
1. Introduction and Significance of the Topic

For decades, researchers have long been interested in school-
family-community (SFC) partnerships. While they may not 
have been initially termed as “partnerships,” it was evident 
that practices to include families in educational processes were 
considered essential (Chavkin, 2001). However, such practices 
have not always considered children’s experiences within socio-
cultural contexts of diverse families and communities (Dotson-
Blake, Foster & Gressard, 2009; Lavadenz & Armas, 2011; 
Redding, Murphy & Sheley, 2011; Thao, 2003).Over the years, 
demographic factors such as race and class have been identified 

as important influences in children’s educational experiences 
(Bryan, 2005; Díez, Gatt  & Racionero, 2011; Grant & Ray, 2010; 
Smit & Driessen, 2005). Since then, many researchers and 
policymakers in the U.S. and elsewhere have acknowledged the 
need to understand children’s backgrounds in order to develop 
effective partnerships in diverse communities (Díez et al., 2011; 
Fantuzzo, McWayne, Perry & Childs, 2004; Hill & Torres, 2010; 
Ho, Fox & Gonzalez, 2007; Paik, 2011; Paik & Walberg, 2007; 
Patrikakou, Weissberg, Redding & Walberg, 2005).  

Effective partnerships have been found to be instrumental 
in helping children to develop social, emotional, and academic 
skills, especially those from underserved communities (Albright, 
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RESUMEN
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Weissberg & Dusenbury, 2011; Aponte, 1976; Bailey & Bradbury-
Bailey, 2010; Bryan, 2005; Ferguson, 2008; Patrikakou et al., 2003; 
Redding et al., 2011). Epstein (2005) reported studies which 
showed the impact of family and community involvement on 
student outcomes (e.g., achievement, attendance, course taking, 
class preparation). Families, schools, and communities can 
support children’s learning and development; however, they 
have not always been mobilized as resources in this endeavor 
(Epstein, 2005; Epstein et al., 2009; Patrikakou et al., 2003). 
Collaborative efforts can support positive development through 
increased communication and recognition of the child’s social 
and cultural context of learning (Paik, 2011; Paik & Walberg, 
2007; Patrikakou et al., 2003; Rodrigo, Martínez-González & 
Rodríguez-Ruiz, 2018).

The purpose of this article is to discuss key influences, 
barriers, and opportunities in developing best practices 
for successful SFC collaborations, particularly in culturally 
and linguistically diverse communities in the U.S. To better 
understand and support underserved communities, the article 
will do the following: 1) present past policy perspectives, 2) use 
Epstein’s SFC model (Epstein et al., 2009) to guide the discussion 
on barriers and opportunities in developing partnerships in 
diverse communities, 3) provide brief demographics on diverse 
U.S. populations, 4) highlight some research findings and 
best practices by providing SFC examples, 5) discuss the role 
of parents, teachers, and communities, and 6) conclude with 
recommendations for research, practice, and policy to serve 
diverse communities. 

2. Past policy perspectives: building partnerships in 
underserved communities

In the early 2000s, several publications were written in 
response to educational policies and programs funded by the U.S. 
Department of Education (Albright et al., 2011; Bailey & Bradbury-
Bailey, 2010; Brown, Muirhead, Redding & Witherspoon, 2011; 
Moles, 2003). Policies such as No Child Left Behind (2001) 
(U.S. Department of Education, n.d.) and Title I (1965) (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2007) had specific provisions for 
parent involvement to address any barriers to participation from 
traditionally underserved communities. Alongside academics, 
increased emphasis was also placed on social and emotional skills 
for students. Policies and programs also included support for 
strengthening home learning, coordinating parent partnerships, 
and involving communities (U.S. Department of Education, 2007; 
U.S. Department of Education, n.d.)

Title I emphasized the importance for partnerships, 
particularly for schools and families. While the early research 
findings on parent involvement from partnerships varied, 
parents did report more home-based involvement when schools 
provided more comprehensive program support (e.g., home 
learning materials and resources) (Moles, 2003). From these 
findings, the policy of Title I (U.S. Department of Education, 
2007) schools may have an indirect influence on achievement as 
stronger home-based learning was linked to reading achievement 
in these schools (Moles, 2003). However, some researchers 
have found limitations in the family engagement literature 
and implementation of partnership programs in low-achieving 
schools (Brown et al., 2011; Chavkin, 2001). For instance, if 
some studies reported high parental involvement, it was not 
clear whether school initiatives or actions influenced parental 
involvement (Brown et al., 2011; Moles, 2003). Nevertheless, 
communication was found to be one of the key factors to parental 
involvement in these studies (Brown et al., 2011).

