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Chapter 1
Family-School Partnerships at School 
Entry: Developmental and Conceptual 
Frameworks for Action

Karen L. Bierman and Susan M. Sheridan

Abstract  The transition into formal schooling represents an important milestone 
for young children and their parents. This chapter begins with research document-
ing the importance of family-school partnerships as children prepare for and make 
the transition into elementary school. As in other key areas of development, parents 
influence child school adjustment and performance in unique and powerful ways 
because of their prominence as sources of emotional, social, and instrumental sup-
port for child development. This chapter describes the multiple aspects of family 
engagement that support child school success, including parent attitudes and prac-
tices at home, school and teacher attitudes toward and support for family engage-
ment, and the quality and nature of parent-teacher partnerships. A broad conceptual 
framework is outlined to represent the multiple facets and features of effective 
family-school partnerships. One goal is to set the stage for the following chapters in 
this volume in which five distinct intervention models are described, each effective 
at fostering family engagement around the school entry transition point. A second 
chapter goal is to highlight a set of important conceptual and empirical questions 
that apply across these varied intervention approaches, including possible mecha-
nisms of change, challenges to effective implementation, and approaches to diffu-
sion and scaling. We conclude with a set of issues to keep in mind when considering 
the varied intervention approaches described in this volume that may be helpful in 
guiding “next steps” in areas of future research and school programming innovation.
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1.1  �Introduction

The transition into kindergarten represents an important developmental milestone 
for young children and their parents. The social-emotional and cognitive skills that 
children display as they enter kindergarten set the stage for their future school suc-
cess, predicting their later school performance and long-term education and employ-
ment outcomes (Ryan et  al., 2006). A growing body of research suggests that 
family-school partnerships play a unique and critical role in supporting child readi-
ness and adjustment as children enter formal schooling (Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 
1999; Stormshak et  al., 2002). Family engagement appears especially helpful to 
children growing up in economically disadvantaged and under-resourced families 
(Miedel & Reynolds, 1999), where access to early educational supports is limited 
and children are often exposed to adversities that reduce their school readiness. We 
begin this chapter by considering the various factors that contribute to effective 
family-school partnerships, along with evidence of their developmental importance 
at school entry.

1.2  �Parent Engagement and Family-School Partnerships

Across studies and programs, parent engagement and family-school partnerships 
have been defined and operationalized in a variety of ways. The model guiding this 
volume recognizes the multidimensional nature and varied processes that contribute 
to effective family-school partnerships. These include processes that occur at home 
and processes that occur at school, roles played by parents and those played by 
teachers and schools, and supports that derive from behaviors and activities, atti-
tudes and expectations, and the dynamic qualities of teacher-parent relationships 
(see also Christenson & Sheridan, 2001). Much of the original research on this topic 
focused on the construct of parent involvement, identifying what parents were doing 
to get involved with and support their child’s schooling. More recently, the term 
“involvement” has been replaced with the term “engagement” in recognition of the 
important role that schools and teachers play in the process. That is, whereas 
involvement is a term that focuses on parent behaviors, engagement is a term that 
reflects the joint influences of parents and schools and the collaborative efforts of 
parents and teachers working in alignment to support child school success. The term 
“family-school partnerships” underscores the breadth of this domain, recognizing 
the contributions made by parents, teachers/schools, and the quality of their partner-
ship and collaboration (Sheridan & Kim, 2015).

In terms of parent contributions to this partnership, past research has identified 
several important dimensions of parent involvement that are associated in differen-
tial ways with child school readiness and school functioning. Studying these factors 
in a large sample of low-income families, Fantuzzo, Tighe, and Perry (2000) identi-
fied three dimensions of parent involvement, validated cross-sectionally in 
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prekindergarten, kindergarten, and first grade: home-based involvement, school-
based involvement, and parent-teacher conferencing. Home-based involvement 
included parent support for learning outside of the school setting, reflected by 
parent-child reading, working on learning activities at home, and parent-child con-
versations about school. School-based involvement included activities and behav-
iors that occurred at school in support of child learning, such as volunteering in the 
classroom, going on school trips, and attending school events. Home-school confer-
encing was defined by communications between parents and school personnel 
focused on child learning, such as talking with the teacher about school progress, 
problem-solving about child problems at school, and discussing parent activities 
that might support child learning. In a subsequent longitudinal study, Fantuzzo, 
McWayne, Perry, and Childs (2004) found that all three dimensions of parent 
involvement were associated with child adjustment and performance at school, 
including fewer behavior problems, higher levels of social competence and motiva-
tion, and larger vocabularies. When considered together, home-based involvement 
emerged as the best unique predictor of reduced behavior problems, adaptive 
approaches to learning, and vocabulary. School-based involvement and home-
school conferencing also predicted positive school outcomes, but their contributions 
were not significant once the association with home-based involvement was taken 
into account. The researchers speculated that school-based parent involvement and 
parent-teacher conferencing were less uniquely predictive of child outcomes 
because the impact of these forms of engagement may depend heavily on the quality 
of interactions that parents experience with teachers and at schools (Fantuzzo et al., 
2004). Such speculations open the door for more family-school research focusing 
on the quality of interpersonal dynamics between parents and teachers (i.e., how 
they interact) and not simply structural features of the interaction (i.e., what they 
do). Additional research has identified factors underlying and complementing par-
ent involvement behaviors, including attitudes and beliefs about parental roles, 
motivation and self-efficacy, as well as academic expectations for child performance 
that contribute to the impact of parent involvement on child school success (Martini 
& Senechal, 2012; Whitaker, 2018).

Whereas studies of parent involvement focus on parent attitudes and behaviors, 
researchers have noted that these parent attitudes and behaviors are affected by fea-
tures embedded in the school context, including the quality of parents’ interpersonal 
relationships with teachers and school personnel (Fantuzzo et  al., 2004) and the 
school practices and teacher attitudes and behaviors that invite and support parent 
engagement (Green et at., 2007). For example, among families participating in 
Early Head Start (serving children 0–3 years of age), Elicker and colleagues, (2013) 
found that the quality of teacher-parent relationships (reflecting warmth and col-
laboration) was a significant predictor of positive parenting and of child social com-
petence and early learning. Broad factors such as school climate as well as specific 
suggestions and invitations may affect parent perceptions of opportunities for 
school-based engagement and parent decisions regarding participation (Green 
et al., 2007).

1  Family-School Partnerships at School Entry: Developmental and Conceptual…
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Beyond opportunities for parents to visit and support their children at school, the 
degree to which teachers and parents are able to work collaboratively and in align-
ment also appears important. Collaborative practices between parents and teachers 
include aligning assessments of child needs and educational goals and developing 
and implementing coordinated home-school plans (Sheridan & Kratochwill, 2008). 
This kind of home-school coordination may be especially beneficial for children 
from economically disadvantaged or culturally diverse backgrounds, particularly 
when school personnel make efforts to reach out and establish partnerships that 
respect the parent’s perspective (Clarke et al., 2017; Raffaele & Knoff, 1999). A 
strength-based orientation that invites parents’ input regarding goals and aspirations 
reinforces their skills and knowledge and respects their time and resources for 
involvement, enhancing parental self-efficacy and practices (Dunst et  al., 2007; 
Green et al., 2007). Factors at the school level, such as a positive school-wide cli-
mate and welcoming attitude, along with specific invitations, have emerged as 
important facilitators of parent engagement (Green et al., 2007).

1.3  �Family-School Partnerships at the Transition into 
Formal Schooling

The transition into formal schooling represents an important developmental mile-
stone for young children and their parents. Longitudinal studies document academic 
gains for children when parents increase their support for learning at home as chil-
dren transition into and through kindergarten (Powell et al., 2012). Children also 
show higher levels of social competence and fewer behavior problems at school 
when their parents maintain high levels of parent involvement as they enter and 
continue through elementary school (El Nokali e tal., 2010).

The importance of strong family-school partnerships at this transition point 
likely reflects several factors. First, as children transition into kindergarten, they are 
faced with an increase in behavioral and cognitive demands, creating new chal-
lenges for self-regulation, attentional focus, and interpersonal interaction (Bassok 
et al., 2016). Parents can provide an invaluable source of support to help children 
cope with these challenges in the behavioral domain (by setting up routines, positive 
expectations, and using positive management strategies), in the social-emotional 
domain (by talking with children, planning, and problem-solving), and in the cogni-
tive domain (by reinforcing skill acquisition with home reading and learning games). 
Second, this transition to school takes place during a period of active neurodevelop-
ment, when the prefrontal cortex that supports self-regulation, emotion coping, and 
attentional control is undergoing rapid growth. Parents and schools can facilitate 
growth in the neural architecture supporting these competencies by providing safe, 
secure, predictable, and cognitively stimulating contexts for development (Blair & 
Raver, 2015). Third, the quality of family-school partnerships formed at school 
entry sets the stage for and predicts levels of parent engagement and partnership 
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quality in future school years (Hayakawa et al., 2013). The value of family-school 
partnerships at school entry is exemplified in a study by Sheridan and colleagues 
(Sheridan et al., 2020), who found that family-school connections in prekindergar-
ten predicted children’s social skills, behavior problems, and academic (math 
achievement) through first grade.

Despite the value of strong family-school partnerships during this important 
transition period, research documents normative declines in parent engagement 
when children enter elementary school. Parents’ active involvement in their chil-
dren’s learning at home declines, with rates decreasing as children move from pre-
kindergarten into kindergarten and then decreasing more as children move from 
kindergarten into first grade (Powell et al., 2012). In addition, teacher-family con-
tact decreases over time as children move from preschool into kindergarten and the 
nature of teacher-family communication shifts. Compared with preschool, elemen-
tary school communications are more likely to be initiated by school personnel 
(rather than by parents) and the communications are more frequently negative rather 
than informational or positive in content (Rimm-Kaufmann & Pianta, 1999).

These data reflect the major dilemma facing schools today. On the one hand, the 
value of engaging families at school entry is widely acknowledged; a majority of 
states (40) have regulations requiring schools to implement family engagement 
policies (USDE, 2013). Yet, on the other hand, current practices are woefully under-
performing (Weiss et al., 2011), with family engagement identified as the weakest 
area of compliance for schools receiving Title I funding (USDE, 2008) and named 
by teachers and principals as one of the most challenging aspects of their work 
(Markow et al., 2012).

The need to strengthen family-school partnerships is most acute when schools 
serve a high proportion of children from low-income families. Children who grow 
up in poverty are at increased risk for exposure to a host of adverse events that 
undermine healthy development during the early years and reduce school readiness 
(Blair & Raver, 2015). These include heightened levels of family instability, 
crowded and chaotic living conditions, limited access to educational materials and 
high-quality early educational supports, and parenting support diminished by 
chronic stress and maternal depression (Ryan et al., 2006). Harnessing the power of 
strong family-school partnerships represents a potentially robust and underutilized 
strategy for supporting child school success; it may also represent a critical strategy 
for reducing the socioeconomic gap in early development and school readiness that 
is evident at school entry and continues through the school years (Duncan et al., 
2012). Consistent with this perspective, Crosnoe, Leventhal, Wirth, and Pierce (14) 
followed a large sample of American children making the transition into school and 
demonstrated that child math and reading achievement scores in first grade reflected 
the cumulative quality of learning support they received across preschool and home 
settings, with the benefits of home learning support amplified for children from low-
income families.

1  Family-School Partnerships at School Entry: Developmental and Conceptual…
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1.4  �Implications for Effective Intervention

Clearly, new approaches are needed as schools reach out to improve family-school 
partnerships and more effectively engage parents in ways that will benefit their chil-
dren at school entry and during the early elementary years. This volume describes 
five distinct intervention programs designed to promote family-school partnerships 
that have undergone rigorous evaluation and have demonstrated positive effects for 
parents and children. Interestingly, the programs are quite varied in approach, dem-
onstrating both overlapping and unique features that emphasize different levers of 
change. Given the multidimensional nature of family-school partnerships, interven-
tion programs may emphasize change in some dimensions more than others. As 
noted earlier, typologies of parent involvement have differentiated three types  – 
school-based involvement, home-based involvement, and parent-teacher communi-
cations (Fantuzzo et al., 2000). In general, school-based involvement has not proven 
to be a useful focus of intervention, as it has little impact on child adjustment or 
attainment (see meta-analyses by Sheridan et al., 2019 and Smith et al., 2019). The 
value of intervention approaches that target home-based support for learning and 
parent-teacher communication and collaboration have been documented, however, 
and building trusting relationships between schools and parents also appears central 
to engaging diverse families (Sheridan et al., 2019; Smith et al., 2019). These differ-
ent foci are apparent to differing degrees in the effective programs described in this 
volume (see Fig. 1.1).

Next, we briefly describe the intervention models that are featured in the follow-
ing chapters, highlighting the primary and secondary areas of focus of each 

Relationship 
enhancement between 
families and schools

• Build trust with 
parents from diverse 
backgrounds

• Support families' 
values and 
perspectives to 
increase opportunities 
for engagement

Home-based support for 
learning

• Support parents to 
improve practices that 
increase 
behavioral/social-
emotional support

• Increase home 
learning opportunities 
and activities for 
cognitive and 
academic support

Parent-teacher 
communication and 

collaboration

• Increase opportunities 
for two-way 
communication during 
formal and informal 
exchanges

• Engage parents in 
opportunities to make 
decisions about 
aligning home-school 
programs in support of 
social-emotional and 
academic learning

Dimensions of Family-School Partnerships Offer Multiple Opportunities for 
Programming Support:

Fig. 1.1  Dimensions of family-school partnerships and intervention opportunities
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approach. Our goal is not to determine which approach is best, but rather to illus-
trate the ways in which different approaches have proven effective at supporting 
parents and fostering child success at school.

Two of the school-based intervention models focus primarily on the provision of 
outreach activities that help parents support their child’s school success at home. 
The Family Check-Up (FCU) is a universal intervention offered to all families of 
incoming kindergarten children (Stormshak et al., this volume). It begins with a 
three-session process, including an initial interview, brief school readiness assess-
ment, and feedback session for families. At the feedback session, motivational inter-
viewing strategies are used to promote parent self-reflection, help parents identify 
areas of strength and areas for growth, and motivate active engagement in support-
ing the child’s development and school adjustment. Depending upon their needs and 
interests, additional intervention is available. In terms of process, the primary 
emphasis of this intervention is on fostering parent self-reflection, goal-setting, and 
motivation to act in behalf of child school readiness. In terms of content, the pri-
mary focus is on strengthening positive family management strategies, including 
the use of routines, positive support, and parent-child interaction in order to foster 
child self-regulation skills, behavioral control, and social skills. A related goal is to 
increase home support for child reading and learning.

The Research-based, Developmentally-Informed Parent (REDI-P) program also 
emphasizes parent support for learning at home (Bierman, Nix, Welsh, Henirichs, 
Loughlin-Presnal & McDoniel, this volume). The program is delivered via a series 
of home visits (10 in the prekindergarten year prior to transition; 6 in kindergarten 
post-transition). Parents are provided with learning materials to use at home and are 
coached in parenting strategies that support child language and social-emotional 
skill development. REDI-P helps parents implement a developmentally sequenced 
home learning curriculum designed to foster child self-regulation and language/lit-
eracy skills. There is a secondary focus on improving parenting practices with an 
emphasis on enriching parent language use and parent-child conversations, along 
with parent-child joint planning and problem solving.

Whereas FCU-Kindergarten and REDI-P both emphasize the promotion of par-
ent engagement in home learning, they differ in the relative emphasis given different 
parenting skills (e.g., those boosting behavioral vs. cognitive support for learning) 
as well as in the design and delivery of the intervention process. FCU-Kindergarten 
takes an individualized approach, with personalized assessments/feedback and 
intervention components tailored to the families’ needs and interests. In this way, 
FCU-Kindergarten can be quite efficient, adjusting the intensity of intervention sup-
port to the needs of participating families. In contrast, REDI-P is a manualized 
program, which delivers a standard developmentally sequenced home learning cur-
riculum to all families (with difficulty level adjusted based on child skills) and 
which presents a similar set of parenting ideas to all participating families (with 
personalized applications discussed in home visits). In the REDI-P logic model, the 
home learning curriculum is anticipated to have direct effects boosting child school 
readiness, in addition to the more indirect effects on child readiness of the parenting 
practices targeted in the intervention. Relative to an individualized approach 
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tailored to each family, the logic behind this kind of standard intervention is that it 
can more easily incorporate learning activities that follow a developmental scope 
and sequence and assure coverage of domains with documented importance for 
school success.

In contrast to these two interventions that involve individual work with families, 
the ParentCorps program (Dawson-McClure et al., this volume) uses a group inter-
vention model, with families attending group sessions at their child’s school. 
ParentCorps is designed to enrich prekindergarten programs serving children from 
low-income families and to strengthen family-school partnerships and foster prac-
tices that help parents and teachers collaboratively support foundational social, 
emotional, and behavior regulation skills. Families of all prekindergarten children 
in participating schools are invited to attend a series of 14 2-hour school-based 
group meetings. These discussion groups are designed to create connections among 
parents and between parents and school staff, to increase school bonding, and to 
share information about positive parenting practices that support child school suc-
cess. Parallel group meetings for children provide direct coaching in the social-
emotional skills that foster school adjustment. In terms of content, ParentCorps 
focuses especially on positive family management strategies that support child self-
regulation and behavioral adjustment to school, with a secondary focus on support-
ing child learning at home and in this way is similar to FCU-Kindergarten. During 
group meetings, leaders follow a manualized curriculum to present parenting ideas 
and encourage group discussion and sharing regarding parent experiences and input. 
ParentCorps also includes separate professional learning workshops for teachers, 
designed to build their skills at understanding, communicating with, and collaborat-
ing with families. By holding parent group meetings at school and working with 
teachers on partnership skills, ParentCorps seeks to strengthen parent’s school-
based engagement, increase home positive behavioral support, and improve parent-
teacher partnerships.

The Getting Ready (GR) intervention is distinguished by its primary focus on 
strengthening the parent-teacher partnership and enhancing the degree to which par-
ents and teachers share perspectives, plan together, and collaborate in aligned home-
school programming goals and activities to support child development (Sheridan et 
al., this volume). GR involves coaching early childhood educators to utilize a set of 
eight strategies designed to build parents’ competencies and strengthen relation-
ships. The logic model emphasizes the teachers’ use of these partnership strategies 
during formal sessions with parents (home visits and conferences) as well as during 
more informal teacher-parent contacts. These parent-teacher communications pro-
vide the central lever of change, directly boosting parenting practices, enhancing 
parent-teacher relationships, and creating home/school program alignment which, 
in turn, may enhance child school readiness skills. Like FCU-Kindergarten, GR 
provides individualized support to parents rather than following a standard or manu-
alized intervention program. Parallel to REDI-P, GR includes home visits (6 per 
year for two years), but in the case of GR, the teacher makes the home visits in order 
to support a strong partnership with each parent and provide a foundation for col-
laborative planning.

K. L. Bierman and S. M. Sheridan



9

The Child-Parent Centers (CPC) program is a family-centered early childhood 
preschool model. Rather than providing a specific program or set of intervention 
strategies, it is distinguished from other interventions described in this volume by a 
focus on structural changes in school design and staffing to support programming 
that enhances family engagement and positive family-school partnerships. CPC 
programs are implemented by a collaborative team that includes two staff members 
(in addition to the classroom teacher) who are focused on supporting families – a 
parent resource teacher and a school-community representative. The parent resource 
teacher provides parent workshops in six areas, providing information about parent-
ing and child development, suggestions for supporting academic learning at home, 
descriptions of community resources, as well as information about how to be an 
advocate for your child. The parent resource teacher also supports parent visits to 
the school to promote home-school connections and align home learning support 
with the classroom curriculum. The school community representative makes home 
visits, helps families connect with appropriate community resources, and supports 
enrollment and attendance. Specific program activities may vary across classrooms 
and families, tailored by the collaborative teaching team. Parent involvement is 
encouraged and reinforced by contracts in which they commit to invest 2.5 hours 
per week to family-school partnership activities.

1.5  �Crosscutting Issues and Questions

A key goal of this volume is to illustrate the commonalities and differences that 
characterize these five evidence-based approaches to promoting family-school part-
nerships. The general descriptions of the various programs provided in this chapter 
do not do justice to the complexity and nuances in each of the models and the reader 
is directed to the subsequent chapters for more detail. However, it is helpful to rec-
ognize the broad-brush commonalities and differences in the approaches, as they 
highlight the need for additional research focused on understanding how different 
programs achieve their benefits and addressing the question of what works best for 
whom under what conditions. These similarities and differences in program con-
tent, process, delivery system, and focus are summarized in Table 1.1. Each of these 
programs has strong evidence of positive impact, but there may be variations across 
programs in the outcomes they affect, the types of families they serve best, or the 
school and community contexts in which they best fit.

In all cases, the programs described in this volume represent model programs 
that will need adaptations to diffuse widely and scale up to broad use. A consider-
ation of the crosscutting issues and questions that each of these programs must face 
as they consider scaling up may be helpful in guiding “next steps” in the general 
area of future research on school-family partnerships and school programming 
innovation. The last two chapters of this volume provide commentary on the pro-
grams and situate this research in the larger context of programs and policies 
designed to reduce educational disparities and foster school success for all children. 
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Here, we briefly raise a set of key issues to consider as we move forward to bridge 
the gap between current typical family-school partnership practices and the poten-
tial power evident in these more intensive and extensive model programs.

Understanding Mechanisms of Action  Each of the programs featured in this vol-
ume has evidence of impact; however less is known about how they each achieve 
this impact. Although developmental studies have identified facets of family-school 
engagement that are linked with child school success, these associations are not 
necessarily causal. In addition, even when causal links are understood, the contribu-
tions of various intervention strategies to programs’ overall efficacy at changing 
targeted constructs must be tested. Increasingly, researchers are calling for more 
intensive study of the potential change processes that underlie effective family-
focused interventions (Patel et al., 2017). To do so, it is critical to have a clearly 
articulated logic model that specifies the features of the intervention hypothesized 
to play a role in the change process and to include measures of those features over 
time. This kind of framework and measurement allows for tests of questions attempt-
ing to verify the change model  – for example, did the intervention increase the 
intended parenting skill or improve the targeted parent-teacher relationship, and did 
skill or relationship improvements then lead to child skill acquisition? Methodological 
advances provide a basis for testing mediation (Patel et al., 2017). These kinds of 
models that “unpack” an intervention often involve within-group comparisons and 
are therefore, like developmental research, associative. Without randomization to 
different intervention components or processes, mediation models cannot confirm 
causal associations, but they can illuminate associations that are consistent with or 

Table 1.1  Comparing model interventions fostering effective family-school partnerships

Dimensions of variation
Intervention program
FCU-Kindergarten REDI-P ParentCorps GR CPC

Intervention process
Manualized program X X
Individualized program X X X
Parenting skill focus
Behavioral supports X X X
Cognitive supports X X
Locus of delivery
Individual visits X X X X
Group meetings X X
Type of engagement  
targeted
Engagement at home X X X X
Engagement at school X X
Parent-teacher partnership X X

Note: Only the primary emphasis of each program is shown. Many of these programs have sec-
ondary areas of focus as well. FCU-Kindergarten Family Check-up Kindergarten, REDI-P 
Research-based, Developmentally-informed Parent program; GR Getting Ready, CPC Chicago 
Parent-Child Centers

K. L. Bierman and S. M. Sheridan
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at odds with expectations. Mediation findings can thus reinforce certain aspects of 
an intervention design or suggest changes in the intervention design that might 
strengthen impact.

Understanding Variation in Intervention Response  Interventions may also work 
differently in different school/community contexts or for different families, and 
understanding these variations is important. A better understanding of school or 
community factors associated with the successful implementation of various inter-
vention approaches and more optimal family engagement levels could inform inter-
vention design and facilitate optimal decision-making regarding intervention 
options by different school districts or communities. For example, meta-analyses 
suggest larger effects of family-school interventions on some aspects of children’s 
social-emotional functioning have been found in nonurban/rural settings relative to 
urban settings (Sheridan et al., 2019), suggesting that programs supporting family 
engagement may provide an important resource in small schools or geographically 
remote communities. More research pinpointing the role of contextual features on 
intervention uptake is necessary.

Moderation studies that identify characteristics of parents or children that 
improve or impede engagement in and response to different intervention approaches 
can provide a foundation for tailoring or personalizing interventions for different 
families in ways that might increase impact. In a meta-analysis evaluating the effi-
cacy of family-school interventions on students’ social-emotional functioning, 
Sheridan et al. (2019) found the effects to be greatest at enhancing mental health 
outcomes for Black students, relative to White and Latinx children. Moderation 
analyses can also illuminate potential variations in the benefits different families or 
children experience when engaged in the same intervention or exposed to similar 
intervention components. For example, Mathis and Bierman (2015) found that chil-
dren acquired more literacy skills in a home learning program when participating 
parents were high in sensitive-responsiveness at baseline; however parents partici-
pating in the same program showed greater increases in the acquisition of sensitive-
responsive behavior when they were low at baseline. In other words, different 
families benefitted in different ways from the same program.

Moderation can also occur when children or families with certain characteristics 
respond differently to the same intervention. For example, Smith, Sheridan, Kim, 
Park, and Beretvas (2019) found that the efficacy of certain components imple-
mented in family-school partnership interventions (i.e., bidirectional communica-
tion, behavioral support) was moderated by student grade which ranged from early 
childhood through high school, such that they were more effective for older stu-
dents. Whereas this line of work provides useful information on general family-
school intervention components related to positive student outcomes, it is necessary 
to understand the manner in which they function within the context of specific inter-
ventions (e.g., Family Check Up, REDI-P, Getting Ready, ParentCorps).

Identifying Efficacious, Culturally Relevant Practices  A particularly important 
area that requires more exploration is the degree to which adaptation or tailoring of 
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intervention approaches is necessary to respond to varying cultural norms or expec-
tations. Research intended to establish an evidence base for family-school partner-
ships in the early years has recognized that there is no standard approach that is 
accessible or efficacious for all. Families’ ethnic or cultural experiences, values, and 
perspectives influence their interactions with educators and may necessitate unique 
approaches or actions vis à vis partnership practices. It has been long known that 
diverse families face significant barriers to participation (De Luigi & Martelli, 
2015). For example, typical family engagement strategies that involve school events, 
parent-teacher conferences, and volunteer opportunities (de Carvalho, 2001) are 
most likely to be accessible to and attract white families of higher sociometric status 
(SES) rather than lower SES and ethnic/racial minority families (Abrams & Gibbs, 
2002; Turney & Kao, 2009; Weiss et al., 2011). In addition to practical challenges 
(transportation, work schedule inflexibility), lower-SES families identify discom-
fort or distrust of schools, low self-efficacy regarding their capacity to help, and 
cultural beliefs about their role as barriers to participation to these kinds of formal 
school events (Bolivar & Chrispeels, 2010). Although many schools rely on formal 
school-based activities to engage parents, schools that use a wider array of parent 
engagement strategies, including opportunities to support learning at home success-
fully engage a larger proportion of families, especially Black and Latinx families 
(Marschall & Shah, 2016).

Bridging the Gap from Experimental Trials to “Real World” Implementation  In 
addition to understanding how model programs attain their gains and who benefits 
the most, it is important to consider factors that must be addressed to scale up model 
programs for wide diffusion. Currently, there is a sizeable gap between typical fam-
ily engagement practices used by schools and the kinds of programming used in the 
model programs described here. Better understandings of the implementation and 
efficacy of existing practices, such as parent-teacher conferencing, volunteering 
opportunities, and homework support, are necessary. Unfortunately, little is known 
about the efficacy of family engagement practices that appear to be most practical 
and thus common in schools. One recent large-scale meta-analysis of family-school 
interventions found that two common approaches to family-school involvement 
(i.e., support for homework and parents’ involvement at school) were minimally 
effective at supporting children’s social-emotional functioning (Sheridan et  al., 
2019). Specifically, homework was not significantly related to children’s gains in 
either social-behavioral competence or mental health, and parents’ involvement at 
school was related to social-behavioral competence only. Other components dem-
onstrating greater efficacy require more resources, including communication, 
parent-teacher collaboration, home-based involvement, and tangible behavioral 
supports. There is a need to better understand methods to bolster the effects of typi-
cal practices for maximal student benefit and to adapt effective interventions to 
ensure fit in school-based practices.

In each of the following intervention chapters, the authors consider factors that 
may require modification to expand the diffusion of their intervention approaches, 
including reducing the intensity or dose of the intervention, simplifying the mea-
sures and methods, engaging parents in new ways (such as online, Stormshak et al., 
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this volume), and streamlining professional development and training supports. 
Unpacking the elements of interventions that are both efficacious and feasible for 
school implementation may be a first step in bridging the gap from experimentation 
to real-world uptake. In all cases, the challenge will be to make modifications that 
reduce the resources needed to mount and sustain the intervention while maintain-
ing the intervention impact.

The model programs featured in this volume demonstrate that low-income and 
culturally and racially diverse families are interested in helping their children suc-
ceed in school and can be effective partners in their child’s education with the right 
intervention resources and approach. The key question is whether and how the 
intensive effective programs featured here can be scaled for broad diffusion and 
retain their efficacy and positive impact.

Fostering Institutionalization and Sustainability  The commentary chapters 
included in this volume introduce a host of factors that are important to consider in 
light of the goal of scaling up and sustaining high-quality, high-impact family-
school partnership interventions. These include factors such as the cost of the inter-
vention, the resources needed for successful implementation and sustained 
high-quality implementation, and the development of policies and institutional sup-
ports that motivate and enable sustained programming. To reach the broad goal of 
improving the kinds of family engagement programming used in the “real world” 
and increase the participation of the low-income families who have the most to gain 
from this programming, it will be important to identify and implement policy-
relevant research to support the scaling and broad diffusion of evidence-based 
family-school partnership models. This will include a consideration of the costs and 
resources involved, governance structures needed, professional development sup-
ports required, and implementation monitoring and continuous improvement plans 
needed to incorporate effective family-school partnership programs into school 
practice.

We hope this volume illuminates the tremendous potential of effective family-
school partnership interventions to enhance the well-being of families and promote 
the school success of children, particularly those most vulnerable to underachieve-
ment. We also hope it identifies key areas for future intervention design and research, 
with the goal of moving toward wide-scale implementation of effective program-
ming that can more effectively harness the power of family-school partnerships and 
thereby reduce the socioeconomic gap in educational attainment.
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Chapter 2
Getting Ready: A Relationship-Based 
Approach to Parent Engagement in Early 
Childhood Education Settings

Susan M. Sheridan, Lisa L. Knoche, and Courtney Boise

Abstract  Relationships are important to the developmental success of young chil-
dren. Specifically, strong relationships between parents and their young children 
provide a foundation for lifelong healthy growth and development. Furthermore, 
partnerships between parents and other adults, including educators, who are actively 
involved in children’s lives also support positive developmental trajectories. Distinct 
from programming focused on parent involvement, partnership-based interventions 
encourage active connection and collaboration between parents and educators. 
Getting Ready is one such early childhood parent engagement intervention that pro-
motes children’s learning and development by enhancing relationships and strength-
ening partnerships among families and early childhood educators.

This chapter describes the evidence-based Getting Ready intervention, including 
the eight Getting Ready strategies and collaborative process used by educators in 
their interactions with families. Research evidence highlighting the intervention’s 
effectiveness on child, parent, and teacher outcomes is included. Though evidence 
of effectiveness has been established, there remains much to be learned about mech-
anisms contributing to intervention effects, issues that influence its uptake, chal-
lenges associated with implementation and cost, and a host of other important 
variables that have potential to impact how it is received and maintained. The chap-
ter concludes with a research agenda to guide future investigations of the Getting 
Ready intervention and support scale-up and use in new settings and programs.
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2.1  �Introduction to the Getting Ready Approach

From the beginning of life, children are inherently relationship seeking. Relationships 
early in a child’s life create a system of supports that facilitates healthy growth and 
development. Of all relationships, perhaps the one most important is the relation-
ship a child has with a parent. Parents provide nurturance, security, and opportuni-
ties for stimulation. In ideal circumstances, parents help their children explore their 
environments and make sense of their world. They are their children’s first social 
agents, interacting in responsive and reciprocal ways and guiding their children as 
they learn to interact with others. Parents who are warm and sensitive, support their 
children’s emerging autonomy, and participate actively in their children’s learning – 
i.e., engaged parents – provide the context for an optimal early developmental tra-
jectory. Thus, the focus of many family interventions in early childhood contexts is 
to promote parental engagement with their child to enhance learning and 
development.

Relationships with parents are not the only relationships that are important in 
young children’s lives. As children grow and develop, the responsibility for their 
learning becomes dispersed among a network of adults within and outside of the 
family system. Relationships among caregivers who are part of children’s broad-
ened (i.e., cross-system) support network become important.

Family-school partnership approaches emphasize the bidirectional relationship 
between families and schools and enrich children’s outcomes through coordinated, 
cross-system supports (Downer & Myers, 2010; Lines et al., 2011). Distinct from 
parental involvement practices that emphasize parents’ parallel efforts to augment 
what educators do to promote learning, collaborative partnership practices focus on 
building positive working relationships between families and educators to promote 
children’s social, emotional, behavioral, and academic development.

Getting Ready is a parent engagement intervention that promotes children’s 
learning and development by enhancing relationships and strengthening partner-
ships among families and early childhood educators (ECEs). Foundationally, it is 
based on two research-based interventions in the field of early childhood and educa-
tion: triadic (McCollum & Yates, 1994) and conjoint (i.e., parent-educator; Sheridan 
& Kratochwill, 2008) consultation. Its goals are to promote young children’s devel-
opment by (a) engaging parents in meaningful ways; (b) enhancing relationships 
between parents and children, and between parents and ECEs; (c) building parents’ 
competencies at supporting children’s learning; and (d) strengthening collaborative 
partnerships between parents and ECEs. These goals are achieved through interac-
tions between parents and educators that are characterized by reciprocity, trust, and 
shared responsibility for children’s learning and healthy development.

Getting Ready Strategies  Getting Ready supports ECEs in the flexible and 
responsive use of a series of eight strategies when interacting with parents. These 
strategies are used to support parents’ engagement; that is, they are intended to 
enhance parents’ relationships with their child and strengthen their role as partners. 
When used flexibly and effectively by ECEs, the strategies provide opportunities to 
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support positive parent–child interactions, bolster parents’ confidence regarding 
their parenting practices, gently guide parents in methods for scaffolding their 
child’s learning, and ensure parents have input on how their child’s learning can best 
be encouraged at home and in other settings.

Table 2.1 outlines and defines each of the strategies. The Getting Ready strate-
gies work in unison to support parents and children; they are not intended to be 
practiced in a rigid sequence or order. Collectively, the strategies are used to both 
strengthen relationships (e.g., communicate openly and clearly, encourage parent-
child interaction, affirm parents’ competencies, make mutual decisions) and build 
parents’ competencies (e.g., focus parent’s attention, use observations and data, 
share information and resources, model and suggest new practices).

Implementation Contexts  Because the Getting Ready strategies are used in fluid 
and responsive ways, they can be integrated effectively into any situation wherein 
parents and educators have the opportunity to communicate about children’s learn-
ing and development. The myriad contexts within which Getting Ready strategies 
are used include those that are structured and unstructured, as depicted in Fig. 2.1.

