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Summary
For educators located in the Global North or South what it means to work with families in
inclusive settings is often a reflection of fundamental conceptions of the very nature of schooling
and learning. These conceptions, whether implicit or explicit theories, inform teacher practice,
interaction, communication, and involvement when it comes to students’ parents, families, and
communities. Understanding how theories of learning relate to family engagement and inclusive
practices allow for (a) an accounting of established knowledge and practices, and (b) more
innovative future directions for engaging parents, families, and communities in schooling.
Three specific theories of learning (behaviorist, sociocultural, and critical) demonstrate
stark differences in how the roles of parents and family are understood in their children’s
education. Each of these theoretical lenses produce different answers to the question of what it
means to work with families. They entail different conceptualizations of parent/family
engagement and inclusion, the challenges to this engagement and inclusion, and the tools used to
address these challenges. Families can be positioned as passive recipients of knowledge,
contributors to knowledge, or as knowledge-makers. Regarding their child’s schooling, parents
can be seen as supporters, contributors, or collaborators. They can be situated on the periphery of
schooling or in the center.
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Contrasting and complementary elements of behavioral, sociocultural, and critical
theories of learning provide insight into traditional, relational, and transformative approaches to
working with families, presented through three visual models. These theoretical approaches
entail practical implications as well, both reflected in standard educational practices and in extant
findings in the field of educational research. This theoretical/practical approach allows for
insight into why, in application, there is dissonance in perspectives among educators about how
to work with families and what this work may entail and look like, and provides suggestions for
how families and communities might come to play a more central role in the education of their
children.

Keywords
Parent Engagement, Parent Involvement, Inclusive Education, Family-School Collaboration,
Family Engagement, Family Involvement, Sociocultural, Critical Theory

Working With, Weaving In and Working Alongside Families
Around the world (Barr & Saltmarsh, 2014; Borgonovi & Montt, 2012; Goodall &
Voorhaus, 2011) and specifically in The United States (Henderson & Mapp, 2002; O’Donnell &
Kirkner, 2014), families have been held to be important resources in their roles in schools and
schooling, contributing to positive academic outcomes and student success for students with and
without disabilities. In many countries, including Spain (Granda-Piñán, 2018), Indonesia,
(Yulianti, Denessen, & Droop, 2018), Turkey (Tekin, 2011), and the United States, (Mapp,
2012), governments have supported, and even mandated, the inclusion of families in the process
of schooling. Internationally, students with disabilities benefit greatly from their family’s
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presence, participation and engagement in special education processes and decision-making that
impact their academic trajectory or overall well-being in schools (Mutua & Dimitrov, 2001;
Sukys, Dumciene, & Lapeniene, 2015; Tejero Hughes, Martinez Valle-Riestra, & Arguelles,
2008). Oftentimes, however, families do not feel heard or included in important educational
decisions pertaining to their child’s schooling (Cobb, 2014; Damianidou & Phtiaka, 2013; Jigyel,
Miller, Mavropoulou, & Berman, 2018).
For familiesi of children with disabilities, inclusive education is an important framing for
how school administrators, staff, and teachers work with families. According to Kozleski,
Artiles, and Waitoller (2011), “Inclusive education has meant anything from the physical
integration of students with disabilities in general education classrooms to the transformation of
curricula, classrooms, and pedagogies, and even the transformation of entire educational
systems” (p. 3). In this chapter, movement toward transformative elements of inclusion that
intentionally integrate families’ voices and perspectives into practices that are empowering are
centered. This focus assumes that inclusive practices extend beyond special education laws and
policies to include: a) valuing and accepting families’ languages, heritages, and cultures; b)
acknowledging power dynamics between schools and families; c) emphasizing humanizing
interpersonal relationships between families, community members, teachers and administrators;
and d) creating tangible opportunities for schools and families to work together for the wellbeing of students (Chávez-Reyes, 2010).
Inclusive practices, more broadly defined by Chávez-Reyes to center authentic
relationships between families and schools, provide a platform to discuss conceptualizations of
working with families through three representative models of learning (behaviorist, sociocultural
and critical). These models, when juxtaposed, illuminate how distinctive understandings of
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learning move families from the periphery of power within educational structures to the center or
from being excluded to being more intentionally included. Focusing on the links between these
learning theories and family involvement, we term these approaches traditional, relational, and
transformative. We show how the scope of factors relevant to both learning and parent/family
school relationships grows across these models, moving from a tight focus (behaviorism) to a
wide and inclusive one (critical). Elements of these approaches to working with families are
presented and analyzed through three visual models to explain the dissonance in perspectives
among educators about how to work with families and what this work may entail. These
approaches are illustrated through a narrative of a multilingual learner who may have learning
disabilities. This case is a composite narrative (Willis, 2019) of several students with whom the
first author has worked as an educator over the past 20 years. Through this narrative, the authors
provide suggestions for how families and communities might come to play a more central,
inclusive role in the education of their children. Practical strategies for family-school
relationships are considered in relation to each approach. Finally, tensions and drawbacks of
relational and transformative approaches are considered.

Terminology
Research on the relationships between families and schools often uses the terms parent
involvement, parent engagement, or family-school partnerships (Barr & Saltmarsh, 2014; Daniel,
2011; Epstein, 2001). These terms carry significantly different connotations. Parent involvement
can refer to any involvement of parents in the process of schooling, and scholars using it have
depicted the school’s role as passive (e.g. Desimone, 1999; Peña, 2000), active (e.g. Desforges &
Abouchaar, 2003), and actively resistant (e.g. Martinez-Cosio, 2010; Olivos, 2006). Parent
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engagement, on the other hand, can refer to the active efforts of schools to engage parents in the
process of schooling (Halgunseth, Peterson, Stark, & Moodie, 2009; Warren, Hong, Ruben, &
Oy, 2009) or of parents to engage in their children’s learning (Fenton, Ocasio-Stoutenburg, &
Harry, 2017; Goodall & Montgomery, 2014). In its passive sense, involvement presupposes that
the family is primarily responsible for action as defined by school expectations (Barton, Drake,
Perez, St. Louis, & George, 2004). Then, when little to no action is taken the burden of failure to
be involved falls, again, to the family (Auerbach, 1995; Souto-Manning & Swick, 2006).
Engagement, when shaped by school norms originating from and espousing dominant cultures
and values, automatically displaces minoritized families to the margins where their voice,
agency, and power are minimized (Baquedano-López, Alexander, & Hernandez, 2013).

