potential
benefits of engaging families, teachers largely feel unprepared to do the work
needed to make such benefits a reality (Caspe, Lopez, Chu, & Weiss, 2011; Miller
et al. 2013). As Hargreaveschatedte)s expl ain
should treat parents as partners in their
reality is often very differento (p. 374).
anxiety as they navigate the Acomphex and
families and schools (Lawrence-Lightfoot, 2003, p. xi). Educators can be unsure
of how best to engage parents who are from backgrounds that are different from
their own, making Aassumptions about group
actual knowledgeabout t hem or their situationo part
teachers do not share the same worldviews,
(Goodall & Montgomery, 2014, p. 400). Misunderstandings can result when
teachers assume that ethnically diverse and lowincome families are less engaged
and invested than middle-class white families, a myth that has been disproven in
multiple studies (Moll et al., 1992; Weiss et al., 2018).

Much of the disconnect between the researchproven benefits of family
engagement and the reality of what is actually happening in schools across the
country can be attributed to a lack of teacher and administrator training, both
pre- and in-service. Weiss et al. (2018) suggest that this lack of training has long

been holding educators back from making valuable connections with parents and
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recommend an investment in building the strategies and skills needed for
effective engagement. In fact, when surveyed, many administrators and teachers
report feeling unprepared to engage parents (Caspeet al., 2011). They are not
alone in this feeling: after surveying more than 150 administrators of teacher
education programs, Epstein and Sanders (2006) confirm that most of the
leaders reported that their graduates were not well prepared to create and
participate in partnerships with families, with only 7.2% of the leaders agreeing
strongly that the new teachers who graduated from their programs were prepared
for this type of work (p. 96). Unfortunately, Mapp and Kuttner (2014) assert,
Awi t h o u tntotrbining and capacity building, well -intentioned partnership
efforts fall flato (p. 6).

It is the responsibility of school leaders to build this capacity in their staff.
Attention must also be paid to the inherent power differentials in these
relatio nships and finding ways in which they can be mitigated so that parents and
educators can truly be seen as partners. Calabrese Barton et al. (2004) contend

that schools view the culture of poor, minority, & linguistically diverse families as

Asubordp.nad)eo (I nstead, schools must fAbuil c
hel p parents support their childrenbds | ear
Atrust, ongoing communication, mutual Tresp

needso (Beltrander20tl®,crpeat2e¢ ,pricngroams t hat
rather than prescriptiveo (Col ombo, 2006,
for targeted professional development to facilitate cultural proficiency,

particularly focused on asset vs. deficit-based thinking and funds of knowledge,

as well as the skill to communicate and collaborate with others, in order to build
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the capacity for relationship -building (Bell, Grant, Yoo, Jimenez, and Frye, 2017;
Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992; Pushor and Amendt, 2018; Vegaet al.,
2015).

In order to be appropriately responsive, leaders need to understand the
potential barriers to involvement that might stand in the way of diverse parents.
Research has shown that Athere are clearly
which operate differentially (and discriminatingly) across the social classes and
individual di fferences among parents that
Goodall, 2008, p. 280). Unfortunately, teachers might see initial parent
reluctancetoengagei n partnerships as firesistance or
Goodall, 2008, p. 286) instead of understanding the barriers that might be
holding them back. More research, which hopefully can lead to enhanced
professional development, is needed to begin to buid the capacity necessary to
engage in these interactions with sensitivity (Bartels & Eskow, 2010; Dearing,
Sibley, & Nguyen, 2015; Matthews, Portes, & Mellom, 2010; Turney & Kao,
2009).

Importance of valuing and validating teacher voice. An essential
ingr edient in effectively building teacher capacity is for leaders to understand the
value of teacher voice Quaglia and Lande (2016) define teacher voice as a
Ateacherds ability to speak openly about o
environmentthatisdr i ven by trust, coll aboration, a
Ensuring that teachers feel valued andthat their ideas are respectedcannot be
overstated, asclassroomteachersar e t he fpri mary connecti on

schools and families (Allensworth et al., 2018, p. 21), before a school leader can
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begin to establish trust with the community, she must first build trust within her
staff Al | ensworth et alionaltiusi8KepBtd suscessil e, fAr el at
collaboration so that all staff are able to work together on the factors that matter
f or s uc c e soste@ring(fgmily elfy&gement I5 one of these critical factors.
By first soliciting teacher voice in decision making, and then enacting that
voice by integrating teacher perspectives into policies and practices, this essential
trust begins to build over time. The most effective school leaders understand that
developing relationships requires an intentional investment of time and energy,
since Abuilding trust cannot be rushed. It
sharing of information, ideas, and feeling

Once these relationships are established, and teachers feel comfortable wh

sharing and coll aborating, | eaders can the
|l eadershipdo among staff, empowering teache
the school vision and goal s odntlfeiddtudyeon s wor t h

higher-performing mi ddle schools, Wilcox and Angelis (2012) found that it was
trust that #Aenabled [these schools] to col
vi sion of success fWihout advdlopisgthis deeseofs o (p. 43
collective responsibility , such a vison cannot be realized.
Appreciating the role of social capital . Unfortunately, American
schools have traditionally seemed like closed systems to many families, especially
those who have not had the capital to navigate their complexity (Bolivar &
Chrispeels, 2011; Ferrara, 2015; Harris & Goodall, 2008; Lareau & Weininger,
2003). Based on the research of Bourdieu (1986), social capital theory explains

the impact of differences in such social dimensions as class, income, and culture
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on fit he mat e rrialadsouraes that individuals &d families are able

to access through their social tieso (Wein
differences in access often translate to difficulties in negotiating the American

school system (Bolivar & Chrispeels, 2011), leading Delgado Gaitan (1991) and

ot her researchers to argue for Aunderrepre
for action that share power and decision m
Chrispeels, 2011, p. 6). Much of the social capital research pronles a base for the

current argument that effective family engagement can be a lever for more

equitable outcomes for students, through empowerment and education (Kao &

Rutherford, 2007; Lareau, 1987; Lee & Bowen, 2006).

Leaders should recognize that, incontrast, middle -class families tend to

come to school with ficulturally supportive
with fAthe vocabulary of teachers, feel ent
access to childcar e andhfatilitai thasrgrmmagenzenti on, 0 a

(Harris & Goodall, 2008, p. 280). This heightened social capital allows them to
construct their relationships with the school more easily and to establish trust
more quickly; Coleman (1988) listed trust as the first of three mechanisms
through which social capital is facilitated, underscoring the importance of its
establishment as a precursor to successful relationship building, especially for
those families who come with a history of distrust or unease about interacting
with school staff. Through the intentional building of trust, leaders and teachers
can also begin the process of strengthening the social capital of these families.
Culturally responsive school leadership practices . With the

increase in diversity in classrooms across the nation, school systems are
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beginning to acknowledge the importance of training educators to be culturally
proficient and responsive to the needs of their students and parents. While much
of this professional development has been targeted at tea@hers, there is also a
growing awareness of the critical role of
bel ongingo that is inclusive and wel coming
p. xiv). Culturally responsive school leadership (CRSL) aimstoma&k e At he ent i r
school environment responsive to the schoo
(Khalifa, Gooden, & Davis, 2016, p. 1272) by focusing on the role of the schoaol
level administrator in setting the course for school reform; proponents of CRSL
argue that without principal support, culturally responsive instruction will not be
sustained, and district-level mandates will not be enforced.

In outlining the behaviors of a culturally responsive school leader, Khalifa,
Gooden and Davis (2016) state thatengaging families is a primary function, and
that an effective school | eader should be
communities in culturally appropriate ways
underscores the need for the culturally responsive sdool leader to build trust
with families who may be distrustful of ed
practices of marginalizationo (p. 172) . By
impetus for culturally sensitive family engagement, school leaders can move this
wor k forward. Theoharis (2012) agrees, sta
leaders are one of a few essential components in creating more equitable and
socially just schoolso (p. xiii); he argue
responsive school leader to ensure that all voices are heard when decisions are

being made, and more specifically, to demo
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|l istening to familieso (p. xiv). Khalifa (

listeningtoand valungt he i nput of the entire school C

rapport, and social capital can all be built when principals expand their role to

include community leadership as defined by the communityo ( p. 428) .
Leadership and trust. The role of aleader in supporting and facilitating

the building of trust between home and school cannot be overstated. Tschannen

Moran (2014) suggests that the example set

in a pondo (p. 217), whil estHatne fohat andu &t

core componento of | eadership (p. 194). Br

key role in nurturing trust formationd and

lubricant for organizational change and a moral resource for sustaining the hard

work of | ocal school i mprovement éabsent su
impossible to strengthen parent-c o mmuni ty tieso (p. 27). I n
show that | eaders can build this trust reg
diver se et hnic composition, and school l evel

to address the affective needs of parentso
4).
Ultimately, research shows that it is t

develop a school clmate where trust can be built and nurtured; Riehl (2012)

states fNnl eaders establish priorities, set
involving families and communities in educ
10). Several studies pointto the schooll eader 6 s i mpact on school
primary | ever to effect change, including

for fostering meaningf ul community engagem
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94). In her research with Latino parents, Zarate (2007) found t hat dApar ent al
involvement needs to be an organizational expectation if stakeholders are
interested iIin increasing parental i nvol vem
responsibility of the school leader to make this expectation clear and to enforce
its impl ementation. Effective school leaders also recognize that family
engagement is a process, and that the first step is to convey its importance as a
Acore strategy to Iimprove teaching and | ea
(Quezada, 2016, p. 28). While Biyk and Schneider (2002) are careful to note that
trusting relationships will not compensate for poor instruction or ineffective
school structures, they argue that the leader that establishes trust creates a set of
organizational conditions that can lead to effective reform and school
improvement.

Tschannen-Moran (2014) asserts that a principal sets the tone for aschool
and applies the previously described five facets of trust to the five functions of
instructional leaders in order to show, in practical ter ms, how this works. These
five functions of leadership and their connections to trust follow:

9 Visioning: trustworthy leadership characterized by benevolence must

precede a participative, strengths-based visioning process in order to

nurture trust. Change that is pushed through too quickly can be

damaging;

1 Modeling: leaders must be positive role models, demonstrating how to be
caring and respectful in relationships, while combining personal humility

with determination and focus. Trustworthy leaders model no rms of
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conduct that respect all stakeholders, and invite others to operate
according to the same norms;

1 Coaching: leaders are active and constructive partners with their staff and
community members, guiding them towards change rather than coercing
or forcing;

1 Managing: trusting school leaders delegate responsibilities and cultivate a
culture in which they are able to balance their handling of policies, rules,
and procedures without manipulation or abuse of power; they nurture a
climate of flexibility in whi ch problems can be resolved;

1 Mediating: school leaders deal with conflict and work to repair trust and
relationships when things break down; they also build the capacity of
others to manage conflict and negotiate solutions

(Tschannen-Moran, 2014, pp. 254-264).

Impacts of the COVID -19 Pandemic

The unexpected events of 2020have brought an unprecedented amount of
upheaval to teaching and learning throughout the world. As researchers scramble
to make sense of these changes, and their impacts on aupriorities and ideas
around education moving forward, it has been clear that the pandemic has
brought many of the gaps and inequities in our systems to light. One of these
gaps has undoubtedly been the importance of family and community
engagement espedcally when working with diverse families ; while during normal
times communicating and engaging with families was viewed as important by
many educational leaders, during COVID-19the importance of this

communication has reached a critical level. Familieshav e gone fr om

nbei

n
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valuable stakeholders to being essential partners in the work of educating
studentso (Uro, L a i ,Edutatofslwerldvade havezofer 0, p. 28
workingtoistretch to interact in new wayso (Ba
Johnson, 2020, p. 4), innovating and creating solutions to bridge the home-
school divide, | eading some to question wh
school systems to treat parents as the priceless academic resources they have
al ways beeno (Seale, 2020).

One of the primary concerns of the COVID-19 closures and resulting
instructional uncertainty has been the very real possibility of a widening student
achievement ggp. With students learning at home, families have necessarily
become instrumental in ensuring that learning progresses; Seale (2020) explains
that nAnthe only walp fromaeepeniregneqnality f@ @iehtibe
generation of children is to equAtthefamil i e
same time, families have had the unique opportunity to see inside the dlack boxé
oft heir childrendéds education, giving them n
They now bring new understandings and relevant questions to the table, and
perhaps will be more invested in the educational decision-making process
moving forward, which coul d permanently change the face of the homeschool
dynamic (Winthrop, 2020). In a study conducted by Learning Heroes (2020), 85
percent of all parents surveyed across the country, including 72 percent of Latino
parents, indicated that they were somewhatorver y | i kel y to Adevelo
relationship with my childbés teacher (s) th
interest is hopefully the harbinger of more positive and robust connections to

come.
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Trust has proven to be an essential ingredient to succes during this
challenging time. In a study of school principals, Kaul, VanGronigen, and Simon
(2020) found that those who had Abuilt a <c
students, and families were able to leverage existing structures to better suppot
their school communities. As one principal said, Gvhen you trust the people
youbre working withé [it is] easyéotobpwork
6). This trust extends past the home-school relationship to relational trust
between leaders andteacherswho, feeling overwhelmed and often under
resourced in the online environment, haverelied on trusting relationships with
their school leaders and colleagues to navigate uncharted waters and negotiate
new boundaries with families.

Additionally, given the focus of this study, it is important to acknowledge
that the Latino community has been particularly hard hit during this time.
According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention,nation wide Latinos
have beennearly three times more likely to be infected with the virus than their
white peers (Samuels, 2020). In Newport County, where this study was
conducted, Latinos made up 62 percent of all COVID-19 cases and only 16
percent of the population as of June 2020, while statewide Latinos made up more
of the stateds cases than any ot haedasr aci al
of thiswriting, ar e Ai nfected, hospitalized and dyir
than every group and at more than doubl e t
Thesehigher rates of infection have been tied to a number of social determinants
related to persistent racial and economic disparities in conditions and health care

(Lopez, Hart, & Katz, 2021). These includepre-existing medical conditions,
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spotty access to halthcare, work conditions, high-density living conditions,
immigration status, and language barriers ( Gil, Marcelin, Zuniga -Blanco,
Marquez, Mathew, & Piggott, 2020 ; Masters, 2020). In terms of employment,
nationaly a quarter of Hispancesowocubatnhonkey své
16.2% of Hispanics hold jobs that allow them to telecommute, raising their
exposure to the COVID-19 virus significantly (Gil et al., 2020, p. 1593).
Presumably because ofa combination of these factors, anEdWeek survey
found that Latino parents, of all ethnic groups, were most likely to say that they
had Al ow, or no, trust that schools coul d
2020), leading to a high percentage of Latino students opting to remain in virtual
school settings even when given thechoice to return to school buildings . In a
recent poll disseminated by Axios/Ipsos, 40% of Latino parents reported that
they were fAextremely or very concerned abo
reopeni ng too quickly, o compared to 25% of wh
2021).
Leading during a time of crisis can provide new ways of looking at things
and positive changes for the educational landscape beyond the immediate
emergency. However, many still question whether or not the current changes in
perspective and priorities will last beyond this crisis. In a study by the National

Association for Family, School, and Community Engagement (NAFSCE) (2020),

57 percent of survey respondents were concernedthatfit he r ol e famil i es
their childrends success wil/l not be prope
i s o Seale (2020), however,emphasizest he fAsi |l ver | iningo of

~

when he states, A i t-in-&ldetimepportuni ty © desetitlse a o nc e
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relationships between schools andé familie
rel ationshi ps an dwWhetheuar hodwe are able to takei t s . 0
advantage of lessons learned, and substantively strengthen and improve family

engagement past theCOVID-19 era, remains to be seen. Perhaps the results of

this study, and others like it conducted during this pivotal time, will provide the
encouragement needed to continue and even expand those efforts that have

proven to be successful during this time of crisis.

Conclusion

While fifty years of research have given us quite a bit of information on
how and why to engage families, given the everchanging context within which
we work, there is always more to learn. The challenge presented by the
burgeoning Latino population in our schools is the perfect impetus to push the
research boundaries further in order to effect practical change and ensure
positive outcomes for all stakeholders. The COVID-19 pandemic has brought
many existing inequities to light, and simultaneously has shown us the
possibilities inherent in intentionally and effectively engaging parents in the
education of their children.

In the next chapter, several of the perspectives described in the literature
will be brought together into a conceptual framework that will serve as the
foundation for the study, and the methodology planned in order to investigate
more deeply the formation of trust at the middle school level will be discussed in

more detail.
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CHAPTER THREE: METH ODOLOGY
Conceptual Framework

Introduction and Underlying Assumptions

The conceptual framework underpinning this research study unites the
five functions of instructional leaders with the five facets of trust, both as defined
by Tschannen-Moran (2014), buil ding on a foundation of culturally responsive
school leadership (CRSL) practicesas described by Khalifa, Gooden, and Davis
(2016). This framework rests on three assumptions:

1. Instructional leaders who are grounded in CRSL theory and practices are
more likely to value building trusting relationships with diverse families as
a leadership priority.

2. Instructional leaders with this priority will then be more likely to
implement the five functions of leadership with an eye towards building
trust with diverse families, resulting in the successful creation of trusting
relationships with Latino parents.

3. These trusting relationships will facilitate greater family engagement for
Latino students.

The resulting conceptual framework informed the research design of this
study and analysis of the data generated through the methods selected. Figure 1
provides a visual representation of how these three assumptions have been
woven together to create a cohesive vision of the connections betweeltteadership
practices, trust, and Latino family engagement. A base of culturally responsive

leadership practices facilitates the creation of trusting relationships between
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home and school, which in turn enables diverse families to become more

engaged.

‘lRf’ ety i ey Culturally
<L s Responswe

School

Latino Family
Engagement

Figure 1. Visual representation of the conceptual framework for this study. As
gears turn, they either increase the speed or force of, or cause a change in
direction to, the other gears to which they are linked (Woodford, 2019). The
assumption framing this study i s that the three elements represented through

each gear are interconnected, such that by enacting culturally responsive
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leadership practices in a school, trust between stakeholders within that school
increases, which leads to a responsive school culture tlat fosters heightened
family engagement.
Connections Between CRSL, Five Functions, and Five Facets

Culturally responsive school leadership (CRSL) encompasses a variety of
best practices, all with the goal of strengthening the ability of school leaders to
Ai mprove the |ives of minoritized children
and societyo (Khalifa, 2018, p. 13). One o
the formation of relationships between the school and its larger community;
Khalifa (2018) di st i ngui s hcensmurbtyeengagement, © t hr ough whi
schools are able to connect with their communities in culturally responsive ways,
a n comiunity empowerment, 06 t hr ough which these c¢commu
Aheal thy, whol e, f dpositiofiedto cnaftana five eustlseir on, an
own visiono (p. 21). By examining the | it
the culturally responsive leadership practices facilitating movement towards
these goals have been identified and mapped to the fivefunctions of instructional
leaders and five facets of trust as defined by TschannenMoran (2014). Table 1
summarizes these connected practices and concepts, which not only form the
base of the conceptual framework for this study, but also inform ed the coding

and analysis of the data thatwas collected.
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Mapping of CRSL Best Practices with Functions of Leaders and Facets of Trust

CRSL Best Practices

Functions of
Instructional

Facets of Trust

Leaders
Develops positive Visioning Benevolence
connections between the | Modeling Openness
school and the Mediating Competence
community Reliability
Honesty
Establishes respectful Visioning Benevolence
and meaningful Modeling Openness
relationships with Mediating Competence
families Reliability
Honesty
Builds the capacity of Visioning Benevolence
staff and families to be Modeling Openness
partners in education Coaching Competence
Managing
Mediating
Recognizes that all Visioning Benevolence
families possess funds of | Modeling Competence
knowledge and avoids Reliability
deficit thinking Honesty
Listens to and honors Visioning Benevolence
the voices of families in | Modeling Openness
decision-making Managing Competence
Mediating Reliability
Honesty

Role of the Conceptual Framework

Research questions were crafted with the conceptual framework in mind,

with the goal of getting to the heart of how each stakeholder group (leadersand

teachers) defines trust and the leadership actions that build and sustain it, and to

what extent each group views trust as a critical piece of family engagement. The

research design and methods selected to best answer these questions were also
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influenced by the elements of the framework, as each element of this qualitative
case study wa designed both to gain insight into the perceptions of the
stakeholders in relation to these constructs, and to understand how these
perceptions take shape in a more practical sense through the enactment of
leadership practices that enable the building of trusting relationships. Coding and
analysis were rooted in the elements of the framework, guiding how patterns and
themes in the responseswere understood through a lens that was both grounded
in cultural responsiveness and focused on the elements that erable trust to be
successfully established between home and school.
Research Methods
Research Questions
As described in Chapter One, this studyis guided by a central research
guestion: How does a middle school leader create a culture of trust (between
leaders, teachers, and parents) that fosters the engagement of Latino families?
The researcherthen aimed to answer the following three, more specific,
guestions:
1 Research Question 1:How do middle school leaders and teachersdefine
trust in the context of school-family relationships?
1 Research Question 2: Do middle school leadersand teachers view trust as
one of the critical building blocks of family engagement?
1 Research Question 3: What policies and practices does a middle school

leader useto establish trust with Latino families?
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Research Design

Tschannen-Mo r a n  sTheastudy sf triist has been likened to the study
of the roots of a delicate plant. Without great care, the examination can damage
or even destroy the very thing about whichgre at er under standing i s
(2014, p. 283). With this admonition in mind, it was especially important to craft
a data collection plan that would be able to capture the perceptions and
understandings of both stakeholder groups, while still allowing for s ensitivity and
flexibility in the approach.

