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Emerging Issues
in School, Family, & Community

Connections

This research synthesis is the first in a series that will examine key issues in the field of
family and community connections with schools. The issues highlighted in this synthesis
represent critical areas of work in family and community connections with schools where
clarification, agreement, and further development are needed, as well as promising new

directions that are emerging. It is based on a review of over 160 publications. 
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A New Wave of Evidence:
The Impact of School, Family, and

Community Connections on 
Student Achievement

This research synthesis is the second in a series that will examine key issues in the 
field of family and community connections with schools
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Diversity:
in School, Family, & 

Community Connections

Diversity: School, Family, and Community Connections is the third in a series of reports
to help local school, community, and family leaders obtain useful research-based informa-
tion about key educational issues. This synthesis focuses specifically on three categories:

race or ethnicity, culture (including language), and socioeconomic status. The report also
explores barriers to involvement for minority and low-income families, strategies that have

been used to address those barriers, and recommendations that local educational leaders
can adapt to address their specific needs. It is based on a review of over 64 studies. 
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Executive Summary
This research synthesis is the third in a series of reports to help local school, community,
and family leaders obtain useful research-based information about key educational
issues. This synthesis addresses diversity as it relates to student achievement and school,
family, and community connections. 

Scope. The literature on diversity includes a wide range of student and family 
characteristics and affiliations. This synthesis focuses specifically on three categories: 
race or ethnicity, culture (including language), and socioeconomic status. The need to
improve academic achievement among “diverse” student populations—notably African
American, Latino, Native American, immigrant and language minority students, and
students from poor families—is one of the most persistent and challenging issues that
education faces. This research synthesis looks at the roles families can and do play in
addressing that issue. The report also explores barriers to involvement for minority 
and low-income families, strategies that have been used to address those barriers, and
recommendations that local educational leaders can adapt to address their specific needs.

Findings. We identified 64 studies with focuses and methodologies that met our basic
criteria. From the array of information among these studies, we identified seven broad
findings that summarize the overall knowledge base related to family, community, and
school connections among minority and low-income populations:

1. No matter their race, ethnicity, culture, or income, most families have high 
aspirations and concerns for their children’s success. However, there are limited
findings as to whether minority and low-income families’ high aspirations for their
children have a positive impact on students’ school achievement.

2. Families from racial, ethnic, and cultural minorities are actively involved in their
children’s schooling, although their involvement may differ somewhat from those 
of White, “mainstream” U.S. families. The extent and types of involvement among
low-income families may be linked to poverty and economic stressors.

3. Family and school staff reports on the extent of family involvement and school
outreach tend to be inconsistent, with the differences increasing in schools with
larger minority populations. The reasons for such inconsistencies are not clear. 

4. Research studies have identified barriers to minority and low-income family 
involvement in their children’s schooling—barriers that schools often can help
overcome. These barriers include contextual factors (particularly time constraints, child
care needs, and transportation problems); language differences; cultural beliefs about
the role of families in their children’s schooling; families’ lack of knowledge and
understanding of U.S. educational processes; and exclusion and discrimination issues.

 



5. Research findings are limited and inconsistent regarding the extent to which increased
family involvement is linked to improved academic achievement among minority and
low-income student populations. Findings specifically addressing the effectiveness of
family involvement programs in boosting student achievement are also inconsistent.
Although some research findings are encouraging, too little high-quality research has
been conducted to support a firm conclusion.

6. The research base is thin, but some intervention strategies appear to be promising in
strengthening family-community-school connections among minority and low-income
student populations.

7. Some studies suggest that, in seeking to close the achievement gap, it is necessary to
address the complex interactions among families, communities, and schools. Focusing
on only one of these factors is not enough.

As these findings reflect, much more rigorous, high-quality research needs to be 
done before it is possible to draw firm conclusions about the ways in which families,
communities, and schools can and do influence achievement among specific 
student populations. 

Recommendations. From the 64 studies, we were able to make some recommendations
that may help to strengthen local diversity programs and practices. Because the research
base is so thin, these recommendations should be taken as tentative, subject to the need
for both local wisdom and further research.

Recommendations for building relationships among schools, communities, and 
families include:

• Adopt formal school- and district-level policies that promote family involvement,
including an explicit focus on engaging families who reflect the full diversity of the
student population. 

• Demonstrate active and ongoing support from the school principal. 

• Honor families’ hopes and concerns for their children.

• Acknowledge both commonalities and differences among students and families. 

• Strengthen school staff capacity to work well with families. 

• Provide supports to help immigrant families understand how schools work and
what’s expected of both families and students. 

• Make outreach a priority; take the extra steps necessary to make it possible for
families to get involved at school, as well as at home. 

• Recognize that it takes time to build trust. 

Recommendations for helping families strengthen academic achievement among
minority and low-income students include:

• Provide families with training and resources to support early literacy. 

• Help families use specific communication and monitoring strategies to support 
their children’s learning.

• Encourage and support student involvement in a range of school- and 
community-sponsored extracurricular and after-school activities. 

• Help low-income families obtain the support and services they need to keep 
themselves safe, healthy, and well fed. 
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