Inclusive Education
In international conversations about inclusive education there is a distinction made
between the Global North and South (Walton, 2018). The former generally pertains to highincome, resource-rich countries like the United States, England, Sweden, and Germany,
sometimes referred to as “first-generation” countries, whose commitment to inclusion has
historical precedence and long-ranging impacts on ways inclusive practices are conceived of and
implemented globally (Kozleski, Artiles, & Waitoller, 2011). The Global South includes, but is
not limited to South Africa, Kenya, India and Mexico. These countries have been characterized
as “second generation” whose ability to implement inclusion on a broad scale is often
constrained by poverty, political and social upheaval, or limited resources.
Scholars from the Global South problematize the ways discourses about inclusive
education have continued to center inclusion, as a concept and practice, through a “first-
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generation” understanding (Muthukrishna & Engelbrecht, 2018). They argue that, to varying
degrees, this perspective assumes a certain ease exists in restructuring school systems to ensure
that students with disabilities have more opportunities to be integrated with their ‘typical’
learning peers and to be placed in less restrictive environments. They continue that these
assumptions do not consider the lived realities many “second generation” countries face nor how
implicit conceptualizations of inclusivity - from a dominant Eurocentric framing - ignore
coloniality and disability at its intersections when indigenous, immigrant, or refugee populations’
cultures, languages, and ways of knowing are erased or silenced (Walton, 2018).
Common agreement, however, among Global North and South scholars exists around an
inclusive framing predicated on the notion that students’ success in schools is interconnected
with families’ support and engagement (Goodley, Runswick-Cole, 2011; Mutua & Dimitrov,
2001). Working with families then becomes an imperative to ensure that students are not only
receiving the resources needed to be successful in school, but also, more broadly, to provide
deliberate opportunities for parents/families to work with schools in ways that value families’
knowledge and culture for the benefit, success, and well-being of the student (Chávez-Reyes,
2010).

General Conceptualizations of “Working With” Families
At the core of educators’ assumptions about what it means to work with families are
fundamental conceptions of the very nature of schooling and learning. These theories, whether
implicit or explicit, can be understood as philosophical stances informing teacher practice,
interaction, communication, and involvement when it comes to working with students’ families.
According to Ertmer and Newby (2013), “The way we define learning and what we believe
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about the way learning occurs has important implications for situations in which we want to
facilitate changes in what people know and/or do” (p. 43). We argue that educators’
understandings of learning are interconnected with their beliefs about these theories. They point
to the very purpose of education and, thus, extend to the ways in which educators conceptualize
working with families.
“Working with” families has often referred to schools involving families in a variety of
school-centered practices that promote students’ academic achievement as measured by
standardized test scores and grade point averages (Newman & Chin, 2003; Hill & Craft, 2003;
Souto-Manning & Swick, 2006). Researchers have highlighted specific engagement strategies
that assist in promoting desired student outcomes. These behaviors typically include: a)
volunteering at the school; b) communicating regularly through written correspondence, phone
calls, digital communication, or face-to-face meetings; c) structuring learning activities at home
to assist with schoolwork (e.g., working on homework); and attending school meetings (Epstein,
2001; Lee & Bowen, 2006; Palts & Kalmus, 2015).
Researchers have also described barriers to family involvement, citing families’ low
socioeconomic status (Hornby & Blackwell, 2018; Lewis & Foreman, 2002; Moreno, LewisMenchaca, & Rodriguez, 2011), limited access to resources (Desimone, 1999; Warren et al.,
2009; Williams & Sánchez, 2013), low educational levels (Baker, Wise, Kelley, & Skiba, 2016;
Peña, 2000; Quiocho & Daoud, 2006), and limited cultural or social capital (Lareau & Horvat,
1999; Lee & Bowen, 2006; Soutullo, Smith-Bonahue, Sanders-Smith, & Navia, 2016). These
barriers are often framed through a deficit-based narrative focusing on deficiencies in
marginalized families (Mcclain, 2010; Olivos, 2006; Soutullo et al., 2016). Cultural dissonance
between home life and school is often cited as the reason for miscommunication and
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misunderstandings (Lawson, 2003), conflict (Covarrubias, & Tijerina Revilla, 2003; Solorzano
& Delgado Bernal, 2001), or noncompliance (Cummins, 2001). This deficit diagnosis is
contrasted with barriers that seem to be the result of school policies, such as control of time and
place of participation and channels of communication (Jefferson, 2015) and legal status and
criminal background checks (Baker et al., 2016; Olivos & Mendoza, 2004). Some parents
perceive their greatest barrier to be a result of active exclusion by school officials (Shannon,
1996). Further, such barriers can become self-fulfilling prophecies, solidifying family
disengagement from the process of schooling (Swick, 2009).

Working with Families: A Behaviorist/Traditional Model
Though rarely acknowledged as such, behaviorism has been one of the most prominent
theories of learning operating in schools through most of the 20th century and on through the
present day (Cuban, 2013), evidenced in the predominance of high-stakes testing and strategies
of memorization and recitation (Gallimore & Tharp, 1992). ‘Good’ student behaviors are often
rooted in a student’s ability to conform to classroom norms contributive to positive academic
achievement and test scores (Sugai, O’Keefe, & Fallon, 2011). Behaviorist theories of learning,
often employed in classroom management strategies, can be understood as the traditional
approach to learning in many schools. Bullock (in Cooper, 1993) identifies behaviorism as
having three key assumptions: learning is understood in terms of observable changes in behavior
(objectivism), behavior can be shaped by controlling the learning environment
(environmentalism), and consequences connected to behavior can shape future behavior
(reinforcement, or conditioning).
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We hold that behaviorism undergirds what Souto-Manning and Swick (2006) refer to as
the traditional paradigm of family involvement. Behaviorism is relevant here not in how its
principles operate in classrooms, but rather how they position teachers, learners, and schooling in
relation to parents/families. Oftentimes this positioning is exclusive, centering school leaders and
minimizing or excluding families and students. This positioning is illustrated in figure 1. In this
figure, the circle of formal schooling encompasses those actors that influence and shape it, and
those elements that are relevant in its shapingii. Schooling is shaped by administrators and
teachers, with curriculum and assessment (encompassing both large scale standardized exams
and classroom level assessments) built around student performance and behavior. Students as
human beings are abstracted into objective measurements. It is not the students as people, but
their observable behavior (in the form of test scores, compliance, demonstrated skills, etc.) that
matter.