To meet these parameters, the decision was made to conduca qualitative
case study to examine middle school leaderand teacher perspectives on how trust
is built and nurtured at the middle school
capture multiple realities that are not ea
2011, p. 78). Yin (2014) explains that the case study models used when f@Ayou
want to understand a real-world case and assume that such an understanding is
|l ikely to involve important contextual con
understanding is thus built on ficontexts,
(Hamilt on & Corbett-Whittier, 2013, p. 3), which form the core of this study.

Setting and participants. This study took place in the Newport County
Public Schools (NCPS) system, a pseudonym for a large suburban school district
on the east coast of the United Sates. As described in Chapter One, this district
serves a student body that is racially, ethnically, and sociceconomically diverse,
with 2 6.8% of the student population identifying as Latino (NCPS, 2020a).

For this study, one middle school was selectedfrom the more than 20

middle schools in the NCPS systembecause it serves as an exemplar fohow
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school leaders engender the type of trust necessary for robustatino family
involvement. Th e largest middle school in the state, Lake Middle School
welcomes amost 2,000 students in grades 6-8 through its doors each day.
Serving adiverse student body from over sixty countries, speaking more than two
dozen languages,Lake Middle School boasts alLatino population of more than 50
percent of its student body (NCPS,2020b). The schoolwas selected based oma
combination of demographic data, data from a division -wide parent engagement
survey completed in Spring 2019, and preliminary conversations with school
system leaders whoidentified the principal as a leader known to facilitate positive
engagement with families; having been at LakeMiddle School for the previous 6
years, the principal was described by district leadersasat r ansf or mati on agd
who prioritized high quality instruction, teacher collaboration, and parent and
community engagement. However, between identification of the school site and
the start of the study, the school leadermoved schoolswithin the division and
one of his assistant principals was tappedto be the interim principal . Since the
climat e the principal had established during his tenure at the school remained
intact, and becausethe new interim principal was fully aligned with his priorities
and highly knowledgeable about the workings of the school, the decision was
made to continue the study at the selectedsite and to include interviews with
both the former and current principals as part of data collection.

Within the school sit e, a purposeful sample of stakeholders vasincluded
in this study; in purposeful sampling, specific criteria for who will be included in
a study are established ahead of time (Hays & Singh, 2012). The first group,

school leaders, included thes ¢ h o o | ér prindipal,r carrent acting principal ,
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and four assistant principals . The second group,comprised of seventeachers,

included:t wo c¢cl assroom teachers who al stheser ve

English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) departmenchair,t he school
parent liaison, and three classroom teachers.In order to preserve confidentiality,
random purposeful sampling was used to identify the three classroom teachers
who were invited to participate . In random purposeful sampling, participa nts are
randomly selected from the larger purposeful sample (Hays & Singh, 2012);in
this case,the acting principal identifie d 10 classroomteachers whofit the
established criteria and three were randomly selected from the group. In this
way, the identities of the participating teachers are protected from the school
leaders, strengthening the ability of the researcher to guarantee the
confidentiality of their answers.

Among the thirteen participa nts were four men and nine women. Ten of
the participants were white, one was African American, and two were Latino. The
two Latino participants were the only fluent speakers of Spanish. Experience
among the participants ranged from five years to more than thirty years in
educational settings. Almost all participants had prior experience in schools with
similar demographics to Lake Middle School, with the majority indicating that
they had chosen to work at this schoolbecause of the diversity of the community.

By including both stakeholder groups in the study, multiple perspectives,
as well as information on interactions, relationships, and communication, could
be examined in more detail, |l eading to t
thought to be necessary in a successful case study (Hamilton & CorbetiWhittier,

2013, p. 11). Bysoliciting both perspectivesand then including document

0s

he
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collection and observations, data could be triangulated which served tofir ei nf or c e
the legitimacy of the conclusionsd r awn 0 ( Ha mi | -Whbittier, 2013Cm r bet t
11).

Data collection plan and rationale. The study was conducted over

approximately eight months, from February to September of 2020.

Unfortunately, shortly after the first interview was completed, NCPS scho ol

buildings were closed due to theglobal COVID-19 pandemic and the school

system shifted to virtual instruction. As a significant element of case study

research involves fAspending time within th
(Hamilton & Corbett -Whitt ier, 2013, p. 11), the researchethen pivoted to
becomeavirtual 6 si t uat ed knower , 6 |l earning about t
through digital means, including online document collection and virtual

observations and interviews. Table 2 shows adescription and rationale for each

component of the data collection plan.

Table 2
Overview of Research Methodology
Research Rationale How Analysis Sample
Method Implemented
Semi- Interviews One interview Patterns in 6 middle
Structured help to build a | was held at the | transcribed school leaders
Interviews more former responses vere
complete pri nci p alidentified 7 middle
understanding | school, while through both school
of leaderand | the remaining inductive and | teachers
teacher 12 interviews deductive
perceptions took place using | coding.
regarding the | the Zoom
definition of platform. Analysis
trust, the included
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importance of | Open-ended looking for
trust to family | questions were | gaps and
engagement, | crafted to overlaps in
and specific uncover perceptions of
examples of perceptions and | stakeholder
how this trust | individual groups.

is built at the sensemaking of

middle school | the concepts

level. being studied.

Observations | Observing the | The researcher | Patterns in 5 school-
interactions virtually observations sponsored and
between attended 8 were identified | region-wide
school staff eventsheld through both family events
and parents from May inductive and | such as town
provides through deductive halls and
evidence of September coding. family
the policies 2020. information
and practices Analysis sessions 3
detailed in An observation | included PTA meetings
interviews. protocol was looking for (parent-run)

used to evidence to
maintain focus | confirm

on the themes reported
identified in the | policies and
conceptual practices.
framework.

Document Triangulating | More than 50 Patterns across| Documents

Collection interview data | documents were | documents included:
with collected and were identified | weekly home-
observations analyzed. through both school
& document Sources inductive and | newsletters,
collection included deductive School
craftsaricher | leaders, coding. Innovation &
picture of teachers, and Im provement
identified electronic Analysis Plans (SY 2019
policies and platforms. included & 2020), End
practices. It looking for of Year Staff
also can serve evidence to Survey (2019),
to confirm confirm PTA meeting
self-reported reported minutes, and
interview policies and emails.
data. practices.

Also included
were
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documents
related to
district and
state-wide
policies and
initiatives,
including
survey data.

Data sources . Hancock and Algozzine (2011) suggest that a case study is

Arichly

informationo (p.

descriptive

16) . To

because it S

ensure the

observations, and document collection were employed, and their data

triangulated to address the research questions. Table 3 summarizes how these

methods of collection are tied to each of the research questionsn this study.

Table 3

Summary of Research Questions and Data Collection Plan

Research Question

Data Sources

1. How do middle school leaders and
teachersdefine trust in the context of
school-family relationships?

Semi-structured interviews with school
leaders and teachers (Appendices D & B

2. Do middle school leadersand teachers
view trust as one of the critical building
blocks of family engagement?

Semi-structured interviews with school
leaders and teachers (Appendices D & B

3. What policies and practices does a
middle school leader use to establish
trust with Latino families?

Semi-structured interviews with school
leaders and teachers (Appendices D & B

Observations (Appendix F)

Document Collection and Analysis
(Appendix G)

grounded
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Data Collection Process

Data collection part 1: Interviews. Semi-structured interviews w ere
conducted with 6 school leadersand 7 teachers. Yin (2014) contends that
interviews are one of the most critical sources of evidence in case study research,
describing strong interviews as fAguided co
guer i es 0As(spch, intertigv)protocols consisted of open-ended questions
designedtongi ve an authentic insight into peopl
1993, p. 91) rather than utilizing a more structured script. As there was an
intentional decision made to eliminate surveys as a potential data collection tool
in this study due to the sensitivity and nuanced nature of the information being
sought and current fAsurvey fatigueo in the
existing surveys instead guided the questions asked n the semi-structured
interview protocols. These surveys include those published by TschannerMoran
(2014) and the Equitable Parent-School Collaboration Research Project at the
University of Washington (2015), and the Family Engagement and Trust (FEAT)
Survey from the University of San Diego (Li, Jiang, Deng, & Bergman, 2018).
Interview protocol s are included in AppendicesD and E.

Data collection part 2: Observations . As the role of observations in a
case study is | argetltye tworiilsgp enfd tthanee whb d ihn ¢
(Hamilton & Corbett -Whittier, 2013, p. 11), the researcher welcomed every
opportunity to observe leaders, teachers, and families virtually during the course
of data collection. Interactions between school staff and parents at eventswere
observedateighteventsand, ut i |l i zing the fAchato featur e

comments from participants were noted. In addition to three schoolwide parent
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events, the researcher wasable to observe, again virtually, three Parent Teacher

Association (PTA) meetings and two regional parent eventsin order to observe

these interactions in different contexts. As suggested byButin (2010), it w as

important to keep the conceptual framework in mind during these observations,

in order to Aunderstand specific patterns
Afenhances validit yFeontaips.an obser2afion protceg whech d i x
assistedthe researcher in maintaining focus while simultaneously allowing for

impressions to be recorded.

Data collection part 3: Document collection. Documents related to
the building of home-school relationship s were collected and analyzed in order to
build a deeper understanding of both avenues ofcommunication and family
engagementprogramming. Leaders were asked to share documents thatincluded
leader-generated weekly home-school newsletters andannouncement emails to
families, recent School Innovation and Improve ment Plans (SIIPs), school
mission and vision statements, and survey data from both parents and staff.
Teachers patrticipating in interviews w ere similarly asked to share documents
such as teachergenerated home-school newslettersand correspondence about
family programming. Additional documents were collected from online sources,
including minutes from PTA meetings and documents related to district -wide
policies and initiatives, including survey data . Analysis of these documents will be
described below.

Data Analysis
Rallis and Rossman (2012) stress that what is actually done with the data

collected in a research study i1 s what is
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and answers do not simply emerge;instead, you construct knowledge through a
systematic reasoning process that begins wh
129). This systematic processwasr oot ed i n the studyods conce
which then inform ed the research design, and finally dictated how the resulting
data was sorted, coded, analyzed, and interpreted. Perhaps most importantly,
when conducting qualitative research, data analysis must begin from the very
start, and be conducted concurrently with data collection; Hays and Singh (2012)
argue that data analysis and research degn influence each other in an iterative
fashion, asserting Ait i s not possible to
beginning qualitative data analysis with the first data source - if not before- and
continuing throughout data collectiono (p.
Data analysis in this study follow ed the steps recommended by Remler
and Van Ryzin (2015) as datawas collected:
1. Data Preparation: this include d transcribing interviews, and organizing
and cataloguing field notes, observation protocols, and collected
documents to prepare them for analysis.
2. Data Reduction: this include d memo writing and coding in order to
narrow down the scope and volume of the data collected.
3. Data Presentation: this included creating narratives, figures, and charts to
explain and display the patterns and trends found in the data.
Data analysis part 1: Interviews . Interviews w ere transcribed and
data was analyzed using several cycles of thematic codingSome of the codes
weredeductive and establi shed ahboacmualof ti me

framework, research questions, and themes in the literature review, while other
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codes were more inductive, emerging as the datawasanalyzed. A listing of all
codes is included in AppendixH.Re ml er and Van Ryzin (2015)
coding scheme typically evolves and changes as the analysis proceeds. Codes can
be renamed, <clarified, coll apsed together,
(p. 81). DeCuir-Gunby, McCulloch, & Marshall (2011) concur, explaining
Acreating codes and subsequently coding in
the theoretical underpinnings of a study with the data that has been generated by
t he st udyADparticpants §h8rgd.their perspectives, new understandings
and themes naturally emerged and wereincorporated into the coding scheme.
Following coding, patterns and themes were identified both within interviews
and across interviews. At each stage, analytic memos were utilized to capture
insights and understandings. NVivo qualitative data analysis software (QSR
International, 2019) wasused to organize and streamline the codingand analysis
process.

Data analysis part 2: Observations . Butin (2010) warns that as the
researcher is in essence the research instiment when conducting observations, it
becomes even more critical to fAarticul ate
t he dpat02).A cdmbination of observation protocols with clearly defined
Al ofokr sd0 and consi stent méehmonceptualt i ng, both
framework underpinning th e study, provided structure and validity to this data
collection method. In addition, the virtual nature of the observ ations allowed for
what Hays and Singh (2012) refer to as fAno

researcher; as a virtual observer theresearcher wasinvisible to those being
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observed, which all owed Anaturally occurri
undisturbed (p. 224).

Data analysis part 3: Document collection . As with the above
methods, analysis of collected documents was conducted with a focus on the
studydés conceptual framework and research
document analysis can be a particularly fruitful research method, but only if the
researcher approaches dénseofwhatyol ayedoolsngfari t h a
and whyo (p. 99), eveninorderto @nsuie this degreerofg e nt i
clarity, a document analysis matrix was created to assist with tracking and
evaluating the relevance ofdocuments (Appendix G). In this study, document
collection primarily help edto answer researchquestion three, focusing on leader
policies and practices, by providing concrete evidence of the information
gathered in interviews and observations. It provided the third leg of the data
triangle, helping to confirm and validate findings.
Methodological Limitations

Research design. Each of the research methodsutilized in this study
comes with its own potential strengths as well as limitations. While interviews

can yield a great deal of rich and useful information, they also bring the

possibility of Aresponse effect bias, 0 whi
answers to be Aimore socially acceptabl e an
notculturalysancti onedo (Buti n, 2010, p . 97) . I n

potential shortcoming, the interviews had carefully structured protocols that
attempted to elicit deeper responses involving the experiences, feelings, and

perspectives of the participants.
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Similarly, observations can be a source
gain a Aholistic perspectived on the envir
t he fAmoisnt eémsmieve and | east quantifiabl e mo:

2010, p. 100). To make the data more quantifiable, as well as to combat the
onslaught of real-time data that needs to be processed quickly in an observation
setting, observation protocols were created to heighten the focus and clarity of
the researcher. Asseveraldifferent contexts were observed in order to build a
more complex view of the interactions between home and school these protocols
were an essential tool for recording relevant information. In addition, all five of
the virtual parent events observed were recorded,which gave the researcher the
opportunity to rewatch the recordings afterwards to ensure that nothing of
import was missed in real-time.
Finally, while documents can also yield a great deal of important
information, and serve an important role in triangu lating both interview and
observation data,itwascr i ti cal to have a fAspecific, st
t heoretically informed protocol o6 (Butin, 2
consistent and protect the validity of the themes and patterns that emerged
(Appendix G).
Participants.  This study involved a relatively small sample size in one
school context. The size and scope of this sample might prevent the lessons
learned in the study from being extrapolated to different school contexts or larger
population s. It will also not allow for comparisons between different school

communities.
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Time frame and pandemic -related factors . The study waslimited by
the short time frame within which data w ascollected, and the fact that data
collection was largely completed through virtual means due to the COVID-19
pandemic. While the virtual environment did carry some benefits to the
researcheras described aboveit was difficult to become thoroughly immersed in
the school culture during a time when the verynature of fschool 06 was b
guestioned and redefined globally. Attempts to counteract theselimitation s
included: utilizing a variety of data collection methods, consistent attendance at
virtual events throughout the data collection process
in order to ascertain changes in needs and response as the pandemic shifted, and
continuous analysis of data throughout the process,through the identification of
categories, concepts, and themes thain turn strengthened protocols in an

iterative fashion.

Conclusion

The methodology described in this chapter explains how this case study
was implemented so as tolearn from a middle school with a large population of
Latino students, culturally responsive school leaders, and a strong focus on
families. Weiss et al. (2018)contend Al t i s no | onger enough
engagement to be placed at the margins of
development. A critical mass of research and practice shows that we should be
|l ooking for ways to place it Bywekaminihgghec ent er
intersection of culture, adolescent development, and the creation of trust, this

study aimsto shine a spotlight on the importance of building relationships
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between home and school, and the critical role that school leaders play in making

it happen.
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS

In this chapter, leader and teacher perspectives on how trust is built and
nurtured at the middle school level, particularly with Latino families, are
presented from this qualitative case study. The goal of the studywas to develop a
stronger understanding of how to foster the types of home-school partnerships
necessary to close existing gaps in opportunity, access, and achievement. The
study was guided by the central research question: How does a middle school
leader create a culture of trust (between leaders, teachers, and parents) that
fosters the engagement of Latino families?

To share these findings, first data will be presented to describe how
leaders and teachers define trust in the context of schootfamily relationships
(research question one). Next, analysis will reveal the extent to which these
leaders and teachers view trust as one of the critical building blocks d family
engagement (research question two). Finally, policies and practices established
and utilized by middle school leaders to establish trust with Latino families will
be detailed (research question three), and connections will be made across all
three research questions, and both stakeholder groups, in order to paint a
broader picture of the role of trust in fostering family engagement at Lake Middle
School.

When appropriate, distinctions will be drawn between teacher and leader
responses. Going into the study, expectations for alignment between these two
stakeholder groups were low, so the high degree of agreement between teachers
and leaders across all three research questionss in itself a finding. However,

while for the most part responses were aligned, there were several exceptions to
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this trend, which are noted, and which will be explored in more detail in Chapter
Five.

The presentation of findings for each research question includes key
insights from semi-structured interviews, with relevant info rmation from
observations and document analysis included to triangulate the data and provide
a richer understanding of both stakeholder perceptions and how these
perceptions are actualized in the school setting. The realities and challenges of
the COVID-19 pandemic are woven throughout the chapter to provide context,
and whenever possible, findings are framed within the constructs established in
the studydés conceptual framewor k.
Research Question One: What is Trust?

Drawing on their experiences with famil ies both at Lake Middle School
and in other settings during their many combined years in education, the
teachers and leaders interviewed for this study were able to discuss and define
trust as it pertains to working with families. After a careful analysis of their
responses, several common themes emerged in response to research question
one: How do middle school leaders and teachers define trust in the context of
school-family relationships? These themes comprise the following sub-sections
and together they establish a baseline understanding of how the teachers and
leaders at Lake Middle School perceive the formation and nurturance of trust in
their setting.

Trust is nurtured starting in the classroom. Teachers were quick to
explain that all trust begins wit h the relationships built between staff and

students, placing great emphasis on the trust that they nurture within the
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classroom community. While several leaders did concur that this type of trust is
viewed as essential for both learning and communication to flourish, it was a
unanimous finding across teacher participants. One teacher shared:

| think that family engagement really starts with the student and the

teacher, because | feel like if the student and the teacher have a

relationship and have the trust, | think that gets brought home. And so,

the kids then share that with family. The family then feels more open and

willing to trust. | think once those conversations happen, and they need to

start early on, it starts to build from there.

All of the other teachers interviewed echoed this message, with one stating
Atrust is really built with the students f
important when fostering school -student trust to ensure that families understand
the level of care that schoolstaff have for their children. Several respondents
shared that, once parents see that the school has the best interest of their child at
heart, they are more likely to trust the decisions that are made. One teacher
explained that she extends her ethic ofcare beyond just her interactions with
students in the classroom, placing great effort in reaching out and getting
involved in the outside lives of her students, attending events such as soccer
games and dance recitals. She shared the results of these effts:

It can be hard to establish trust with parents. But | think being really

involved in the students' lives, that a lot of the parents were like, fiOh my

gosh, this girl is really caring about my kid?0And that created a sense of
trust that | don't think would have happened if I hadn't put in that extra

time and effort to get to know their kids more than just in the English

classroom.

Another teacher agreed with this observation, sharing that when parents realize,
Al am not just the English teacher, 1 0m he

|l ife, 0 they are more I|ikely to understand

supporting you, as a parent.o
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Several leaders also expressed their view that buildingtrust with students
first is a priority, explaining fAbuil ding
parents to trust me as well .0 They detail e
this type of trust, which will be discussed more thoroughly in the analysis of
research question three below. One leader explained this from the perspective of
an administrator responsible for enforcing the rules and regulations of the
school:
Just number one is showing that you car
discipline but rather that you care, showing that you're taking steps to
work with them, and always, always following through.
While this theme was most consistent among teacher participants, it was
clear that the majority of the staff interviewed shared the perception that by
establishing relationships with students first, a foundation of trust is built that
can then be extended beyond the school and into the home. This foundation was
deemed by all who mentioned it to be essential to the building of lasting, trusting
relationships with families.
Clear and consistent communication is essential when
establishing trust. The idea of follow-through, through clear and consistent
communication between home and school, was another common theme
throughout the int erview responses, viewed as necessary in order to build
trusting relationships. Every educator interviewed for this study , whether a
teacher or a leader, mentioned communication in some form when discussing
trust, both in terms of the practicality of shari ng information and the more
symbolic nature of really hearing the message being shared. LakeéMiddle Schoold s

former principal emphasized the I mportance



90

think the trust comes in knowing that I am going to listen. They ar e going to be
heard, they are going to be valued. And we are going to communicate clearly next
steps. 0 By being consistent when communi ca
Unfortunately, this consistency is not always present. He explained further:
| think what happens at times is we don't always take advantage.
Admini strators work really hardébut we
communicating it well to parents, or when parents communicate to us, we
don't always close the loop. | think when parents come up and they say,
"Hey, | just talked to [the principal], he said these are the next steps, and |
was supposed to hear from him by tomorrow at the close of business,"
they're going to hear from me, even if it's like, "Hey, | haven't figured this
out yet, but | just wanted to keep you posted.” They respect that. So, |
think that builds trust. | don't know if you have to have trust at first, but |
do think that you have to ensure that people feel heard and valued, which
leads to trust.
Several respondents greed that it is incumbent on the school to initiate
and maintain the type of two -way communication that can lead to trusting
relationships. One teacher took this a step further, explaining that an important
part of building trust with families is being fl exible in how you communicate,
utilizing the ways that are most convenient for them; the teacher explained,
Aestablishing the idea that | 'm availabl e
communicate, | think that that really did open people up. And th ey started to
t rust me&ommarrcation) especially in this context, appears to be as much
about being responsive to the needs of families and students as it is about the
sharing of information. Clear and consistent communication, while ensuring to
Aolse the | oop, 0 appears to stand both as a
trust.

