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Implementation Experience
At-A-Glance
Timeline

Highlights

• All 60 project schools remained
Pre-Launch (2012–13)
involved through completion of the
• The Wisconsin Center for Education
randomized control trial.
Research at the University of Wisconsin–
• Over five years, the Investing in Family
Madison receives a $15 million U.S.
Engagement Project served 5,558 highDepartment of Education Investing
need children (2,649 target students,
in Innovation (i3) grant to initiate the
2,909 siblings).
Investing in Family Engagement Project
to “validate” Family and Schools
Together (FAST) as a way to reduce
barriers to school success in 60 low-performing elementary schools.
• Philadelphia public schools that fit research criteria are selected and randomly assigned to 30
research and 30 control schools for a randomized control trial (conducted by American Institutes
for Research) to assess FAST impacts.
• Partners begin meeting to plan team member recruitment and training.
• The planning time frame is reduced due to U.S. Department of Education reporting and funding
schedules.
2013
• A budget crisis leads to layoffs of 3,783 employees of the School District of Philadelphia.
• 622 people are trained for multi-hub teams across 30 schools.
• Project team reaches out to more than 2,200 Kindergarten families, starting in September.
• The Investing in Family Engagement Project launches the FAST program in October 2013.
• Severe winter weather alters school and FAST schedules.
• A standardized test cheating scandal is uncovered in the school district, and a principal in one of
the research schools is among several indicted.
• The project serves 248 Kindergarten students, with 372 siblings, for a total of 620 high-need
children in Fall 2013.
2014
• FAST continues in all 30 research schools.
• Of 30 principals involved in study, nine are new and need orientation to the research project.
• To reach recruitment goals, the project team expands the target audience to include both
Kindergarten and first-grade families—more than 5,000 families.
• The partners cope with tragedy after a key leader is shot and killed at her neighborhood bus
stop. (A co-worker unrelated to FAST is arrested and eventually convicted.)
• The project serves 796 target students, along with 876 siblings, for a total of 1,672 high-need
children for calendar year 2014.
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2015
• The next stage of FAST, FASTWORKS, is launched in all 30 research schools for first- and secondgrade families.
• To advance the district’s “Read by 4th” goals, the project team creates a “Success in 2nd Grade”
program and pilots it at 29 schools.
• Books and resource backpacks are distributed to all partner classrooms and participating
students.
• Summer Bridge books go home with participating families at the conclusion of Spring FAST.
• FAST serves 576 target families, along with 691 siblings, for a total of 1,267 high-need students
for calendar year 2015.
2016
• FASTWORKS continues in 30 research schools.
• Project team plans the launch of FAST in 30 control schools.
• Project team recruits and trains new team members for all 30 schools.
• Eighteen new principals require introduction to the program their predecessors agreed to
implement.
• Success in 2nd Grade program needs new funding stream to continue.
• FAST serves 672 target students, along with 626 siblings, for a total of 1,298 high-need children
for calendar year 2016.
2017
• FASTWORKS continues in 30 research schools during the Fall.
• FAST is launched in control schools.
• Project leaders host a special event for all participating school principals and team leaders at
district headquarters—to share results and gratitude for their participation in the project.
• The project serves an additional 357 target students, along with 344 siblings, for a total of 701
high-need children in Fall 2017.
2012–17 American Institutes for Research Evaluation and Add-on Research
• 2013-15 American Institutes for Research conducts a cluster randomized control trial, followed by
a quasi-experiment, to assess FAST impacts at individual student and school levels.
• In 2015, researchers conduct six focus groups to glean parent insights about family engagement
and FAST.
• In 2017, at the request of the Wisconsin Center for Education Research, American Institutes for
Research reviews all notes of 89 project meetings, interviews a subsample of FAST parents, and
interviews project partners to gather implementation insights and lessons learned.
• In 2018, American Institutes for Research releases two reports:
o FAST in Philadelphia: Exploring the Implementation of a Family Engagement Program,
available at phillyfasti3.wceruw.org.
o Investing in Innovation (i3) Validation Study of Families and Schools Together (FAST)
Final Report, available at phillyfasti3.wceruw.org.
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During FAST special play, a dad and his daughter enjoy one-on-one time.

Foreword
In 2013, five partners began to implement the
five-year Investing in Family Engagement Project
in 60 “low-performing” elementary schools
in Philadelphia. Our project’s goals were very
ambitious: to propel whole school turnaround,
starting in Kindergarten and first grade, using a
family engagement program called Families and
Schools Together (FAST®) and to strengthen the
learning and achievement of young elementary
students. Just how ambitious our goals were
became apparent after we labored to recruit at
least 60 percent of Kindergarten and first-grade
families to voluntarily attend an eight-week,
after-school, family engagement program. To our
dismay, we could recruit only 22 percent of the
families across all schools. In the final evaluation,
we were unable to show whether such a program
could indeed effect overall positive change and
school turnaround. The overall research results
were null—no effects found (see Bos, et al., 2018).

Nevertheless, the lessons we learned over five
years are powerful and worth considering by
anyone trying to initiate and scale up family
engagement programs in challenged schools
and districts. For the first time we also report
contextual factors that directly influenced
implementation of the FAST after-school
program.
At the Wisconsin Center for Education Research
at the University of Wisconsin–Madison, alongside
our committed district and nonprofit partners, we
have assessed our school-based experience to
identify ways that family engagement program
implementers, urban schools, and districts might
more productively engage families. This process
involved working with our project evaluator,
the American Institutes of Research, to identify
contextual and institutional influences, as well as
interview parents about their sense of welcome in
schools, what matters to them in terms of family
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engagement, and what led them to attend—or
not attend—school-based events and programs.
These conversations were enlightening, to say the
least.
Altogether, our takeaway lessons extend beyond
the randomized control trial of 60 elementary
schools our project was first contracted to
undertake through our U.S. Department of
Education Investing in Innovation (i3) grant. What
factors played critical roles in the implementation
of each school’s FAST program? What would we
do differently—or the same—knowing what we
know after five years of effort? Answers to these
and other questions emerged through the indepth implementation review American Institutes
for Research undertook for our project (González,
Huang, Spier, Bos, & Holtzman, 2018).
Here we share our implementation experience
to shed light on the complexity of conducting
programs in urban schools with funding
challenges, staff shortages, and more. We
acknowledge that while family engagement
programming to advance whole school
turnaround is a compelling idea on its face, such
programming ideally is considered just one piece
of comprehensive turnaround initiatives. During
our five-year experience in Philadelphia schools,
several programmatic and structural variables
profoundly influenced our implementation
experience—variables such as shared
assumptions, program timing, communication
strategies, recruitment and retention factors, and
more. We address many such variables in the
lessons we distill in the following pages.
Parents taught us the most, and their insights
feed our implementation analysis and
recommendations. Philadelphia is often referred
to as “the city of neighborhoods” due to its many
ethnically diverse, clustered communities. It is
realistic to expect that diverse parents at different

8

schools will have a range of perspectives about
family engagement, so that what is important to
them and what is not will vary by school and by
family. At the beginning of the project, we did
not know what parents at individual schools really
thought or valued about family engagement.
Over time we tried to fill this knowledge
gap by working with American Institutes for
Research to better understand parents’ views
and engagement experiences via focus groups,
interviews, and surveys. Informants’ reflections
on their priorities, constraints, and goals were so
enlightening that we consider what we learned
from parents among the most valuable takeaways
of our project.
With some humility we share our experience with
education researchers and advocates who daily
serve families in schools. We appreciate how
challenging and nuanced this work is. We are
aware that many people nationwide are pursuing
innovative approaches to family engagement
and that our own work represents a drop in the
larger, proverbial bucket. That said, we thank
the amazing parents who spent time on the
phone with our evaluators and sat around tables
discussing their visions for their children and
their experiences with schools. We thank the
teachers, principals, and local team members
who touched the lives of 5,000 children and
their families during the course of our project.
We thank our hard-working project partners and
acknowledge the contribution of the late Ms. Kim
Jones, our first project leader at Turning Points for
Children. Her death marked a painful milestone
on our project, just as her life and commitment
inspired us as we moved ahead. Above all, we
hope that what we share here will have some
positive impact on family engagement in diverse
urban public schools, where the majority of
students learn—and seek to be equipped—to live
productive lives.
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Background
The Investing in Family Engagement Project
launched in 60 low-performing Philadelphia
elementary schools in 2013—the same year the
U.S. Department of Education disseminated
its Dual Capacity-Building Framework for
Family-School Partnerships (Mapp & Kuttner,
2013). Intended to be locally adaptable, the
Framework outlines a family engagement
approach focused on strengthening school
staff and parents’ capacities to engage more
effectively to support student learning. At
its core, the Framework conceives of family
engagement as an equity-building effort, with
each student and family leader recognized as a
valued member of the school community, with
much to offer and expect in return.
The fact that our project launched the same year
as the Framework is just one example of how
family engagement has become a high priority
in policy, research, and school realms. Education
researchers have found significant links among
parent involvement and students’ educational
success and social-emotional growth. School
districts nationwide have set up departments
dedicated to family engagement. National
associations, nonprofit organizations, and
philanthropies likewise have committed funds to
improving—and innovating—family engagement
approaches at all levels of schooling in rural and
urban areas.
In Philadelphia, the $15 million Investing in
Family Engagement Project was led from
2013–17 by the Wisconsin Center for Education
Research at the University of Wisconsin–Madison
in partnership with:
•

School District of Philadelphia departments
of Early Childhood Education and Research
and Evaluation

About the
School District of
Philadelphia

as of 2012–13 i3 project launch
•
•
•
•
•

136,597 enrolled K-12 students
26.9% lived in poverty
12.3% lived in deep poverty (family
income is no more than half of the
federal poverty level)
10.9% unemployment rate (rate fell to
6.2% in 2017)
Of 208 elementary schools, 74 were
eligible to participate in the FAST
research study.
See Pew Charitable Trusts, 2018.

•
•
•

Turning Points for Children, a Philadelphia
nonprofit
Families and Schools Together, Inc., FAST
provider
American Institutes for Research, project
evaluator

To validate the FAST program’s efficacy as a
turnaround tool in low-performing Philadelphia
elementary schools, the partners launched
the evidence-based FAST family engagement
program in 30 research and, later, in 30 control
schools.
The use of FAST as a whole school turnaround
tool represented a new, significant expansion
of the program. The scale-up aimed to achieve
positive impacts across classrooms and grade
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At FAST, students rally around a birthday girl.

cohorts, rather than just individual and family
level changes. The latter were the focus of all
previous FAST research. To measure the effect
of FAST across Kindergarten and Grade 1,
implementers needed to recruit and retain a
high number (60 percent) of Kindergarten and
Grade 1 families as FAST participants. Desired
program effects would build—we proposed—as
families participated in four or more sessions
of the eight-week after-school program. Ideally,
enough families would experience positive
effects that these would show in measurably
improved student behaviors and academic
learning in classrooms. Teachers would notice
positive changes in classroom climate. The
group activities would lead to improved family
interactions; parent isolation would decrease;
and parent networks would extend as families
interacted more with each other at school.
Developed more than 25 years ago, FAST
represents a functional blend of research and
best practices from family systems, social work,
and education fields. FAST has been evaluated
in several research projects, and the eight-week
after-school program (meeting once per week)
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About FAST

www.familiesandschools.org
FAST is a prevention / early intervention
program based on developmental science
and family systems theory.
• 8 weekly meetings
• 2.5 hours together
• Group activities
• One-on-one parent-child time
• Parents’ group
• Family meal
FAST is designed to improve child and
family behaviors, to strengthen decisionmaking skills, and extend school-family
bridges. Research studies that built the
evidence base for FAST are included in
the References.