Research shows that consistent communication between 
schools and parents are key to monitoring children’s educational 
progress, especially for underserved communities (Díez et al., 
2011; Grant & Ray, 2010; Patrikakou et al., 2003).  The No Child 
Left Behind Act of 2001 (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.) 
recognized the importance of strong communication when it 
defined parental involvement as consisting of “regular, two-way, 
and meaningful community” (Patrikakou et al., 2003, p. 1).  To 
ensure positive outcomes,  researchers advised federal grantees 
to continue with “deliberative, focused, and comprehensive” 
family engagement programs even after the end of the funding 
period (Brown et al., 2011, p. 2).  Moreover, current and future 
programs need to be continually monitored and evaluated for 
effectiveness (Moles, 2003). Fortunately, new initiatives in the 
U.S. have continued to focus on cultivating these partnerships. 

3. Conceptual framework: epstein’s model on SFC partnerships

As one of the most cited and used SFC theories, Epstein’s 
model emphasizes the shared interest and responsibility of 
children’s education from families, schools, and communities 
(Epstein, 2005; Epstein et al., 2009; Seattle Public Schools, 2017; 
Simon & Epstein, 2001). These three “overlapping spheres of 
influence” partner together to support students at the center 
(Epstein et al., 2009). Each sphere models itself to emulate the 
other to better support the child: having more “family-like” 
schools “recognizes each child’s individuality”; “school-like” 
families reinforces the importance of schoolwork and educational 
activities in the home; “communities-minded” families and 
schools help bridge each other’s needs, while communities 
provide supplemental support for “school-like” opportunities to 
both families and schools (Epstein et al., 2009, p. 11). Adopted 
nationally in policy and school practices (e.g., Seattle Public 
Schools), Epstein’s model emphasizes the importance of 
research-based SFC partnerships (Epstein, 2005; Seattle Public 
Schools, 2017; Simon & Epstein, 2001).

This article will use the central ideas in Epstein’s model to 
help illustrate the importance of developing SFC partnerships, 
in particular, for culturally and linguistically diverse families. 
While the model itself does not directly address diverse families 
and communities, the following six components are essential for 
relationship-building: communication, family support, student 
learning, welcoming environment, school/district decision-
making and advocacy, and community collaboration partnerships 
(Epstein et al., 2009; Lavandenz & Armas, 2011; Martínez-
González, Martínez & Pérez, 2004; Rodríguez-Brown, 2009). These 
key components and related practices are presented through 
research findings and best practices to understand and support 
racially, ethnically, and linguistically diverse populations. 

4. U.S. demographics: culturally and linguistically diverse 
populations

Diverse populations are rapidly growing in the U.S. and their 
numbers are projected to increase in the near future (Ortman & 
Shin, 2011; Rong & Preissle, 2009). In 2005, there were about 11 
million immigrant children in the U.S., representing one-fifth of 
the total school-aged population (Rong & Preissle, 2009). The 
number of immigrant children is expected to continue to increase 
over time. In 2011, racial and ethnic children (younger than age 
1) made-up more than half of all children born in the U.S. (U.S. 
Census Bureau, 2012). Similarly, the minority population also 
constituted approximately 50% of the population younger than 
age five (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012).
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The growing and diverse populations also come with 
linguistic diversity. Since many immigrant students come from 
Latin America and Asia, Spanish and several Asian languages 
are commonly spoken at home (Ortman & Shin, 2011).English 
language learners (ELLs) are considered the fastest growing 
population in public schools, with nearly 80 percent speaking 
Spanish (Nieto & Bode, 2012; U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.).

The diversity of children’s backgrounds has profound 
implications for educators and other stakeholders. Limited 
English proficiency, cultural and racial barriers, and economic 
struggles present serious challenges for many students in the 21st 
century. Without supportive interventions, many students from 
underserved communities will continue to struggle in school.

5. Research and practice: serving underserved populations 
through sfc programs

Effective SFC partnerships can support students who may 
be experiencing stressors or other barriers to school success 
(Bryan, 2005; Epstein, 2005; Epstein et al., 2009). In order for 
SFC partnerships to be effective, Epstein’s model emphasizes 
communication, family support, student learning, a welcoming 
environment, school/district decision-making and advocacy, 
and community collaboration partnerships. To reduce barriers 
in developing partnerships, these key components are illustrated 
through research findings and best practices of SFC program 
examples in the U.S., in particular, for diverse communities.

