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Why are we presenting?
Family engagement in special education is often not given 
sufficient attention but is part of the vision of IDEA (2004); 
school and families working together.

Culturally and linguistically diverse families face barriers when 
trying to understand the U.S. special education process, not 
always fully understanding their rights and role in this process.

We want to bring attention to this issue and discuss strategies 
and ideas to support our CLD families.
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OVERVIEW



Changing 
Schools

More Diverse

Due to the rising numbers of 
racially and ethnically diverse 
students (Musu-Gillette et al., 
2017).

English learners

Are growing (National Center 
for Educational Statistics, 
2018).

Latinx
Growing at the fastest rate 
(Musu-Gillette et al. , 2017).



Includes both non-English and 
limited-English proficient students as well 
as students who have backgrounds that 
vary based on different social, cultural, 
and economic experiences (Gonzalez, 
Pagan, Wendell, & Love, 2011).

Culturally and Linguistically 
Diverse (CLD)

Includ
es 

ELs



National Assessment of 
Educational Progress 

(NAEP)

ELs continuously score lower 
than non-ELs in reading and 
math in 4th and 8th grade 
(Murphey, 2014).

EL Opportunity/
Educational 
Gaps

Significant gap did not 
essentially change 
between 2007-2017 in 
reading and math

(U.S. Department of 
Education, 2018)



NAEP Trend in Reading, Grade 4



Family Engagement
One way to improve academic achievement of ELs is by improving 
their family’s engagement in their education (Banerjee, Harrell, & 
Johnson, 2011; Jeynes, 2012).

Positive impact of family engagement on academic achievement is 
well-established in the literature (Grolnick, 2015; Reynolds et al., 
2015).

● Reduced dropout, improved attendance, self-regulatory and 
self-esteem (Daniel, Wang, & Berthesen 2016; Cripps & Zyromski, 
2009; Sheldon, 2007).



Family Engagement & Special 
Education

Family engagement has positive impact on the academic 
achievement of students with disabilities as well (Newman, 
2004).

● Higher grades (Newman, 2004)
● Improved rates of high school graduation (Doren, Gau, & Lindstrom, 

2012)
● Higher rates of post-graduation employment (Carter, Austin, & 

Trainor, 2012)



Family 
Engagement

Family educational engagement can 
be defined by what the family does 
at home and families do at school 
to support their child’s education 
(Green, Walker, Hoover-Dempsey, & 
Sandler, 2007).

Home-based activities include 
homework support, reviewing for a 
test, as well as monitoring their 
child’s academic progress (Green 
et al., 2007)

School-based activities include 
attending school events, 
parent-teacher conferences, and 
volunteering at the school (Green 
et al., 2007).



Legal Guidance
No Child Left Behind (2002) 
allocated funds to schools for 
innovative and effective family 
engagement.

Also described parents as full 
partners in their children’s 
education.         (Mapp, 2012)



ESSA and Family Engagement

In 2015, Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) continued 
to support family engagement, directing schools to 
connect with families and include family engagement 
in school district’s plans (Henderson, 2016).

However, there are issues in broad implementation 
with schools focusing on compliance rather than 
improvement (Mapp, 2012).



IDEA and Family Engagement

IDEA (2004) recognized the importance of family engagement 
by mandating family involvement in special education.

● Include families in the decision-making and program planning 
process (IDEA, 2004).

● Provide access for families who are not proficient English 
speakers (Cummings & Hardin, 2017).

● Families and schools collaborate in order to create and carry out 
shared goals for academic progress for students with disabilities 
(MacLeod, Causton, Radel, & Radel, 2017).



Family engagement is defined by what is 
valued from a mainstream cultural 
perspective or what Goldsmith and 
Robinson Kurpius (2018) call “traditional, 
White, middle-class norms of parent 
involvement and expectations of 
educators (p. 564).

Does not adequately reflect culturally 
diverse views and experience.

Issues



Family engagement is influenced by SES, ethnicity, cultural 
background, and family characteristics, with families with higher 
SES having higher levels of engagement than those with lower SES 
(Hill & Taylor, 2004).

Culturally and linguistically diverse families generally have been found 
to be less engaged when compared to other families (Wong & Hughes, 
2006).