Inroads in Family Engagement in Urban Elementary Schools

showed some positive impacts for families and
students in schools in New Orleans, Phoenix, San
Antonio, Milwaukee, and in Wisconsin Native
American communities, although the impacts
are mixed and dissimilar across sites.1
In addition, FAST had been implemented for
more than a decade in Philadelphia by local
nonprofit Turning Points for Children. The
rationale supporting FAST implementation
was persuasive, even though previous
Philadelphia FAST programs had not featured
mass recruitment of families from whole grade
cohorts. Given that such mass recruitment
and high participation had been achieved in
other large urban districts when resources were
available, project leaders reasoned the same
strategies would bear fruit in Philadelphia.
School selection in those other locations was
grounded in similar criteria. Based on their
collective experience, it wasn’t a stretch for
partners to use methods successful in other
urban districts as a framework for this i3
project—and to set a 60 percent attendance
goal. Time and experience revealed, however,
variables unique to Philadelphia that demanded
re-envisioning approaches, especially as the
project struggled to gain a foothold in some
schools and failed to attract 60 percent of
families to attend FAST even once across all
treatment and control schools.
The time frame for family and grade level
improvements to occur was relatively short—
three of the project’s five years. Project partners
collaborated in intensive meetings and onthe-ground efforts to plan and partner with
the 30 target schools, recruit and train more
than 600 team members, reach out to more
than 5,000 families, and collaborate to solve

>89%

of surveyed families knew
about FAST.

Many could detail goals and offerings
almost verbatim from recruitment
materials.

≥30%

of families changed schools.

We came to question the ways mobility
affects relationship-building in schools.

problems—even as American Institutes for
Research undertook a parallel effort to recruit a
representative sample of families and students to
participate in an evaluation of FAST effectiveness
for family functioning, student growth, and
school climate improvements. Using statistically
powerful research tools, American Institutes
for Research assessed whether participating
families benefited from the program and
whether classroom climate shifted as a result
of students’ improved in-class behaviors and
academic growth. Researchers also conducted
six focus groups in 2015, during which
parents provided critical insights about family
engagement in general and FAST in particular.
Adding to these insights, American Institutes
for Research interviewed individual parents in
2017 and analyzed 519 parent surveys. To draw
out implementers’ perspectives, researchers

Prior to 2013, five randomized control trials on FAST had been conducted; each identified modest impacts (see Gamoran,
López Turley, Turner, & Fish, 2012; Kratochwill, McDonald, Levin, Scalia, & Coover, 2009; Kratochwill, McDonald, Levin, Young
Bear-Tibbetts, & Demaray, 2004; Layzer, Goodson, Creps, Werner, & Bernstein, 2001; Moberg, McDonald, Posner, Burke, &
Brown, 2007).
1
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interviewed a small sample of principals and
school staff, project leaders from the district,
and program leaders at Turning Points for
Children and FAST, Inc.. American Institutes for
Research combined on-the-ground findings
with detailed notes collected during biweekly
partner meetings—89 meetings in all from 2013
to 2017—to produce the in-depth report, FAST
in Philadelphia: Exploring the Implementation of
a Family Engagement Program, in January 2018.
The ambitious Investing in Family Engagement
Project proved challenging on many levels.
These challenges directly related to the 60
percent participation goal set by project leaders,
impacts of the budget crisis on Philadelphia
schools, school-based logistical hurdles, the
demands of quickly scaling up FAST in 30
schools simultaneously, idiosyncratic school
dynamics, and persistent family recruitment
and retention difficulties. The goals, intense
implementation experience, and challenges
combine to inform the lessons we learned and
summarize here.
Among our key takeaways, though, are lessons
we learned from parents about barriers they
faced and perceptions they held about family
engagement in diverse schools. Through
focus groups and interviews, it became clear
that parents’ reasons for attending or not
attending FAST were linked to their own
priorities, logistical barriers, and perceptions—
not lack of awareness. More than 89 percent
of surveyed families knew about FAST; focus
group attendees could detail its goals and
offerings almost verbatim from recruitment
communications. In terms of awareness-building,
we were highly successful. Parents showed us,
though, that their needs and concerns were
rooted elsewhere. Shedding light on these is a
valuable function of our work.
High family mobility also impacted our project.
Around 30 percent of project families shifted
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schools. This required the American Institutes
for Research to spend considerable time
tracking down study families who moved from
the original 60 study schools to 165 schools
total, across or outside the district. We came to
question the ways mobility affects relationshipbuilding in schools. Does an intent to move—or
even the possibility—influence the way families
engage with their children’s school community?
What values and motives (besides eviction and
homelessness) drive mobility? If a district has a
high percentage of mobile families, are other
approaches to family engagement necessary,
besides school-based initiatives?
Across the board, all of our colleagues
and program implementers discussed the
importance of time: time to confer, to plan,
and to build positive and collaborative
relationships among all decision-makers and
team members; to debrief; to distill lessons
and improve program components; and to
scale up across and within schools. Time
is one of the most important elements in
family engagement. Relationships take time.
Reasonable time is required to tailor programs
in ways that best serve families and schools—
according to their expressed needs and
purposes. There are no shortcuts, and time is
a resource of enormous value.
The implementation issues and questions we
faced over five years drive the lessons we share
here. In chronicling our takeaways we aim to
support ongoing conversations about ways
family engagement programs and research
might be strengthened to benefit urban families,
students, schools, and districts. In summarizing
key lessons, we propose recommendations for
school leaders, advocates, policymakers, and
researchers. Overall, we draw the following
conclusion: Opportunities abound for progress
in family engagement in urban elementary
schools, and great progress is possible.
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Summary Of Lessons Learned
Program Goal Setting
A flexible and adaptable approach to setting goals is essential in program
implementation in complex settings, schools, and districts. Even goals written into
grant proposals should be set in such a way as to allow for adjustments based
on local stakeholders’ input, emerging institutional influences, and contextual
constraints.

Collaborative Partnership Building
Thoroughly outlining all program details and the different ways partner
organizations confer and make decisions is a high priority. This ongoing exercise
helps to reveal partners’ different expectations and perceptions of program details,
based on their varied backgrounds and previous program exposure.

Identifying Resources and Engagement-Related
Factors
Identifying on-site school resources, staffing, and communication channels is a
critical pre-launch activity that requires adequate time to undertake. Such analysis
helps implementers learn about (a) ongoing family engagement efforts; (b) other
school programs that serve parents or families; (c) practical communication and
implementation considerations; and (d) facilitating or hindering factors related to
neighborhood characteristics and influential institutions.

Researching and Understanding Stakeholder
Audiences
Understanding stakeholder audiences requires clearly identifying ALL audiences—
including parents, students, administrative staff, principals, and teachers. To better
serve these audiences, implementers and researchers must elicit these individuals’
views, expectations, and communication preferences related to family engagement
and program delivery.

14

Inroads in Family Engagement in Urban Elementary Schools

Strategic Communication Planning
Social marketing strategies can be leveraged for in-school vision building, family
recruitment, and ongoing engagement. Strategic communication planning is
essential not only to inform and invite target families, but also to share information
and reinforce the value of the program with other school stakeholders—principals,
teachers, front office staff, and custodial staff.

Pilot Testing
Even evidence-based programs require local pilot testing to ensure program fit
and appropriate implementation. Who attends, never attends, or quits attending
and why are indicators of ways program recruitment and implementation might be
altered or strengthened for a school community.

Buy-In vs. Allowed In
Authentic buy-in must be thoughtfully cultivated and nurtured—along with shared
vision. Everyone in the school, from the principal, to teachers, front office staff, and
custodial staff, matters when it comes to program implementation.

Recruiting Families
Inviting parents and their children to attend a program requires a coordinated
effort to build trusting relationships and frequently communicate understandable
messages. Teachers, principals, parents, and children themselves are key to inviting
families to try a new program.

Serving and Retaining Families
Retention of program participants is as challenging as initial recruitment of families.
Families who continue attending, attend intermittently, or discontinue attending
can provide essential insights for program implementers to guide them in adjusting
program offerings and to help build momentum.

LESSONS LEARNED in the Investing in Family Engagement Project
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Elaborated Lessons and
Recommendations
At the University of Wisconsin–Madison’s Wisconsin
Center for Education Research, we have spent
considerable time reflecting on our i3 project and
the in-depth report American Institutes for Research
produced about our implementation experience
(González et al., 2018; available at phillyfasti3.
wceruw.org). Along with challenges, that report
highlights several successes, summarized below.
[O]ne of the major successes was the
implementation team’s continued and deep
commitment to the project. Based on the
meeting notes, whenever a new challenge
arose, the team worked collaboratively to
identify solutions, maximize its resources, and
help and encourage one another to address the
issue. Based on our interviews, all stakeholders
from the implementation team demonstrated

great buy-in into the program and worked hard
to engage as many families as possible. While
it took time to develop relationships among the
various organizations and despite tensions at
times amongst the different stakeholders, the
team appeared to be committed to a positive
and collaborative approach to the work. Thus,
while the initial recruitment and engagement
targets were not met, the unflagging efforts,
flexibility, and teamwork of the implementation
team likely contributed significantly to the high
fidelity with which the program was delivered to
those who did participate (Gonzalez et al., 2018,
p.19).
Not only did all schools remain involved in the
project through completion of the randomized
control trial, the project also

One teacher noted the strategies she learned through FAST taught her how to use activities in
her classroom to engage with the families of her students.
Another teacher said—“I liked that you got to see parents in a whole different and relaxed sort
of non-academic atmosphere, and then the fact they were cooking and bringing the food [to
the program], so you got to talk about their life outside of the school. You got to see them as
parents, not just somebody who picks up and drops their kid off every day.”
Parents said at focus groups—
FAST was like an “icebreaker between the family and school.”
FAST helped make the school feel more welcoming. … FAST made the school feel “like more
of your school.” A few family members indicated they previously did not find their school
welcoming; however, FAST made them feel better about going to the school, and that FAST
was the best thing about the school.
—From Gonzalez et al., 2018, p. 20
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During FASTWORKS, families decided to use their resources to put together Thanksgiving food
baskets for other families at their school.