Importance of socio-cultural contexts: early approaches to 
SFC

Over the years, researchers and practitioners have found 
benefits to collaborative efforts in educational communities. One 
of the earliest examples of partnerships was Aponte’s (1976) case 
study on the use of the family-school interview, “an intervention 
with a child, family and school” (p. 303). To help children with 
any behavioral or academic problems, he stressed the importance 
of examining the child’s position in several ecological contexts 
including individual, familial, school, and other socio-cultural-
political contexts (e.g., generation, gender, and ethnic identities). 
Aponte (1976) describes the importance of the family-school 
interview since it emphasizes a collective effort with the key 
individuals in the child’s world. Aponte purposefully identified 
the importance of ecological contexts as the key framework for 
this practice, bringing representatives together from the family, 
school, and community to support the child’s social, emotional, 
and academic development.  

Supporting urban and low-income communities: beyond 
education

SFC partnerships reinforce a positive environment for 
students and can help bridge achievement gaps based on 
structural factors (e.g., race, class, geography) (Bailey & 
Bradbury-Bailey, 2010; Jeynes, 2007; Lavadenz & Armas, 2011).  
However, it is not enough for teachers and educational leaders to 
acknowledge students’ backgrounds; there has to be a concerted 
effort to address the barriers to family engagement (Lavadenz 
& Armas, 2011; Quinton, 2013). Educational communities 
need parents, school staff, and out-of-school programs to fully 
address achievement gaps (Bailey & Bradbury-Bailey, 2010).  
Since many families from underserved communities may have 
experienced negative interactions with schools in the past, 
consistent communication and support are key in cultivating 

relationships. Schools may need to exercise greater flexibility in 
order to accommodate parents’ work schedules and obligations 
(Sheldon, 2003). Collaborations between schools and parents 
should also be respectful and responsive; school staff should be 
trained in increasing parental involvement; curriculum should be 
culturally relevant and academically rigorous; and accountability 
must exist for all stakeholders (Lavadenz & Armas, 2011).

For a more community-centered approach, some schools 
also serve as Community Learning Centers (CLCs). CLCs are 
full-service schools or “community hubs…[for]recreational, 
educational, social, health, civic, and cultural opportunities for 
students, their families, and the community” (Evans & Kamine, 
2011, p. 122).  CLCs provide holistic support for families by 
allowing educators to focus on teaching and having community 
partners address social, emotional, and mental health needs 
(Evans & Kamine, 2011). For CLCs to be successful, barriers need 
to be addressed such as lack of trust, resistance to change, deficit 
perspectives towards families, or bureaucratic limitations to use 
outside professionals.  

One such comprehensive model of a SFC partnership is the 
Roses in Concrete Community School in Oakland, California. 
Established by Jeff Duncan-Andrade, the school functions as 
“a center of health within the neighborhoods surrounding it” 
(Roses in Concrete Community School, 2016). Duncan-Andrade 
emphasizes the importance of meeting the needs of the whole 
community (Tagawa, 2014). The Roses in Concrete Community 
School prioritizes the needs of youth and their families by 
providing education, health, housing, and career services. 
Duncan-Andrade calls on schools, community organizations, 
and families to work together for effective outcomes (Wilson, 
2015).  

English language learners and immigrants: bridging culture and 
language

Many studies on EL Land immigrant populations have 
been conducted on predominantly Spanish-speaking or 
Latino communities. Factors such as acculturation, language 
proficiency, socioeconomic status, and cultural values influence 
families’ perceptions, practices, and participation in school 
(Durand, 2010; Hill & Torres, 2010). Conchas (2001), for instance, 
found that even high-achieving Latino students reported 
feeling marginalized at school because of conflicts between the 
competitive culture of advanced courses and the cooperative 
environment of their homes. SFC partnerships need to be 
approached with sensitivity, understanding how culture and 
language play a role for students and their families. 

An inclusive model of SFC partnerships respects the values, 
cultures, and languages of underserved families (Díez et al., 
2011). Fostering inclusive schools begins in the classroom (Ho et 
al., 2007). For example, teachers can incorporate bilingual signs 
in classrooms and schools and when possible, communicate 
to parents in their native tongue. Rodríguez-Brown (2009) 
emphasizes the need for schools to recognize the importance 
of culture and language for diverse communities. She found 
that strategies such as translation services, culturally relevant 
curriculum, and giving parents an opportunity to speak were 
instrumental in developing partnerships.

Dotson-Blake, Foster & Gressard’s (2009) study on Mexican 
immigrant families is an example of working with diverse 
families. Below is a summary of their recommendations:

1) A culture of respect and equal engagement: The entire school 
involves teachers, school leaders, and other personnel for 
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building a community by bridging language and involving 
parents in the decision-making process. 

2) Welcoming and collaborative environment: The physical 
environment can help parents feel a part of the school community. 
For example, translated information (e.g., bilingual signs or 
information) shows respect for diverse cultures and families.