Figure 1 - Behaviorist model of parents and schooling
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Under a behaviorist paradigm, teachers and administrators are the authoritative designers
of classroom environments, determining what conditioning is most likely to yield the desired
changes in behavior/performance. Neither these desired changes, nor the methods used to bring
them about, come from families or the community, who are outside of the boundary of formal
schooling (represented as a solid barrier in figure 1). Rather, families are enlisted to supplement
and reflect learning as determined by those within the bounds of formal schooling. Families can
comply with school recommendations, volunteer time and money, or disengage with schooling.
The shape of their involvement, if there is any at all, is determined from within the formal
boundary. Influence moves in one direction. Behavior is observed and corrected or reinforced.
Relationships and/or dialogue are present only in situations where teachers or administrators hold
power, such as in parent-teacher conferences or behavioral meetings. In keeping a tight focus on
observable performance, behaviorism does not account for a student’s identity, culture, or
community, nor for learner agency or power. Yet, implicitly, these elements are present in
behaviorist schooling, or as some Global South scholars would argue, shaped by dominant
Western Eurocentric values also impacting ways that inclusive practices are framed
(Muthukrishna & Engelbrecht, 2018). The culture, power, and agency of the decision makers
operate within the boundaries of formal schooling. It is to these conditions that the students and
families must adapt.
Under behaviorism, teachers work with students in the way artisans work with clay: They
shape and mold student behavior according to their design. They work on students and students’
behaviors and performance as understood in isolation (Warren et al., 2009). Schools work on
families in the same way. Under traditional family-school relationships families’ behaviors are
assessed in isolation through binaries: Correct or incorrect, satisfactory or unsatisfactory. If the
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learning culture of a student’s home does not reflect that of the classroom, families are framed in
terms of deficit (Baquedano-López, 2013; Olivos, 2006). Family engagement becomes centered
around the remedy of deficit through, for example, prescription of home literacy practices or
home study habits (Delgado-Gaitán, 2013), aiming to make families more “school-like” (Epstein,
2001). Behaviorism also becomes an issue for families whose children are struggling in school
due to learning, functional, social, or behavioral challenges (Charlton, 2006; Eber, Sugai, Smith,
& Scott, 2002), and who are often not performing or conforming to grade-level expectations
(Saleem & Mahmood, 2012). Historically minoritized families have been particularly
disadvantaged by a system that normalizes expected ‘successful’ behaviors (Zion & Blanchett,
2011). Frequently children are disproportionately positioned in subjective disability
categorizations such as mild intellectual disabilities or emotional disturbance because of issues
around non-conformity, non-compliance, or language difference (Artiles, Kozleski, Trent, Osher
& Ortiz, 2010). Often these families are left isolated, unsupported or dismissed and their
engagement in schools, overall, is restricted by external barriers that include poor
communication with teachers and administrators (Santamaría Graff & Vásquez, 2014).
Though it may have some limited value in the classroom, behaviorism becomes a
problem when, rather than serving as one tool in a teacher’s pedagogical array, it becomes the
dominant paradigm of schooling. Further, we acknowledge that parent/family involvement in the
real world may not always be so constrained as is presented above. For example, in the United
States governmental policy (such as Title I) requires school compliance with standards of family
engagement. Many affluent suburban (or high social status) communities have cultural,
economic, and political capital that they can use to influence schooling, and thereby have
prominent impact on specific practices (Lareau, Weininger, & Cox, 2018; Shannon, 1996).
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However, in countries like Mexico where the federal government dictates daily course content
through a highly structured national curriculum, there is little room for family input in what and
how students learn (Forlin, García Cedillo, Romero-Contreras, Fletcher, & Rodríguez
Hernández, 2010). Moreover, as many Mexican schools “retain an authoritarian approach to
control and discipline for students” (Sandoval, 2007, p. 726), inclusive practices to integrate
families’ and students’ voices often are squelched in favor of maintaining power centralized and
hierarchical.
That said, exercising leverage is not the same as cultivating relationships and dialogue.
Even when communities are able to exercise power over schools, this is not necessarily
incompatible with a behaviorist model of parent involvement. In the absence of such leverage
(such as is often found in historically disenfranchised communities), the model presented above
is more likely than not an accurate portrayal of the status quo. That said, other models of learning
also have implications for family/school relations that go beyond a family’s socioeconomic
leverage as a determinant of their influence on the classroom.