Table 2.1  Getting Ready strategies: ECE practices to enhance relationships and strengthen 
partnerships

Strategy Definition

Communicate openly 
and clearly

Parents and early childhood educators are fully engaged in a two-way 
exchange in which each participant’s input is valued. ECE interacts with 
parents in ways that promote two-way exchange of information that is 
focused and intentional

Facilitate connection 
between parent and 
child

Elements of the environment are intentionally and actively arranged or 
rearranged to increase the probability of developmentally matched, 
mutually enjoyable parent–child interaction

Affirm parent’s 
competencies

Parent’s strengths at using effective parent–child interaction practices 
are identified, recognized, and built upon

Focus attention on 
child’s development

Parent’s attention is oriented toward their child’s specific developmental 
strengths and needs in either subtle or more overt ways as an 
opportunity to help parents understand their child’s development

Use observations and 
data

Discussions of objective information about the child, including the 
child’s skill levels and progress toward developmental goals occur 
between the parent and ECE

Make mutual, joint 
decisions

Parents and early childhood educators have conversations as co-equal 
participants wherein they agree on goals, priorities, plans, and plan steps 
regarding the child’s learning and development

Share information 
and resources

ECE asks about or labels, interprets, or explains the developmental 
significance of the child’s observed social-emotional, cognitive, 
language, and physical development

Model and make 
suggestions

Model: ECE uses a teaching technique with a child while the parent 
observes and then invites the parent to use the technique in the moment, 
during a parent–child–educator interaction
Make suggestions: ECE makes explicit statements to parent about 
behaviors to support child’s development and parent–child interactions
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Structured contexts, or settings, are those where formal educational discussions 
and planning occurs between an educator and parent. In early childhood programs, 
structured settings include 60-minute home visits and parent–ECE conferences con-
ducted with at least one parent, the ECE, and the child. As part of the Getting Ready 
approach, ECEs complete 12 structured contacts over two study years (i.e., six con-
tacts annually). Contacts that take place in structured contexts are extended, regular 
opportunities for parents and educators to partner about a child’s learning.

One of the ways that a partnership between parents and educators can be maxi-
mized is through a collaborative planning process wherein the unique perspectives 
and expertise of both parties come together. Many important topics can be explored 
through a structured, collaborative process, including individual child strengths, 
goals shared by parents and ECEs, plans for helping the child realize her/his poten-
tial across home and school, and assessments about whether a child is meeting 
important goals. Specific situations where a collaborative planning process provides 
important structure in a constructive and mutually respectful way are home visits, 
parent–educator conferences, and Individualized Family Service Plan (IFSP) or 
Individualized Education Plan (IEP) meetings.

During structured contacts, a collaborative process provides a method for plan-
ning, supporting, and monitoring mutually determined developmental goals and 

Fig. 2.1  A schemata of the Getting Ready approach
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targets. The collaborative planning process creates a formal opportunity for parents 
and educators to assume mutual responsibility for a child’s learning and develop-
ment. The process is strength-based, capitalizing not only on a child’s strengths but 
also the strengths of ECEs and parents given their unique sources of expertise when 
it comes to supporting a child. Essentially, this structured partnership creates a 
safety net for children, ensuring that parents and educators are working together in 
consistent and intentional ways.

The collaborative planning process used in structured Getting Ready parent–
educator contacts is depicted in Fig. 2.2. It is comprised of six steps that are prac-
ticed in a cyclical, goal-directed manner: (1) establish/reestablish a partnership with 
parents; (2) discuss child strengths and concerns; (3) select or review/revise goals; 
(4) develop a partnership plan; (5) engage parent and child in an interactive activity; 
and (6) reflect and specify action steps. As an ECE guides parents through the col-
laborative planning process, she/he uses the Getting Ready strategies (e.g., open 
communication, affirm parents’ strengths, make mutual decisions; see Table 2.1) in 
an intentional way to enhance relationships, build parent competencies, and 
strengthen partnerships with parents.

In addition to structured settings such as home visits and conferences, Getting 
Ready strategies are relevant and useful in any parent–educator interaction. 

Fig. 2.2  The Getting Ready collaborative planning process
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Unstructured situations include all brief encounters between educators and parents 
during daily and weekly routines, as well as during school- or agency-sponsored 
family activities. Unstructured contexts occur naturally and “on the spot” when 
interacting with parents. Examples include conversations when a mother drops her 
child off at a childcare center or picks her up at the end of the day, during family fun 
nights, via phone calls, and in email or text messages. Some unstructured opportuni-
ties occur incidentally, without extensive preplanning (such as at child drop off); 
others can be organized with advance thought (such as a daily information-sharing 
sheet written to update a parent about her child’s day). Although brief and unstruc-
tured, these exchanges with parents are practiced by educators with intention. They 
represent potentially powerful opportunities to affirm a parent, focus his attention, 
check in on progress at home, and engage in a host of other practices that build 
relationships and enhance a parent’s competency.

Getting Ready Training and Support  In Getting Ready, ECEs participate in a 
one-day training institute where they receive information about the Getting Ready 
strategies and collaborative planning. Exposure to the goals, strategies, and imple-
mentation contexts (e.g., structured and unstructured interactions with parents) 
occurs via formal presentations, video exemplars, practice-friendly materials, and 
discussion. Following the training institute, ECEs are supported in their delivery of 
the Getting Ready intervention with families through 90-minute individualized and 
small group coaching delivered bimonthly by an early childhood coach. Coaching 
sessions follow a format that includes initiation, observation/action, joint planning, 
reflection, and evaluation (Rush & Shelden, 2011). The agenda for each coaching 
session focuses primarily on a specific Getting Ready strategy, its use with indi-
vidual families and ECEs, and steps in the collaborative planning process. Coaches 
use reflective questions, identify ECE strengths, and develop action plans with 
ECEs to support upcoming structured and unstructured interactions with parents. 
Getting Ready coaches have extensive experience in early childhood settings, and a 
minimum of a bachelor’s degree in Early Childhood Education or related field.

2.2  �Getting Ready’s Research Evidence

Research evidence gathered across multiple randomized trials indicates the effec-
tiveness of the Getting Ready approach for parents and children. These randomized 
trials follow educators, parents, and children across the entirety of their two-year 
preschool experience, allowing for rigorous evaluation of Getting Ready’s impact 
over time through multiple methods of assessment. In each trial, data have been col-
lected via direct assessment of child school readiness competencies, parent and 
ECE report, and observational assessment of parent and child behaviors. To control 
for time spent with an ECE, our studies ensured that treatment and comparison 
group participants received the same number of structured contacts with families 
over their 2 years in preschool. Further, an observational tool was developed for 
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fidelity evaluation of Getting Ready strategy use by ECEs during structured con-
tacts with families. Following a lengthy training protocol to establish reliability to a 
gold standard, observers used partial interval coding to record use of Getting Ready 
strategies during 1-minute intervals across home visits. Trained observers also 
recorded interactions and evaluated parent engagement and ECE effectiveness dur-
ing these structured contacts. Fidelity data were collected for both treatment and 
comparison group allowing for stringent evaluation of ECE use of Getting Ready 
strategies during structured contacts and to uncover practices of both the Getting 
Ready and control group participants (Knoche et al., 2010).

In a randomized controlled trial of 220 typically developing preschool children 
attending publicly funded preschool programs, results indicated positive contribu-
tions to children’s school readiness as well as parental engagement. As compared to 
children in the comparison condition, children involved in the Getting Ready 
approach experienced significant, positive gains in school readiness skills including 
social-emotional, language, and early literacy readiness. Educators reported signifi-
cant gains in children’s attachment with adults and initiative, as well as a reduction 
in their levels of anxiety and withdrawal (effect size range = 0.56–0.75; Sheridan 
et al., 2010). Similarly, relative to comparison group children, those whose ECEs 
were part of the Getting Ready intervention group showed significant decreases in 
overactive behaviors (e.g., disruptive, dysregulated play behaviors) when observed 
interacting with their parents (effect size = −0.71; Sheridan et al., 2014). Teachers’ 
reports of children’s language use, reading, and writing skills also were enhanced 
after participating in Getting Ready (effect sizes  =  1.11, 1.25, and 0.93, respec-
tively; Sheridan et al., 2011).

Parents also experienced gains as a result of their participation in Getting Ready. 
Parents in the programs who experienced the Getting Ready intervention were 
observed to be significantly more warm and sensitive in interactions with their chil-
dren and supportive of their children’s autonomy and offered more developmentally 
appropriate guidance, directives, and learning supports as compared to parents in 
the “business as usual” control group (effect sizes = 0.67–1.23; Knoche et al., 2012). 
They also reported greater levels of self-efficacy, including enhanced beliefs and 
confidence in their abilities to interact with their children (Knoche et al., 2020). 

It is worthwhile to explore for whom Getting Ready is most effective by investi-
gating child- and family-level moderators that may be associated with differential 
treatment effects. Exploring moderation helps to illuminate intervention strengths 
and limitations, thereby guiding future refinements and applications as the interven-
tion transitions outside of research to real-world contexts. Moderation analyses 
revealed that Getting Ready was most effective at improving the expressive com-
munication, language use, early reading, and writing skills of children with a devel-
opmental concern at the beginning of preschool. That is, children in Getting Ready 
demonstrated the largest gain in language and literacy outcomes when a develop-
mental concern was evident upon entry into preschool (Sheridan et  al., 2011). 
Children’s home language was another significant moderator of language and liter-
acy outcomes. The effect of Getting Ready on children’s language use was greatest 
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for children whose parents indicated their child’s language as other than English 
upon entry into preschool (Sheridan et al., 2011).

Getting Ready requires the active participation of families; therefore, family 
characteristics may also moderate intervention effects. Indeed, family characteris-
tics (e.g., education, household composition, health) interacted with the Getting 
Ready intervention in important ways to impact children’s development (Sheridan 
et al., 2011). When parents had less than a high school education or GED, there was 
significantly less improvement in children’s expressive language as a function of 
Getting Ready. In addition, when parents reported more health concerns, children 
made fewer language gains in the Getting Ready intervention. Parent mental health 
also moderated intervention effects, such that parents who reported more depressive 
symptomatology but were involved in Getting Ready had children who showed 
greater improvements on their positive affect and verbal behaviors (Sheridan et al., 
2014). Household composition was another moderating factor; the number of adults 
in the home moderated the effects of Getting Ready on children’s language out-
comes. It is possible that greater improvements in children’s language were noted 
when more adults were residing in the home; alternatively, it is possible that chil-
dren in single parent households responded less favorably. More research is needed 
to disentangle the influence of number of adults in either amplifying or lessening 
Getting Ready’s effects.

To further advance our understanding of the effects of the Getting Ready inter-
vention, we assessed effectiveness in a second randomized trial, focusing on a group 
of children exclusively at educational risk, defined by measured delays in perfor-
mance. This study included 267 preschool-aged children and their parents. Results 
were consistent with findings generated from the first study, including positive 
intervention effects on children’s relationships and language skills. Specifically, 
when parents and educators were engaged in Getting Ready, children showed 
enhanced social skills across the two-year preschool period and improved relation-
ships with their educators, relative to the comparison group, based on educator 
report (effect sizes  =  0.24–0.33; Sheridan et  al., 2019). Additionally, educators 
involved in Getting Ready reported significant gains in their relationships with par-
ents relative to their peers who did not participate (effect size = 0.36).

2.3  �Implications of Getting Ready Findings for Future 
Intervention Design and Research

Despite the increasing empirical support for the efficacy of the Getting Ready 
approach, important research questions remain. In this section, we explore direc-
tions in need of further empirical investigation. A current agenda for Getting Ready 
research, presented below, includes identifying (a) core intervention components, 
(b) mechanisms of change, (c) long-term effects, (d) the role of provider variables 
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and support, (e) cost, (f) adaptations and scalability, (g) contextual influences, and 
(h) the role of language.

Core Intervention Components  Many Getting Ready studies have explored its 
effects as a multidimensional intervention comprised of strategies delivered by 
ECEs, across structured and unstructured situations, with the support of an early 
childhood coach. Much more research is necessary to pinpoint components of the 
intervention that contribute significantly to observed effects. Core components, or 
“kernels” of the Getting Ready intervention, are those elements that have a reliable 
effect on one or more desired outcomes and that are necessary to observe the effect 
(Embry & Biglan, 2008). This type of empirical approach to operationalizing the 
intervention will aid our understanding of the essential features of Getting Ready, 
and their role in promoting positive effects.

Mechanisms of Change  Getting Ready research has focused primarily on its 
effect on children’s developmental outcomes, with much less attention to variables 
that are responsible for or influence its efficacy. By definition, Getting Ready is 
comprised of collaborative strategies led by an ECE during all interactions with 
parents, with the primary goal of supporting children’s positive growth. To date, no 
research has been conducted exploring the pathways (i.e., mediators) by which the 
primary goal is achieved.

Extant discussions of Getting Ready have presumed select inputs (i.e., imple-
menting the eight GR strategies in structured and unstructured situations, engaging 
in a collaborative planning process) are responsible for its positive outcomes. As an 
indirect model, however, it is implied that Getting Ready operates through other 
mechanisms (e.g., ECE-parent partnership, parent-child relationship) to effect 
change in children’s learning and behavior. Because parents are the direct recipients 
of the intervention, we assume these inputs (strategy use, collaborative planning) 
are associated with proximal change in parents’ behaviors (i.e., increased parent 
engagement, defined in terms of enhanced parent-child interactions) and subsequent 
child outcomes. There are several mechanisms, however, that may facilitate or 
enhance the effects of the inputs on parent behavior change and are worthy of inves-
tigation. Collaboration and partnership between parents and ECE professionals may 
result in uptake of parents’ skills to the extent that the partnership yields action steps 
for practices at home, engenders trust, and builds parental self-efficacy and confi-
dence. In turn, parent engagement is expected to directly modify child outcomes. 
Parent-child interactions that are nurturing and stimulating, continuity in practices 
between home and classroom/center, and enhanced relationships between parents 
and ECEs are all possible mediators of Getting Ready on child outcomes. It is also 
possible that some of these same variables (e.g., collaboration, partnership) amplify 
or moderate the effects of the Getting Ready inputs on parent engagement practices. 
Further studies that verify mediating and moderating variables that influence proxi-
mal and distal outcomes of Getting Ready are needed.

Long-Term Effects  Longitudinal follow-up data are needed to determine if 
Getting Ready’s effects on parents’ practices to support their child’s learning, and 
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partnerships formed between parents and educators who work with their child in 
later grades, will have downstream effects on child skills in future years. That is, it 
is possible that parents who received Getting Ready in preschool will bring their 
enhanced skills and expectations with them to relationships with new educators as 
their children progress through the elementary years. Likewise, educators they 
encounter over time vary greatly in their perspectives and practices vis-à-vis parent 
engagement. Given that the Getting Ready approach effectively improves relation-
ships between parents and their child’s ECE during preschool, it is important to 
understand how future interactions unfold.

Role of Provider Variables and Support  Importantly, the Getting Ready inter-
vention has been used by ECEs of varying educational backgrounds and levels of 
experience. In our studies to date, the educational backgrounds of educators have 
ranged from those with high school diplomas through advanced post-baccalaureate 
degrees. The early childhood knowledge of educators varies with some ECEs hav-
ing teaching certificates, early childhood endorsements, or other specialized train-
ing. Furthermore, educators have varying years of experience working with children 
and families as well as differing levels of tenure within agencies or programs. To 
date, we have not explored how these educator variables contribute to educators’ 
abilities to deliver the Getting Ready intervention and the subsequent effectiveness 
of Getting Ready strategies with families. A question for future research is whether 
any adaptations in the Getting Ready training model are needed to accommodate 
ECEs based on prior education, experience, or skillsets.

Professional development via a coaching model appears to be essential to educa-
tors’ uptake of the Getting Ready approach and is ideally suited to handle the unique 
background characteristics and experiences of ECEs. We currently provide coach-
ing across one full year of implementation. In our coaching model, a Getting Ready 
coach and early childhood educator co-implement meetings with parents; the coach 
provides modeling, encourages reflective practice, helps educators set implementa-
tion goals, and scaffolds new skill development. In the second year, that level of 
support is weaned and educators assume responsibility for implementing Getting 
Ready with parents. This method of coaching has been useful in supporting educa-
tors in their use of Getting Ready; however, we need to understand if there are other, 
more efficient ways of preparing ECEs in implementing Getting Ready at high lev-
els of fidelity. We also need to identify how specific coaching supports interact with 
educator characteristics. For example, whether educators with differing levels of 
education require a tailored approach to coaching (e.g., varying by characteristics 
such as frequency of contact, planning time with a coach) to implement Getting 
Ready is not currently known. It is possible that ECEs will vary in the amount of 
support needed (i.e., some may not require a full year of implementation support) to 
achieve fidelity in the Getting Ready model. These types of analyses will allow us 
to tailor professional development offerings and increase efficiency and cost-
effectiveness of the intervention.
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Cost  Once established, Getting Ready is conceptualized as a “way of doing busi-
ness” and not a curriculum with prescribed lessons. Likewise, it is time insensitive, 
meaning that it is not constrained with a starting and ending point. Thus, once the 
Getting Ready skills are successfully embedded within the ECEs everyday prac-
tices, there are no incremental costs to maintaining the intervention (or very mini-
mal costs that might be associated with periodic professional development booster 
sessions). That is, as a professional approach that defines the manner in which ECEs 
interact with children and parents in the naturalistic setting of classrooms and home 
visits, there are no “extra” costs in daily operations. Likewise, the intent is that 
ECEs and parents can use materials that are already available in the classroom or 
home setting; thus, there is no need to purchase additional curricular materials or 
teaching or learning tools.

Hence, the major costs of the Getting Ready intervention involve the initial train-
ing and supporting ECEs through individualized or small group coaching. Research 
is needed to quantify the costs associated with training and supporting ECEs as they 
learn to engage parents actively as partners and as they acquire skills associated 
with the Getting Ready strategies, contexts, and collaborative planning elements. In 
addition, research is needed to determine whether the Getting Ready skills are sus-
tained in the daily practice of trained ECEs or whether some level of ongoing super-
vision, monitoring, or periodic professional development support is needed to 
sustain high-fidelity implementation of the Getting Ready strategies.

Adaptations and Scalability  Ultimately, a goal for early childhood intervention 
researchers is to develop an evidence-based product that supports and improves 
developmental outcomes for young children. A related challenge is moving that 
product from a research context to an authentic practice environment. The process 
of translating an evidence-based approach to the real world is guided by an imple-
mentation science framework (Metz et al., 2015). Using this framework, we will 
approach scale-up of Getting Ready through stage-based implementation including 
exploration, installation, initial implementation, and, ultimately, full implementa-
tion. Data and feedback loops, including rapid-cycle problem solving, will be a 
priority implementation component as we move forward to provide assessment of 
need, infrastructure, and usability. To prepare Getting Ready for a move to scale, we 
must first understand modifications and adaptations that may produce strong treat-
ment effects with greater efficiency, thus facilitating scalability. Specifically, we are 
interested in exploring the duration and intensity of the intervention and profes-
sional development, as well as user-friendly methods for measuring fidelity.

Getting Ready has been operationalized and evaluated as a two-year interven-
tion. This requires implementation across 2 years of preschool or 2 years of infant/
toddler programs. The duration was intentionally selected to align with the partner-
ship focus of the intervention based on the recognition that relationships would need 
time to evolve. The professional development model as previously described 
includes 1 year (six visits) of co-facilitation between coach and educator with a 
reduction in support during the second year. While this duration and intensity have 
produced significant gains, there are limitations when considering a move to 
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authentic early childhood programs. Given typical programmatic resources, the 
length and cost of a two-year coaching model with an exclusive focus on family 
engagement may be a barrier to wide dissemination. Additionally, many children 
are enrolled in pre-K settings for only 1 year before kindergarten, yet we want this 
model to be effective for all children and families and not just those enrolled for 
2 years of programming. Thus, we may improve the scalability of the program if we 
can identify methods for increasing intervention intensity over a shorter period of 
time (i.e., one academic year or less). Furthermore, our current approach for mea-
suring fidelity has been designed through a research lens. As previously discussed, 
a more efficient and less complex tool for monitoring fidelity needs to be developed 
and tested. With these adaptations to duration, intensity, and measurement, our part-
nership intervention could move more readily to real-world early childhood settings.

Contextual Influences  Most of the research on Getting Ready has taken place in 
the Midwest, namely, one state (Nebraska) that is comprised of two urban areas and 
many remote rural communities. Our research has not sufficiently explored the 
effect of geographic locale on the uptake and effects of Getting Ready. For example, 
services in rural communities may be situated in unique settings relative to those 
offered in urban contexts. Differences between settings in personnel (education, 
training, experience, availability), connections with other early childhood profes-
sionals, opportunities for professional development, financial resources, and exter-
nal community supports for families may influence how the Getting Ready or other 
family engagement interventions function. Though we have not explored the impact 
of geographic or similar contextual variations on the implementation and efficacy of 
Getting Ready intentionally, it has been effectively implemented in communities of 
varying population size and demographics and in programs experiencing a range of 
internal and external resources. We have reason to believe it could generalize given 
our experience in various communities to date; however, because our research has 
been relatively confined to the Midwest, we simply do not know how geographic 
factors interact with the Getting Ready approach and its effects.

Over several years, we have worked in various program contexts, such as Early 
Head Start, Head Start, Part C programming, and other publicly funded programs. 
Variability in policies, services, personnel, support staff, agency resources, and 
other contextual factors that may influence uptake and sustainability need to be 
considered in future research. Different practice settings provide very different 
delivery mechanisms and opportunities for parents and ECEs to interact. For exam-
ple, we recognize that our specification of six meaningful contacts taking place in 
home visits or conferences may not be plausible in all settings. Contrarily, in some 
situations and within some early childhood agencies, services are delivered entirely 
via a home-based approach with few opportunities for unstructured, incidental 
interactions between parents and ECEs. The intent is for Getting Ready implemen-
tation to become integrated seamlessly into existing service structures; thus, we 
need to explore carefully interactions between structural features of Getting Ready 
and contextual variations within which it is implemented to determine the feasibility 
and impact of varying implementation formats.
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Role of Language  Little is known about practice implications and outcomes for 
children and families for whom English is not their first language. Whereas our 
prior evaluation of the Getting Ready intervention demonstrated greater effects on 
children’s expressive language skills when children did not speak English at pre-
school entry, there is still much to be learned about how this intervention works with 
non-English-speaking families. There may be added factors to consider when build-
ing collaborative partnerships with non-English-speaking families. The degree to 
which there is a match between parent and ECE in cultural expectations and spoken 
language may impact child and family outcomes of the intervention (Good 
et al., 2010).

A related area for future research involves the exploration of the role of interpret-
ers when working with families for whom English is not their first language. To date 
the Getting Ready approach has been conducted with both English- and Spanish-
speaking families. With English-speaking coaches and educators, the intervention 
has relied on the use of interpreters during structured contacts with Spanish-speaking 
families. While we have seen positive effects on outcomes for all families receiving 
the Getting Ready intervention, the role of the interpreter in intervention services 
delivered to non-English-speaking families remains underexplored. Beyond simply 
offering word-for-word translation, interpreters serve as cultural and linguistic bro-
kers during structured contacts as they attempt to relay the meaning behind the 
words expressed by both teachers and parents (Cheatham, 2011; Davitti, 2013). 
This suggests that interpreter level characteristics, such as years of experience in 
early childhood, knowledge of the family, and familiarity with the Getting Ready 
intervention, may impact the interpreter’s ability to both accurately relay informa-
tion and assist in the promotion of a collaborative partnership between educator and 
parent. As interpreters working with the Getting Ready intervention have ranged 
from family members or family friends to project or agency staff, the impact of 
these characteristics warrants investigation. Further, observational assessments 
have shown that factors such as positioning of the interpreter, eye contact between 
conversational partners, and interpreter’s use of gesturing impact parent engage-
ment during parent-teacher interactions (Davitti & Pasquandrea, 2017). Future 
research should assess the impact of these factors on parent engagement in the 
intervention.

Additionally, the linguistic needs of early childhood programs continue to grow 
more diverse as programs have increasing numbers of English language learners 
who are part of many diverse language groups. Future work should focus on how to 
scale up Getting Ready to meet these varied needs, as the intervention to date has 
exclusively focused on working with English- and Spanish-speaking families. A 
first step may be examining the feasibility and impact of providing all written mate-
rials translated into the parent’s first language for families with a first language other 
than English or Spanish (Ma et al., 2014).
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2.4  �Conclusions

The Getting Ready intervention has been developed and tested in several random-
ized controlled trials over the past two decades. We have found routinely that it is 
efficacious for producing important outcomes for children and parents and that with 
training and intentional professional support, ECEs can implement the intervention 
in ways that improve quality of engagement relative to comparison participants. 
Much is now known about child and family characteristics that moderate certain 
effects. However, there is a plethora of research questions still to be addressed, 
including those associated with mediation (how the Getting Ready operates to pro-
duce certain effects), cost, fidelity and uptake, scalability, role of providers’ per-
sonal and professional characteristics, contexts, and influence of family language, to 
name a few. These and related issues provide a robust research agenda moving 
forward.

References

Cheatham, G.  A. (2011). Language interpretation, parent participation, and young children 
with disabilities. Topics in Early Childhood Special Education, 31, 78–88. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0271121410377120.

Davitti, E. (2013). Dialogue interpreting as intercultural mediation: Interpreters’ use of upgrad-
ing moves in parent–teacher meetings. Interpreting, 15, 168–199. https://doi.org/10.1075/
intp.15.2.02dav.

Davitti, E., & Pasquandrea, S. (2017). Embodied participation: What multimodal analysis can tell 
us about interpreter-mediated encounters in pedagogical settings. Journal of Pragmatics, 107, 
105–128. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pragma.2016.04.008.

Downer, J. T., & Myers, S. S. (2010). Application of a developmental/ecological model to family–
school partnerships. In S. L. Christenson & A. L. Reschly (Eds.), Handbook of school–family 
partnerships (pp. 3–29). New York: Routledge/Taylor & Francis.

Embry, D.  D., & Biglan, A. (2008). Evidence-based kernels: Fundamental units of behavioral 
influence. Clinical Child and Family Psychology Review, 11, 75–113. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s10567-008-0036-x.

Good, M., Masewicz, S., & Vogel, L. (2010). Latino English language learners: Bridging achieve-
ment and culture gaps between schools and families. Journal of Latinos and Education, 9, 
321–339.

Knoche, L. L., Sheridan, S. M., Edwards, C. P., & Osborn, A. Q. (2010). Implementation of a 
relationship-based school readiness intervention: A multidimensional approach to fidelity mea-
surement for early childhood. Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 25, 299–313. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2009.05.003.

Knoche, L. L., Edwards, C. P., Sheridan, S. M., Kupzyk, K. A., Marvin, C. A., Cline, K. D., & 
Clarke, B. L. (2012). Getting ready: Results of a randomized trial of a relationship-focused 
intervention on parent engagement in rural early head start. Infant Mental Health Journal, 33, 
439–458. https://doi.org/10.1002/imhj.21320.

Knoche, L. L., Sheridan, S.M., Boise, C.E., Prokasky, A.A., Scruggs, S.L. & Hechtner-Galvin, 
T.S. (2020). Creating connections between infant/toddler educators and families: Effects 
of the Getting Ready 0-3 approach. In K. Dwyer (Chair), Targeting parents and teachers to 
support infant and toddler development: Initial findings from the Early Head Start Parent-

S. M. Sheridan et al.

https://doi.org/10.1177/0271121410377120
https://doi.org/10.1177/0271121410377120
https://doi.org/10.1075/intp.15.2.02dav
https://doi.org/10.1075/intp.15.2.02dav
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pragma.2016.04.008
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10567-008-0036-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10567-008-0036-x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2009.05.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2009.05.003
https://doi.org/10.1002/imhj.21320


31

Teacher Intervention Consortium. Paper symposium presented at the 2020 National Research 
Conference on Early Childhood, Washington, DC, United States. 

Lines, C., Miller, G.  E., & Arthur-Stanley, A. (2011). The power of family–school partnering 
(FSP): A practical guide for school mental health professionals and educators. New York: 
Routledge/Taylor & Francis.

Ma, X., Shen, J., & Krenn, H.  Y. (2014). The relationship between parental involvement and 
adequate yearly progress among urban, suburban, and rural schools. School Effectiveness and 
School Improvement, 25, 629–650. https://doi.org/10.1080/092433453.2013.862281.

McCollum, J. A., & Yates, T. J. (1994). Technical assistance for meeting early intervention person-
nel standards: Statewide processes based on peer review. Topics in Early Childhood Special 
Education, 14, 295–310. https://doi.org/10.1177/027112149401400303.

Metz, A., Naoom, S. F., Halle, T., & Bartley, L. (2015). An integrated stage-based framework for 
implementation of early childhood programs and systems (Research Brief OPRE 2015–48). 
Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Administration for Children 
and Families, Office of Planning, Research and Evaluation.

Rush, D.  D., & Shelden, M.  L. (2011). The early childhood coaching handbook. Baltimore: 
Brookes.

Sheridan, S. M., & Kratochwill, T. R. (2008). Conjoint behavioral consultation: Promoting fam-
ily–school connections and interventions. New York: Springer.

Sheridan, S. M., Knoche, L. L., Edwards, C. P., Bovaird, J. A., & Kupzyk, K. A. (2010). Parent 
engagement and school readiness: Effects of the getting ready intervention on preschool 
children’s social–emotional competencies. Early Education and Development, 21, 125–156. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/10409280902783517.

Sheridan, S. M., Knoche, L. L., Kupzyk, K. A., Edwards, C. P., & Marvin, C. A. (2011). A random-
ized trial examining the effects of parent engagement on early language and literacy: The get-
ting ready intervention. Journal of School Psychology, 49, 361–383. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
jsp.2011.03.001.

Sheridan, S. M., Knoche, L. L., Edwards, C. P., Kupzyk, K. A., Clarke, B. L., & Kim, E. M. (2014). 
Efficacy of the getting ready intervention and the role of parental depression. Early Education 
and Development, 25, 746–769. https://doi.org/10.1080/10409289.2014.862146.

Sheridan, S. M., Knoche, L. L., Boise, C. E., Moen, A. L., Lester, H., Edwards, C. P., Meisinger, 
R. E., & Cheng, K. (2019). Supporting preschool children with developmental concerns: Effects 
of the getting ready intervention on school-based social competencies and relationships. Early 
Childhood Research Quarterly, 48, 303–316. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2019.03.008.

2  Getting Ready: A Relationship-Based Approach to Parent Engagement in Early…

https://doi.org/10.1080/092433453.2013.862281
https://doi.org/10.1177/027112149401400303
https://doi.org/10.1080/10409280902783517
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2011.03.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2011.03.001
https://doi.org/10.1080/10409289.2014.862146
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2019.03.008


33© Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2022
K. L. Bierman, S. M. Sheridan (eds.), Family-School Partnerships During  
the Early School Years, Research on Family-School Partnerships, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-74617-9_3

Chapter 3
The REDI-Parent Program: Enhancing 
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Abstract  This chapter describes the Research-based, Developmentally Informed 
Parent (REDI-P) home visiting program that was designed to support families of 
4-year-old children attending Head Start through the transition into kindergarten. In 
REDI-P parents are provided with learning materials to use at home and coached in 
strategies to support child skill development in the dual domains of language-emergent 
literacy skills and social-emotional learning. A randomized trial documented signifi-
cant benefits for children in kindergarten in areas of academic performance and social 
competence, and these benefits were sustained through third grade. Parents increased 
positive interactions and conversations with their children and reported higher aca-
demic expectations. By third grade, parents reported fewer child problems at home 
and less parenting stress. In addition to describing the program and its outcomes, this 
chapter describes links between initial program response (program engagement and 
intervention-related improvements in targeted competencies in kindergarten) and sus-
tained benefits evident 2–4 years later, revealing the potential mechanisms of action 

K. L. Bierman (*) · B. S. Heinrichs 
Department of Psychology, Child Study Center, The Pennsylvania State University, 
University Park, PA, USA
e-mail: kb2@psu.edu; ibc@psu.edu 

R. L. Nix 
Human Development and Family Studies, Human Development and Relationships Institute, 
Universty of Wisconsin-Madison, Madison, WI, USA
e-mail: robert.nix@wisc.edu 

J. A. Welsh 
Prevention Research Center, The Pennsylvania State University, University Park, PA, USA
e-mail: jaw900@psu.edu 

J. E. Loughlin-Presnal · M. E. McDoniel 
Child Study Center, Department of Psychology, The Pennsylvania State University, 
University Park, PA, USA

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-74617-9_3&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-74617-9_3#DOI
mailto:kb2@psu.edu
mailto:ibc@psu.edu
mailto:robert.nix@wisc.edu
mailto:jaw900@psu.edu


34

and key factors that may account for the long-term benefits of parent engagement 
efforts at school entry. Implications of this research for the scaling of REDI-P and 
future design of similar family engagement programs are described, along with rec-
ommendations for next steps in this important area of research.

Keywords  Family engagement · Home visiting · School readiness · Preschool 
intervention · Parenting practices · Kindergarten transition · Academic 
performance · Social-emotional learning · Socioeconomic disadvantage · Home 
learning

Approximately four million children start kindergarten in the United States each 
year, and many of them are not ready socially, emotionally, or cognitively for the 
challenges they will face at school. Children from low-income families are particu-
larly vulnerable; fewer than half (48 percent) enter kindergarten with adequate read-
iness, compared to 75% of children from more economically advantaged families 
(Isaacs, 2012). In fact, on average, children growing up in poverty start kindergarten 
with language and emergent literacy skills that are more than a full year behind their 
more advantaged peers (Committee on Integrating the Science of Early Childhood 
Development, 2000). Starting kindergarten with low readiness predicts elevated 
rates of later learning difficulties and behavior problems and an ongoing trajectory 
of low achievement (Ryan et  al., 2006), creating a socioeconomic gap in school 
attainment that is now almost twice as large as the racial achievement gap 
(Reardon, 2011).

Based upon evidence that attending a high-quality preschool reduces the socio-
economic gap in school readiness, public investment in preschool programs has 
increased substantially over the past two decades, with a primary goal of enriching 
early learning opportunities for economically disadvantaged children (Yoshikawa 
et al., 2013). At the same time, long-term benefits are disappointing; a recent review 
of 67 high-quality early childhood interventions showed academic benefits fading 
over time, with half of the preliteracy and early math benefits associated with pre-
school attendance fading within a year of elementary school entry and another half 
of the benefits fading again 2 years later (Bailey et al., 2017).

This chapter describes the Research-based, Developmentally Informed Parent 
(REDI-P) program which was designed to increase the sustained benefits of high-
quality preschool programming by engaging parents and strengthening home learn-
ing support as children made the transition from Head Start into elementary school. 
We provide a brief overview of the developmental research that informed the 
REDI-P program design, identifying factors associated with early socioeconomic 
disadvantage that negatively affect the developing brain, along with intervention 
strategies that can boost families’ capacities to buffer children and support early 
development and school readiness. We then review outcomes from a randomized-
controlled trial demonstrating the efficacy of REDI-P in promoting 

K. L. Bierman et al.



35

neurodevelopment and school readiness and supporting gains in academic and 
social-behavioral school adjustment still evident at follow-up assessments con-
ducted when children were in third grade, 4 years after intervention. We also present 
analyses that illustrate potential mechanisms of intervention action, with implica-
tions for future research and for intervention refinement and scaling.

3.1  �Developmental Research Informing the REDI-P 
Intervention Design

The striking socioeconomic disparities in social, emotional, and cognitive domains 
of school readiness that are apparent at school entry appear multiply-determined, 
reflecting the negative developmental impact of adversities associated with growing 
up in poverty (Ryan et al., 2006). Limited financial resources often result in living 
conditions that are crowded and unsafe, with reduced access to high-quality child 
care and early education supports. Low levels of parent education, along with ele-
vated rates of maternal depression, family instability, and single parenthood, all 
diminish parents’ abilities to provide consistent, sensitive-responsive, and cogni-
tively stimulating parenting support (Ryan et al., 2006). Exposure to these chronic 
stressors has an adverse impact on the development of key child skills that support 
adaptive functioning and learning, including the social-emotional skills that pro-
mote positive relationships with adults and peers, and the self-control skills that 
enhance impulse and attentional control (Blair & Raver, 2015). Concurrent delays 
in language and cognitive skill development often emerge as a function of reduced 
exposure to adult language use that includes complex oral vocabulary and syntax, 
and low levels of parent-child reading and book access (Senechal, 2006).