•
•
•
•

•

•

•
•

served 5,558 children and 2,630 parents.
trained more than 1,100 team members over
four years in FAST principles.
served 81 to 99 teachers each year.
expanded its collaborative circle, meeting with
community organizations and faith leaders to
explain the vision and intent of FAST, and to
reach out to families.
recruited teacher partners through the local
teachers’ union and raised awareness of the
Investing in Family Engagement Project’s goals.
created 40 outreach products; served 4,000
cups of Rita’s Water Ice after school; distributed
15,000 slices of pizza at outreach events;
reached out through 30,000 personal phone
calls and texts, and drove 215,000 miles within
Philadelphia to interact with families before and
after school.
built a website at phillyfasti3.wceruw.org
specifically for families and school leaders.
distributed 2,100 backpacks and 2,000 Summer

•
•

Bridge books to FAST families.
distributed 800 Leveled Library collections to
participating classrooms.
developed a new “Success in Second Grade”
program that leveraged FAST principles and met
the school district’s “Read by Fourth” goals.

All of the above was accomplished through an
intense cross-partnership effort. Turning Points for
Children and the school district’s Early Childhood
Education Department implemented FAST daily
and did the heavy lifting to recruit families, with
assistance from liaisons at FAST, Inc. Despite
working to ensure that FAST was implemented with
fidelity, only 24 percent of all Kindergarten students
and their families attended at least one session in
Fall 2013, when the program was first rolled out, far
below the 60 percent goal. Of the families that did
attend a FAST session, only 51 percent completed
the program by attending six or more sessions.
Participation rates were similar for the 2014–15
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school year. These numbers contrast with FAST, Inc.
reports of an average program completion rate of
80 percent. (That is, of the families who try FAST
once, 80 percent go on to complete the program.)
In annual surveys of randomly sampled families
recruited for the study, 54 percent that attended at
least one session (but did not attend FAST regularly)
reported they could not attend more frequently due
to work-program scheduling conflicts.
Implementation science speaks to some of the
hurdles partners faced rolling out FAST. Being
funded by a federal research grant, we were
somewhat limited in the type of mid-course
changes we could make in terms of goals and
implementation timing. We emphasize this
challenge because being nimble and flexible is
essential in program implementation—due to
variable conditions across contexts. The need for
flexibility holds true even when implementers are
trying to serve schools within the same district.
Contextually, we served schools so diverse that
one principal described his school as a mini
United Nations. We translated materials into nine
languages and extended personal invitations
whenever possible. We had resources to draw on,
yet the institutional and cultural dynamics of each
school presented 30 learning curves. Learning
curves are to be expected and, on the positive side,
can lead to takeaway lessons worth sharing.

Resources for
Implementers

The field of implementation science
provides program organizers helpful,
strategic insights potentially useful to
schools, districts, and program providers.
In addition, experts in intervention
and prevention programs in schools
(including implementers of mental
health programs) are taking systematic
approaches to dealing with the same
types of issues we discuss here.
To learn more, see:
Implementation of Mental Health
Programs in Schools: A Change Agent’s
Guide by Susan G. Forman, 2015.
The National Implementation Research
Network for free online resources (start
with Learn Implementation on the upper
left, where components and stages for
accomplishing change are outlined).

Our first lesson about goal setting applies across
contexts and highlights the importance of setting
and refining goals based on contextual information
and immediate local input. Our goals—and the
implementation plan constructed to reach them—
influenced everything we did. Because success
and even morale are influenced by how well teams
meet measurable goals, setting reasonable goals
is a fundamental first step to achieving measurable
success.
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Program Goal Setting
A flexible and adaptable approach to setting goals is essential in program implementation
in complex settings, schools, and districts. Even goals written into grant proposals should be
set in such a way as to allow for adjustments based on local stakeholders’ input, emerging
institutional influences, and contextual constraints.
Planning a family engagement effort is a laborious
process that requires advocates and partners to
collaboratively define a program’s parameters and
set goals based on grounded aspirations, data,
and expert input. Implementers are constantly
challenged to balance what is reasonable with what
is hoped for when setting up programs that aim to

achieve positive social goals. The comprehensive
proposal we submitted for the federal grant
included ambitious attendance and FAST outcome
goals, a fundamentally sound implementation plan,
and a logic model and evaluation strategy that
won approval of consultants at Abt Associates (see
Wisconsin Center for Education Research, 2012).
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In the proposal, project goals and plans were based
on previous research in other urban districts, general
experience with the program in the School District
of Philadelphia, and shared expectations. Leaders
of the local partner organizations provided input, as
did an experienced FAST trainer and a supervisor
of school FAST leaders. Missing from early
deliberations (due to the tight grant application
schedule) were representative principals, teachers,
and parents. It is impossible to say whether their
early inclusion would have illuminated goal-related
challenges that eventually emerged. In drawing on
previous research in other urban schools, planners
thought the implementation goals were realistic for
Philadelphia’s context.
Unknown at the time the grant was submitted was
that a severe district budget crisis would coincide
with the launching of FAST in target schools. The
goals of school turnaround and improved student
achievement that seemed reasonable in theory
turned out to be hard to reach within the eventual
parameters—and school contexts—faced by
partners.
What alternative strategies might we have
considered for setting goals? If we could do the
project all over again, we would have set more
nuanced, site-specific goals with leaders of each
school and staged the larger project rollout based
on contemporary, local conditions.

attendance goals and refined rollout plans and
expectations. Employing a more finessed strategy
across the 30 research schools, early on, would have
required adjusting the implementation timetable
to allow partners more time to work with school
leaders to tailor strategies and set intermediate
benchmarks—time that was not available under the
working conditions of the grant.
For implementers, we recommend refining goals
with partners at individual sites. This is important
not only for building relationships and developing
shared vision, but also for building and maintaining
team morale. “[S]everal respondents noted that
a goal of 60 percent participation in schools with
traditionally low participation in school-based
programming was unrealistic,” the American
Institutes of Research reported. “Setting goals that
are unattainable can contribute to subsequent
frustration and low morale among team members
when they then fail to meet the unrealistic goal.”
Refining goals and plans with the input of local
leaders—and building in time for this intermediate
goal-setting process—would have helped us know
better what to anticipate at each school, as well as
reinforced the morale of people interacting with
schools and families on a daily basis.

Dedicating more time to survey principals and
teachers about their typical back-to-school night
attendance would have shown us, for example, that
well less than 10 percent of families frequented
school events. Knowing more about each school’s
particular situation, we might have halved early
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2014 meeting of project partners: Wisconsin Center for Education Research, Turning Points for Children,
the School District of Philadelphia, FAST, Inc., and American Institutes for Research.

Collaborative Partnership
Building
Thoroughly outlining all program details and the different ways partner organizations confer
and make decisions is a high priority. This ongoing exercise helps to reveal partners’ different
expectations and perceptions of program details, based on their varied backgrounds and
previous program exposure.
The Investing in Family Engagement Project
brought together leaders from five very different
organizations. Among these partners, institutional
missions, authority structures, decision-making
protocols, and responsibilities differed in large and
small ways.
During the grant application process, these
partners worked out grant research details, but

not all the details and requirements of everyday
FAST implementation. A year was initially set
aside for this detailed planning at the beginning
of the implementation effort; however, the funder
shortened the proposed planning timetable—
curtailing the time allocated for recruiting site-based
members of school teams, training, and preparing
school principals and staff. The reduced timetable
was stressful for all involved. Nevertheless, all
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partners committed to doing a yearlong planning
job in nine months. (That said, the next lessons we
outline in this report would still have been learned
post-launch, based on the way the project was
structured.)
Such an ambitious collaboration requires all the
strengths that each partner brings to the table,
as well as reasonable time for leaders to learn
to work as a team. Early in the implementation
phase, leaders’ strengths and diverse perspectives
elevated issues that hadn’t been contended with
in smaller iterations of FAST in Philadelphia. This
circumstance meant that we needed extra time to
unpack implementation issues that had never been
recognized. In addition, the entire i3 team was more
involved in debating details that had previously
been left to just Turning Points for Children. It is
unsurprising that more people and organizations
involved in decision-making equates with more time
needed to make collaborative decisions.
Bringing together such different organizations also
illuminates their diverse ways of working and making
decisions internally—processes that are not obvious
until partners are in the trenches side by side. For
example, formal and informal decision-making
protocols unique to each partner organization were
largely invisible prior to implementation and then
became very influential once work was underway.
As these procedures, sometimes unexpectedly,
emerged, the partners learned to negotiate
and adjust strategies to work with one another
proactively. Time occasionally had to be allocated
for partners to dot i’s and cross t’s, according
to their parent organization’s requirements. To
keep everyone on the same page, we prioritized
regular communication. Weekly and bi-weekly
phone conferences were set up and facilitated with
consistent agenda items that invited each partner to
report on activities and share perspectives. Everyone
had an opportunity to express concerns, share
successes, brainstorm, and solve problems. This

22

consistent cross-partner communication ensured
that we worked together efficiently and maintained
positive relationships.
What were our key takeaways from the lessons
we learned collaborating? There were two types
of unknowns. The first are program factors that
emerged in the course of the implementation. The
second were partnership features, such as decisionmaking strategies and organization-specific rules
and perspectives.
Prominent among our takeaways: Implementing
a school-based program involves managing many
moving parts and interacting with many people
with different visions for and understanding of
programming requirements. All project partners did
not fully comprehend all of FAST’s moving parts until
implementation was well underway the first school
year. Partners’ different understandings of program
requirements were unmasked, in particular, when
it came time to recruit families for the program.
Previous iterations of FAST included home visits.
Home visits, however, concerned the district for
legal and safety reasons, and thus were not part of
this district-wide implementation.
Some partners also hoped that the project would
have automatic access to family contact information
and that meetings with school principals could
happen more frequently or informally. District
leaders had concerns about family privacy
and making too many demands on principals’
time. These concerns led to reconsideration of
communication methods and formalization of
protocols. Security clearance requirements of team
members took on great importance—especially
after the abduction of a young student from a
Philadelphia school. In short, processes that were
managed somewhat informally and on an ad hoc
basis in previous, less intensive implementations
of FAST required formal collaborative decisionmaking in the i3 partnership. This circumstance is
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not unusual when projects become more complex.
The challenge indicates the need to allocate time
to adapt strategies to accommodate partners’
organizational realities.

persisting into the program’s launch phase. During
this pre-launch exercise, implementers would

Explicating every element of a program—and
assuming that what is apparent to one partner is not
necessarily apparent to another—helps everyone
know exactly what they need to do to facilitate
implementation—that is, all the details they will
need to manage as they set the program up to
succeed. Explicating the program requirements
may seem unnecessary when everyone has already
signed on to carry out a program, but people
will have different perceptions and expectations
based on their actual experience with a program.
Some might have more experience and some
less. Outlining everything jointly ensures clarity
and illuminates all the requirements, decisionmaking steps, and legal considerations that each
partner needs to address as all seek to build a new
collaboration to accomplish challenging goals.

