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Although a substantial literature examines the outcomes of family involvement in
education, and the family and school characteristics that support or deter such
involvement, we know little about the role of national nonprofit intermediary orga-
nizations in family educational involvement. This article argues that intermediary
organizations play a crucial role in capacity building for family involvement by
providing alternatives to school-centered approaches to family involvement and
engaging families with intensive support that schools seldom offer. It examines the
functions of intermediary organizations by using a framework of capacity building
at the individual, organizational, and relational levels.
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family and school relationships

Families have a powerful effect on children’s success in school.
Parental involvement at home and in school is positively associated
with children’s school readiness and school performance (Fan &
Chen, 2001; Henderson & Mapp, 2002; Israel, Beaulieu, &
Hartless, 2001; Keith et al., 1993; Lee & Croninger, 1994; Ma,
1999; Marcon, 1999; Muller & Kerbow, 1993; Nord, Lennon, Liu,
& Chandler, 2000). Encouraged by the cumulative evidence about
its benefits, policy makers promote family involvement in educa-
tion in policy and program initiatives. Numerous federal programs
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on school reform, reading, after-school time, and services to stu-
dents with disabilities authorize family involvement. At the state
level, 24 states have enacted legislation to increase family involve-
ment in education (Education Commission on the States, 1996).

Although a substantial literature examines the types and out-
comes of family involvement in education, we know little about the
role of intermediary organizations in family involvement. By inter-
mediary organization, we refer to a nonprofit entity that operates in
a position between families or organizations serving families and a
body of knowledge, skills, and resources in the field of family
involvement. These organizations bridge policy and practice by
creating program models and providing the training and support to
expand and enhance the quality of programs. They function as
change agents that build the competencies of parent groups,
schools, and community-based organizations to engage families in
children’s development and education.

In this article, we review literature on the family involvement
capacities that need to be enhanced and investigate how intermedi-
ary organizations build capacity to strengthen family involvement.
The intermediary organizations described in this article assist
schools, parent groups, and community-based organizations to
support family involvement by providing them with tools, training,
and technical assistance. These organizations play a unique role in
urban schools by engaging families with a level of intensity that
schools seldom have time and resources to commit. They also work
to help urban schools overcome barriers such as the lack of a wel-
coming climate and a deficit orientation toward poor and culturally
diverse families (Lightfoot, 2004; Nakagawa, Stafford, Fisher, &
Matthews, 2002).

BACKGROUND

We have few frameworks to understand how intermediary orga-
nizations can shape the complex arena of family involvement in
education. One useful concept is that of capacity building (Massell,
1998), which can be defined for the purposes of this article as the
elements needed to translate family involvement goals into effec-
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tive participation processes. Intermediary organizations build
capacity at the individual, relational, and organizational levels. At
the individual level, they build parents’ confidence, knowledge,
and skills for different types of involvement in children’s educa-
tion. At the relational level, capacity building is about creating
more effective relations between families and schools, usually by
bridging differences based on culture, class, professionalism, and
power. Capacity building also encompasses organizational devel-
opment because family involvement often happens within larger
organizational settings—such as schools, parent organizations, and
community-based organizations—that provide leadership and
resources. At the organizational level, intermediaries provide the
models, training, evaluation, and fund-raising support to imple-
ment and sustain family involvement. Finally, intermediary organi-
zations advance a field of practice through national dissemination
of the program models they have developed as well as advocacy
before policy makers and funders.

WHAT ARE THE CAPACITIES THAT NEED
TO BE ENHANCED AMONG FAMILIES?

Education today has become more complex, offering parents
many choices for their children’s learning programs (e.g., gifted
and talented, technology based, bilingual programs), and school
enrollment (e.g., through charter schools and voucher programs).
Schools are implementing new standards of assessment that affect
a student’s opportunity to progress through grade levels and gradu-
ate from high school. In this environment, parents are looking for
guidance so that they can be effectively engaged as supporters of
and advocates for their children.

Individual level. Family factors linked to involvement in educa-
tion present potential capacity-building opportunities. For exam-
ple, parents’ sense of efficacy in helping their children and their
cultural capital have been associated with their levels of involve-
ment. Parents with high levels of efficacy—that is, they believe that
their efforts will make a difference in their child’s schooling—are
more likely to get involved in a child’s learning at home than par-
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ents with less efficacy (Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1997). They
also volunteer time at school and generate strategies to address a
child’s problems in school.

Parents’ cultural capital (Lareau, 1987) is an asset that enables
them to negotiate the school system to secure their child’s suc-
cess. This cultural capital consists of parents’ educational values,
knowledge about schools, language and vocabulary skills, sense
of comfort in relating to teachers as equals, and availability
of transportation and child care arrangements to participate in
school events (Lareau & Horvat, 1999). These cultural resources
facilitate parents’ compliance with school standards and expecta-
tions of involvement. Educated, middle-class families are more
likely than working-class families to possess such capital (Lareau
& Horvat, 1999).