Several participants emphasized the outsize role that homeschool

communication had taken on during the COVID -19 pandemic. Suddenly, there
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was a huge amount of everchanging information to share with parents, and new
avenues needed to be created quickly to funnel this information to families in an
effective way, while simultaneously getting a read on student and family needs.
Staff at Lake Middle School scrambled to reach paents through hundreds of
individual phone calls; one assistant principal described the process:

My number one job these days is just calling parents and kids every single

day, just to make sure that they are okay and that their needs are being

met, and to see how we can help them. Then we can talk about school, but

that comes second right now.
The logistical challenges of pivoting to distance learning were huge in a school of
this size, especially given the language differences that could possibly hinder
home-school communication. After arranging for more than 500 students and
parents to pick up laptop computers, for example, several teachers and leaders
were able to reflect on the role that existing trust had to play in making sure
things went smoothly. One assistant principal explained:

We are fortunate in that parents already trusted that we have the best

interest of their students at heart,

trust when the pandemic started; we could build on the trust that we

already had instead.

The pandemic also gave lake Middle School staff an opportunity to
strengthen and extend their communication in new ways. Leaders convened
mul tiple virtual ATown Hallsd throughout
information with their families; each of these Town Halls were conducted in
either English, Spanish, or Arabic (the three most common languages in the
school community), with separate links provided for each. The turn -out for these

virtual events was quite positive, with well over 100 Spanish-speaking families

attending each one. Paents were able to access the chat to ask questions, or to
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virtually raise their hands and then ask their questions verbally when called
upon, and robust conversations accompanied each presentation, with Spanish
speaking school staff on hand to facilitate.

The Town Halls, as well as virtual PTA meetings and other online classes
and gatherings, served as examples of successful twavay communication that
both delighted and surprised many of the teachers and leaders interviewed;
several expressed their excitenent at having so many Latino families dialing in
and participating virtually, including many who had never participated in school
events previously. Several leaders showed interest in figuring out how to sustain
this level of involvement moving forward, h oping to possibly include a virtual
component in events even after the dangers of the pandemic hae passed.

Vulnerability is necessary to trust and be trusted. Several teachers
called attention to the vulnerability required on both sides for trust to be realized.
They emphasized that families need to see that the school is fully committed to
working with and helping their students, and to being honest and open at all
times, before laying their own insecurities or needs on the table. According to a
Specid Education teacher:

| think one of the first things, which is similar to any relationship, is really

letting the parents know who you are. From the second parents come into

my classroom on Backto-School Night, | make it very clear that this is my

dreemjob, that | dond6t want to be anywhere

Your kids are my first choice. | think that being vulnerable is the best way

to show parents that | care, and that they can trust me.

Similarly, teachers and leaders alike recognized thd it takes a great deal of

vulnerability from the family perspective for trust to be extended. Families may

have previously had negative school experiences or have low seléfficacy when it
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comes to their childrenb6s eduamehaveogone part i
to school in this country or those who may not speak English as their first

language. One teacher explained how open communication from the beginning is

the key to making this work:

Some of our parents are very vocal about how they don't neessarily

understand everything about the school system, but the fact that they're

able to be vulnerable just shows that we are able to have a strong
connection with them where they now fe
you help me? I'm not sure howtohelp my c¢chi |l d, what shoul
think, just reaching out from the beginning is what's so important, to make

parents more comfortable with asking for help.

e
d

This | evel of vulnerability, o+ HAopenne
Moran (2014), was perceived by many to be necessary to build the types of
trusting relationships that teachers and leaders seek. When teachers are asking
parents to share information that may be personal, or potentially uncomfortable,
trust needs to be in place first so that parents feel safe with sharing. One teacher
discussed this process, and how it can positively impact a child and, by extension,

the family:

Because of the trust that is built, the conversations are really an open two

way street. We usually share something that we've seen,and we ask them

if they've seen the same thing. And a |
it's not just me. o0 | am a parent and |
don't have all the answers and it is hard. And just sharing that with them,

sometimes it opens the door for them to feel vulnerable and share the

things that are going on at home. I've encountered a lot of parents who

don't really want to share what goes on at home for fear of embarrassment

or just judgment. And that's where | thin k the trust really comes in. It

really allows us to see the whole child and then helps us to put in place

some supports to help that child.

Along these same lines, several leaders described how they have changed
the way that they run meetings when families come into the building, or even

over the phone, in order to be more open to hearing what the parents have to say.
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Instead of going into a meeting assuming that they already know the solutions to
the problem at hand, these leaders strive to be open to lisgening, which requires
vulnerability on their part. One assistant principal shared that he viewed this as
an area of growth explaining:

Those conversations have evolved for me over the years. | would say at

first it was like, a family's coming in and I'm g oing to tell the family what

they need to know. But now | realize that it completely changes the tone of
the interaction and it is not a partnership. So now | really try to change the
tone of the conversations to "Here's what we're working towards, this is

the goal. This is what we are seeing at school. Tell me what you are seeing

at home." And then the conversation can really go more organically and
naturally from there.

Trust must be built over time. The building of these relationships
takes time, as almost every respondent mentioned time and consistency as key in
creating trust, both with students and with parents. One of the challenges of
middle school is the short length of time that a student is typically enrolled,
especially when compared to the seve years spent in elementary school;
compounded with the reality of at least seven teachers per child, rather than one
consistent elementary school teacher who can more easily build a caring
classroom community, it is clear that time is not on the middlesch ool 6 s si de
this equation. Reputation in the community can have great power in this
scenario, either positively or negatively. One leader observed:

| think you gain a sense of credibility over the years you spend working in

one place, but | would also ague that it's a new set of parents every year.

Each year there's a third of the school that has a new set of parents. And

they may have heard good things about you, but you need to continue to

build those relationships as well.

Another leader emphasizedthis point, stressing that reputation in the community

is something important that is built over time. She explained:
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It's that reputation in the community. Like the reputation is for Latino
families that this is a good place to send your kids. They get tken care of
here and that the teachers care about them and that's why they trust us. |
think it's a little bit, it's not blind trust, but it's a little bit of that faith -
based trust. That we're going to send our students to you and you're going
to take care of them. And we're going to trust you because we respect that
you are educators and that's what you do.
Within the school building, several teachers and leaders described ways to
mitigate the limits of the three -year middle school span. This included starting as
early as possible in the year to build trust as an important element in being
successful. Leaders also discussed fAsettin
that will be detailed in the discussion of research question three later in this
chapter; one leader explained that from day one, school staff need to be asking
t hemsel ves t h evegeatngdnienvironmerit vihere students and
families feel wel comed when they waAk in,
differentleaderstres sed t he i mportance of t &ad&d ng t he
are kids who have younger siblings, and so parents can potentially be at the
school for 10 years or more. That makes it even more important to keep their
trust and actually build itand makeitbigger and stronger over ti
Sometimes the issue is not building trust but ensuring that
inherent trust is not lost. Many of the respondents noted that in Latino
culture, respect and trust for teachers and school staff are already established
long before students even walk through the doors. Described by the leader above
as fA-basedH trust, o another | eader expl ained
I'm speaking kind of broadly, but | feel like especially our Latino parents,
who often don't speak English or may be new to the country, often just

inherently trust. They just are |ike, A
what's best for my kid. Il " m going to
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don't even have to earn their trust. They just inherently trus t you based on
being an English-speaking professional at their kid's school.

Several other respondents discussed the need to treat this type of inherent
trust with respect, as once it is broken it can be extremely difficult if not
impossible to repair. One teacher spoke of the need to capitalize on this
Aautomatic trust, o0 as it is something that
should not be taken for granted. An assistant principal explained how important
it is for the school to prove to parents that their trust was placed appropriately,
stressing the importance of working to build trust even when it seems to exist
already:
| mean, the easiest way to lose trust is just to not do what you said you
were going to do. You need to do those littlethings to build the trust. We
often talk about it like a bank account, making those deposits before you
have to make withdrawals. When you've made all those deposits and
you've built that trust, it's easier to call and suspend a kid or whatever the
case mg be. But it's interesting how many parents just inherently trust
you based on position and skin color really.
The importance of leader  -teacher trust cannot be overstated.
The significance of trust between leaders and their staff was raised by multiple
teachers in their interviews, but interestingly, this was a theme that was not
mentioned by any of the leaders in their responses. One teacher explained,
fBuilding a culture of trust works: parents have to trust you, kids have to trust
you, you have to trust your administrators and they have to trust you back. It
wondét work otherwise. o0 Another teacher, di
she worked and where she did not feel trus

micromanaged, that my principal did not trus t me, and therefore | was not able

to do the things that | knew needed to be
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Several teachers observed that at Lake Middle School, leadeto-teacher as
well as teacherto-teacher trust are part of the fabric of the school. One teacher
shared:

They [the administrators] put a lot of trust in us as teachers.

Communication is the key and it is encouraged. Everyone is open and

honest and even if the conversation's hard, they are willing to go above

and beyond to make sure thatwhat need to happen happens both among

our staff and students, but also with our families.

Another teacher summarized the importance of leaders in the trust
dynamic, and especially noted the role that this trust plays in fostering family
engagement:

What I've started to realize is that administrators make a really big

difference in the connection with families. If I'm speaking frankly, at my

old school the administrators were not supportive of teachers. | always felt

like | couldn't go to the administrator and ask, AHey, can you

reach out to the family? Like |I"'"m strug

Because there was resentment and anger that we would be met with if we

did that. Just asking for help. And now, | see that it is more like, these

administrators and these counselors are working tirelessly to not only

support families and students, but to also support teachers in supporting

families and students. And that makes all of the difference.

In Lake Middle Schooldé s 2019 End of theenameri@t af f Sur
which administrators treat teachers was highlighted by several respondents.
When asked to |ist successes from the scho
administrators treat with respect the teac
will i ngness to believe that we ananadeda®dt arss |
have heard happens in other schools. You monitorus but treat us as
professionals. 6 Additional comments includ

admins work to ensure our voicesa e heard and we are kept in

teachers and students feel they can go to



98

~

and Al felt very supported by the admi
clear pattern of teacher recognition of and appreciation for leader-teacher trust
and respect.

While it is interesting to note that only teachers specifically acknowledged
the importance of having leaders who trust in their professionalism and ability to
engage families, it is possible that the leaders wee working from an assumption
that such trust was in place. Either way, it is important to note as an essential
element of building a trusting school community; as one teacher explained,
AFrom past experience, when yosvego not
di fficult to work effectively. o

Summary of Research Question One. Several themes around the
concept of trust and how it is defined at Lake Middle School were identified
following a series of semistructured interviews with teachers and leaders, virtual
observations, and several cycles of document analysis. These themes show
patterns in responses to the question: How do middle school leaders and teachers
define trust in the context of school-family relationships? Teacher and leader
perspectives weremostly aligned, and can be described through the following
themes: (@) trust is nurtured starting in the classroom, (b) clear and consistent
communication is essential when establishing trust, (c) vulnerability is necessary
to trust and be trusted, (d) sometime the issue is not building trust, but ensuring
that inherent trust is not lost, and (f) the importance of leader -teacher trust
cannot be overstated. This understanding of teacher and leader perceptions of the
dimensions of trust will facilitate the di scussion of research questions two and

three in the following sections.

ni
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ee
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Research Question Two: Is Trust a Building Block of Engagement?

Building on these common understandings of trust and how it is fostered,
research question two follows: Do middle school leaders and teachers view trust
as one of the critical building blocks of family engagement? While it would seem
that a simple fiyeso oemergedfrondtheadatas svraare mi g h't
nuanced perspectivesurfaced instead. Instead of viewing trust as a stand-alone
building block in t he creation of family engagement as initially conceptualized,
respondents instead spoke of trust as central to each of the elementviewed as
necessary to create successful and positivengagement. After careful analysis and
synthesisof theseresponses f our #Abuil ding blockso of
identified, each resting on a foundation of trust: (a) setting the tone, (b)
developing relationships, (c) fostering communication, and (d) continual
reflection.

Starting with an understanding of what
actually means to teachers and leaders in the context of Lake Middle School, and
then drilling down into the four building blocks identified by participants as most
salient to its success, v can see how trust is woven throughout all of these
elements in a way that highlights both its value and its importance.

What is family engagement? Defining the building blocks. In
their interviews, almost all of the participants affirmed their commitment to
involving parents in student learning, and most noted their own efforts to
maximize their involvement, as well as their individual efforts at increasing their
own capacity in this area. One leader summarizedhis thinking around family

engagement as a shoolwide commitment to building partnerships, sharing:

t
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It's not a policy, it's not like a formula that we follow. It's more a
commitment that we have to continually hold each other accountable to
make sure that we are, to the best of our ability, asking and inviting
parents to be partners in any given situation.
The large majority of leaders interviewed seemed to agree, focusing on the
relationship piece, with many seeing their role as helping teachers to stay
accountable and maintain this commitment by t rying to bridge the gaps between
home and school. Taking this a step further, an assistant principal expressed her
role as a fAbarrier rOarjobiste figore outswhatarecat pl ai ne d
the barriers and break thenvefhmiwné you' re n
involvement until you figure out what the barriers to it are and start to remove
them. 0 This idea of removing barriers to s
assistance with translation, flexible scheduling of meetings and phone calls, or
simply offering their presence and administrative support, was a common theme
throughout the leader interviews.
One tension that appeared in the interview data was a lack of clarity
around whether family engagement is defined assomething that only happens at
school, or if it is a combination of home and school involvement. Several leaders
expressed their understanding that both forms of engagement are valid and
important; one assistant principal summarized his thinking:
| think family engagement is in two different buckets. There's the bucket of
home involvement, and you can't control the family engagement that
happens in the home. Is the parent able to help their kids with homework?
Is the parent able to access the [newsletter] that goes out every weekend
with all the information? Are they able to get messages via phone? And
then there is a bucket from a school p e

not only their involvement in their kids' education, but in the school
community as a whole.
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While just about all of the leaders referenced this duality of home and
school involvement in some way, more than half of the teachers interviewed
talked only about the need to get parents into the school building. They discussed
Back-to-School Nights, parent conferences, ard attendance at school events, but
rarely mentioned the home piece of the equation. One notable exception was a
teacher of Latino heritage, who grew up in a community similar to one in which
Lake Middle Schoolis located. He explained:
My parents weren't really comfortable speaking on the phone in English
because it's not their native language. And my parents didn't go to every
single parent teacher conference because they had to work. But I will tell
you this, they were 100% involved in my educational life every single
mor ning. My dad would tell me, son, you
going to do your best because in this country, education is the only way
you can improve yourself. And that was their way of showing that
education matters. It doesn't | ook the same as maybe a parentin a
di fferent communityé[but] it doesn't me
looks different. We might not see it, but it doesn't mean it's not happening.
This powerful reflection was echoed by another teacher who shared,
Because parents are not physically there d
means that they can't be there. And those are two different things. 6 Whi | e t hi s
idea of #Ainvisible engagemento at home was
multiple interviews, it did not appear to be a consistent and clear understanding
across the Lake Middle School staff, particularly when looking at teacher
responses.This will be investigated further in Chapter Five.
When discussions turned to how to assess whether efforts at &mily
engagement have been successful or not, there were several different perspectives

shared. One data point referenced by several leaders was a system wide Family

Engagement Survey that had been completed by an outside research firm a year
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earlier. On this survey, Lake Middle School did very well, especially when
compared with similar schools. 89% of the parents who completed the survey
indicated that t htheyschaof, % bgreedewdtiptiee statembrd, at
AThis schodlamveli eemes di fferent background
responded affirmatively to the stabement,
(Newport County Public Schools, 2019f). It is important to note, however, that
only 128 out of a possible almost 1,800families at the school that year responded
to the survey, and the answers that were received are not broken down by
ethnicity; it is possible that the majority of the parents who answered positively
to the question asking whether the school is welcoming to all cultures, for
example, were not themselves members of a minority culture. Still, the survey
results stand as one data point as leaders try to ascertain whether or not their
efforts have been successful.

Lake Middle Schoolé6 s f or mer pr ionwhetpeaitis possilbld ect ed
to objectively measure success in this area, noting:

| also think too that, | think a lot of it comes in conversation. There are

data points that you get, such as the survey results, but when you're talking

with members of the community and you're soliciting their input and they

say, "Listen, | just want to say thank you." The anecdotal stuff | think is

also really important. And does the data that you get from official surveys,

does it match what you're hearing in the community? That is how you can

measure success.

Building Block One: Setting the Tone. Many interview participants
shared that for family engagement to be successful, and for trust to be built, its
foundation needs to be established from day one. Especially in the mddle school

setting, when time is at once limited and then diluted across several teachers,

there is no room for waiting; families need to feel welcomed and included from
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the start. Participants agreedthat it is up to the leaders of the school to set thes
wheels in motion. They identified several components, including intention,
presence, and the establishment of staffwide mindset commitments, as critical to
this important foundational process.

Intention.  Fostering engagement starts with leaders who areintentional
in how they set the tone for their staff and for their community, making it clear
that engaging and respecting families is an organizational priority and
expectation. One teacher affirmed this importance when she stated:

You can'toveremphasiz t he i mportance of good scho

can't emphasize enough that | think that our school culture, led by our

administrators, is just the biggest piece. We are grounded in our beliefs
and our vision and our mission. Every time we come together as astaff, we
review that unified message and it just becomes ingrained in who we are.

It's almost a positive brainwash, but it's because that is really what we're

trying to achieve every day. | don't think that it can be overemphasized

that good leaders whobelieve in family and parent engagement, they
create that culture, so that regardless of who you are, and what you teach,
you find a way to embed that in your classroom too.

A teacher explained that being a lone wolf in the mission to partner with
familie s is not enough; rather, there needs to be a whole school commitment in
order for it to work. This commitment begins with the tone set by the
administration and then filters from the top down. She noted:

You can't just be that one teacher that calls home.You really have to

establish a sense of connection with families of the whole entire school.

You have to, as an administrator, be supportive of teachers and making

sure that you're giving them the tools that they need to reach out to their

families. It can not just be one person; that's not going to change the
connection with the family. It has to be everybody, together.

A leader confirmed the importance of building an intentionally focused

and positive school culture and climate, and the role of the administration in

making that a reality:
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| feel like principals especially really dictate, or help to dictate, the climate
of the school just because of our role. We are dealing with not only
students, but we really deal with all stakeholders every day, al the time.
We're dealing with students, we're dealing with teachers, we're dealing
with parents, our community, and that's a pretty daily occurrence. And so
just as part of our interactions, we play a big part in the face of the school
and what the school represents. Our actions really go a long way with
every stakeholder, our staff, our students. And so, the way that school
leaders conduct themselves in meetings, in conferences, all of that really
helps to define the culture and the climate of a school. It is a responsibility
that we must take seriously.

Presence. Several leaders spoke of presence as being an important part
of reinforcing a positive school climate once it is created. They explained that it is
not enough to set an intention, establish a mission and a vision for the staff, and
then retreat to an office for the rest of the school year. Instead, it is clear that
school leaders need to be present at events where parents will be attending and
participating, and need to make themselves availableand vulnerable, as
expressed in many of the answers to research question one above. Lak®liddle
Schoolbs former principal was particularly pa
presence, sharing:

| think presence is just so important. | think many leaders don't take
advantage of opportunities that they ha
opportunity to build a strong relationship with your parent community.

For example, administrators, we rotate
of just sitting in the ba ck and doing your administrative coverage, or just

being there in case something bad happens, it's an opportunity for you to

really greet parents as they come in. Having conversations, going out of

your way to talk to parents, especially parents who you'venever seen in

that school before. There may be a language barrier, but there's usually an
opportunity where the student's there, or someone else is able to translate

for you. So, it's really taking advantage of every opportunity that you have

to interact and build relationships with your parents, the key is that you

take advantage of those times.

It feels a little bit like being a politician, but those are opportunities to
build relationships with parents that otherwise you may not see in the
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building. You just have to put yourself out there and be visible for them to
segeubve got to put the effort in.

Mindset commitments. In addition to intention and presence, to foster
a truly united school culture around engaging families, there has to be consistent
buy-in from the staff. At Lake Middle School this comes in the form of what are
called Amindset commitmentso that are expe
members. The following commitments are posted in each of the staff workrooms:

1 Allkids can learn

1 Collective ownership

1 Problem solving culture

1 Embrace data

1 Assume positive intent

1 Conversation is the relationship
1 We believe in every student.

The large majority of teachers and all of the leaders who participated
mentioned mindset commitments during their intervi ews; one teacher affirmed
that, while working in such a large and diverse school is far from easy, having a
common understanding of expectations is powerful:

| do think that the mindset of the teachers at L ake Middle Schoolis yes, it's
a lot of work, but I'm going to do it because | want the kids to be

successful. It al ways comes down to the
success and academic success. So, | might do something that is
uncomfortable, | i ke calling home if [106v

that because | know that it's important, and | also know that it is expected.
A |l eader el abor amiendd eodn vtihsiiso nii,soi nsgtlaet i n g,
any teacher in that building who doesn't believe kids come first. We're going to

bend over backwardstod o what ever it takes to get the
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starts with kids first and everytlpaderg ki nd

explained the power of this type of wunifie

and vision:

| think every staff member understands who we are as a school and the

students that we serve. And as a result of that, they are better able to meet

their needs instructionally, academically, socially, emotionally,
behaviorally, and also to communicate with their parents. If | was to
reflect on it, if a staff doesn't know the students that they serve and value
that, I think they're less likely to create that culture that we've been talking
about.