•

Because family engagement program
implementation is a multi-faceted effort, we
recommend that implementers hash out prelaunch—in excruciating detail—all operational
assumptions and decision-making protocols
that influence project implementation. This
effort should illuminate misconceptions as well as
decrease the likelihood of unexpressed assumptions

•

•
•

explicate every detail of every implementation
element;
develop logistically accurate schedules that
allow for partners’ unique approval processes,
school schedules, and potential interruptions;
outline all mandatory school safety training
needs and emergency protocols; and
collaboratively draw up memoranda of
understanding that codify agreed-upon
strategies.

Second, we recommend that funders and
program overseers, in turn, protect proposed
planning schedules and preliminary site-related
research when making grant awards or approving
comprehensive implementation plans. Funders
and overseers should keep in mind the following:
•

•

Dramatically altering or shortening planning
time frames may inadvertently frontload
the implementation process with otherwise
avoidable, time-consuming challenges.
If timetables need to be adjusted to
accommodate funder or overseer reporting
schedules, then adding time rather than
subtracting time from implementation time
frames to accommodate on-site realities would
be optimal.
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Identifying Resources and
Engagement-Related Factors
Identifying on-site school resources, staffing, and communication channels is a critical prelaunch activity that requires adequate time to undertake. Such analysis helps implementers
learn about (a) ongoing family engagement efforts; (b) other school programs that serve
parents or families; (c) practical implementation considerations; and (d) facilitating or hindering
factors related to neighborhood characteristics and influential institutions.
Schools were invited to participate in FAST
based not on the quality of school-family
relationships and family engagement, but rather
on specific measurable criteria that would allow
for a randomized control trial to evaluate FAST’s
effectiveness in accomplishing school turnaround
and academic growth goals. To be selected,
schools (a) were in turnaround status in the 2012–13
school year and had missed their annual yearly
progress goals during 2011–12; (b) had no previous
experience hosting FAST; (c) were not charter;
(d) had two to four Kindergarten classrooms; and
(e) were not slated for closure.
While the methods to choose schools made sense
from a research and evaluation standpoint, the
criteria did not—on their face—shed light on the
internal workings of the schools and the ways
the FAST program might need to be refined for
each school context. Schools are dynamic places,
where staff interact and influence families and vice
versa; families move in and out; teachers range
in experience and tenure; after-school programs,
volunteers, and social organizations enter and
influence families and students one year but not
necessarily the next. District offices often have only
a partial idea of all the activities occurring on site.
(Cataloging site particulars—especially in large
urban districts—is a resource-intensive task that
the School District of Philadelphia took on after our
project launched.)
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The 60 schools invited into the i3 project had
long histories and anywhere from a few to many
after-school programs already in place. Scouting
programs, out-of-school time, and various day
care programs drew committed attendees, whose
desire for a new or limited-term family engagement
program was unknown. Leaders of some out-ofschool time programs, we learned after launch, were
concerned that FAST might draw away students and
families they were funded to serve. To allay fears that
we were “competing” for their families, we tried to
build understanding with out-of-school time leaders
about how FAST might benefit their programs, to
assure them that our efforts were complementary,
not competitive.
While it was not possible for us to undertake
a full-scale site analysis to profile each school,
team leaders did conduct informal inventories of
the schools. The types of questions they asked
varied; however, many of them tried to get at the
following types of insights about institutional and
neighborhood dynamics:
•
•
•
•

What does this school take pride in? What are its
greatest strengths?
How do families positively impact this school?
How does the school plan and facilitate family
engagement as an institution?
Does the school have any family organizations
(parent-teacher organization or other type of
home-school association) that provide families
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•
•

•

•
•
•

•

•
•
•

•
•
•

information and support in any way?
In what ways do parents share ideas or lead in
family engagement?
Which school staff members are most likely
to inform parents about out-of-school
programming?
How many (or what percentage of) families
attend events such as report card conferences,
back-to-school conferences, or family nights?
How do the school and teachers typically share
information with—or invite—parents?
What other after-school programs meet here or
off site?
What rooms could we use to host our program?
How many children and adults do they
accommodate? What is the process for reserving
rooms?
Who are the facilities managers and custodians,
and what are their schedules? (Can you
introduce us?)
What can you tell us about the school’s
surrounding neighborhood?
What neighborhood gathering places attract
families?
Among neighborhood organizations—
neighborhood centers, churches, mosques,
clinics, etc.—where do you suggest we share
information about our program? Might any of
the leaders help us better understand or work
with target families?
What level or type of family mobility does this
school experience?
What is the level of staff turnover? (an indicator
of school stability)
What concerns do you or your staff have about
hosting this program?

As family engagement leaders might imagine,
we learned that communication practices,
ongoing family engagement efforts, and network/
neighborhood influences were highly variable across
schools. This variability extended to principals’
and staff members’ personal availability to support
a new program. We came to appreciate that
some principals signed on to the project to bring
resources into their schools: They did not necessarily
trust the team leaders conducting the program
or share the same vision for family engagement
embodied in the FAST program. Team leaders
mentioned that their “outsider” status interfered
with their ability to reach families. Therefore,
as program providers we had to build trusting
relationships with leaders who had agreed to host
the program, but whose priorities did not necessarily
align with the program and whose trust of program
providers needed to be earned. District staff
interceded on behalf of the program with school
leaders and staff (including facilities managers),
when necessary, to strengthen understanding, and
they interceded on behalf of school staff with site
teams when fault lines appeared.
Based on our experience, we came to value the
importance of dedicating significant time and
energy to undertaking institutional/site analyses
and relationship-building pre-launch. We strongly
recommend building time into plans for these
activities, not only because of their practical
value, but because the effort reinforces the
relational foundation upon which a program
rests. When this time and analytical effort is
insufficient, projects might find themselves
hobbling as they try to establish themselves or build
momentum.
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During parents’ time at FAST, families network and talk about topics they choose.

Researching and
Understanding Stakeholder
Audiences
Understanding stakeholder audiences requires clearly identifying ALL audiences—including
parents, students, administrative staff, principals, and teachers. To better serve these
audiences, implementers and researchers must elicit these individuals’ views, expectations,
and communication preferences related to family engagement and to program delivery.
The criteria the i3 partners used to select the
target schools were unrelated to the schools’
family engagement vision, culture, or families’
priorities and interests. (See page 24 for selection
criteria.) Resource mapping and site analyses would
have shed light on institutional factors relevant
to program implementation, such as where the
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program might take place, which school staff would
be affected, who might help invite participants,
and how invitations and information might be
delivered and exchanged. However, we also needed
to better understand the actual perceptions and
communication preferences of all the stakeholders/
audiences—to align the FAST program with schools’
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family engagement vision and hone and deliver
invitations for families in personally compelling
and respectful ways. For these reasons, we
recommend taking time to map institutional
resources and conduct systematic audience
research to identify stakeholders’ perceptions,
communication preferences, and priorities.
Prior to launch, we would have benefited from
knowing more about what really mattered to families
in engagement terms at each school. In addition,
we would have benefited from better understanding
school staff members’ perceptions, and their roles
in and visions of empowering engagement; such
insights might have strengthened our shared vision.
We operated with a sense of shared partnership
in some schools; at others, we operated more in
parallel with staff; varying levels of buy-in were
the norm. In general, our initial impressions of
stakeholders were limited to variables such as
how many students were eligible, family economic
status, ethnicity, neighborhood information, and
school statistics—all of which are informative but
not terribly helpful for refining how we framed the
program for stakeholders.
In reality, basic facts about ethnicity and the
number of languages spoken in a school are not
valid proxies for perceptions, trust, or priorities.
Families’ commitments outside of school, parents’
multiple and competing responsibilities, or families’
involvement in other after-school programs, only
became clear through asking target families about
their lives and priorities post-launch. Therefore, we
recommend program implementers undertake
basic pre-launch research among target
families to learn about how they think and their
availability. Program implementers then can use
this information to set realistic recruitment goals.
The insights gleaned about families’ perceptions
and priorities also can be used to create invitations
and messages that appropriately frame and inform
families about the program.

Stakeholders’ perceptions of the costs and benefits,
as well as their perceptions of those offering—or
trying to “sell” the program—are also important to
consider. For example, parents will assess, based
on previous impressions and school experiences,
the trustworthiness and reliability of the people
promoting the program, alongside whether the
program realistically aligns with their priorities. Their
assessments are ongoing and open to constant
revision, based on evolving experience and daily
demands. In addition, teachers’ or staff members’
perceptions of and willingness to support a program
are open to revision based on direct experience with
the program and stories heard from participants. For
these reasons, implementers are challenged to elicit
and consider stakeholders’ perspectives from prelaunch throughout the program.
Information gleaned from stakeholders should
be integrated into implementation approaches
to better align program offerings to on-site
priorities. At the same time implementers have to
learn the best ways to keep school staff and other
stakeholders apprised of program events and
impacts—to update them as well as consistently
frame the program in alignment with the school
community’s family engagement vision and
efforts. In undertaking stakeholder research, the
implementer acknowledges that s/he is always a
learner entering someone else’s domain—a listener
seeking ways to ensure an evidence-based program
works appropriately for the people it is intended for.
Following are the type of questions we believe
parents, educators, and school staff entertain
about new programs. We recommend program
implementers and researchers anticipate such
questions and proactively address them in strategic
communications.
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Parents are critical leaders in family engagement programs.

Questions Parents Might Ask Themselves
As They Weigh Costs and Benefits of Participating in
a Program
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Is the person informing me about the program someone I (could) trust?
Is the school or classroom a place I feel welcomed and respected?
Are the points emphasized in invitations and meetings aligned with our family’s immediate needs and
priorities?
Do my child’s teacher and/or principal seem enthusiastic about the program?
Is my child eager to attend?
Does the time it takes us to attend (to get my family ready, out the door, through the neighborhood,
etc.) seem worth it?
Is anyone else going that we want (or don’t want) to spend time with?
Is it worth rearranging my work or family schedule to attend this program?
Is the experience worth the bus fare or gas money?
Is it safe for us to attend as an undocumented family?
Is it safe to walk through the neighborhood after dark?
I don’t speak English? Will there be a consistent interpreter for me?

[After trying the program]
•
•
•
•
•
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Does the program deliver on its promises?
How is this program improving my child’s learning and behavior?
Do program implementers respect me and my time by being organized, explaining things clearly, and
showing the connection between what we are doing and how my child and family benefit?
Do program implementers follow through on promises and commitments?
Do the benefits of attending outweigh the costs?
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A principal visits a FAST session to play a game with students.

Questions Teachers, Principals, and Staff Might Ask
About an After-School Family Engagement Program
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Are leaders competent in explaining the program and clearly knowledgeable about family engagement
and our school?
What specific benefits does this type of program offer our families and school?
How does the family engagement program align with and complement my classroom and our school’s
family engagement vision and priorities?
Is the program going to require more time and effort than I/we have to give?
Will the program provide resources that I/we need?
What risks does this program present to our students, parents, or community?
If the program takes place in my classroom or office space, will materials and space be responsibly
managed?
Are all families, including second language families, going to be well-served? Or, might some families
be at risk of exclusion? (This circumstance might present an equity issue we need to be sensitive to.)
Will there be a consistent interpreter for non-English speakers?

