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Abstract 

Using an Indigenous research and multi-case study design, this study examined the family and 

community engagement experiences and practices at three Hawaiʻi public schools. Because of 

the limitations and consequences associated with conventional engagement models with diverse 

families and communities, Culturally Sustaining Indigenous Family Engagement and Equitable 

Community-School Collaborations frameworks were employed to bring a decolonial lens to 

family engagement practices in diverse, Indigenous places. Data collection included interviews 

with 33 principals, teachers, other school staff, parents, and community members, and relevant 

family engagement documents including the State’s School Quality Survey data, school 

academic plans, and family engagement assessment reports. Findings suggest that schools did 

their best to engage families and communities, especially during the COVID pandemic. Schools 

addressed similar barriers to engagement such as time, technology, and communication, but had 

difficulty engaging multilingual families. Engagement strategies and practices mostly aligned 

with conventional family engagement models, but individual practices and ideas began to 

approach aspects of Indigenous engagement and Equitable Community-School Collaborations. 

Results suggest that schools shifting from structural, school-based approaches and activities to 

relationship building could benefit multilingual families and others that do not regularly engage 

on school campuses. Building upon individual-level awareness and actions aligned with 

equitable engagement to develop systemic planning and practice can facilitate this shift. 

Centering the needs and cultural perspectives of nondominant families in family engagement 

practice could also help schools increase their decolonial potential along a continuum moving 

towards anti-oppressive systems.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 This work is a multi-case study of the ways Hawaiʻi public schools engage its families 

and communities. It is born out of the experiences and moʻolelo, or stories, of staff members, 

families, and community members of three Hawaiʻi public schools. This research comes from 

several years of my working alongside Hawaiʻi Department of Education (HIDOE) staff 

dedicated to support family and community engagement1 efforts across the state. Research has 

shown that family engagement can improve student outcomes (Epstein, 1995; Henderson & 

Mapp, 2002; Serpell & Mashburn, 2012) and is a promising strategy to serve students with low 

academic achievement and those from historically disadvantaged and minority communities 

(Araque et al., 2017; Henderson & Mapp, 2002). Based on this premise, local, state, and federal 

educational policies and initiatives focus on family engagement in schools (Hawaiʻi Board of 

Education, 2016; HIDOE, 2016; PTA, 2009).  

Family and community engagement varies across contexts and institutions, but are often 

based on conventional models and practices that limit such engagement to dominant societal and 

cultural definitions, practices, and assessments. Conventional methods of family engagement, 

such as school-based opportunities like Back-to-School Nights and Parent Teacher Association 

(PTA) meetings, may be inaccessible to nondominant families2 due to variables related to class, 

 
1 Although there are many terms used to describe the relationships and interactions between schools and families, I 

use the term family and community engagement to align with State policy and implementation language, and use 

family engagement interchangeably. Engagement denotes a departure from school-centered and school-led 

involvement that positions parents as passive participants (Hornby & Lafaele, 2011). The addition of community 

recognizes that partnering can go beyond conventional notions of family. Community groups can serve as effective 

bridges between families and schools that even power dynamics (Warren et al., 2009).  
2 Similar to Ishimaru (2020), I use “nondominant” to refer to groups that have been historically marginalized, 

excluded, or oppressed, including Indigenous, Pacific Islander, Black, Latinx, Asian, immigrant, and other groups. 

Because systems of power that privilege and marginalize certain groups are also contextual, I recognize that the 

settler colonial context of Hawaiʻi privileges Asian settlers and other “locals” in power (Trask, 2000). 



2 

 

race, ethnicity, or language (Baker et al., 2016; Baquedano-Lopez, et al. 2013; Cooper, 2009). 

Families engage in ways that schools and educators may not recognize as legitimate forms of 

family involvement (Baker et al., 2016; Kaomea, 2012, Mapp, 2003), potentially perpetuating 

already existing deficit perspectives of minority parents (Baquedano-Lopez et al., 2013; Cooper, 

2009; Yull et al., 2014). Contrary to negative stereotypes of low-income and minority families, 

research has shown that these families want their children to succeed in school and actively 

invest in their education (Cooper, 2009; Mapp, 2003), including Hawaiʻi families (Inouye, 2019; 

Kaomea, 2012; Ratliffe & Ponté, 2018; Yamauchi et al., 2008). 