Integrating Interventions to Enrich Social-Emotional and Language 
Development  Recognizing the multifaceted nature of the skill delays associated 
with early socioeconomic disadvantage, an initial REDI preschool enrichment pro-
gram was designed with a dual focus on supporting social-emotional learning and 
language-emergent literacy skills. The REDI classroom program (REDI-C) pro-
vided Head Start teachers with manualized enrichment curricula and mentored pro-
fessional development opportunities. To support the acquisition of social-emotional 
and self-control skills, REDI-C used the Preschool PATHS (Promoting Alternative 
Thinking Strategies) curriculum (Domitrovich et al., 2007) which provides class-
room lessons and teaching support for social-emotional and self-regulatory skill 
development. To enhance language and emergent literacy skills, REDI-C also 
included an interactive reading program, using stories linked with PATHS themes to 
reinforce social-emotional understanding, along with a sound games program to 
build phonological awareness and alphabet center activities to strengthen print 
knowledge.

REDI-C’s integrated focus on social-emotional learning and language-literacy 
support proved effective. A randomized-controlled trial demonstrated gains in both 
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domains of child skills at the end of the prekindergarten year (Bierman et al., 2008). 
However, effects on language and literacy skills largely faded by the end of kinder-
garten, although social-emotional benefits were sustained (Bierman et  al., 2014; 
Welsh et al., 2020). Subsequent analyses suggested that the REDI-related gains in 
social-emotional competencies and language-emergent literacy skills had synergis-
tic benefits for children when they entered kindergarten (Nix et al., 2013), but that 
kindergarten instructional practices and teaching quality largely accounted for lit-
eracy skill growth after school entry (Bierman et al., 2014).

Logic Model for the REDI-P Intervention  REDI-P was designed to reduce the 
fade-out associated with preschool classroom enrichment and provide ongoing sup-
port for child school adjustment by helping parents scaffold learning at home as 
children made the transition from preschool to elementary school. REDI-P extended 
the REDI-C emphasis from the classroom into the home to reinforce support for 
child social-emotional and language-literacy skill development. In designing strate-
gies to support parents, REDI-P incorporated two distinct approaches for enhancing 
family-focused engagement that had proven effective in prior studies.

One of these approaches emphasized the use of parent-child learning activities 
designed specifically to support child skill acquisition. For example, prior research 
had demonstrated that teaching parents how to read interactively with their children 
(e.g., asking questions and using active listening to extend parent-child conversa-
tions about the pictures and stories) produced significant increases in receptive and 
expressive language skills (see reviews by Manz et al., 2010; Mol et al., 2008; Reese 
et al., 2010). Similarly, providing parents with games and activities that exposed 
children to letter and letter-sound identification (Evans & Shaw, 2008) and showing 
parents how to point out print while reading (Justice & Ezzell, 2000) boosted child 
emergent literacy skills and, in some cases, also enhanced their social-emotional 
skills (Ford et al., 2009).

A second intervention approach focused on enhancing the parent-child relation-
ship and increasing parents’ use of interaction strategies associated with positive 
child social-emotional development and behavioral adjustment (e.g., sensitive-
responsive interaction, positive behavior management strategies, decreased direc-
tiveness, and punitive responding; see Webster-Stratton and Taylor (2001) for a 
review). Preschool interventions focused on promoting positive parenting have 
proven effective in improving child classroom behavior (Webster-Stratton et  al., 
2001) and in some cases have also promoted gains in child language and social 
skills (Landry et al., 2008; Lunkenheimer et al., 2008).

REDI-P Intervention Design  REDI-P incorporated both of these approaches to 
parent engagement. During ten home visits scheduled in the spring of the prekinder-
garten year and six home visits scheduled during the fall of the kindergarten year, 
REDI-P provided parents with a prepared home learning curriculum and guidance 
regarding optimal teaching strategies. Monthly activity kits contained storybooks, 
guides, and props for parent-child dramatic play activities, conversation games, and 
literacy-focused games and activities. In alignment with the REDI-C program, 
REDI-P stories and games featured the characters introduced in the PATHS curricu-
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lum, emphasizing cooperation, caring, compliments, emotional understanding, and 
self-control (Domitrovich et al., 2007). Storybooks were written at a very basic lit-
eracy level, with embedded questions to help parents read interactively. Pretend 
play activities (supported with props and picture guides) featured letter and letter-
sound identification practice; for example, playing restaurant included menus and 
alphabet placements, and playing post office involved drawing and writing notes to 
family members (for more details, see Bierman et al., 2015).

In addition to providing home learning materials, home visitors coached parents 
in strategies designed to support social-emotional learning (e.g., positive behavior 
management, emotion coaching, and the use of planned routines and social problem-
solving dialogue) and strategies to enhance home language use and extend parent-
child conversations (e.g., asking questions, using active listening, expanding on 
child statements). During their visits, home visitors used modeling videotapes, 
“parenting tips” handouts, discussion, and reflection activities to help parents 
become comfortable with these parenting strategies and customize their use to fit 
family preferences. In addition, at three time points during the intervention, parents 
were videotaped with their children using program materials and interaction strate-
gies. These videotapes were reviewed by the parent and home visitor to highlight 
positive aspects of the parent-child relationship and reflect collaboratively on areas 
for troubleshooting and improvement. The logic model guiding the design of 
REDI-P and its hypothesized change processes is illustrated in Fig. 3.1.

REDI-P Logic Model

Support Parenting Strategies
High Quality Language Use
Emotion Coaching
Problem-Solving Dialogue
Positive Behavioral Support

Boost Child Competencies
Language & Literacy Skills
Social-Emotional &

Self-Regulation Skills

Enrich Home Learning Activities
Blended SEL & Language/literacy
* SEL stories/interactive reading
* SEL games/routines (feeling faces,

conversation games, problem cards)
* Play-based literacy/language games

School Success
+ Learning engagement & academic success
+ Social competence & relationships
+ Parent-child functioning

Pre-K to K Intervention

Note: SEL = Social-emotional Learning

Proximal Outcomes

Enrich Parent-Child Interactions 
Communication
Support for learning

Distal Outcomes

Fig. 3.1  REDI-P logic model
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3.2  �REDI-P Evaluation: Immediate 
and Longer-Term Outcomes

The impact of the REDI-P program was evaluated in a randomized-controlled effi-
cacy trial. Participants included 200 4-year-old children recruited from Head Start 
classrooms using the REDI-C curriculum (55% European American, 26% African 
American, 19% Latinx, 56% male), age 4.45  years old at time of enrollment 
(SD  =  0.29). Reflecting the Head Start population, families were generally low 
income (median annual family income  =  $18,000), with 54% of parents unem-
ployed, and 39% single. Families were randomly assigned to receive REDI-P (inter-
vention condition) or an alternative set of learning materials through the mail 
(control condition). All participating children were receiving the REDI-C program 
enrichments in the classroom; hence, this study examined the added value of extend-
ing the REDI curriculum into the home (REDI-P) beyond exposure to REDI-C alone.

Sixteen percent of the participating families spoke Spanish as their primary lan-
guage; all of these families also spoke some English at home. These families were 
provided with a Spanish-speaking home visitor and were offered the home learning 
materials in Spanish. However, all families opted to use English materials when 
working with their child, no doubt influenced by the fact that their children would 
be entering schools where classroom instruction was provided only in English.

Home visitors were recruited from the communities where Head Start centers 
were located. All had undergraduate degrees in early education or human services 
and experience working with parents of young children. Home visitors received 
four days of workshop training and followed a manualized protocol during visits. 
Each week the home visitors participated in a group conference call with the pro-
gram supervisor to review upcoming program activities and intervention protocol; 
in addition, weekly individual supervision calls provided home visitors with guid-
ance in their work with specific families. The program supervisor attended 20% of 
the home visits to assure standard implementation across the home visitors.

Children were widely dispersed after Head Start, transitioning into 149 kinder-
garten classrooms in 74 schools. Children were followed longitudinally by the 
research team, with assessments conducted at the end of the intervention (kinder-
garten) and during the subsequent years of elementary school (grades 1, 2, and 3). 
Measures included direct assessments of child skills, along with teacher and parent 
ratings of child adjustment.

Parent Engagement in Intervention  Home visitors completed regular logs, not-
ing home visit completion and their perceptions of parent interest, use of program 
materials and parenting strategies, understanding of the parenting skills, and general 
openness to consultation. Out of 16 planned home visits, parents completed 12 ses-
sions on average (SD = 5.48, range = 0–16). A majority of families (66%) completed 
at least 75% of the planned sessions (12–16 visits) and another 13% of the families 
completed at least 50% of the sessions (8–11 visits). A small number of families 
(13%) were minimally engaged in the intervention and completed 3 or fewer visits. 
These are high levels of attendance relative to the average rate of 50% attendance 
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that characterizes many parent-focused intervention programs (Dumas et al., 2007; 
Webster-Stratton et al., 2001). We attribute the levels of attendance to several fac-
tors, including scheduling home visits at times selected by families (thereby reduc-
ing barriers to attendance), embedding REDI-P in the framework of the Head Start 
system which encourages and supports parent involvement, and providing the inter-
vention at a time when parents were anticipating their child’s transition into kinder-
garten and had both hopes and concerns that motivated interest in support strategies.

Ratings made by home visitors were scored to reflect two dimensions of inter-
vention engagement (see Nix et al., 2018). Ratings of parent interest in and comfort 
with the intervention, openness to consultation, and understanding of the interven-
tion strategies were averaged across all sessions to represent the quality of working 
alliance between the parent and home visitor. Overall, families showed relatively 
high levels of a positive working alliance, with a mean of 2.42 out of 3.00 
(SD = 0.59), but there was variability in the sample, with a range from 0.67 to 3.00. 
Ratings of the parent’s use of the home-based learning activities and teaching strate-
gies were averaged across all sessions to reflect their use of program materials dur-
ing the time between home visits. More variability emerged on this dimension of 
engagement with a mean of 1.72 out of 3.00 and a range of 0 to 3.00. Most parents 
(49%) used the home learning materials at a moderate level (e.g., some of the mate-
rials being used some of the time during the week), and another large portion of the 
sample (38%) used the materials frequently (e.g., most of the materials being used 
several times per week). The rest of the sample (13%) showed little to no use of the 
materials. Correlations among the dimensions of intervention engagement revealed 
that attendance was only mildly correlated with working alliance (r = 0.30) and use 
of program materials (r = 0.23), but working alliance and use of program materials 
were more highly correlated (r = 0.71).

Kindergarten Outcomes  Cross-classified hierarchical linear models (nesting 
children within their Head Start classrooms and elementary school districts) were 
used to evaluate child and parent outcomes at the end of the intervention when chil-
dren were in kindergarten, using demographics and pre-intervention baseline scores 
as covariates (Bierman et al., 2015). Relative to the control group who received only 
REDI-C, children who received REDI-P and REDI-C showed significantly higher 
scores on direct assessments of child emergent literacy skills (d = 0.25) and teacher-
rated academic performance (d = 0.28) in kindergarten. They also showed higher 
levels of self-directed learning (d = 0.29) and social competence (d = 0.28) as rated 
by teachers. Parents who received the REDI-P intervention reported reading in a 
more interactive way with their children (d = 0.28) and having longer and more 
frequent conversations with their children (d  =  0.27) than parents in the control 
condition. Interestingly, REDI-P also boosted parent’s confidence in their children’s 
ability to succeed in school, significantly increasing their expectations for their 
children’s future grades and academic attainment (d = 0.32; Loughlin-Presnal & 
Bierman, 2017). On average, these effects for children and parents were moderate 
in size, roughly one-fourth of a standard deviation higher for families in the inter-
vention versus control group. They demonstrate that adding a family engagement 
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intervention (REDI-P) to cover the transition between a preschool classroom enrich-
ment (REDI-C) and kindergarten entry significantly increased parent support for 
learning at home and significantly improved benefits to children in key areas of 
academic and social-emotional school adjustment.

Third-Grade Outcomes  Study children were followed as they moved through the 
elementary school grades to determine whether REDI-P benefits were sustained in 
later grades. Hierarchical linear models with children nested within their Head Start 
classrooms were conducted on child assessments collected at the end of third grade 
revealed sustained effects. Relative to children in the control condition, children in 
the intervention condition continued to show significantly higher scores on direct 
assessments of child literacy skills (d = 0.28) and teacher-rated academic perfor-
mance (d = 0.29) at the end of third grade (Bierman et al., 2018). Children in the 
REDI-P intervention condition also showed higher third-grade scores on observer 
ratings of task orientation (d = 0.45) and direct assessments of social understanding 
(d = 0.31) reflecting sustained effects in areas of adaptive approaches to learning 
and social competence, respectively. Although the specific measures included in the 
initial kindergarten and third-grade follow-up analyses differed, these findings illus-
trate sustained effects of a similar magnitude in both the academic and social-
emotional domains through third grade (see Fig. 3.2).

In addition to these sustained child benefits, parent ratings at third grade revealed 
additional benefits at home. Parents who received REDI-P reported fewer child 
problems at home than parents in the control condition (d = −0.28) and they reported 
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Fig. 3.2  REDI-P effects on child outcomes in kindergarten and third grade
Note: Effect sizes are in the small to moderate range and represent the average standard deviation 
difference between intervention and control groups. Different measures were used to in kindergar-
ten and third grade to represent these outcome domains. Details are in Bierman et al. 2015 and 
Bierman et al. 2018
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corresponding reductions in their experiences of parenting stress and hassles 
(d = −0.27). These are important findings regarding the degree to which boosting 
effective parent engagement at the critical developmental point of kindergarten tran-
sition can extend and augment preschool classroom enrichment. Not only did child 
school adjustment show sustained improvements in academic and social-emotional 
domains, but parent-child relationships also benefitted over time.

3.3  �Exploring Potential Mechanisms of Action 
in the REDI-P Intervention

These findings are exciting, but it is important to keep in mind that REDI-P repre-
sents a fairly intensive parent engagement program. A careful cost analysis esti-
mated the cost per family at $2491 for the 16-session home visiting program (Jones 
et al., 2019). The intensity and cost of the program represent potential barriers to 
wide-scale implementation, leading to questions about whether the program could 
be modified to simplify (and reduce) implementation costs without significantly 
reducing impact. To guide possible modifications of the intervention, analyses were 
undertaken to explore intervention mechanisms of action. The goal was to better 
understand whether certain components of REDI-P may have played a more central 
(or more peripheral) role in contributing to its positive impact. In the following sec-
tions, we describe these post hoc exploratory analyses and their implications for 
future intervention design refinement and research.

First, analyses were conducted within the intervention group to understand varia-
tion in parent engagement in and response to REDI-P, including baseline family 
characteristics that predicted intervention engagement, and associations between 
intervention engagement and child outcomes (Nix et  al., 2018). A second set of 
analyses was then conducted to explore links between initial intervention response 
and later child and family benefits, illuminating possible mechanisms of action sup-
porting sustained effects for REDI-P (Bierman et al., 2019).

Predictors of Intervention Engagement  As noted above, families living in pov-
erty often experience multiple adversities that impede their ability to provide con-
sistent, positive, and stimulating educational support for their young children. We 
wondered whether these adversities might also reduce parent engagement in 
REDI-P. Within the intervention group, we tested the degree to which three baseline 
family factors associated with adversity (parent education levels, unemployment, 
and parent depressive symptoms) predicted intervention engagement. We also 
looked at three factors that might make parent-child interaction more difficult or 
less rewarding – the degree of warmth observed in the parent-child relationship, 
child attention problems, and child behavior problems.

Correlations were computed to determine how each of these baseline family 
characteristics predicted the three dimensions of intervention engagement. None of 
the family characteristics studied predicted rates of intervention attendance, 
although families who were white and lived primarily in rural counties attended 
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more sessions on average (M = 13.72) than families of color who lived primarily in 
urban areas (M = 10.79). The lack of association between other family characteris-
tics and home visit attendance may be due to the efforts of home visitors to resched-
ule visits as needed, resulting in a majority of families (79%) receiving at least 50% 
or more of the intervention.

Somewhat surprisingly, none of the baseline parent characteristics studied (e.g., 
parent education, employment status, or depressive symptoms) predicted the quality 
of the working alliance in REDI-P nor did parent race/ethnicity. However, the work-
ing alliance was significantly promoted by the three baseline factors reflecting 
parent-child functioning: the warmth of the parent-child relationship (r  =  0.37), 
child attention skills (r = 0.21), and low levels of child behavior problems (r = 0.23). 
Prior studies have identified low parent education, being a parent of color, maternal 
depression, and severity of child behavior problems as predictors of lower levels of 
working alliance and quality of participation in parent group interventions (Baydar 
et al., 2003; Nix et al., 2009). Because REDI-P was delivered individually and not 
in group sessions, home visitors had more latitude to adjust their support to better 
align with the needs and preferences of parents who varied in education level, cul-
tural beliefs, and family context, thereby reducing the extent to which these factors 
attenuated parent connection with the home visitor or interest in the intervention. 
Even so, parent enthusiasm and uptake of the REDI-P intervention appears reduced 
by child characteristics and parent-child relationship difficulties that made home 
learning activities and intervention strategies more challenging and less rewarding 
to implement.

A very similar set of baseline characteristics predicted the degree to which fami-
lies used REDI-P home learning books and activities in between home visits, which 
were promoted by fewer parent depressive symptoms (r = −0.23), higher warmth in 
the parent-child relationship (r = 0.30), better child attention skills (r = 0.34), and 
fewer child behavior problems (r = 0.35). On the one hand, these findings suggest 
that REDI-P was successful at mitigating many of the barriers to parent engagement 
that occur in the face of the adversities associated with poverty. On the other hand, 
these findings suggest that parents were most enthusiastic about REDI-P parenting 
strategies and active in using REDI-P home learning materials when they had a 
warmer relationship with their child at the start of the program and when their child 
was more easily engaged.

Predictive Associations Between Intervention Engagement and Child 
Outcomes  The next set of analyses explored the degree to which the three dimen-
sions of parent engagement predicted subsequent child acquisition of the targeted 
academic and social-emotional skills.

Hierarchical multiple regression equations were estimated to isolate the unique 
effect of each dimension of intervention engagement (e.g., attendance, working alli-
ance, use of home learning materials) on each child outcome. In these analyses, 
baseline family characteristics and child skills (e.g., emergent literacy skills, atten-
tion skills, behavior problems) were entered first to control for preexisting differ-
ences that might affect both intervention engagement and child outcomes. Two sets 
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of child outcomes were examined: (1) those reflecting the immediate post-
intervention school functioning of children in kindergarten and (2) those reflecting 
later school functioning of children at the second-grade follow-up assessments (for 
more details, see Nix et al., 2018).

The regression equations predicting kindergarten outcomes revealed one signifi-
cant effect for intervention attendance, as it uniquely predicted improvements in 
children’s behavior at home. Somewhat surprisingly, the working alliance did not 
uniquely predict any of the child outcomes in kindergarten. In contrast, use of the 
program materials at home significantly predicted multiple kindergarten outcomes – 
improved child literacy skills and attention skills at school and reduced behavior 
problems at home. Thus, parent use of the home learning materials emerged as the 
most important unique feature of program engagement contributing to immediate 
child outcomes assessed at the end of kindergarten.

However, a somewhat different picture emerged when the measures of parent 
intervention engagement were used to predict sustained child outcomes at the 
second-grade follow-up assessments. In these regression equations, neither inter-
vention attendance nor use of program materials was a significant unique predictor 
of outcomes. Instead, the quality of the working alliance emerged as the significant 
unique predictor of second-grade language arts skills (e.g., reading and writing), 
attention skills, and social competence.

This switch in the engagement dimensions that uniquely predicted outcomes 
may be best understood by taking a developmental perspective. The home learning 
activities used during the intervention period were selected to support the acquisi-
tion of the literacy-language and social-emotional skills children would need at kin-
dergarten entry. In this way, these learning activities were limited in their 
developmental scope. In contrast, the REDI-P parenting strategies had more devel-
opmental generalizability, including strategies useful for enriching parent-child 
conversation, improving parent-child interaction quality, and increasing cognitive 
stimulation. A good working alliance between parents and home visitors likely con-
tributed to parents’ deeper understanding and acceptance of the REDI-P approach 
to learning support. In turn, that deeper understanding and acceptance may have 
allowed parents to generalize REDI-P strategies to new challenges their children 
faced after the end of the intervention period. Hence, children made early gains as 
long as parents used the learning materials REDI-P provided; however, sustained 
benefits required greater reliance on broader parenting strategies related to learning 
support.

Given the high correlation between use of home learning materials and the home 
visitor-parent working alliance (r = 0.71), it is likely that these facets of intervention 
engagement were intertwined and interdependent. Having concrete activities to use 
at home may have provided important scaffolds for initial parent behavior and atti-
tude change (and boosted immediate child skill acquisition). More frequent parent 
use of the materials likely increased parent reflections on and conversations with the 
home visitors about the parenting strategies that seemed effective with their chil-
dren and likely enriched problem solving discussions and tailoring of parenting 
strategies to fit the child’s needs and parent preferences. These reflections and 
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discussions about the parent-child interaction strategies may have increased parent 
feelings of efficacy in their general use, thereby fostering longer-term use and adap-
tation, contributing to sustained gains in child functioning. Together these analyses 
suggest that both facets of intervention engagement played important and unique 
roles in supporting positive child outcomes. Beyond promoting sufficient interven-
tion attendance, working alliance and use of program materials are both important 
to optimize initial and longer-term child outcomes.

Associations Between Initial REDI-P Response and Sustained Benefits  Another 
way to explore the relative utility of the dual-pronged REDI-P program focus on 
building child skills and coaching parenting strategies was to examine the relative 
contributions of initial gains in child and parenting skills to the later intervention 
outcomes that were sustained in third grade. These additional analyses were con-
ducted using both the intervention and control groups.

Conceptually, the dual focus of REDI-P might contribute to sustained benefits 
for children by strengthening either child skills or enhancing parenting strategies (or 
both). For example, by promoting child skills, REDI-P might enhance child success 
at school entry, increasing opportunities for positive socialization and learning at 
school (or reducing socialization and learning risks), thereby setting children on 
more positive developmental trajectories (Bailey et al., 2017; Sandler et al., 2011). 
Alternatively or in addition, REDI-P might enhance parenting skills that generalize 
over time, extending parent capacity to support positive child development and 
home support for learning in subsequent years and thereby producing sustained 
benefits (Reid et al., 2004; Webster-Stratton & Taylor, 2001). Researchers have also 
suggested that parent-focused interventions might improve parental self-efficacy, 
thereby fueling more positive and engaged parenting efforts in subsequent years 
(Sandler et al., 2011).

A set of multilevel path analyses using structural equation models tested three 
areas of REDI-P post-intervention gains as potential mediators of third-grade sus-
tained effects: (1) child emergent literacy skills, (2) child social-emotional skills 
(e.g., social competence, self-directed learning), and (3) parenting strategies (e.g., 
parent-child conversations, reading quality) and efficacy (parent academic expecta-
tions). Separate mediation models were run for third-grade outcomes in the four 
areas of child academic performance, social-emotional functioning, child problems 
at home, and reduced parenting stress. These models included multiple covariates to 
control for possible confounders, including demographics and baseline measures of 
child skill (Bierman et al., 2019).

The first model revealed that sustained intervention effects on child academic 
performance were significantly mediated by initial intervention gains in child emer-
gent literacy skills and parent academic expectations, which together accounted for 
34% of the total third-grade intervention effect. A second model revealed that sus-
tained intervention effects on child social-emotional competence were significantly 
mediated by initial intervention gains in child social-emotional competence, which 
accounted for 50% of the third-grade intervention effect. The third model revealed 
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that sustained intervention effects on child problems at home were significantly 
mediated by initial intervention gains in child social-emotional skills, parent-child 
conversations, and parent academic expectations, which accounted for 60% of the 
third-grade intervention effect. Finally, the fourth model revealed that sustained 
intervention effects on parenting stress were significantly mediated by initial inter-
vention gains in child social-emotional skills and parent-child conversations, which 
accounted for 37% of the third-grade intervention effect.

These analyses validate the multifaceted approach of REDI-P, suggesting that 
the dual focus on building child skills and enhancing parenting strategies, along 
with the dual emphasis on social-emotional learning and language-literacy skills 
produced sustained benefits through multiple pathways. Of particular importance to 
later outcomes were the initial intervention effects on child social-emotional skills, 
including social competence and adaptive approaches to learning. Initial gains in 
this domain were sustained within domain, and they also made unique contributions 
to later reductions in child behavior problems and parenting stress. Home learning 
curricula have traditionally focused primarily on academic skills (e.g., Manz et al., 
2010; Mol et al., 2008; Reese et al., 2010). The current findings validate this empha-
sis, as initial intervention gains in the area of emergent literacy skills uniquely con-
tributed to sustained gains in the same domain. However, the findings also suggest 
that an integrated intervention emphasis on stories, games, and activities that have 
social-emotional content and support parent-child conversations about feelings and 
problem solving may be uniquely valuable for children growing up under condi-
tions of adversity.

It is notable that the initial gains in high-quality parent-child conversations and 
parent academic expectations played a critical role in supporting longer-term 
improvements. Several prior studies have documented that improving positive par-
enting and behavior management skills lead to reductions in child conduct problems 
(Brotman et al., 2009; Reid et al., 2004). REDI-P showed something similar, but 
only for parents with low levels of warmth at baseline (Mathis & Bierman, 2015). 
In general, about 25–30% of children attending Head Start have problems with 
impulsive, oppositional, and aggressive behaviors (Reid et al., 2004). Families who 
struggled with those child behavior problems sometimes found REDI-P difficult to 
implement. They may have benefitted more from a parent management training 
prior to a learning support program like REDI-P. For the larger majority of Head 
Start families who were not struggling with elevated child behavior problems and 
were able to implement and enjoy the REDI-P reading and learning activities with 
their children, this home learning enrichment promoted sustained gains in social-
emotional, self-regulation, and language competencies, fueled by enhanced parent-
child communication skills and parent feelings of hope and efficacy regarding their 
child’s academic potential.
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3.4  �Implications of REDI-P Findings for Future Intervention 
Design and Research

Despite strong evidence of its efficacy in reducing socioeconomic gaps in child 
school readiness and school success, REDI-P has several features that are likely to 
limit its broad diffusion. In particular, the intensity and cost of the intervention ser-
vices are likely to reduce program use. One of the goals of examining how (and for 
whom) REDI-P worked was to inform future intervention design and research. A 
better understanding of intervention mechanisms of action could guide future design 
efforts by suggesting critical intervention features that should be maintained in 
future adaptations as well as identifying aspects of the intervention that might be 
streamlined. In the following section of this chapter, we consider the implications of 
the research completed to “unpack” the active mechanisms driving REDI-P effects 
for future program adjustments. We also consider additional research that is needed 
on REDI-P and similar family engagement programs.

Critical Intervention Features Accounting for Beneficial Effects  In large part, 
REDI-P’s positive effects were attained by engaging parents effectively in home 
learning activities that were easy and fun for parents to use and designed to support 
the child’s acquisition of key social-emotional and emergent literacy skills. Analyses 
suggest that the use of these home learning activities functioned as a critical lever 
promoting child skill acquisition and provided parents with concrete guides for how 
to interact with their children in ways that promoted parent-child communication 
and child learning. Analyses further suggest that coaching by the home visitors in 
parenting strategies designed to support social-emotional learning (positive behav-
ior management, emotion coaching, and the use of planned routines and social 
problem-solving dialogue) and strategies to enhance home language use and extend 
parent-child conversations (questions, active listening, expansions) contributed to 
the sustainability of child gains. The integrated approach of REDI-P with its focus 
on boosting child social-emotional and language-literacy skills also appears vali-
dated in the REDI-P analyses. Hence, these three elements (e.g., use of scaffolded 
home learning materials, coaching support in parenting strategies, and integrated 
focus on child social-emotional and language-literacy skills) likely represent the 
central features of REDI-P that account for its benefits and should be maintained in 
any future program adaptation.

At the same time, there are several other aspects of REDI-P design that might 
possibly be modified without reducing the benefits. Next, we consider these aspects 
of intervention design and the future research needed to explore them.

Delivery System and Dose  The most expensive element of REDI-P is the provi-
sion of 16 home visits to each family. Interestingly, the number of home visits that 
parents received was not significantly associated with their use of the home learning 
materials or their working alliance nor with child outcomes (with the exception of 
reduced behavior problems at home). These findings suggest that it might be 
possible to attain similar results with fewer home visits, particularly for parents who 
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were not struggling with child behavior problems at home and who found the learn-
ing materials and teaching strategies easy to use. At the same time, most families 
received at least 12 home visits, so determining the number of visits needed to pro-
duce beneficial effects is a topic that requires future research. It would also be less 
expensive to deliver REDI-P coaching in an alternative format, such as a parent 
group workshop or via online demonstrations rather than in-person home visits. 
These alternative formats would reduce the amount of personalized coaching that 
could be done but might still be effective in generating parent self-reflection and 
strategy understanding. Future research is needed to determine the potential benefits 
of delivering REDI-P with a less costly delivery system than individual home visits.

Use of a Tailored or Adaptive Intervention Design  In a tailored or adaptive inter-
vention design, the content, length, or nature of the intervention is altered based 
upon the characteristics or response of individual families (Collins et al., 2004). The 
implementation research presented here suggests that families with strained parent-
child relationships and difficulties managing child behaviors at home struggled to 
use the home learning materials and REDI-P parenting strategies effectively with 
their children. Additional research documents that these parents showed progress, 
becoming warmer and more effective during the course of the REDI-P intervention 
(Mathis & Bierman, 2015). However, they were not as effective as other parents at 
building child skills. These findings raise questions about whether this subgroup of 
parents would have been better served with a parenting program that focused more 
exclusively on positive management strategies prior to introducing home learning 
materials. At the other end of the spectrum, it is possible that some parents were 
well-prepared to take on the REDI-P home learning curriculum with their children 
and would have made similar progress with a less intensive intervention that 
involved fewer home visits. Additional research is needed to better understand the 
family characteristics that moderated response to REDI-P. A good sense of those 
moderators would provide an empirical basis for tailored approaches that might 
involve variations in the parenting strategies that were a focus of the intervention or 
that might involve different levels of intervention intensity and delivery. Additional 
research is also needed to determine whether parent engagement interventions like 
REDI-P could be equally effective and more cost-effective if they used an adaptive 
or tailored design, in which the focus and timing of intervention support was deter-
mined by initial screening assessments or by family response during intervention.

Timing and Administrative Home  REDI-P was designed to cover the time period 
before and after children transitioned into kindergarten. We believed that timing the 
intervention over this critically important developmental transition point was a fea-
ture crucial to intervention impact. Certainly, parent interest and motivation to par-
ticipate in the intervention seemed heightened at this major transition point for their 
child. However, covering this transition period with intervention services is chal-
lenging due to the lack of alignment between early education programs and public 
school programs. Only the research funding and staffing available for REDI-P made 
it possible to track children and follow their families as they widely dispersed across 
the transition from Head Start to kindergarten. With the exception of the subset of 
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public schools that house their own prekindergarten programs, it is very difficult for 
preschool programs to follow their students forward into elementary school and 
conversely very difficult for elementary schools to “reach back” and identify and 
connect with parents of rising kindergarten students prior to school entry.

This disconnect between early childhood education programs and public schools 
raises questions about the best administrative home to sustain a program like 
REDI-P that covers the chasm between the two systems. Future research might 
determine whether REDI-P could work equally well if it did not extend across the 
prekindergarten and kindergarten years and whether it could be more effectively 
implemented and sustained as a prekindergarten program or as a kindergarten 
program.

Coordinating and Aligning Home and School Curricula  A related issue that 
requires additional research is the degree to which the impact of REDI-P or a pro-
gram like it depends upon coordination with the preschool or kindergarten curricu-
lum. REDI-P was designed to align with REDI-C. In the evaluation trial, all children 
in both the intervention and control groups received the enriched REDI-C program 
in Head Start. Although the effects of the classroom program were thereby con-
trolled in the evaluation of REDI-P, it remains unclear whether the alignment with 
REDI-C played an important role in “priming” children for the home-based inter-
vention materials. REDI-P was not coordinated in any specific way with the kinder-
garten programming that children experienced. It remains unknown whether 
home-school curriculum alignment in kindergarten may have strengthened impact.

Ongoing Implementation Research  As research on REDI-P and other family 
engagement programs moves forward, additional research evaluating the mediation 
and moderation of short-term and long-term outcomes is a priority. Most efficacy 
trials are set up to determine whether a program is successful in producing targeted 
outcomes. Although this is important, mediation studies are also critical to help 
build a better understanding of how different intervention approaches achieve their 
goals. Studies such as those described in this chapter that explore the dynamics of 
parent engagement in intervention and that test the mediators identified in interven-
tion logic models can contribute to a better understanding of the pathways by which 
preschool parent interventions produce downstream benefits and thereby inform the 
design and refinement of future interventions and guide future research. In addition, 
moderation studies are important to illuminate which parents and children benefit 
most from different intervention approaches. Parents seemed to engage more effec-
tively in REDI-P when they had a warm relationship with their child and less effec-
tively when their child had significant preexisting attention deficits and behavior 
problems. Additional research is needed to determine whether an adaptive version 
of REDI-P or an alternative approach to family engagement support might improve 
benefits for this subgroup of families.
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3.5  �Summary

Parents provide critical ongoing support for children’s well-being and education. 
Family engagement programs that empower parents to promote their children’s 
learning and development at the transition into formal schooling may be particularly 
strategic because of the potential for downstream benefits associated with improved 
trajectories of school success. For these reasons, federal and state policies mandate 
parent engagement efforts, especially for children with vulnerabilities that may 
mitigate school achievement. However in response to these policy mandates, typical 
family engagement strategies remain limited to orientation sessions, parent-teacher 
conferences, and volunteer opportunities.

Research on REDI-P and the other programs presented in this volume highlight 
the potential power of more intensive and strategic family engagement program-
ming to promote child success, reduce the fade-out of benefits associated with 
center-based preschool interventions, and reduce the school achievement gap asso-
ciated with socioeconomic disadvantage. Children change teachers each year, but 
they remain with their parents, giving parents potential opportunities to support 
child development and school adjustment across the entire span of the child’s edu-
cation. Ongoing research holds promise for identifying the best ways to optimize 
preschool and kindergarten parent engagement programs, to the benefit of the chil-
dren, families, and schools involved.
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Abstract  ParentCorps is an enhancement to pre-Kindergarten designed to reduce 
racial and socioeconomic disparities in children’s educational and health outcomes. 
It includes multiple components to bolster parent and teacher capacity to support 
children’s development in the face of early childhood adversity, including poverty, 
racism, discrimination, and immigration-related stress. Two trials with primarily 
Black and Latinx children in schools in historically disinvested neighborhoods doc-
ument positive impacts of ParentCorps for children’s achievement, mental health, 
and physical health. The theory of action specifies the following as essential pro-
cesses through which ParentCorps professional development and parenting pro-
gram strengthen adult capacity: building authentic relationships, honoring culture, 
understanding race and racism, translating the science of early childhood develop-
ment, and practicing self-reflection. The third component, Friends School, directly 
promotes children’s social-emotional learning. Together, these three ParentCorps 
components support early childhood self-regulation. This chapter identifies priori-
ties for future research to understand core pathways that account for positive 
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outcomes and to optimize impact at scale to realize the promise of early childhood 
family-centered programs.