Weaving Families In: A Sociocultural/Relational Model
Whereas behaviorism focuses on learning as isolated, observable behaviors, sociocultural
theory looks at individual and collective experience and construction of meaning. Sociocultural
theory presupposes that learning occurs within our social environments and is greatly developed
through peer and adult interactions over the course of a person’s lifetime (Vygotsky, 1978).
Learning cannot be separated from human mind, body, and culture (Cole & Engestrom, 1993).
The mediation of other individuals in learning is central to sociocultural theory. One important
way in which this operates is joint activity, where a learner works with a “more knowledgeable
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other” (not necessarily a teacher) to make sense of the signs and symbols of a task and
internalizes specific, contextual knowledge (Tharp & Gallimore, 1991) cultivating shared
meanings.
Under sociocultural theory, “‘good’ learning is aimed not at what is already known, but at
what participants (students and teachers) are in the process of knowing” (Vossoughi & Gutiérrez,
2016, pp. 147 - 148). Contrary to the banking pedagogy of more traditional learning models,
where knowledge is something that the learner passively receives from authorities, a
sociocultural model of learning and engagement poses knowledge as active and collectively
constructed (Moll, 1992). Meaning-making is dynamic and constantly negotiated within complex
learning environments where relational and dialectical interactions expand and inform
knowledge (Gutiérrez, 2012).
Through a sociocultural lens, working with families is re-envisioned as deliberately
incorporating families’ background and knowledge into schooling, weaving these into curricula
and instruction to increase intersubjectivity. In this manner, families are more actively included
in schools. Knowledge, within this context, is shaped by social, cultural, and historical conditions
(Rogoff, 1990), and learning is viewed as culturally situated, competent participation in
communities (Smith, Teemant, & Pinnegar, 2004). This integration includes a conception of
disability as a cultural construct (McDermott & Varenne, 1995) as well as a family’s identity in
relation to their child with disabilities. As shown in Figure 2, teachers play a prominent role in
negotiating how and what students learn in the classroom. There is recognition that learning is a
co-constructed process through which students’ individual identity and their interrelated affinity
groups (e.g., cultural, linguistic, ethnic, racial, disability, or international backgrounds) shape and
inform what is taught. Family members such as grandparents or parents may be invited into the
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classroom to share oral histories of their experiences (Gonzalez-Mena, 1994) or teach specific
lessons geared toward their expertise (Barton et al., 2004). Teachers or school leaders may also
recognize specific ways to integrate families’ strengths as mediating tools through which
students learn (Gonzalez & Mulligan, 2014). Additionally, a sociocultural model when applied to
families recognizes the dissonance between school and home culture. It considers that families’
patterns of relating to or interacting with their children may be incongruent with school or
classroom cultures (Souto-Manning & Swick, 2006; Valdes, 1996). Deliberate steps can be taken
to integrate families’ funds of knowledge to reinforce students’ identities in relation to academic,
behavioral, and social school expectations generally connected to ‘success’ or ‘achievement’
(Moll, Amanti, Neff, Gonzalez, 1992).

Figure 2 - Weaving in Families: A Sociocultural Model
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In contrast to Figure 1, in Figure 2 the circle of formal schooling is permeable rather than solid,
signaling movement across boundaries. In a sociocultural model, incorporating families’ funds
and assets is a deliberate motion on the part of administrators and/or teachers to weave families’
culture and background into core curriculum and instruction. This acknowledges the importance
of the student’s and family’s ecology in relation to the systems around them that inform their
realities (Bronfenbrenner, 1977). These systems provide context about families’ resources,
constraints, or challenges at micro-, meso-, and macro-levels (Comer & Haynes, 1991).
With schools recognizing, welcoming, and integrating families’ funds of knowledge,
there is a more expansive lens through which to understand involvement and engagement.
Involvement is no longer relegated to specific, observable acts of demonstrating commitment to
a child’s education. Additionally, the boundaries for engagement between school and home
become more permeable. There is more room for the community, represented through the
student’s different worlds (micro- and meso-systems, in particular), to collaborate with school
professionals in co-constructing educational spaces that are of mutual benefit.
Though power dynamics in sociocultural models are not directly discussed, it is
reasonable to assert that there is intentionality on the part of administrators and teachers to shape
school/classroom mechanisms. Shaping may be purposefully aligning student, family, and
community funds of knowledge with pedagogical or structural choices. However, even with
intentionality to bring in these voices more directly, administrators and teachers remain within
and in control of the sphere of formal schooling and, to varying degrees, are gatekeepers of
whose knowledge is allowed into the practice of schooling and the creation of knowledge.

Working Alongside or Partnering with Families: A Critical/Transformative Model
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Critical models for working with families provide a counter to existing realities in which
families’ knowings, identities, and wisdom are rarely, if ever, centered as important components
in schooling (Reyes & Torres, 2007). Through a critical lens, working with families is better
conceptualized as working alongside or partnering with families and thus, paving the way for
inclusive practices to include family-centered or -driven decision-making alongside school
leaders to impact student learning and success (Santamaría Graff & Boehner, 2019). Though
characterizing parent/family-school relationships as partnerships is hardly new (Mapp, 2012), for
many parents/families this term is empty rhetoric (Baquedano-López, Alexander, & Hernandez,
2013; Warren et al, 2009). A critical approach to partnership requires a conscious awareness of
power dynamics between groups of people considered equally for the strengths they bring to a
relationship, project, or overall dynamic. Working alongside or partnering with families is
action-oriented rather than solely theoretical. It can be connected to both participatory
approaches and decolonizing practices aimed to engage historically underrepresented families in
educational settings.
Critical participatory approaches to partnering with families are predicated on the
understanding that current schooling practices are rooted in unequal power structures
deliberately constructed to situate the majority of families in marginalized positions.
Participatory within a critical context refers to conscious, reflective action or praxis taken to
confront these disproportionate power relations (Freire, 2000/1970). In practice, participatory
acts between families and schools can manifest in critical conversations about inherent power
imbalances impacting partnerships (Fals-Borda, 1987, 1996). Grounded in critical theory,
participatory approaches prioritize humanizing intention and action and have the potential to
create sustainable family-school relationships (Yull, Blitz, Thompson, & Murray, 2014).
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In education, critical theory is conceptualized as a radical departure from oppressive,
dehumanizing power structures, manifesting through visible and hidden curricula that often serve
to reproduce unequal social conditions (Apple, 1990). Critical theory is also predicated on the
understanding that individuals are innately equipped to resist domination and seek emancipation
to experience freedom (Horkheimer, 1982). As such, individuals begin emancipating themselves
by awakening and becoming critically conscious (Freire, 2007/1974). They recognize the ways
power operates within institutions and governments to disempower rather than strengthen the
populace, as represented in individual people or collective groups (Freire, 2000/1970).
Individuals understand that their experience with oppression exists not because of determinism
or fatalism, but because those in power have consistently maintained socially constructed
realities aimed to reproduce assimilation and compliance (Kincheloe, 2005).
In a critical model, decolonizing practices used to partner with families are those that
decenter dominant, often Eurocentric or westernized, values (Reyes & Torres, 2007). These
values, embedded in formalized schooling, have historically marginalized non-dominant families
(Santamaría Graff & Vazquez, 2014). Many times, these families “enter the contested public
sphere of public education typically with neither resources nor power” (Fine, 1993, p. 682) and
are unable to leverage their concerns against institutionalized, bureaucratic systems that drive
schooling. In the Global South, decolonizing practices in inclusive educational settings are aimed
at dismantling imposed understandings of inclusion that reproduce coloniality and enforce
agendas that further marginalize indigenous or non-dominant individuals with disabilities and
their families (Grech, 2011; Singal & Muthukrishna, 2014). Global South scholars argue that
dominant Eurocentric norms pathologize difference and cannot be used across national contexts,
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particularly on populations that have a history of colonization and whose rich cultural and
linguistic legacies have been deliberately overlooked (Grech, 2011; Tikly, 2011).
Decolonizing practices in education, like participatory approaches, are centered on
eliminating dehumanizing experiences that impact students and their families (BaquedanoLópez, Alexander, & Hernandez, 2013). These practices are an attempt to redress inequities
disproportionately impacting families whose social, cultural, economic, or political capital is
seldom recognized in today’s schools. Further, decolonization as Tuck and Yang (2018) assert is
not a metaphor or a philosophy, but an imperative and persistent practice of confronting ongoing
colonization. If schooling, as it currently exists, is an extension of Western values then
decolonization, as deliberate practice, is the resistance against and disruption of schooling as we
know and have been conditioned by it.
Encompassed within a critical model to working or partnering with families, critical
participatory approaches and decolonizing practices reconceptualize existing unilateral, topdown, power hierarchies. Who drives decisions, whose knowledge is valued, and who has access
to power are central questions. Figure 3 demonstrates a drastic shift in thinking about these
hierarchies. No longer is power centralized in the hands of a few administrators, but rather is
horizontally distributed across many stakeholders who determine what content is taught, how
content knowledge is assessed, and what outcomes are evaluated in determining student growth.
Schooling becomes a dynamic experience in which the school community as a whole creates and
informs a school culture receptive to different understandings and knowings that shape what and
how students learn. Families play a key role in determining content and instruction as they
collaborate and partner with teachers who view family members as resourceful allies. TeacherFamily partnerships in this model are predicated on the understanding that each of these
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stakeholders contribute equally to different aspects of the student’s learning. These partnerships
include families of children with disabilities whose positioning in school culture may be
complicated by tensions between advocating for their child’s needs and the school’s ability and
willingness to provide necessary resources (Lake & Billingsley, 2000). Importantly, partnerships
are not only between families and schools, but also between families and community members.
For example, Nespor and Hicks (2010) found that some parents of children with disabilities
acted as advocates for other parents in similar situations, sharing their expertise and influence.