[After trying the program]
•
•
•
•
•
•

Does the program deliver on its promises?
Does this program positively or negatively affect my classroom’s climate or school turnaround?
How does this program improve students’ learning and behavior?
Do program implementers respect our school and families by being organized, keeping us updated,
and connecting the program’s benefits to the school’s family engagement vision?
Do program implementers follow through on promises and commitments?
Do the benefits of hosting this program outweigh the costs?
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Strategies Implementers Might Use to Understand
Stakeholder Groups and Communication
Preferences
The following is a sampling of possible strategies we recommend.
1. Host family focus groups with impartial interviewers at each school to learn about:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Their family engagement experiences, efforts, and priorities.
Their perceptions of the school being a welcoming place for families.
Identifiable family/cultural groups in the school community.
Whether they think a family engagement program might align with their priorities or help in their
situations.
Communication methods that work best for them and others like them.
Messages, methods, and people they trust for information and invitations to events/programs.

2. Survey families about:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Preferred communication channels.
How they normally hear about school activities and events.
Who they rely on and trust for information.
How they look for information about school activities.
The best times for them to come to after-school events.
Their interest and likelihood of attending an after-school family engagement program.

3. Survey or discuss in meetings with staff, teachers, and principals:
•
•
•
•
•
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Frequency of interacting with families via different methods (face to face, text, backpack mail,
email, etc.).
Best ways to communicate with school staff about the program and observed progress.
Their concerns about hosting an after-school family engagement program, on site and in classrooms.
Advice about how to maximize family participation.
Best people to serve as translators or program representatives to ethnic groups.
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Strategic Communication
Planning
Social marketing strategies can be leveraged for in-school vision building, family recruitment,
and ongoing engagement. Strategic communication planning is essential not only to inform
and invite target families, but also to share information and reinforce the value of the program
with other school stakeholders—principals, teachers, front office staff, and custodial staff.
Researching and understanding stakeholder
audiences feeds strategic communication planning.
We adopted social marketing as an approach
to guide our planning and frame our audience
research. The “social” refers to the personal and
societal benefits sought through targeted outreach
campaigns and is not to be confused with popular
“social media.”
Social marketing emphasizes the idea of
“exchange”; the model prioritizes two-way
communication and accounts for how audience
members, consciously or unconsciously, weigh costs
and benefits in deciding whether to participate in
programs. Social marketing programs essentially
adapt commercial marketing techniques “to
influence the voluntary behavior of target
audiences to improve their personal welfare and
that of the society of which they are a part.”2 FAST
aims to benefit individuals and the larger school
community through supporting behavior change
and relationship-building; in turn, social marketing
provides a complementary framework for informing
and inviting audiences to participate.
Some readers might be familiar with the four Ps
of social marketing (product, price, place, and
promotion). These capture a swath of program
implementation components. The conceptual model

is useful for anyone attempting to ensure programs
they design and deliver account for on-the-ground
realities, target audiences and stakeholders, and
program reach and efficacy. Specifically, social
marketing accounts for
•
•
•

•
•

•
•

product (the behaviors and actions promoted to
audience members);
audience characteristics;
market characteristics (the community and
“competing” opportunities, programs, or
activities);
channel availability (information channels and
opinion leaders);
price considerations (what families are willing to
“pay” in terms of time, effort, etc. to participate
in a program);
place/location (the accessibility of the program
to the target audiences); and
promotion (optimizing communications to meet
audience members’ needs and preferences).

Adopting an approach such as social marketing
eliminates some of the guess work of recruitment
and implementation. Breaking apart program
pieces in a strategic way helps family engagement
advocates and program implementers define
the different program factors that need to be
researched, created, or refined—to better fit the

  Social marketing was originally defined by Kotler and Zaltman in 1971, and the definition has been refined over the years.
The quote here is from Andreasen, 1994, p, 110). See also Weinreich, 2011.
2
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program to the people and stakeholders it is
intended to benefit. Our efforts in this area grew
over time; implementing this approach in the
earliest recruitment planning stages definitely
would have had advantages, and we recommend

family engagement program implementers work
with their schools, teams, and families to leverage
the approach to strengthen program offerings, as
well as recruit and retain stakeholders.

For more insights about Social Marketing
Uses and Potential for Public Education
Social marketing has been used by U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
and American Institutes for Research, among others.
The framework can be flexibly applied to initiatives large or small.

PUBLIC HEALTH

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s Gateway to Health Communication and
Social Marketing Practice. https://www.cdc.gov/healthcommunication/index.html

EDUCATION

American Institutes for Research’s Using Social Marketing and Community Engagement to
Help Low-Income Children Get Ready to Read. https://www.air.org/project/using-socialmarketing-and-community-engagement-help-low-income-children-get-ready-read

ALSO SEE

Hands-On Social Marketing: A Step-by-Step Guide to Designing Change for Good (2nd ed.),
Nedra Kline Weinreich, 2011. https://www.amazon.com/Hands-Social-Marketing-Step-Step/
dp/B00ZY90296/ref=sr_1_3?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1530648108&sr=1-3&keywords=hands
+on+social+marketing+Weinreich&dpID=5170REwYtTL&preST=_SX218_BO1,204,203,200_
QL40_&dpSrc=srch
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Pilot Testing
Even evidence-based programs require local pilot testing to ensure program fit and
appropriate implementation. Who attends, never attends, or quits attending and why are
indicators of ways program recruitment and implementation might be altered or strengthened
for a school community.
During the two decades prior to the i3 project, five
randomized control trials evaluated FAST, four in
urban settings and one in a rural, Native American
community. In those trials, the program showed
some significant impacts and came to be recognized
as an “evidence-based” intervention and prevention
program. However, every randomized control
trial examines different research questions and
program impacts. In Philadelphia, the partners had
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an opportunity to document and address a new
set of research questions, as well as site-specific
implementation barriers and challenges that hadn’t
been systematically documented in other locations.
A program that involves recruiting staff members
to voluntarily participate in a new initiative—and
building leaders’ buy-in—ideally would occur during
a time of relative stability; the timing of our grant
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was challenging given the district’s deep financial
crisis. In Fall 2013, staff layoffs and public conflicts
about education were erupting as we began to
recruit and train teams, reach out to families, and
to implement the program. The launch timing, from
our perspective, could not have been worse.
In addition to dealing with layoffs and a shortage
of substitute teachers, parents themselves were
concerned about school safety. During focus
group discussions they also related how they were
supplementing school supplies because of resource
limitations in classrooms. Situations differed by
school, of course; how stresses were experienced in
individual schools only became apparent after we
launched FAST in 30 schools simultaneously.
Partners reflected on the need for a pilot testing
phase in interviews with American Institutes for
Research, which reported:
The original i3 proposal included a pilot study
before the full-scale rollout of the program in the
[School District of Philadelphia]. However, the
U.S. Department of Education requested that the
timeline and budget be cut, necessitating the
elimination of the project’s pilot phase. As reported
by many implementation team members, the
lack of a pilot phase meant that the stakeholders
were just starting to know each other when the
collaborative partnership was established. A
pilot could have allowed all the partners to work
together, learn about each stakeholders’ priorities,

engage with the recruitment challenges earlier in
the process, and develop processes and systems
prior to full implementation (or make major changes
to the project as originally conceived and funded)
(Gonzalez et al., 2018, p. 21).
A pilot phase would have helped us as collaborators
to work and plan efficiently in the midst of a
turbulent district crisis. A pilot phase also could
have informed how we fit FAST recruitment efforts
to individual schools. Such a strategy would have
enabled us to go deep before going wide in
implementing across 30 schools. Scaling up could
have happened step-wise, as well.
We recommend pilot testing to inform a longerterm implementation approach. Implementers, for
example, could: (1) select a subset of representative
schools and initiate limited pilot testing; (2) scale
up the refined program within the schools, and
integrate pilot results; and (3) incrementally
implement the refined program across schools,
accounting for school similarities and differences.
This process is outlined in more detail on the next
page: “Pilot Testing and Incremental Scaling a
Family Engagement Program.” Note that what is
outlined is just one approach among many that may
be applied in school family engagement program
implementation.
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Pilot Testing and Incrementally Scaling a Family
Engagement Program
1. Start small and go deep with pilot testing: Even evidence-based programs such as FAST merit a cycle
of pilot testing in cooperating schools. The following is one snapshot of a pilot testing approach:
• Conduct audience research to account for families’ availability and the school’s schedule.
• Conduct research to determine needs, constraints, and concerns of custodians, front office staff, and
teachers, in addition to principals and other school leaders.
• Request that family and school representatives review and provide feedback on invitation content
and outreach strategies—to refine recruitment strategies.
• Host the program cycle with a critical mindset. Is the program being delivered with fidelity?
• Include an outside researcher who might directly observe program delivery and reflect with hosts
about the overall experience.
• Elicit reflections from program team members about their experiences with the program’s content,
delivery, logistics, or issues they confront before, during, and after programs.
• Note who is attending and who is not. (Attendees may reflect only a portion of the pilot’s target
audience, especially if that audience is a large pool of people.)
• Survey attendees and people who stop attending for their anonymous, honest feedback while
program is underway.
• Interview family participants soon after the conclusion of the program about their perceptions and
experiences:
o How did they see the program working or not?
o What did parents, students, and staff gain?
o Are there ways the program could be strengthened? (e.g., duration, site, scheduling, content,
understandability, etc.)
o How might communications with participants be improved?
o How did school staff (including teachers, office staff, and custodians) support or discourage
families’ involvement?
• Interview school staff and implementers soon after the conclusion of the program about their
perceptions and experiences.
• Report pilot results to school staff at all levels and to implementation team.
• Refine the program based on all the above input.
2. Incrementally scale the refined program—within the school. This strategy would involve increasing
the program offerings with more trained team members, who ideally include previous family attendees.
By integrating and training a growing corps of family leaders, the likelihood of sustainability improves.
3 Incrementally scale the program across multiple schools, based on:
• School site analyses.
• In-house pilot testing and team capacity.
• Ongoing input of team members, family participants, and school staff with focus on their
perceptions of the program, its results, and potential for growth.
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Buy-In vs. Allowed In
Authentic buy-in must be thoughtfully cultivated and nurtured—along with shared vision.
Everyone in the school, from the principal, to teachers, front office staff, and custodial staff,
matters when it comes to program implementation.
In our i3 project, principals agreed to implement
FAST several months before the Fall 2013 launch.
In the interim—amid contract disputes, staff layoffs,
and fund reallocations—family engagement was
a priority, but so were many other needs. As a
result, in some schools we sensed we were mostly
allowed in to run the program in parallel, but not in
partnership, with school staff.
Buy-in is, at least partially, related to shared vision.
Among the school principals involved in the i3
project, some were very invested in FAST. They
saw the potential for it to complement their family
engagement efforts from the beginning or, for some,
after they saw the program gain traction. These
principals actively helped with family recruitment,

