
Introduction

Families1 engage in their children’s development 

and education in a variety of ways. Recognizing and 

respecting the many ways that families support the 

learning and development of children and youth, both 

at home and in formal learning environments, is critical 

to the success of school-based family engagement 

practices. In fact, some would argue that this is an 

essential first step for schools looking to establish strong 

relationships with racially, linguistically, and culturally 

diverse families (Baquedano-López, Alexander, & 

Hernandez, 2013).

To support educators working with families of language 

learners, we present the ABCs of Family Engagement,  six 

key considerations that are essential for strengthening 

family engagement practices and building relationships 

with families. This document is grounded in research 

and can be used by educators to initiate reflection 

and dialogue on local efforts to engage with families. 

The ABCs of Family Engagement does not provide a 

step-by-step approach to family engagement, nor are 

the considerations easily implemented. As with any 

relationship, home–school relationships take time and 

effort to develop and sustain. We encourage educators 

to consider ways to include families’ in the process of 

establishing a vision for family engagement, as well as 

planning school-based events or activities for families. 

While there is no one-size-fits-all approach to family 

engagement, ensuring families have a voice in the 

process is critical (Caspe, Lopez, Chu, & Weiss, 2011). 

The sections that follow present the ABCs and provide 

guiding questions to facilitate reflection and dialogue.

In general, family engagement can be 
defined as a relationship between families and 
educators that is: 

• Ongoing  because it should span a child’s 
educational journey from early childhood 
through 12th grade 

• Mutual  because the relationship should 
meet the needs of both families and 
educators, and promote meaningful two-
way communication 

• Built on trust and respect because 
these are essential components to any 
relationship, including relationships 
between families and educators 

• Focused on student learning and 
achievemen t so that students are better 
prepared to face the challenges and 
opportunities of the 21st century
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       Communication

Meaningful, two-way communication characterizes effective home-

school partnerships. One-way communication, such as communication 

that flows only from school to home, is inadequate for learning about 

families and engaging in family engagement practices that attend to 

families’ experiences, strengths, and needs. Furthermore, one-way 

communication does not offer opportunities to ensure that families 

understand the message or content being communicated. Too often 

educators may operate under the faulty assumptions that families “will 

get it” or “ask questions if they don’t.” However, this assumption does 

not account for the many challenges linguistically diverse families 

face when trying to communicate with schools. For instance, one of 

the most important considerations in reaching families of language 

learners in particular is the language used in oral and written communication. Parents who need assistance with the 

English language have the protected right to request translators and interpreters, which schools are required to 

provide (U.S. Departments of Education & Justice, 2015). Nonetheless, misunderstandings may still arise for a number of 

reasons, including the quality of the translation or interpretation, and culturally specific content that require familiarity 

with U.S. schools to interpret and l 
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