3) Active community leaders and liaisons: Schools can identify 
individuals to serve as liaisons or cultural brokers between 
the school and community. Teachers, school leaders and other 
personnel can learn about community events.

4) Intentional and structured interactions: School counselors 
or other personnel can provide professional development to 
teachers and parents. All partners can collaborate and plan 
together.

5) Invest in reciprocal community engagement relationships: 
Partnerships must be reciprocal; all partners can share resources 
and services.

6) Reflection: All partners should reflect and evaluate efforts 
for sustainability. 

6. Research and practice: role of parents, teachers, school 
leaders, and communities parents

As the child’s first teachers, parents often establish the 
foundation for children’s educational success. It is not surprising 
that most partnerships occur in the child’s preschool years 
(Davis-Kean & Eccles, 2003). Both parents and early childhood 
educators serve not only as academic teachers, but role models 
for social and emotional development. This initial guidance is 
necessary as children spend most of their time in the home and 
school; these two environments need to work together (Walberg 
& Paik, 1997). Where home resources are lacking, the school can 
offer support.  For example, many schools provide free lunches, 
social support, or access to community assistance. Parents can 
also provide support to schools (e.g., share educational and other 
resources, provide their expertise) (Davis-Kean & Eccles, 2003).

Research on school-family partnerships appears to be more 
focused on elementary schools (Brown et al., 2011). One possible 
reason for the lack of research on partnerships in middle or high 
schools may be parents’ reluctance in being involved with their 
adolescents’ education. Beyer, Patrikakou & Weissberg (2003) 
found that parents of adolescents tend to perceive high school 
teachers as wanting less of their involvement. At the same time, 
teachers may also believe that parents do not want to be involved. 
Nonetheless, the authors highlight that adolescents actually want 
their parents to be involved. In fact, adolescence may be the ideal 
time to establish strong partnerships for students due to various 
pressures. Schools, families, and teens should collaborate in 
efforts to address adolescent issues such as peer pressure, drug 
use, or college goals. In summary, parental involvement and 
collaboration needs to be continuous and systematic throughout 
different stages (Patrikakou et al., 2005).  

The Parent Institution for Quality Education (PIQE) is an 
example of a parent-teacher partnership (“PIQE – Parents 
for Quality Education,” n.d.). Originally started in Southern 
California, PIQE is an eight-week program aimed at equipping 
and coaching parents to support children’s development 
through literacy awareness. PIQE provides helpful resources, 
support, and opportunities for building partnerships and 
educational awareness for parents in culturally and linguistically 
diverse communities. Some of PIQE’s strategies for parents 
include support networks in and out of the program, parental 
involvement with homework, extracurricular activities, and 
college preparation (Golan & Petersen, 2002).

7. Teachers and school leaders

Although parents may want to be involved, they may not 
always know how to provide the best support to their children. 
Teachers can increase parental involvement by regularly 
communicating with them about their children’s academic 
progress and assessment (Martínez-González et al., 2004). 
Communicating goals and expectations, reporting information 
regularly, and establishing shared practices at school and home 
can also reinforce collaboration between parents and teachers 
(Martínez-González et al., 2004; Shockley, Michalove & Allen, 
1995).To engage more parents, schools also need to believe that 
parents offer valuable knowledge as partners in their children’s 
education (Shockley et al., 1995). Roses in Concrete (described 
earlier) provided active support their parents and community. 
For instance, they implemented various forms of communication 
to provide classroom and school-wide notifications to parents; 
community networking was also available and encouraged 
(Roses in Concrete Community School, 2016).  

Strong relationships between schools and home also depend 
upon educational leadership and staff (Epstein, 2005; Epstein 
et al., 2009; Grant & Ray, 2010).  Specifically, school counselors, 
psychologists, and social workers can help provide a welcome 
environment and advocate for families in need (Bailey & 
Bradbury-Bailey, 2010; Bryan, 2005; Dotson-Blake et al., 2009; 
Grant & Ray, 2010). They can also help to identify barriers to 
family involvement and partnerships, help families navigate 
unfamiliar policies, and facilitate an inclusive school culture 
(Bailey & Bradbury-Bailey, 2010; Fantuzzo et al., 2004). School 
leaders can actively foster family engagement in schools by 
hiring dedicated staff to coordinate school-home collaborations, 
prioritizing professional development on family involvement, 
providing school-wide opportunities and engagement, and 
evaluating their diversity practices (Beyer et al., 2003; Grant & 
Ray, 2010; Kirschenbaum, 2001; Redding et al., 2011). Roses in 
Concrete serves as an example where teachers and leaders are 
trained to teach and work with parents and communities in 
Oakland public schools (Tagawa, 2014).