Keywords  Early childhood · Parenting program · Professional development · 
Relationships · Self-reflection · Race · Culture · Disparity

ParentCorps was developed to reduce racial and socioeconomic disparities in edu-
cational and health outcomes. The program was designed to be accessible, engag-
ing, and effective for culturally diverse families, with professional development to 
directly support family-school partnerships. From the outset, ParentCorps was 
designed to be embedded in early education settings and facilitated by teachers and 
school staff with the aim of creating a sustainable program to reach the majority of 
children early in life. Two randomized controlled trials documented short- and 
longer-term impact on children’s health and development and offered the promise 
of achieving positive outcomes for children at a large scale. This chapter describes 
the ParentCorps theory of action, the evidence of impact, and critical future direc-
tions for research to realize the promise of early childhood family-centered pro-
grams. In conducting studies to understand core pathways and optimize impact at 
scale, we are driven by the importance of developing social-emotional learning 
(SEL) in early childhood, supporting the adults in young children’s lives, and trans-
forming the pre-K experiences of families of color to create equitable education 
systems. We partner with district and school leaders to deliver and evaluate 
ParentCorps as an enhancement to pre-Kindergarten (pre-K) programs in histori-
cally disinvested neighborhoods. We use the term historically disinvested neighbor-
hoods to recognize that systemic racism has contributed to high concentrations of 
families of color living in poverty, with deep implications for educational 
opportunities.

4.1  �ParentCorps Theory of Action

ParentCorps is a multicomponent program that aims to strengthen relationships 
between parents and teachers and to support both teachers and parents in creating 
safe, nurturing, and predictable environments that scaffold children’s SEL and self-
regulation. The components are (1) professional development (PD), including 
group-based experiential training and one-on-one coaching for pre-K teachers, 
mental health professionals, and family support staff; (2) a 14-week group-based 
parenting program for all parents as part of the pre-K experience; and (3) Friends 
School, a 14-week social-emotional learning program for pre-K children. 
ParentCorps coaches provide PD to teachers and staff, who in turn facilitate the 
programs for children and parents.
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The theory of action specifies five elements through which ParentCorps strength-
ens adult capacity: building authentic relationships, honoring culture, understand-
ing race and racism, translating the science of early childhood development, and 
practicing self-reflection (see Fig. 4.1). As discussed in the section on future research 
to understand core pathways, these essential elements explain the extent to which 
the targets change. Specifically, we hypothesize that high quality, high fidelity facil-
itation supports parents and teachers in developing increased capacity as defined by 
(1) knowledge of evidence-based strategies (strategies detailed below in the section 
on program components); (2) awareness of self and child; (3) intentional and 
responsive interactions; and (4) problem-solving and support-seeking as needed. In 
parallel, child social-emotional learning is targeted directly by Friends School. Over 
time, increased adult capacity is expected to lead to proximal outcomes: strong 
teacher-parent relationships, parent involvement in children’s learning, and safe, 
nurturing, and predictable classroom and home environments. These proximal 
changes are expected to synergistically support self-regulation in early childhood 
and contribute to longer-term outcomes in childhood and adolescence: academic 
achievement and mental and physical health. We also hypothesize that there are 
cascading benefits for parent well-being, including self-efficacy and mental health, 
and for the system, including improved school climate and parent trust in teachers 
and school leaders, as well as increased commitment of school leaders to sustain 
ParentCorps programs.

The theory of action draws on several models, including Mindful Parenting 
(Duncan et  al., 2009), Prosocial Classroom (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009), Five 
Awarenesses of Teaching (Rodriguez et  al., 2020); Cascading Resilience (Doty 
et al., 2017), Transformative Learning Theory (Taylor, 2008), Critical Race Theory 
(Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995), and the Critical Consciousness paradigm (Marchand 
et  al., 2019). It is based on the strong evidence that parenting programs support 
healthy developmental trajectories (see review by Sandler et al., 2011). Our focus 

Fig. 4.1  ParentCorps theory of action
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on early childhood is grounded in the robust evidence that poverty-related adversity 
in early childhood can profoundly impact development across all domains; that a 
substantial portion (approximately 20 to 25%) of children in neighborhoods with 
concentrated poverty are considered not “ready” to meet the social, emotional, and 
behavioral demands of school; that the nature and quality of parent-child interac-
tions, teacher-child interactions, and parent involvement uniquely predict children’s 
early learning; and that both the home and classroom environments contribute to the 
racial and socioeconomic disparities in academic achievement which are already 
evident in Kindergarten. We interpret these findings as documenting the importance 
of supporting parents and teachers who bear the burden of mitigating the impact of 
poverty on children’s learning and health.

We also note that poverty does not fully explain the disparities in children’s 
opportunities for learning or healthy development. Enduring racial inequity in early 
childhood education and care programs is well documented in terms of both access 
and quality (including the use of exclusionary discipline), as well as access to health 
care and other structural determinants of health and development (e.g., Bailey et al., 
2017). Critical Race Theory in education highlights the fundamental role of racism 
in creating and maintaining inequitable student outcomes (Dixson & Rousseau 
Anderson, 2018; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). Scholars articulate the educational 
policies and practices that regulate and denigrate the cultural expressions of Black 
and brown students, and perpetuate the normativeness and superiority of white stu-
dents and white culture (e.g., Hilliard, 2003; Ogbu 1992). Indeed, the term “achieve-
ment gap” locates the problem in Black and brown children, and in their parents and 
teachers (Wise Whitehead, 2017). Ladson-Billings (2006) proposes “educational 
debt” as a more accurate term to explicitly recognize the problem as systemic and 
structural. Thus, we believe scaling of evidence-based programs is essential to bol-
ster adult capacity to support children’s health and development, as parents and 
teachers continue to navigate interpersonally mediated and structural racism. 
Further, we join others in advocating for racial equity training for all involved in 
scaling (e.g., program developers, coaches, facilitators, evaluators) to deepen under-
standing of race and racism and develop capacity to address inequities in children’s 
school experiences.

4.2  �Program Components

The content and structure of the ParentCorps components are aligned. Both profes-
sional development and the parenting program begin with an explicit focus on 
building relationships, honoring culture, understanding race, and practicing self-
reflection. Both preserve these elements throughout as facilitators shift their focus 
to encourage parents’ and teachers’ use of strategies that promote children’s social-
emotional learning (SEL) and prevent behavior problems. Together, this array of 
strategies creates safe, nurturing, and predictable environments in which children 
can thrive (e.g., Biglan, 2015; National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and 
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Medicine, 2016). For both teachers and parents, the strategies include establishing 
routines, providing positive attention during adult-child play, using positive rein-
forcement, ignoring mild misbehavior, delivering proactive strategies, disciplining 
effectively, managing emotions, and problem solving. For teachers, this also 
includes strategies to build strong relationships with families (i.e., active listening, 
perspective taking, navigating difficult conversations). Table 4.1 includes key mes-
sages to both parents and teachers, and examples of program activities alternating 
between the parenting program and professional development, to illustrate the par-
allel process through which facilitators and coaches engage. The essential elements 
are described in more detail in the section “Priorities for Research to Understand 
Core Pathways to Impact.”

Friends School is designed to promote SEL skills that are considered founda-
tional for self-regulation and early learning (Raver et al., 2007) and are common to 
many programs for young children (e.g., sharing, paying attention, identifying feel-
ings, asking for help, solving problems, calming body). Additional lessons support 
emerging identity and healthy living skills related to food and activity. Exposure to 
strategies taught to their parents (e.g., routine chart, sticker chart) is intended to 
increase children’s familiarity with and acceptance of these practices when parents 
try them at home.

Professional Development  ParentCorps coaches provide four days of experiential 
training (ParentCorps FUNdamentals) on evidence-based strategies to engage fami-
lies and create safe, nurturing, and predictable classrooms. This initial training also 
provides the rationale and evidence base for the ParentCorps programs for families. 
Building on this foundation, there is additional experiential training and one-on-one 
coaching for (1) school- and district-based mental health professionals to facilitate 
the parenting program, (2) pre-K teachers to implement Friends School in the class-
room and in parallel to the parenting program when offered after school hours, and 
(3) family support staff to invite parents to the parenting program using culturally 
relevant, affirming materials.

Our approach to behavior change and the combination of training with ongoing 
in vivo and distant coaching are based on iterative learning from educators who 
have participated in ParentCorps over the past two decades. Research on profes-
sional development strategies that support sustained change in behavior (Lundahl 
et al., 2010; Sheridan et al., 2009; Snyder et al., 2012) and theoretical and empirical 
support for reflective practice (Sellars, 2012; Taylor, 2008) provides further founda-
tions for our work. Facilitators of professional development and the parenting pro-
gram are trained in motivational interviewing (MI), a counseling approach with 
strong evidentiary foundations to support behavior change through the exploration 
and resolution of ambivalence, with a spirit of partnership, acceptance, compassion, 
and evocation (Miller & Rollnick, 2013). Facilitators practice listening to partici-
pants and reflecting responses to draw out beliefs, feelings, and meaning. Based in 
MI principles, there is an emphasis on exploration of beliefs rather than on sharing 
information and creating a context for learning in which shifts in beliefs, and subse-
quently behavior, are possible. Experiential activities aim to increase teachers’ 
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Table 4.1  Essential elements, core messages to parents and teachers, and example program 
activities

Essential 
elements

Core messages to parents and 
teachers Example program activities

Build 
authentic 
relationships

We believe we must interrupt 
patterns where parents are told 
how to parent by people and 
systems outside of their homes, 
and teachers are told how to 
teach by those outside their 
classrooms. Instead we believe 
that families are the experts of 
their children, and teachers are 
the experts of their classrooms
We aim to join with all the adults 
in young children’s lives to build 
a community that can learn from 
and support each other.

In professional development, coaches begin 
to build authentic relationships by deeply 
affirming teachers’ tremendous impact on 
children’s lives, offering freedom in how 
teachers engage, and establishing group 
norms or “traditions” that explicitly invite 
teachers to share candidly when they 
disagree with us or a colleague (“tell us when 
you have an “itch”) and to express their 
negative and often unspoken emotions 
(“permission to feel!”). This allows 
professional development to quickly become 
a space for authentic dialogue about the real 
struggles teachers are experiencing. With this 
foundation, coaches can then tailor and 
connect the science and evidence-based 
strategies to teachers’ real lived experiences.

Honor 
culture

We believe that we cannot talk 
about parenting or teaching 
without an explicit focus on race 
and culture (ethnicity, nationality, 
religion, gender, sexual 
orientation). Each of us brings 
our own perspective to the table, 
based on where we come from 
and what we have experienced. 
We are committed to honoring 
everyone’s culture and 
understanding how it connects to 
parenting and teaching for every 
individual.

In parenting program, facilitators begin by 
exploring what we mean by culture and then 
inviting parents to share with the group the 
parts of their culture that they are most proud 
of. This session dedicated to culture sets a 
foundation early in the formation of the 
group that who parents are and where they 
come from matters deeply in the program.

Understand 
race and 
racism

We believe that supporting 
social-emotional learning 
requires understanding intimately 
the challenges families face 
related to immigration, income, 
and particularly race. We strive 
to always center the perspectives 
of people of color and ask 
ourselves how we can interrupt 
oppression.

In professional development, coaches 
introduce tools to interrupt our society’s 
pattern of avoiding conversations about race 
and racism. One such tool (“gardener video”) 
offers teachers a framework to understand 
different forms of racism impacting students. 
Teachers are asked to reflect and explore 
what role they play. This centering of race 
continues throughout the series as family 
engagement and classroom strategies are 
explored. Coaches model using new 
knowledge and tools to enter difficult 
conversations.

(continued)
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empathy for challenges parents face and to practice self-reflection, while group 
norms or “traditions” aim to establish an unusual level of honesty that disrupts dom-
inant norms (see Table 4.1 for examples).

Parenting Program and Outreach  The parenting program includes 14 weekly 
2-hour group-based sessions, held at school, and facilitated by a mental health pro-
fessional. School leaders are encouraged to schedule the program flexibly based on 
parents’ availability and preferences and school capacity, offering both daytime and 
evening options, in the languages spoken by the majority of pre-K parents. Manuals 
and materials are currently available in English, Spanish, and Chinese. All pre-K 
families are invited to participate as part of the pre-K experience (see Dawson-
McClure et al. (2017) for more details on our approach to outreach).

Designated family support staff lead parent outreach, ideally with involvement 
of school leaders and pre-K teachers. ParentCorps materials and strategies are used 
flexibly to fit with their school context. Outreach is designed to support 

Table 4.1  (continued)

Essential 
elements

Core messages to parents and 
teachers Example program activities

Translate 
science

We believe that everyone should 
have access to the latest science 
about children’s development. We 
present evidence-based strategies 
and trust you to make the best 
decision for your children/your 
classroom.

In parenting program, facilitators share 
candidly about both the power of science 
(“we know from the evidence that just a few 
minutes a day playing with your child in this 
way can have a really positive impact”) and 
its limitations (“we need more studies with 
families from different cultures to really 
understand how spanking affects children’s 
behavior. We believe that you, as a parent, 
are the one who can best decide what works 
for you and your child. Let’s talk about the 
reasons that parents may choose to spank and 
not to spank.”)

Practice 
self-reflection

We believe that who you are is 
how you parent/how you teach. 
We believe an understanding of 
self is critical for all the adults in 
children’s lives. We believe that 
self-reflection is an ongoing 
practice, not a single action. We 
believe that it is important to 
have space as parents and 
teachers to engage in this 
practice. We believe that it is in a 
practice of self-reflection that we 
can consider relationships, 
culture, race, and science to 
make the best decisions for the 
children in our lives.

In professional development, coaches support 
self-reflection through both the content 
covered and in their facilitation choices. 
Teachers are guided through self-reflection 
activities that call them back to their best and 
worst memories of teachers they had in 
childhood. They are asked to think about the 
impact those early experiences had on them 
as people and teachers, and how they show 
up with some of those positive or negative 
attributes in different moments with students. 
Utilizing motivational interviewing 
techniques, facilitators consistently reflect 
back what teachers are bringing in the room 
and cultivate a sense of curiosity about what 
might be impacting the thoughts, feelings, 
behaviors, and actions of teachers each day.

4  Understanding ParentCorps’ Essential Elements for Building Adult Capacity…



60

relationship-building from the start of the year in hopes of reducing the stigma par-
ents may feel when invited to a parenting program. For example, print materials 
portray images representing racially diverse families in community together and use 
the tagline “Together We: Parent. Share. Learn. Grow.” Welcome events and person-
alized communication are also used to engage with parents. Parents are always wel-
come to join the parenting program regardless of the parameters (e.g., arriving late 
from work, being unable to attend every session), and the invitation extends to all 
adults who are important in the child’s life (e.g., grandparent, aunt). As with many 
evidence-based parenting programs, ParentCorps provides meals, small incentives 
(i.e., raffle tickets for gift cards), and childcare when the program is offered in the 
evenings (i.e., Friends School for pre-K children, arts program for older siblings, led 
by teachers and staff who choose after-hours work).

Friends School  Throughout the 14-week program, teachers use a consistent struc-
ture (e.g., lesson with puppets, play, activity) and evidence-based strategies to scaf-
fold children in learning new SEL skills. In addition to delivering Friends School in 
the evening for families who attend an evening parenting program, the current deliv-
ery model includes teachers and teaching assistants facilitating Friends School in 
pre-K classrooms, integrated flexibly into the school day (e.g., 1.5- to 2-hour block 
per week; lesson and activities spread across several days). The evening program 
includes two additional activities that are optional during the school day: (1) teach-
ers provide positive feedback to parents about children’s progress toward individu-
alized goals, grounded in observations of the child’s strengths and challenges, and 
(2) four sessions conclude with parent-child activities to enjoy fun time together and 
to practice new skills with support from facilitators.

4.3  �Evidence of Impact

Two randomized controlled trials (RCTs) in schools with pre-K programs in histori-
cally disinvested neighborhoods document positive impacts of ParentCorps for chil-
dren’s health and development. Both RCTs were conducted in New York City 
(NYC) in partnership with NYC Department of Education pre-K leaders to evaluate 
impact in schools with large numbers of children living in poverty. Schools were 
randomly assigned to pre-K as usual (control condition) or to deliver ParentCorps 
as an enhancement to pre-K. University-based mental health professionals provided 
professional development and co-facilitated the parenting program with school-
based mental health professionals and Friends School with teachers and teaching 
assistants.

The first RCT was conducted in 8 schools with a racially and ethnically diverse 
sample (N = 171 families; 39% Black, 24% Latinx, 13% White, 12% Asian, and 
12% multiracial; >50% immigrant parents). Schools were selected because they 
represented all of the schools in one community school district with at least one 
pre-K class designated to serve lower-income children (relative to the general 
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community, through a federally subsidized program). This RCT demonstrated fea-
sibility and impact on parenting and child behavior at school at the end of pre-K 
(Brotman et al., 2008, 2011).

The second RCT was conducted in 10 schools with a primarily Black sample 
(N = 1050 families; 86% Black, 10% Latinx, 4% other races; >50% immigrant par-
ents). Schools from two community districts were selected if they had more than 
70% students eligible for free lunch and were 80% Black. Race was included as a 
school selection criterion to maximize the proportion of families who would meet 
the only eligibility criterion that a parent could provide informed consent in English 
(7% of families were ineligible). Notably, nearly 90% of the pre-K population 
enrolled in the study. Similar to other large urban school systems in the USA, these 
two community districts served segregated neighborhoods, in which the vast major-
ity of students were children of color, a majority of families were immigrants, and 
about one-third of residents were living in poverty. Consistent with the evidence 
that schools in segregated neighborhoods with concentrated poverty are under-
resourced and therefore may offer fewer opportunities for learning (e.g., Logan 
et  al., 2012), the high school graduation rate in these two districts was approxi-
mately 50% and nearly half of elementary school students scored below grade level 
in reading and math. Evidence from the second RCT is summarized below.

Parent Participation  The majority (58%) of pre-K families attended at least one 
parenting program session; the proportion of families attending ranged across 
schools (44–75%) and tended to increase from the first to fourth year of program 
implementation (50–65%). Among families who ever attended, the average atten-
dance was half the sessions. For heuristic purposes, we set a threshold for “mean-
ingful dose” at five or more sessions; this subgroup (40% of families) came to an 
average of 10 sessions. Participation was not predicted by ethnicity, neighborhood 
poverty, or baseline parenting or child behavior (Dawson-McClure et  al., 2014a, 
2014b), indicating that a wide spectrum of families was engaged.

Meaningful and Sustained Impacts on Academic Achievement, Mental Health, 
and Physical Health  ParentCorps resulted in improved academic achievement by 
the end of kindergarten, particularly for reading, and improved teacher ratings of 
academic performance through the end of second grade (Brotman et  al., 2013, 
2016). Test scores at the end of kindergarten showed a 24% lower risk of reading 
below grade level for children in ParentCorps schools (Kaufman Test of Educational 
Achievement, Second Edition) (Kaufman, 2005). To place the magnitude of impact 
into context, it is useful to consider the size of disparities as measured by standard-
ized tests in kindergarten; the mean difference between Black and White students is 
0.50 standard deviation units (SD) and the mean difference between students from 
low- and high-income families is 1.0 SD units. The estimate of ParentCorps impact 
for reading achievement (mean difference between ParentCorps and control condi-
tions) was 0.34 SD, based on intent-to-treat analyses. There was a stepwise increase 
in impact with each of year of implementation in ParentCorps schools up to 0.49 SD 
in the fourth and final year studied (and 0.88 SD for the “meaningful dose” sub-
group; Brotman et al., 2013), consistent with the pattern observed for other school-
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based programs (Borman et  al., 2003). These findings suggest the potential to 
reduce disparities by bolstering adult capacity to support children’s achievement.

ParentCorps prevented the development of mental health problems, including 
both emotional and behavioral problems at school, through second grade (Brotman 
et al., 2016). For children enrolled in pre-K in control schools, both emotional and 
behavioral problems at school (as reported by teachers) increased substantially dur-
ing the early years. This pattern is consistent with the well-described impact of 
adversity on early childhood development (National Scientific Council on the 
Developing Child, 2012). In sharp contrast, children in pre-K programs enhanced 
with ParentCorps showed no increase in mental health problems over time. These 
different trajectories resulted in clinically meaningful differences by second grade, 
such that children in ParentCorps schools were 50% less likely to score in the clini-
cal range on a norm-referenced teacher rating scale (Behavior Assessment System 
for Children, Second Edition; Reynolds & Kamphaus, 2004).

Finally, ParentCorps prevented the development of obesity and unhealthful 
behaviors (e.g., low physical activity, high sedentary activity) for a high risk sub-
group. Children without strong behavior regulation skills are at high risk for a range 
of problems including obesity (e.g., Mamun et  al., 2009). Within this subgroup 
(about one-quarter of the RCT sample), 54% of children in the control condition 
were obese (Body Mass Index >95th percentile) by second grade, relative to 24% of 
children in ParentCorps schools (Brotman et al., 2012).

Impacts on Proximal Outcomes at Home and School  Parents showed increases 
in knowledge of evidence-based practices and greater use of practices (such as posi-
tive reinforcement and proactive strategies) in the ParentCorps condition relative to 
controls (Dawson-McClure et al., 2014a, 2014b). Among families of children who 
entered pre-K without strong behavior regulation skills, ParentCorps also reduced 
inconsistent behavior management. ParentCorps also supported parent involvement 
in children’s learning as perceived by both parents and teachers in pre-K and kinder-
garten (Dawson-McClure et al., 2014a, 2014b). Parallel changes were observed in 
pre-K classrooms in ParentCorps schools, including more nurturing teacher-student 
interactions and effective behavior management relative to control schools, as 
assessed on the Classroom Assessment Scoring System  – Emotional Support 
domain (Pianta et al., 2008), with effect sizes >0.60 SD (Dawson-McClure et al., 
unpublished manuscript).

In sum, there were sustained benefits of ParentCorps across three critical domains 
of children’s development (i.e., academic achievement, mental health, and physical 
health). Notably, because ParentCorps was delivered as an enhancement to pre-K, 
these impacts are over and above the benefits of pre-K. A mathematical simulation 
study demonstrated that the prevention of these cross-domain problems in elemen-
tary school significantly increases each individual’s quality adjusted life expectancy 
and saves over $4000 per child over the life course (Hajizadeh et al., 2017), result-
ing in approximately 4:1 return on investment.
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4.4  �Priorities for Research to Understand Core Pathways 
to Impact

Several decades of prevention trials have demonstrated the efficacy of parenting 
programs and established that specific parenting strategies often mediate program 
impacts on child outcomes (e.g., Sandler et  al., 2011). Critical next steps are to 
articulate the full theory of action that specifies precisely how different programs 
work and to test the strength of pathways from program elements to targets to proxi-
mal outcomes (Berkel et  al., 2018a; Center on the Developing Child at Harvard 
University, 2019). This level of specificity can illuminate how the program is actu-
ally working at scale, for whom and in which settings it is most effective and why, 
and what has gone awry when the program falls short. A precise theory of action 
allows for measurement of adaptations (e.g., added or modified content or pro-
cesses) and characterization of the counterfactual (e.g., other services being pro-
vided that may activate the same pathways). Building on this knowledge, researchers 
and practitioners can advance the field by developing and testing new innovations or 
implementation supports to overcome contextual and systemic barriers and bolster 
elements that are shown to be essential. We highlight some steps our team is taking 
in this direction.

Articulate a Precise Theory of Action  We have refined the ParentCorps theory of 
action to include essential elements and targets (see Fig. 4.1), drawing on insights 
from parents, teachers, facilitators, and coaches about how the program supports 
changes in the proximal outcomes. These are hypothesized mechanisms that we 
have not yet tested. We describe the elements with respect to interactions between 
facilitators and parents in the parenting program; coaches engage with teachers and 
staff in professional development in a parallel process (see Table 4.1 for examples). 
Building authentic relationships is fundamental to our model of embedding an 
evidence-based parenting program in school settings, consistent with this recent 
definition of family engagement as a “process of relationship building” that must 
include treating “families as essential partners while providing services that encour-
age children’s learning and development” (US Department of Health and Human 
Services, 2016). Our approach includes facilitators embodying empathy and using 
specific strategies to build relationships with and a sense of community among par-
ents (an enduring “corps” of support), explicitly affirming parents’ inherent value 
and capacity to succeed, and actively supporting their autonomy to make decisions 
about what is best for their children – in stark contrast to the commonly held stereo-
types that parents living in poverty and Black and brown parents are uncaring, 
unable to be involved, or ill-equipped to raise successful children (Cooper, 2009; 
Marchand et al., 2019).

From its inception, ParentCorps was designed to honor culture by inviting par-
ents to share about their cultures and explicitly respecting cultural values, beliefs, 
and practices as important and adaptive (Garcia Coll et al., 1996) and embracing a 
broad definition of culture that includes race, ethnicity, religion, and sexuality to 
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encourage each parent to share about the aspects of identity that are salient for them. 
More recently, we have articulated the importance of facilitators' understanding of 
race and racism; this includes recognizing that race affects all aspects of daily expe-
riences, learning about and believing others’ lived experiences of racism, both inter-
personally mediated and structural, and interrupting one’s own biases in daily 
interactions. We applied a racial equity lens to reexamine program content and 
materials. The parenting program now includes more explicit reflection on racial 
identity and more intentional conversations about race and daily lived experiences 
of racism, discrimination, and immigration-related stress. Professional development 
now scaffolds examination of implicit racial and gender bias and supports teachers 
and staff in beginning to consider how to interrupt bias in their daily interactions 
with children and parents.

In this context of participants being seen, heard, and cared for, facilitators trans-
late the science of early childhood development by sharing information about 
evidence-based strategies, encouraging consideration of the fit and relevance of 
strategies, and creating space for parents to share ideas with each other and continu-
ally reflect on their values and beliefs in reaction to strategies introduced by the 
facilitator, in a mutual transfer of expertise that respects each person’s culture and 
lived experience. In this way, facilitators model and provide opportunities for par-
ents to practice self-reflection on their values and beliefs about parenting and child 
development and increasing their moment-to-moment awareness of thoughts, feel-
ings, beliefs, and behaviors. These in-session experiences are expected to strengthen 
parents’ capacity to engage in responsive interactions with their child, in alignment 
with their values and beliefs, based on the science of early childhood development 
and other trusted sources of information.

Thoroughly Measure and Test the Theory of Action  In order to test our hypoth-
esis that the five elements shown in Fig. 4.1 are indeed essential to building adult 
capacity and achieving positive outcomes for children, our measures of implemen-
tation must include assessment of these elements, ideally considering the multiple 
perspectives of participants, facilitators, and coaches. Durlak and DuPre’s (2008) 
review of implementation dimensions emphasizes the value of measuring quality 
(how well facilitators deliver the material, facilitator engagement and support) in 
addition to fidelity (the quantity of the content delivered as in the manual), both of 
which are distinct from adaptation (additions or modifications to process or con-
tent). We highlight a series of studies by Berkel and colleagues, testing the theory of 
action for an evidence-based program for divorcing families delivered at scale in the 
court system, as an exemplar in this critical area of research. With multi-method 
measurement of implementation, based on a precise theory of action, a series of 
tests revealed unique relations for fidelity and two of the three aspects of quality that 
they hypothesized were essential (facilitators’ positive engagement predicted parent 
attendance, skillful presentation predicted parents’ efficacy and competence in try-
ing new strategies at home). Consistent with their expectation that home practice is 
the core pathway to outcomes, they found that it mediated program impacts on 
parenting and child mental health (Berkel et al., 2018a, 2018b). Building on these 
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findings, they propose a staged approach to implementation monitoring and con-
tinuous improvement: (1) consistently track attendance and home practice through 
relatively low-cost, low-burden online data entry by facilitators and, (2) when those 
indicators fall below the threshold determined sufficient for positive outcomes, sup-
plement with more costly and burdensome observations of fidelity and quality 
(Berkel et al., 2019).

In this vein, we have been iteratively refining our tools for measuring the quality 
of facilitation to fully tap into our coaches’ conceptualization of the essential ele-
ments and the in-session experiences of parents and teachers. We hypothesize that 
quality will complement measures of fidelity in explaining the extent to which the 
program targets change. Of course, testing the theory of action also requires careful 
measurement of program targets, the specific aspects of adult capacity that we 
expect ParentCorps to strengthen, at logical times during and/or after the program, 
with methods that are sensitive to change. We are measuring aspects of adult capac-
ity with new measures of mindfulness developed specifically for teachers and par-
ents (Frank et al., 2016; McCaffrey et al., 2017) that tap into both awareness of self 
and child (e.g., for parents, “how often did you notice when your child’s behavior 
was making you upset”; for teachers, “when you’re upset with your students, how 
often do you notice how you are feeling before you take action?”) and intentional 
and responsive interactions (e.g., “how often did you try to slow down your reac-
tions in order to accomplish your goals,” “how often did you believe that the way 
you were parenting/teaching was consistent with best practices”). We have stopped 
using tests of knowledge based on consistent negative feedback from teachers and 
parents about being tested. We are also utilizing some new measures for the proxi-
mal outcomes that were developed with early childhood educators and Black and 
Latinx families to improve their relevance and breadth (parent involvement in chil-
dren’s learning and parenting (McWayne et al., 2013), teacher-parent relationships 
(Porter et  al., 2015). In particular, this supports expanded consideration of safe, 
nurturing, and predictable environments to include parents’ use of culturally rele-
vant strategies (e.g., storytelling, teaching about own and others’ culture, setting 
expectations for the importance of education) in addition to the use of evidence-
based strategies (e.g., routines, proactive strategies, positive reinforcement, book 
sharing).

As researchers and practitioners, we are eager to understand the variability in 
quality and fidelity as the program is implemented at greater scale, to begin to estab-
lish empirical thresholds for sufficient quality and fidelity, and learn about adapta-
tions that may be problematic or brilliant responses to improve the fit of the program 
into context (Lyons & Bruns, 2019). We are formulating a series of research ques-
tions to test our beliefs about how the program works. For example, we hypothesize 
that when facilitators are strong in the essential elements based on observations and 
parent/teacher report of in-session experiences (e.g., “cares about me,” “explains 
strategies so I understand how to use them,” “consistently listens, reflects, and seeks 
our perspectives”), participants are more likely to attend subsequent sessions, 
engage actively, and try new strategies. Further, we expect that the more that they 
perceive strategies as helpful in reaching their goals, the more likely it is that trying 
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new strategies through intentional and responsive interactions will consolidate into 
their consistent use to create safe, nurturing, and predictable environments. 
Additionally, we hypothesize that when facilitators are strong in the essential ele-
ments, participants will continue to practice self-reflection outside of sessions, 
increasing their capacity to slow down and notice their thoughts and feelings and the 
children in front of them; this increased awareness in turn supports the consistent 
use of new strategies. We expect that teacher awareness as a pathway to changing 
interactions with both children and parents is particularly salient when teachers 
have a different cultural identity and lived racial experience than their students, 
which is very often the case for children of color given that fewer than 20% of 
teachers in the USA are people of color.

In sum, specifying, measuring, and testing precise theories of action are neces-
sary steps to advance the field and hold great potential to rapidly increase knowl-
edge that will support continuous improvement and the development of innovative 
supports for evidence-based programs.

4.5  �Priorities for Research to Support Impact at Scale

Many early childhood interventions developed by researchers that show great 
potential in early testing phases fail to scale effectively (Dodge, 2019). Likewise, 
school districts and other public systems may introduce evidence-based interven-
tions (EBIs) to improve program quality and promote child and family outcomes, 
but without adequate implementation and improvement supports, interventions 
often remain underutilized or fail to achieve intended outcomes (Fagan et al., 2019). 
Dodge (2019) argued that the traditional Institute of Medicine model of moving 
from efficacy trials to effectiveness trials to scaling up has not worked, in part due 
to failure to consider key aspects of the system (policies and practices) in which the 
early childhood intervention is being scaled. The Society for Prevention Research’s 
Mapping Advances in Prevention Science (MAPS) IV Translational Research Task 
Force noted that although there is evidence that it is possible to implement EBIs at 
scale and improve population level outcomes, achieving scaled impact “remains one 
of the most vexing challenges facing prevention science” (Fagan et  al., 2019; 
pg. 1148).

Numerous recent reviews about EBIs in public education systems conclude that 
practitioners, scientists, policy makers, and community stakeholders need to work 
together in new ways. There is increasing interest in the potential of Research 
Practice Partnerships (RPP) to support EBI implementation at scale and to produce 
sustainable improvements at scale across systems (Cohen-Vogel et al., 2015; Dodge, 
2019; Fagan et  al., 2019; World Health Organization, 2010). We have been in a 
long-standing and continuously evolving RPP between the Center for Early 
Childhood Health and Development (CEHD) at the NYU Grossman School of 
Medicine and the Division of Early Childhood Education of the New York City 
Department of Education (NYCDOE). The goals and activities of this RPP have 
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included both efforts to (1) implement ParentCorps at scale as an enhancement to 
public Pre-K programs and (2) improve the early childhood educational system at 
scale by integrating new tools and practices within public Pre-K programs and 
building collective knowledge about how practices lead to improved outcomes for 
children and families (Brotman et  al., 2021). This partnership work blends the 
worlds of research, policy, and practice and attempts to advance evidence-based 
practice and practice-based evidence.

The SPR Task Force identified a common set of factors that interfered with 
implementation at scale across public systems, with the most important factor being 
the degree to which these systems enacted public policies (i.e., statutes, regulations, 
and guidance) requiring or recommending EBIs, and provided public funds for 
EBIs. They identified additional facilitators of scale up, including creating EBIs that 
are ready for scale up, leadership support for EBIs, a skilled workforce capable of 
delivering EBIs, and data monitoring and evaluation capacity.

Our learnings about scaling are grounded in experiences in New  York City, 
where investment in universal, high-quality pre-K (Pre-K for All established in 
2014) brought recognition of the importance of EBIs and a city-wide mental health 
initiative drastically increased public funding and advanced policies to facilitate the 
integration of EBIs across public systems (ThriveNYC established in 2016). In this 
context, NYCDOE contracted with CEHD to provide evidence-based services and 
resources to promote family engagement and SEL, which accelerated and broad-
ened the scope of our plans for scaling ParentCorps. For example, because Pre-K for 
All provided about 60% of pre-K programs in community-based organizations 
(CBOs), the public system was invested in scaling ParentCorps in both elementary 
school and CBO contexts. Since ParentCorps was developed as an enhancement to 
pre-K in elementary schools and the prior trials were conducted in that context, the 
decision to implement in CBOs raised questions about whether impacts would be 
sustained once children transition to other buildings for kindergarten. We have inter-
preted the prior finding of sustained impact as being due in part to families remain-
ing in the same buildings, such that the “corps” of parents that formed in pre-K may 
continue to be a source of support and strong relationships with pre-K teachers may 
increase parents’ trust and sense of belonging in the building. The decision to imple-
ment in CBOs also required adjustments to fit this new context (with different finan-
cial, staffing, and logistical considerations).