Relational level. The most frequently adopted framework of
family-school relations is that described by Epstein (1995). Epstein
laid out six dimensions in which schools can involve parents and,
thereby, define the roles parents can take: parenting, communicat-
ing, volunteering, helping children learn at home, decision making,
and collaborating with the community. These six roles are often the
focus of capacity-building efforts; however, recent education poli-
cies are presenting new opportunities to expand parent roles. Fami-
lies are becoming engaged in processes such as participation to
improve student achievement, community and parent organizing,
standards development and implementation, strategic planning and
community visioning, public conversation and deliberation, gover-
nance and shared decision making, and legislation and policy
development (Annenberg Institute on Public Engagement for Pub-
lic Education, 1999). All these require capacity building to perform
leadership roles.

WHAT ARE THE CAPACITIES THAT
NEED TO BE ENHANCED AMONG SCHOOLS?

Although in the past three decades family involvement has pro-
gressed from margin to mainstream, many schools still struggle
with strategies to reach out and engage families. Family involve-
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ment is characterized by gaps between rhetoric and practice
(Becker, Nakagawa, & Corwin, 1997; Bloch & Tabachnick, 1994;
Lewis & Henderson, 1997), and practices that are outdated or inad-
equate in the face of changing social, demographic, and educa-
tional conditions. Students and their families are more diverse,
stay-at-home mothers with time for school volunteering are a thing
of the past, and the growth of high-stakes testing demands greater
parent vigilance.

Individual level. Teachers and school administrators are likely to
benefit from capacity-building activities that develop the knowl-
edge and skills to create meaningful partnerships with families and
to transform deficit attitudes toward parents. When teachers do out-
reach to parents of students who are low achieving they can make a
difference over time in terms of improving student performance in
reading and mathematics (Westat and Policy Studies Associates,
2001). However, only about two fifths of parents participating in
the National Household Education Survey claimed that schools did
very well in providing information about how to help their child
with homework and how to help their child learn at home (Vaden-
Kiernan, 1996). Qualitative studies also report that parents who are
low income and immigrants experience demeaning attitudes from
teachers (Bloch & Tabachnik, 1994; Bloom, 2001). The lack of
respectful and effective home-school communication is exacer-
bated by the fact that few teachers and school administrators are
adequately trained to work with families (Epstein, Sanders, &
Clark, 1999; Shartrand, Weiss, Kreider, & Lopez, 1997; Wright,
Daniel, & Himelreich, 2000).

Relational level. Schools demonstrate a wide range of practices
toward families, ranging from fortresslike behavior to inclusion
and partnership with families (Lewis & Henderson, 1997). One
area of capacity building focuses on how schools can be responsive
and accountable to local communities. Often, family involvement
is school centered, focusing on how parents can support schools
(Jordan, Orozco, & Averett, 2002). Parents tend to be assigned pas-
sive roles, and schools protect their decision-making authority. In
the context of today’s high-stakes testing and the prevalence of
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poor-performing schools among marginalized communities, how-
ever, some parents are demanding a greater voice in school policies
(Gold, Simon, & Brown, 2002; Shirley, 1997).

Power sharing constitutes a significant dimension of capacity
building for family-school relationships and so is creating a caring
and inclusive learning community. In this type of community,
school personnel develop trusting and respectful relationships with
parents (Epstein, 1995), emphasize family strengths and avoid
blaming parents for student difficulties (Lewis & Henderson, 1997),
and facilitate involvement by addressing parents’time and resource
constraints and moving beyond traditional family-school activities
(Funkhouser & Gonzales, 1997)

Schools can also develop the capacity to communicate complex
education policies in ways that can be readily understood by par-
ents. Communicating timely, accurate, and appropriate informa-
tion to parents facilitates their full participation in their children’s
education. According to Reality Check 2001, a project of Public
Agenda and Education Week, a substantial proportion of parents
have little specific information about school performance: Nearly
one half have little or no information about where their child stands
compared to other students in their grade level (Public Agenda,
2001).

Another opportunity for capacity building lies in bridging the
cultural differences between schools and the communities they
serve. Almost 40% of elementary and secondary school students in
the country are members of racial or ethnic minorities, but only
10% of teachers are (Gehring, 2000). One challenge for schools is
being able to understand diverse students’ ways of knowing and
behaving and their families’norms for supporting student achieve-
ment (Civil, 1998; Park & Mei-Ying Chi, 1999; Reese & Galli-
more, 2000). Only then will it be possible for teachers to communi-
cate meaningful information to parents, and to begin a dialogue
about how they can partner to support their children’s learning.