	
8. Communities	

Most studies on SFC partnerships tend to emphasize the role 
of parents in schools.  However, in examining the experiences 
of immigrant and linguistically-isolated families, community 
empowerment can be the driving force behind building strong 
SFC partnerships (Delgado-Gaitan, 2001, 2004). Delgado-
Gaitan’s (2001) ethnography of Mexican immigrant families in 
Carpinteria, California highlighted how a community can help 
address academic challenges such as high dropout rates. The 
families in the study spoke little to no English, often worked in 
plant nurseries, factories, or domestic service, and initially had 
very little school engagement.  

After a series of community meetings to discuss their 
children’s plight, COPLA (Comité de Padres Latinos/Committee 
of Latino Parents) was formed to provide an active voice for 
predominantly Spanish-speaking parents (Delgado-Gaitan, 
2004). Meetings were held in Spanish to accommodate the 
parents; bilingual speakers were also available to translate for 
the English speakers, many of whom were school or district 
representatives. COPLA brought critical school information 
to parents, helped connect community members, provided 
leadership opportunities, and empowered families in their 
children’s education. Members of COPLA tackled issues 
including the exclusion of Spanish-speaking students from gifted 
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programs, limited English language support in classrooms, and 
low literacy rates. 

Delgado-Gaitan’s (2004) community-based research provides 
an example of how families and communities can take action.  Her 
findings highlight the importance of two-way communication 
among key stakeholders (Delgado-Gaitan, 2004). Organizations 
like COPLA can help to facilitate ongoing communications and 
develop a supportive learning community (Delgado-Gaitan, 
2001, 2004). Schools need to share information with parents, but 
these institutions also need to learn what is happening with the 
child at home (Delgado-Gaitan, 2001, 2004).  Parents, schools, 
and communities all share responsibility for children’s needs 
and education (Epstein, 2005; Epstein et al., 2009). Communities 
can help facilitate more opportunities and support for children, 
families, and schools. In the case of culturally and linguistically 
diverse communities, it is even more important that schools 
reach out to families in their home language to be more inclusive.  

9. Conclusion and implications

The Nigerian proverb – ‘it takes a whole village to raise a 
child’ – truly applies to the idea of successful school-family-
community partnerships. Building upon Epstein’s model 
that children are at the center of these overlapping spheres of 
influence, parents, teachers, educational leaders, and the wider 
community all have a vested interest in learning and success 
(Simon & Epstein, 2001).

While past and current policy initiatives have emphasized 
the importance of collaborative efforts, there is still a need to 
build stronger partnerships with culturally and linguistically 
diverse families from underserved communities (Delgado-
Gaitan, 2004). In order to form effective partnerships, key 
barriers need to be addressed. These barriers include insufficient 
access to information, language barriers, inadequate resources, 
lack of cultural awareness, and limited leadership (Davis-Kean 
& Eccles, 2003; Golan & Petersen, 2002; Grant & Ray, 2010; Hiatt-
Michael, 2008; Martínez-González et al., 2004; Shockley et al., 
1995).  

Successful collaborations require a positive school 
environment with conflict management, a shared responsibility 
in public relations, and a caring approach to all matters (Hiatt-
Michael, 2008). Schools should consider context and focus on 
the local needs of children and families in their communities 
(Hiatt-Michael, 2008; Patrikakou et al., 2003).  To this end, schools 
need to promote an inclusive environment that respects cultural 
differences, supports community needs, and promotes shared 
leadership and decision-making (Hiatt-Michael, 2008).

The need for more research and evidence-based practices 
is also important in developing effective SFC partnerships 
(Chavkin, 2001). Future research should also include 
interdisciplinary approaches to fostering partnerships that 
support linguistic and cultural diversity (Grant & Ray, 2010; 
Patrikakou et al., 2003). In addition, most SFC partnerships have 
focused on Latino and African American populations; more 
research on Asian Americans, Native Americans, families of 
students with disabilities, or other populations is needed (Paik 
et al., 2014; Paik et al., 2017a, 2017b; Redding et al., 2011; Thao, 
2003).  Hill & Torres (2010) also recommend that future research 
consider cultural influences on achievement and gauge whether 
findings are generalizable across racial and ethnic backgrounds.

In summary, SFC partnerships are essential for students’ 
academic and nonacademic outcomes, especially those from 
underserved communities. More specifically, understanding 
their unique contexts is essential for building successful 

partnerships. Finally, the involvement of key stakeholders 
from all levels is a requirement for successful school-family-
community collaboration. 
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