Figure 3 - Partnering with Families: A Critical Model
As depicted in Figure 3, schooling is not a fixed and formulaic experience (as illustrated through
a broken, rather than solid, circular line) by which conformity and assimilation to dominant
norms are expected. Rather, schooling is experiential and expansive, indicated by the permeable
lines with bi-directional arrows. The arrows imply that shared knowledge is an intentional
movement. Schooling is not confined to rigid parameters reflecting only one dominant view of
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the world, but is an emancipatory experience grounded in students’ funds of knowledge or
strengths (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & González, 1992). The bi-directional arrows also indicate that
schooling does not need to occur on the school site, but can be inclusive of other locations.
Holding meetings about ‘schooling’ in community locations is especially important for families
who experience school-centered turfism at parent-teacher conferences or individualized
educational program (IEP) meetings (Blue-Banning, Summers, Frankland, Nelson, & Beegle,
2004). Like in sociocultural models, students’ and their families’ familial backgrounds are
validated as their funds of knowledge become more aligned with academic curriculum and
instruction. However within a critical model, families exert power and voice (Duncan-Andrade,
2006). They directly shape and mold learning that is meaningful and most directly connected to
their reality and lived experience.
Through a critical lens, schooling becomes “a site of contestation, resistance, and
possibility” (Giroux, 2003, p. 6) where families have greater influence to restructure policies and
practices impacting their children. As shown in Figure 3, administrators’ power is distributed
across more stakeholders rather than held centrally. By moving their power from the center to the
periphery, leaders allow schooling to be informed by families, communities, and students - in
collaboration with teachers (Auerbach, 2009). This recentering is especially significant when
families and communities who have been marginalized have an authentic space to negotiate the
purpose and enactment of schooling. Participatory approaches include democratic engagement
where power hierarchies are consistently challenged to ensure equitable processes and fair
representation. As Fennimore (2017) emphasizes, parents/families that are marginalized in the
process of schooling can turn to activism that compels administrators to act through contention
and controversy (Abrams & Gibbs, 2002). Taking a partnership approach informed by ideals of
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equity, inclusiveness, and democratic participation can be more effective than turning school
change into a terrain of contestation and conflict, unless disruption is the only force or last resort
to dismantle corruption (Martinez-Cosio, 2010).
Within a critical approach to schooling and engagement, freedom schools and programs
committed to social justice through decolonizing practices are possible (Jackson & Howard,
2014). These programs are not veiled by false rhetoric claiming to be emancipatory and then
collapsing into the reproduction of Western hegemony and neoliberalism. Rather, there is a
concerted attempt, particularly on the part of scholars and educators of Color and indigenous
background who recognize liberation is not only freedom from systemic oppression, but also is
an intentional act of redressing the damage inflicted by colonization (King, 2017; Muthukrishna,
& Engelbrecht, 2018).

One Family’s Story
Miguel is a ten year-old fifth grade student. Born in Michoacan, Mexico, he and his
family moved to the United States when he was seven years-old. Recently, his general education
teacher, who is concerned about his reading and writing skills in English, referred him to special
education. Though the teacher has been using evidence-based reading and writing interventions
with him during classroom instruction, his performance on literacy-related tasks is two grade
levels below his peers. He has also received low scores on Spanish language assessment scales,
demonstrating to the teachers and other school staff that he is struggling in his native language.
Moreover, Miguel, according to his general educator teacher, Ms. Jones, is off-task, disruptive,
and non-compliant with most classroom rules. The assessment team at the school suspects a
specific learning disability (SLD) in reading, which is also impacting his writing ability and his