attended FAST events, and helped solve on-site
logistical and implementation problems. Over time,
a few principals advocated for FAST by sharing their
appreciation of the program with other principals
at district-level meetings, where they detailed
why they were sold on FAST as part of their family
engagement efforts.
We came to recognize, though, that some school
leaders were more passive in interacting with us
and occasionally less than forthcoming about
how we might communicate with parents. Team
leaders discussed that in certain schools they felt
they were perceived as “outsiders,” who were
“bringing this program to your school, and this is
what we want” (see Gonzalez et al., 2018, p. 22). In
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addition, we were unclear whether some principals
held a vision for family engagement that differed
from the vision embodied in FAST, or perhaps
the goals of FAST had not come across clearly in
partners’ communications with school staff. Our
district partners tirelessly advocated for the program
alongside our agency partners. Nevertheless, the
range of buy-in—from low to high across schools—
was significant. To be fair, more than misalignment
of vision might have contributed to programschool disconnect. Because principals balance so
many priorities—and some schools were very hard
hit by the district’s financial crisis—the externally
introduced FAST program may have come across as
badly timed and lower-priority amidst their schools’
many needs.
We recommend program implementers nurture
buy-in by developing alignment and shared
vision with all school staff stakeholders. Crafting
a shared understanding of goals and priorities on
all sides requires sufficient time for orientation and
planning with school partners to establish trust as
well as clarity. School leaders, staff, and families
desire clarity about how a program will serve their
goals, and program implementers need to know
how they can align the program with both school
and family priorities. This conversation about
the program’s goals and the way it is serving the
school community is an ongoing commitment.
Keeping people all on the same page is one
way the program gains not only a foothold, but
longer term momentum. For all these reasons, we
recommend that program implementers ensure
their communication plans prioritize cultivation of
shared vision. Vision and clarity are nurtured through
crisp, continuous communication. Implementers
need to share gains made through a program on an
ongoing basis, so that leaders and staff can move
beyond problem solving and logistics management
to valuing the rewards the program reaps—their
vision affirmed and enlarged with ongoing news and
insights.
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In addition to school principals and teachers, front
office staff are critical gatekeepers and facilities
managers and workers potential allies for people
hosting after-school programs. These staff interact
with everyone, and they directly influence the ways
people connect and perceive a school and its
programs—not to mention their management of
school space. Front office staff, in particular, play
an important role in family engagement. Focus
group parents discussed the value of being able
to ask office staff questions about the program
and obtaining clear answers about meeting times,
places, etc. The atmosphere of the office, parents
said, reflected administrative staff; their friendliness,
accessibility, trustworthiness left lasting impressions.
With regard to custodial staff, while they might not
interact directly with families as often, their work is
every bit as important. Facilities staff must complete
a long list of tasks without working overtime: They
are restricted in their ability to work late, for budget
reasons, and they should not be expected to stay
later on their own time. A program that requires
after-school resources is particularly in debt to the
people who provide after-hours services, who might
have to adjust their work around the program. Their
buy-in makes a difference, just like the principal’s.
Therefore, implementers and these staff need to be
able to confer—so that implementers can directly
address concerns or questions and coordinate
solutions to problems that crop up.
We address buy-in more deeply in “Buy-In”
vs. “Allowed In”: Lessons Learned in Family
Engagement Program Recruitment and Retention
published in 2016 in the Annenberg Institute for
School Reform’s Voices in Urban Education.
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Real-Time Quotes about Buy-In, 2013–15
By Partners Working Directly with Schools

Principal buy-in adds so much for FAST’s ability to run successfully. [The principal can facilitate facility,
space, logistics, teacher participation, parent volunteers, and making sure the school is a welcoming
environment in general].
In my experience, principals have so much on their plates, and even though they may have shown
initial interest, they often forget that you’re there. [It is important to have] a presence in the school
so the principal becomes comfortable with you, checking in as often as you can with him or her, and
telling them any success stories you may have. You can also ask the principal if there is a “champion”
or staff person in the school that they want to appoint to take over [program] responsibilities. Most of
the time, there is a person in the school that is willing to go above and beyond for a program they feel
passionately about.
I am learning that school buy-in [is more likely to happen] when you bring a benefit or resource to the
teacher or school as a whole. (Example, we brought reams of paper to teachers who lacked supplies, as
well as reading resources.)
[One school] is a good example of where I experienced “Let In” instead of “Buy In.” While it never
felt like the principal was working against me, I didn’t feel like s/he was working for me either. I did not
receive support navigating hurdles that I’m positive the school dealt with every day—struggles such as
language diversity (10+ languages spoken), first generation immigrant families, parents and children
who are undocumented, access to translators, support from teachers/staff, etc.
Principals and teachers have to be an initial part of conversations of any project they are a part of. The
[relationship with the principal] along with influential school personnel influences recruitment opportunities
and access to families, children, and caregivers.
We have to make ensure that the services provided can make a true impact and will not impose too
much on the functionality of the school. [That affects buy-in.]

LESSONS LEARNED in the Investing in Family Engagement Project

39

During the first FAST meeting, families craft their own family flag to reflect their interests.

Recruiting Families
Inviting parents and their children to attend a program requires a coordinated effort to build
trusting relationships and frequently communicate understandable messages. Teachers,
principals, parents, and children themselves are key to inviting families to try a new program.
We pulled out all stops to recruit Kindergarten
and first-grade families for the duration of the
project. Every year, more than 20 percent of target
families tried FAST at least once. Our agency
and district partners, working with school teams,
invited families through multiple means, hosting
pizza parties with balloons, serving Rita’s Water
Ice treats after school, conducting school supply
giveaways, and meeting with parents following
school conferences and events. One grandmother
who attended FAST, warmly reflected, “They had
a welcome day with water ice and pretzels by the
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principal. … a good experience for my grandson.”
In addition to these events, team members met
with parents at principal coffees, special events,
Kindergarten conferences, at drop-off and
pickup, and on the playground. (Typically, FAST
recruitment involves home visits with families;
however, this method was not an option in the
School District of Philadelphia for this project.)
Knowing that frequent communication is critical in
building awareness, we leveraged every available
communication channel. Principals, teachers, and
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parents sometimes helped us with emails and
texts. Personal phone calls and robocalls were
made to invite and re-invite families. For written
invitations, we created and tailored multiple fliers
and event “tickets.” Prior to distribution, every
piece of information was analyzed through a
free online readability program to ensure it was
readable at a fifth- to eighth-grade level. Written
pieces were translated into nine languages. We
could not always find interpreters for families
to help with recruitment or attend every FAST
session, but we made an effort.

Agency partners also reflected on the importance of
relationships in recruitment. “We were successful in
getting the word out, but the relationships needed
to bring people in were lacking,” one school team
leader said. “Having a connection with someone on
the FAST team proves to be more successful. For
example, at [one school] every Kindergarten teacher
was on the FAST team, and they successfully brought
double to triple the number of families.” Another
team leader said, “I’ve had more success in recruiting
when a parent graduate (of FAST) can speak directly
to another parent and offer a personal invitation.”

Most influential, however, appeared to be
teachers and kids inviting parents personally and
repeatedly. During one focus group of frequent
FAST attendees, a mother said, “The children get
you the most response.”

Recruitment success is also in the eyes of the
beholder. One of our agency partners said,

She remembered her son coming home from
school and saying, “‘If we go to FAST, we’ll get
a pretzel the next day.’ He really wanted to go,
and because I didn’t want him to be left out,
we went.”
Across the project we observed this
happening. Where teachers talked up FAST
repeatedly, kids paid attention. Where
activities and rewards excited children, parents
responded. Children who fell in love with
FAST also nagged parents to return week after
week. One mother admitted, “My son made
me go back. I did it to keep him happy.”
But FAST was rewarding for parents, too. One
participant said she was surprised about its
impact on her: “I loved FAST. … It helped me
to open up, and people gravitated to me. We
still hang out together and socialize. I didn’t
expect it to do anything for me. I did it for
my grandson. But it helped me even more”
(Smetzer-Anderson & Roessler, 2016, p. 57).

“I can’t tell you the number of times principals
told us that parents ‘never’ come to afterschool
events, or that they never get more than a
handful in the door. Our goals were far higher
than anything they had ever seen. As a result,
our attendance numbers always looked bad—
even when principals said they were moving in
a positive direction based on previous history”
(Smetzer-Anderson & Roessler, 2016, p. 63).
We found that there was a sizable gap between
attendance and awareness, as evident in the fact
that partners’ and teams’ combined efforts across
schools netted an 89 percent awareness level
across surveyed families. Focus groups conducted
by American Institutes for Research showed that
parents were not only aware of FAST, but could
describe its features in remarkable detail, even if
they had never attended a session. Parents knew,
for example, that the entire family could attend;
they would meet other parents; they would have
special one-on-one-time with their child. We
learned that parents were paying attention to the
communications and people associated with FAST;
parents were not hard to reach. Rather, they were
making choices based on reasons we needed to
understand better.
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Serving and Retaining Families
Retaining families as program participants is as challenging as initial recruitment of families.
Families who continue attending, attend intermittently, or discontinue attending can provide
essential insights for program implementers to guide them in further refining program
offerings and to help build momentum.
Over the five-year implementation effort, we faced
challenges retaining families who tried FAST once.
Retaining families required strategic follow-up that
went beyond offering incentives to get them in
the door. We used social and monetary incentives,
such as pizza parties and one-time $10 gift cards,
to persuade parents to try the program early on,
and then school team members diligently followed
up with families to invite them again and again—
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via personal phone calls, emails, backpack mail,
robocalls, and personal contacts at schools.
During the final 18 months, working with a new
set of team members at control schools, Turning
Points for Children and district partners employed
a new retention method—a coupon book
that featured benefits families might access as
they consistently attended FAST. The benefits

Inroads in Family Engagement in Urban Elementary Schools

increased in value the more sessions families
attended. For example,
Coupon #1: Receive one book for attending
your first FAST program!
Coupon #7: Attend all seven FAST nights and
receive a new school uniform for your FAST
child.
Although initial attendance didn’t grow much,
retention did appear to improve with use of
the coupon book. The retention improvements
suggest that ongoing education-related
incentives that directly benefit the student speak
more to parents than pizza parties and limited gift
cards.

What challenges did
families face in regard to
attendance?
Parents shared how
•
•
•

program times conflicted with work schedules;
transportation was complicated; and
multiple responsibilities, such as working or
taking care of sick family members, jostled for
priority.

One mother shared, “I was tired and pregnant
and didn’t want to take two buses to go back to
school to do the program.”

The 2015 family focus groups facilitated by the
American Institutes for Research also shed light
on the huge range of factors affecting attendance.
The six family focus groups included randomly
selected parents who fell into three categories:
those who never attended FAST; those who
attended a few times but did not “graduate”;
and those who participated and graduated. The
following snapshot of the American Institutes for
Research findings reinforces practical takeaways
and suggests ideas important to consider in any
family engagement effort.