New ways of conceptualizing family involvement are essential
to developing relationships with diverse families, and some prom-
ising approaches are under way. Schools in some migrant commu-
nities are shifting perspectives from parents going to school to
schools going to parents (G. R. Lopez, Scribner, & Mahitivani-
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chcha, 2001). Teachers are tapping into family “funds of knowl-
edge,”—the knowledge embedded in the experiences and lives of
students and their families—to enrich classroom learning (Moll,
Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1991; Scribner & Reyes, 1999) and val-
idate parents’ role as educators in meaningful ways (Ada & Smith,
1998). However, much more work needs to be done to transform
the family involvement principles behind these efforts from iso-
lated examples to the norms of schools.

Organizational level. How family involvement processes are
designed and managed make a difference in implementation.
Epstein (1995), for example, proposed a school action team to
implement and monitor the six types of family involvement. The
Comer School Development Program creates a structure of plan-
ning and management teams that prioritize school responsiveness
to parents (Haynes et al., 1996). Building the organizational capac-
ity of schools for effective family involvement can also be viewed
as part of a fundamental institution change. For example, a study of
high-performing schools in impoverished Hispanic communities
suggests that creating a high-performing learning community can
provide an alternative to bureaucratic hierarchies that stifle innova-
tive responses to student needs and interests (Scribner & Reyes,
1999). In this model, schools must develop capacity in four areas:
knowledge of the home, school, and community conditions
required for high performance; the cultural elements—values,
beliefs, attitudes—that affect how this knowledge is used; the disci-
plines of a learning organization put forth by Senge (1990); and the
implementation of best practices. These best practices include
community and parent involvement as well as school governance,
pedagogy, and assessment.

METHOD

In 1997, a national foundation invited the Harvard Family
Research Project to conduct a 3-year technical assistance and
documentation project with several of their grantees. These grant-
ees were intermediary organizations seeking to develop and repli-
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cate their family-school partnership initiatives. Our work afforded
us new insights on the important contributions these intermedi-
ary organizations make to capacity building for family-school-
community partnerships. Our sample was purposive and conve-
nient, in that it represented organizations with a national and
regional reach, common funding source, and a focus on family-
school partnerships; and ones with which we had provided in-depth
technical assistance and documentation help, respectively.

PARTICIPANTS

The documentation for this article included a formal data-
gathering process and the information gathered through the techni-
cal assistance process with four organizations.

The Alliance for Children and Families. The Alliance for Chil-
dren and Families is a national membership association of more
than 300 nonprofit child- and family-serving organizations. Its
national family-school partnership initiative consisted of replicat-
ing the Families and School Together Program (FAST), a preven-
tion and early intervention program for children facing multiple
risk factors. Over a series of eight sessions, parents and children
participate in structured family activities, a family meal, parent
mutual support, children’s activities, and parent-child play therapy.
Schools, districts, and community-based agencies contract the
Alliance to provide FAST team training and train-the-trainers
workshops. A team consisting of a parent, school staff member, and
representatives of community-based organizations in mental
health and substance abuse prevention leads FAST activities. The
Alliance has trained more than 500 school-based FAST teams
nationally.

The National Coalition of Advocates for Students (NCAS).
This network of 20 advocacy organizations works to improve
the educational outcomes of youth who are disadvantaged in the
public school system. One project of the coalition, the National
Asian Family/School Partnership Project, worked in nine cities to
help Southeast Asian community-based organizations and families
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advocate for improved teaching and learning among students who
were disadvantaged and to strengthen schools’ responsiveness to
community concerns. Using the national foundation’s support,
NCAS chose to work in cities with a concentration of Southeast
Asians and where initial site visits yielded the commitment of
Southeast Asian community-based organizations and schools to
build their respective capacities in family involvement. Most of the
community-based organizations provided for the immigration and
social service needs of Southeast Asian communities. Through
their relationship with NCAS, they began to expand their work to
include community concerns about education. The work of NCAS
in these communities was divided into three phases, the first of
which focused on building dialogue between Southeast Asian com-
munities and schools. The second phase emphasized developing
knowledge and advocacy skills among parents and community-
based organizations and providing schools with tools to guide them
in promoting family involvement and addressing the concerns of
Southeast Asians. The third phase consisted of institutionalizing
the project, including fund-raising support and working with sites
to take their work in new or deeper directions.

The Prichard Committee for Academic Excellence. The Prichard
Committee is an independent, nonpartisan organization of Ken-
tucky parents and citizens whose mission is to give citizens a voice
in education reform efforts. It created the Commonwealth Institute
for Parent Leadership to train a grassroots network of parents that
would support the implementation of Kentucky’s far-reaching
reforms. The Commonwealth Institute helps parents understand
the state’s standards-based education system, use student data in
school decision making, and carry out projects to increase student
achievement. It trained nearly 500 parents in its first 3 years. To be
selected for participation, a parent must complete an application
and commit to staying involved with the Institute’s activities for
2 years after the training. Parent participation is made possible
by foundation grants to the Prichard Committee and financial
support from Kentucky businesses and individuals. Since the
time we conducted our research, the Prichard Committee has taken
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its parent leadership model nationally by creating a Center for Par-
ent Leadership.