MODELS OF SCHOOL-FAMILY RELATIONS

22

overall classroom behavior. They want to assess him for SLD and begin the process of ensuring
he receives special education services.
Ms. Jones shares with the assessment team her frustration at the lack of communication
by Miguel’s parents, Linda and José. They do not sign off on his homework as stipulated in the
weekly folder for parents, even though all information is in Spanish. She assumes they are not
reading this information, nor are they helping Miguel with his homework. As discussed by the
assessment team, part of what parents need to do - at minimum - is to work with their children on
the weekly homework assignments to ensure overall student success.
In truth, Linda reads the paperwork in Miguel’s folder every night. She finds the Spanish
used in the paperwork confusing. Because her first language is Purépacha, an indigenous
language spoken in the highlands of Michoacan, and her second language is Spanish, she
sometimes struggles with specific concepts or terminology in Spanish. When instructions are
sent home that have been translated from English to Spanish, the information can be even more
confusing especially if there are spelling or grammatical errors. Additionally, Linda did not go
to school beyond seventh grade because she had to begin working at age fourteen to help her
family in Mexico financially, and doesn’t feel comfortable helping Miguel with his work. She’s
afraid she might confuse him even more. Additionally, she was raised to think that teachers are
in charge of academics, and parents’ roles are to teach their children good manners and
respectful behaviors. José, who has a high school degree from Mexico City, holds three jobs and
works the evening and night shift at a hotel. He is not home in the late afternoons when Miguel
gets home and is unable to assist Miguel with homework.
Linda and José are trying to navigate not only the school culture but also special
education as a system. All the information they are receiving is overwhelming. They are confused
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by the term “specific learning disabilities” because a non-professional ‘school’ interpreter
translated it as “retrasado mental,” which in Spanish is “mentally delayed.” They have been
told by the teacher that testing for SLD is important and that they should consider requesting a
comprehensive educational evaluation. If they do so, then they will receive a written notice from
the school regarding the request for evaluation. These tests, they are told, will help determine if
Miguel is eligible for special education. Though they don’t want Miguel in a “special”
classroom away from his friends, they also don’t want to make decisions that will hold him back
from learning. They are unsure what decision to make.
Working with Miguel’s Family
Under the behaviorist model, Miguel’s lack of progress in reading and writing and his
non-compliant and disruptive behaviors are the primary concern. The assessment team, including
Ms. Jones, are intent on fixing these problems through targeted interventions and more intensive
supports. Their responses are clinical, taking a prescriptive approach to confront the symptoms
of learning and behavioral problems. Miguel’s behavior and performance are expected to
conform to the norms embedded in formal schooling expectations. The administration team lead by the principal - ensures that teachers and staff are implementing procedures and
interventions within curriculum, instruction, and assessment to achieve successful school
outcomes. In other words, they work on Miguel’s family to shape him into a better student.
Expanding upon Miguel’s story, the school’s assessment team, with an interpreter,
provides Miguel’s parents with recommendations to improve Miguel’s academic performance
and behavior. They are tasked with reinforcing behaviors at home that are in alignment with
school expectations. The assessment team asks few questions and assumes that because Linda
and José do not counter their suggestions they are in agreement with the team’s proposed
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recommendations and actions. The team explains that they believe Miguel could benefit from
support from special education services. They come to this conclusion based on an
“interpretation of difference that perceives the individual as being at fault ... [rather than
recognizing] the larger, systemic disparities that contribute to perceptions of difference
(Kalyanpur & Harry, 2004, p. 531). Without meaningful dialogue with Linda and José to better
understand the complexities or barriers they may be confronting, the team gives Linda and José
the option of complying with or refusing their recommendations. Linda’s and Jose’s informed
consent is needed to fulfill the school’s own compliance requirements. Swallowing their
misgivings, they give consent and sign paperwork that will, most likely, lead to an SLD label and
special education services.

Weaving Miguel’s Family into Schooling
In a sociocultural model, the focus is not on what Miguel is not doing, but rather the
knowledge he and his family can contribute to meaning-making in the classroom and at school.
Though there is concern about his academic progress, particularly in reading and writing, Ms.
Jones, his fifth-grade teacher, shifts her attention to his interests, strengths, and what he is doing
in class to contribute to an overall, positive classroom environment. Ms. Jones is thoughtful
about co-constructing classroom rules, or “agreements” with the students at the beginning of the
year, shifting the focus from compliance to co-generated responsibilities offered and negotiated
by every student in the classroom. She emphasizes partner collaboration, pairing students who
are struggling with students who have mastered specific skills. Through guided practice and
collaboration, specifically in reading, Miguel has multiple opportunities to demonstrate his
progress. He is encouraged to collect family anecdotes related to class topics as a way to enrich
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his knowledge by integrating his family’s perspectives with textbook materials or class
discussions. Even if he ends up receiving special education services for specific learning
disabilities, Ms. Jones’ classroom has the flexibility for him to receive individualized instruction
while having the general education curricula adapted and differentiated for his specific learning
needs.
In a school informed by this model, Miguel’s parents are invited to share their
perspectives about Miguel’s learning. Ms. Jones communicates with them to find out about
learning strategies used in Miguel’s home. Ideally, she works with well-trained language
interpreters who are versed in special education terminology, can communicate meaning about
complex special education-related topics (e.g., special education eligibility processes), and can
clearly communicate Miguel’s curricular, instructional, and assessment goals (More, Hart &
Cheatham, 2013). Having an interpreter who can assist Ms. Jones in listening to and
understanding Miguel’s parents’ stories is key. The interpreter can convey to Miguel’s parents
Ms. Jones’ intention of learning from them to deliberately incorporate, honor, or celebrate their
family’s assets and weave in Miguel’s cultural heritage. Having a better understanding of
Miguel’s background, Ms. Jones can weave in specific cultural histories (e.g., the notable fishing
ability of indigenous Purépachas from Michoacan) into the curricular activities and assessments
she gives Miguel in the classroom, consciously attempting to bridge his home culture with that of
the school. Though Ms. Jones has a prominent role in what knowledge she incorporates in her
classroom, she, along with the school administrators, realize that families’ knowledge can
positively contribute to and shape students’ learning when students see themselves represented in
the majority of classroom- or school-related activities (Ladson-Billings, 1995). Though
positioned outside the formal schooling environment, families, community members, and
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students have more influence in shaping school culture including what is taught and how it is
taught. Students can see themselves in the curriculum. At the same time, Ms. Jones and the
administration remain gatekeepers, ultimately deciding which knowledge they incorporate or
exclude from core curriculum and instruction.