The reasons parents cited were not unexpected
and have shown up in other research. Adapting
program schedules to provide more options for
working parents led us to offer program meetings
after 5:30 p.m. and hold a few programs on
Saturdays. We worked with district partners to set
up compromise schedules with custodial staff,
and we arranged and paid for after-hours security.
We also found ways to compensate teachers who
agreed to remain very late at school or to come
to work on Saturday mornings. The results: The
alternative times netted no gains.

Focus Groups by FAST Attendance

Transportation difficulties were magnified
because many parents were sending their
children not to neighborhood schools but
to schools outside their neighborhoods. The
distance added a level of complexity to their
lives and influenced how they engaged in
school activities. (Because of insurance liability
restrictions, agency partners were unable to offer
rides personally, but did offer tokens for public
transportation for families who were interested.)

Recruited

Participated

Zero Attendance

20

17

Partial
Attendance

8

7

Full Attendance

23

19

Total

51

43
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Multiple responsibilities such as working two jobs,
being homeless, caring for ill family members,
and managing children’s homework competed
for attention on crowded priority lists. We were
trying to serve people with very full plates
and major life challenges. With most schools
serving low-income (and sometimes extremely
impoverished) families, an extra-curricular family
engagement program was a tough sell.
The barriers families cited, in effect, indicate
that family engagement programs such as FAST
might need to be offered in different ways
or through different channels—ways that do
not require physical meeting attendance. The
conundrum is that physical attendance helps
build the types of relationships we were trying
to strengthen through FAST. We found ourselves
asking
•

•

•
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Do we need to expand the ways we support
relationship-building and family engagement
for families navigating challenging
circumstances?
Do we need to consider and research new
ways social media can support interpersonal
relationship- and community-building in
schools—perhaps as a complement or
alternative to in-school program attendance?
How might even evidence-based programs
be improved and better positioned to serve

families if we routinely asked parents: In what
ways do you want to engage? How might the
school make it easier for you to interact with
staff and teachers? If we offer such-and-such
a program, is there a way we can ensure it
is a meaningful experience for you and your
family?
These questions bring us back to basic,
developmental research that has the potential
to reframe after-school engagement programs
altogether. Strategies proposed, for example,
in Families in the Driver’s Seat: ParentDriven Lessons and Guidelines for Collective
Engagement, reframe the ways parents might
inform program development and delivery
themselves. Enlisting and equipping parents as
leaders of their own collective engagement is
the aim of Families in the Drivers’ Seat, as well
as other family engagement strategies (see the
entire issue of Voices in Urban Education, 2016,
no. 44).
While FAST aims to empower parents as
advocates and strengthen their ties with other
members of the school community, program
attendance and participation are the mechanisms
for equipping parent leaders and strengthening
bonds. Our FAST recruitment messaging
was effective in that focus group parents
remembered FAST program goals and activities
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with astonishing detail. While the messages
sank in, though, they did not resonate enough
to compel most parents to attend the program
consistently with their children. In addition, most
interviewed parents were engaged in meaningful
and student-centered ways outside of FAST. Only
by asking and listening did we learn just how
engaged some of our audience members already
were. In addition, families who tried the program
and decided to discontinue had logical reasons
for doing so.

Why did some families
try the program and
discontinue attending?
Focus group families pinpointed how first
and second impressions are vitally important,
but so are third, fourth, and fifth. Consistent,
high-quality program delivery—and clear
communication—earn parents’ respect and trust.
Faltering even once can lead to losing parents’
trust.
At first they ran it by the clock and were very
professional … treated us like royalty. By the
end it wasn’t run as tightly. There were some
staff changes. … We left early a few times
because it was a bit disorganized.
We were not doing parents any favors in offering
them an after-school family engagement
program. Rather, we had the privilege of offering
a resource and gaining an opportunity to build
relationships with people we respected as
leaders seeking the best future for their children.
Respect is the cornerstone of trust. Respect is
conveyed and reinforced when team members
and hosts adhere to specified schedules
(i.e., honor parents’ time) and consistently
communicate the reasons for activities and even
room location changes (i.e., honor parents’

right to know). What some parents disliked
about the program indicated to us that they felt
disrespected when implementation and program
delivery fell short of their standards. Respecting
parents’ time and reason is part and parcel of
engaging with parents as partners and retaining
them as participants.

What compelled families
to frequently attend
FAST and graduate?
Many participating families loved the FAST
program. They came to every session they could
manage and related:
•
•
•
•

Their children enjoyed attending and wanted
to go.
They enjoyed meeting other families.
They valued spending the focused one-onone time with their children.
Sharing a family and community meal was a
meaningful and valuable experience.

One parent said, “My kid begged me to take him
to FAST.”
Another parent said, “Starting FAST made
[the school] feel more like family. It helped
relationships between parents, like an icebreaker.”
One father commented, “As a single dad with
four kids … FAST helped me so much—to stop
being by myself.”
The thread running through parents’ comments
was their sense of being welcomed, affirmed,
and connected with others. This strengthening of
relational bonds is a critical aspect of FAST. For
these families, FAST met a real, felt need.
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Each FAST session ends with a final family circle.

Conclusion
Our five-year journey implementing FAST
in low-performing elementary schools in
Philadelphia illuminated some widely applicable
lessons. Chief among these is that the project
team and its collaborators need adequate
time to build critical relationships and collect
stakeholder information to hone programs for
local contexts. Here we conclude by highlighting
the importance of closing the gap between
building awareness and consistent participation;
the implications of family mobility for family
engagement; the one size fits all fallacy; and
the need for blended research strategies to
strengthen family engagement initiatives.

89 percent awareness shows that
parents are not “hard to reach.”
The gap between building
awareness and participation begs
to be filled.
An 89 percent awareness rate shows that we
reached most families with program information.
The high number shows that parents are not
hard to reach, rather parents’ priorities did not
align with what the program offered—or, more
accurately, the program did not align with their
priorities. The program was implemented in
low-performing elementary schools that served
mostly low-income families, and the schools
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themselves were struggling to acquire basic
supplies (such as paper) out of extremely tight
budgets. Poverty and its corollaries affected
many of our target families, and the district’s
budget crisis further stressed the schools and
their families.
A sobering picture of what families face: The
poverty rate in Philadelphia is close to 26
percent, and Philadelphia (according to the Pew
Charitable Trusts’ 2018 state of Philadelphia
report) “retained its title as the poorest of
America’s 10 most populous cities. Nearly half
of the city’s 400,000 poor residents were living in
deep poverty. For one adult with two children,
that meant an income of less than $10,000, which
is 50 percent of the federal poverty threshold”
(italics added).
In high-poverty situations, we contend, evidencebased programs such as FAST might be better
positioned to succeed if they are integrated
into holistic, whole-school family engagement
strategies that more comprehensively address
families’ realities. To gauge school situations,
implementers might broadly ask experienced
stakeholders: Is a particular program likely to
achieve broad impacts as a standalone, or
does it need to be offered alongside other
initiatives that address immediate, pressing
needs (such as safety, food and housing
security, job training, healthcare, and logistical
factors related to living in extreme poverty)?
Several urban centers (including Philadelphia
through the Mayor’s Office of Education) have
begun to invest in community schools, schoolbased parent resource centers, and parent
coordinators, as ways to more holistically address
the many concerns families have. Another
tactic, used in cities such as Sacramento, CA,
Washington, D.C., and St. Paul, MN, is parentteacher home visits. After budgeting for and
training teachers to conduct home visits,
principals and teachers have publicly noted

48

positive results in parent-school relationships,
school culture, and students’ learning. Just how
important are home visits in recruiting families
to participate in particular engagement
programs? This question has not been
systematically researched and would benefit
from comparison studies on family recruitment
in school programs. Typically, FAST recruitment
involves home visits, and these might have been
helpful in Philadelphia; however, we cannot
definitively say whether home visits would have
yielded positive changes in FAST’s recruitment
and retention of families without doing a formal
study. Home visits—and their relative importance
in persuading families to not only try a program
but continue to participate—is an area worth
researching in implementation science terms.

High family mobility has significant
implications for the ways
programs are delivered and the
ways district family engagement
departments facilitate schoolfamily communication.
Over the project’s first three years, more than
30 percent of the families who had enrolled in
the American Institutes for Research study—a
representative sample from 60 schools—ended
up migrating and attending more than 165
schools, some outside the district. American
Institutes for Research staff succeeded in
tracking down all district families to do required
follow-up research; however, student mobility
raises questions about how family engagement
is persued across a district when so many
families shift schools, some frequently.
Clear communication is at the core of family
engagement around students’ learning, socialemotional needs, and growth. When families
or staff move away from a school, information
flow is interrupted. Sustaining communication
is problematic. Some schools and districts have
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an online portal through which parents might
access grades and email teachers; such a system
helps regularize the way communications might
occur. However, we learned in focus groups that
parents in one school, for example, had never
heard of or seen staff at their school use the
online portal, while staff and parents at other
schools regularly accessed this resource.
Understandably, teachers, principals and
school leaders use communication channels
that make sense to them and are most easily
accessed in their circumstances. Parents also
have their own communication preferences (see
Appendix B) and different levels of access to
their schools’ most used channels. District family
engagement offices might increase information
flow between families and schools by ensuring
that all communication channels are obvious
and appropriately accessible to families. To
better ground communication methods in data,
districts and schools might undertake more
systematic stakeholder research of parents’
communication channel uses and preferences;
research might also reveal what parents think
is available and equip districts and schools
to more accurately point parents to what is
available.

One Size Fits One replaces One
Size Fits All.
One of our project’s team leaders, who
worked with Turning Points for Children in
several schools, summed up one of our major
takeaways: “‘One-size-fits all’ does not work.
… It’s great to have a big plan for a large-scale
implementation, but we absolutely need to listen
to locals’ insights about how to implement in
their school(s).”
We have come to appreciate that staging and
researching a program scale-up based on
locally defined, contextually sensitive goals

and results is more likely to set schools,
implementers, and families up for success—
to enable collaborators to build traction and
momentum as they integrate lessons learned
and improve program delivery over time. In
fact, our takeaways about local needs analyses,
vision alignment, stakeholder communication,
and pilot testing are not new in the research
and implementation literature. A locally-minded
“one size fits one” approach illuminates the
need for flexibility in the process of scaling up
programs at multiple sites; at the same time,
“one size fits one” presents an administrative
challenge to those overseeing the scaling up of
programs across multiple sites. This challenge
requires consideration even at the funder level,
where decisions about goals and objectives are
made and subject to rigorous evaluation.