Right Question Project (RQP). The RQP is a nonprofit organiza-
tion that promotes parent and community involvement in schools
by building parents’ skills to act democratically and effectively
support, monitor, and advocate for their children’s education. RQP
works primarily with low- and moderate-income communities that
historically have been disengaged from the educational process. It
believes that parents must be able to ask the right questions to be
active partners in their children’s education. This is the primary
strategy that RQP helps parents acquire and then apply. The strat-
egy is disseminated through community-based organizations and
local education agencies that work directly with parents. RQP does
not have formal sites but works with any organization that is inter-
ested in using its educational strategy. These organizations can
access RQP’s capacity-building supports through training products
and curricula (for a small fee), participation in a peer-learning net-
work of users of its strategy (free), and tailored training and
technical assistance (for a negotiated fee).

DATA COLLECTION

In the formal data-gathering process, our research team of five
people interviewed six national administrators in person and by
telephone. In addition, we observed local site trainings led by these
organizations. During these trainings in 1999 and 2000, we con-
ducted focus groups with local practitioners and school personnel
from three organizations. We also conducted a focus group with
parents who participated in the program of one organization.

The technical assistance process, which included one to two
site visits a year, biannual structured telephone conference calls,
informal conversations, and an annual meeting, yielded in-depth
and rich program information. During annual meetings, the
organizations shared their experiences with the implementation,
replication, and sustainability of their family-school partnerships.
These sessions were taped and transcribed as needed. The inter-
mediary organizations also made available to us their project pro-
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posals, training manuals, evaluation reports, and other pertinent
documents.

DATA ANALYSIS

Data analysis consisted of reviewing the multiple sources of data
and writing up profiles and case studies of these organizations. The
individual case studies were shared with the directors and senior
staff of the organizations for their feedback. This article represents
a cross-case analysis of the key themes from our case studies
(Coffman, 2000; Hernandez, 2000a, 2000b; M. E. Lopez, 2000).
We concluded that a capacity-building framework captured what
was common to the work of these organizations. Although they
came from different philosophical perspectives, they all had to
build local capacity for family involvement.

RESULTS

HOW DO INTERMEDIARY ORGANIZATIONS BUILD CAPACITY
TO STRENGTHEN FAMILY INVOLVEMENT IN EDUCATION?

Our framework of capacity building includes the three levels of
individual, relational, and organizational development, each of
which are described below. In general, the intermediary organiza-
tions in the current study designed their capacity-building strate-
gies primarily for parents and worked either directly with parents
or community-based organizations that reached parents. Because
schools are often ambivalent about parent involvement, the inter-
mediary organizations felt they had an important role to play in
making it easier for parents to participate, irrespective of whether
the school or district was interested in a program. One director
defined the issue in the following way:

We all need to figure out strategies that can enable parents to access
schools and to be more effectively involved. What we are looking
for is more creative ways to engage parents, and not to rely on
schools to be doing it because they are not really equipped to do this.
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Individual level: Knowledge, skill, and confidence building.
Three intermediary organizations imparted usable content knowl-
edge as a way of bridging the difference in the professional knowl-
edge of educators and families. For NCAS, strengthening the
knowledge base of Southeast Asian parents was a critical first step
to their engagement with schools. One administrator commented,
“We are trying to provide knowledge and skills to parents because
we feel that partnership can never exist if one partner has less power
or much less knowledge about the issues than the other partner.” In
each of its sites, NCAS tailored its information to respond to parent
concerns but also emphasized basic parents’rights and responsibil-
ities in U.S. schools. Parents’ interests in school issues were varied
and included bilingual education, the desire to have their children
learn and for schools to serve their children well, and discipline.
When asked how parents have changed, another administrator
added,

Empowerment is a slow process. Parents grapple with issues but
have a commitment to want to learn more and to continue with these
issues. They’re beginning to recognize where their rights are being
violated. They have a better understanding of what’s happening in
the school system and to their children. We need to get to the next
step and find appropriate venues for them to get more involved, by
providing a stipend for parent involvement as a classroom aide and
hiring bilingual parent liaisons.

In the context of changing education reform policies, parents
had to learn how they could be more fully engaged in improv-
ing school performance. The Prichard Committee for Academic
Excellence focused on helping parent leaders, many of whom were
active in their schools, understand Kentucky’s school reforms and
standards so they could effectively monitor school performance
and promote the goals of reform through specific projects. Its
parent leadership program began with skills training, such as
understanding school data, and culminated in an action project that
parents carried out in their respective schools. One senior adminis-
trator explained the process and its challenges in the following
manner:
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Parents come to the institute for parent leadership and go back to
their communities to implement projects. Those projects have crite-
ria of impacting student achievement, involving other parents and
having a lasting impact. So the real issue with capacity building is
how do we keep the momentum once they leave us. They leave us
energized, very committed, excited about what they’ve learned and
a little bit frightened about what they need to do when they go back.