Barriers to Family Engagement



CLD Family Barriers

Lack of familiarity with the U.S. educational system, 
differing views of responsibility for children’s education, 
stigma associated with disabilities (Goldsmith & Robinson 
Kurpius, 2018; Park & Holloway, 2013).

.

Cultural



CLD Barriers

Frequent use of medical vocabulary and educational jargon is very 
difficult to understand and for interpreters to translate (Dinneson 
& Kroeger, 2018; Hughes et al., 2002; Jegatheesan, 2009; Lo, 2008; Salas, 
2004).

Use of medical terminology and education jargon reflects an 
imbalance of social power with such vocabulary used specifically 
to exclude families from being able to fully participate and 
advocate for children with disabilities (Cohen, 2014; Salas, 2004).

Language



CLD Barriers

Uneven power dynamics with schools wielding greater power 
than families when making educational decisions regarding 
their children (Jasis & Ordoñez-Jasis, 2012), which can be 
a universal challenge for all families.

Power Dynamics



CLD Barriers 

Not feeling welcomed and respected and/or not having their 
input or expertise valued (Shah, 2009).

Research has indicated that Latinx families engage more when 
they feel respected and their parental roles, aspirations, life 

experiences, and knowledge are valued (Jasis & 
Ordoñez-Jasis, 2012).

Motivational



Guidance
Models of

Family Engagement



Two models of family engagement can be used as 
guidance to improve engagement for CLD families.

● Epstein’s Spheres of Influence model (2010).
● Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler model(Hoover-Dempsey et al., 

2005).

Two Models



Epstein’s Spheres 
of Influence

Defines parental involvement by 
describing the shared 
responsibilities occurring between 
families, schools, and 
communities that support the 
learning and development of 
children as overlapping spheres of 
influence (Epstein, 2010).



Richland County School District One, n.d.



Epstein’s Model

Illustrates the shared responsibility of families, schools, and 
communities in fostering a child’s development by encouraging 
schools to create an environment where families are equal 
partners in their child’s education (2010).

However, CLD families may need additional support to bridge 
potential cultural and language differences in order to achieve 
truly equal partnerships.



Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler Model

Takes a different view and defines family engagement by what 
influences and motivates families to become engaged in their 
child’s education (Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005).

Adds the influence/impact of psychological and contextual 
factors:

● Motivational beliefs and self-efficacy
● Perceptions of invitations for engagement
● Family life context (Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005).





Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler Model

The power of this model lies in the amount of influence schools have 
on families’ decisions on whether to engage or not.

Schools can support families’ development of an active role 
construction and sense of self-efficacy in helping their children 
(Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005).

Improve climate, outreach, and interactions as well as school and 
teacher invitations for all families, so that all can engage in a variety 
of manners .  (Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005)



Culturally Responsive Practices

Five Culturally Responsive Practices that Support Family 
Engagement

● Focus on creating and supporting home and school relationships
● Support existing familial knowledge
● Distinguish and employ what works for families
● Promote cultural awareness
● Develop intellectual, social, and human capital for both families 

and schools. (Lavorgna, 2016; Mapp & Kuttner, 2013)







How do we do 
this in special 
education?

Application



Federal Level

State Level

District Level

School Level

● Center for American Progress, 2021 article: One Size 
Does Not Fit All 

https://www.americanprogress.org/article/one-size-not-fit/

What is in our control?



General Recommendations

Make families feel integral to school community

Communicate effectively

Support student success

Share power

Collaborate with the community

(Mills University, 2020)



Let’s focus on we can do

Start with research-based strategies





1. How culturally responsive 
am I?

2. Who is this family?
3. Have we developed a 

collaborative relationship?

Guiding Questions



Collaborative Partnerships

Focus on the six components of collaborative 
partnerships:

● Communication
● Commitment
● Equality
● Professional competence
● Mutual trust
● Mutual respect (Blue-Banning et al., 2004) 



What do parents want? 

● Frequent (quantity) and honest and open 
communication (quality)(Blue-Banning et al., 
2004).

● Respect privacy, focus on positive, avoid jargon, 
provide resources (Blue-Banning et al., 2004.

● Communication to be reciprocal, want to be 
heard (Haines et al., 2015).

Communication



Communication (cont.)
Strategies:

● Provide language assistance if CLD families need it.
● Ensure all written materials are translated into family’s 

preferred language.
● Have skilled interpreters attend all IEP meetings.
● Avoid use of jargon, medical terminology.
● Ask CLD families their preferences for communication (i.e. 

notebooks, email, text, phone call).