A second example involves the public system’s need to provide professional 
development for its early childhood workforce at scale (across more than 1800 
pre-K programs serving approximately 70,000 children annually). The ParentCorps 
team worked in partnership with NYCDOE partners to adapt the existing ParentCorps 
PD series to fit into the system-wide model (e.g., 4 days across the school year) to 
be provided to teachers and leaders from approximately 125–250 pre-K programs 
annually. This decision to implement one component of ParentCorps at scale pre-
sented the opportunity to rigorously test the added value of the parenting program 
and Friends School over and above PD alone. It also allowed for a comparison of 
ParentCorps PD to PD as usual.
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We have prioritized a series of policy and practice relevant questions to learn 
about facilitators and barriers to implementing ParentCorps at scale within a large, 
complex public education system serving racially and culturally diverse children 
and families. In partnership with key stakeholders across the public school system, 
we designed three hybrid implementation-effectiveness trials including approxi-
mately 180 pre-K sites. These studies will answer a range of pressing questions 
including the following: (1) will ParentCorps impact be replicated with independent 
facilitation by teachers and district/school-based mental health professionals (a shift 
from co-facilitation with university-based staff in the prior trials); (2) will impact be 
replicated in CBOs; and (3) what are the impacts of ParentCorps professional devel-
opment alone and the added impacts of the full program? These studies go beyond 
testing replication of meaningful impact on child outcomes. They also examine 
child-, family-, and classroom-level moderators, consider contextual influences on 
fidelity and quality, and characterize the population reached and examine the extent 
to which the parenting program is engaging parents across the racial, linguistic, and 
cultural diversity within a given setting. Finally, these studies evaluate impact on 
parent and system outcomes, based on the cascading resilience model which speci-
fies mechanisms through which parenting programs may activate positive cascades 
in other domains of parents’ lives (Doty et al., 2017) and based on Brown et al.’ 
(2019) hypothesis that system-level outcomes may result from early childhood pro-
grams that alter multiple drivers of health disparities.

In addition to these three trials in NYC, we are conducting a fourth hybrid 
implementation-effectiveness trial of ParentCorps implementation in a small school 
district in Texas and a series of rapid cycle tests in NYC, Michigan, and Texas. We 
also engage with parents through focus groups and interviews to understand deeply 
the perspectives of the families whom we seek to support (e.g., the kinds of pro-
grams parents want to see in their schools, the advice they would give policy mak-
ers, and pre-K leaders on how to invest time and resources). Our hope is also to 
learn from parents about ways in which they would find value in advising or part-
nering with our team in making decisions about scaling, identifying high priority 
research questions, and interpreting findings. For a family-centered program seek-
ing to reach parents experiencing adversity related to poverty, racism, discrimina-
tion, and immigration-related stress, across settings and geographies, the centering 
of parent voice is foundational for success by any typical measure and to begin to 
address structural inequity.

4.6  �Conclusion

This volume offers a unique opportunity to reflect on what we know, what we 
believe to be essential, and our top priorities for research to realize the promise of 
early childhood family-centered programs. New approaches to cross-sector partner-
ships and the proliferation of tools from implementation science and improvement 
science boost confidence and urgency to accelerate the pace of learnings. Building 

S. Dawson-McClure et al.



69

on the decades of prevention research that established the evidence base, it is within 
reach for researchers and practitioners to take these programs to scale – promoting 
SEL in early childhood, supporting the adults in young children’s lives, and trans-
forming the pre-K experiences of families of color to create more equitable educa-
tion systems.
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Abstract  Developmental transitions are critical time points for intervention and 
prevention. The successful transition to elementary school is associated with several 
key skills, including sustained attention, self-regulation, social skills, and early lit-
eracy skills. Research suggests that family-centered interventions can promote these 
competencies associated with a successful school transition during early childhood. 
One such intervention is the Family Check-Up (FCU). In this chapter, we review 
research on the FCU and discuss the intervention as an effective approach for pro-
moting school success during early elementary school. The FCU is a brief, family-
centered intervention that is comprised of three components: an initial interview, an 
assessment, and a feedback and motivation session followed by tailored and adap-
tive intervention modules geared to family needs. The model is intended to prevent 
emotional, behavioral, and academic problems in children by improving family 
functioning and parenting skills. In early childhood, the FCU has been shown to 
reduce problem behaviors and increase school readiness. As researchers continue to 
explore strategies for the successful implementation and scale-up of the FCU, the 
fundamental mechanisms of change remain consistent across adaptations to unique 
populations and settings. Next steps involve understanding dosage and key ingredi-
ents of the FCU that predict positive adjustment.
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The transition into school is one of the most important developmental transitions in 
a child’s life. A successful school transition that facilitates the development of read-
ing and math skills predicts achievement through the high school years (Hooper 
et al., 2010). As they enter formal schooling, students encounter a wide variety of 
academic and social experiences that pose new emotional and behavioral challenges 
(Hughes, 2015). Students are better positioned to manage these challenges and 
experience a successful school transition when they have age-appropriate self-
regulation, sustained attention, and early literacy skills (Cadima et  al., 2015; 
Garbacz et al., 2018). Research has demonstrated that these skills also foster later 
academic achievement (Fink et al., 2019). In contrast, children who exhibit emo-
tional and behavioral problems in early elementary school are at risk for problems 
at school entry that may persist into adolescence and young adulthood, including 
mental health problems and high-risk behaviors (Dishion et al., 2008). These prob-
lems, if not ameliorated in early childhood, can lead to adjustment difficulties that 
last a lifetime.

One of the most influential contexts affecting development in early childhood is 
the family environment. Decades of research have now demonstrated the signifi-
cance of the family environment and parent-child interactions for predicting chil-
dren’s adjustment over time. The consistent use of positive family management 
techniques supports the development of children’s school readiness skills predictive 
of school success (Hughes, 2015), whereas deficits in parenting skills during early 
childhood predict child problem behaviors and later risk. Given the significant 
impact of parenting practices on child skill development, family-centered interven-
tions delivered during this developmental period can promote school readiness and 
help prevent school and home-based problem behaviors that have an impact on 
academic performance (Brotman et  al., 2013). Research has demonstrated that 
family-centered interventions in the early years can help to disrupt the long-term 
effects of problem behaviors, increase self-regulation, and decrease problem behav-
iors (Chang et  al., 2014; Shelleby et  al., 2018). The early years are particularly 
suited to prevention because parents are typically more invested in their child’s 
educational progress at this time in development than in the later years and, there-
fore, may be more inclined to participate in interventions and associated services to 
improve child functioning (Powell et al., 2012).

5.1  �The Family Check-Up Model

Overview  The Family Check-Up (FCU) is a brief, family-centered, school-based 
intervention designed to prevent emotional, behavioral, and academic problems. 
The FCU uses motivational interviewing to engage families in a change process 
focused on enhancing family management skills including supporting positive 
behavior, strengthening family relationships, using proactive parenting strategies, 
and setting healthy limits (Dishion & Stormshak, 2007). Across multiple random-
ized, controlled trials, the FCU has been demonstrated to be effective at reducing 
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problem behaviors and emotional distress as well as improving academic skills 
from early childhood to late adolescence, ages 2 to 17 (Garbacz et  al., 2018; 
Mauricio et al., 2019). The goals of the FCU are to increase parent motivation to 
maintain effective parenting practices, decrease interactions that are detrimental to 
parent-child relationships or child behavior, and promote parenting behaviors that 
support positive youth adjustment (Dishion et al., 2008; Stormshak et al., 2018). 
Specifically, the intervention targets parenting practices, including parental knowl-
edge of and involvement in children’s activities, positive reinforcement and support 
of desired behaviors, and proactive planning and structuring to anticipate and avoid 
child problems (Smith et al., 2013). The ecologically based approach of the FCU 
has facilitated its use with populations characterized by diverse demographics and a 
range of severity in problem behaviors and has allowed for implementation in a 
variety of settings, including schools, outpatient and residential treatment settings, 
and community mental health centers (Smith et al., 2015a; Spirito et al., 2017).

FCU Components  The traditional FCU model is comprised of three components: 
(1) an initial intake interview, (2) an ecological assessment, and (3) a feedback and 
motivation session, as demonstrated in Fig. 5.1 (Dishion & Stormshak, 2007). These 
components are typically completed during two to three visits, which may be con-
ducted through home visits or appointments at a clinic or school, with variability 
dependent upon family needs, service delivery context, and other considerations 
such as constraints imposed by managed care. Visits can be accomplished in 
50-minute sessions, with the option of completing both the intake interview and 
ecological assessment during one 75- to 90-minute session.

Intake Interview  The intake interview is the first component of the FCU model. 
The therapist and parent(s) discuss the family’s presenting concerns and goals for 
the intervention. The therapist aims to integrate a focus on family management and 

Fig. 5.1  The Family Check-up model components
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the active role of parents throughout the session. This first contact provides an 
opportunity to build rapport and begin to engage parents in the change process. 
Using a collaborative, interpersonally focused approach and motivational inter-
viewing strategies, the therapist can build a shared perspective regarding family 
concerns. This collaborative approach decreases the likelihood that parents feel 
judged and enhances commitment to change and increasing confidence that parents 
can affect change (Dishion & Stormshak, 2007; Smith et al., 2013). During this por-
tion of the FCU, the family’s readiness to change is assessed, and this information 
is later used to provide feedback that can more effectively promote change.

Ecological Assessment  Following the intake interview, assessments are conducted 
with multiple raters, including parents, children, and teachers. A videotaped obser-
vation task, adapted to various developmental levels, is used to assess domains of 
family functioning, including positive parenting, supervision, limit setting, and 
family problem solving (Connell et al., 2007). The ecological assessment is also 
intended to assess various levels and contexts of influence that can impact child 
outcomes, including individual- and family-level factors, peer environment, and 
additional considerations that influence family management practices (e.g., parent 
mental health and financial stress; Dishion & Stormshak, 2007). The videotaped 
observation comprises three to five semi-structured interaction tasks, dependent 
upon the age and developmental level of the youth. These interaction tasks are 
coded for various observed family management practices and compared to clinical 
and nonclinical norms. Prior research has documented the validity of these tasks as 
predictors of later child problem behaviors as well as sensitive indicators of respon-
siveness to the FCU intervention, and parents who engage in the FCU show 
improved interactions over time (Dishion et al., 2017).

Feedback and Motivation  During the final FCU session, the therapist provides the 
results of the ecological family assessment and elicits input from parents regarding 
the results, focusing throughout on the essential role of parenting practices for child 
well-being (Connell et al., 2007; Dishion & Stormshak, 2007). Specifically, norm-
based data are used to prompt a discussion of the family’s areas of strength and 
areas that could benefit from further support. These results are represented on a 
feedback form with continuums ranging from “area of strength” to “needs atten-
tion” for each domain assessed. The therapist builds upon the rapport established 
during the initial session to motivate change and connect the family to appropriate 
services and resources. These goals are accomplished through the use of motiva-
tional interviewing techniques to reframe parents’ appraisals of their child and their 
concerns, target parents’ ambivalence or resistance, and promote parents’ feelings 
of efficacy. The therapist uses a collaborative approach to determine treatment goals 
and provides a menu of individually tailored intervention options and available 
resources with which the family can engage to work toward the established goals 
(Stormshak & Dishion, 2009).
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5.2  �Empirical Support

Historical Research  The FCU was initially developed as a school-based interven-
tion based upon evidence emerging from randomized trials targeting problem 
behaviors and substance use in adolescents that highlighted the critical role of par-
ent monitoring in successful intervention (Dishion et  al., 2008; Dishion & 
Stormshak, 2007). Specifically, early implementation of the FCU was intended as a 
brief approach for motivating parents to monitor and manage adolescents at high 
risk for substance use. Intervention effects were found for youth substance use dur-
ing seventh through ninth grades and were mediated by parental monitoring (Dishion 
et al., 2003). The FCU was designed to be an ecologically based intervention imple-
mented within preexisting service systems (e.g., schools) with the goal of effec-
tively engaging families and schools in change (Stormshak et al., 2005). Since that 
time, research has demonstrated intervention effects of the FCU at promoting 
improvements in grade point average, attendance, school engagement, and self-
regulation as well as reducing problem behavior, depression, substance use, high-
risk sexual behavior, and weight gain and obesity (Connell et al., 2007; Smith et al., 
2015b; Stormshak et al., 2019a).

Early Childhood Research  The Early Steps Multisite Study conducted by Dishion 
et al. (2008) was the first evaluation of the adaptation of the FCU for use in early 
childhood contexts. The authors examined the efficacy of the FCU among a sample 
of 731 at-risk and ethnically diverse families from three geographically disparate 
sites across the United States. Families with children ages 2–5 were recruited from 
the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children 
(WIC) and were randomly assigned to the treatment condition (FCU) or control 
condition, where they received services as usual. All families received a standard-
ized in-home assessment that targeted parenting strategies (i.e., positive behavior 
support) and child problem behavior starting at age two. Guided by a developmen-
tal, ecological model, the Early Steps Multisite Study targeted parenting skills as the 
primary mechanism associated with change in problem behavior, with a specific 
focus on positive parenting.

The results of the Early Steps Multisite Study suggest that the FCU is effective 
as an early childhood prevention program with benefits in areas of problem behav-
ior, self-regulation, and school-related skills, which were measured as both proxi-
mal and distal outcomes. Random assignment to the treatment condition significantly 
predicted improvements on parent reports of child behavior problems at 2, 3, and 
4 years of age, as well as the direct observation of parent positive behavior support 
from ages two to three. Increases in parent positive behavior support inhibited the 
growth of child problem behavior during early childhood experienced by families in 
the control condition (Dishion et al., 2008; Sitnick et al., 2015). These results were 
consistent across ethnic groups and gender. In addition, the FCU also promoted 
aspects of school readiness, including inhibitory control, improved language devel-
opment in early childhood, and fostered a healthier trajectory of BMI in later 
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childhood and young adulthood relative to the control group (Dishion et al., 2014; 
Lunkenheimer et al., 2008; Smith et al., 2015a).

Moreover, assignment to the FCU condition in the Early Steps Multisite Study 
has been associated with positive academic outcomes over time. Findings indicate 
that, when compared to control families, inclusion in the treatment condition pre-
dicted higher levels of academic achievement years later at ages 5 and 7, mediated 
by the increased use of positive behavior supports by parents and higher parental 
reports of child inhibitory control. The results also suggested indirect effects via 
parenting and self-regulation on ratings of oppositional behavior at age 7.5 by 
teachers (Brennan et al., 2013; Chang et al., 2014).

5.3  �Adaptations for School Entry: The Family Check-Up 
for Kindergarteners

The outcomes associated with the Early Steps Multisite Study predicted positive 
adjustment through school entry; however, Early Steps was not a school-based 
intervention trial. Until recently, the FCU has not been applied or rigorously evalu-
ated as a school-based intervention delivered at school entry. In the FCU-
Kindergarten study, we adapted the model for school entry and tested the effects of 
the FCU in a randomized trial with kindergarten, first-grade, and second-grade chil-
dren (Garbacz et al., 2018). Kindergarten families were randomly assigned to the 
FCU or school-as-usual at school entry (N = 365). The FCU was adapted for this 
population in several ways. First, assessments that focused on key skills needed for 
a successful transition to kindergarten were collected from parents and teachers. For 
children, this included measures of self-regulation, sustained attention, and school 
readiness skills. For parents, the assessment was tailored to measure parenting skills 
associated with adjustment during early childhood, such as positive parenting, fam-
ily routines, school involvement, and consistent parenting. Families were observed 
in a videotaped interaction engaging in a variety of developmentally appropriate 
tasks designed to elicit parenting skills during the transition to school, including a 
teaching task where children built a Lego tower, a homework task where parents 
assisted children with math worksheets, and a reading task where parents read to 
their child. The recordings from these interactions were then coded by therapists, 
and the results were used to provide feedback to parents on homework and reading 
skills with their children in a process consistent with the overall FCU model. Other 
adaptations included the provision of books at the developmental level of the child 
to support reading at home, and parents in the FCU condition received support to 
engage with their child in reading and homework using effective parenting skills, 
such as positive support, creating a reading routine, and choosing books at the 
child’s reading level. Parenting skills training was derived from two general content 
areas described below.
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Positive Behavior Support (PBS) for Daily Routines  PBS for daily routines was 
based on our Everyday Parenting curriculum (Dishion et al., 2011), an empirically 
supported intervention for parents that emphasizes daily family management prac-
tices that promote child adaptation. Our intervention for Kindergarten parents sup-
ported parents’ efforts to promote child self-regulatory behaviors related to 
homework, chores, and bedtime routines. Consistent and effective parenting skills 
are crucial processes for promoting self-regulation (Fosco et al., 2013; Purdie et al., 
2004). Three sets of parenting skills are enacted in PBS: (a) identifying realistic 
goals for the child, (b) identifying salient incentives, and (c) practicing and role-
playing praise and encouragement and avoiding critical statements or unclear glob-
ally positive statements.

Early Literacy and Home-to-School Behavior Support  Kindergarten is an 
important transition year for the socialization of children and their parents. Children 
learn the rules and structure of the public school environment, and parents are 
socialized in the expectations for involvement in their child’s learning. Kindergarten 
teachers and school staff play a key role in this process by creating expectations for 
parent involvement. One key expectation for involvement in kindergarten is parent-
teacher coordination for students’ early literacy skills. Parent involvement is associ-
ated with enhanced student literacy (Dearing et  al., 2006). Our Kindergarten 
intervention materials built on the important relationship between caretakers and 
the school during this transition. Trained therapists served as home–school links 
who build parent capacity for sustained advocacy for their child by facilitating 
partnership-centered interactions with school personnel. We developed a range of 
materials to support the home–school linkages during this transition, which included 
support for parents to structure reading tasks with their child in the home. We also 
worked directly with families to create predictable environments across home and 
school to support student success and building on partnership-centered strategies 
(Garbacz et al., 2008). Parents received this support as part of the tailored menu of 
options after their feedback session, and the level of support was titrated based on 
parent need and assessment results. Most of the families invited to participate in the 
intervention completed the FCU process (75%), and about two-thirds (66%) 
received additional support in the form of tailored sessions after the feedback.

Results of the FCU-Kindergarten model were promising. Guided by a develop-
mental, ecological model consistent with prior FCU research, the FCU model is 
based on the expectation that parenting skills and child self-regulation skills serve 
as key mediators that promote positive child outcomes over time. Teachers com-
pleted ratings of child behavior each year during kindergarten, first grade, and sec-
ond grade. Initial results indicated that children in the FCU treatment condition, 
relative to the “usual practice” control group, performed better on teacher report 
measures of emotional and behavioral problems during the first and second grade 
(Garbacz et al., 2018). Furthermore, children with higher initial levels of emotional 
and behavioral problems at the initial assessments experienced greater benefit from 
treatment (Garbacz et al., 2018). These outcomes were consistent regardless of spe-
cial services received by the children in school and are consistent with prior FCU 
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research suggesting greater effects for children and families at higher risk (Pelham 
et al., 2017).

5.4  �Mechanisms of Change

Self-regulation is a key construct that mediates outcomes associated with family-
centered prevention and intervention. In the context of warm, consistent, and sup-
portive parenting relationships, children learn behavior regulation, emotional 
control, and coping skills. Results from various studies examining mediational 
pathways suggest that the FCU may function through a two-step process in which 
the intervention improves parenting skills that, in turn, promote child self-regulation. 
Through more skilled parenting, children may develop more capacity for and be 
more apt to implement self-regulation strategies, thus improving their behavioral 
and academic outcomes.

Ample research now supports the link between self-regulation and positive out-
comes for youth, as well as a focus on self-regulation skills as key targets of inter-
ventions that lead to improvements in behavior over time. Across multiple studies, 
changes in self-regulation as a function of parenting support predict positive youth 
outcomes, including problem behavior and peer acceptance during early childhood 
and depression and school engagement during middle and high school (Chang et al., 
2014; Chang et al., 2017; Stormshak et al., 2010; see Fig. 5.2). Children who par-
ticipated in the FCU showed levels of growth in inhibitory control between ages two 
to seven that were higher than children in the control condition, which mediated 
intervention effects on teacher reports of child self-control and oppositional defiant 
behavior (Chang et al., 2014). Similar effects have been found when the FCU has 
been implemented during the middle school years. We demonstrated that the FCU 
implemented during the sixth grade had a positive effect on youth self-regulation, 

Fig. 5.2  Empirically-supported critical elements of the family check-up during early childhood
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leading to decreases in youth depressive symptoms and higher levels of school 
engagement during the transition to high school (Stormshak et al., 2010).

When examining the effect of the FCU at school entry on parenting skills, results 
demonstrated that random assignment was related to improved parenting skills, 
especially for families at high risk based on initial assessments. Contextual stress 
moderated outcomes for kindergarten families, with higher levels of stress associ-
ated with improvements including reductions in negative parenting and increases in 
monitoring/family routines (Stormshak et al., 2019b). Improvements in parenting 
skills during first grade predicted reductions in child behavior problems through 
second grade (Stormshak et al., in press). In sum, these results suggest that the FCU 
is an efficacious intervention for school entry when delivered by staff selected and 
trained by the program developers. However, additional research is needed to deter-
mine if schools can be successful at implementing this intervention at scale. 
Furthermore, further examination of child self-regulation in addition to parenting 
skills during kindergarten will help to clarify mediational processes of the FCU dur-
ing school entry.

5.5  �Implementation of the FCU at School Entry 
in Real-World Settings

Translating evidence-based practices such as the FCU from research settings to 
typical care settings is challenging, with multiple barriers documented (Smith et al., 
2018; Smolkowski et al., 2017). Dissemination and implementation often require 
broad changes at the levels of both the systemic and organizational contexts (Aarons 
et al., 2018). Most mental health and social service interventions occur within orga-
nizations, making it particularly important to consider organizational processes 
such as organizational culture, implementation climate, leadership, and organiza-
tional readiness to change when designing sustainable interventions (Aarons et al., 
2018). A focus on specific implementation strategies as well as targeting popula-
tions that can benefit most from interventions may be effective at enhancing imple-
mentation broadly. In the next sections, we consider a set of issues that require 
attention and additional research to support the broader diffusion of the FCU 
Kindergarten intervention model.

Adaptation  One strategy for expanding the scalability of an intervention approach 
involves tailoring aspects of the intervention to better fit the organization that will 
administer it or the population being served while maintaining the core critical ele-
ments of the intervention responsible for positive effects (Smith et al., 2018). When 
core components of the intervention are sustained with adequate fidelity, adapted 
interventions should yield effect sizes comparable to the original studies with results 
across time reflecting the effective tailoring of the intervention to the population or 
setting (Chambers et al., 2013). Thus, the FCU can be “scaled out” to address new 
target behaviors, delivery systems, or populations, while retaining the three steps 
encompassing the FCU, including the intake interview, ecological assessment, and 
motivation/feedback (Aarons et  al., 2017). This ensures that the evidence-based 
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components of the FCU that are essential for its mechanism of change are protected, 
even when adaptations are made. The FCU was developed as a school-based inter-
vention to reduce adolescent risk behavior; it has been adapted for various contexts 
and populations. These adaptations have included early childhood modifications, 
out-of-school settings such as mental health clinics and home visitation, and 
Internet-based delivery (Danaher et al., 2018; Smith et al., 2018). In each setting, 
although the context and population have varied, the fundamental mechanism of 
change – increased self-regulation by the improvement of family functioning – has 
stayed constant. Most recently, based on data suggesting that the FCU can help 
effectively reduce obesity risks in children, a new adaptation called the Family 
Check-Up 4 Health (FCU4H) has specifically targeted health-promoting behaviors 
such as nutrition, physical activity, and sleep (Smith et al., 2018). Maintaining key 
components of the FCU along with context-appropriate adaptations can help target 
a variety of clinical goals for underserved children and families, such as expansion 
into kindergarten settings. Our adaptations to the FCU for kindergarten, such as 
parenting support for reading at home, should be key ingredients in the model as it 
is disseminated to real-world settings.

Applicability to Diverse Populations  In addition to these adaptations, services 
should be specifically adapted to ethnically diverse groups. Children from diverse 
backgrounds continue to face systematic barriers to mental health service access 
(Pumariega et al., 2005). Evidence-based treatments appear to be equally effective 
for diverse populations when appropriate access is offered, even before accounting 
for culturally specific adaptations (Smith et al., 2014). Indeed, the FCU’s adaptive 
and flexible framework was developed using a culturally diverse sample of families 
to be applicable to the individual family unit (Dishion & Kavanagh, 2003). The col-
laborative stance and ecological focus enable a multiculturally competent therapist 
to tailor feedback to the specific cultural context of the family.

However, culturally specific adaptations may still help improve the relevance of 
the FCU for specific populations (Smith et al., 2014). For example, the first cultur-
ally specific adaptation of the FCU was aimed at Native American adolescents, 
incorporating cultural traditions such as the public acknowledgment of youth and 
access to traditional supports such as healers and spiritual advisors (Boyd-Ball & 
Dishion, 2006). In this project, the FCU was delivered community-wide without 
randomization, using a quasi-experimental evaluation design that supported com-
munity leaders during uptake of the model. A variety of barriers reduced the sustain-
ability of the model, including the lack of trained staff to implement the model after 
the project ended and high levels of trauma and health-related issues among the 
population. These barriers, coupled with lack of funding, impeded the sustained 
impact of the FCU in these communities. Community-based participatory research 
strategies may help identify culturally specific strategies to sustain the intervention 
over time in these highly underserved communities.

Dosage  Broadly, the concept of dosage refers to the amount of intervention that is 
delivered to families. Intended dosage is operationalized in various ways in the 
clinical literature, but is most often characterized by amount, frequency, and dura-
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tion, as well as the interactions between these variables (Voils et al., 2012). Because 
the evaluation process of the FCU is concrete, the short, adapted sessions may be 
particularly effective in assessment and skill-building (Halle et al., 2010). However, 
not all families fully engage in interventions. Thus, it may be valuable to explore 
effective dosage, or the mean intervention dosage in which a family must engage, to 
show “measurable functional progress” (Bagnato et al., 2011). This is measured by 
the intended dosage, as well as parent engagement and involvement. For many early 
childhood interventions, parent participation rate is a particularly potent predictor 
of clinical outcomes (e.g., Stormshak et al., 2003). The evaluation of effective dos-
age in early childhood interventions is still developing, with traditional views 
assuming that, typically, higher dosage will improve outcomes (Neuman & Dwyer, 
2009). Consistent with predictions, outcomes typically improve over time as fami-
lies receive a larger “dose” of the FCU (Stormshak et al., 2018). Dosage also varies 
across ages and intervention trials, based on both the context of the delivery and 
developmental issues.

Consider the FCU delivered at both middle school and early elementary school. 
Table 5.1 shows the dosage and engagement rates associated with several FCU stud-
ies across development, from early childhood to the young adult years. Engagement 
rates varied based on the context of delivery and age of the children. In the first 
Project Alliance trial (PAL 1), which was delivered in middle school, 23% of fami-
lies received the FCU, but only those with high-risk behaviors were targeted for 
treatment. In the second Project Alliance trial (PAL 2), all families of middle school 
youth assigned to intervention were offered the FCU. Interestingly, when the treat-
ment was targeted to a high-risk population, rates of follow-up sessions appeared to 
increase, with 100% of PAL 1 families receiving follow-up services versus 80% of 
PAL 2 families. Using similar methods for recruitment across projects can provide 
comparable data on engagement rates. PAL 2 and the FCU Kindergarten study used 
the same methods for recruitment and engagement, delivering the FCU as a school-
based model to the whole population. After the consent process was complete, inter-
vention families were invited to participate in the intervention or could opt out of the 

Table 5.1  Dosage and engagement rates across randomized trials of the Family Check-UP (FCU)

Project

Families 
completing FCU 
(%)

Families receiving 
follow-up (%)

Minutes of 
treatment 
(average)

Age range of 
child (years)

Project Alliance 
trial (PAL 1; MS)

23% 100% 688 12–14

Project Alliance 
trial (PAL 2; MS)

42% 80% 337 12–16

Project Alliance 
trial (PAL 2; YA)

35% 33% 117 20

Early steps 88% 86% 713 2–5
FCU kindergarten 
study

75% 66% 214 5–7

Note. MS middle school, YA young adult
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intervention at this juncture. In middle school, 42% of families randomly assigned 
to intervention received the FCU, whereas at kindergarten entry, 75% of families 
received the intervention (Garbacz et al., 2018; Stormshak et al., 2010), suggesting 
that families are more likely to engage in family-centered support during elemen-
tary school than middle school. However, when we examined rates of engagement 
in parenting skills training after completion of the FCU, the opposite was true. 
Kindergarten families engaged in follow-up sessions 66% of the time, whereas 80% 
of middle school families engaged at this level. Perhaps the issues with which mid-
dle school students struggle require additional and persistent support, whereas dur-
ing kindergarten many of the parents’ concerns were addressed in the context of the 
FCU feedback session. More research is needed on dosage as it relates to outcomes 
associated with the FCU Kindergarten, especially given the wide range of dosage 
differences both between and within research studies.

Cost-Effectiveness  Economic analyses have become increasingly important in the 
evaluation of prevention-based research and help guide decisions for community 
agencies about feasibility of evidence-based programs (Kuklinski et  al., 2012). 
When public policymakers and other decision-makers are not given information 
about implementation cost, they often are unable to make choices about effective 
interventions, widening the research-practice gap. Several cost analyses of the FCU 
have been conducted to support the uptake of the FCU by communities and inform 
providers. A recent rigorous cost analysis of the FCU for early childhood was con-
ducted by Kuklinski and colleagues. The study found that the FCU could be deliv-
ered at an average annual cost of $1066 per family (SD = $400), and additional 
families could be served at roughly half the cost once FCU infrastructure was estab-
lished (Kuklinski et  al., in press). Costs increased for higher-risk families, but 
investment was associated with stronger impacts among these families. Similar cost 
analyses of the FCU4H have also been conducted and suggest that implementation 
preparation would cost between $15,000 and $18,000 per site (Jordan et al., 2019). 
The primary costs associated with implementation are training costs, and when 
these are accounted for, the cost of implementing and sustaining the program 
decreases. However, schools are faced with high staff turnover and personnel costs, 
which limits the ability of schools to sustain this type of programming. Further cost 
analysis should examine the specific implementation costs for the FCU Kindergarten 
within the context of existing elementary school infrastructure and staff.

Assessing Fidelity  Inadequate treatment fidelity compromises the therapist’s 
adherence (or use of treatment-specific interventions) and competence (or therapist 
skill level) during the intervention (Waltz et al., 1993). Implementation fidelity is 
plausibly linked to overall treatment outcomes, with particular consistency in the 
literature for family-based interventions (Smith et al., 2013). Using the Fidelity of 
Implementation Rating System as a conceptual base, Smith et al. (2013) proposed a 
fidelity monitoring system called COACH, an acronym that refers to “Conceptual 
accuracy and adherence,” “Observant and relevant to client needs,” “Actively struc-
tures sessions,” “Careful and appropriate teaching,” and “Hope and motivation 
generated.” They found that implementation fidelity predicted parent engagement 
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and that engagement predicted positive behavior support one year later. Both 
engagement and positive behavior support directly predicted reductions in child 
problem behavior two years after the intervention. This suggests that FCU imple-
mentation fidelity is particularly important in predicting beneficial outcomes, high-
lighting the need for fidelity monitoring for this type of parenting intervention.

5.6  �Future Research Directions

Research on the FCU from early childhood through elementary school has shown 
promising results. Real-world implementation of the FCU is just beginning, how-
ever, and research focusing on ways to implement this intervention in schools that 
are sustainable and realistic is needed. It is not realistic for schools to train their staff 
in the traditional FCU model because it requires significant staff time and effort. 
Schools are faced with many barriers to implementing family-centered programs, 
and they need tools that are practical, brief, and accessible for their staff.

Without doubt, identifying effective strategies to deliver the FCU through more 
accessible modalities is a critical component of future research. We have recently 
developed an electronic health version of the FCU (FCU Online), which has been 
tested in a school-based, randomized controlled trial (RCT) targeting middle school 
children (Danaher et al., 2018; Stormshak et al., 2019c). Families who participated 
were randomly assigned to either an online-only delivery of the intervention, an 
online plus coach delivery, or a waitlist control group. The coaching was delivered 
through a telehealth model, making it more cost-effective and accessible than prior 
versions of the FCU. Coaching was targeted during the feedback and as follow-up 
when parents were working on skill development. We found that the online inter-
vention that included coaching improved both parent self-efficacy and confidence as 
well as child emotional problems and that families with initial risk showed greater 
improvements than those with no risk. This innovative delivery of the intervention 
will potentially address many of the barriers of traditional school-based implemen-
tation, especially in under-resourced areas and rural areas. Our next priority is to 
continue research on the FCU Online to evaluate its efficacy in other age groups, 
including children in the early childhood and school entry years.

Last, understanding the key ingredients of the FCU related to changes in child 
and parent behavior will be important for future research. Embry and Biglan (2008) 
discuss evidence-based kernels, defined as fundamental units of behavioral influ-
ence, and the need for our work to identify these kernels and apply them to real-
world, community prevention. Identifying the aspects of the FCU that lead to 
behavioral change is an important piece of understanding the translation of efficacy 
to effectiveness. Through the identification of essential elements, we can ensure 
their retention within intervention techniques as we continue scale-up efforts. One 
example of a possible kernel is the use of videotaping and feedback to families in 
the FCU. In the majority of FCU clinical trials, videotaped observations of families 
are collected and used to provide feedback to parents (as well as to code for later 
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analyses of parenting skills as an outcome variable). Motivational interviewing is 
used to guide parents’ self-discovery, support their strengths, and highlight areas of 
growth related to interactions with their child. In general, few studies have been 
published using the observational data as a key outcome, primarily because obser-
vation data rarely correlates with parent self-report, and the findings using the 
observational data as a key outcome across projects have been limited. Nonetheless, 
observational data, in particular using these data to provide feedback to families, is 
a core process component of the FCU. However, when we adapt the FCU for school 
and clinical settings, collecting observations of parent-child interactions is less fea-
sible. In all of our effectiveness trials of the FCU, we have dropped the observa-
tional task from the intervention. There is no video-feedback component in the FCU 
Online or the Positive Family Support project, which included 41 schools across the 
state of Oregon (Smolkowski et al., 2017). Although many factors predict limited 
effectiveness, it is possible that the video-observation and tailored feedback to par-
ents using observations may be a key ingredient of the FCU’s efficacy. This specula-
tion remains unproven. Future research should examine the FCU with and without 
video-observed feedback to evaluate the impact of this step in the FCU process on 
outcomes. Understanding the key ingredients, dosage, and mechanisms of change 
associated with the FCU will help refine the intervention over time for large-scale 
dissemination in schools and community settings.

5.7  �Conclusion

Research has demonstrated the critical importance of successful transition into 
school and the significant role the family environment plays in fostering healthy 
development. In this chapter, we discussed how family-centered interventions can 
promote school readiness and prevent later problem behaviors that impact school 
success. One such intervention is the FCU, an ecologically based approach targeting 
parenting practices to support positive youth adjustment. While the FCU was ini-
tially developed as a school-based intervention for adolescent populations at high 
risk, it has been adapted for use in early childhood and kindergarten populations. 
Furthermore, research for these adaptations has shown promising results on mea-
sures of self-regulation through second grade.

This chapter considered factors related to the implementation of the FCU and 
raised a set of issues that will be important in future research focused on translating 
the intervention to broader use in real-world settings. These issues include adapting 
the FCU to better fit different delivery contexts and address the needs of diverse 
populations in varied settings while retaining the core intervention components that 
produce positive change. In addition, FCU researchers are designing and evaluating 
variations in program delivery that might help address the many barriers associated 
with scaling up the intervention for sustainable and high-fidelity school-based 
implementation. Some key areas of future research to support this focus include 
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evaluating efficacy of the FCU Online and understanding the key ingredients related 
to positive impact.
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Abstract  Parent involvement has long been considered a key component of early 
childhood programs. Yet efforts to engage parents have waned in recent years when 
policy and research support have focused on promoting children’s school readiness 
skills with few resources devoted to family support services. This chapter illustrates 
the central role that parental involvement and engagement plays in promoting the 
lasting benefits of high-quality early education. We describe the Child-Parent Center 
(CPC) program and its emphasis on facilitating productive family engagement 
across the early childhood years (ages 3–9). In addition to prescribing specific 
strategies designed to involve parents in their children’s education as well as for 
their own personal and career development, CPC creates school infrastructure 
supports (e.g., small class, resource centers) to sustain family engagement and align 
home-based and school-based learning. We describe the positive impact of the CPC 
program on parent involvement in their child’s school, parent support for their 
child’s learning at home, and parent expectations for child academic success. 
Parental involvement in children’s learning is not only a key element of effective 
early education, but, as many studies have shown, it is a primary mechanism through 
which long-term benefits are achieved. We also review longitudinal research that 
documents the long-term child benefits of parental involvement and family 
engagement in the CPC model, including educational attainment, economic well-
being, and health and well-being more generally.
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6.1  �Introduction

Parental involvement has been a fundamental component of early childhood pro-
grams for decades.1 The founding of the Head Start preschool program in the 1960s 
brought widespread attention to the importance of developing and implementing 
comprehensive family services that benefit parents personally and professionally 
and that foster children’s well-being. Engaging parents in meaningful relationships 
with their child’s schools also provides the context for ensuring that learning gains 
are sustained. As noted by Urie Bronfenbrenner (1974), a member of Head Start’s 
planning committee, “the involvement of the child’s family as an active participant 
is critical to the success of any intervention program [without which gains] erode 
fairly rapidly” (p. 17).