In a culturally diverse state like Hawaiʻi, it is vital to validate the numerous ways families 

and communities engage in schools. I wondered what models and practices Hawaiʻi public 

schools used to engage their diverse families and communities and how dominant notions of 

engagement privileged or limited the ways Hawaiʻi families and communities engaged. I was 

interested in exploring alternative models of family engagement that may better fit Hawaii’s 

sociocultural context, especially those that recognized Indigenous knowledge and challenged 

dominant norms. Furthermore, as this study began in the rise of the COVID-19 pandemic, it was 

important to address how the pandemic affected conventional school-based family engagement 

efforts, as schools transitioned to online schooling. As recent literature suggests, the shift to 

remote learning required increased focus on family engagement over pre-pandemic levels and 

gave educators a new perspective of families and their capabilities (Mapp & Bergmen, 2021).  

I also wanted to explore the extent to which engagement assessments reflected non-

conventional family and community engagement practices. Culturally and linguistically sensitive 

measurement of engagement that reflects nondominant ways families and communities partner 
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with schools is needed to inform the effectiveness of family and community engagement 

interventions (McWayne et al., 2013). In an increasingly outcomes-based and accountability- 

driven educational environment, accurate measurement that is reflective of the realities of school 

communities is integral to equitable resourcing and support. In its 2017-2020 strategic plan, the 

HIDOE (2016) identified the School Quality Survey (SQS) as a family engagement indicator.  

Purpose 

In light of the limitations and consequences associated with dominant engagement 

models and the potential of more equitable models, the purpose of this study was to critically 

examine family and community engagement in Hawaiʻi public schools to better understand 

engagement models in use. The limited literature about engagement in Hawaiʻi schools utilized 

more conventional frameworks of parent involvement or engagement, although some applied 

critical race theory to interpret data (Inouye, 2019; Kaomea, 2012). The evolution of family 

engagement conceptualizations over time suggests that there could be a range of engagement 

models at play in Hawaiʻi public schools, some of which could pose harmful limitations to 

Hawaiʻi’s diverse communities and others that could better address colonial contexts. This study 

was meant to illuminate effects of conventional, dominant engagement practices and identify 

more equitable, decolonial, and resurgent approaches to family engagement.  

Utilizing a decolonial lens was key in the interrogation of dominant engagement practices 

and search for examples of resurgence, or the practice of Indigenous thinking, theorizing, 

reorganizing, rebellion, and revolution from within (Simpson, 2017). Two frameworks, 

Culturally Sustaining Indigenous Family Engagement (Garcia, 2019) and Equitable Community-

School Collaborations (Ishimaru, 2019), provided a decolonial perspective through which I 
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critically analyzed family engagement experiences and practices. The frameworks helped me 

identify aspects of engagement that have shown decolonial potential along a continuum moving 

towards anti-oppressive systems (Mendoza, 2014).  

Significance 

While there have been many family engagement studies of the experiences of 

nondominant families and communities, literature explicitly using a decolonial lens are limited to 

a few Indigenous family engagement studies (Corntassel & Scow, 2017; Garcia, 2014, 2019; 

Kaomea, 2012). Native Hawaiians have endured massive population decline, loss of political 

sovereignty, suppression of their language and traditions through assimilative educational 

policies and practices, and ongoing social, economic, psychological, and physical effects of 

colonialism and occupation (Benham & Heck, 1998; Trask, 1999, 2000). Hawaiʻi and the rest of 

the US continues in an ongoing state of settler colonialism, which is a form of colonization in 

which colonizers continue to occupy a new land (Tuck & Yang, 2012). Addressing settler 

colonialism requires moving beyond culturally responsive family engagement and assessment to 

include critical analysis of historical and political contexts of our school communities. A 

decolonial approach to family-school relationships could address economic and power structures 

and other inequities that limit parent participation in their children’s education (Baquedano-

Lopez et al., 2013).  

         The significance of this study lies in the application of Indigenous and critical 

frameworks and bringing a decolonial lens to understand family engagement practices in a 

diverse, Indigenous place. This work can inform culturally relevant and expansive engagement 

models and improve engagement assessment through more accurate reflection of engagement 
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practices. Understanding how family and community engagement works and effectively 

assessing it can help to gauge how all school community stakeholders can better partner for 

student success, educational equity, and broader social change. Developing responsive 

assessment tools that can capture multiple aspects of engagement can expand conceptualizations 

of family engagement to honor diverse ways of supporting students. Effective assessment also 

better informs evaluation of engagement effects on student development and learning, which has 

been limited (Weiss & Stephen, 2009). I hoped that this study might foster the birth of 

collaborative and responsive assessments to facilitate improvement and systemic change.  