SeveralofLake Mi ddl e School 6s,whnenhtakérs et ¢ ommi
together, reinfor ce a dedication to meeting the needs of their very diverse
population and working to understand the different cultures represented in the
school community. This unified focus supports the vision statement of the school,
which states, fiWe pavered byadiversityninspined by gur e m
success, and committed to |ifelong | earnin
2020a). A leader observed:

The more | was able to educate myself on different cultures and their

customs, what they prioritize or don't prior itize, it helped me be a more

culturally sensitive leader. It helped me to stop taking things personally
and helped me to feel more comfortable in conversations with parents. It
all helps with trust, the more you know about their culture or show that

you appreciate their culture, the more willing they are to trust you and be a

part of the conversation.

In summary, participants reported that by establishing common mindset
commitments, which are then upheld with fidelity by both groups of
stakeholders, trust is built between staff members and then extended to students
and, finally, to families. They shared that having a consistent and unifying school

mission and vision, starting from the top level and working its way down, is

essential to making all of thiswork. In theschoolos 2019 End of Year

t

N
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the importance of this focus was emphasized; when asked about successes during
the school year, one teacher wrote, AOur s
do a great job of reinforcing that consistently and using a shared language to
communi cate these expectations. o Another t
first year at Lake and throughout the year I've been very impressed by our clear
vision/ mission as a school . o
Building Block Two: Developing Relationships. A second building
block of family engagement, highlighted by both groups of stakeholders, is the
building of trusting relationships with families. Participants agreed on trust as
being central to nurturing these relationships, with comments ranging from
Atrust is the core of it allo to Acreating
everything. o One teacher expl ainmtwad, AFrom
important to establish a sense of trust before trying to forge any type of positive
relationship with students or parents. o A
The successful building blocks for community engagement? | would say
that it's one hundred percent built on relationships; | think that's number
oneé | i ke the @mahentt hriesalilsy asdasu,e t eam.
out of their day to help my kid. o | thi
that trust over time.

In several interviews, the creation of these relationships was presented as

a team effort, with collaboration betwee n leaders, teachers, counselors, and

school staff centered on Abuilding partner
forward?o; one | eader shared that when f ami
chil dés best interests at hablatulyhelieeind t hat

the potential and promise of their child, trust can start to be built between home

and school . She suggested that this type
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people working to support that child as they develop into the adult th at we hope
t hey wil |l be, 0 with the family at the cent
partnership.o
Establishing partnerships. The importance of working to move these
relationships into partnerships was emphasized by many participants. One
teacher explained how she evaluates the success of her outreach to families based
on how they respond when something goes wrong:
| try to measure the success of my parent family engagement with the
guestion, fADo | have a trussiPoglfelatcib
them and tell them their child did something crazy, are they going to
respond defensively to me or are they going to partner with me to help to
fix it? | think that the best measure of success for that is the level of that
culture of trust.
How each participant defined partnerships appeared to vary, however.
Some embraced the idea of families being p
child, while others seemed to view partnership as more synonymous with two-
way communication and home-school trust. Without clarifying how, specifically,
each leader and teacher understands the concept of partnership, it is difficult to
draw conclusions about how often these deeper relationships are actually being
realized in the school setting. A teacher exphined how she fosters partnerships
with her families:
| think successful family engagement is making sure that the parents are
with you as part of your team for the whole time that you're teaching that

kid. And even beyond that. | think a lot of times peop le will reach out when
there's a problem and that's definitely necessary. But | also think

establishing that trust, that i mportant
you. I'm with your kid for a lot of the day, but | need you, because you
know them bettert han meo6 kind of thing. And it

~

valued when we send that message that i
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In one of the virtual Town Hall meetings, held entirely in Spanish via an

online platform due to the COVID -19 pandemic, the current principal of the

school sent an i mportant message to parent
your voice, whether in English or Spanishégé
work, to work together to help your childr

home-school partnership as an administrative priority, clearly something that the
school views as an important component of building relationships with families.
After the meeting, another leader reflected on the need for continuing
partnerships, built over ti me:
| would say | keep going back to the idea of the partnership. Not as just a
one and done thing, but rather, Al see
reaching out for support. How can | hel
in multiple ways. So, then when kids know that you're aligned with their
teacher, and that their parents are aligned with their school, then they
know that everyone is working together to help them to succeed. And that
is powerful.
Engaging diverse families. Several participants observedthat
fostering these types of relationships with diverse families can be particularly
challenging; one teacher shared:
We find that for a lot of our parents, building that connection with school
is hard for them because theydidn't have a positive connection to school
themselves. So that's what we're trying to build, by showing them that
school can be a positive thingé.and | t
is a connection between school and home is what continues to buitl
relationships within school and outside of school.
In order to build the type of capacity needed to engage in true
partnerships, several participants noted the need to include families in

conversations about what their children are learning in school and, more

specifically, how that can connect to home. More than one participant reflected
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on the heightened virtual connections during the pandemic as a positive step
forward; in many cases parents have seen the inner workings of the school day,
over a long period of time, which has given them a unique insight into what and
how their child is learning. The benefits and potential promise of this new reality
will be discussed in more detail in research question three below.

One leader explained the need to bre& down traditional hierarchical roles
in order to embrace the partnership model with these families:

| try to always think about it as a partnership. And when you're a partner

with someone there's not a hierarchy in that. It's not like you're coming in

onmy terms. None of the AThis is my scho
students. 0 When you are partners, you a
are working together for the same goal. This is especially important with

Latino families; they often feel like th ey can't be partners because they say

things like, "Oh, | stopped going to school when | was in second or third

grade." They're humble, trying to be respectful and saying things like, "I'm

deferring to you." A lot of the immigrant families, including Latin o

families, they work long hours. Administrators and teachers can rework

our schedules to make sure that we're a
the parents bending to our schedules. Because if we are partners, then we

are truly partners.

Building B lock Three: Fostering Communication. The third
building block of family engagement highlighted in the data is the need to foster
effective communication between school and
relationshipdo i s one of t haeakekiddieschooli, ndset ¢
repeated by the large majority of the interview participants when discussing the
importance of home-school communication. One leader explained what this
means in practical terms:
One of the mindset commitments to which we hold everyone accountable
is Aconversation is the relationship. o
whenever we can, we have a conversation that goes between teacher to

teacher, administrator to administrator, administrator to teacher, and all
of the above to family members. | know that our central office would love



111

to have some perfect formula they could roll out to schools to increase
family engagement at the middle school level. But in the end, | think it is
really just the conversation is the relationship. Every single time that we
can pick up the phone and call a family... it takes one phone call and then
you feel connected.

Lake Middle Schoolé s f o r me relahpratedfwthep a |
Conversation is the relationship, period. That's what we talk about all the
time. Conversations. It is important between staff members. You come
down to the office and you're like, "Ah, I'm so upset that Mr. Smith did
blah, blah, blah. How dare he?" | say, "Listen, conversations are the
relationship. Let's assume positive intent. Go talk to Mr. Smith. And if

they're still some things, then come back, and let me know how | can
support you."

It's the same way with parents. What kind of conversations are you having
with parents to have a relationship? And | would say, even that newsletter
you are serding home is an opportunity to have conversations. It is
beginning as a oneway conversation, but you're articulating to your
families, this is who we are as a school. This is what | value. Here are some
amazing things that are going on. Here's where we ne&d some support. It
may be the beginning, but it is the beginning of a conversation.

By making communication a clear administrative priority and expectation
for all staff, L ake Middle School leaders are setting the tone; not only do they
expect their teachers to have these conversations, but they also trust that they are
able to do so effectively. Such a message builds trust between leaders and
teachers, but also serves to foster increased st between teachers and between
teachers and families. While Aconversation
simple phrase at first, its many layers have impacts that reach far beyond the
initial impression.

Aiming for two  -way communication. The leader cited above
acknowledged that common home-school communication vehicles, such as

newsletters, are onesided in that parents receive information but are not given

the opportunity to communicate back in any way. He also noted that such one-
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way effortsatencowr agi ng communi cation with parents
seems that many of the interview participants feel the same way. One teacher

shared:

Because sometimes parents aren't asking questions, it's not because they
don't care, it's because theytrust us. So, it's our job to constantly be
communicating back out to families to just build that trust and to create
that partnership that then further builds the trust. Then to keep that
communication coming both ways.
Another teacher took this idea a gep further, explaining how two -way
communication can also help to build capacity:

Family engagement is more than just like me reaching out. It's a two-way

street. | think once those conversations happen, between teachers and

parents, and they need to statt early on it, it starts to build. But I think it's
also giving ownership from the teacher perspective to the parents and
having them be involved. And that may mean inviting them into classroom

activities or giving them a voice in their student's education . | think for a

lot of the families that I've encountered, a lot of them don't have the skills

or the knowledge to do that. So, | think it's also about communicating how
to go about doing that and sharing resources with them, whether at school
or in the community. And listening to them as well.

While fostering two -way communication was viewed as important by
many of the participants, it remained unclear how much it was actually
happening in the school. Several teachers and leaders mentioned the challenges
of translation when working with Spanish -speaking families, expressing their
concern that a lack of Spanish-speaking staff members limits the possibilities of
consistent and robust communication from both sides. Others noted that a recent
boon of communication and translation apps, such as Talking Points and
Remind, have enabled them to improve their communication with parents for

whom English is not their native language. It was also clear that some staff

members are simply more comfortable with attempting conversations with non-
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English speaking parents than others. One teacher expressed her discomfort with
these calls when she was a new teacher, sharing that now she feels differently:
AMy thinking has really evolved wWs th just
intimidating when you're inviting parents or calling parents, or if you have to call
a parent because of a discipline issue, and you don't know how they're going to
react. 0 So me -hoifldingtnécessacy dopndiate trueytwo -way
communication seems to come with time and experience.
In a virtual Spanish language parent meeting over the summer, Lake
Mi ddl e School 6s principal acknowl edged the
i mprove in this area, assuring pamwdhnt s, AW
our communication, and to make sure that all parents feel that they are in the
|l oop, 06 adding, AWe really appreciate you V
virtual platforms both during the school year and over the summer served to
deliver on this promise, as staff were more easily able to share information in
multiple languages, as well as to receive input in multiple languages. As one
|l eader maintained, Al mproving communicatio
silver linings of the COVID -19 pandemic. 0
Ensuring families feel that their voices are heard and valued.
In such a large school with such a diverse population, many participants
expressed how important it is to ensure that all parents feel heard and that their
opinions and perspectives are valued. While this is easier said than done, it was

clear that several of the leaders had given this thought. One leader explained:

| think it's important to make sure everyone has a voice, right? Like
recognizing that not everyone's going to come to a PTA meg&ng and the
squeaky wheel gets the olil, or gets their voice heard. So, if no one's there to
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advocate for something different, then those are the needs that get met.
And so, | really try to keep that in perspective and reach out to make sure
that different perspectives or voices are heard and valued in whatever we
do.

Lake Middle Schoolé acting principal articulated her feelings around this issue in
even more depth, sharing:

We all have the same goals for our kids. But there are different cultural
norms that in some countries you don't question the teacher, you just
believe, and you trust. In our country you do question the teacher and you
do push hard on educators if you feelit is needed. And so, it's building the
relationships so you can level the playing field.

Because it's sometimes in the back of my head, sometimes parents aren't
advocating for their kids because they don't know that they can. And |
need to make sure thatl'm that voice for all kids, not just for the parents
who know that they can push these buttons; | need to make sure that with
every single step I'm taking that if a voice isn't being heard, then | am that
voice. | take that perspective into account as I'm making decisions for the
whole school. So, it's about balancing the feedback and then listening for
the silent feedback, the feedback that might not be there. And then making
sure that the silent feedback is heard.

Several leaders also expressed their deire for honest feedback from
parents, emphasizing the need to hear from those parents who do not usually
share their perspectives. One leader noted that she would like to place comment
cards in the main office, similar to those found in businesses, to collect feedback
from visitors and parents about what they were doing right and what could use
improvement. She stressed the importance of receiving honest feedback:

We need to know, what are we doing wrong? Because we think we're doing

everything right, but we could just be missing a spot. If we keep trying to

put a band aid on the wrong wound, it will just not work. Until we address
the correct target, it's not going to work. And how are we going to know if
we dondt ask?

Building Block Four: Continual Reflection. This desire for feedback,

and a commitment to making changes and improvements based on the feedback

received, leads to the fourth building block identified by participants as critical to
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family engagement: an ongoing process of refle¢ion and personal and
professional growth.

Acknowledging room for personal growth. All of the participants
in the study were asked to reflect on how their view of engaging families has
changed over their years as educators, and almost all were able to desibe their
personal growth in this area. For those participants who had become parents
themselves during this time, they tended to grow in their more personal
understanding of the challenges faced by families, as expressed by this leader:

It really makes me appreciate all the things that parents do. For example,

I'm more mindful about when | schedule meetings with parents. While

face to face for me is always better, if | can get a parent on the phone, then
that's a win too because schedules are hard. Andn that meeting, we make

sure to | et the student know, AYour par
We're done these things because everyone's here to support you and that's
how i mportant 1t is.0 | think that make

and appreciated. | guess as a parent myself, | am more aware of the things

that | do and how | share things, especially with my wording when |

communi cat e. Il stop and think, AWoul d I
or about my chil d?0o

Along these same lines,the former principal reflected on his own growth in this
area:

| think I've grown through this. | think I've gotten better at this. | think |
may have in my younger years as an administrator, not completely valued
the parent engagement or relationships with our parent community to the
same level that | do now. | wasn't dismissive of it, but | think as I've gotten
older, as I've become a parent myself, it's not a nice to have, it's essential.

Similarly, a teacher shared that her compassion for parents has grown ove her

years as an educator:

| 6ve al ways been very passionate, but |
ton as a teacher; I mi ght stil/l t hink,
would parent a kid, o6 or fAthis might not

out, 0 but I am growing in my understandin
think. And so just allowing that compassion to grow, and then when | get
to know the parents, | never even think
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have so much on your plate right now. | just want to be able to be
compassionate towards your situation. o
grows a ton if you let it as a teacher. You begin to understand that we

never know what people are going through. And so that compassion piece

| would say hasbeen the thing that grows the most from year to year. And,

if that ever stops growing, that will be the time | should get out of teaching.

Another common response was tied to time and experience, demonstrating that
engaging with families can be more challenging for newer teachers. One teacher

shared her own journey with changing expectations over time:

Wel | | guess at the beginning of teach
going to involve families. l't'"s going t
world. 6 MWowt hat kind of mindset. And then

no, you can't just go in and automatically think that the parents are going
to believe everything you say, or that the parents are going to drop
everything to be with you because theyhaveo t her st uf f t hey hawv
started to realize that this isn't as happy go lucky as | thought it was. It
doesn't mean that it was negative. It's just that you have to work hard to
establish those connections and it's worth it because then, after you dothe
work, it's easy. You call them, you text them, you send them emails, stuff
like that. That's the beginning. It takes a lot of work. And | was not aware
of that my first year.
While the large majority of interview participants did share positive stori es
of personal growth and reflection in this area, it is important to note that not
everyone at Lake Middle Schoolwas able to reflect positively on their evolving
attitude towards family engagement. One leader and two teachers admitted to
falling a bit short in their reflectiveness on the subject; one teacher shared freely,
AThis i s really antsaotta l'veodpentpidoboimimborf or me .
t hought figuring out what could really wor
personal feelings towards how involved parents should, or should not be,

involved in their childrenbdés edonhiaworkon ¢ om

in this area. He explained:
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But maybe to my detriment, I'm coming into it with my own personal
baggage that parents should not be overly involved or obsessively involved
with school or their kids. And | mean, whether what I think is right o r not,
it's still my sort of mindset and sometimes | have to fight that.

Acknowledging room for growth as an institution. In addition to
reflecting on their personal growth, several teachers and leaders reflected on the
Agr owt h mi nds et 0e School Btaffan tdrnas lofeheiMapaaityl to
effectively engage families. One leader described their schoolwide focus,
especially given the demands on teachers during the COVID19 pandemic, to be

more efficient in their work:

We canalwaysdob et t er . l't'"s hardémost peopl e a
bone. When I think about trying to get families involved that's a really

difficult task. And it's one that the higher ups in every district have been

working through for years, and they're still workin g on it and it's not going

to be perfect. So, when | say we can do better, of course, we can do better.

As a public school, and as a system, we can do better. And the more that

we can think about getting parents involved using systems and structures

that are efficient, it will be better.

Another leader echoed his observations, stressing the value of reflection:

The question is how do we get better, how do we make it so that we are
successful with [family engagement] and ultimately help the kids in the
process? So, I'll keep working at it, | just keep looking at different schools
and figuring out what works and keep trying to figure out how we can
improve it at Lake, though on a bigger scale. It's just constantly going back
to the table and being reflective and trying again. This didn't work. Try
something else. It's about having those at the table who are committed and
willing to put in the work to make it happen.

In addition, the challenges and potential benefits of the pandemic were

repeatedly mentioned by teachers and leaders alike when reflecting on Lake

Mi ddl e School 6s potenti al growth in this a
Lake has been good at [engaging families], but there's always room to
grow. | think that our current situation is forcing us to rethink, h ow else

can we involve families and other stakeholders too, like people in the
neighborhood, the community members, community organizations? It is
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definitely forcing schools to take a minute and rethink how they have been
doing things, and how they can improve.

An assistant principal with a background of working in elementary schools
noted that they tend to be more successful at fostering family engagement; she
expressed her hope that lessons learned in the elementary setting can be
translated to the middl e school environment. She explained:

| am always thinking about, how can we replicate the connection that

elementary kids and families feel? You can't just cut and copy because it's

different. But what are some things that we could do? That we could
replicate but modify to get that connection. As much as we can replicate
that connection, that relational aspect, that's everything. When kids feel
connected to teachers, they want to participate. They don't care what the
subject is. If they go in and they feel cared for, and they feel connected to
that teacher, they're going to work their butt off in the class that they may
not have any interest in. And so, we recognize that: let's build these
relationships and then hopefully the academics will follow. And the
connections with both the kids and the families.

Summary of Research Question Two. In this section, interview data
was combined with information from document analysis and virtual observations
to answer the question: Do middle school leaders and teachers view trust as one
of the critical building blocks of family engagement? In the proce ss of distilling
the answers to this question into common themes,f our fAbui |l di ng
family engagement emerged from the data, with trust noted as an important
element in each one: (a) setting the tone, (b) developing relationships, (c)
fostering communication, and (d) continual reflection. Within each block, several
patterns emerged: (a) setting the tone: intention, presence, and mindset
commitments, (b) developing relationships: establishing partnerships, and

engaging diverse families, (c) fostering communication: aiming for two -way

communication, and ensuring that families feel that their voices are heard and

bl

ock
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valued, and (d) continual reflection: acknowledging room for personal growth,
and acknowledging room for growth as an institution. These four building blocks
present a snapshot of how family engagement is perceived by the teachers and
leaders at Lake Middle School, and also provide structure to this section and the
one to follow.

Research Question Three: Policies and Practices?

With a solid grounding in how the teachers and leaders of Lake Middle
School both define trust (RQ 1) and understand how it underpins successful
family engagement (RQ 2), it is easier to make sense of their responses to the
third research question in this study: What poli cies and practices does a middle
school leader use to establish trust with Latino families? While few official
policies were identified by interview participants, it was clear that there are a
number of practices regularly put into place by school leaders specifically to
foster family engagement, particularly of Latino and other minority families.
Practices referenced 25 or more times by interview participants were identified,
and then mapped to the four building blocks of family engagement detailed above
both for ease of organization and to strengthen the claim that these four elements
are essential for strong and effective family engagement at the middle school
level.

Building Block One: Setting the Tone. As described above, school
leaders set the tone foreverything that happens within a school building. The
former principal at Lake Middle School described this essential role in
met aphori cal t eWanesthe thermgstatanotithe thegmomeéter. We

set the tone, we set the temperature in the building. We set the culture of a
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school. We model how to interact with stud
that were mentioned repeatedly in interviews fall within this category.
Intentionality in setting family engagement as an
organizational expectation. Leaders and teachers alike agreed that families
are more likely to be involved if the direction to involve them is coming from the
top. By setting family engagement as part of alarger organizational vision,
teachers have a clear understanding of what is expected of them and are more
likely to make it happen. Principals need to do the same for their leadership
teams, making expectations clear so that everyone is aligned with buildng
priorities. A leader explained how this works in practice:
| think it goes back to systems too. What is expected of me when | am at
school events? That's communicated down from the top. So, we sat down
and said, "Listen, if you have administrative coverage at an event, you are
to be visible, and use this as an opportunity to sit with parents and talk
with them. Not just sit in a corner with your laptop and do other work.
Take advantage of just introducing your
goodwill with the community and those relationships with your families.
The mindset commitments detailed above serve this same function in that
they align staff with the mission and vision of the school. For example, several
teachers explained thatiftheyknow t hat the school wi de expec
conversation is the relationship, o then th
home or schedule a parentteacher conference at the first sign of an issue with a
student, instead of letting a problem fester. Study participants viewed having
these commitments, especially in a school the size of lake Middle School, to be

essential to ensuring fidelity to school norms and goals, including the

engagement of families.
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Several participants emphasized the importance of setting expectations
early on, but then being sure to revisit them continually throughout the school
year. One leader explained:

| think we automatically assume that as a school and a staff, that we

remember those things, and we don't. So, it is notjust at the beginning of

the year, but you are constantly coming back to the why and the students
that we serve. Every time we meet, we ground ourselves in our vision.