Since the early years of preschool expansion across the nation, however, the cur-
ricular and educational components of early education have become predominant, 
such that most state- and school-district-funded programs today provide few if any 
direct resources for parental involvement. Although cost is a factor, as the goal of 
public programs is to scale up to the entire population (O’Connell et al., 2009), this 
trend is inconsistent with evidence that the most effective programs include strong 
family components and demonstrate high economic returns into adulthood 
(Consortium for Longitudinal Studies, 1983; Schweinhart et al., 2005; Reynolds & 
Temple, 2019; Reynolds et al., 2017).

6.2  �Parental Involvement in Early Education: 
The Child-Parent Center Model

This chapter describes the Child-Parent Center (CPC) program model that includes 
a sustainable school infrastructure to support productive family engagement across 
the early childhood years (ages 3–9). Longitudinal research evaluating the CPC 
illustrates how parent engagement in early childhood contributes to a variety of life 
course outcomes, including academic success and better adult health, reflected in 
data from two major studies: the Chicago Longitudinal Study (CLS) and Midwest 
Longitudinal Study (MLS) (Reynolds, 1999;  Chicago Longitudinal Study, 2005; 
Reynolds et al., 2014; Reynolds et al., 2016a).

1 In this chapter the terms parent involvement and parent engagement are used interchangeably.
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6.2.1  �The Child-Parent Center (CPC) Program

The Child-Parent Center (CPC) program is a center-based early intervention that 
began in 1967 to provide high-quality educational and family-support services to 
young children. CPC centers primarily serve children from preschool through third 
grade in Chicago public schools with high concentrations of economically 
disadvantaged students. In 2012, the Chicago CPC model was expanded to four 
school districts in mid-western cities of the United States: Chicago, Evanston, and 
Normal, Illinois, and St. Paul, Minnesota. The expansion program was targeted 
towards more than 2500 children from preschool through third grade across 26 
schools in these four school districts.

The CPC model begins with comprehensive early intervention including health 
and social services, with program continuity that links and aligns the preschool and 
early school-age years. CPC places a strong focus on six core elements: collaborative 
leadership teams, effective learning experiences, aligned curriculum and practices, 
parent involvement, professional development, and continuity and stability 
(Reynolds et  al., 2016a; Reynolds et  al., 2019b). Rather than only prescribing a 
specific set of intervention strategies like other programs featured in this volume, 
the CPC model involves structural changes in school design and staffing to support 
dynamic and community-informed activities that strengthen family engagement 
and align home and school learning supports. The program also requires the imple-
mentation of an array of child- and teacher-directed instructional activities as well 
family support behaviors in school, at home, and in the community (Reynolds 
et al., 2016a).

As shown in Fig.  6.1, the centers provide comprehensive services under the 
direction of a head teacher and in collaboration with the elementary school principal. 
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Fig. 6.1  Chicago Child-Parent Center program
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Each center also includes on their staff a parent resource teacher, a school-commu-
nity representative, classroom teachers and aides, nurses, speech therapists, and 
school psychologists. The major rationale of the program is that the foundation for 
school success is facilitated (a) by the presence of a stable and enriched learning 
environment during the entire early childhood period (ages 3–9) and (b) when par-
ents are active participants in their children’s education. Service continuity from 
preschool into kindergarten and the primary grades is emphasized to increase and 
sustain learning gains (Fig. 6.1).

6.2.2  �CPC Parent Engagement Component

The CPC model emphasizes the role of family members in supporting a child’s 
learning, achievement, and readiness for school (Hayakawa & Reynolds, 2016). 
Parent involvement and engagement (terms used interchangeably in this chapter) is 
one of the six key CPC program elements. Therefore, the program makes substantial 
efforts to involve parents in the education of their children, with guidelines encour-
aging at least 2.5 hours per week of parental activities in support of the child’s learn-
ing (Reynolds, Hayakawa et al., 2016). There are four central features of the parent 
engagement element in the CPC model as described below.

First, a school site must have a parent resource room, which is a specific room 
solely dedicated for activities that support parent engagement. These activities 
include parent interactions, meetings with program staff, and hosting parent classes 
on topics ranging from nutritional education to learning financial skills, among 
others. Second, a school site should have specific, dedicated personnel to support 
parent engagement, including a parent resource teacher and a school-community 
representative. These staff members are employed by the school site to plan parent 
engagement activities and facilitate community outreach efforts to assist in engaging 
families at school and home. Third, a school site needs to provide ample, diverse 
parent engagement opportunities for parents and families that span across the 
following six content areas: (1) school involvement; (2) child development and 
parenting; (3) language, math, and science; (4) healthy, safety, and nutrition; (5) 
education, career, and personal development; and (6) field experiences and 
community resources. Lastly, the parent engagement activities provided by schools 
should reflect needs expressed by the families. By focusing on creating supportive 
school infrastructure and personnel to support parent engagement, CPC seeks to 
create programming that is dynamic and responsive to local school, community, and 
family needs and resources.

A. J. Reynolds et al.
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6.2.3  �Evidence Documenting the Positive Impact of the CPC 
Model on Child Outcomes

Evidence documenting the positive long-term benefits of the CPC comes from two 
longitudinal studies. The Chicago Longitudinal Study (CLS) is an ongoing 
longitudinal study with 1539 participants born in 1979 to 1980 (93% African 
American). The study included children who participated in the CPC program in 
1983–1984 and a matched comparison group that was not part of CPC. The study 
has had multiple collection waves since that time point, with the most recent large 
data collection effort completed in 2017. The Midwest Longitudinal Study (MLS) 
began once the CPC program was extended into the Midwest through the Midwest 
Child-Parent Center (MCPC) Expansion Project, including more cities in Illinois 
and Minnesota (see below). The MLS includes more than 3000 participants who 
enrolled in CPC programs in 2012. The goals of both the CLS and MLS are to 
examine the effectiveness of the CPC centers, examine early predictors of life 
course outcomes, and examine the extent to which long-term effects of the CPC 
program map onto two different cohorts.

The role of parent engagement in promoting the efficacy of early education pro-
grams has been well documented through the CLS (Reynolds & Shlafer, 2010). 
Children who participated in the CPC preschool program have shown better 
educational performance and social behaviors compared to children who attended 
an existing preschool program available in the neighborhood (Reynolds et  al., 
2001; Reynolds et al., 2018). Table 6.1 shows the common types of parental involve-
ment and engagement activities in the CPC program and example indicators. 
Involvement in school and learning (e.g., help with homework, communication with 
school and teachers) is a prominent focus in the CPC program.

Table 6.2 summarizes program impacts on life-course outcomes from the CLS, 
most of which have cost savings to families and society. Compared to the usual 
early childhood experiences available in the participating cities, CPC program 
graduates have greater school readiness skills in kindergarten, lower rates of later 
child maltreatment and need for school remediation, lower rates of juvenile and 
adult arrest (court records), higher levels of educational attainment, and higher 
income in adulthood. These impacts are of practical significance. For example, rates 
of child maltreatment, grade repetition, and special education for program graduates 
by age 18 were lower by 51%, 40%, and 41%, respectively (Reynolds & Ou, 2011; 
Reynolds et al., 2001).

Data from these studies also document the fidelity of implementation of the par-
ent engagement components of the CPC model across sites and the corresponding 
positive impact of the model on rates of parent engagement. In both Chicago and St. 
Paul public school districts (MCPC expansion project districts), CPC classrooms 
were more likely to include more of the site and staffing configurations designed to 
enhance parent engagement compared to non-CPC classrooms (e.g., parent resource 
room, parent resource teacher, school-community representative, and parent 
engagement opportunities in six content areas). In the Chicago school district, CPC 
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classrooms met, on average, 3.5 out of 4 recommended indicators of implementation 
fidelity, whereas non-CPC classrooms met 0.2 out of 4. In the St. Paul school 
district, CPC classrooms met, on average, 2.1 out of 4 recommended implementation 
fidelity indicators compared to non-CPC classrooms which met 0.0 out of 4. Parents 
were significantly more likely to attend parent engagement events in schools that 
implemented 3 or more of recommended implementation fidelity indicators 
(Reynolds et al., 2019c). In addition, students who had more involved parents were 
more likely to meet the national norms of school readiness assessment than students 
with less engaged parents (Reynolds et al., 2019c). Similarly, program evaluation 
studies done in the Chicago and St. Paul districts showed that CPC program partici-
pants recorded higher levels of parent involvement on both teachers’ ratings of par-
ent participation and parents’ rating of their own involvement in the school when 
compared to the comparison group (Varshney et al., 2020; Reynolds et al., 2016b). 
The next sections consider the mechanisms of action in CPC and how the enhance-
ment of parent engagement may have its long-term benefits for children.

Table 6.1  Common types of parent involvement in CPC and relevant indicators

Common types of parent involvement Indicators

Parent participation at school

Parent participation in school activities
Parent helps in child’s classroom

Parent involvement at home

Parent reads to child
Parent cooks with child
Parent goes on outings with child
Parent and child take trips to other cities
Parent takes trips to the zoo

Parent involvement in school and learning

Parent helps child with homework
Parent makes sure child does homework
Parent provides learning experiences for the child
Parent communicates with the school regularly
Parent talks to child’s teacher
Parent communicates with the school
Parent discusses school progress with child
Parent and child discuss school at home
Parent picks up child’s report cards

Parent participation in community activities

Parent attends local school council meetings
Parent votes in school elections
Parent is a member of a community organization
Parent is a member of PTA or other school group
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6.3  �Parental Engagement as a Mechanism Promoting 
Long-Term Benefits

Parent engagement in school has a strong association with academic success, even 
after controlling for background variables like socioeconomic status (Barger et al., 
2019; Hill & Tyson, 2009; Reynolds & Gill, 1994; Reynolds et al., 2016b; Reynolds 
et al., 2019a, b; Seefeldt et al., 1998; Sheridan et al., 2019). Various early childhood 
intervention programs with a parent engagement component have been evaluated 
through meta-analyses. A meta-analysis of 448 independent studies regarding the 
influence of parent engagement on children’s development showed a positive 
association between parent involvement and multiple dimensions of child academic 

Table 6.2  Proportion of the Chicago CPC preschool and comparison group participants achieving 
school and social competence

Outcome Age
Program 
group

Comparison 
group Difference

Change 
(%)

Child and youth development 5 46.7 25.1 21.6 86
At/above national norm on 
scholastic readiness
Child maltreatment 4–17 5.0 10.3 −5.3 −51
Socio-emotional adjustment 6–8 19.6 18.3 1.3 7
Repeated a grade 6–15 23.0 38.4 −15.4 −40
Special education 6–18 14.4 24.6 −10.2 −41
Juvenile arrest 10–

18
16.9 25.1 −8.2 −33

Arrest for violent offense 10–
18

9.0 15.3 −6.3 −41

Acting out 12–
13

12.1 12.9 −0.8 −6

At/above grade level on reading 
achievement

13–
14

34.2 25.2 9.0 36

Completed high school 18–
24

63.1 53.3 9.8 18

Adulthood development

Adult felony arrest 18–
24

15.3 21.6 −6.3 −29

Adult incarceration 18–
24

18.4 24.9 −6.5 −26

Adult depression 18–
24

13.7 18.5 −4.8 −26

Average income equal to or 
higher than nat’l average

22–
24

37.7 33.5 4.2 13

College attendance or stable 
employment

22–
24

49.5 42.4 7.1 17

Attended a 4-year college 22–
24

13.2 7.9 5.3 67
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and socio-emotional adjustment (Barger et  al., 2019). Moreover, these positive 
associations were persistent over time regardless of child’s developmental period. 
Another meta-analysis that reviewed early childhood education evaluation studies 
from 1960 to 2007 similarly concluded that parent-targeted programs further 
enhance children’s outcomes beyond center-based programs alone (Joo et al., 2019).

6.3.1  �Contributions of the CPC Family Support Component 
to Children’s Well-Being

What is the contribution of the family support component of the CPC program to 
children’s well-being? Although it is difficult to separate the effects of parent 
engagement from other child and family services, one approach is to investigate the 
extent to which the main effects of program participation are explained by parent 
engagement and other family support behaviors. In models testing parent engagement 
as a mechanism of program participation effects, the focus is on identifying the 
intervening or indirect influences on children’s well-being. That is, the models test 
parent engagement as a mediator of the association between program participation 
and child outcomes. Because indirect effects are more subtle than direct effects, 
they are underrepresented in the education and prevention literature. Few studies 
have investigated parent engagement as a mechanism accounting for the long-term 
effects of early childhood programs (Reynolds & Ou, 2011; Reynolds et al., 2017). 
In recognition of the complex array of factors during and after program participa-
tion that account for long-term effects, research has increasingly emphasized exam-
ination of explanatory processes. Research evaluating parent engagement as a 
mechanism contributing to CPC program effects has been based on the Five-
Hypothesis Model of Intervention Effects (5HM; Reynolds, 2000). Derived from 
the accumulated research over five decades, 5HM posits, as shown in Fig. 6.2, that 
the effects of CPC (and other similar early childhood programs) can be explained by 
indicators of five general paths of influence described in more detail below: family 
support behavior, cognitive-scholastic advantage, school quality and support, moti-
vational advantage, and socio-emotional adjustment. Because the major purpose of 
early childhood programs is to promote enduring effects into adulthood, the extent 
to which this pattern is observed will depend on the magnitude of effects on one or 
more of the processes.

As shown in Fig. 6.2, the family support hypothesis suggests that longer-term 
effects will occur to the extent that CPC participation enhances parenting skills, 
attitudes and expectations, and the parent behaviors that support children’s education 
(Ou & Reynolds, 2010; Reynolds et  al., 2004). To test this hypothesis, we use 
measures of parent involvement in school (i.e., participation in activities and 
instruction), parent expectations for child achievement, and parent support for 
learning at home. Conceptually, these parenting attitudes and behaviors should lead 
to improved child achievement and school attainment by increasing children’s 
learning time directly (e.g., reading with parents, higher school attendance) or 
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indirectly (e.g., parental monitoring), enhancing children’s motivation and school 
commitment, and increasing children’s own expectations for their educational 
attainment and success. These parenting attitudes and behaviors may also reflect 
improvements in parenting skills and social support, which would reduce social 
isolation and the risk of child maltreatment. Supporting this mechanism of action in 
general, meta-analyses of family interventions and parenting behaviors (Farrington 
& Welsh, 2007; Jeynes, 2007) show that involvement and monitoring link to higher 
achievement and crime prevention.

Research on the CPC suggests that promoting increases in family support plays 
a critical role in the program’s positive impact promoting children’s academic suc-
cess and long-term well-being. Using longitudinal data, Hayakawa and colleagues 
(Hayakawa et al., 2013) reported that the increases in kindergarten parent engage-
ment associated with CPC participation influenced later child achievement via two 
major pathways. First, increased parent engagement in kindergarten was sustained 
over time, leading to later and ongoing parent engagement and support for child 
learning in elementary schools. Second, increased parent engagement promoted 
higher levels of child achievement motivation. These findings suggest that one way 
that CPC has its long-term benefits is by promoting parents’ sustained involvement 
across the elementary years which, in turn, affects other factors in a cumulative 
process that promotes children’s school success and well-being. Reynolds and Ou 
(2011) found additional evidence for the family support hypothesis, as parent 
involvement in school and reduced rates of later child maltreatment mediated the 
effects of CPC preschool on child educational attainment, crime, and health 

Fig. 6.2  Five hypothesis model for the Chicago longitudinal study
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behaviors in early adulthood. Increased parent involvement in school led to greater 
school commitment and student achievement, which in turn reduced the incidence 
of child maltreatment. The generalizability of these results is supported by research 
from three different programs (Abecedarian Project, Perry Preschool Project, CPC), 
each of which identified parent involvement as a contributing path from participa-
tion in intervention and later educational attainment (Englund et al., 2014).

Further evidence on the importance of family support in fostering well-being 
comes from home visiting and parenting interventions, including Nurse-Family 
Partnership  (Eckenrode et al., 2010), Family Check-Up, and Parents as Teachers 
(PAT; Avellar & Supplee, 2013). In a large-scale PAT study, Zigler et  al. (2008) 
found that significant improvements in third-grade achievement for a state sample 
were initiated by parental home literacy and school readiness skills, both of which 
were further impacted by preschool participation. This suggests that the effects of 
early parent engagement programs may operate in multiple ways, including boosting 
family support for child learning and also increasing child cognitive skills 
(represented in Fig. 6.2 as cognitive advantage). Other parenting and home visiting 
programs generally support these findings (Avellar & Supplee, 2013; Sweet & 
Appelbaum, 2004), though the strongest impacts are for high-need families at 
relatively high levels of dosage.

6.3.2  �Summary of CPC Processes of Influence on Youth 
and Adult Outcomes

In Fig. 6.3 we summarize the contributions of three of the five hypothesized mecha-
nisms of CPC for youth and adult outcomes. Specifically, we present the percentage 
contribution of cognitive advantage, family support, and school support to the total 
indirect (mediated) effect linking CPC preschool to four key adult outcomes (e.g., 
high school completion, juvenile and early adult arrests, depressive symptoms; see 
Reynolds and Ou (2011) and Reynolds and Temple (2019) for more details). The 
figure denotes the extent to which the influence of CPC participation depends on or 
is mediated by the three hypothesized processes (cognitive advantage, family sup-
port, school support). Values for each hypothesis are above and beyond the influ-
ence of the motivation construct and social advantage construct that are also included 
in the 5HM model.

Parent engagement and its influence on children’s long-term life course out-
comes is considered one dimension of the family support hypothesis. In our analy-
ses, family support was measured by the frequency of teacher and parent ratings 
from ages 8 to 12 on the item “parents’ participation in school.” Teacher and parent 
ratings were used to minimize possible reporter bias. The second measure used was 
substantiated reports of child abuse and neglect between ages 4 and 12.

For brevity, we excluded motivational advantage and socio-emotional adjust-
ment hypotheses. They are both influential, however. As shown in Fig.  6.3, the 
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outcomes are high school completion, juvenile arrest, adult felony arrest, and 
depressive symptoms at age 24 (see Reynolds & Ou, 2011). The findings are based 
on structural equation modeling of longitudinal associations in which measurement 
error, multiple indicators of each process, and alternative specifications are taken 
into account.

Figure 6.3 summarizes the contributions of three hypotheses to the four life 
course outcomes. After adjusting for gender, family risk, and the influence of other 
processes, the family support hypothesis (improved parent involvement in 
elementary school, reduced maltreatment) accounted for 26% of the total 
contribution of the effect of CPC attendance on high school completion and 22% of 
the total contribution on reduced juvenile arrest. In other words, controlling for 
other hypothesized mechanisms of action, CPC program participation was directly 
associated with higher levels of parent involvement in elementary school and these 
higher levels of involvement were significantly linked to school completion and 
juvenile arrest. Also shown in Fig.  6.3, these same aspects of family support 
accounted for 24% and 18% of the CPC-related reductions in felony arrest and 
depressive symptoms in early adulthood, respectively.

The hypothesis that school support may also account for the later benefits of the 
CPC model was tested using measures of school mobility and attendance in selective 
enrollment magnet schools. CPC promoted more stable and more supportive 
subsequent school placements which accounted for 30% of the impact of CPC 

Fig. 6.3  Percentage contributions to total effects of CPC preschool program
Note. The figure summarizes the proportion of the total standardized indirect effect from CPC 
preschool to long-term outcomes accounted for by cognitive advantage, family support, and school 
support. Estimates are from LISREL and take into account measurement error and correlated 
errors. The total indirect effect is the sum of all paths of influence from preschool to outcomes. The 
indirect effects are categorized by mediator, with the primary emphasis on the mediators that initi-
ated the indirect effect  – which were directly and significantly associated with program 
participation
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preschool program participation on high school completion and 50% of the CPC 
program impact on reduced juvenile arrests. By age 24, CPC promotion of later 
school stability and quality accounted for 27% and 29% of the program impact on 
reduced felony arrest and depressive symptoms, respectively. Finally, CPC 
participation was linked with improved cognitive skills (the cognitive advantage 
hypothesis), measured by word analysis test scores at age 6, which accounted for 
32% of the total indirect effect of CPC preschool participation on high school 
completion, 19% of the effect on reduced juvenile arrest, 29% of the effect on 
reduced felony arrests at age 24, and 40% of the effect on depressive symptoms. 
These contributions included many paths of influence initiated by the hypothesis 
and accounted for the influence of other 5HM hypotheses.

Similar patterns have been found for school achievement and occupational 
attainment. Studies have also used structural equation modeling to strengthen 
validity. Re-analyses of the Perry Preschool Project, Abecedarian Project, and CPC 
programs (Englund et al., 2014; Reynolds et al., 2010), which included matched 
measures and sequences of each process (i.e., family support, school support, 
cognitive advantage), revealed that the processes accounted for a majority of the 
observed impacts on educational attainment and health behaviors at age 21. The 
studies also showed that classroom socio-emotional adjustment helped transmit the 
effects of cognitive advantage. Cognitive advantage contributed more to long-term 
effects for the Perry Preschool Project and Abecedarian Program, whereas family 
support and school support influences were larger for CPC.

Overall, these findings indicate the substantial contributions of parent involve-
ment and other intervening factors to the long-run effects of the CPC program. The 
extent to which other family support measures, ranging from expectations to moni-
toring and parenting practices, yield similar findings warrants further 
investigation.

6.3.3  �Economic Impact of the CPC Program

To illustrate the economic implications of our intervention effects, a cost-benefit 
analysis of the CPC program showed that for every dollar invested in the preschool 
component, $10.15 was returned to society at large through government savings on 
remedial education and justice system treatment, which increases economic well-
being (e.g., higher income and tax revenues; Reynolds et al., 2011). Extrapolating 
from Fig. 6.3, $2.90 of these economic benefits (over 28%) can be attributed to the 
family support component of the CPC model or about $15,000 per participant (in 
discounted 2017 dollars). This estimate is conservative to the extent that parental 
engagement has synergistic effects with other components of the program. Cognitive 
advantage as well as school support experiences in the elementary grades also 
contribute substantially (see Fig.  6.3) to many outcomes and these likely reflect 
additional components of the CPC model in addition to the family engagement 
components. Through an intensive family support component in preschool centers 
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(Reynolds, 2000; Sullivan, 1971), CPC enhances the capacity of parents to positively 
influence their own and their children’s well-being. These benefits are major 
contributors to long-term and sustained program effects on a wide variety of life 
course outcomes.

6.4  �Future Directions in Research on Parent Engagement 
and Long-Term Child Outcomes

6.4.1  �Understanding Developmental Cycles and Cascades

Parent engagement plays a key role in a cycle of achievement and motivation 
throughout elementary school. Existing research has begun to document some of 
these associations, but additional research is needed to fully understand its 
developmental role. For example, Hayakawa et al. (2013) utilized path analyses for 
participants in the CLS to examine associations between early parent school 
engagement, student motivation and achievement, and later parent engagement. 
Early parent school engagement was related to higher achievement in kindergarten, 
which led to more motivation for the student to do well in school, which then led to 
more parent engagement in later elementary school. This study speaks to the need 
to initiate parent engagement at an early age, so this cycle of achievement and 
motivation can begin early in a student’s academic career.

Parent engagement also interacts with and predicts longer-term academic out-
comes in the CLS, such as chronic absenteeism and attending a 2- or 4-year college. 
Attendance in school is a key factor in a child’s academic achievement and attain-
ment. Chronic absenteeism, defined as missing 10% or more days of school in a 
given school year (e.g., Van Eck et al., 2017) is associated with reduced achieve-
ment in eighth grade and reduced probability of four-year high school graduation 
(Smerillo et al., 2018). Data from the CLS showed that parent engagement during 
grades one to three was associated with a reduced probability of chronic absenteeism 
in both the middle grades (grades 4–6) (marginal effect = −2.2%, p < 0.05), and 
during the first 2 years of high school (marginal effect = −7.1%, p < 0.01), even 
after controlling for the association of baseline family characteristics, achievement, 
and several other school related factors.

In addition, the association between chronic absenteeism and graduation was 
moderated by levels of parent engagement. Smerillo et  al. (2018) found that 
participants with below-average parental school engagement between grades 1 and 
3 had stronger negative associations between early middle school chronic 
absenteeism and graduating high school with a diploma in 4 years than participants 
with above-average parental school engagement. Ou and Reynolds (2014) found 
that parent school engagement between grades 1 and 6 was associated with attending 
college, such that a 1-point higher teacher-rated parent school involvement score 
was associated with a 44% higher likelihood of attending a 4-year college (and 33% 
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higher odds of attending a 2-year college). This finding is especially notable as 
parent school involvement predicted greater odds of attending college above and 
beyond parent expectations regarding the number of years of education and the test 
scores their child would obtain. These findings suggest a dynamic role for parent 
engagement in student pathways toward academic success that should be a focus of 
further research.

Recent work with the CLS has begun to examine long-term health and health 
behavior outcomes and their relation to early parent school engagement. Hayakawa 
et al. (2016) examined the pathway between early childhood education, kindergarten 
through third-grade parent engagement, adolescent problem behaviors, and age 
22–24 substance abuse. The authors found that early childhood education led to 
increased parent school engagement and more positive parent expectations 
concerning their child’s educational attainment, which then led to fewer problem 
behaviors, finally leading to a decreased likelihood of substance abuse in early 
adulthood. This study highlights developmental cascades that emerge over an 
extended time span between early childhood and adulthood, linking early parent 
engagement with reductions in later substance abuse. Additionally, higher parent 
school involvement in grades 1 through 4 was associated with a reduced odds of 
lifetime smoking by age 22–24, after controlling for demographic and risk variables 
(Reynolds et  al., 2019a). These studies highlight the potential pathways through 
which early parent engagement may contribute to better health in early adulthood. 
Future research should continue to address this association longitudinally and 
understand the cascading developmental processes.

6.4.2  �Measurement Issues in the Study of Parent Engagement

In investigating differences by source of report, Reynolds (1992) examined differ-
ences in sources of reporter for parent involvement. The author found that there 
were weak correlations between teacher, parent, and child ratings of parent involve-
ment. Furthermore, teacher ratings of parent involvement at school had the stron-
gest relation with achievement. Hence, future research should attend carefully to the 
source of data on parent engagement and further explore the correlates of teacher 
versus parent ratings.

Recently, researchers with the CLS examined correlations between a parent’s 
attitudes about their child’s education, their expectations about how far their child 
would go in school, and parent involvement at home from grades 4 through 6 (see 
Table  6.3). A parent’s school involvement from grades 1 to 3 was very weakly 
correlated with their home involvement at grades 4 through 6 (r = 0.02). School 
parent involvement also had the most robust correlations with outcomes such as 
college attendance, high school completion, and reading achievement than the other 
parenting variables. The low-to-medium correlations between all of the parent 
attitudes, behaviors, and expectations implies that domain does matter in the parent 
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involvement literature, and school parental involvement in particular has a specific 
role in academic success later in life.

In other research conducted by the CLS, parent involvement predicted academic 
success and socio-emotional adjustment in first grade (Reynolds, 1999) as well as 
increased reading achievement, lower grade retention, and fewer years in special 
education by age 14 (Miedel & Reynolds, 1999). Parent involvement in school 
activities also significantly predicted school achievement across two successive 
school years, academic growth from year 1 to year 2, and growth in reading 
achievement from kindergarten through ninth grade. Further analyses demonstrated 
that parent involvement was also significantly related to high school completion and 

Table 6.3  Correlations of parent engagement measures with measures of educational progress 
and attainment

Measures 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. School parent 
involvement, 
grades 1–3

–

2. Parent 
involvement at 
home, grades 
4–6

0.02 –

3. Parent 
expectations, 
grades 4–6

0.19* 0.30* –

4. Parent 
attitudes toward 
education, 
grades 4–6

0.16* 0.33* 0.23* –

5. Parent 
satisfaction with 
child’s 
elementary 
schooling

0.13* 0.11* 0.13* 0.29* –

6. Chronic 
absence, grades 
4–6

−0.13* 0.01 −0.08* −0.01 −0.04 –

7. Reading 
achievement 
score, grade 8

0.38* 0.01 0.29* 0.13* 0.18* −0.13* –

8. High school 
chronic absence, 
grade 10

−0.20* −0.02 −0.09* −0.07* −0.04 0.14* −0.17* –

9. High school 
completion by 
age 21

0.24* < 
−0.01

0.17* 0.16* 0.02 −0.14* 0.34* −0.41* –

10. Attended any 
4-year college

0.28* < 
−0.01

0.21* 0.05 0.15* −0.12* 0.35* −0.32* 0.31*

Note. *p < 0.05
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lower levels of juvenile delinquency (Graue et  al., 2004; Reynolds et  al., 2009). 
These findings suggest that, even in schools serving disadvantaged areas, children’s 
early school success can be enhanced by providing opportunities for parents to be 
involved in school and in children’s education.

6.4.3  �Parent Engagement as a School-Level Versus 
Family-Level Variable

In addition to considering parent engagement as an individual difference within 
families, the CPC studies have assessed parent engagement at the school (or site) 
level. Interestingly, CPC parent engagement at the site level was associated with 
early academic outcomes in kindergarten and was the only program factor out of 
others examined (i.e., instructional approach, size of site) that predicted child 
outcomes. Lower income levels within a school district were also linked with poorer 
school and social outcomes. These findings also suggest a value in future research 
in measuring parent engagement at both the school level and the individual parent 
level, given potential differences in the predictive associations of these two aspects 
of parent engagement.

6.4.4  �Understanding Links between Parent Engagement 
and Parent Academic Expectations

Many other studies support the positive and significant link between measures of 
parental involvement and children’s school success. A meta-analysis of 25 studies 
by Fan and Chen (2001) found that parent expectations or aspirations had the largest 
effect size (ES  =  0.40) in relation to measures of academic achievement with 
parental supervision at home (ES = 0.09) having the smallest effect size. Effect sizes 
between parent involvement and academic achievement were also larger for global 
(i.e., GPA) as compared to subject-specific academic achievement measures. 
Parental commitment and volunteer behavior have smaller positive influences (Fan 
& Chen, 2001). Parental contact and supervision tend to have small but negative 
influences on achievement outcomes. It is likely that children receiving more 
supervision and contact with the school were more in need of such supervision and 
contact possibly because of prior problematic behavior or academic achievement.

Parent involvement also has been found to positively influence motivational out-
comes such as academic self-concept, attributions for academic achievements, and 
self-regulation as well as high school dropout and truancy behaviors (Barger et al., 
2019; Gonzalez-Pienda et al., 2002; Hill & Tyson, 2009). In reports from National 
Educational Longitudinal Study (NELS; Keith et al., 1993; Singh et al., 1995), par-
ent expectations or aspirations for children’s education were most consistently 
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associated with eighth-grade achievement even after controlling for the influence of 
SES and ethnicity (Fan & Chen, 2001; Reynolds et al., 2017). Moreover, the asso-
ciation between parental expectations and achievement was strongest for higher 
SES students. Relatively few studies have examined the relation between involve-
ment and children’s social and emotional learning, though a recent meta-analysis of 
school-family interventions by Sheridan et  al. (2019) showed sizable impacts of 
interventions on a variety of socio-emotional competencies. Consistent with the 
CPC studies reviewed here, meta-analytic impacts were also found to be larger for 
ethnic minorities (Sheridan et al., 2019). Differential effects over time and continu-
ing studies of impacts by SES and ethnicity are warranted, especially given the high 
priority on reducing achievement and health disparities among low-income and 
minority populations.

6.5  �Conclusion and Future Research Directions

In conclusion, longitudinal research on CPC and many other programs demonstrate 
how parent engagement and family support services contribute to children’s school 
readiness, academic achievement, and well-being over time. Impacts are both direct 
and complex and indicate that parents provide not only a fundamental context for 
supporting children’s learning but that their behavior on behalf of children’s well-
being is a mechanism supporting long-term effects. This is consistent with 
Bronfenbrenner’s original belief of the importance of parent involvement for 
sustaining gains as children progress through elementary school. How parental 
involvement and engagement contribute to life course well-being into adulthood 
deserves to be a major focus of future research, as the mechanisms of linkages to 
outcomes found in CPC studies can be examined for generalizability.

The findings reviewed in the chapter have two major implications for enhancing 
the effects of early childhood programs. First, as is the case for Head Start and the 
CPC program, increased funding for family support staff and services is warranted 
for state and local programs (Meloy et al., 2019). Given the importance of leader-
ship in organizing and implementing services, parent engagement coordinators, 
family liaisons, and home visitors deserve to be more fully integrated with the edu-
cational mission. Dedicated school staff are needed to support family engagement 
in the provision of home support for child learning, participation in school and 
center activities, community engagement and referral, and opportunities to further 
parent education and job training. A menu-system approach (choices among a vari-
ety of activities, strategies, and supports) to family support as found in the CPC 
program model is consistent with the most effective programs and also can be tai-
lored to the needs and interests of individual families (Reynolds et al., 2017).

Second, family support and parent engagement efforts deserve further attention 
as key elements supporting the effectiveness of early childhood programs through 
preschool and over the transition into elementary grades. The evidence presented in 
this chapter, this volume, and in the larger field demonstrates the positive 
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contributions that families make to the effectiveness of early education programs. 
Including family support services as formal elements in early childhood education 
effectiveness frameworks could lead to an increase in the programming and 
resources available to support families as new programs are developed and scaled 
for wide implementation. Family support services are a key element of effectiveness 
in many frameworks (Ramey & Ramey, 1998; Reynolds et al., 2017; Zigler et al., 
2006), but are not so designated in the 10 effectiveness elements of state 
prekindergarten programs (National Institute for Early Education Research [NIEER, 
2018] or in philanthropic guides (Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, 2015). 
Although more research is needed to document the most effective approaches for 
involving parents and enhancing educational benefits for different children, the 
overall benefits of family support and engagement to early childhood programs and 
the communities they serve are clear. In addition to increasing the priority on family 
engagement, financial resources to ensure a strong and well-implemented system of 
services is essential to effectiveness, especially as programs continue to advance 
to scale.
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Chapter 7
Parent-School Partnerships: Accounting 
for Parents Facing Economic Hardship 
and Social Marginalization

Katherine A. Magnuson

Abstract  The research presented in this volume demonstrates that carefully 
designed partnerships hold the potential to improve parents’ support for their chil-
dren’s learning and children’s outcomes. This chapter considers one possible reason 
that these kinds of partnerships may be more effective than other parent involve-
ment efforts: thoughtful partnerships require attention to and respect for the con-
texts and perspectives of families who are economically disadvantaged and often 
from communities of color. Partnerships provide space for schools to more fully 
account for how low income and economic scarcity as well as systemic racism and 
white supremacy affect parents and their interactions with schools and other service 
organizations. Continued efforts to build partnerships that are grounded in parents’ 
lived experiences with economic hardship and systemic marginalization may hold 
promise for further innovation.