Commitment
Parents want to see evidence that educators are dedicated to 
their families and children (Blue-Banning et al., 2004).

Educators need to demonstrate through statements and actions 
that focus on the best interests of the child (Haines et al., 
2015).

Strategies:

○ Have high expectations
○ Regularly communicate progress and positive experiences
○ Advocate for the child and family



Equality
Parents value an overall sense of harmony in meetings and 
interactions with educators (Blue-Banning et al., 2004).

Strategies:

● Ensure equality in decision-making
● Acknowledge family’s point of view
● Recognize the strengths and family expertise
● Support CLD families to be fully contributing members of IEP 

team.
● Explain the importance of IEP and the expectation of family 

advocacy



Competence

Parents want to feel confident in the professional skills 
of their children’s educators (Blue-Banning et al., 2004).

Strategies:

● Provide clear individualization based on unique needs of 
child.

● Avoid taking a deficit view of disability and demonstrate 
you understand the child’s language needs (Wolfe & Duran, 
2013).



Trust

Parent desire mutual trust with their children’s educators 
and they indicated three components of trust 
(Blue-Banning et al., 2004).

Strategies:

● Be reliable
● Assure that the child is treated with dignity and is safe 

from harm
● Be discrete when dealing with confidential and personal 

information



Respect

Collaborative relationships with CLD families are rooted in 
mutual respect during the IEP  process (Haines et al., 
2015).

Strategies:

● Value the child as a person rather than as a disability 
label

● Engage in simple courtesy (being on time, acknowledging 
parents’ efforts) (Blue-Banning et al,, 2004)



Personal thoughts and experiences
TIME
Interpreters
Interactions
Recommendations during the meeting



TIME
Allow extra time for 
meetings.

Explain early in the IEP 
process what is special 
education and explain  
procedural safeguards.

Hold eligibility and IEP 
meetings separately.

Meet before the eligibility 
to go over the evaluation 
report if the families do not 
speak English well.

Give families options when 
scheduling meetings or find 
out their schedules.



Interpreters

Train interpreters in special 
education process, vocabulary, 
and forms.

Meet with interpreter before 
the meeting to discuss the 
agenda, terminology, format, 
etc.

Allow interpreter to have 
evaluation report before the 
meeting so that his/she can 
prepare

At start of each meeting, 
remind everyone of etiquette 
when using an interpreter.

After the meeting, meet again 
with interpreter to discuss 
what went well, what did not 
go well, discuss any issues that 
came up.



Address parents as 
Mr/Mrs

Until told otherwise

Stand when families 
enter a meeting

Handshaking not being 
done right now but 
normally need to find 
out cultural norms

Be social

Start meetings by 
asking about the 

family

Interactions

Offer refreshments

Can just be a glass of 
water.



Delegate someone to 
summarize strengths, needs, 
questions, etc. on chart 
paper.

After each section or 
presentation, summarize and 
ask parents if they have any 
questions.

During 
meetings

Relate evaluation findings to 
families’ experience or child’s 
behavior in the home, give 
examples.

Use visuals such as graphs, 
student work, etc.

Provide families with “visual” 
IEP

● Case manager
● Other service providers
● Example of weekly schedule







Group 
Discussion



What is working for you/your team/school?

What is not working for you/your team/school?

What questions do you have?

Questions



Resources
Culturally Responsive Practices

Madison Metropolitan School District, University of Wisconsin-Oshkosh, Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction. (2007, 
November). Culturally responsive practices in schools: The checklist to address disproportionality.  Retrieved from 
http://dpi.wi.gov/sped/doc/disp-cadse-cklst.doc

Center for Collaborative Education. (n.d.) Culturally-responsive teaching mindsets: Examples and non-examples.Retrieved 
from https://studentsatthecenterhub.org/wp-content/uploads/Culturally-Responsive-Teaching-Mindsets.pdf

Center for Collaborative Education. (n.d.) Fairness, bias, and cultural-responsiveness checklist. Retrieved from 
https://studentsatthecenterhub.org/wp-content/uploads/Fairness-Bias-and-Cultural-Responsiveness-Checklist.pdf