Every time we meet, we talk about our pillars of instruction. We talk about

meeting the needs of all of our students. And when we say needs, we don't

just mean academic, but academic, social, emotional, behavior. We care
about the whole child. And that extends to the whole family.

Creating an open and trustworthy school climate. Every
interview participant in some way referenced the importance of establishing a
school climate where parents feel welcomed and included. Many mentioned how
important this is in a school such as Lake Middle School, with a minority majority
population who might not be as likely to feel comfortable in a school setting. The
former principal asked:

Are we creating an environment, | am thinking specifically in high poverty

schools or schools with majority minor ity populations, where all parents

feel welcomed when they walk in, and believe that their voices will be
heard? My role as a principal is setting that tone.

Everyday practices to build this type of environment were shared by a
number of teachers and leacers, and many stressed that making the school
welcoming for families of varying cultural backgrounds takes an extra level of
care and thought, both in preparation and execution. The former principal of the
school expressed this in terms of structures, shaing:

| think from a systems and structure standpoint, | think there is a physical

part of a school in which you are creating a welcoming environment. That

when people walk in, they see hello in every different language. | think

when they walk through the door into the main office, there is someone
greeting them in their language. And hopefully it doesn't feel robotic, but it
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is systematic where there's somebody greeting them who is able to speak
multiple languages to say, "Hey, how are you? How can | help pu?
Welcome."
Several teachers tied their focus on communication with families to the
type of climate that they want to create within their classrooms. While they
shared that their primary focus is on creating a welcoming environment for their
students, the trust that is built as a result of the level of comfort and support that
is established can then extend to families through open and continual
communication. One teacher explained that once you get parents to buy in, the
challenge is to then keep theminvolved throughout the year; she shared that the
environment that is shaped by teachers and administrators can make or break
the relationship that is formed:
| think the biggest thing is trying to make it a safe place and then keeping
the doors open and making the experience positive for them. It will keep
them coming in. Li ke, fAHey, we do care
And | feel like when you have that in place, that you have built a
relationship that can be sustained.
Paying attention to hirin g practices. It became clear through
interview responses that a second practice that helps to set the tone of a school is
ensuring that school leaders are identifying the best people for the job. Hiring
practices were mentioned by many participants, and in several different contexts.
To begin, LakeMiddle School6 s f or mer principal expl ained
t er ms, Wherayou havwg opportunities to hire, you knock it out of the park.
And that sounds | i ke common seadhexlackedout t ha
this up, explaining:
Lake is not a super easy environment to work in. You have to find the right

type of people. And one thing that our administrators do a really good job
at is identifying people that fit the Lake culture. A large part of our culture
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is that we are working together as a team. You are encouraged to maybe do

more than other schools would because our population is, frankly, needier

than other school sé populations might b
tries to find teachers who are ready for that challenge and ready to work

together.

Another teacher affirmed this in Lake Middle Schoolo s 2019 End of Year
Survey, writing, AYou continue to hire sta
population and more importantly seeing that mission as a collaborative e f f or t . 0
Several leaders described the teachers athe school as unusually dedicated
to their work and their students, sharing that many of their teachers work
extended hours that can reach into the community late into the evening. An
assistant principal explained:
We've always had a culture at Lake of teachers thago way above and
beyond. I've worked at other schools of course before cominghere and
seeing the parking lot at 4:30 in the afternoon on any weekday when you
let out at 2:15, it's amazing that there's hardly any cars gone. Teachers are
super willing to stay and work with kids in our afterschool program. We've
got teachers that will go to the community library and set up shop for a
night or two a week to help tutor kids. And parents see that level of effort,
and it has an impact.
Prioritizing hiring also extends to making the effort to find staff who can
connect with Spanish-speaking families in their language; one Spanishspeaking
teacher described the cultural gap between the staff at most schools in the
Newport County Public Schools system and its student population, and what a
difference it can make when there is a better match:
There's a huge disconnect between what our student population looks like
and what our teaching force looks like. | think back to Back-to-School
Night, | mean as soon as parentswalked in and they saw me, their faces lit
up. It was a great feeling because then as soon as they heard me speak in
Spanish, they had all of these questions they would ask. | think it's easier
for this community, for parents, for families to connect and t o trust

teachers if it is somebody who looks like them, sounds like them, they
know has experienced similar things to them.
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So, for me, one of the biggest components to engaging families is hiring
practices. Growing up, nobody told me to be a teacher. Andl think kids

and families need to see that it's an option. | think by seeing somebody like
me who looks like them and sounds like them, as a teacher, as a role
model, can help them know that it is an option. And they can then
influence future generations of students.

Several other teachers echoed the concern that more Spanistspeaking
teachers are needed at LakeMiddle School. They felt that traditionally the
emphasis had been on hiring student services staff, such as school counselors,
that speak Spanish and that it was less common for teachers to be able to
communicate directly with parents in their native language. One teacher shared:

| think building those relationships and making parents feel comfortable

and a part of their child's education is reall y important, and we do that

with the staff that we have. |l t 6s just

it. I will say that from the student services perspective, we have a lot of

staff in that group that is able to welcome the families and explain the

school system and get them connected with the resources they need. So

that is huge, and | am very thankful for them, because they really form that

foundation of a relationship with the families.

T h e s c larerd llaiSoss were specifically singled out by a large number
of respondents as essential to forming and sustaining home-school relationships.
One leader described the work of a parent liaison:

Our liaisons are really great about helping us make the phone calls. They

help us to set up meetings. Theyeven are there to help us translate all of

our documents. So, they're the ones that are in the trenches doing some of
the hard work for us, and we also pick their brains about knowledge and
community resources. They know some smaller resources that maybe hey
already have ties to, and so we get to tap into those. They're a great
resource that the administration always relies on.
While singing their praises, many also lamented the fact that despite a population
of almost 2,000 students, Lake Middle School has only two parent liaisons, one

who speaks Spanish and one who speaks Arabic. Though her time is clearly

spread thin, the Spanish-speaking liaison was referenced time and again in
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interviews as a critical piece of the family engagement puzzle. Having worked in
the community for more than twenty years, when interviewed she shared that she
has worked to foster lasting relationships with both families and local
organizations, and that a large part of her role is in connecting the two. An
assistant principal d escribed her work with the schoold s S p-speakirg h
families:

I f | | eave a meeting with one of my par
going to call you. She's going to give you a list of counselors, she's going to

give you a list where you can get your eyeglasses, she's going to hook you

up with a voucher to do this. You need food. Okay, she's going to do this. It

helps to make our families feel more connected to the school, just as a

community, which is great.

And then in addition she runs different classes throughout the year. So, all

the time, we're getting parents into the building for parenting classes, for

technology classes, whatever the case may be, but more importantly, she is

always a voice for the community. | have a couple of parents who would

never just meet with me, bloomng?d say, Al
Because | | ike to speak with her. o She
knows every family in the community, and she knows every resource. And

so, while it's not necessarily a structure, but we just have two amazing

people who are phenomenal with our communities which definitely helps

our efforts at building engagement.

Another assistant principal confirmed the importance of these

relationships, sharing #dl m amazed at how
make a phone call together, and she knows the family, she had worked with

maybe an older sibling at the high schooll evel . 6 It i s clear that
important relationships valued by both staff and families, but that hiring the right

person for the position can have a major impact on the success of a family

engagement initiative.

Building Block Two: Develo ping Relationships.  As described

above, participants universally cited the importance of building relationships
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with families, both to create trust and also to foster more active engagement in
their childrends | earning. Seonedr al practic
throughout these conversations regarding how these important relationships are
initiated and nurtured.
Building respectful relationships with all stakeholders. Lake
Mi ddl e School 6s former principal spoke abo
all families and attempting to connect with them over time, building trust along
the way. He shared:
| think every conversation we have builds trust, every interaction we have
builds trust. Whether it be one phone call, 20 phone calls, | think we
believe that the more times that we can reach out and connect with

families, we're going to build trust. Even if they don't like what we're
saying, we're going to build trust.

It's just this unrelenting effort. We're going to keep calling and we're going
to keep contading and we're not going to give up. And I think that's just
that outward message of how you build that trust and how you shape those
relationships. It's just all built on relationships.

A teacher shared this view of the importance of relationship buildin g
through conversations, starting with positive news, and creating a trusting
foundation early on. In her view, a key element to establishing a respectful
relationship is making sure that parents feel that their voices are heard. She
explained:

It is our conversations that are opening the door for these relationships,

and a lot of it is just in phone calls, informal phone calls, reaching out with

positive things. And that's really how we get them to trust us, too. I'm not
just calling to tell you that your kid's in trouble. We build on that, and |
think as time goes on, they really aren't as wary of school. And so, they do

share more. And it becomes more twoway as they feel respected and
heard.
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Several participants spoke of how critical this piece had bee during the
COVID-19 crisis, as the school needed to make contact and share essential
information with hundreds of families in a very short time; one leader explained
that the teamwork among the staff in this situation was especially important, and
that Spanish-speaking staff in particular were a key piece of the equation. He
s h a r Welhad té make over 600 phone calls to get computers in kids' hands
and | had Spanish teachers, ESOL teachers, and anybody who spoke Spanish was
hel ping. o

While many of these staff members relied on previous relationships with
families to get the information across, in addition to existing channels of
communication, school leaders had to create new ways to reach parents during
this unprecedented crisis. The aforementioned virtual Town Halls and family
meetings were one way that information was shared, and relationships were
strengthened. By holding each meeting separately in English and Spanish (as well
as Arabic), a strong message was sent to all families that they were&alued, and
their involvement was important. Given the active participation observed in each
of the virtual meetings, with many parents sharing questions and comments in
writing and many others turning on their microphones to put their voices into the
room, organizing the meetings by language was effective. Parents seemed to be
comfortable sharing their concerns in an all-Spanish forum. The principal shared

that the robust turnout at each of these meetings was encouraging:

I'm just excited about thinking about what's next and how we can build on
what we have done during this time. How we can build on the successes
that we've already had and get better? Until now, every year we got a little
bit better about providing more sup port, and more visible support, for
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families, and this year is no exception. It is exciting to think about what is

yet to come!

Recognizing that the school -home relationship is inherently
asymmetrical in terms of vulnerability and power and working to be
a responsible steward of that power. Several leaders noted that while

building relationships is critical to engaging families, there is an undeniable
imbalance in power between home and school that impacts these relationships.
They shared that it is incumbent on the school to recognize this fundamental
challenge and to work to balance the sides in order to achieve true partnership. A
teacher explained:

It's always better when they come into the school rather than trying to
contact them at home. | feel like when we try to do the contact over the
phone or over emalil, it's a little more like us versus them, but when they
come in it's more a team working together to try to understand what's
going on. | think that whenever possible it's good to bring the families in to
build a comfort level and then to go from there.

Another teacher shared that when working with parents who might not
have had a positive school experience themselves, the trust piece becomes an
especially important element of the power dynamic. She suggested:

We try to share with parents that we're going to hold your kid accountable
and we need your help in doing so. And | think a lot of them at first are
very wary. This is what we find about a lot of our parents, that we need to
help them buildthat connecti on with school
they didn't have a positive connection. So that's what we're trying to build,
by showing them that school can be a positive thing.

Two assistant principals identified the flexible scheduling of parent
meetings as a leadership practice meant to correct this imbalance. One shared:

Lake starts early. Our first bell rings at 7:20 for students to get into the

class by 7:45. So | always offer for my meetings to start with families super

early, if I really need them to come in. | offer to start at 6:30, and a lot of
families can make that work. When we are thinking about a partnership,

It 6s
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I'm not going to say, "Well, my calendar is open at 10:00 AM, so | need
you to get off of work and come at 10."

It can never be perfect. But there are certain things that we can do. And if
they can't come in, then | can make sure that we are having a phone
conversation, at a convenient time for them, and | will say, "I'll line up a
translator. We'll line up the right peopl e to make sure that | can hear your
voi ce. 0 -Wwaystrees. a t wo

Participant responses revealed that, once a meeting with a family has been

scheduled at a mutually convenient time, there are leadership practices that can

be put into place to even the balance of power within the meeting. An assistant

principal shared his experience with changing his mindset and being more

vulnerable in the moment, in the interest of pursuing partnership:

My thinking has really evolved to where it's actually way okay, and way
better, to go into a conversation not feeling so scripted, and as if | know
where | want it to go. I'm okay with the uncertainty. It doesn't mean going
in unprepared, but don't go in believing that | have the solution. It's pretty
ridiculous when you step back and say it that way, if | were to truly believe
that | have the solution to every single problem. That is the complete
opposite of what we talk about, like building partnerships in schools, and
inviting the stakeholders in, and all the buzzwords, which are buzzwords
for a reason. We truly do need to let other stakeholders be involved with
that, you have to be okay with going into these conversations, not thinking
you have the answer right away. That is the only way to be partners.

An added layerto the home-school power imbalance is the nature of the

developmental stage of most middle school students; they may be struggling to

assert their own power, especially in the family dynamic. Several interview

participants referenced to adolescence as a tine of great change, which makes it a

potentially very challenging time for parents as they try to maintain equilibrium

at home. An assistant principal shared how these power struggles can impact the

home-school relationship:

Getting families involved is so hard at the middle school and high school
level, regardless of the demographics of the school. The parents are like,
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AThey're old. They don't want me around
t he Lati no c¢ ommuefighting it antwo troat& @e're we 0

fighting it on the level of, these kids want to be independent and

autonomous as much as they can because they're in middle school and

that's normal. And at the same time, especially when we're dealing with

immigrant fam ilies, they don't feel like partners because they just feel

maybe not as confident in the whole schooling process.

Building Block Three: Fostering Communication. As detailed
above, having a robust and consistent communication plan is essential for
creating an effective structure for family engagement. The former principal
shared that extra attention and responsiveness in communication is especially
important when building relationships with families from different cultural
backgrounds. He explained:

| thi nk just recognizing the background of our students, the background of
our parents, understanding as best as possible their lifestyle, their day to
day is so important. So, the approach is drastically different depending on
who the family is. If you're goin g to make time to come up to school, they
are going to be heard. Now, it's probably 50-50, but | will do everything |
can for them to talk with me. But in all likelihood, I'm going to say,

"Listen, thank you so much for coming up. Your input means a lot to me,
and your concerns mean a lot to me. I'm not available at this time. What |
would ask of you first is to speak with your student's administrator or
counselor," depending on the situation.

So, they come up and they're not just kicked back to the curb,right? They

wal k in and know, AHey, it doesn't matt
going to talk to you. And someone's going to solve your issue or address
your issue.o0 | don't always solve the i
And they're going to know what next steps are by the time that they leave.
AThank you so much for coming in. As a
these students or this teacher. You should hear back to me by the end of
the day tomorrow. 0 So, theaygtepbamaaang knowi

when they should hear back from us. And that type of communication goes
a long way of building a strong culture where parents feel valued.

Home-school communication can take many forms and is continually
evolving, as the COVID-19 pandemichas notably taught us, and participant

responses reflected the hope that some of the lessons learned will continue well



131

after the return to the school buildings is realized. One teacher shared how the
way she practices communication with parents has hopetully changed for the

better:

| feel a | ot more connected to what
now. Mostly that comes at the cost of not being as connected with the
students. But | feel like I'm more knowledgeable of what each family's

needs areand what they're going through. And, it's not necessarily all good
things, as they're having to be very honest and transparent with us and I'm
thankful that they trust us enough to tell us when they need certain things

and what's going on with theirjobsor t hei r f ami |l i es. I f th
lining to all of this, I think that that's been one: getting a little bit more

communication with the families than | usually have time for.

S 9

| hope that this kind of continues to build on that foundation of trust wit h
the parents so they know they can reach out for things that aren't just
school related. I'm hoping that through the relationships we're all
developing during this time, the parents will feel comfortable reaching out
to me, but | don't want to necessarily put extra pressure on them to feel
like they need to do that. Overall, | think we've learned ways to be creative
with communication in this time.

Another practice that was shared by several participants was being flexible
and responsive in how communication is carried out. In addition to the flexibility
in scheduling meetings and conversations described above, one teacher shared
that she tries to be flexible in how she reaches out to parents, and that it often
depends on what the family needs:
| think that making myself available in the ways that parents best
communicate is important. So, many parents | used to work with texted,
they just preferred that, they were at work all the time and | totally get
that. | think that was important. Justestab| i shing, Al ' m avail al
what ever way you would Iike to communic
open people up. And like | said, they started to trust me more.

In practice, communication can also serve different purposes. Teachers

and leaders described their strategies for communication as not only a means for
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sharing and receiving information, but also as a vehicle for capacity building
along the way.

Building capacity. Several participants shared that the middle school
experience can be a bit overwhelming for some of their Latino families, as the
majority of Spanish-speaking parents atthe school have immigrated with limited
school experience in their native countries and without fluent English language
skills. They reported that parents themselves have expressed that they can feel
intimidated by the workings of the school system and insecure in their own
knowledge and understanding of how to help their childre n. One teacher shared:

The parents that we work with are busyé

education but don't necessarily, and it's not their fault or anything, but

they don't necessarily know everything about the American public-school
system. So,they want to help whatever way they can. But a lot of times
they are not sure how. And a lot of our parents actually this year have

expressed that, which | think is great and vulnerable to be able to express
how they are feeling.

Simultaneously, leaders and teachers alike shared that staff members may
not be comfortable with engaging with parents of different cultures and with
whom it is difficult to communicate in English. It is clear that building the
capacity of both groups is key to building successfulhome-school partnerships.

Families. One assistant principal shared his thoughts on the perceived
gaps between English-speaking parents who are familiar with the American
educational system and the parents of many of the students atthe school. He
explained that one of his goals is to figure out a way to narrow thesegaps,
sharing:

| think most of our families don't have a tremendous background in the

educational system in this country, just don't even know that if they called
and talked to the prin cipal and said, "I'd like a tour of your building," that
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we would do that. So, I've often thought about that, thinking, "How do we

bridge that divide? How do we let folks know that we want to see them, we

welcome a visit?"

In addition to a gap in understa nding of the system in general, there is also
a perceived gap in capacity in terms of being prepared to help their children with
schoolwork. Several teachers and leaders spoke of this challenge; one teacher
explained that every communication she sends homeis meant to bridge this
knowledge gap in some way:

| mean anytime that we can involve our parents and discuss what they're

learning and how they're learning it, and ways that they can support at

home, we're going to try and communicate that. And every time that we

have the opportunity to welcome families into the school, we try and take

advantage of that, so that they can see and understand what it is that we
are doing here.

One silver lining of the COVID-19 pandemic, shared by several
participants, has been the shift from parents primarily as observers to parents as
necessarily involved in the educational process. Over the many months of virtual
schooling, many families felt the need to step up and become more engaged in
their chil dr en 0rmg,whiehyoundup bdudding capadityatmost
by default. An assistant principal shared:
At our school, teachers are recording focus lessons and walking the kids
through how to complete the tasks. And so, for parents who were initially
overwhelmed with the process, you now have someone teaching you too,
so you're |l earning with the kids. And s
my c¢child. o6 But now they can. And so, we
without even knowing it.
In general, whether the setting is virtual or in -person, most everyone
agreed that building parent capacity comes down to creating trusting

relationships. An assistant principal reiterated that this needs to begin at the very

start of the year, to set the stage for what is to come:
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| thi nk the more that we can teach parents what school looks like for their

child, the more engaged we can get them. And what that means is reaching

out to them and saying, "Hey, here's your child's schedule. I'm so and so.

Let me specifically talk about what your child might need this year..." And

if these conversations are happening the first couple of weeks, the first

month, then right away, parents are inyv
information. Is this all right? Are these the phone numbers we need to be

calling, is this the email that we should be using? Which do you prefer that

we use?0 And then, right from the start
and their understanding of what school will be like for their child that
year.

Teachers/Leaders. Similarly, several interview participants acknowledged
the need to build capacity in both teachers and leaders in order to effectively
engage with diverse families. Along with a focus on continual reflection on
practice, which will be described in more detail below, comes the need for
intentional professional development to strengthen both background knowledge
and the skills needed for engagement.

Leaders shared that the Newport County school system had prepared a
series of district-wide Cultural Proficiency w orkshops for all schools beginning a
few years back and continuing through the current school year. As part of the
di strictds cul t ur alchshodif asked tetaskay leastoriet i at i v e
staff member to be their fiequity le a davbo, in addition to other duties, facilitate s
these presentationswhich typically are held twice a year; as a larger schoolLake
Middle School has two Equity Leads, both of whom were interviewed as part of
this study. Leaders reported that the workshops had served to bolder staff
knowledge of the need for cultural sensitivity and helped to develop an
understanding of the impact that bias can have on the relationships between
teachers and students, and by extension, their families. The school has also

brought in a panel of parents from different cultures, organized by the school
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system, to speak with staff about the typical norms and customs of each group;
several teachers shared the positive impact that this panel had on them when
discussing their learning around cultural proficiency.

