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My skin starts to crawl whenever I hear the issue of parental involvement
raised in discussions about education equity.

Not because I don’t believe it’s relevant or has any bearing on educational
outcomes. Rather I feel it’s a coded way of saying something else. Something
that pathologizes poor communities and shirks duty of schools to be
responsive. Something that is presented as the solution to the most persistent
disparities in education.

Too often when I’m in casual conversations or meetings with parents,
legislators or other teachers, when the topic of “equity” or the “achievement
gap” is raised, the discussion gradually shifts to the families. It typically
begins with a comment like, “Well, you know education starts in the home” or
“I think it just comes down to the parents.”

It sounds innocent enough. But, if you listen for it, you might hear it too.

There is merit to these statements of course. Evidence exists to show that
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family is indeed the first institution of learning. The level of educational
attainment of the parents is a significant indicator in the achievement of the
children. Parents who are actively involved in the academic lives of their
students exert a measurable influence on their child’s performance.

As a teacher, I loved when parents viewed their child’s schooling as a joint-
enterprise. These are the parents who inquire about their child’s homework,
ask about their grades and take action if ever their child get’s in trouble. You’d
be hard pressed to find a teacher who doesn’t desire that sort of partnership.

However, the problem with “parental involvement” as a cure-all for the
achievement gap is that it’s not realistic.

In high-poverty schools, parents may not be as readily available to serve on
the PTA, but this doesn’t mean they don’t care. This happens for a myriad of
reasons and not all of them can be chalked up to negligence or bad
parenting.

Many parents in low-wealth communities are non-traditional families and may
work several jobs to provide for their household, so they might not be around
at the end of the school day to help with homework. They may not be able to
come to parent-teacher conferences or school-sponsored events because for
an hourly-wage earner, one hour at the school is a significant financial
sacrifice. Under these circumstances, the expectation that parents engage at
a high-level is unreasonable.

During my six years of teaching in urban schools in Rockford, Illinois and
Charlotte, North Carolina, I have seen my fair share of parents who certainly
did not uphold their end of the educational bargain. I’ve seen the struggles of
students whose home life was dysfunctional. But for the majority of my “less-
involved” parents, putting food on the table and keeping the lights on was as
much as they could do.

I bristle at the notion of parental responsibility as the be-all, end-all
explanation because it doesn’t lead to a solution.

It shifts the conversation from how the schools should respond to the needs
of students and instead centers the conversation on the household. It makes
no mention of the responsibility of the educational system.

What if a child comes from a broken-home, or doesn’t have the academic
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supports they need? How should we respond as an institution? Instead it
makes the educational success of students a matter of chance determined by
a “parental-lottery” of sorts.

It feels like a not-so-clever way of essentially saying, “There’s nothing we can
do as educators. Schools can’t raise these kids and teachers can’t do it all.”

Truly achieving equity requires us to radically rethink how we can give
every child, no matter what their family circumstances, equal
educational opportunity.

This means creating new school models that respond to the diverse
academic, social and emotional needs of our students.

It’s true, schools can’t “do it ALL.” But we do have an obligation to do “ALL we
can.”