Working Alongside or Partnering With Miguel’s Family
Using a critical model, Ms. Jones engages with Miguel, Linda, and José based on
reciprocal respect and a focus on equity. As with a sociocultural approach, she deliberately tries
to diminish dissonance between school and home cultures by incorporating families’ funds of
knowledge into formal schooling and academic activities. Internally, each of her decisions are
made through a conscious critical stance.
Before integrating Miguel’s family’s background into curriculum and instruction, Ms.
Jones examines her own power and privilege. What is her position in relation to Linda and José?
As an authority figure, how do they view her? If she asks them to share their knowledge with
her, will they comply out of a sense of obligation or will they understand she truly wants to
partner with them? Ms. Jones may then question what partnering means to her versus what it
may mean to Miguel’s parents. As partners, can they be equal stakeholders in the decisionmaking processes that impact educational choices or, by virtue of their own positionality as
parents within a school environment, will they always be marginalized to some degree?
With these questions in mind, Ms. Jones, other teachers, administration and staff hold
several meetings with families, students, and community members to determine the purpose of
schooling within the school as well as its impact on the local neighborhood and community. Staff
proceed with an assumption that families have a right to help decide what is taught in schools
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and how it is taught. Family surveys, questionnaires, interviews, email correspondence, and
verbal exchanges are collected, analyzed, and examined by school leaders for the purpose of
making significant changes in the school to benefit students. These communications are carefully
considered and presented appropriately in the families’ preferred language to ensure that the
intention of the communication is delivered with integrity, respect, and accuracy. Students are
integrated into the decision-making that impacts their school environment and learning. Their
agency is encouraged within participatory structures as they navigate how to best represent their
needs, desires, and concerns. Some of these representations include student-generated video
narratives that ‘tell the story’ of how students experience school both in empowering and
disenfranchising ways. The purpose of these (re)tellings is to assist school leaders and families in
making joint decisions to improve the school environment based on students’ direct input
(González, Bertrand & Salinas, 2019). Though many gatherings may occur on school grounds to
promote and discuss transformative change, several occur at local community centers to be more
inclusive of families’ and community members’ transportation or access needs.
Though beyond the purview of the critical model presented, a decolonizing approach to
partnering and working with Miguel’s family would mean a reimagining of the school space he
is currently in. Not only would the entire curriculum be reenvisioned by all stakeholders
represented in Figure 3, but a serious commitment to indigenous heritage and knowings would
drive student-family-school-community reenvisionings for a space that may or may not be called
‘schooling’ (Grande, 2000; Lee & McCarty, 2017).

Strategies for Working With, Weaving In and Working Alongside Families
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As Olivos (2006) notes, the relationship between families and schools does not exist in a
vacuum, but is a reflection of larger trends in society, further inseparable from the teaching that
happens in classrooms and throughout schools. In order to understand the purpose of familyschool relations, one can look to the purpose of schooling itself, as reflected in the three theories
of learning discussed. These learning theories, behaviorist, sociocultural and critical, shape what
it means to engage with families in traditional, relational, and transformative ways. In practice,
these strategies concretize theoretical understandings, illuminating key principles associated with
each theory.

Behaviorist/traditional
Traditional approaches to parent engagement have tended to emphasize the first four
strategies in Epstein’s (2001) widely accepted framework, Six Types of Family Involvement.
These include assistance with parenting and basic child needs, communication on school affairs,
organizing and structuring volunteer and involvement opportunities for parents within the school,
and involvement with the home as a learning environment (Epstein, 1995). These strategies often
reflect a relationship shaped and directed by those within the bounds of formal schooling, taking
the form of “A scripted role, to be ‘performed’” (Lopez, 2001, p. 417). Parenting support offered
by the school often draws on authoritative discourses that often position families as deficient and
provide remedies (Clycq, Ward Nouwen, & Vandenbroucke, 2014; Swadener & Lubeck, 1995).
Communication, required by federal mandates such as Title I (Mapp, 2012), is often to parents
rather than with parents, and can be further complicated by language barriers. While volunteer
opportunities can present families with the chance to participate in the space of schooling, these
are often limited to roles such as making copies, running tables at events, and raising funds
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(Fennimore, 2017; Graue, 2005). These opportunities, while helpful, are not meaningful,
fulfilling, or influential. They can have the result of discouraging parents from further
involvement (Olivos, 2006, Shannon, 1996). Influence on the learning in the home also tends to
be one-directional, with strategies and practices prescribed by those within the boundary of
formal schooling that aim to make the home environment more school-like (McCaleb, 2013;
Torres & Hurtado-Vivas, 2011).

Sociocultural/relational
From a sociocultural perspective, Epstein’s strategies are still applicable but can take a
completely new relational, dialogic, and inclusive focus. Unidirectional school influence
becomes bidirectional as students’ and families’ lived experiences are taken into account
(Fenton, Ocasio-Stoutenburg, & Harry, 2017; Reynolds & Howard, 2013). Parenting is still
supported, but from a perspective that recognizes the value of diverse approaches. Opportunities
are created for families to engage in meaningful dialogue with decision makers, in forums with
less hierarchy, and not always in the schools themselves (Khalifa, 2012; Lawson & Alameda,
2012). Volunteering may go beyond supporting instruction, with families and significant others
contributing to classrooms in direct and meaningful ways, such as sharing narratives from
personal experience. The home as a learning environment becomes a resource rather than a
problem to be reshaped. Taking a sociocultural approach Epstein’s (1995) other strategies of
parental decision making and community engagement also become pertinent. The former
becomes a natural extension of genuine dialogic communication, and the latter supports this
through community visits. Community engagement becomes very crucial as teachers and school
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leadership meet families outside of the sphere of formal schooling, and learn firsthand of
elements of their lived experience that can be resources in the classroom.
Under a sociocultural paradigm, parent-school relationships can also be understood
through the Democratic Engagement model (Ochoa, Olivos, & Jimenez-Castellanos, 2011). The
relationship between parents and schools can be driven by the ideals of connectedness and
inclusion, the first two stages of this model. Whereas traditional approaches to family
engagement are based on working with families in isolation, sociocultural approaches call for
families to be treated as part of a community, interacting with each other as they interact with
schools (Fenton, Ocasio-Stoutenburg, & Harry, 2017; Khalifa, 2012; Reynolds & Howard,
2013).