To address the issue, this administrator added, “It becomes incum-
bent on us to provide community support coordinators to coach
them, to provide resources and to support them.” Through its train-
ing institute and community support coordinators, parents gained
the knowledge, confidence, and skills to talk about educational
issues with other parents and school staff and to implement a wide
range of school improvement activities such as reading programs
and volunteer programs for parents (Corbett & Wilson, 2000;
Kroll, Sexton, Raimondo, Corbett, & Wilson, 2001). Parents pro-
vided the following examples about their efficacy in initiating
school projects (Family Involvement Network of Educators, 2003):

I was a Commonwealth Leadership for Parent Leadership partici-
pant a couple of years ago. I had the opportunity to review school
records and found that consistently, not just in my child’s school,
but in other schools, geometry and algebra scores were lower than
in other math areas. I teach mathematics at the college level and I
started an enrichment program at my child’s school at the fourth
grade and continued at the fifth grade. (First parent)

When parents think math is important so does the child. It’s critical
that parents convey to their children the value of math and have a
positive attitude about it. We developed our math programs to show
children and families that math is fun. The feedback we received
was quite positive. Parents enjoyed the experience and felt that,
along with their children, they learned a lot. One mother wrote how
the event had motivated her to take more math classes. Participants
also noted the feeling of community. The schools also appreciated
our efforts and asked us to speak at the principal’s meeting. (Second
parent)

The intermediary organizations developed tools that strength-
ened parents’ sense of efficacy in relating with schools. For exam-
ple, the RQP believed that parents must be able to ask the right
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questions to be active partners in their children’s education. Rather
than give parents a list of questions, RQP produced an educational
strategy to help parents identify educational issues that were
important to them and to develop their own questions. By practic-
ing to formulate their own questions, parents developed the skills to
prioritize their concerns to communicate them. Parents also learned
a simple framework on the three roles they could play in their chil-
dren’s education—supporter, monitor, and advocate. This frame-
work became the foundation for their action plans, which were spe-
cific tasks the parents committed to doing on behalf of their
children. Unlike many other models that tend to give parents pro-
posed solutions to their problems, RQP helped parents create
their own solutions. In addition, the value added of the educational
strategy was its versatility. It could be taught to parents as a self-
contained workshop, giving them the necessary skills in a single
session. This feature addressed the common problem of having
busy, working parents make a substantial time commitment for
training.

Among the four intermediary organizations, NCAS extended its
work beyond parents to include teachers and other school person-
nel (NCAS, 1997). One project administrator explained,

I think it is important for NCAS to have a relationship with schools
because schools need to change the way they look at parents. The
schools’ paradigm, at least among the Southeast Asian parents
we’ve worked with, has been one of “you need our help, we have so
much to teach you.” We’ve tried to turn that around and show differ-
ent strategies that make parent programs parent centered.

To help school personnel understand and reflect on its practice with
Southeast Asian families, NCAS trained school personnel and
facilitated meetings between families and schools. It organized an
annual conference that brought school personnel and community
leaders together to create a continuing conversation about the
issues affecting Southeast Asian students (e.g., bilingual educa-
tion, standards-based reform) and school relationships with fami-
lies. Tables 1 and 2 provide examples of individual-level capacity-
building strategies to change knowledge, skills, and attitudes.
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Relational level: Improving family-school partnerships.Two
intermediary organizations in the current study worked to improve
the relationships between families and schools (see Table 3). The
Alliance for Children and Families sought to strengthen the family-
school relationship as part of a broader goal of nurturing a child’s
social-emotional development. Its strategy was to promote FAST,
an evaluated program with consistent positive child and family
outcomes, including reduced child aggression and increased par-
ent involvement, as a collaborative endeavor of schools and
community-based human service organizations (Alliance for
Children and Families, 1998). One administrator commented on
the process of relationship building in the following way:

In the FAST program we’re about building relationships. We begin
the experience of parents relating to the school with essentially a lot
of fun projects, although there are moments of serious discussion in
the parent support groups. We hire school staff on the FAST team so
that facilitates the building of relationships within a fun and positive
context.
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TABLE 1
Individual-Level Capacity Building for Families

Individual Capacity-
Building Goals: Families Examples of Strategies

Enhance a sense of efficacy Develop problem-solving tools
The Right Question Project shared tools that

enhanced critical thinking and problem
solving

Build cultural capital through Impart basic information
usable content knowledge NCAS provided basic information about the
and skill building school system, parent, and student rights

and responsibilities and specialized school
programs (e.g., special education, gifted
and talented)