Keywords  Parent-school partnerships · Economic disadvantage · Social 
marginalization · Family engagement · Parenting · Early childhood education · 
School practices · Teaching · Child learning outcomes

7.1  �Introduction

This volume pulls together research on five models of parent-engagement program-
ming designed to improve children’s school readiness and early elementary school 
transitions. These projects are impressive undertakings representing many years of 
rigorous and dedicated research. The work encompasses the design and implemen-
tation of programmatic approaches to engaging and partnering with parents and the 
meticulous evaluation of outcomes from these programs. For this reason, there is 
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much that the fields of early childhood education (ECE) and prevention can learn 
from these endeavors. When read together these chapters provide important insights 
about how schools and communities attempt to partner with families who are vul-
nerable. The work described in the chapters also raises questions about the need for 
continued innovation in program design and delivery that may be needed to build 
effective parent-school partnerships and move educational systems closer to the 
equitable institutions they hope to be, serving the learning needs of all children.

In this chapter, I briefly review evidence that suggests that, despite the impor-
tance of parenting for children’s development, most parent involvement efforts 
embedded in early childhood education programs do not create better learning out-
comes for vulnerable children. However, the positive outcomes of some partnership 
programs provide an important counterbalance to these findings. Carefully designed 
partnerships have the potential to improve parents’ support for their children’s 
learning and boost children’s school outcomes. I explore one possible reason that 
partnerships may be more effective than other efforts: thoughtful partnerships 
require knowledge of and respect for the contexts experienced by families who are 
economically disadvantaged and often from communities of color. Partnerships 
thus provide space for schools to more fully account for how economic scarcity as 
well as systemic racism and white supremacy affects parents and their interactions 
with schools and other service organizations. Continued efforts to build partner-
ships that are grounded in parents’ lived experiences with economic hardship and 
systemic marginalization may support further innovations that improve program 
design and impact, promoting lasting change in children’s school trajectories.

7.2  �What Has Been Learned About the Impact of Parent 
Involvement in the Early School Years on Children’s 
Learning Outcomes?

Concerns about disparities in children’s school readiness across income and racial 
and ethnic groups have long fueled policymakers’ and educators’ efforts to reduce 
early inequalities and promote school readiness skills. A primary mechanism for 
doing so has been the provision of formal ECE programs such as Head Start and 
public funded prekindergarten programs. Many evaluations have found that these 
programs generate important, but modest improvements in students’ school readi-
ness (Duncan & Magnuson, 2013; Yoshikawa et al., 2013) and long-run outcomes 
(McCoy et al., 2017). This had led some scholars and advocates to conclude that 
this strategy alone is insufficient to yield the outcomes needed to make real progress 
on improving disadvantaged children’s short- and long-run outcomes (Shonkoff & 
Fisher, 2013).

The science of early childhood development has always afforded parents and 
parent-child relationships a central role in shaping children’s early learning and 
development. Why are parents important? Because young children spend more time 
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in their homes and in interactions with their parents than in any other settings. As 
such, parents shape or at least influence nearly all aspects of a child’s environment. 
This is demonstrated clearly in research findings on parenting which show that 
parental patterns of interaction and the socialization context they create are strong 
predictors of many aspects of children’s early skills including language, emotion-
regulation, executive function skills, as well as early academic skills (National 
Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2016). In the early years of 
life, children gain new skills, knowledge, and capacities with seemingly blinding 
speed, and the ability of parents to scaffold their children’s learning with cognitively 
stimulating interactions and sensitive and responsive emotional support contributes 
to their healthy development (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and 
Medicine, 2016; Shonkoff & Fisher, 2013).

Given this broad understanding of the foundational role that parents play in early 
development, efforts to reach parents through ECE programs serving children from 
disadvantaged families are not new (Teti et al., 2017). Indeed, from its initial con-
ception in the 1960s and reflecting its funding as a community action program, 
Head Start programs were designed to support, engage, and empower parents 
(Gibbs et  al., 2013; Zigler & Styfco, 1994). Likewise, the now-famous Perry 
Preschool program from the 1960s also had a strong parenting component with 
weekly home visits conducted by teachers (Zigler & Styfco, 1994).

As ECE models have evolved over time and broadened their reach, efforts to 
involve parents in children’s early schooling have become increasingly diverse in 
both scope and mode of engagement. Currently, this focus on family involvement is 
reflected in the National Association for the Education of Young Children’s standard 
around “families.” The standard identifies the important ECE program goal of build-
ing trusting relationships that foster family involvement in children’s learning and 
participation in the early learning program. Multiple strategies are suggested to 
develop these relationships including; (1) talking with parents about their family as 
well as adapting learning content to reflect family backgrounds; (2) regularly com-
municating with parents about the child and classroom activities; and (3) encourag-
ing parents’ involvement in all aspects of the program.1 A similar set of suggestions 
is provided by the federal Head Start program guidelines, with the addition of; (4) 
creating structured services to ensure communication; and (5) forming collabora-
tions with families that identify “needs, interests, strengths, goals, and services and 
resources that support family well-being, including family safety, health, and eco-
nomic stability.”2

Given the current emphasis on recognizing parents’ strengths and building rela-
tionships, the wide range of activities that teachers and ECE programs conduct to 
engage with parents is perhaps to be expected. Formal practices include, for exam-
ple, having parents volunteer in the classroom, conducting parent workshops, 

1 See https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/policy/45-cfr-chap-xiii/1302-50-family-engagement
2 See https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/policy/45-cfr-chap-xiii/1302-subpart-e-family-community-engagement- 
program-services
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scheduling teacher home visits, hosting parent discussion sessions, and regularly 
scheduling school-based parent-teacher conferences. More informally, teachers 
may encourage children to share classwork or other materials with their parents, and 
they may tell parents what children are learning or how positive behavior is being 
supported in the classroom. Teachers may also send home educational materials to 
be used in the home, such as a book with suggestions about how parents can extend 
their children’s reading to other learning opportunities.

Though effort to increase parents’ involvement is common in these settings and 
is represented in early learning standards in the field, systematic reviews of rigorous 
evidence do not suggest that it boosts the impact of early learning programs on 
children’s outcomes. Indeed, evidence indicates that, on average, children are no 
more academically successful when early childhood programs include practices 
intended to improve parenting when compared with programs that do not explicitly 
do so (Grindal et al., 2016; Magnuson & Schindler, 2016). Of course, that does not 
mean that these efforts are not valuable or that they do not affect other types of out-
comes, such as improving parent-teacher communication.

For many readers, the finding that parent involvement activities do not impact 
children’s learning outcomes may seem counterintuitive. How could involving par-
ents not matter? It’s important to note that it may be hard to estimate the added value 
of parent activities from those of a broader early learning program. In addition, par-
ent involvement efforts vary quite a bit in scope, intensity, and the effectiveness of 
implementation. Moreover, even if some programs do not have explicit parent 
involvement activities formalized in their program model, it does not necessarily 
mean that parents are absent from the programs or have poor communication or 
relationships with teachers. Yet, systematic analyses and reviews including many 
evaluation studies that compare early childhood program models with and without 
explicit parenting activities provide a clear takeaway: adding some form of parent-
related support, service, or practice won’t necessarily yield a more effective early 
learning program, as measured by children’s academic or socio-emotional outcomes 
(Grindal et al., 2016). Based on this accumulated evidence, it is hard to conclude 
that programs should look to increasing parent involvement or engagement in ECE 
settings as a good approach to improving the learning outcomes of children from 
disadvantaged families.

Yet the programs included in this volume make a strong and compelling case that 
some intensive and intentional partnerships with parents, especially low-income 
and disadvantaged families, are effective. This conclusion is also supported by evi-
dence that considers family-school partnerships for families with older children 
(Smith et al., 2020). Indeed all of the programs described in this volume provide 
proof of this concept—when efforts are well designed and resourced, and when 
parents are approached as partners, when the contexts of their lives are taken into 
account, programs can leverage parent efforts to improve the impact of ECE, 
enhancing learning for the most vulnerable children.
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7.3  �What Explains the Success of Family-School Partnership 
Programs? Design That Accounts for Families’ Lives

Approaching parents as partners requires programs and teachers to build a fuller 
knowledge and understanding of families’ lives, but it also requires them to use this 
knowledge to design their programming. This is critical, particularly when parents 
have low incomes and are economically disadvantaged, and from communities of 
color. To be successful, partnership programs should be designed based on what is 
known about how low income and economic scarcity, as well as systemic racism 
and white supremacy, affects parents and their interactions with schools and other 
service organizations. In the chapters in this book, the attention to the role of eco-
nomic hardship is sometimes mentioned, but it’s role is not always clear with respect 
to the design of the partnership programs. Efforts to unpack the success of these 
partnership models require making explicit how circumstances of racism, poverty, 
and economic vulnerability affect parents and how the partnership model takes 
these factors into account when working with parents.

Taking into account the impact of economic hardships and racism on parents and 
family life does not require schools and early learning centers to adopt a deficit 
perspective. It is possible to recognize the toll that social and economic structures 
take on families and seek to support them in parenting at the same time. Indeed, 
evidence is quite clear that low-income parents have many strengths and capabili-
ties, even as they face enormous challenges in providing safe and nurturing care for 
their families. However, research on parenting documents clear links between low 
income and, on average, lower rates of stimulating and cognitively enriching parent-
child interactions and activities (Magnuson & Duncan, 2018). In addition, low-
income parents are, on average, less emotionally responsive, consistent and 
supportive in interactions with their children than more affluent parents (see 
Magnuson & Duncan, 2018). These average differences are the target of many par-
enting and partnership programs, including those included in this volume. But sim-
ply knowing that these differences exist or even that these differences matter for 
children’s learning is not sufficient to building a successful partnership program. It 
is also important to understand the economic and social contexts that low-income 
parents face and how they contribute to these differences in parenting.

What factors do parent partnership programs need to take into account in fami-
lies’ lives? Major institutional and demographic shifts have shaped the current con-
text of low-income parents (for a review of these trends, see Magnuson & Duncan, 
2019). Parents now face more difficult employment prospects, with low-skill work 
that pays low wages and provides few opportunities for advancement. As the service 
sector grows, many jobs require parents to work non-standard hours including eve-
nings or weekends; those working in retail often have rotating shifts or just-in-time 
scheduling, which may complicate family routines and lead to uncertainty in income 
(Lambert et al., 2019). In addition, whereas low-income parents may have access to 
in-kind welfare benefits, including childcare and health insurance, they are also 
more dependent on employment to qualify for these benefits. Parents who struggle 
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to get or maintain employment receive much less (Tach & Edin, 2017). Thus, fami-
lies’ economic fortunes largely depend on parents’ earnings. Finally, patterns of 
family formation and stability have also changed, with family instability contribut-
ing to complex family constellations. Increasingly, low-income children do not live 
with both of their biological parents but instead split time across different house-
holds, have nonresident parents, and have nonbiological parent figures in their 
household (Berger & Carlson, 2020). All of these trends have major implications for 
how low-income parents organize their family lives and how they interact with 
school settings.

Despite ongoing hardship, most parents and families work hard to meet their 
children’s needs. Studies of low-income families document that parents spend con-
siderable time and energy ensuring that they have enough money and resources to 
cover household essentials. Unable to make ends meet simply on what they earn 
from employment, low-income parents use a variety of economic survival tech-
niques. These can include engaging in informal work, borrowing from family and 
friends, making use of public assistance programs, visiting food banks, and more 
generally looking for ways to keep their costs lower by shopping at bargain stores 
or forgoing needed purchases (Abraham & Houseman, 2019; Morduch & Schneider, 
2017). Unexpected expenses for car repairs or health problems and the loss of wages 
or other forms of expected income can have devastating economic consequences for 
families on limited budgets. Seeking out public supports, which provide needed 
assistance, can be stigmatizing.

Efforts to stretch their money and care for their families take a toll on parents’ 
well-being. According to the Family Stress Perspective (Masarik & Conger, 2017), 
economic hardship as well as other stressful life events create high levels of psycho-
logical distress, contributing to depressive and hostile feelings. Being nurturing, 
rewarding, attentive, and involved with a child requires concentration, patience, and 
other cognitive and emotional resources that may be difficult to muster under condi-
tions of psychological distress. Parents’ psychological distress, in turn, is linked 
with parenting practices that are, on average, more punitive, harsh, inconsistent, and 
detached, as well as less nurturing, stimulating, and responsive to children’s needs 
(McLoyd et al., 2014). Certainly not all low-income parents experience psychologi-
cal distress in ways that compromise the quality of their parenting, but it is evident 
that economic hardship creates a stressful context that often has harmful effects on 
parents’ mental health in a way that reduces their ability to provide warm, sensitive, 
and responsive care to their children.

Research from neuroscience, psychology, and behavioral economics points to a 
core set of cognitive skills that underlie adults’ abilities to parent effectively (see 
Gennetian et al., 2019; Kalil & Ryan, 2020; Sanders et al., 2019). Executive func-
tioning and self-regulation skills are important for paying attention and responding 
appropriately to children’s cues, remaining calm in the face of children’s behavioral 
challenges, planning and carrying out family routines, and shifting course when 
things go unexpectedly. These skills are employed regularly as parents create stable, 
healthy environments and build nurturing relationships. When adults effectively 
employ these skills, they are also supporting the development of children’s 
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self-regulation and executive function skills that children will then carry into adult-
hood (Bridgett et al., 2017; Luthar & Eisenberg, 2017).

Unfortunately, research finds that conditions of poverty and scarcity have cogni-
tive consequences; they reduce cognitive bandwidth, even in the absence of impacts 
on mental health. Cognitive capabilities, including executive functioning and self-
regulation skills are limited and often exhausted by the many daily tasks that require 
stressed adults to make complicated decisions and evaluate consequential trade-
offs. Economic and family contexts that require parents to deploy much of their 
finite attention skills to handle pressing daily tasks increase the likelihood that sub-
sequent decisions will favor more impulsive and counterproductive choices or that 
some planning and decision making are left undone. As a result, problems that need 
urgent attention get solved, but do so at the cost of parents’ capacity to tackle other 
perhaps equally important but less urgent issues. For example, in times of financial 
distress, paying rent or figuring out how to buy groceries can take up a dispropor-
tionate amount of a parent’s attention and cognitive load. In turn, parents may 
neglect other longer-term goals, even if these goals may ultimately be very benefi-
cial to their families and children (Shah et al., 2012). Finally, low-income parents 
may experience many daily tasks through an economic lens because their concerns 
about money are pervasive and hard to suppress (Shah et al., 2018).

Scarcity and the resulting reduction in cognitive bandwidth increases the likeli-
hood that low-income parents’ decision making will be driven by two types of cog-
nitive biases that are described in detail by Kalil and Ryan (2020) and Gennetian 
et al. (2019). First, parents may prioritize the present, placing more weight on short-
term problems as well as short-term rewards than long-term planning. Second, 
when cognitive resources are depleted, parents may rely on automaticity or habitu-
ated responses. This automaticity means that the parents’ reactions and interactions 
with their children often happen without much planning, reflection, or consider-
ation. To the extent that parents want to change their parenting strategies, the auto-
maticity that arises under cognitive load will work against them.

7.4  �How Do Family-School Partnership Programs Attend 
to the Contexts of Low-Income Families?

If the goal of parent engagement is to increase parents use of high-quality parenting 
strategies that support children’s learning and healthy development, the implica-
tions of the constraints associated with economic scarcity are quite clear. Programs 
need to not only provide relevant information and strategies for parents, but they 
must start from a point of design that takes into account the challenging economic 
and life experiences that low-income parents face and how both stress and cognitive 
load might be present in families lives (Gennetian et al., 2019). The family partner-
ship programs described in this volume addressed these concerns in some ways, 
although the chapters did not all explicitly talk about how they were designed with 
these issues in mind.
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It is clear in all of these interventions that ongoing relationships with parents are 
central to the program models and relationships are critical to ensure that the pro-
gram is supportive rather than focused narrowly on program task completion. These 
programs focus on building supportive and trusting relationships between program 
staff and parents, the foundation of which is authenticity and respectful relation-
ships. The importance of this approach has also been recognized in community-
based parenting programs (Axford et al., 2012). Without the foundation of a positive 
authentic relationship, some parents are likely to be unwilling to engage with the 
program, either because they face barriers to participation that go unrecognized or 
because they have experiences feeling judged or belittled by prior service providers 
(Hill et al., 2020; Mytton et al., 2014) . Working to get to know parents provides 
educators or program staff with the opportunity to build trust, to problem-solve bar-
riers to participation, as well as to make parents feel heard and valued. It is notable 
that all of the programs described in this volume discuss affirming parents’ and 
children’s skills in some way. Affirming parents is known to make them more open 
to receiving and using support (Hill et al., 2020). Building relationships is not easy 
and requires staff to have both strong interpersonal skills and sufficient time and 
resources to support relationship building. This, of course, has implications for the 
cost of the program and the scaling-up of the programs as mentioned by Bierman 
and Sheridan (this volume).

Also noteworthy are the efforts of the parent-school partnership programs 
included in this volume to provide programming in ways that are accessible to fami-
lies. This is done, for example, by scheduling group meetings at a variety of times 
in ParentCorps or by meeting with parents in individual sessions at home in REDI-P 
and Getting Ready programs. In general, inflexible program schedules represent 
one of the key reasons that parents say they do not participate in parenting pro-
grams. For families that already are juggling a large range of complicated and 
important tasks to care for their family, asking them to add another activity that 
requires additional planning and problem-solving may be too much. Working with 
families to find solutions to challenges of accessibility including issues related to 
work schedules, transportation, and childcare is critical to engaging and maintain-
ing parents’ participation.

In ParentCorps and in the Family Check-Up program, the facilitators who work 
with parents have a mental health or counseling background rather than an early 
education background. This may be important given the connection between pov-
erty and psychological distress among parents. More specifically, the staff who are 
working with parents in these two programs are trained in motivational interview-
ing. Motivational interviewing is a counseling technique that is designed to explore 
goals and reduce ambivalence or resistance to behavioral changes that will help 
meet these goals (Magill & Hallgren, 2019). In this way, it directly works against 
the problems that cognitive load and scarcity may create for parents. The emphasis 
is on starting with a recognition that parents have worthy goals, but that that they 
also face challenges in implementing steps that will move them forward. The focus 
on building motivation holds the promise of reducing the divergence between goals 
for their children, and how their parenting supports those goals. A slightly less 
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formal process of mutual goal setting with parents and planning a course of action 
to support children’s development is also part of the Getting Ready program. Taken 
together, these partnership features underscore the importance of capitalizing on 
parents’ desired goals and helping them develop concrete, specific, and actionable 
plans that are feasible and realistic given their circumstances.

As part of the goal setting and planning processes, several programs underscore 
the importance of reflection for parents, including Getting Ready, ParentCorps, and 
Family Check-Up. Indeed, for parents who face significant cognitive demands and 
a shortage of attention, the dedicated time to pause and consider their parenting may 
be particularly important to enabling behavioral changes. Few families, but espe-
cially low-income families, have time to do this type of reflection and discussion on 
their own, but reflection is an important part of behavioral change efforts across 
fields of prevention research.

Common across several programs is a focus on helping families build sustainable 
family routines. Given potentially complicated work schedules and family com-
plexity, family routines may be especially hard to build in the absence of intentional 
planning. Family routines provide a foundation for positive behaviors by giving 
children clear expectations and predictable transitions that support self-regulation 
and reduce problem behaviors (Ferretti & Bub, 2017). Having established routines 
that are pre-set also has the potential to reduce cognitive load by removing daily 
uncertainty and decision points. As such, for parents under stress and experiencing 
cognitive load, the scaffolding of family activities might support positive parenting 
behaviors because they become planned into the family’s life. Two of the programs 
described in this volume differ in the extent to which they engage parents in decid-
ing what content to focus on: ParentCorps uses a curriculum to guide group ses-
sions, and Family Check-Up uses a needs assessment as the basis for parents’ 
goal-setting work.

The REDI-P program also takes an approach that reduces parents’ barriers to 
uptake by using a strategy that potentially reduces parents’ cognitive load. In the 
REDI-P program, parents are provided with specific learning materials and curricu-
lum guides designed to help them build children’s early learning skills. Parents are 
also engaged in home visits on a regular basis that support implementation, encour-
age personal parental goal-setting and reflection, and build the use of other parent-
ing skills that support children’s positive behavior and self-regulation. It is interesting 
that the greatest short-term gains in children’s school readiness were linked to the 
use of these materials, compared with parent engagement. Why might that be? It 
takes intentionality and work to scaffold children’s learning in play activities. 
Providing parents with a template and set of materials reduces the amount of mental 
work that they must exert to figure out how to implement parenting strategies. It 
reduces the need for them to remember what they are supposed to be doing, and to 
an extent even how they are supposed to be doing it. Providing key activities, includ-
ing materials with concrete prompts and suggestions, as well as plans for imple-
menting and adapting the activities provides a specific and clear set of learning 
routines that scaffold children’s learning. Packaging the activities and materials and 
providing support for their use drastically reduces the burden on parents to provide 
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their children with developmentally appropriate learning activities. Moreover, staff 
feedback, provided in the context of a supportive relationship, provides the oppor-
tunity to positively reinforce parents for their efforts and tailor the program to 
improve the quality of the activities for specific families.

Finally, the Child-Parent Center (CPC) and in Family Check-Up programs make 
an effort to connect parents with other community services that may be helpful to 
families. What this means in practical terms is not well explained in the chapters in 
this volume, and more explicit attention to this component of the interventions 
might be helpful. Research on parenting education for low-income mothers of older 
children finds that mothers experience poverty as a barrier to being able to parent 
effectively. Yet, parenting education programs often do not address issues related to 
the social and structural context of economic hardship directly. Cucchiara et  al. 
(2019) note that this perpetuates the illusion that good parenting should be unaf-
fected by poverty and economic need. However, their research shows that when 
families are hungry or on the verge of homelessness, these conditions of poverty 
make it hard to focus on other parenting issues. In CPC and Family Check-Up, 
efforts to connect parents with services that directly impact family’s economic con-
ditions might increase the effectiveness of the programs.

In summary, for parent-school partnerships to be effective they need not only 
consider the research base identifying the parenting strategies that support chil-
dren’s early learning but also need to consider research evidence documenting the 
ways that disadvantage and social marginalization affect parents, specifically 
through increasing stress and cognitive load. Although improving communication 
and targeting key aspects of parenting that are specific and known to support chil-
dren’s learning are critical to the success of a parenting program, the efforts can be 
more effective by building in some other key design elements that are important 
given the contexts of low-income parents’ lives. Ensuring that staff have the skills 
and resources to build authentic relationships with parents and training in mental 
health may be critical features of effective programs. In addition, attending to the 
accessibility of program services, and including a specific emphasis on parent goal 
setting, building parent motivation for actionable plans, and planning family rou-
tines and reflection may all play important roles in fostering engagement and pro-
moting positive growth.

7.5  �How Do Family-School Partnership Programs Change 
Teacher and School Practices?

While all programs in this volume ask parents to engage in a partnership, they differ 
in the extent to which the schools and teachers commit to the partnership and a 
process of institutional change. In the Getting Ready, ParentCorps, and CPC pro-
grams in which the parents are engaged directly with the school and teachers, the 
school and teachers are also targets of change. While it may seem like a minor issue 
to focus on who is “doing” the work of the partnership, in it signifies a strong and 
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potentially important divergence among programs. Programs extend along a con-
tinuum from working to support parents in a change process to partnering with 
parents in a collaborative change process. Programs that are further along this part-
nership continuum recognize that it is not just parents that need improvement to 
support children, but school and teacher practices are in need of improvement as 
well. A full partnership model takes into account that schools may not be experi-
enced by parents as equal or welcome partners in their children’s education.

Low-income parents may feel stigmatized and marginalized because of their 
economic and social position (Russell et al., 2008), which is often not shared by 
their children’s teachers. Indeed, low-income parents and parents of color experi-
ence implicit and explicit bias in interactions with teachers. It turns out, despite their 
training, teachers are no less likely to have racial biases than other adults—explicit 
and implicit (Starck et al., 2020). Given the pervasive nature of white supremacy, it 
is hardly surprising that teachers have the same racial attitudes as found in other 
adults. Yet, education research also documents that teachers treat students differ-
ently depending on their race, and this differential treatment contributes to racial 
disparities in achievement and discipline (Warikoo et al., 2016). Moreover, the con-
sequences of teachers’ racial biases are evident in preschool programs, as research 
suggests that teachers have biased expectations for the behavior of black boys and 
negative views of disadvantaged parents (Gilliam et al., 2016; Neitzel, 2018).

The importance of research on racial biases among teachers and school staff is 
also relevant for children in immigrant families, as it suggests that cultural and eth-
nic biases may be operating as well. As the United States becomes more ethnically 
diverse, it is not reasonable to expect that teachers will know about all of the home 
cultures of children in their classrooms, nor that they will be unbiased towards them. 
Teachers’ nativist biases can likewise create challenge experiences for children and 
families in schools, although their experiences may vary as a function of the differ-
ent ethnic group stereotypes regarding potential for success in schools (Blanchard 
& Muller, 2015).

In the ParentCorps, CPC, and Getting Ready programs, it is understood that 
teachers may need additional supports and training in order to work well with par-
ents and to support children’s learning in the classroom. Indeed, this kind of support 
seems critical to helping teachers build effective partnerships with parents, as both 
parties have a responsibility to work on improving children’s experiences as they 
transition into formal schooling. An explicit program focus on schools and teachers 
makes transparent the need for teachers and school settings to improve their own 
perceptions and understanding of children and families, as well as their teaching 
practices.

Building in training and ongoing coaching to work towards improved teacher 
skills and practices in working with families is an important achievable step to 
building more equitable, culturally relevant and effective schools. Of course, 
improved parent-teacher relationships will not undo all the systemic racism and 
white supremacy found in the public education system. Yet, family-school partner-
ships that formalize schools’ roles in the partnership have the potential to provide 
teachers with tools that may reduce biased perceptions, increase their ability to form 
positive relationships with families, and improve their classroom teaching practices.
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7.6  �Conclusion

The family-school partnership programs described in this volume, along with the 
rigorous research conducted to evaluate their impacts on families and child learning 
outcomes are important because they point to the promise of such approaches. Both 
the scaling of these existing programs and the innovation and development of new 
partnership programs will benefit from such research and push the field forward. I 
suggest that, in working to better understand why these models have succeeded, it 
is of value to make explicit connections with broader literatures on the context of 
family lives in poverty, how poverty affects parenting practices, as well as how 
families experience classism, racism, and nativism. Attending to these critically 
important considerations will potentially make important contributions to under-
standing the success of these programs and refining and improving these programs 
in the future.

References

Abraham, K. G., & Houseman, S. N. (2019). Making ends meet: The role of informal work in 
supplementing Americans’ income. RSF: The Russell Sage Foundation Journal of the Social 
Sciences, 5(5), 110–131.

Axford, N., Lehtonen, M., Kaoukji, D., Tobin, K., & Berry, V. (2012). Engaging parents in parent-
ing programs: Lessons from research and practice. Children and Youth Services Review, 34(10), 
2061–2071.

Berger, L. M., & Carlson, M.  J. (2020). Family policy and complex contemporary families: A 
decade in review and implications for the next decade of research and policy practice. Journal 
of Marriage and Family, 82(1), 478–507.

Blanchard, S., & Muller, C. (2015). Gatekeepers of the American dream: How teachers’ percep-
tions shape the academic outcomes of immigrant and language-minority students. Social 
Science Research, 51, 262–275.

Bridgett, D. J., Kanya, M. J., Rutherford, H. J., & Mayes, L. C. (2017). Maternal executive func-
tioning as a mechanism in the intergenerational transmission of parenting: Preliminary evi-
dence. Journal of Family Psychology, 31(1), 19–29.

Cucchiara, M., Cassar, E., & Clark, M. (2019). “I Just Need a Job!” Behavioral solutions, struc-
tural problems, and the hidden curriculum of parenting education. Sociology of Education, 
92(4), 326–345.

Duncan, G. J., & Magnuson, K. (2013). Investing in preschool programs. Journal of Economic 
Perspectives, 27(2), 109–132.

Ferretti, L. K., & Bub, K. L. (2017). Family routines and school readiness during the transition to 
kindergarten. Early Education and Development, 28(1), 59–77.

Gennetian, L.  A., Marti, M., Kennedy, J.  L., Kim, J.  H., & Duch, H. (2019). Supporting par-
ent engagement in a school readiness program: Experimental evidence applying insights from 
behavioral economics. Journal of Applied Developmental Psychology, 62, 1–10.

Gibbs, C., Ludwig, J., & Miller, D. L. (2013). Head start origins and impacts. In M. J. Bailey 
& S. Danziger (Eds.), Legacies of the war on poverty (pp. 39–65). New York: Russell Sage 
Foundation Press.

Gilliam, W.  S., Maupin, A.  N., Reyes, C.  R., Accavitti, M., & Shic, F. (2016). Do early edu-
cators’ implicit biases regarding sex and race relate to behavior expectations and recom-

K. A. Magnuson



125

mendations of preschool expulsions and suspensions? Yale University Child Study Center. 
http://ziglercenter.yale.edu/publications/Preschool%20Implicit%20Bias%20Policy%20
Brief_final_9_26_276766_5379_v1.pdf.

Grindal, T., Bowne, J.  B., Yoshikawa, H., Schindler, H.  S., Duncan, G.  J., Magnuson, K., & 
Shonkoff, J. P. (2016). The added impact of parenting education in early childhood education 
programs: A meta-analysis. Children and Youth Services Review, 70, 238–249.

Hill, Z., Spiegel, M., & Gennetian, L. A. (2020). Pride-based self-affirmations and parenting pro-
grams. Frontiers in Psychology, 11, e910.

Kalil, A., & Ryan, R. (2020). Parenting practices and socioeconomic gaps in childhood outcomes. 
The Future of Children, 30, 29–54.

Lambert, S. J., Henly, J. R., & Kim, J. (2019). Precarious work schedules as a source of economic 
insecurity and institutional distrust. RSF: The Russell Sage Foundation Journal of the Social 
Sciences, 5(4), 218–257.

Luthar, S. S., & Eisenberg, N. (2017). Resilient adaptation among at-risk children: Harnessing sci-
ence toward maximizing salutary environments. Child Development, 88, 337–349.

Magill, M., & Hallgren, K. A. (2019). Mechanisms of behavior change in motivational interview-
ing: Do we understand how MI works? Current Opinion in Psychology, 30, 1–5.

Magnuson, K. A., & Duncan, G. J. (2019). Parents in poverty. In M. Bornstein (Ed.), Handbook of 
parenting. volume 4 social conditions and applied parenting (pp 301–328). Routledge.

Magnuson, K., & Duncan, G. (2018). Parents in poverty. In M.  Bornstein (Ed.), Handbook of 
parenting, volume 4: Social conditions and applied parenting (3rd ed., pp. 95–121). Mahwah: 
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Magnuson, K., & Schindler, H.  S. (2016). Parent programs in pre-K through third grade. The 
Future of Children, 26, 207–221.

Masarik, A. S., & Conger, R. D. (2017). Stress and child development: A review of the family 
stress model. Current Opinion in Psychology, 13, 85–90.

McLoyd, V., Mistry, R.  S., & Hardaway, C.  R. (2014). Poverty and children’s development: 
Familial processes as mediating influences. In E. T. Gershoff, R. S. Mistry, & D. A. Crosby 
(Eds.), Societal contexts of child development: Pathways of influence and implications for 
practice and policy (pp. 109–124). New York: Oxford University Press.

McCoy, D. C., Yoshikawa, H., Ziol-Guest, K. M., Duncan, G. J., Schindler, H. S., Magnuson, K., 
... & Shonkoff, J. P. (2017). Impacts of early childhood education on medium-and long-term 
educational outcomes. Educational Researcher, 46(8), 474-487.

Morduch, J., & Schneider, R. (2017). The financial diaries: How American families cope in a 
world of uncertainty. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Mytton, J., Ingram, J., Manns, S., & Thomas, J. (2014). Facilitators and barriers to engagement 
in parenting programs: A qualitative systematic review. Health Education & Behavior, 41(2), 
127–137.

National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine. (2016). 
Parenting matters: Supporting parents of children ages 0–8. Washington, 
DC: The National Academies Press. https://www.nap.edu/catalog/21868/
parenting-matters-supporting-parents-of-children-ages-0-8.

Neitzel, J. (2018). Research to practice: Understanding the role of implicit bias in early childhood 
disciplinary practices. Journal of Early Childhood Teacher Education, 39(3), 232–242.

Russell, M., Harris, B., & Gockel, A. (2008). Parenting in poverty: Perspectives of high-risk par-
ents. Journal of Children and Poverty, 14(1), 83–98.

Sanders, M.  R., Turner, K.  M., & Metzler, C.  W. (2019). Applying self-regulation principles 
in the delivery of parenting interventions. Clinical Child and Family Psychology Review, 
22(1), 24–42.

Shah, A.  K., Mullainathan, S., & Shafir, E. (2012). Some consequences of having too little. 
Science, 338, 682–685.

Shah, A. K., Zhao, J., Mullainathan, S., & Shafir, E. (2018). Money in the mental lives of the poor. 
Social Cognition, 36(1), 4–19.

7  Parent-School Partnerships: Accounting for Parents Facing Economic Hardship…

http://ziglercenter.yale.edu/publications/Preschool Implicit Bias Policy Brief_final_9_26_276766_5379_v1.pdf
http://ziglercenter.yale.edu/publications/Preschool Implicit Bias Policy Brief_final_9_26_276766_5379_v1.pdf
https://www.nap.edu/catalog/21868/parenting-matters-supporting-parents-of-children-ages-0-8
https://www.nap.edu/catalog/21868/parenting-matters-supporting-parents-of-children-ages-0-8


126

Shonkoff, J. P., & Fisher, P. A. (2013). Rethinking evidence-based practice and two-generation 
programs to create the future of early childhood policy. Development and Psychopathology, 
25, 1635–1653.

Smith, T. E., Sheridan, S. M., Kim, E. M., Park, S., & Beretvas, S. N. (2020). The effects of family-
school partnership interventions on academic and social-emotional functioning: A meta-
analysis exploring what works for whom. Educational Psychology Review, 32(2), 511–544.

Starck, J. G., Riddle, T., Sinclair, S., & Warikoo, N. (2020). Teachers are people too: Examining 
the racial bias of teachers compared to other American adults. Educational Researcher, 49, 
273–284.

Tach, L., & Edin, K. (2017). The social safety net after welfare reform: Recent developments and 
consequences for household dynamics. Annual Review of Sociology, 43, 541–561.

Teti, D. M., Cole, P. M., Cabrera, N., Goodman, S. H., & McLoyd, V. C. (2017). Supporting par-
ents: How six decades of parenting research can inform policy and best practice. Social Policy 
Report, 30(5), 1–34. Society for Research in Child Development.

Warikoo, N., Sinclair, S., Fei, J., & Jacoby-Senghor, D. (2016). Examining racial bias in education: 
A new approach. Educational Researcher, 45(9), 508–514.

Yoshikawa, H., Weiland, C., Brooks-Gunn, J., Burchinal, M.  R., Espinosa, L.  M., Gormley, 
W. T., … Zaslow, M. J. (2013). Investing in our future: The evidence base on preschool educa-
tion. Washington, DC: Society for Research in Child Development.

Zigler, E., & Styfco, S. J. (1994). Is the Perry preschool better than head start? Yes and no. Early 
Childhood Research Quarterly, 9(3–4), 269–287.