School-based research that
generates holistic findings and
productive recommendations
requires more innovative use of
blended research strategies.
Investors in family engagement—philanthropists,
policymakers, and research funders—have
good, evidence-based reasons to support family
engagement to advance students’ learning and
social-emotional growth. Our experience in
Philadelphia schools, however, revealed some
systemic barriers and issues related to family
engagement that were invisible until we heard
families talking about them in focus groups.
Noteworthy is that these school-based barriers
emerged only through qualitative research we
added to the original randomized control
trial funded by the i3 grant. The rigorous focus
groups and interviews revealed impressions
families held of their schools’ atmospheres and
cultures that were in place before we began our
project. Overall we gleaned this information from
parents: A family engagement program might
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appear like a positive step in the right relational
direction; however, if important engagement
influences in a school remain unknown and
unaddressed, any introduced program might
be perceived as contrived to the very people it
is intended to serve.
A family engagement program is, essentially,
a part of a greater whole, and research ideally
would account for the greater whole—the context,
vision, stakeholders’ previous family engagement
experiences, and so forth. (For an in-depth
discussion of the need for—and complexity
of—implementing systemic reforms that aim to
improve outcomes for youth, see The Path of
Most Resistance: Reflections on Lessons Learned
from New Futures, Annie E. Casey Foundation,
1993.) Randomized control trials, however, do not
fully capture or describe the systemic dynamics
that influence program outcomes and ground
recommendations.
Through navigating stressed schools in a turbulent
urban context, we became convinced that a
randomized control trial strategy is inadequate
for capturing the full array of influences that
affect school-family relationships.3 In our
opinion, the impacts of contextual variables on
program implementation—and the schools’ and
target families’ family engagement experience
overall—were profound. While it is a “gold
standard” in many clinical settings, a randomized
control trial in some settings is an inefficient,
top-heavy strategy for gleaning research-based
insights that inform responsible recommendations
for programmatic or school-based improvements
that authentically benefit students and schools
and serve funders’ long-term goals.

Based solely on the randomized control trial
results, FAST program impacts were not
statistically significant in our Investing in Family
Engagement Project. (See Bos, et al, 2018.) But,
were there important lessons learned that can
benefit family engagement programs down the
road? Yes. However, government funders and
the What Works Clearinghouse tend to prioritize
statistically significant results gathered through
quantitative evaluations. We have undertaken
here to fill out the research picture of our i3
project beyond what is typically reported—so
that the wealth of lessons learned would be more
broadly shared and hopefully used.
We believe funders and family engagement
program advocates would be well-served if they
funded and encouraged program evaluators
to conduct more comprehensive studies that
include blended research methods that more
fully capture the richness and variability of
different contexts, school communities, and
critical recruitment and implementation factors.
In addition, we recommend that the lessons
learned implementing a range of programs be
shared far more broadly (in accessible formats
through both practitioner and research affiliates)
than is currently the norm—to better serve school
and district leaders, staff, and parent leaders.
This public report is a small reflection of what we
think is possible—a good faith effort to widely
disseminate research-based information to people
who work hard every day to serve diverse students
and families. We salute the people serving in
these schools and also our Philadelphia partners
who worked so hard to do this work with integrity.

Our working relationship with American Institutes for Research was positive and productive. The research organization—
aware of the issues we faced in recruiting and retaining families—worked with us to expand the evaluation beyond the
original randomized control trial. The added-on studies included focus groups, interviews with parents and implementation
partners, and detailed analysis of all our implementation meeting notes; these helped capture the range of dynamics that
influenced our program implementation efforts over five years.
3
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Appendix A
Sample Resources for Family Engagement Program
Implementers
Bringing Transformative Family Engagement to Scale: Implementation Lessons from
the Federal i3 Grants, Voices in Urban Education, 2016. No. 44. Available at http://vue.
annenberginstitute.org/issues/44
Families in the Driver’s Seat: Parent-Driven Lessons and Guidelines for Collective Engagement:
A Road Map Parent/Family Engagement Curriculum, 2015. Available at: https://education.
uw.edu/sites/default/files/programs/epsc/ParentCurriculum-FINAL-Print.pdf
Hands-On Social Marketing: A Step-by-Step Guide to Designing Change for Good (second
edition), Nedra Kline Weinreich, 2011. (Book available online for order.)
Implementation of Mental Health Programs in Schools: A Change Agent’s Guide by Susan G.
Forman, 2015. (Book available online for order.)
The National Implementation Research Network free online resources (start with Learn
Implementation, the components and stages for accomplishing change.) Available at: https://nirn.
fpg.unc.edu/
Partners in Education: A Dual Capacity-Building Framework for Family-School Partnerships,
2013. Available at https://www2.ed.gov/documents/family-community/partners-education.pdf
The Path of Most Resistance: Reflections on Lessons Learned from New Futures, 1993. Annie E.
Casey Foundation. Available at: http://www.aecf.org/resources/the-path-of-most-resistance/
Toolkit of Resources for Engaging Families and the Community as Partners in Education
Part 1: Building an understanding of family and community engagement, 2016. IES/ Regional
Educational Laboratory Program. Available at https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/projects/project.
asp?projectID=4509
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Appendix B
Recruiting Families to After-School Programs Requires
Strategic Communication Planning
Susan Smetzer-Anderson
September 2015
(Originally posted on i3 Family and Community Engagement Forum/Blog)
Anyone who has tried to launch a new afterschool program in challenged urban schools
likely has confronted several barriers in reaching,
informing, and inviting families to attend. Even
events that are billed as fun and educationally
beneficial for children might attract only a few
families.
There are plenty of reasons that parents report
for not attending: their schedules are too busy;
they aren’t convinced of the program’s relevance;
“program” language is off-putting; they never
received the backpack mail their children
supposedly brought home, etc. Then there are
issues related to language, institutional trust,
source credibility, family mobility, and crosscultural risk-taking. On the recruiter’s side, it’s
possible that the methods used to invite people
were weak or undermined: messages weren’t
compelling; school leaders weren’t visibly
supportive; there wasn’t enough communication
overall to adequately raise awareness or interest;
the communications came across as contrived,
perhaps outsider-driven or top-down. Add in the
stresses of families living in poverty, perhaps in
a violent neighborhood, it would seem the odds
of a family even making it in the door are mixed,
at best.
In the Investing in Family Engagement Project
(phillyfasti3.wceruw.org) currently underway in 30
“low-performing” elementary schools in urban
Philadelphia, collaborative teams have been
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inviting K-2 families to an after-school program
that seeks to empower parents/guardians,
strengthen school-family relationships, and
change school climate for the better. The name
of the program is Families and Schools Together
(FAST). For more than 25 years, FAST has been
used in more than 20 countries and across the
United States to improve child well-being, family
communication, and family engagement in
schools. Of families who try FAST once, typically
80% continue attending across the 8-10 week
period. Sessions are multi-family, team-led,
and family/community-focused. Usually FAST
meetings last 2.5 hours and occur over an 8-10
week stretch. Program leadership teams are to
include at least one school staff member and
be culturally representative. In Philadelphia,
the project is led by staff from nonprofit agency
Turning Points for Children, Families and
Schools Together, Inc., and the School District
of Philadelphia. The University of WisconsinMadison provides essential support, and the
American Institutes for Research is evaluating
impacts on school climate, individual children
and families. An ongoing challenge of the
project—no matter how many outreach methods
we have adopted—has been the successful
recruitment of families. At some schools we have
been highly successful; at others, less so. We are
documenting all our efforts and continuously
evaluating our strategies to generate
recommendations and improve outreach.
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To that end, we recently surveyed parents
who attended the FAST program. (Often, such
surveys are used before launch of information
campaigns—as a type of audience research.) On
the 10-item questionnaire, we asked parents/
guardians to confidentially inform us about how
they learned about FAST. We also asked them
how they preferred to receive information (i.e.,
their preferred communication methods and
channels). The questionnaires were distributed
in spring 2015; 169 parents turned in surveys.
The survey results are suggestive, rather
than conclusive. Because the questionnaire
was administered only to attendees during
one sitting (not to every possible attendee
we targeted), this survey would not meet
the standard of reliability research-wise.
Still, the results provide insight into how we
might strengthen our recruitment efforts, in
collaboration with our district partners.
When asked how they heard about the
school’s FAST program, parents could indicate
up to 18 types of communication that we actually
used in recruitment (e.g., robocalls, backpack
mail, school registration, teacher conferences,
etc.). The top responses were:
23%
21%
21%
16%
12%
8%

At School Registration
During a Teacher Conference
At School Meetings
Via a Letter from Teacher
Child’s Backpack Mail (flyers)
Child’s Head Start Teacher (discussing
Kindergarten transition)

Interestingly, robocalls, which we used heavily
to encourage registration for the program,
garnered only 1 percent response.
When it came to hearing about FAST through
one-on-one conversations, the following were
influential:

55%
43%
28%
16%
14%

FAST Team Members at the School
My Child/student
Teacher
Other Parents
Friends

Face-to-face conversations appear more
compelling than written communications
distributed through backpack mail. In addition,
some English Language Learners wrote in
comments that face-to-face was definitely
their preferred method of learning about
the program. Communication in their native
language appears critical to their feeling invited
and comfortable. It should be noted that
historically, FAST recruitment has included a
home visit component, which aligns well with
these findings. However, safety and privacy
concerns voiced by the district have prevented
home visits—so the project has relied more on
face-to-face interactions taking place on school
grounds. The importance of having translators—
and translated materials—cannot be overstated.
Parents’ responses to the following statement
add another dimension: I like to learn about
activities or programs for my family through
(Check all that apply.):
55%
42%
30%
37%
28%
24%
16%
15%
11%
9%
7%
7%

Child’s backpack mail
Email
Text
Mail delivered at home
Face-to-Face meetings
Facebook
School website
Library
My community center
Place of Worship
Twitter
Robocalls
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While many parents indicate they “like” to learn
about information through backpack mail, we
know it’s not unusual for notices to disappear
into black holes of disorganized backpacks.
Backpack mail begs for supplementation by
other methods. Email, text, and direct mail
delivery are parents’ next choices. The findings
of parents’ preference for email lines up, in fact,
with findings from other research (see Harvard
Education Letter (2013)). Indications are that
as parents’ use of smart phones increases,
electronic communications will be increasingly
relied upon, even among high poverty families.

Susan Smetzer-Anderson, Ph.D., is the
Dissemination Coordinator of the Investing in
Family Engagement Project at the Wisconsin
Center for Education Research, University of
Wisconsin-Madison. Her background includes
information campaigns, diffusion of innovations
and social marketing. She can be reached
at susan.smetzer.anderson@wisc.edu or
SmetzerAnderson@outlook.com.

Access to email and home addresses, however,
is not a “given” for federally-funded projects
operating in urban districts. Such access requires
explicit negotiation in program planning stages
(and perhaps in proposal writing)—because
some districts interpret privacy law as preventing
this type of information sharing. Discussing
these issues and developing Memoranda of
Understanding prior to project implementation
could help assure such access is granted—or at
least clarified ahead of time—to enable planning
of more robust recruitment campaigns.
All of these insights indicate how we might
strengthen recruitment of families, as
well as reinforce the need to use multiple
communication channels. The face-to-face
findings imply that projects would be wellserved to identify pro-active parent opinion
leaders to be program ambassadors among
friends and school social networks. In addition,
these findings reinforce the value of conducting
audience analysis prior to recruitment and
program launch. Time and audience analysis
are vital tools for program organizers—enabling
projects to be optimally situated as they identify
the best ways to reach the most people as
efficiently as possible.
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