Facilitate the development of Initiate parent meetings
parent social networks NCAS organized parent meetings to share

experiences and address school issues
Develop leadership skills to Conduct parent institutes

promote school reform The Prichard Committee conducted institutes
to enhance parents’ knowledge about
standards-based education reform and to
strengthen their advocacy skills

NOTE: NCAS = National Coalition of Advocates for Students.
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Beyond the 8-week FAST program, parents became part of an
informal support network to continue the parent-school relation-
ship. At the time of this study, the network was relatively new and
its direction still an area of further development. One of its goals
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TABLE 2
Individual-Level Capacity Building for Schools

Individual Capacity-
Building Goals: Schools Examples of Strategies

Bridge differences between Continuous training and dialogue
school and diverse NCAS provided training and sponsored an
communities annual conference for school decision

makers to learn more about Southeast
Asian communities

Conceptualize new ways of Acknowledge community assets
family-centered involvement NCAS encouraged school administrators to

reach and support families though ethnically
based community organizations

Communicate timely, accurate, Innovative communication formats
and appropriate information NCAS cosponsored joint training among
about education reforms school personnel and ethnic community

leaders on educational matters such as
standards-based reform and bilingual
education

NOTE: NCAS = National Coalition of Advocates for Students.

TABLE 3
Relational-Level Capacity-Building Strategies

Relational Capacity-
Building Goals Examples of Strategies

Build positive school and Promote a validated program
family relations The Alliance for Children and Families

promoted the FAST program, which has
positive outcomes for children and families

Bridge the widely different Facilitate dialogue
resources, power, and NCAS facilitated meetings and an annual
cultures of schools and families conference that engaged parents,

community leaders, and school personnel in
a dialogue about educational issues

NOTE: FAST = Families and School Together Program; NCAS = National Coalition
of Advocates for Students.
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was to build on the positive relationship with the school and be able
to advocate on harder issues over time.

For NCAS, building relationships with schools meant a two-
way process of schools learning about the cultures of Southeast
Asian communities and families learning about the culture of
schools. It worked through ethnic-based organizations that had
extensive networks in the community to connect this two-way
learning process. A core aspect of its work focused on building dia-
logue between schools and families, which took several steps. The
NCAS staff held initial meetings with the ethnic organizations and
parents separately from those with teachers and school staff. The
parent meetings took place in community settings where partici-
pants could candidly share ideas about student issues, parent
involvement, and the barriers that affected parent involvement. The
NCAS staff also conducted school meetings to elicit the perspec-
tives of Asian and non-Asian educators about the community they
served and to understand the difficulties schools faced in their out-
reach efforts. Then, they brought parents, community leaders, and
school personnel together in joint meetings to talk about their
issues and the ways schools and parents could better help students.
Subsequent meetings were held in schools and community centers.
This staged approach served a number of purposes. It allowed
NCAS staff to get a better handle of issues. It gave parents confi-
dence to speak up and present their concerns before school admin-
istrators. It enabled school staff to examine their hopes and frustra-
tions and be better prepared to meet with parents. By consistently
emphasizing the importance of parent voices, these meetings
became arenas of change for parents as well as schools. Parents
learned to advocate for their children, and schools acted on the
principles they communicated to parents. One teacher explained
how change happened in the following way:

We had planned to offer the after-school tutorial only once a week,
but the parents wanted it twice a week. We had been telling them
they had certain rights and certain demands they could make upon
the school within certain boundaries. Because they voiced their
needs, they were able to get 2 days of after-school tutorials.
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Organizational level: Support systems. As Table 4 illustrates,
the organizations in the current study created a support system to
enable schools and community-based organizations to implement
viable family involvement programs. They invested in research
from which they developed training processes and informational
materials. They developed quality-training programs, setting high
standards for train-the-trainer approaches and employing experi-
enced training professionals. Through ongoing coaching and
mentoring, the organizations promoted leadership development
and, through evaluation, provided local sites with the information
to improve their programs. The organizations also supported site
sustainability through fund-raising assistance.

The intensity of organizational support, however, differed with
the design of a family-school partnership. For example, RQP found
that many community organizations learned their educational strat-
egy quickly and integrated it into their work without going through
elaborate training workshops and without creating new structures
to deliver the methodology. Consequently, RQP created a tiered
system of support. Organizations could avail of RQP’s stand-alone
products and learn to use them on their own, that is, through self-
support. They could participate in a peer-learning network and
derive mutual support in applying the educational strategy in inno-
vative contexts. They could also choose to receive direct support
through customized training and technical assistance.