One issue that was repeated several times wathe challenge of
communicating with parents who do not speak English. Several teachers
mentioned that it is especially difficult for newer teachers to make phone calls
home, as phone conversations with parents can be difficult to begin with and may
be complicated by the language difference. Part of building capacity for these
teachers lies in the aforementioned leadership practice of setting the expectation
t hat Athe conversation is the relationship
that means in this context:

Our expectation is just try to call once. For admin and teachers, try to have
a conversation. If there are barriers, then we can have one of our parent
liaisons call. Just being the first voice that they hear, so that the parents
know that they'r e trying to reach out, I think is important. We try to get
parents into the building as much as possible to have conversations,
whether that's for parent conferences or conferences with the admin,
counselor, or counselor-admin pair.

Setting expectations is onething but taking steps as administrators to
support these teachers in actually making this happen is another. Several
effective practices that were shared were the provision of translators, assisting
teachers with obtaining tran slation and other multilingual communication apps,
and connecting teachers with the Spanish-speaking parent liaison who can assist
with phone calls. A leader commented on the power of the new translation
technology:

By using one of these new apps, you'redking the power out of the parent

liaison hands and putting it back in yours. Because the effect isn't the
same. It's not the same when you have a translator. So, to be able to send



those messages from the heart, it'
every level.

Just as important as the practices enacted by leaders to support this
communication is the trust between school leaders and teachers. One teacher
c o mme n {Theeyre always there to back us up in any of our conversations.
They make sure thatwe realize that communicating with families is a school wide
priority.o
Another assistant principal suggested that some teachers have trouble
connecting to the realities that many of the students face at home, as their own
backgrounds and experiences maybe extremely different from those of their
students. He spoke of the impact that home visits can have on building teacher
capacity for understanding and compassion, explaining:
| can't recall any of the visits where | walked away where it wasn't a very
positive experience. At times it was a little eye opening just in terms of the
number of families that might have to share a very small space, or working
with an aunt or a grandmother because the parents are not in the country,
and just trying to have some type of empathy for our kids. It's just hard to
even comprehend that we wonder, "Why aren't they focused in math and
interested in the classroom?" when last night they talked to their mom in
Guatemala on the phone for the first time in six months; those lessons
learned are just pretty incredible. Kids have to be so resilient to have to
deal with things that it would be hard for an adult to deal with, let alone an
1tyear-old. There is nothing that can replace seeing it for yourself.
Building Block Four: Continual Reflection. Participant responses
highlighted that continually reflecting on what is working and what is not and
thinking creatively about ways to strengthen the positives and fix the negatives
are essential for creating an dfective system of family engagement. One assistant

principal noted:

In terms of getting actual, physical participation, | think it's always
thinking through the |l ens of, A Wh 'y

ar en
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building? How can we gepl é¢hefimWhy @oeme?D

Hispanic parents coming to Back-to-School Night? Okay. Maybe they

don't have transportation. All right, so let's deploy school buses out into

the community. Or, if we provide childcare, would a parent be more likely
to come if they don't have the distractions of their kid? Maybe bringing

their children is a huge barrier because it's just hard to bring kids into a

meeting. Or, if we provide food, maybe they'll come just for the meal and

then everything else is a bonus. And so, just brairstorming ways of why
aren't they coming and how can we fix that problem?

Planning for differentiated engagement. In many ways, Lake
Middle School is a school divided. In the 2019-2020 school year, 68% of students
received free or reduced lunch and roughly a third of all students (32%) were
designated as English learners, but the school also is home to an Advanced
Academic Program (AAP) center for students who qualify for enriched and
accelerated instruction; 27% of students at LakeMiddle School qualified for these
ALevel | Vo s-2020(Newpost Caumy PRRliclS8hools, 2020a).
Several leaders and teachers acknowledged the division between center families
and neighborhood families, and the challenges inherent in meeting the needs of
both simultane ously. PTA meeting minutes reveal that both officers and

attendees at meetings appear to be mostly native Englishspeaking parents, and

several interview participants confirmed that the center parents were more likely

to be involved in school wide committee s and event s. One | eader
a |l ot of parents who turn out, but itds ju
out . o

Given this reality, leaders and teachers alike appear to realize that
engagement needed to be differentiated for families basel on a variety of factors,
including their comfort with communicating in English, their knowledge of how

school works, and their capacity for helping their children with their studies.



138

Instead of creating a one size fits all model of family engagement, itwas clear that
different groups neededdifferent levels and types of supports. An assistant
principal suggested, Al think i1it's such an
what the kid and the family actually need that determines how involved or how
noti nvol ved the parent becomes. 0 Another as:
equity issue, noting:

From our standpoint, it's always about equity. We're always looking at

something through an equity lens. And so, whether that's equity as an AAP

student or equity as an ESOL newcomer, just making sure that we are

removing those barriers to make sure that everyone has access both to a

viable curriculum every day and that parents have the same access to us.
But making sure that they know how to do that, | think is the key.

A teacher shared that providing a variety of opportunities for parents to engage
with the school is essential for ensuring this equity, because each family has their
own unique needs and possible obstacles to involvement. She explained:

| think that an important part too, is making sure that there are ways that

these families can connect to school without having to get off of work, or

not having to drop off their other kids at daycare. Like they need to be able
to participate in ways that are conducive to how they live their life and
their jobs and their responsibilities.

Providing supports beyond educationalneeds . T h e s c3pansh- 6 s
speaking parent liaison shared that, pre-pandemic, she spent a great deal of her
time scheduling classes for parents that ranged from technology help to English
lessons to parenting support. While the numbers of participants varied and were
sometimes low, these classes were targeted to specific interests shared by parents
and were designed with the needs of the participants in mind. During the

pandemic, as has been shared above, new virtual opportunities werecreated, and

the attendance of Spanishspeaking families increased exponentially from what it
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had been at in-person events. While it remains uncertain to what degree this
virtual success can be continued into the future, an assistant principal
commented:

With this virtual environment, being ab le to have virtual parent coffees

and town halls is another way that we can tap into parents and get them

engaged. We are able to have recorded sessions that they can go back and

listen to later because they want to be involved. It's not that they don't

want to engage, it's just that when you are a single parent and you have

multiple children and you're working, you can't. And sometimes it's

misconstrued as not caring. The virtual piece eliminates the obstacles and

meets the needs of all families.

A teache shared this observation, maintaining that if the Spanish -
language parent coffees and town halls had been held in person, attendance
woul d not have been §beparent]thave Klh theyhavep | ai ned
other responsibilities. | hope this can continue. Even when school goes back,
thinking 60Oh, maybe we should make this a
person coffee chat?6 wil/l be i mportant. o

In addition to school -based support, Lake Middle School is the only school
in the Newport County school system to be selected as a partner school for the
organization Communities in Schools (CIS). A non-profit national network
Adel i ver i shgsedantegrates student supports to more than 1.5 million
students throughout t he bridgnautsidedesoBrteainte s, 06 Cl
the schools where they are fnaccessible, <co
(Communities in Schools, n.d.). Th e s c®I®Site Gogrdinator has an office

within the school building and works with outside community partners to sour ce

resources for students and their families.
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According to the school 6s weekly newsl e
particularly fruitful relationship during the pandemic, as the CIS coordinator was
able to work with school | e a doe rwsh etroe csrteuadteen
and families can access clothing and toiletries, as well as gift cards to popular
stores, yearround. While resources are available to all families, support is
differentiated in that parents can choose to access programs and resources as
needed. For one assistant principal, this was a projectlong imagined and several
years in the making. She remarked:
Having a resource like this is letting families know we're in this together,
we can help you. Because if the parents aren't good, the studets aren't
good at al l. l't'"s all together, itbés cy
the cycle.
Building capacity . While the practices put into place to build the capacity
of families have been detailed above, it is also important to note that this capacity
building must be differentiated to be effective. For Latino families who might feel
overwhelmed in such a large middle school, building community is a part of this
work. An assistant principal voiced her continued questions about how to make
this a reality:
How do we get these parents into the building to see what all the kids are
doing or all the things that are offered or just to build a sense of
community? | think family engagement is just so important, especially in
diverse populations liketh e Lati no popul ationéthat se
huge for them outside of the school and they don't often feel that inside of
the school. So really figuring out how can we make them feel a part of the
whole.

Several teachers noted that in many ways the pawnlemic had brought the

need for differentiated capacity building to light. Very quickly they were able to
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tell which students had support at home and which did not, and then target the
families that needed additional help. She observed:

This has been eye opning to for us about homework and trying to get
them prepared for high school because a lot of these kids, and | guess we
didn't realize it as much until we came into this format, they don't have
support at home or if they do have support at home, it's not the same kind
of support as some of our honors level or AAP kids in the building who
have parents who can willingly sit down and work with them or who are
capable of sitting down and helping them read through something. So
that's been eye opening too.

And that's been some skills that we've made priorities for us going into
next year. Whether we're in a format virtually like this or if it's a hybrid or
even if we're not, it's building skills for them to be able to do more work
independently and providing the support for their families to help them do
that, because it's not just the access to technology that is causing the
divide. So that's been a big piece for us.

Participants were also reflective about their own capacity and room for
personal growth. One teacher shared a bit about her own journey:

| think as teachers we just constantly have to think, okay, what works well?

Obviously building a culture of trust works, that doesn't matter what the

background of the kid is. Having kind of these set pieces that really stick

with you, things | can take with me no matter what school I'm at, like
positive phone calls, establishing trust, ensuring follow -through. And |

might adapt or change things, such as | might be able to email more if I'm

at a more affluent school. But the foundational things that I'm going to do

are the same. And so, | think that has helped me over time. And also, just
being willing to let my expectations shift, you know? That has been a key
to my growth as an educator.

Summary of Research Question Three. In this section, leadership
practices were identified in answer to the question: What policies and practices
does a middle school leader use to establish trust with Latino families? These
practices, grouped into the following themes: (a) setting the tone: intentionality

in setting family engagement as an organizational expectation, creating an open

and trustworthy climate, and paying attention to hiring practices, (b) developing
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relationships: building respectful relationships with all stakeholders, and
recognizing that the school-home relationship is inherently asymmetrical in
terms of vulnerability and power and working to be a responsible steward of that
power, (c) fostering communication: building capacity in both families and
teachers and leaders, and ¢l) continual reflection: planning for differentiated
engagementare organized as building blocks of family engagement. Each practice
was highlighted in data collected through semi-structured interviews, document
collection, and/or observations.

In the next chapter, an analysis of the findings presented in all three
sections above wildl include a comparison w
conceptual framework, potential implications for research andpractice, and

relevant recommendations for moving forward.



143

CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION, RECOMMENDATIONS, AND ACTION
COMMUNICATIONS

This purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of school leaders
and teachers around building trust as a necessary condition for increased
engagement of Latino families at the middle school level. Through the process of
studying a middle school community with a majority Latino population and
culturally responsive school leaders, the study attempted to uncover successful
leadership practices that foster meaningful inv olvement of Latino families, as
well as to identify recommendations for improved practice moving forward. The
studydés conceptual framework emerged from
family involvement, culturally responsive school leadership, and trust; it
hypothesized that a positive relationship exists between instructional leaders who
are grounded in culturally responsive school leadership practices, the
establishment of trust between these leaders, their staff, and the larger school
community, and t he engagement of Latino families
To determine the degree of connection between the elements of the
conceptual framework, a qualitative case study was conducted at Lake Middle
School with three guiding research questions. The first research question focused
on how each group of stakeholders defined trust in the context of schoolfamily
relationships, while the second research question asked if they viewed trust, as
defined, as a critical building block of family engagement. The third research
guestion then sought examples of policies and practices used by a middle school

leader to establish trust with Latino families. Findings emerging from semi -
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structured interviews with school leaders and teachers, document analysis, and
observations were presented in Chapter Four.
In this chapter, connections are drawn between five major themes from
the data, the conceptual framework, and existing research. Recommendations for
practice, based on these connections, are then presented. Fially, action
communication products are included for both the administration at Lake Middle
Schooland the leadership of the Newport County Public Schools system, to
inform their future work towards strengthening the engagement of Latino
families at the middle school level.
Discussion of Major Themes
Theme One: Trust is the foundation of  all aspects of family
engagement , rather than standing as an independent construct
Analysis of the data collected in this study revealed that participants did not view
trust as a building block of family engagement in and of itself, as originally
conceptualized, but instead viewed it as impacting every aspect of working with
families. Accordingly, trust cannot be isolated as a singular element, or construct,
for successful family engagement, but rather is a thread that runs through each of
the elements that foster it. It is also an essential piece of each of the culturally
responsive school leadership practices that have been shown to be most effective
in encouraging families to become more inv
TschannenrMor an (2014) states that #Atrustwor
of trust within their building; this t rust i s at the crux of suc
266), and this was borne out by the data collected in this study. It does appear

that the culture of trust nurtured at Lake Middle School is what is salient when
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di scussing both the shallwmes Eachofthefacetecfses and
trust as defined by Tschannen-Moran (2014) d benevolence, honesty, openness,
reliability, and competence d were touched upon by the study participants in
some form, by both school leaders and teachers. Document analysis and
observation data served to reinforce the importance of this culture within the
school community.
As trust is a construct with many dimensions, the findings suggestthat
each of the building blocks of engagement as identified in this study , may be
connected most directly to different facets of trust. Figure 2 summarizes these

connections.

Setting The Tone
Competence Benevolence
Continual Honesty RDle‘;‘?IOPiﬁl,g
: elationships
Reflection Opeénness P
Reliability
Fostering
Communication

Figure 2. Mapping of the building blocks of family engagementidentified in this

study to the facets oftrust defined by Tschannen-Moran (2014). This Venn
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Diagram shows that honesty and openness are the only two facets connected to
each of the four building blocks, while benevolence and reliability are essential to
three out of four of the identified blocks.

By looking at trust more closely, it is possible to break it down into its
facets andbetter understand how the importance and relevance of eachaspect
dependson both perspective and priorities . Tschannen-Moran (2014) describes
this concept as differentiated trust; s he expl ains that Afor tr
be necessary to have a high level of confidence in all facets, only in those areas
where there is critical interdependenceo (
nature are multifaceted, parties may weigh the importance of each facet of trust
differently depending on their perspective and role in the relationship hierarchy.
The concept of differentiated trust is highly relevant in a school setting, where
leaders, teachers, parents, and studets fall into well -defined roles with clear-cut
differences in authority and power. Each of these stakeholder groups have
different priorities when it comes to the facets of trust, and this was borne out by
the findings of this study.

Tschannen-Moran (2014) states fiPrincipals base their trust judgments of
teachers more heavily on competence, reliability, and commitment, whereas
teachersdé views of principals tend to be a
opennes (p. 41). She then goesonto suggesthat At he degree to whi
are granted professional discretion has been linked to their level of trust in their
principalo (p. 42). All of these prioritie
the participants; as detailed in Chapter Four, many of the teachers spoke of the

level of trust placed in them by the administration and how open and willing they
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were to help their staff, while several of the leaders spoke highly of the
commitment of the teachers to their students and families. By understanding
trust in all of its dimensions, leaders are better prepared to foster it both among
their staff and with their school community.

Theme Two: Leaders and teachers each contribute to the
building of trust but in different, yet equally critical, ways . While the
role of the leader in both building trust and fostering the engagement of families
is critical as described throughout the literature (Allensworth & Hart, 2018;
Grissom, Egalite, & Lindsay, 2021; Handford & Leithwood, 2013; Tschannen-
Moran, 2003, 2014), an interesting finding that emerged from the data in this
study is that leadership is only half of the equation. Instead, it appears that
building trust in a school community starts simultaneously from both the top, in
the form of the organization al intentions set by leadership, and from the bottom,
in the form of the relationships built and trust nurtured by teachers in the
classroom.

Role of the leader.  Riehl (2012) describes the role of the leader as either
encouraging or discouraging familyinv ol vement . She expl ains, f
priorities, set the tone, and provide the means for involving families and
communities in education or for keeping th
researchers have noted that family engagement will not be successfl if it is not
set as a leadership priority (Allensworth & Hart, 2018; Auerbach, 2009; Brewster
& Railsback, 2003b; Oxley, 2013; Quezada, 2016). When offering
recommendations based on her wide-ranging study of Latino parental

involvement in three major ci ties, Zarate (2007) described the need to establish
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=]

an organizati onal -tdrno sustanalenoriocnovataed i ng | ong
parent al i nvol vement programso and that th
Anoticeabled in the schoolrgPushoreahd Amdénét st udi

(2018) suggest that family engagement be m

(7]

ystematically embedded philosophy and ped
217) and so that it does not become anotherfimbi ce t o dod but(p.not a
218).
Data collected in this study reveal that school leaders at LakeMiddle
School not only appear to be committed to the work around building trust and
fostering engagementbut have also taken on an active role in creating and
sustaining the types of institutional supports that will allow both to grow.
Tschannen-Moran (2014) explains that these supports can be in the form of both
more formal organizational policies and more informal social structures, such as
the shared norms and values of the schal culture (p. 50). It is in the realm of
social structures that Lake Middle School most shines; the mindset commitments
detailed in Chapter Four are one example of how a shared culture of expectations
has been developed, which allows trust to grow betweenstaff members who are
aligned with the same mission and vision in mind. More will be said about the
importance of this alignment below.
Role of the teacher . One surprising finding in this study was the
unanimity with which teachers responded to the questi on about how they define
trust; every teacher interviewed described trust as first beginning with the
relationships they build with their students in the classroom and then extending

that trust to families over time. This was not a sentiment shared by school
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leaders, perhaps because they have a different role in the power structure of the
school and see trust as more of a topdown construct; it was clear, however, that
while school leaders are busily crafting plans for establishing trust and engaging
famili es, it is the teacher in his or her classroom who is enacting these plans by
nurturing trusting relationships with students and their families.
For trust to be built across all layers within the school community, it is
important not to discount the founda tional trust being developed at the
classroom level. Research has shown that studentteacher trust is at the base of
all Il earning, as fAthe more students are ab
willing they are to open themselves up to the risks involvedwi t h | ear ni ngo
(Tschannen-Moran, 2014, p. 161). This trust is then conveyed to parents, who
within the trust construct most value bene
of care forthewel-k-bei ng of another, 06 as it is extendco
teachers and school leaders (TschanneaMoran, 2014, p. 190). The vulnerability
and perception of risk experienced by a parent sending their child off to school is
real, especially when there is a disconnect between home and school in terms of
life experience, culture, language, or as is the case with many of the families at
Lake Middle School, all three. Tschannen-Moran (2014) explains that
benevolence also includes fibelieving that
taken care of by the person inwhomtrust i s pl acedo (p. 190). O
believe that their cherished ones are valued and respected in the classroom and
see the trust that has developed between their children and their teachers, the
foundation for their own trust in the school can begin to gr ow. Stories shared by

teachers in Chapter Four that showcased in
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beyond the classroom walls add even more power to this type of transferred trust;
by demonstrating their commitment to their students above and beyond
expectations they heighten the sense of benevolence being extended, which
serves to strengthen the overall trust between school and home.

Synergy between leaders and teachers . There is a rich base of
literature on the importance of the relationships between leaders and teachers
and the ways in which the work of each impacts the effectiveness of the other
much of the research around school change centers on the role of the leader in
creating a school culture that is supportive of teachers and encouraging of both
teacher leadership and learning (Freeman & Fields, 2020; Grissom, Egalite, &
Lindsay, 2021; Hoppey & McLeskey, 2013; Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008; Youngs &
King, 2002). The other half of this dynamic is to look at how teachers actually
enact, or do not enact, the initiatives and directives put forward by leaders, which
in many casescan be tied back to the level of trust established between
stakeholder groups. Hoppey and McCloskey (200 3) posit fimut ual
allows professionals in an organization to collaboratively work through dilemmas
and solve problemso (p. 249) .

One key to working effectively as an instructional team is to build on this
trust to create a more holistic view of the work being done, so that parties are
working together towards shared goals instead of stayingin their individual silos
and working in parallel. Louis (2007) found that in i h i-tgrhu st 0 therewas o | s
a greater likelihood that initiatives would be carried out across the staff, which
led to demonstrated improvem ents in student achievement. By working together,

with a shared perspectiveinstead of viewing things through the lens of one role or

t

r

u
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another, gaps can beaddressed,and the work can progress more effectively.
Through the delivery of a consistent messagefrom school to home, it is easier for
all parties to build both trust and interest in engagement.

The importance of this synergy becomes even moreapparent in a crisis
situation such as the COVID 19 pandemic. Research oneducation during and
following crises such as naturaldisastersshows t hat teachers are Anf
responders in trage @0i6p. ) and thah sirbng, cofasistemti e s e n
leadership is essential in supporting their work . Similarly, i n their study of almost
8,000 teachers across 9 states in the spring of 2020, Kraft, Simon, & Lyon (2020)
found that teachers who couldfidepend on strong communication, fair
expectations, and a recognition of effort from the top, along with targeted
professional development and facilitated, meaningful collaboration with
col |l eagueso welbesucaassfaland havekaestrogigertsemsef efficacy
during the COVID -19 pandemic(p. 28). These working conditions clearly needed
to have been established prior to the crisis in order to be impactful once disaster
struck, again highlighting the critical importance of building trusting teacher-
leader relationships.

