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The Key to Children’s Learning Success
Family and School Partnerships
By Amy Bereton, Ph.D., Assistant Professor of Education, Trinity Washington University, contact: breretona@trinitydc.edu

Robust family involvement is a key 
characteristic of high quality educational 
settings. Researchers have found that 
when parents and teachers collaborate in 
an effort to support children’s learning, 
children benefit in important ways. 
These benefits can be classified as 
academic (Fan & Chen, 2001) and as 
social emotional (Allen & Daly, 2002). 
Desforges and Aboucharr (2003) found 
that children whose families took an 
active role in their children’s education 
demonstrated higher levels of resilience 
to stress, more self-control, greater 
tolerance, stronger mental health, fewer 
delinquent behaviours,  more positive 
peer relations, higher social competence, 
greater self direction, enjoyed more 
supportive relationships and 

communicated having greater life 
satisfaction than their peers whose 
parents were not as actively involved in 
their children’s education. 

While family involvement has a positive 
impact on children’s learning at all levels 
of education, it has its greatest effect at 
the beginning of children’s education 
(Desforges & Aboucharr, 2003). 
Children’s early experiences in the 
classroom set the tone for their academic 
journey within the context of ‘school’. It 
is during these early years that children 
decide whether the classroom is a place 
where they belong and will be 
successful. For children to develop an 
image of themselves as strong and able 
learners (which, of course, all children 

are) their early experiences in the 
classroom must be carefully planned to 
ensure that they are offered a 
developmentally appropriate curriculum.  
Developmentally appropriate practises 
are rooted in the knowledge of 
individual students and the contexts 
within which they live, develop and 
learn (Bredekamp & Copple, 2009). For 
teachers to acquire this knowledge, they 
must develop relationships with the 
families who are closest to the children 
they teach. Families have much to teach 
their children’s educators about their 
children’s interests, abilities and needs. 
A pre-kindergarten teacher in 
Washington state describes the pivotal 
role that family involvement plays in her 
teaching practice:

Children at The 
Takoma Park 
Cooperative 
Nursery School 
connect with 
parents and 
teachers in the 
classroom. 
Parents own the 
school and serve 
on key 
administrative 
committees. They 
are trained by 
professional staff 
to support and 
nurture children’s 
learning, working 
with teachers, to 
deliver an arts-
based curriculum 
defined by the 
School Director
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I am most effective as a learning guide when parents share 
their expert knowledge of their children with me.   If I know 
that Micha has a special interest in turtles then I know to 
introduce him to our class turtle on the first day of school 
when he may be feeling anxious about a new place and new 
people. When parents share their knowledge about how to 
best comfort their children I am able to more effectively 
calm and encourage my students throughout the year. What 
happens outside of school influences children’s behaviour in 
the classroom. When I know a bit about children’s family life 
I am able to build on children’s home learning and to 
support children in the classroom as they work through 
family changes such as a new sibling, new home or the 
death of a grandparent (personal communication, January 
23, 2010).

Through collaboration with their children’s teachers families can 
help school professionals identify teaching styles and classroom 
organisation that will best support their children’s learning 
(Corson, 1998).

 Gonzalez-Mena (2009) asserts that just as families are 
essential resources for educators; educators can be important 
sources of information and support for families. She goes on to 
state that practitioners’ possess knowledge relating to child 
development and are well practiced at observing children in the 
social context of the classroom.  As such, teachers can deepen 
parents’ knowledge about their children and help them develop a 
clearer picture of children’s strengths as well as suggest areas 
where children need to be supported or challenged. A parent 
interviewed by Carpenter (2001) explained that:

Parents are often very unsure of the best ways to help their 
child, and I believe if they are given flexible, responsive and 
sensitive support, this will not only strengthen their role in 
the short term but will also increase their capacity for the 
future. It is the parents and families who usually provide the 
most constant ongoing interest and support in a person’s life 
so any investment of time and energy by schools and 
professionals, I believe is well spent (pp. 282-283). 

Children learn best when families and educators share 
their expert knowledge with one another. I often compare the 
roles of teachers and parents in a child’s education to the roles 
that my mechanic and I play in keeping my car in good working 
order. While the comparison is imperfect, it is helpful. Generally 
speaking my mechanic’s knowledge of cars exceeds mine but I 

Children, Parents, 
Teachers, and 
Community
Children feel more 
confident and have 
less stress with high 
parent involvement 
in early childhood 
education

“If I know that Micha has a special interest in 
turtles then I know to introduce him to our 
class turtle on the first day of school when he 
may be feeling anxious about a new place 
and new people.”

A pre-kindergarten teacher reflects on making connections 
between home and school
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know the fine nuances of my car better than he does. I drive my 
car every day. I know when something is not quite right. I know 
its quirks, the storms it has weathered, were it has been and the 
kind of roads it spends most of its time on.  My car runs best 
when my mechanic and I each bring our expert knowledge about 
my car to the table to make informed decisions about what my car 
needs. Children are more complex and more precious than cars.  
Therefore, children, even more than automobiles need those who 
care for them to share information. Children make the most 
progress when families and educators collaborate in an effort to 
provide an engaging educational environment that offers rich 
relationships and meaningful learning opportunities for each 
child.
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For more information about The Takoma Park Cooperative 
Nursery School, please visit their website at 
www.takomacooperativeschool.org

A not-for-profit corporation, The Cooperative School welcomes 
families of all races, colors, religions and national and ethnic origins 
without regard to sexual orientation, gender identity, or marital status.
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