By contrast, because adherence to the FAST program model was
crucial to achieve the desired outcomes, the Alliance for Children
and Families invested in intensive, continuous training and super-
vision of community teams composed of representatives from
schools, human service agencies, and parents. The process of
becoming a certified FAST site involved several training events,
phone consultations, and on-site observation and coaching. The
Alliance also conducted site evaluations of the FAST program and
helped site teams interpret the results for program improvement.

The intermediary organizations played a key role in convening
participants from different sites to learn from each other. RQP, for
example, created a peer-learning network so that the users of its
educational strategy could share their ideas and broaden the ways
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TABLE 4
Organizational-Level Capacity-Building Strategies

Organizational Capacity-
Building Goals Examples of Strategies

Implement high-quality programs Provide research, tools, and informational
materials

NCAS produced parent briefs on basic
information about the school system, a self-
assessment tool for schools for equitable
educational practices, an advocacy manual
for parents and community-based
organizations, and a newsletter to connect
the work of several sites.

Establish training standards for a
consistent, high-quality program

The Alliance for Children and Families invested
in a train-the-trainer model, developing
highly skilled national and local trainers who
trained local sites to implement the FAST
program. National trainers looked for
potential local trainers and provided ongoing
mentoring and supervision as new trainers
developed their skills.

Offer coaching and mentoring
The Prichard Committee for Academic

Excellence community support coordinators
worked with parent leaders who completed
training about Kentucky’s standards-based
education and motivated the leaders to
initiate and complete projects focusing
on parent involvement and student
achievement.

Institute evaluation and feedback
mechanisms for continuous improvement

The Alliance for Children and Families
conducted site evaluations of the FAST
program for a fee and helped sites interpret
the results for program improvement. The
Alliance provided each site team (composed
of school, community agency and parent
representatives) with an assessment tool
that rated the members’ level of agreement
about how well they were implementing the
program.

(continued)
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organizations and individuals use its strategy. Recognizing that
these users were an important source of expertise, RQP asked each
organization to document and share the lessons learned from
implementing the educational strategy in periodic network confer-
ence calls or meetings. RQP then disseminated them among
broader network members with an electronic and printed newslet-
ter. Similarly, NCAS convened schools and community-based
organizations from several sites at an annual conference to share
their experiences. An important function of these conferences was
to break the isolation of ethnic-based community organizations and
to create professional and friendship networks. As one participant
explained,

I think we learn that it’s not just me who’s having problems with get-
ting our parents involved. We have a common goal of trying to get
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Sustain programs and practices Provide a range of options to support
organizational integration of a practice

The RQP offered a continuum of support,
from self-support to more intensive direct
support. One approach was not necessarily
better than the other. Organizations chose
to integrate the RQP educational strategy
using approaches that fit their organizational
style and capabilities.

Offer fund-raising support
The Alliance for Children and Families

provided grant-making support to its sites.
It helped them identify funders and offered
samples of grant applications. The FAST
program involved a set of interrelated areas
of intervention—education, substance abuse
prevention, mental health, family support—
and the Alliance encouraged its sites to
access different sources of funding that
corresponded to these areas.

NOTE: NCAS = National Coalition of Advocates for Students; FAST = Families and
School Together Program; RQP = Right Question Project.

TABLE 4 (continued)

Organizational Capacity-
Building Goals Examples of Strategies
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Southeast Asian parents to be more involved in their children’s
schooling. . . . There’s an interchange of ideas and every time we
leave, we have this sense of “This is great idea from California that
I’m going to implement,” or “This is a great idea from Iowa.” We
learn about each other’s successes and failures.

Capacity-building challenges. The difficulty of building capac-
ity for family educational involvement cannot be overstated. At the
individual level, the intermediary organizations dealt with issues
such as recruiting diverse families, sustaining participation, and
changing deeply held beliefs. Despite the quality training and sup-
port these organizations offered, the pressures of time and work
also factored into sustained parent participation. For example, the
NCAS realized the difficulty of redefining parent roles in education
and had to continually help its sites address the reluctance of South-
east Asian parents and even community leaders to express their
desires and to question school authorities.

At the relational level, intermediary organizations were chal-
lenged to create partnerships between schools and families.
Although parents may have felt empowered to initiate school
change, school staff may not have shared this expectation. Parent
leaders trained by the Prichard Committee often faced an uphill
battle to establish a relationship with the school in which they were
to influence reforms. These parent leaders commonly felt appre-
hensive, not from the lack of content knowledge, but by school
resistance to support dialogue between parents and schools about
reform issues (Hernandez, 2000b). For NCAS, the perception of
Asians as a model minority translated into a lack of programs and
services for Asian students and their families because schools did
not recognize there were Asian students at risk of school failure.
Although teachers who were part of the NCAS project became
enthusiastic advocates for Southeast Asian students and families,
some of their peers resisted the idea of devoting attention to this
population.