Theme Three: Successful family engagement re quires an
aligned and committed staff . Much of the school improvement research
centers on the idea that a school leadercreateschange indirectly, by influencing
As c hloeov e | v a r iasasbhbot dindate seacbdn capacity, and
instructional practice (Youngs & King, 2002, p. 648). Accordingly, a leader can
create structures and opportunities for building trust and fostering engagement

between home and schoo] but success will only come with a teaching staff that is
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aligned with a singular mission and truly committed to enacting a sharedvision.
In short, if teachers do not carry out their part , leaders will not achieve their
goals. In their study of an urban school system in Pennsylvania, Barnyak and
Mc Nelly (2009) found that while Aboth teac
beliefs regardingpar e nt al i nvol vement in the educat:i
do not necessarily match their beliefso (p. 54). When this mismatch exists, even
the best efforts at building trust and family engagement fall short.
In order to build the type of alignment neces sary across a staff, leader
teacher trust must be established early on and nurtured often through ongoing
efforts from both sides to build productive relationships that embody the five
facets of trust. Bryk and Schneider (2002) suggest that consistency ina leader is
essential for this trust to develop; a leader who demonstrates consistency
between her espoused beliefs, stated goals, and actual behavior engenders a great
deal of trust among her staff, especially when this consistency is shown regularly
overtime. Lake Middle Schoold s admi ni strators appear to
importance of this type of consistency, as evidenced by their interview responses;
many spoke of the challenge of keeping trust once it is developed. Given how
highly the teachers spokeof the school leaders across all interviews, it appears
that they are doing an effective job of maintaining positive, trusting relationships
with their staff.
Additionally, teacher -teacher trust is another critical piece of this
dynamic; Tschannen-Moran (2 014) suggests that Afaculty
coll eagues has also been related to higher

(p.123). Again, the data shows that teachers generally think highly of each other

(

k
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at Lake Middle School. Several of the teacherswho were interviewed work as part
of a schoolwithin -a-school concept, where a smaller, targeted group of students
is shared among a small team of teachers, with a designated administrator and
school counselor assigned to the team. These teachers in partiglar demonstrated
a high degree of trust in and respect for their colleagues, with whom they work in
tandem to meet the needs of their shared students and families. The teachers also
reported a higher degree of family involvement within their program, in p art due
to the looping aspect of the model which ensures that students will stay within
this smaller team of teachers for two years, allowing for more time to develop
trusting relationships. The model, fairly unique to the Newport County school
system, allows for a cooperative community to grow both within the classrooms
and across the teachers participating in the program, and shows great promise
for other middle schools looking to create something similar.

Both trust and mistrust are essentially built th rough day-to-day
interactions between teachers, students, and parents.As teachers are the main
points of contact between families and the school, it is essential that a unified
message, reflecting aligned priorities and goals, is being delivered to the
community. One way that Lake Middle School attempts to accomplish this is
through the mindset commitments detailed in Chapter Four. Both leaders and
teachers in the study pointed proudly to these commitments and spoke highly of
how they are reinforced at regular intervals to ensure that all staff members are
on board with the thinking that they represent. Another important aspect of the
leader-teacher dynamic is the recognition and welcoming of teacher voice in

decision making; while some interview participan ts spoke of the trust that leaders
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place in their teachers to make their own decisions within their classrooms, no

one raised the issue of teacher voice specifically. This does not mean that teachers
are not being included in making decisions at the school, just that it was not a
finding that surfaced in the data.

It was somewhat surprising, yet encouraging, that so many of the leader
and teacher responses overall were aligned throughout the semistructured
interviews; due to the existing power differential and differing perspectives of
each stakeholder group, it was expected that there would be more differences in
responses. However,even with this high degree of agreement, there were several
places where there were differences in interpretation. One largegap was between
the belief on the part of leaders that the staff was wholly on board with asset
based, non-deficit thinking, when contrasted with the experiences shared by
teachers which suggested something different. This gap is explored in more detail
below in the recommendations section of this chapter.

Theme Four : Building r elationships is important but  growing
those relationships into partnerships is the goal . Tschannen-Moran
(2014) describes the interdependence between home and school and explains
that it makes fithe establishment of trust.:
essential task for school | eaderso (p. 188
relationships at all levels (leader-leader, leader-teacher, leaderfamily, teacher-
teacher, teacherstudent, student-student, and teacher-family), this web of
interdependence will simply not function. Buchanan and Buchanan (2017)
examined existing literature around family engagement and found that, while it is

well proven that forming relationships with families is essential for encouraging
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their i nvolvement, few educators are prepa
that this takes; the researchers call the building of meaningful relationships with
families the fAoverl ooked piece of the puzz
in this study, however, shows that the large majority of participants not only
recognize the importance of building relationships betwe en home and school, but
have experience in making these relationships a reality. The theme of
relationship -building was a through line throughout almost all of the interviews
conducted, as well as the events observed and most of the documents analyzed.
Leaders and teachers alike value relationships, and in many cases, appear to be
building them successfully.

There is adefinite difference, however, between building relationships and
creating partnerships, and two-way, reciprocal partnerships are the ultimat e goal
of family engagement. Leithwood and Louis (2012) state iISchool leaders who
want to meaningfully engage parentséneed t
stakehol ders as fAclientso who deserve info
par ent s é atervin thedehrning processo (p. 100). True partnerships are
much more difficult to establish, especially when the partners come from
different cultural orientations; Buchanan and Buchanan (2017) explain that
Ami strust easily tr asnestfteirnsg ot of pt.h e2 4e0d)u.c a td ual
misunderstandings, and language differences can make things more difficult,
even though trusting relationships matter
(Tschannen-Moran, 2014, p. 212).

Research has revealed thattiis not enough to want to involve parents as

partners, but rather, there is knowledge and skill required to do so; in the
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Buchanan and Buchanan (2017) article, six suggestions for moving from
relationships to partnerships are outlined, and all of them have been described in
Chapter Four as recognized by study participants as critical to this work. The
suggestions include: demonstrating a fAshar
utilizing a strengths -based perspective and acknowledging the funds of
knowledge that students and families bring to the table, building trust between
parties which they describe as fdAa foundat.
and maintaining strong, two -way communication between parties (pp. 241-243).
Again, all of these strategies wee noted and discussed in Chapter Four, and
several are discussed in more detail in this chapter.

Theme Five: The work involved both in b uilding trust and
engaging families  requires an ethic of care  , a sense of purpose, and a
commitment to reflection and g rowth in order to be successful and
sustained over time

Ethic of care . While many scholarsand philosophers have described the
importance of care in education, it was Noddings (1984) who first centered caring
Aat the heart of the educationalThsystemo (
concepto f i et hiembracéscoaneatian®and relationships as central to
teaching and learning; Gordon, Benner, and Noddings (1996) define caring as
occurring withinthese r el ati onshi ps and encompassing i
protection, empowerment, and human community, cultur e,
cited in Owens & Ennis, 2005, p. 393). Teachers and leaders with a ethic of care
show strong commitment and a high degree ofsensitivityt o t hei rneesds udent s

and demonstrate their caring through both their feeling for their students and by
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doing things to promote their success (Owens & Ennis, 2005). Marston (2010)

studied the most powerful motivators in the decision of teachers to stay in the
classroom and found that Adit appears that
occurs, there is a general care, concern, and enthusiasm around working with

studentsand seeing them | ealtcanbaagledghatogven ( p. 44
the acknowledged challenges of working at Lake Middle School, educators

require a strong ethic of carein order to choose toteach or lead there for a

sustained period of time.

Data collected in this study supports this argument; in interview after
interview teachers and leaders alike described thecaring relationships they have
developed with colleagues, students, and parents. They detailed the extra work
and time put in after hours to make and sustain connections with students and
their families , including attending out -of-school events such as soccer games and
birthday parties, conducting home visits, making phone calls during the evening
and on weekends and coming in early and staying late to accommodatefamily
schedules. At no time did participants complain about this extra work, but rather
it seemedboth to be aninformal institutional norm and to come from a place of
genuine affection. Smply put, staff members at Lake Middle Schoal care about
their students and their families and are willing to put in the time and effort to
show this care through their actions; this was a consistent messageacross
interviews, observations, and documents collected. If anything, the COVID -19
pandemic seemed to heighten this sense of care, as worry and concern about the
well-being of their students and families was top of mind for the large majority of

participants interviewed.
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Sense of purpose . The data collected in this study also showedthat
teachers and leaders work at Lake Middle School because it is their choice to do
so; most of the interview participants have only worked in highly diverse schools
with wh at might be considered challenging populations prior to coming to Lake
Middle School, and they indicated that it has beenwith intention that they have
sought out these professional opportunitie s. As a group they approach their work
with a sense of meaningand purpose that allows them to coalesce around a
common mission and vision. While there is turnover each year, participants
reported that it is most often of newer teachers In the end this actually seems to
strengthen the staff, as itis a selfsorting process;teachers who are not wholly
committed to the work being done at Lake Middle School canfind positions
elsewhere, while those who stay arealigned with the mindset commitments of the
school.

There is a large body of research around teacher retentim, with many
studies confirming why teachers either stay or leave schools.Severalof these
studies pointtoan @i nner tmeaenableatéachersto remain both in the
profession and/or in challenging school settings (Brunetti , 2006; Carillo &
Flores, 2018, Day & Guo, 2009; Williams, 2003) . This type of motivation was
expressed across the boardy study participants, all of whom indicated that they
were happy where they were andhad no plans to leave Lake Middle School to
pursue other opportunities in the near future. Williams (2003) described the
sense of purposefelt by committed educatorsasaii 6 sacr ed callingdéth
that they are doing what they are meantto dod  ( p; Benffet, Brown, Kirby -

Smith, and Severson (2013) alsofound that fthe love the teachers felt for their



159

professioné [ comi ng] f r om awasaesigrsfieantdattor m tedcher n g 0

satisfaction and retention. This sense of purpose wasxpressed by the majority of

participants in the study and appears to bean important reason why Lake Middle

Schoolis ableto retain its most effective teachers and leadersfrom year to year.
Commitment to reflection and growth . Research also reveals thaa

large part of ateacherd decision to stay ata challenging school is dependent upon

effective and supportive school leadership. Greenlee and Brown (2009) found

that the number one most important factor influencing teacher retention in

Achal | engi nghawng lkadlesslwhaxreated & positive school culture,

where staff felt supported and where they had opportunities to coll aborate and

work toward Athe development and i mpl ement

student and faculty | e aBasedon@l ohthedatche cent er

collected in this study, this last sentencecould be a description of Lake Middle

School. The emphasis on faculty learning through continued professional

development dovetails with a focus on growth mindset that was evident

throughout the interviews conducted. Participants across the board

acknowledged both successes and room for growth, ad it was clear that this type

of thinking is encouraged at the school. A culture that encourages andfacilitates

reflection among both its teachers and leaders results in stronger personal and

institutional growth ; this type of reflection was seen throughout the interviews

with Lake Middle School staff. Most recently, the changes thathave been

implemented by leaders and teachersin the face of the COVID-19 pandemicare

evidence that a reflective culture enables adaptation and growth when needed.
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More specifically, critical self -reflection, as described by Khalifa (2018) is a
hallmark of culturally responsive school leadership and instruction. Becoming a
critically self -reflective educatora |l | ows f or t he cgrneswti o usfn efBcsre
ofpersonal fvalues, beliefs, and/or disposi
traditionally marginalized students and families and awareness of howthese
beliefs may be impacting practice (p. 60). These conversations appear to have
begun at Lake Middle School with the implementation of the Cultural Proficiency
workshops described in Chapter Four, with definite room for continued work.
However, Khalifa suggests that it is not enough for individuals to be critically
self-reflective, but ratherthati we must al so critically exam
school programs, departments, hiring practices, enrichment courses, and other
school s tinronder to assessshowthggmay be fAreproducing op
pract i c e $ihab gye on@dv}hese structures are impacting families,
and their engagement or non-engagement with the school, this type of more
systemic critical self-r e f | ect i on wi | | be key to Lake Mi
progress in this area.
Implications for Conceptual Framework and Future Research

Conceptual Framework . As detailed in Chapter Three, this study was
predicated on a conceptual framework that suggested a positive relationship
between culturally responsive school leadership practices, trust, and the
engagement of Latino families. Findings from the study support this framing, by
demonstrating how culturally responsive middle school leaders enact practices
that foster trust both among their staff and between home and school, and how

this trust in turn serves to encourage the engagement of Latino families in their
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childrends education. Il n addi 49 pandemiciag
an unexpected force that, when applied to the gears of the conceptual framework,
caused them to spin at a faster pace as school leagts, teachers, and parents all
scrambled to meet the heightened demands on homeschool communication and
partnership.

The resulting adaptations and shifts in the educational setting during this
time in some ways acted as a lubricant, enabling the gears tanove more
smoothly as stakeholders worked together to ensure a positive outcome for
students during an unprecedented ti me

interesting to note that Tschannen-Moran (2014) identifies trust itself as a

lubricant,expl ai ni ng that it acts both as gl ue

a |l ubricant it hat reduces friction and

might be argued that without the lubricant of trust in place before a crisis such as
the pandemic, the gears would not have turned at all, no matter how strong the

outside forces.
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Latino Family
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Figure 3. Original conceptual framework as conceptualized at the start of the
study. Each spoke on the two main gears in the conceptual framework (culturally
responsive leadership practices and trust), represents a different concept or
practice; these are summarized in Table 1 in Chapter Three.

Through interview responses, observations, and document analysis, a
picture was painted of leaders who enact culturally responsive schod leadership
through the formation of positive connections with the community, the
establishment of respectful relationships with staff, students, and families, the
recognition of the need for capacity building, and the welcoming and honoring of
family voi ce in decision making. The building blocks of family engagement,

detailed in Chapter Four and extracted from the data collected, map almost
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perfectly to the culturally responsive best leadership practices represented on

that gear.

Trust

Setting
the Tone

Developing Latino Family Fostering
Relationships Engagement / Communication

Continual
Reflection

°"°"V“°penness~“°“°“\\ "

Khalifa, 2018

Tschannen-Moran, 2014

Figure 4. Revised con@ptual framework , reconfigured following data collection
and analysis. In this revision , instead of being represented asgears, culturally
responsive leadership and trust are shown as concentric layers; thisemphasizes
the importance of cultural responsiveness as a necessarprecursor to
establishing trust with Latino families, and also underscores the idea of trust as
permeating all aspects of engagement. The four identified building blocks of
engagement areconnected andsurrounding the ultimate focus : Latino parent

engagement.



164

In all, data analysis revealed a picture of LakeMiddle School as a trusting
school community. Tschannen-Mor an (2014) suggests that 0
trust prevails within the faculty at a school, students and parents may benefit as
the recipients of this trust as well o (p.
both leader-teacher and teacherteacher trust in this dynamic. In addition,
Tschannen-Moran (2014) posits that widespread trust within a school can lead to
a cooperative culture that allows for a strong, effective professional learning
community (PLC). This is particularly true at Lake Midd le Schoolas during the
2020-2021 school year the school was recognized nationally as a Model PLC
School; this is a title that is granted to schools that present evidence of improved
student learning along with a minimum of three years of successful PLC
im plementation (Solution Tree, n.d.).
Overall, the findings and themes which emerged from this study are
aligned with both the proposed and revised conceptual frameworks, exemplified
by the culturally responsive leadership practices enacted by school leaders, the
trust noted by study participants, and the relationships between home and school
which were fostered as a result of this trust.
Future Research. It had initiall y been the goal of the researcher to
include parent voice in this study, aimingtocreatee f f ect i ve ways to Ar
relationships by creating programs, initiatives, and strategies with instead of for
familieso (Weiss, L o punibriunately, @ea regtities of t2e0 1 8 , p .
COVID-19 pandemicdid not allow for their inclusion. As one of the three key
stakeholder groups in family engagement, family perspectives should be solicited

in any future research on this topic, especially since asMusser (2004 ) describes,
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dramatic differences can be seen in the perceptions and attitudes of these

different stakeholdergroupsa nd @At hi s condition is exacer.l
and family members come from differ ent cul tures, races, or
(p. 2). Since family engagement research is traditionally based on the

perspectives of educators, it is especially important to solicit the voices and

opinions of the parents involved in these potential partner ships.

Ginn (1994) st at sosnewhdt enpersbnalized;ltheyeage ar e 0
6objectifiedd; it is difficult to think of
what involvement means for them o (p. 39, as cited in Musse, 2004, p. 2).

Hearing and validating the voices of parentsin a future study is one way to

combat this tendency to objectify families rather than to view them as equal

partners in the education of their children; asking Latino parents specifically

what trust means to them, and how they view the role of the school leader in

fostering this trust, would be a step in the direction of open communication and

collaboration. developing a richer understanding of the realities of families . With

this new understanding, schoolswouldt hen abl e to move from fAf
engagement practices thateducators think families need and want to ones based
onwhatfamiiesdesi re and valueo (Weiss et al
Recommendations for Practice

Five recommendations for practice follow from the se findings. They are
each grounded in both the data collected and analyzed in this study and the
extensive literature base detailed in Chapter Two. Though not exhaustive, they do

offer a starting point for the middle school leader eager to foster stronger
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engagement among her Latino families, particularly in the post-COVID-19

pandemic era.

Recommendation One: Acknowledge and challenge deficit
thinking and embrace an asset -based approach on a schoolwide level
Researchers are unanimous instressing the importance of assetbased thinking
when working with minority students and their families (Moll, Amanti, Neff, &
Gonzalez, 1992; Valencia & Black, 2002).
to blame the person or group of people from aspecific culture for their perceived
failureo (Sebolt, 2018). Gonzales and Gabe
assumptionso can A[lundermine] family stren
knowl edge constructs that coul tengths,or school
Afunds of knowledge, 0 represent cul tur al Kk
students and families bring with them from home to school (Moll, Amanti, Neff,

& Gonzalez, 1992; Sebolt, 2018).

Recognizing and welcoming these funds of knowledge becomes specially
critical in a minority -majority school like Lake Middle School, where deficit
thinking can block everything from successful relationship building between
school and home to student achievement (Garcia & Guerra, 2004). Khalifa (2018)
usesthetermiidef i ci ti zingodo to describe when comm
described negatively and then used as a source of blame; he suggests that
culturally responsive school leaders should instead follow the lead of a teacher he
guotes who ur ge dattheyPaonotddd basee dnlwhatrhappens in
the community; tell me what they can do based on what happens in the

communityoéo (p. 157).
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Leaders and teachers alike largely demonstrated an understanding of the
importance of embracing an assetbased perspectve through their interview
responses. The former principal explained:

Every teacher at Lake Middle School knows who we are as a school, knows

our population, the percentages, breakdowns, all that kind of stuff, knows

how we address the academic, social, tk emotional, the behavioral aspects
of being a middle schooler. And all recognize the role that parents have in
this partnership. They value it, and yet at the same time they also

recognize the challenges of making it a reality. But you'll never hear a Lake

staff member say, Alf only the parent,

we don't talk like that. You will never hear that. We will find a way, and we

don't make excuses for anything that we do when we don't meet our goals.

However, when examined more closely, several leaders and teachers
confirmed that things were not quite as clear-cut as the principal had suggested.
Instead, teachers and leaders alike consistently sharedstories of staff members

bl aming a studentds behawmiarfabamahddachdehki

involvement. An assistant principal observed:
I've heard it on both ends where teachers want to sort of almost blame the
victim to a degree. And when they talk about the kid, of course they're
bringing in that, "I can never reach the parent. I've tried to, left messages
or whatever, and | never hear back. Or I'll write notes in the student's
agenda and | never see something back from it." And just sort of use that
as a reason why they can't reach the lkil. It's almost an excuse as to wty
they're unwilling to spend additional time working with the kid.

Numerous teachers shared a similar sentiment, such as the teacher who

c o mme n {Tlek's a Iét of misunderstanding about families. | hear a lot of

teachers say that their parentsdon't care or they're not raising them right or that

they can't be bothered or something like that.o
In addition to t hosewho seem to be seeking excuses are teachers whose

sympathy for their students may be well-intentioned but misplaced. A teacher

explained:



168

| think some teachers kind of view themselves as like saviors. Like we're

helping these poor kids who have such roughlives. Like they assume that

they're just all having horrible situations right now, which I'm sure it's true

for some of them, but it's like they're not seeing the positive things that

their families bring too. So, if it was more two -sided, | feel like we would

see the assets that they bring, that our families and our students, like they

have a lot of assets.

The literature isclearthatwh en educators perceive that
care, 0 they tend to |l ower their extpsctati o
can lead to a negative loop of less frequent outreach on the part of the school and
diminished response on the part of the family, which serves to reinforce the
impression that parents are uninvolved. This belief allows educators to avoid
responsibility for changing their practice and instead puts the burden of blame on
the parents (Guerra & Nelson, 2013).