Literature Review 

Important to the investigation of family and community engagement in Hawaiʻi is a 

foundational understanding of common and conventional engagement conceptualizations, 

frameworks, and practices. I review family and community engagement literature over time to 

reveal an evolution of concept, practice, and assessment. Beginning from a narrow focus on 

parental involvement and specific types of behavior and participation, family and community 

engagement has since expanded to more inclusive models of engagement and partnerships using 

culturally grounded and equitable practices. Through this review, I argue that one possible next 

step in this expansion is incorporating critical and Indigenous approaches to family and 

community engagement research and practice, specifically through a decolonial lens.  

School Community Partnerships through Parent Involvement 

At first, conceptualizations of family and community engagement focused on parent 

involvement characterized by specific behaviors and participation in activities (Fantuzzo et al., 

2000). American federal policies and successful programs of the 1960s and 70s like Head Start 
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and Parent Advisory Councils created momentum around parent involvement in education, 

although little was known about which types of involvement were most beneficial for students, 

families, teachers and schools (Epstein, 1984). A series of studies and publications began to lay 

out a foundational understanding of parent involvement that identified standard teacher 

interactions and communications with parents (Becker & Epstein, 1982), relationships between 

parent and teacher involvement behaviors (Epstein, 1984), and a parent involvement theory and 

framework (Becker & Epstein, 1982; Epstein, 1984, 1987, 1995).  

Epstein (1987) developed the Theory of Overlapping Spheres of Influence to better 

understand and inform school-community partnerships amidst contextual changes like increased 

education levels of mothers and diverse family structures. Fostering more of an overlap of school 

and community would lead to family-like schools and community settings, school-like families, 

more effective schools, and increased student achievement. Her parent involvement framework 

identified six involvement types to realize shared responsibilities and co-influence in education: 

parenting, communication, volunteering, learning at home, decision making, and collaborating 

with the community (Epstein, 1995). While Epstein cautioned that the involvement types and 

examples provided were not exhaustive and should serve as guides for schools to chart their own 

course, these typologies became the standard in school family engagement practice. Accordingly, 

assessments of parent involvement often focused on the frequency of these types of involvement 

behaviors at school or in the home (Pomerantz & Monti, 2015; Serpell & Mashburn, 2012), 

leaving other ways of involvement unrecognized.  

Later research suggested that parent involvement needed to go beyond school-based 

involvement, school-determined agendas, and individual-focused activities to be more inclusive 
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of other ways to engage (Baker et al., 2016; Baquedano-Lopez, et al., 2013; Cooper, 2009; Kohl 

et al., 2000; Mapp, 2003; Warren et al., 2009). School-based involvement activities were seen as 

a barrier to real engagement for some parents who hoped their involvement “without showing 

up” would be acknowledged (Baker et al., 2016, p.174). African-American mothers were aware 

of how their failure to “live up to idealistic, middle class norms of parent involvement” to 

participate in the prescribed way contributed to negative stereotypes and deficit views of their 

parenting abilities and the abilities of their children (Cooper, 2009, p. 388). Research findings 

describing the educational care of these mothers through supporting one another in advocating 

for their children and challenging the status quo suggested the need for broader parent 

involvement typologies that acknowledges communal care, othermothering (collective mothering 

of other’s children common in African-American communities), and caring acts of resistance. 

Research with Native Hawaiian families also suggested conceptualization of parent involvement 

should include extended families (Kaomea, 2012). Failing to recognize diverse forms of 

involvement outside of school may limit the number of parents involved and how they are 

involved in their children’s education (Mapp, 2003). School-centered involvement and 

communication can also exclude multilingual families without active effort to communicate in a 

culturally and linguistically responsive way (Coady, 2019).  

Narrow conceptualizations of involvement like those based on traditional models 

focusing on teacher and school-initiated behaviors instead of parent-initiated involvement (Kohl 

et al., 2000) also affects assessment. What do assessments measure as involvement and what 

ways of involvement are left out? Furthermore, how does the method of assessment affect 

findings? Common assessment of family involvement is accomplished by measuring the 
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frequency of activities through checklists (Moorman Kim & Sheridan, 2015) and retrospective 

reports like surveys (Pomerantz & Monti, 2015). Because of the complexity of parent 

involvement as a construct, including school- and home-based involvement, some surveys or 

individual items from surveys can be inadequate for assessment (Fantuzzo et al., 2000). 