At the organizational level, sites differed in their ability to mus-
ter the human and financial resources for sustained implementa-
tion. The NCAS strategy of working with ethnic organizations
revealed that in some instances these organizations were not
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equipped to broker the family-school partnership. Leadership turn-
over, limited staff time, and lack of funds constrained their capacity
to work on educational issues. This meant a longer time frame for
NCAS to provide organizations with assistance and support and, in
one case, to discontinue the work it had started with a volunteer-run
organization that had no regular source of funding.

DISCUSSION

The current study focused on the role of intermediary organiza-
tions in building capacity for family involvement. Their efforts at
research and curriculum development, training and support, dis-
semination, and convening activities represent a level of invest-
ment that schools are unlikely to make. To promote individual
capacity, the intermediary organizations provided usable knowl-
edge that parents could confidently use to advocate for their child,
to navigate the school system, and to partner with schools on stu-
dent achievement and greater parent involvement. To promote rela-
tional capacity, the intermediary organizations diversified their
audience niches. They identified and reached groups they had not
worked with previously such as Southeast Asian communities and
the schools serving them and parent leaders needing advanced skill
building. Furthermore, they redefined parent roles, supporting par-
ents as catalysts and leaders with the potential to change children’s
school experiences. To promote organizational capacity, the inter-
mediary organizations developed support systems by which con-
tinuing family-school-community dialogue and projects could be
carried out. When the intermediary organizations replicated their
efforts regionally and nationally, they also created cross-site net-
works for the exchange of ideas and for problem-solving efforts.
By managing communication flows within a site and across sites,
they facilitated learning for improved practice.

By continuing to improve on the strengths they have acquired
over time—program models, audience diversification, family-
oriented approaches, and network building to promote learning and
effective practice—intermediary organizations are likely to con-
tinue to play a key role in family involvement. As mentioned in the
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beginning, intermediary organizations build a field of practice by
capturing and disseminating the lessons learned from site experi-
ence. These lessons are then translated into adaptations and im-
provements in their expansion and replication processes.

The intermediary organizations worked in or through communi-
ties and tended to move away from school-centered approaches and
to promote greater parent initiation of dialogue and partnership
with schools. A common theme in their work was to make parent
voices not only heard but also acted on in school settings. However,
working from a community base is not by itself sufficient to pro-
mote partnership; schools also need to be readied to relate to par-
ents as resources and partners. Without a well-coordinated effort to
engage the different stakeholders, existing challenges in creating
meaningful partnerships are difficult to overcome.

Intermediary organizations must constantly address sustain-
ability issues. The organizations in the current study approached
site sustainability broadly, investing in technical assistance and
relationship building so that parent and community groups and
schools could initiate their own activities and projects. They
designed their processes to be integrated into an organization’s rou-
tine. They created communication channels—through annual con-
ferences, newsletters, and Web-based resources—for networking
and access to information. The continuing challenge lies in gener-
ating financial resources at the national intermediary and site levels
to sustain programs or take them in new directions. Funding
resources for family involvement are limited, and grant-funded
projects with a short time frame may not allow continuity in capac-
ity building. This suggests that intermediary organizations must
not only develop program models but also design comprehensive
strategies with social marketing components such as communica-
tion, strategic alliances, and dissemination.

Some steps that can be taken include strategic alliances among
stakeholder groups and a focus on well-designed evaluations that
documents how the organizations are making a difference for fami-
lies, students, and schools. In a review of more than 300 research
and evaluation studies to understand what makes a difference in
educating American youth, the authors identified family involve-
ment as a best bet or promising practice but not as a what works
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practice (Redd, Brooks, & McGarvey, 2002). This conclusion
points to the need for more rigorous evaluations of family involve-
ment practices that can meet the rising accountability expectations
of policy makers and funders.

CONCLUSION

Although the literature on family involvement in education
richly describes its outcomes and the motivation, barriers, and
opportunities for such involvement, little is known about how a
growing number of intermediary organizations contribute to its
development. Our research examined the capacity-building role of
intermediary organizations, the elements of capacity building, and
the value that intermediary organizations create for the field of
family involvement in education.

Because our research focused on a handful of organizations, a
more extensive survey can map the types and reach of these organi-
zations and their cumulative influences on the family involvement
field. The manner in which family involvement in education is inte-
grated in the work of intermediary organizations also poses some
interesting questions. Are there differences in design, audience
niche, and sustainability based on intermediary organization size
and type (e.g., educational or multipurpose organizations)? In the
marketplace of family involvement models, how do schools, parent
groups, and community-based organizations make decisions on
which intermediary organizations to select for assistance with
capacity building in family involvement? How is the current land-
scape of education reform shaping the family involvement niches
of intermediary organizations? These questions suggest new and
fruitful areas of inquiry to illuminate the work of organizations that
have contributed much to family involvement in education but
remain a largely neglected research topic.

NOTE

1. See pages 80 and 81 for the definition of cultural capital.
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