Critical/transformative
A critical model of parent-school relationships calls for strategies that are employed by
those within the bounds of formal schooling and families and communities working in concert.
Partnerships work through collaborative and collective community level interactions based on
advocacy (Nespor & Hicks, 2010) and democratic participation (Olivos, 2006). Returning to the
Democratic Engagement model (Ochoa, Olivos, & Jimenez-Castellanos, 2011), the three stages
of decision-making, participatory action research, and macro-civic engagement provide powerful
partnership strategies. Maintaining space for families to share decision making, as presented by
Epstein (1995), has often been enacted as parent-teacher organizations/associations
(PTOs/PTAs). However, these organizations are often dominated by middle- and upper-class
families (Posey-Maddox, 2013) where actual influence can be limited or even symbolic (Radd,
1993). Family decision making under a Democratic Engagement model goes beyond PTOs,
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calling for power to be shared in a democratic and inclusive manner that not only invites, but
encourages community members to contribute their voices to deliberations. As true decision
makers, families do not react to predetermined agendas, but contribute to shaping the agenda. At
the next level, families can work with schools to conduct participatory action research
(Appadurai, 2006; Stoecker, 2012). As citizen researchers, schools and communities can
collaborate to identify problems, investigate them through the collection of data (qualitative
and/or quantitative), and identify possible solutions. This positions communities as knowledge
producers. Finally, a critical approach acknowledges that the sphere of schooling is inevitably
entangled with the micro-and macro-political spheres of local and national government (Gold,
Henig, Simon, Katz, & Rose, 2013; Leonard, 2011). Communities and schools can partner to
initiate and cultivate active democratic political engagement in wider spheres. This can include
strategies such as voter drives, community organizing, and advocacy campaigns.

Tensions and Drawbacks
In this chapter, the drawbacks of overreliance on behaviorism have already been
considered. However, the implementation of sociocultural and critical models, for their potential
benefits, also carry possible tensions and drawbacks.
Sociocultural approaches to working with families present challenges that behaviorist
approaches do not. Though less of an issue in culturally homogeneous communities, bringing
diverse family cultures to the fore requires teachers and staff to become more familiar with said
cultures (Kalyanpur & Harry, 2012; Reynolds, 2010). This can represent a challenge, particularly
if school staff unearth their own unexamined biases in the process (Fenton, Ocasio-Stoutenburg,
& Harry, 2017). Another challenge with the sociocultural model is that making the process of
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schooling reflect different cultures can pose a challenge for standardization. In the case of
working with families, differences in cultural patterns of family involvement (e.g. Huntsinger &
Jose, 2009) could challenge teacher expectations or use of protocol.
In the case of the critical model, distributing power and giving communities greater voice
in schooling complicates and slows the decision-making process far more than when power is
concentrated in the hands of a few decision makers, and requires a great deal more compromise
(Fennimore, 2017; Gold, Henig, & Simon, 2013). Furthermore, successful implementation of
such an approach would require the building of trust between schools and communities. This is a
gradual, delicate process, especially in areas with histories of marginalization or colonization of
some groups in the community. Finally, there are those who would consider a critical approach
to be inappropriately political for what they hold to be the politically neutral endeavor of
schooling (Dunn, Sondel, & Baggett, 2019). That said, conceptions of schooling as politically
neutral, often held amongst the public at large, are themselves political positions. Schooling is
inescapably political (Apple, 1990). It is simply a matter of whose politics are represented.
Finally, it should be noted that sociocultural and critical models, while not contradictory,
do not necessarily entail each other either. They are distinct and separable, and it is possible to
accomplish both, or either without the other. The difference between these is, for the most part, a
matter of scope. Sociocultural theory can provide tangible methods or understandings for
integrating families’ background into pedagogy while critical theory aims to integrate families
themselves.
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Conclusion
Working with families as both a concept and application may be interpreted differently
depending upon the learning theory used to understand educators’ interactions with family
members. These theories are “explanations of the human phenomenon of learning, not truth
statements about why we do what we do. They provide a conceptual framework for us to explain
how and why we learn” (Jaramillo, 1996, p. 134). Educators cannot conceptualize what it means
to work with families without considering questions connected to why we do what we do, how
and why we learn, and how our views inform how and why we work with and engage families.
From a global, inclusive education lens, working with families ranges from having
parents/families attend school meetings and events where they are expected to listen and support,
but not speak or resist (e.g., Mexico’s “authoritarian-driven” centralized approach to schooling)
(Sandoval, 2007) to deliberately integrating families’ indigenous ways of knowing into curricular
or instructional guidelines for the purpose of dismantling colonialism, as in New Zealand’s
decolonizing projects that include challenging coloniality and settler dominance by revitalizing
indigenous Te Kohanga Reo and Kura Kaupapa Māori culture and practices in schooling (Poitras
Pratt, Louie, Hanson, & Ottmann, 2018).
In the discussion of working with families on a global scale or in local contexts, the
preposition with may imply a collaborative process whereby educators are discussing and acting
upon decisions jointly determined by family members. Or, it may presuppose an educator-driven
banking construct whereby families are informed of decisions (Freire, 2000/1970), but are not
actually involved in the decision-making impacting their children. These contradicting views
exemplify the tensions underlying educators’ and families’ expectations of their roles in the
student’s/child’s pre-K - 12 educational career. One view centralizes power among educators
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(i.e., teachers, administrators) whose responsibilities include maintaining hierarchical systems in
which educators are the authority or experts of students’ education. The other view disrupts
vertically-oriented hierarchies and flips the orientation of power over so that decision-making
occurs horizontally giving families equal voice about their child’s educational trajectory. Guided
by the values of equity and democratic participation, schools can partner with communities to
move beyond being isolated institutions concerned with the education of students as individuals
to become forces for the empowerment of students, families, and communities in wider society.
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Notes
i

In this paper, ‘family’ or ‘families’ is used interchangeably with ‘parent’ or ‘parents’ depending
upon the context. Parent is inclusive of a biological parent, a foster parent, a family member, or
an individual who is the main caregiver of a child, an individual who is not legally an adult, or
who may need care as an adult (e.g., an individual with disabilities who may be dependent upon
others for specific needs).
ii

This model does not represent an exhaustive list of those forces that would shape schooling,
which would necessarily include budgets, facilities, legal requirements, etc. These elements
would arguably hold true across all three models presented here.