Culturally Responsive Strategies

Rossetti, Z. Sauer, J. S., Bui, O. & Ou, S. (2017). Developing collaborative partnerships with culturally and linguistically 
diverse families during the IEP process. Teaching Exceptional Children, 49 (5), 328-338. doi: 10.1177/0040059916680103

http://dpi.wi.gov/sped/doc/disp-cadse-cklst.doc
https://studentsatthecenterhub.org/wp-content/uploads/Culturally-Responsive-Teaching-Mindsets.pdf


Resources
Family Engagement Recommendations

Benner, M. & Quirk, A. (2020, February 20). One size does not fit all: Analyzing different approaches to family-school communication. 
Washington, DC: Center for American Progress. Retrieved from https://www.americanprogress.org/article/one-size-not-fit/

Jacques, C., & Villegas, A., (2019, December). Strategies for equitable family engagement. Washington, DC: State Support Network. 
Retrieved from 
https://oese.ed.gov/resources/oese-technical-assistance-centers/state-support-network/resources/strategies-equitable-family-engagem
ent/#:~:text=This%20resource%20outlines%20guidance%20and%20provides%20real-world%20examples,advocates.%205%20Engagi
ng%20outside%20of%20the%20school%20building.

Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion Training

Educating Children of Color: https://educatingchildrenofcolor.org/

https://www.americanprogress.org/article/one-size-not-fit/
https://oese.ed.gov/resources/oese-technical-assistance-centers/state-support-network/resources/strategies-equitable-family-engagement/#:~:text=This%20resource%20outlines%20guidance%20and%20provides%20real-world%20examples,advocates.%205%20Engaging%20outside%20of%20the%20school%20building
https://oese.ed.gov/resources/oese-technical-assistance-centers/state-support-network/resources/strategies-equitable-family-engagement/#:~:text=This%20resource%20outlines%20guidance%20and%20provides%20real-world%20examples,advocates.%205%20Engaging%20outside%20of%20the%20school%20building
https://oese.ed.gov/resources/oese-technical-assistance-centers/state-support-network/resources/strategies-equitable-family-engagement/#:~:text=This%20resource%20outlines%20guidance%20and%20provides%20real-world%20examples,advocates.%205%20Engaging%20outside%20of%20the%20school%20building
https://oese.ed.gov/resources/oese-technical-assistance-centers/state-support-network/resources/strategies-equitable-family-engagement/#:~:text=This%20resource%20outlines%20guidance%20and%20provides%20real-world%20examples,advocates.%205%20Engaging%20outside%20of%20the%20school%20building
https://educatingchildrenofcolor.org/


Resources
Interpreters

Liu, K. K., Funfe Tatah Mentan, C., Lazarus, S. S., Thurlow, M. L., & Jarmin, J. C. (2019). Working with language interpreters: 
Information for teachers. Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota, Improving Instruction for English Learners Through 
Improved Accessibility Decisions. Retrieved from https://nceo.umn.edu/docs/OnlinePubs/II_interpret_brief_teacher_english.pdf

RIDE Office for Diverse Learners. (n.d.) Holding Meetings Related to Special Education with Interpreters and Culturally and 
Linguistically Diverse Families and Students. Retrieved from 
https://www.ride.ri.gov/Portals/0/Uploads/Documents/OSCAS/IEP_Meetings_Interpreters_brochure_21.pdf

Family/School Engagement Surveys

Purdue University. (2015). Family/School Partnership Checklist*. Retrieved from Family/School Partnership Checklist (pdf) 
(purdue.edu)

State of Georgia, Department of Education. (2013, May). Elementary School Title 1 Parent Involvement Survey Template. 
Retrieved from FINAL Elementary School Survey.pdf (gadoe.org)

https://www.ride.ri.gov/Portals/0/Uploads/Documents/OSCAS/IEP_Meetings_Interpreters_brochure_21.pdf
https://www.ride.ri.gov/Portals/0/Uploads/Documents/OSCAS/IEP_Meetings_Interpreters_brochure_21.pdf
https://www.purdue.edu/hhs/hdfs/fii/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/fi_checklist_fsp.pdf
https://www.purdue.edu/hhs/hdfs/fii/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/fi_checklist_fsp.pdf
https://www.gadoe.org/School-Improvement/Federal-Programs/Documents/FINAL%20Elementary%20School%20Survey.pdf
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