While it is critical for school leaders to set the expectation that all students
and families should be viewed through an assetbased lens, it isnot enough. It is
clear that more education around deficit thinking needs to be done schoolwide, to
ensure that all staff members not only understand its meaning and importance
but are actually able to demonstrate assetbased thinking in practice. In their
urban school study referenced earlier, Barnyak and McNelly (2009) found that
this disconnect between understanding and enactment was prevalent when it
came toengaging families. They suggese d Althdugh teachers and
administrators have strong beliefs about parent involvement and its importance
in strengthening student achievement, what they practice in their schools and
classrooms is not congr ueStréengtivening practck ese bel

around assetbased thinking and practice is a recommended area of future focus

for professional development at Lake Middle School.
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Recommendation Two: Reframe engagement by placing
importance on both school -based and home -based involvement. As
explained in Chapter One, the definition of family engagement is far from
absolute. Instead, what engagement is and what it is not can be interpreted in a
myriad of ways and understandings are constantly evolving. Furthermore,
educators tend to define involvement through the prism of experiences with
European Americanand mi ddl e i ncome families, meanin
of parental involvement in schooling is framed through a lens tinted by race and
soci al cl asso ( Ceb-ddo)2010,p.R297grta, & Epstein
Even before the virtual shifts of the COVID-19 pandemicera, it was
becoming clear that getting bodies into the school building was not a definitive
measure ofa succesg$ul program ; rather, there was an increased focus on
relationships and the conversations and work being done at home. An assistant
principal shared his own journey with understanding this change, reflecting:
| would say successful family engagement, | could sum it up in one word
and that's just presence. | used to think physical presence was the only
thing that mattered. Thinkingasayoung educator, it was a
have to have parents here, we have to b
think that interaction is the most important thing. But now | understand
that really presence can mean anything, especially given the situaion
we're in right now. If | can talk to you on the phone, | don't care if | have to
use a translator. | don't care if it's at night, or early in the morning.
Presence means communication. So, getting parents involved can be
online, or on the phone, or actually physically being present. But either
way, they are connected and interacting. | think that is the absolute
definition in my book of what successful family engagement looks like.
Research backs up this sentiment, showing that most families engage wih

their childrends education through a combi

school-centric and community -centric involvement. Simply put, all of the
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conversations and activities that happen outside of school between children and
their parents that cont ribute to growth and learning should not be discounted.

Shumow and Schmidt (2014) posit that, specifically at the middle school level,

engagement includes fiany parental behavior
have a vested interest in their educatonand f utureo (as cited in
2017, p. 169).

In terms of Latino families more particularly, Hill and Taylor (2004)
confirm that parents from ethnic minorities, especially those whose primary
language is not English, have the tendency to be moe involved at home than at
school. Zarate (2007) grouped parent perceptions of engagement into two
categories, Aacademic involvemento and dal i
Latino parents mentioned life participation more frequently than academic
involvement when asked to define parental involvement in education. Her study
confirmed that Latino parents generally seek to balance the academic education
that their children receive at school with the moral guidance and social education
that they can provide at home.

Unfortunately, school leaders and teachers cannot see inside the homes of
their students to observe community -centric involvement or life participation
happening on a regular basis, so they may form judgments based on an apparent
lack of school-centric or academic involvement. In addition, as it is only possible
to measure what can be seen, current measures of engagement do not reflect the
variations that can be cultural, developmental, or in the case of middle school

Latino families, both cultural and developmental. This disconnect appears to

have I mpacted the perspective of many of t
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Il n t hi s s-structusedisterveewsmi became apparent that the
majority of participants view family engagement as something that hap pens at
school. Most of the teachers and several of the school leaders spoke of ways to
bring parents into the building when asked to define family involvement, sharing
stories of Open Houses, Back to School Nights, schoolwide family events such as
Interna tional Nights, and parent -teacher conferences. Mentions of homebased
engagement largely revolved around classes for parents or other ways to build
parental capacity; the danger with this type of thinking and programming is that,
over time, diverse parentsc an get the message that they &
fixed rather t han-Whie @2, g. 40 whitlodogsboa n i e |
engender trust between home and school. Helping staff to reframe their
understanding of family engagement by widening their lenses to see a more
inclusive definition is a second recommendation for future professional
development at Lake Middle School.

Recommendation Three: Take care not to mistake deference to
authority for trust. Further complicating the trust dynamic for Latino families
is the cultural importance of the concept of respeto, or respect. Young (1998)
contends that the fAgeneralized deferenceo
Latino parents with teachers and school leaders due to the need to show respect
can be misinterpreted as trust (p. 6). This seemingly inherent trust was
mentioned in almost all of the interviews conducted as part of this study, but it
was not clearif participants recognized the line between deference and trust; in
fact, the two seemed to be synonymous for most participants. For example, one

teacher observed:
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The message | get from families is, i
expert.o | think thatods one tlothesete he t hi
students and their families is that they definitely show teachers a lot of
respect and that they trust us completely.
Another teacher had a similar observation, s h aThasenpagrenis, whenever |
talk to them, theyodret.u¥duldd&kewhdtYooa 0br ees tt
student. 0 Theody just trust me.
Similarly, an assistant principal shared a more detailed observation on this
type of Atrusto:
I f 1 6m t o make a Vv eustysveoylnaturakfer the lsatinat e me n t
community. They trust schools, if we're talking just very, very big picture.
My view of it is not necessarily trying to build the trust, but it's not to lose
the trust. And so, | know that 99% of the time for the family that I've never
met, they're going to come in and they're going to trust the school. And
they're going to trust the expertise, and the people at the school as
professionals. And so, | better not misuse that trust. I'm assuming |
already have that trust. And now it's just about really turning that trust
into a partnership, which is a difficult thing to do.
Miller, Lewis, Valentine, Fish, and Robinson (2016) studied teacher and
parent perceptions of their relationships to each other and found that, compared
with non -Latino whites, Latino parents were actually less likely to perceive their
childrends teachers positively. The teache
overwhelmingly gave the Spanish-speaking parents the highest ratings on the
scale; the researchers posit that these re
tteachersdé perceptions that these parents re:
professional s, and do not have compl aints
57). This lack of alignment between perceptions might be due to a

misunderstanding around the differ ences between deference, respect, and trust.

Young(1998)e x pl ai ns fimany school personnel may
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have developed parental trust when in actuality, what they are experiencing is
parent al def er e n c éVhite a seeminghhsahtle diffgrence( p. 8) .
Young suggests that more awareness and understanding of cultural factors by

school personnel can help to prevent this type ofmisunderstanding, so that true

trust can be recognized and nurtured. This is recommended as an additional area

of growth for staff.

Recommendation F  our : Acknowledge that newer teachers need
more support with this work and find ways to provide this support.

Perhaps in part due to the many challenges of working at such a large and diverse
school, Lake Middle School tends to experience high teacher turnover with many
young and less experienced teachers joining the faculty each year.This in and of
itself does not appear to be a problem, especially in light of this comment from a
new teacher an the 2019 End of Year Staff Survey:

Handling new staff is definitely a strong suit at Lake. Links were shared

over the summer (and remained active to remind myself when | forgot

something mid -year), mentors were available to answerquestions, staff is
friendly and welcoming.

However, with the positive comes the negative; on the same survey, a more
experienced staff member wrote, A Why i s t here such a high 1t
Can we do better to nurture new teachers to ensure thatt h e y  $tis guyte? o
possible that the challenges of working with diverse families can be added to the
list of factors that might be driving away new hires despite the administration 6 s
best efforts. These teachers, though possibly fresh from their coursework and

knowledgeable about best practices, may be more uncertain about working with

parents and might need additional support to be successful. One teacher shared:
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| do think that there are a lot of young teachers at Lake and | mean, | was
this way once too, when | was in my first year. It's kind of daunting to be
like, IOh my God, | have to make a phone calhome.olt's scary and there's
no reason to be scared, but it's scary. And_ake does have a lot of young
teachers, like a lot of first and second years, which is great. Andit is a big
part of the reason why our school is always growing and learning.But | do
think that there is sometimes a little bit of hesitation [when contacting
parents. It sounds easy, but itds not when vy
While many of these teachers are recent graduates of teacher preparation
programs, the reality is that most have not been prepared to engage culturally
diverse families. In the 2005 MetLife Survey of the American Teacher, new
teachers ranked engaging families as both their greatest challenge and the area
for which they were least prepared in their first year, ranking it higher than
classroom management; 31% of all new teachers ranked it asheir area of highest
need, as did 40% of new teachers placed in urban schools (Markow, Martin, &
Hirsch, 2005, p. 5). More recent studies have confirmed this lack of teacher
confidence and dissatisfaction (Bartels & Eskow, 2010, Caspe, Lopez, Chu, &
Weiss, 2011; Epstein & Sanders, 2006; Levine, 2006) This is in spite of the
inclusion of family engagement in the National Council for Accreditation of
Teacher Education (NCATE) standards (2008): through their pre -service
coursework, teacher candidatesare@ pect ed t o Aconsider the s
community contextso (p. 18) and be able to
colleagues, parents and families, and agencies in the larger community to support
studentsé6 | edreningg dmpd wel)l
Whilet he i ntent to teach this content 1is

programs have not been able to incorporate more than minimal attention to this

critical area into an already ambitious cu
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and when they do include the information it is usually incorporated into a pre -
existing course without opportunities for real -life practice. Without the
opportunity to apply these skills in authentic situations, candidates graduate
feeling unprepared and intimidated to engage with fami lies in any meaningful
way.

While it can be inferred from the staff feedback above that the school has a
new teacher induction program in place, it is recommended that the
administration pay particular attention moving forward to preparing new
teachers to engage with families. Pushor and Amendt (2018) discuss how
important it is to teach these skills t o teachers explicitly, but also stress the
i mportance of fAscaffolding authentic exper
parents and in community contexts which are unfamiliar or unlike their own
|l ived experienceo and t hen ghxgadingsstandng t hose
collaboration with colleagues (p. 208). By recognizing that many of the
expectations of parents held by schools to
Owhitenessd andastbeessoéomi gl e206), through
teachers can begin to ficultivate and grow di ¢
recognition of the othero (Reay, 2008, p.
2018, p. 207). Such a shift in thinking would be beneficial for all staff, but it is
particularly critic al for newer teachers.

Recommendation  Five : Embrace the silver linings of the
COVID -19 pandemic and work to apply the lessons learned moving
forward. With the end of the pandemic will come a chance to reset and

Arei magi ned school nythe fotarenof fanilcengadement i ncl udi



176

(Shaikh, 2021). As the top priority for many educational leaders will be mitigating
any learning gaps that were exacerbated during this time, families will no doubt
be asked to take a role in helping their children at home. By utilizing and
expanding successful programs and strategies that were created out of necessity
during the pandemic, family engagement efforts will hopefully prove to be a key
element of a return to normalcy, whatever form that may take. As Shaikh (202 1)
states, ASince this is the first time many
their children are learning, a new space has been created which has brought
schools and families closer than ever befo
at Lake Mid dle Schooland beyond will be how to best utilize that space moving
forward. To return to business as usual would surely be a waste of this
opportunity to create something new; instead the next era in education will be
more about Al earnischooéal isgnmeet to @&es eadj u
repurposeo their educational goals (Hooker
school leadersinclude family engagement in this process of realignment.

Hattie (2021) and Jensen (2020) are amongthe many researchers
pondering what the possibilities this shift in priorities might hold. Instead of
returning to old roles and modes of communication, the newest research suggests
thathenhanced parent engagement with curricu
and transparentin f or mat i o n negktbdnaoregfedive (Jensen, 2021,
p. 43). Hill and Gayle (2020) offer practical strategies to consider, including
being intentional in the type of engagement expected of families in the immediate
aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic. Instead of asking parents to supplement

instruction or introduce new content or academicwork at home, they posit that
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Aischools will be more successful éwhen the
establish good work habits and time managemento ( p. 4) . They al so
critical importance of fostering effective and authentic communication between
home and schoolin order to build trust and buy -in, as well as ensuringthat
diverse perspectives are invied into the conversation around future plans and
priorities.

Additionally, and within the realm of reevaluating and reprioritizing all of
the competing demands within a school community in this new light, it is
recommended that family engagement be embedded more formally within the
core structures of the school as suggested by Pushor and Amendt (2018) and
described above. This may include situating the goal of successful family
engagement more prominently in documents such as the SIIP, on the agendas of
collaborative teams and schoolwide staff meetings, and as an ongoing focus in
schoolwide professional development efforts. It is essential for school leaders to
Af oreground parent engagement as a consci o
school 0 ( Pudtl2@l8)in&rdeAtmmave this work forward.
Summary

In this chapter, connections were drawn between the findings of the study
and the conceptual framework which informed its design. Through the
description of themes that emerged from the data, and their connection to the
strong research base detailed in Chg@ter Two, recommendations for
strengthening and improving practice were offered. It is the hope of the

researcher that these findings and recommendations will lead to increased
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engagement of Latino families not only at Lake Middle School, but at middle
schools throughout the Newport County Public Schools system.

Action Communication Products

In order to ensure that the findings and recommendations of this study are
shared both with the leadership of Lake Middle School and central office
leadership in the Newport County Public Schools system, three action
communication products were created. First is a briefing memo for the principal
of Lake Middle Schoolto share the major results of the study as well as
suggestions for next steps in strengtheningthe engagement of Latino families at
the school level. Next, this briefing memo was adapted to be shared with Dr.
Preston, the NCPS sponsor of this research study, who serves as the Executive
Principal for School Improvement for the region in which Lake Mi ddle School is
located. This memo is designed tothank him for his sponsorship, apprise him of
t he st udy 6 s inifiaterm donvergation abaut ltbw the lessons learned
from the study can bestbe shared with middle school leadership throughout the
school system. Finally, a PowerPoint presentation wascreated in order to share
the salient points of the data collected and suggestions for future practice by
school leaders and teachersthese slideswill be attached to both memaos, with the
clarification t hat the researcher isavailable to present the findings if there is

interest.
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Action Communication 1: School Leader Briefing Memo

MEMORANDUM

To: Principal Thompson, Lake Middle School
From: Rachel Sweeney, Ed.D., University of Virginia

Subject: Creating a Culture of Trust with Latino Families: A Review of Major
Findings and Recommendations

Dear Principal Thompson,

Welcome to Newport County Public Schools (NCPS) and to Lake Middle
School (LMS). | understand that you are coming to your new position with a
focus on creating a positive and inclusive environment for all students, with a
specific emphasis on outreach to families. | am hopeful that my recently
completed research study on theintersection of trust and the engagement of
Latino families at LMS will aid you in your efforts. In this memorandum |
highlight a summary of the themes and recommendations from my study, with an
attached PowerPoint presentation that can be shared with your leadership team
at your discretion; | am also available to present to your staff if you feel that it
would be helpful. My contact information is included, and | would love to begin a
dialogue on ways to foster increased engagement at LMS as we move forward ito
a postCOVID-19 environment.

As a teacher in the NCPS system for more than twenty years, with most of
that time spent in Latino -majority schools and classrooms, | have long been
interested in the power of engaging Latino familiesintheir c hi | dr ends | e
a student in the University of Virginia
program, | was fortunate to be given the opportunity to investigate this interest in
depth through the development of a capstone research studywhich looked at the
importance of trust in the home -school dynamic, and which was based on three
main research questions: the first sought to understand how both middle school
leaders and teachers define trust in the context of schootfamily relationships,
while the second question asked if these same stakeholders viewed trust as a
critical building block of family engagement. Finally, the third question examined
the policies and practices enacted by a middle school leader to establish a trusting
community.

n

ar
0s

To answer these questions, | conducted an indepth, qualitative case study
of leaders and teachers at LMS from February through September of 2020.LMS
was selected as an exemplar middle school irthe NCPS system, with alLatino -
majority student population, a history of strong leadership, and a commitment to
engaging families. Through semi-structured interviews, observations, and
document analysis | explored how middle school leaders create a culture of trust
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between leaders, teachers, students, and parents thatdsters the engagement of
Latino families.

Data analysis revealed the following major themes:

1. Trustis the foundation of all aspects of family engagement, rather than
standing as an independent construct.

2. Leaders and teachers eacltontribute to the building of trust but in different,
yet equally critical, ways.

3. Successful family engagement requires an aligned and committed staff.

4. Building relationships is important but growing those relationships into
partnerships is the goal.

5. The work involved both in building trust and engaging families requires an
ethic of care, a sense of purpose, and a commitment to reflection and growth in
order to be successful and sustained over time.

While this was a small-scale study whose resilts are not necessarily
generalizable to a broader population, its findings nevertheless both validate the
hard work that the leaders and teachers at LMS are already doing and identify
potential areas for growth. Analysis of the data collected suggests
recommendations that might positively impact both your school and other
similar middle schools in the Newport County Public Schools system. These
recommendations include:

1. Acknowledge and challenge deficit thinking and embrace an assebased
approach on aschoolwide level.

2. Reframe engagement by placing importance on both schoolbased and home
based involvement.

3. Take care not to mistake deference to authority for trust.

4. Acknowledge that newer teachers need more support with this work and find
ways to provide this support.

5. Embrace the silver linings of the COVID-19 pandemic and work to apply the
lessons learned moving forward.

At your convenience, | would welcome an opportunity to discuss these
themes and recommendations in more depth and answer any questions that you
might have. | look forward to speaking with you regarding how, moving forward,
the findings of this study might be leveraged in order to build upon the sturdy
foundation of trust and engagement already created at Lake Middle School.
Please feel free to contact me at any time atws7f@virginia.edu or 555-555-5555.

Thank you for your time and attention.


mailto:rws7f@virginia.edu
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Action Communication 2: Central Office Briefing Memo

MEMORANDUM

To: Dr. Preston, Executive Principal for School Improvement, Newport
County Public Schools

From: Rachel Sweeney, Ed.D., University of Virginia

Subject: Creating a Culture of Trust with Latino Families: A Review of Major
Findings and Recommendations

Dear Dr. Preston,

Thank you once again for sponsoring my research study,Creando
Confianza: How Middle School Leaders Creature Cultures of Trust to Foster the
Engagement of Latino Families. | am so pleased to share this memorandum with
you, in which | highlight a summary of the
with an attached PowerPoint presentation that can be shared at your discretion; |
am also available topresent to interested individuals or teams if you feel that it
would be helpful. I would love to continue our dialogue on ways to foster
increased engagement atthe middle school level, especiallyas we move forward
into a post-COVID-19 environment.

As a teacher in the NCPS system for more than twenty years, with most of
that time spent in Latino -majority schools and classrooms, | have long been
interested in the power of engaging Latino f ami | i es i n their ¢
a student in the University of Virginia
program, | was fortunate to be given the opportunity to investigate this interest in
depth through the development of a capstone research study, which was based on
three main research questions: the first sought to understand how both middle
school leaders and teachers define trust in the context of schooifamily
relationships, while the second question asked if these same stakeholdes viewed
trust as a critical building block of family engagement. Finally, the third question
examined the policies and practices enacted by a middle school leader to
establish a trusting community.

hil
0

i
S

To answer these questions, | conducted an inrdepth, qualitative case study
of leaders and teachers at Lake Middle School (LMS) from February through
September of 2020. With your guidance | selectedLMS as an exemplar middle
school in the NCPS system, with a Latino-majority student population, a history
of strong leadership, and a commitment to engaging families. Through semi-
structured interviews, observations, and document analysis | explored how
middle school leaders create a culture of trust between leaders, teachers,
students, and parents that fosters the engagement of Latino families.
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Data analysis revealed the following major themes:

1. Trust is the foundation of all aspects of family engagement, rather than
standing as an independent construct.

2. Leaders and teachers each contribute to the building oftrust but in different,
yet equally critical, ways.

3. Successful family engagement requires an aligned and committed staff.

4. Building relationships is important but growing those relationships into
partnerships is the goal.

5. The work involved both in building trust and engaging families requires an
ethic of care, a sense of purpose, and a commitment to reflection and growth in
order to be successful and sustained over time.

While this was a small-scale study whose results are not necessarily
genealizable to a broader population, its findings nevertheless both validate the
hard work that the leaders and teachers at LMS are already doing and identify
potential areas for growth. Analysis of the data collected suggests
recommendations that might posi tively impact both LMS and other similar
middle schools in the Newport County Public Schools system. These
recommendations include:

1. Acknowledge and challenge deficit thinking and embrace an assebased
approach on a schoolwide level.

2. Reframe engagenent by placing importance on both school-based and home
based involvement.

3. Take care not to mistake deference to authority for trust.

4. Acknowledge that newer teachers need more support with this work and find
ways to provide this support.

5. Embrace the silver linings of the COVID-19 pandemic and work to apply the
lessons learned moving forward.

At your convenience, | would welcome an opportunity to discuss these
themes and recommendations in more depth and answer any questions that you
might have. | look forward to speaking with you regarding how, moving forward,
the findings of this study might be leveraged to assist other middle school leaders
in our system who might be searching for ways to foster family engagement.
Please feel free to comact me at any time at rws7f@virginia.edu or 555-555-5555.

Once again, thank you for your support of this study. | greatly appreciate your
time and attention.


mailto:rws7f@virginia.edu
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Action Communication 3: Presentation to School and Dis trict Teams

Creando Confianza: How Middle School
Leaders Create Cultures of Trust to Foster
the Engagement of Latino Families

Presentation to School and District Leaders

Rachel W. Sweeney, Ed.D.
University of Virginia

= Ustmm‘ SCHOOL of EDUCATION
0 YVIRGINIA | and HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

Problem of Practice: Background

US Public Schools

* By 2029, 1/3 of all school-age students will be Latino

* Currently comprise 26.8% of the student population

* Increase of 80% from 1999-2016

* Highest high school dropout rate, gap in grades and
achievement test scores

* Middle school is a critical time

£5 UNIVERSITY | SCHOOL of EDUCATION
B TVIRGINIA | nd HUMAN DEVELOPMENT
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Problem of Practice: Background

Newport County Public Schools

* Large, suburban east coast school district; more than 180,000
students

* More than 29 percent of students are English Language
Learners, speaking more than 200 different languages

* 26.8% of the student population is Latino

* Persistent achievement gap between Latino students and
students from other groups

Lp“hR&m SCHOOL of EDUCATION
VIRGINIA 4 HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

Problem of Practice:

Family engagement can be utilized as a
lever for creating more equitable
opportunities for our Latino students.

How can middle school leaders build
trust with these families in order to
facilitate their engagement?

—«-URVF.Rsrry SCHOOL of EDUCATION
d HUMAN DEVELOPMENT
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