K. A. Magnuson



127© Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2022
K. L. Bierman, S. M. Sheridan (eds.), Family-School Partnerships During  
the Early School Years, Research on Family-School Partnerships, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-74617-9_8

Chapter 8
Unleashing the Power of Family 
Engagement to Achieve Impact and Equity 
for All

Rachel M. Abenavoli, Jessica A. Siegel, and Pamela A. Morris

Abstract  The chapters in this impressive volume demonstrate the power and prom-
ise of family engagement interventions, theoretically grounded and strategically 
timed at the transition to school, for promoting children’s learning and develop-
ment. In this commentary, we reflect on the tremendous progress the family engage-
ment field has made in identifying effective programs and practices, varied in their 
approach, format, and intensity. The next frontier is deploying and sustaining effec-
tive approaches at scale to extend the reach of program benefits beyond participants 
of specific research trials to families across diverse contexts and socioeconomic, 
racial-ethnic, and linguistic backgrounds. Drawing on insights from diffusion of 
innovation theory, public health, and research-practice partnership frameworks, we 
discuss the critical need for, and challenges in, “getting to scale,” and argue that 
greater attention to issues of reach, sustainability, and system-level institutionaliza-
tion is needed to advance the next generation of family engagement research and 
practice. With a strong empirical base and consensus around the importance of scal-
ing and sustaining effective approaches, the field is poised to realize the full poten-
tial of family engagement interventions for reducing inequities and achieving 
population-level impact.
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8.1  �Commentary

Socioeconomic and racial-ethnic disparities in learning are early-emerging and per-
sist over time as a result of income inequality, structural racism, and inequitable 
access to high-quality health and educational resources (Carneiro & Heckman, 
2003). These early disparities are cause for concern because children’s skills at the 
transition to school lay the foundation for their academic, social-emotional, and 
behavioral adjustment over time (Cunha & Heckman, 2007; Duncan et al., 2007; 
Jones et  al., 2015). Whereas early inequities interfere with healthy learning and 
development, supportive and stimulating interactions at home and at school, along 
with strong connections between family and school contexts, enhance learning for 
all children and may have the greatest impacts among children experiencing disad-
vantage (Shonkoff, 2011; Yoshikawa et al., 2013). This rich volume demonstrates 
the potential of family engagement strategies timed with children’s transition to 
formal schooling for addressing these educational inequities.

The chapters in this volume describe five distinct approaches to engaging fami-
lies that have been shown to be effective in prior research and that are strategically 
timed to support families at the transition to kindergarten. As Bierman and Sheridan 
(Chap. 1) point out, these five exemplar programs are quite varied in their approaches. 
They include individualized and group-based models, curricular and strategy-
focused models, home-visiting and school-based models, more intensive and less 
intensive models, clinician-facilitated and ECE staff-facilitated models, models 
developed for specific settings or populations, and models emphasizing unique 
dimensions of family engagement to different extents (e.g., engagement at home, 
engagement at school, or family-teacher relationships). Despite this variation, evi-
dence from rigorous experimental and quasi-experimental trials indicates that stra-
tegic, theoretically grounded, and well-implemented structural and relational 
enhancements to ECE programs to promote family-school partnerships can improve 
children’s language, academic, social-emotional, and behavioral development in the 
early school years (and in some cases, well beyond that). These exemplar programs 
also boast positive impacts for families on parenting strategies and knowledge that 
could inform later child-focused decision-making (e.g., parenting skills in FCU-
Kindergarten; home language and literacy activities in REDI-P; warmth and sensi-
tivity in Getting Ready; knowledge of evidence-based practices in ParentCorps; 
positive attitudes and intentions regarding engagement in Child-Parent Centers).

With this, the next challenge facing the family engagement field is deploying and 
sustaining effective approaches at scale to extend the reach of program benefits 
beyond families in these specific research trials to those being served in other early 
educational contexts and who come from diverse backgrounds and live in other 
community settings. And the time is ripe for this work, with access to ECE having 
increased dramatically in the last few decades (Barnett et al., 2016; Child Trends 
Databank, 2019; Friedman-Krauss et al., 2018), and policies and standards relating 
to school-family partnerships also growing. For example, supporting family engage-
ment is a cornerstone of the federally funded Head Start programs, and the vast 
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majority of states encourage or require K-12 school districts to implement formal 
plans or policies to address family engagement (Chriqui et al., 2018). These forces 
demonstrate increased support, momentum, and (perhaps) opportunity to reach 
more children and families through family-school partnerships than ever before.

Yet, as the authors of this volume acknowledge, the extent to which these varied 
models are ready to meet this opportunity remains an open question. The program 
developers and research teams that are part of this volume have made enormous 
progress in developing these programs and building evaluation evidence for each of 
them, yet questions remain as to whether these program models will be fully suc-
cessful as they “scale up” to larger populations and “scale out” to new contexts or 
new delivery systems (Aarons et al., 2017). To briefly summarize where each pro-
gram is currently with regard to this question:

•	 Research-based, Developmentally Informed Parent (REDI-P) has been evaluated 
in one RCT in Pennsylvania with children from 24 Head Start centers who have 
been followed longitudinally.

•	 Getting Ready has been tested in two RCTs in Nebraska, one in 19 Head Start 
sites and one in 62 Head Start and other publicly funded pre-K programs.

•	 The kindergarten adaptation of the Family Check-Up (FCU) program has been 
tested in one RCT in 5 elementary schools in the Pacific Northwest; several other 
FCU adaptations have been tested in a variety of settings (e.g., schools, commu-
nity mental health centers, pediatric primary care, treatment settings) and across 
families with children spanning ages 2–17.

•	 ParentCorps has been tested in two RCTs in New York City, the first with fami-
lies from 8 schools and the second with families from 10 schools; ongoing trials 
are underway in 180 New York City school-based and center-based programs, as 
well as with sites in other geographic locations (Texas, Michigan).

•	 The Child-Parent Center (CPC) model has been tested in two large, longitudinal 
quasi-experimental studies, first in Chicago-based CPC centers in the 1980s, and 
more recently across 26 schools in 4 Midwestern cities.

In short, each program is the sum of a large and extensive (and impressive) research 
and program development base, but together, they have not yet provided the field 
with sufficient information to support implementation on a national level.

The authors and editors of this volume identified a number of challenges and 
high-priority directions for future research related to scaling and sustaining the five 
family engagement models – carefully articulating a path forward to “get to scale.” 
Program intensity, dosage, and cost were among the most commonly cited barriers 
to scaling effective approaches. Authors also noted the need to identify more effi-
cient and cost-effective delivery formats (e.g., online), to clarify programs’ “active 
ingredients” and mechanisms of change to inform further refinement and adapta-
tion, and to study (and potentially adapt) programs across a range of settings and 
culturally and linguistically diverse children and families.

In the sections that follow, our goal is to build on the insights already shared and 
offer additional, complementary perspectives to advance the next generation of 
family engagement research and real-world practice. First, we step back and 
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describe the long-standing challenge of scaling social programs and discuss the 
need for new models to address this challenge. Next, we present three frameworks 
that approach the issue of scale from different angles, which serve to reinforce criti-
cal points by chapter authors and raise additional challenges, questions, and oppor-
tunities for consideration. We conclude with remaining questions and next steps for 
the field as we work to realize the potential of evidence-based family engagement 
programs and move the dial on educational outcomes and persistent inequities in the 
United States.

8.2  �Bridging Research, Practice, and Policy: 
An Old Challenge

The challenge of bridging research, practice, and policy is not new or unique to the 
family engagement literature. Scholars across the fields of medicine, public health, 
prevention, psychology, and education have long lamented the fact that practice and 
policy in the real world do not necessarily reflect the latest science. Much of the 
research over the last few decades on testing and scaling programs has been guided 
by the Institute of Medicine’s (IOM; Mrazek & Haggerty, 1994) framework, which 
suggests that successful scale-up is the culmination of a linear progression through 
efficacy, effectiveness, and dissemination research stages (Flay et  al., 2005). 
Programs are first developed and tested in tightly controlled efficacy trials; effica-
cious programs are then implemented and evaluated “under real-world conditions” 
with larger and more diverse samples, and effective programs are then scaled for 
broad dissemination in the third and final stage. Efficacy and – to a lesser extent – 
effectiveness trials in the tradition of this model have identified a number of 
evidence-based interventions, including interventions designed to support families 
during early childhood, now catalogued in registries across multiple disciplines 
(e.g., SAMHSA’s National Registry of Evidence-based Programs and Practices, the 
Institute of Education Science’s What Works Clearinghouse, Child Trends’ What 
Works/LINKS database, Blueprints for Healthy Youth Development).

Despite this important progress, major public investment and decades of research 
have not achieved population-level impact and equity in health, education, and well-
being (Shonkoff, 2017), leading scholars to challenge existing research paradigms 
and call for new ways of developing, testing, scaling, and sustaining scientific inno-
vations (Dodge, 2018; Haskins et al., 2019; Tseng et al., 2017). In the field of public 
health, Glasgow and colleagues (Glasgow & Emmons, 2007; Glasgow et al., 2003) 
argue that characteristics of programs, settings, and research interact in ways that 
slow the translation of research to practice at scale. For example, programs that are 
tested and successful in efficacy trials are typically characterized by their high 
intensity and cost, complexity, standardization, and delivery by highly trained and 
closely supervised implementers (including the original program developers). In 
contrast, programs that are successful at scale are more often characterized by their 
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feasibility and low cost, the ease with which they can be implemented by a diverse 
workforce, their customizability and relevance to local contexts, and their broad 
appeal and reach. This is in part because target settings – and the local decision-
makers, policy leaders, and practitioners within those settings – are guided by a set 
of values, policies, priorities, incentives, and unique needs of the community that 
may differ from or compete with scientific innovations to be scaled. Policymakers 
face fixed, limited resources (e.g., time, money, staff) or other constraints that might 
make it difficult to scale evidence-based programs and practices as originally 
designed; however, research findings typically provide little guidance regarding 
how to choose and/or adapt program models to make them more relevant for and 
accessible to the local context without harming program integrity or how to allocate 
resources while maximizing impact. Other characteristics of the existing research 
base and the typical research process also make it difficult for policymakers and 
practitioners to apply that research at scale, including the (non)representativeness of 
participants and sites (who are motivated to participate in research), the emphasis on 
internal validity over external validity in much experimental work, and limited 
information about aspects of implementation (besides dosage and quality) that are 
critically important to the success of programs at scale, including cost, reach, and 
sustainability of implementation once the research concludes.

8.3  �Frameworks for Scaling and Sustaining Programs 
and Practices

Given the limitations of the traditional IOM model, and the continued disconnect 
between research and practice, other models are needed to significantly advance the 
next generation of policy-relevant research on social programs. We highlight three 
perspectives below that address the challenge of scaling and sustaining programs in 
different ways: (a) diffusion of innovation frameworks, (b) population-level frame-
works, and (c) partnership frameworks. We highlight these three not because they 
are the only useful frameworks, but because they offer unique perspectives, useful 
insights, and instructive examples that illuminate opportunities for the family 
engagement field, which we highlight throughout.

8.3.1  �Diffusion of Innovation Framework

Conceptual Foundations  The diffusion of innovation framework describes how 
innovations – for example, evidence-based programs or practices – are communi-
cated through social systems and come to be adopted, implemented, and institution-
alized in those systems (Rogers, 2003; Rohrbach et al., 1993). According to diffusion 
theories, characteristics of innovations (actual and perceived) have the largest 
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influence on the decision to adopt an innovation and the institutionalization (or sus-
tained use by organizations and/or individuals) of that innovation. Key characteris-
tics that contribute to the rate and success of diffusion include an innovation’s (a) 
feasibility versus complexity of implementation, (b) compatibility or fit with the 
needs and values among local organizations and individuals, and (c) relative advan-
tage or added value over current practice and relative to the cost of change. Programs 
and practices are also more likely to be adopted and sustained when they produce 
strong, clear benefits that can be readily tested (“trialability”) and observed (“observ-
ability”; Dingfelder & Mandell, 2011; Rogers, 2003). In addition, because people 
and contexts are dynamic, what “fits” in the early phase of diffusion may not be 
relevant in later years, so sustained use of innovations requires that they be adapted 
and reinvented over time (Murray, 2009).

In addition to characteristics of the innovations themselves, communication 
channels and the messages prospective users receive about the innovation contribute 
to the adoption, implementation, and institutionalization of that innovation. Formal 
(e.g., mass media) and informal (e.g., interpersonal networks) communication chan-
nels may facilitate diffusion by increasing awareness of the innovation and endorse-
ment of the innovation by early adopters and opinion leaders within the system 
(Murray, 2009; Rogers, 2003). In addition, the presence of a “champion” for the 
innovation facilitates institutionalization, as does support from other key stakehold-
ers (Scheirer, 2005).

Lessons and Questions for the Family Engagement Field  Diffusion theory 
underscores the importance of feasibility, flexibility, and fit and suggests that these 
factors are critical to widespread and sustained diffusion of family engagement pro-
grams because they ensure that programs are (and stay) relevant and practical 
in local contexts at both the setting level (e.g., school systems, superintendents) and 
individual level (teachers, families). As several authors of this volume noted, how-
ever, many programs are (to varying degrees) intensive, complex, and standardized 
and involve implementation by highly trained facilitators. As a group, because they 
are timed strategically at the transition to school, the five models in this volume are 
less intensive (and therefore potentially more scalable) than more comprehensive, 
holistic approaches that characterize models for families with younger children. 
Even so, the high intensity and dosage of some programs, in particular, might limit 
their feasibility at scale. Sheridan and colleagues (Chap. 3), for example, note that 
the duration of the Getting Ready intervention (2 years) may make the program too 
burdensome and costly to scale as originally designed. Bierman and colleagues 
(Chap. 2) make a similar observation about the number of individual home visits 
(16) in the REDI-P program that span the pre-K and kindergarten years, and they 
also describe findings suggesting that it may be possible to reduce the number of 
visits, particularly for families above a certain threshold of risk, without reducing 
benefits for families and children. In contrast to higher-intensity programs, models 
that are less intensive and more flexible like FCU-Kindergarten (in-take interview 
and assessment, followed by 2–3 individualized sessions) also produce positive 
impacts and may be more readily scalable.
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Thus, for some of the family engagement programs in this volume, ahead lies the 
challenge of “scaling back” these programs to “scale up.” Identifying active ingre-
dients or well-defined kernels (Embry & Biglan, 2008; Jones & Bouffard, 2012), as 
well as precisely articulating and testing mechanisms of change, can inform pro-
gram refinement and adaptation during the process of scaling by revealing which 
components should be retained, which require refinement, and which could be elim-
inated in order to optimize intervention impact and efficiency (Sheridan et al., Chap. 
2: Bierman et al., Chap. 3). Dawson-McClure and colleagues (Chap. 4) discuss their 
experimental approach for addressing the question of intensity, which involves test-
ing the complete, more intensive ParentCorps program relative to a less intensive 
model in which ECE staff are trained in family engagement best practices (Thrive 
Professional Learning), a model developed and tested in close partnership with dis-
trict leaders for the explicit purpose of scaling. Forthcoming results will uncover 
whether the less intensive program model yields benefits that are comparable to the 
more intensive program model. If results indicate that the more intensive model 
adds value, researchers and policymakers can consider the relative advantage in 
light of the added costs.

When it comes to the feasibility versus complexity of the family engagement 
programs in this volume, it is worth highlighting at least two other dimensions along 
which programs vary and which may contribute to their scalability: (a) their use of 
a manualized approach versus a strategy-based approach and (b) the supports 
needed to ensure high-quality implementation by program facilitators. REDI-P and 
ParentCorps are manualized approaches, FCU-Kindergarten and Getting Ready are 
strategy-based approaches, and CPC focuses on structural changes and principles of 
family engagement. There is some debate in the field as to whether manualized or 
strategy-based approaches are more effective for ensuring and supporting high-
quality implementation (Jones & Bouffard, 2012). Manualized or curricular 
approaches are expected to increase fidelity to core intervention components across 
diverse facilitators and participants, but there is a tradeoff between standardization 
and flexibility. In contrast, strategy-based approaches may be more flexible and cus-
tomizable, but this leaves more room for variability across implementers and may 
not provide enough scaffolding for newer implementers. To the extent manualized 
approaches are perceived as overly cumbersome by potential adopters (relative to 
the expected benefits), this may hinder the rate or extent of diffusion at scale. 
Intersecting the manual-vs-strategies question is one of implementation supports: 
strategy-based programs may require more highly skilled professionals (e.g., FCU-
Kindergarten), while manualized programs may allow for greater staffing flexibility 
(e.g., REDI-P). A critical question for the field, then, is which approach, combined 
with which set of supports, best optimizes tradeoffs to achieve high-quality imple-
mentation (and, thus, impact) even when delivered at scale. Effective approaches 
may differ across contexts and different stages in the diffusion process (e.g., initial 
adoption versus sustained use).

In addition to the feasibility with which a program can be adopted, implemented, 
and sustained over time, compatibility, or fit, with local settings is critical. Most of 
the family engagement models in this volume are individualized approaches that 
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can be customized somewhat to address the unique needs and values of individual 
families. This responsiveness to individual families may increase program relevance 
and facilitate widespread diffusion and sustained use. However, there is a clear need 
to assess the cultural and linguistic relevance of existing models before scaling more 
broadly (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2016; 
Sheridan et al., Chap. 2; Dawson-McClure et al., Chap. 4; Stormshak et al., Chap. 
5). Indeed, descriptive family engagement research documents important cultural 
differences in the nature and meaning of different types of engagement at school, 
home, and across the two contexts (Hill & Taylor, 2004). While common elements 
and mechanisms exist, what “family engagement” looks like among white families 
may be different than how high-quality family engagement is represented among 
families of color and other marginalized groups. The FCU-Kindergarten model has 
been adapted (at older ages) for use with Native American families, and the 
ParentCorps model, which has been implemented in schools serving high propor-
tions of Black families, has been adapted over time to include an explicit emphasis 
on race and racism. With the exception of FCU, most models have been imple-
mented to date in a specific setting (REDI-P in Pennsylvania, Getting Ready in 
Nebraska, CPC in four Midwestern cities, and ParentCorps in New York City). The 
extent to which the relevance and impact of individual programs generalize to other 
settings is not yet known, though it is promising that family engagement programs, 
as a class of interventions, have been successful across a range of geographic loca-
tions and socioeconomic and racial-ethnic groups.

In addition to issues of complexity, flexibility, and relevance, several authors 
raised the need to develop and test more efficient delivery methods to reduce costs, 
including web-based or other technology-enhanced platforms (e.g., REDI-P and 
Getting Ready); a web-based adaptation of FCU for middle school is in develop-
ment. Other strategies that leverage technology and existing communication chan-
nels (e.g., texting-based behavioral nudges) might also enhance awareness and 
reach of programs, participation, retention, and ongoing use of targeted practices 
outside of intervention sessions (Hall & Bierman, 2015).

As noted throughout this discussion, characteristics of family engagement pro-
grams, and the channels through which they are communicated, are expected to 
influence both their initial adoption and institutionalization. Most programs repre-
sented in the volume have followed children longitudinally and documented persis-
tent benefits into later elementary school (or adulthood, for CPC) – evidence which 
highlights the power of family engagement programs and their potential to combat 
the problem of fading ECE impacts. However, the extent to which schools, centers, 
and teachers continue to use family engagement programs and practices beyond the 
first or second implementation year is not known. How do dosage, fidelity, and 
implementation quality change over time? What level of supports are needed (or not 
needed) as programs are implemented over time, implementers become more expe-
rienced, and sites experience turnover among staff or leadership? To what extent are 
program models implemented as originally designed versus adapted or streamlined? 
What characteristics of programs or of the local context facilitate sustained use? 
Longitudinal follow-up of settings and implementers is an important direction for 
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future research and will provide critical evidence regarding which program models 
are both scalable and sustainable, and under what conditions.

8.3.2  �Population-Level Framework

Conceptual Foundations  Researchers and policymakers across multiple fields 
generally agree that the goal of widespread program dissemination and institution-
alization is improving outcomes and reducing inequities to the greatest extent pos-
sible, among as many people and settings as possible. At its furthest logical 
extension, this would mean achieving population-level impact and equity (Dodge, 
2018; Fagan et al., 2019; Haskins et al., 2019; Shonkoff, 2017). Despite this stated 
goal, our research agendas and research questions often focus specifically on the 
task of taking programs to scale (e.g., “What will it take to scale this program while 
maintaining implementation quality?”) rather than the ultimate goal (e.g., “How 
can we achieve impact and equity in this population?”). The subtle shift from 
focusing on scale to focusing on population impact is sorely needed, as achieving 
population impact requires scaling, but scaling does not necessarily achieve popu-
lation impact.

Population-level impact is a function of the magnitude of program impact, the 
quality of implementation, and the extent of program reach; all three metrics are 
critical for judging the success of a program at scale (Dodge, 2018; Glasgow & 
Emmons, 2007). In the experimental research literature, however, greater attention 
has been paid to the magnitude of impact and less to reach. Relatedly, greater atten-
tion has been paid to internal validity – necessary for demonstrating impacts, to be 
sure  – and less attention has been paid to external validity and generalizability, 
though this information is just as critical when attempting to bring innovations to 
scale (Glasgow & Emmons, 2007). Furthermore, population-level frameworks 
highlight the need to center equity in conversations about scale and to look beyond 
main effects and examine differential program reach, relevance, and impact. Of 
critical importance is to avoid reinforcing the very inequities the programs seek to 
address (Chaudry et al., 2018). That is, as they move from tightly controlled settings 
to scale, programs might have the unintended consequence of reinforcing inequi-
ties, rather than reducing them, if they do not reach the families, individuals, or 
communities who need it most and may stand to benefit the most; if aspects of 
implementation (e.g., adherence, quality) are weaker for those families or commu-
nities; or if the program does not lead to benefits for them. This might be the case if 
the program is not relevant to their needs, is not culturally appropriate, or requires a 
level of resources, background knowledge, or prior skill in order to experience or 
maximize benefits.

Given both the importance and the challenge of broad reach and equitable access, 
population-level frameworks highlight the importance of leveraging (or building) 
systems to support the broad dissemination and use of evidence-based programs 
and practices (Dodge, 2018; Fagan et al., 2019). A recent report by the National 
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Academies of Sciences also highlights the potential opportunities for scaling effec-
tive parenting interventions using existing systems and platforms (e.g., healthcare, 
public education, other community services). Using these existing systems and ser-
vices as both points of entry and avenues for ongoing support would extend both the 
reach and sustainability of effective programming (National Academies of Sciences, 
Engineering, and Medicine, 2016). Where comprehensive, universal systems do not 
already exist, as in the case of the fragmented “nonsystem” of early childhood edu-
cation (Barnett & Hustedt, 2011), scholars have called for new systems of care that 
can universally track, triage, and tailor tiered supports to children and families 
(Dodge, 2018; Shonkoff, 2017).

As an example of this type of approach, Family Connects (Dodge & Goodman, 
2019) leverages the healthcare system for population reach. In Family Connects, a 
trained nurse meets with every family immediately following the birth of their child 
at the hospital, conducts a needs assessment with each family at subsequent home 
visits, and, based on that assessment, connects families to services in the commu-
nity. Data and monitoring are key here: psychosocial and educational records are 
stored in a unified data system to facilitate monitoring and links to services in the 
community. In a randomized controlled trial in Durham, North Carolina, Family 
Connects reached 80% of the intended population with at least one intervention ses-
sion, and the program was shown to increase access to community services, improve 
parenting, and reduce serious injuries among infants (Dodge et al., 2014).

Lessons and Questions for the Family Engagement Field  Population-level 
frameworks illuminate just how critical it is to maximize the reach of family 
engagement programs in a target setting, not only the magnitude of their impact, 
if our goal is to achieve impact and equity at the population level. Implementation 
quality is of course necessary for producing meaningful impacts at scale, and 
nearly all chapters in this volume described intentional, robust strategies for sup-
porting implementation quality and carefully measuring it. But in order to move 
the dial on family and child outcomes at the population level, there is a need for 
as much care and attention to be given to measuring reach in the target setting 
and developing strategies to maximize penetration. Documenting the proportion 
of sites (schools, centers) that adopt family engagement programs or opt in to 
research on those programs in the first place, and the extent to which those sites 
do or do not represent the broader target population, is a useful starting point. 
Relevant questions for participating sites include (a) what proportion of families 
choose not to participate in family engagement studies or programs, (b) does 
participation differ systematically for historically marginalized groups (e.g., 
low-income families, families of color, families speaking languages other than 
English, diverse family forms and configurations), and (c) what are barriers to 
participation? Also, once enrolled, who stays engaged and who benefits? On this 
last question, there is some indication that, among those who volunteer to partici-
pate in research, sustained participation over time in REDI-P was greater among 
white families compared to families of color (Bierman et  al., Chap. 3), and 
impacts of Getting Ready were greater for parents with more education compared 
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to parents with a GED or less than a high school education (Sheridan et al., Chap. 
2). These patterns are important to track and address, as systematic gaps in par-
ticipation or benefits may be replicated or magnified at scale. This highlights a 
critical need to examine and address potential barriers to participation, which 
might include refining program content to increase relevance, adapting delivery 
times or methods to increase reach, or developing other strategies to support 
equitable access.

A population-level impact framework highlights the value of studying existing 
setting- and systems-level supports and barriers, tapping into existing systems to 
maximize the reach and impact of family engagement programs at scale, and devel-
oping new systems to provide new opportunities for supporting families. The family 
engagement programs represented in this volume have been implemented and tested 
in a variety of settings, including Head Start programs (REDI-P, Getting Ready), 
public schools (CPC, ParentCorps, FCU), and other center-based programs 
(ParentCorps, in progress). This setting diversity indicates the promise of family 
engagement approaches, broadly, across varied contexts. A unique challenge facing 
family engagement programs at the transition to school is the fragmented and 
decentralized nature of ECE in the United States (Barnett & Hustedt, 2011). Prior 
to kindergarten entry children may attend ECE programs that vary in terms of their 
organization, structure, focus, and quality, and others may be cared for in less for-
mal settings including family childcare or home care. While public schooling repre-
sents a system with near universal reach, children in the United States do not 
typically enter this system until kindergarten. No parallel system exists for support-
ing and tracking children from birth to age 5, and ECE systems, when they exist, are 
still typically disconnected from K-12 public school systems. To strengthen hori-
zontal alignment (across ECE programs) and vertical alignment (as children age), 
scholars have called for coordinated systems of care from birth to age 5 (Dodge, 
2018) and alignment across pre-K to third grade (Bogard & Takanishi, 2005; 
Reynolds & Temple, 2008).

Family engagement program developers and researchers have navigated this 
challenge in different ways, focusing on the time period before the transition to 
kindergarten (Getting Ready, ParentCorps), after the transition to kindergarten 
(FCU-Kindergarten), spanning the pre-K to kindergarten transition (REDI-P), or 
creating structural and programmatic alignment across pre-K to third grade (CPC). 
Bierman and colleagues (Chap. 3) note a challenge of supporting families across the 
transition from pre-K to kindergarten. In the REDI-P trial, children dispersed from 
just over 20 Head Start programs to nearly 70 elementary schools for kindergarten. 
This makes institutionalization challenging, creating pragmatic difficulties in inter-
vention program management and staffing. It may also weaken the potential for 
long-term impacts to the extent some programs work by building communities of 
families that support each other and reinforce key practices over time (Dawson-
McClure et al., Chap. 4). Open questions remain about the most effective approach 
for delivering or institutionalizing family engagement programs across the critical 
transition to school or the extent to which increasing access to publicly funded 
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pre-K in the United States will provide new opportunities for embedding family 
engagement programs within those new systems.

8.3.3  �Partnership Frameworks

Conceptual Foundations  To narrow the gap between research and practice, some 
scholars have emphasized the need for more effective dissemination of science in 
the real world; underlying this focus is an assumption that increasing policymakers’ 
and practitioners’ knowledge about and access to existing research will result in 
greater use of that research. In contrast, partnership frameworks suggest that the gap 
between research and practice is not simply a knowledge gap and in fact may stem 
from a more fundamental disconnect between what and how research is conducted 
and what and how practice and policy unfold in the real world. Scholars have called 
for partnered research in health, community psychology, and education to investi-
gate problems of practice and identify potential solutions that are mindful of local 
needs, priorities, and constraints (Coburn & Penuel, 2016; Israel et al., 1998; Tseng 
et al., 2017).

In contrast to primarily unidirectional models of science that prioritize the path-
way from research to practice, partnership frameworks underscore the necessity and 
mutual value of a bidirectional approach (Coburn & Penuel, 2016; Tseng et  al., 
2017). Strong connections between researchers, decision makers, and members of 
the community can speed the translation of science to practice. Perhaps even more 
importantly, partnerships can also increase opportunities for rigorous research 
within large-scale systems and strengthen the practical applicability of the research 
design and thereby increase the subsequent public value of the scientific findings. 
By involving many stakeholders at multiple levels of the system with different per-
spectives and types of expertise, partnerships increase the relevance of research and 
the likelihood that it will be used, yield benefits, and become embedded in the sys-
tem for ongoing use. Research and practice/policy partners collaborate across all 
phases of the research process by jointly articulating research agendas, developing 
or adapting intervention models, identifying methods for rigorously answering 
policy-relevant questions, and interpreting and sharing actionable evidence with all 
involved parties. Through this process, potential solutions to problems of practice 
address high-priority problems of practice while navigating constraints and capital-
izing on opportunities within the system. Research-practice partnerships typically 
are guided by the dual aims of addressing specific priorities of practice and policy 
partners and contributing to a broader field of research, though this can be challeng-
ing given a tension between addressing problems of local (and perhaps immediate) 
importance and addressing problems that are generalizable to other settings or polit-
ically sensitive.

Another key feature of research-practice partnerships is their longevity. Instead 
of coming together to conduct an isolated research project, partnerships typically 
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form with a broader mission. Solving complex problems requires sustained com-
mitment of the partnership that is built on trust and regular communication and can 
withstand member turnover, leadership changes, and policy shifts. Long-term col-
laboration allows partners to remain connected beyond the initial installation of an 
innovation; it allows them to work together to monitor, study, refine, and strengthen 
innovations over time to maximize benefits for end users.

Lessons and Questions for the Family Engagement Field  Research conducted 
in partnership with local decision makers and community members offers a way to 
address some of the challenges of scaling and sustaining programs highlighted by 
diffusion of innovation theory, population-level impact frameworks, and the authors 
of this volume. For example, involving practice and policy partners during program 
development and refinement can strengthen and sustain the compatibility of pro-
grams in a local, dynamic context. Policy partners who understand priorities, con-
straints, and opportunities for supporting family engagement can help researchers 
and program developers find ways to fit within existing systems or create new pro-
cesses so that program implementation is feasible and efficient. With a deep under-
standing of and commitment to the target population, practice and policy partners 
can also strengthen the quality of family engagement research by emphasizing 
issues of relevance, external validity, and rigor of research at scale (and therefore its 
likelihood of scaled and sustained use). By articulating a shared research agenda 
and co-developing infrastructure for ongoing data collection, research and policy 
partners can monitor and strengthen program reach and implementation quality, 
continually assess and reassess the benefits and costs, and adapt programming over 
time to maximize impact.

Several authors of this volume describe their approach for engaging community 
stakeholders – including schools, teachers, and families – in developing programs 
and note the potential for partnerships to support scaling efforts. Dawson-McClure 
and colleagues describe their collaborative approach with the New  York City 
Department of Education to develop, scale, implement, and evaluate an adaptation 
of ParentCorps that involves professional development for pre-K teachers. By 
working in partnership with district leaders, this team has developed a tiered sys-
tem of supports, ranging from more intensive targeted supports to less intensive 
universal supports, to maximize the reach of family engagement strategies across 
New York City’s universal pre-K system, which serves about 70,000 children in 
over 1800 public school and center-based sites each year. Findings from this work 
will reveal key lessons involving successful family engagement approaches at 
scale, and relative costs and benefits of more or less intensive adaptations within a 
single system, and may suggest a promising process (i.e., partnering with district 
leaders) by which to scale and sustain evidence-based family engagement programs 
and practices.
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8.4  �Next Steps for the Family Engagement Field: A Call 
for Population Impact

The chapters in this volume demonstrate that supporting family engagement at the 
transition to school can and does have large and lasting benefits and has the poten-
tial to narrow early-emerging and persistent learning disparities between higher- 
and lower-income children, between white children and children of color, and 
between more advantaged children and their less advantaged peers. Positive impacts 
have been documented across a range of approaches – including individualized and 
group-based models, home-based and school-based models, manualized and 
strategy-based models, and models of varying intensity and complexity – highlight-
ing considerable success for this field to this point. The authors who led this work 
are to be commended for the substantial progress they have made in this field over 
the last two decades, showing that family engagement strategies can be designed to 
“work” for children and families at risk is no small feat. As the authors of these 
chapters note, however, most programs are at the early stages of scaling and real-
world implementation; as such, achieving population impact and equity through 
family engagement is an aspiration but not yet a reality for our nation’s children and 
families.

Drawing on a few insights from our discussion above, different paths to scale 
might exist for the five model family engagement programs in this volume. For 
example, because the FCU program is an individualized, flexible, and relatively 
low-cost model with a “lighter footprint,” this model can be (and has been) easily 
adapted for use in different systems and with different populations. For more inten-
sive programs (e.g., REDI-P, Getting Ready), the best path to scale may be the use 
of alternative, more cost-efficient delivery methods (e.g., web-based platforms) and/
or reducing program intensity, given evidence that this might be done without 
reducing impacts. Partnering with local districts to translate multicomponent, inten-
sive approaches into tiered systems of universal and targeted supports (as in the case 
of ParentCorps) or making structural changes to school settings (as in the case of 
CPC) represent other avenues for institutionalizing family engagement approaches.

Across models, several authors noted a need for information about active ingre-
dients, cost, thresholds of implementation quality, and generalizability for diverse 
groups. To this we add several additional future research needs: (1) providing infor-
mation on reach within the target population (overall and differential across key 
subgroups), (2) examining population-level impact beyond study participants, and 
(3) exploring the extent, quality, and nature of sustained use of family engagement 
programs and practices (by settings, schools, etc.) over time, after the initial research 
on short-term effects has concluded. In addition, there is a need to study, leverage, 
and strengthen systems to improve the reach of family engagement programs and 
practices, facilitate their institutionalization, and monitor and strengthen implemen-
tation, reach, and impact over time. This will require innovative solutions for navi-
gating the currently fragmented ECE system and bridging the disconnect between 
ECE and K-12 systems. Partnering with practice/policy leaders may unearth 
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barriers and opportunities for scale and sustained programming, as well as support 
ongoing research and evaluation as programs are implemented and potentially 
adapted in evolving systems and with new cohorts of families.

As we close, we refer again to the goal of supporting family engagement at scale, 
which is to leverage the research base built over the last few decades to improve 
children’s learning and reduce learning inequities to the greatest extent possible. We 
typically consider scaling as the “problem” of a particular program or research 
team. Yet, perhaps the greatest progress will be made not by focusing attention and 
resources on the next stage of any one of these particular programs nor by building 
new approaches and the requisite evidence base (given how many successful 
approaches this group of researchers and others have identified here), but by sup-
porting a coordinated strategy and an overarching learning agenda for embedding 
family engagement strategies into the kindergarten transition, across all school dis-
tricts in the United States. It is now time to think beyond the next follow-up study 
and/or the next reanalysis of the existing data and begin to work more effectively 
together – across research teams, program developers, and policymakers – to insti-
tutionalize the learning from all of these approaches and embed family engagement 
as a “way of doing business” into our national school system (Sheridan et al., Chap. 
2). In short, how do we make “family engagement” in school part of every kinder-
gartener’s experience, much the way that circle time and recess are? How do we 
help every school district in the United States recognize that engaging families at 
this transition to formal schooling can have profound impacts on how children start 
their educational experience, regardless of the specific approach they choose? Once 
we answer that question, we will be one step closer to doing right by our nation’s 
children – by clearing the path for their families to be engaged in their children’s 
educational success.
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