Multidimensional scales and collaboration with parents and educators on survey items can 

enhance the overall validity and cultural validity of involvement scales. However, limitations to 

retrospective surveys include the respondent’s ability to accurately recall and report frequency of 

behaviors, differences in respondent understanding and interpretation of survey items and 

response scale choices, and biases due to relationships with others or personal beliefs (Pomerantz 

& Monti, 2015). More objective measurement that does not rely on respondent perception is 

needed (Downer & Myers, 2009). Other methods of assessing involvement including daily logs 

or observations may be less subjective and prone to bias, but also more time consuming and 

difficult to obtain (Pomerantz & Monti, 2015).  

Transition to Family Engagement and Partnerships 

With more family engagement literature challenging the early focus on parent 

involvement, scholarship began to distinguish between involvement and engagement with the 

primary difference of parent role and power. Traditional parent involvement was seen as passive 

parent participation in which schools assumed power in decision-making, fundraising, and other 

responsibilities (Hornby & Lafaele, 2011), and parents contributed through supportive activities 

at home with their children (Mapp, 2012). Moorman Kim and Sheridan (2015) categorized 

involvement-based models as structural approaches to family-school connections that focus on 

the form or structure of activities and associated roles and behaviors. Engagement was seen as 
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partnering with parents, giving parents more powerful roles in school (Warren et al., 2009), and 

building relationships (Ferlazzo, 2011). Such conceptualizations can be seen as relational 

approaches to school-family connections, focusing on interpersonal relationships and the 

cooperation, coordination, and collaboration among schools and families for student success 

(Moorman Kim & Sheridan, 2015). This shift was also evident in federal policy as the Every 

Student Succeeds Act changed its terminology from parental involvement to parent and family 

engagement (Henderson, 2015).  

Building respectful and trustful relationships was a key strategy for effective family 

engagement (Henderson & Mapp, 2002). Relationships were nurtured through inviting, 

welcoming, and honoring families and addressing their specific needs. For example, 

participatory research establishing relationships with families of color identified needs to 

address, including racism, community isolation, the perpetuation of negative stereotypes in 

school, and disproportionate discipline and suspension of Black students (Yull et al., 2014). 

Working with families led to informing school district planning to foster more culturally 

responsive family engagement through improving cultural competency and working with 

community partners to provide professional development about poverty and race, restorative 

justice, and social-emotional development.  

Community organizations can play a vital role in supporting parents to keep schools 

accountable through addressing specific needs, community organizing (Henderson & Mapp, 

2002), and building parent understanding of the school system and ways to support their students 

(Araque et al., 2017). Other ways community organizations served parents were facilitating 

relationships among parents and between families and schools, building parent leadership 
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capacity, and closing the power gap between parents and schools (Warren et al., 2009). Hong’s 

(2011) work exploring a neighborhood association’s parent mentoring program points to the 

ability of community organizing to change the family-school engagement culture to one that was 

parent-centered. Parents of various ethnic and language backgrounds were placed in classrooms 

relevant to their abilities and experiences and became resources for students and teachers as 

parents learned the school culture.  

With the shift towards more relational conceptualizations of engagement, the inclusion of 

experiences and voices from the margins, and community-centered engagement efforts came the 

development of more comprehensive engagement models. Hong (2011) developed an ecological 

model of parent engagement that centers parents rather than schools, promotes engagement 

rather than activities, sees parents as assets instead of deficits, and focuses on transforming the 

entire school community, not just parents. She proposed to move towards more ecological views 

of parent engagement, school communities must develop mutual forms of engagement, build 

relationships, and share leadership and power.  

The Dual Capacity-Building Framework, currently being implemented in several Hawaiʻi 

schools, is a model designed to build the engagement capacity of both school and families 

through implementing essential conditions, policies, and program goals (Mapp & Kutner, 2013). 

For example, through process conditions of linking to learning and development, relational trust, 

and being asset-based, culturally responsive, and respectful, educators and families grow in their 

capacities (Mapp & Bergman, 2019). These conditions lead to outcomes of diverse roles for 

families, shared power with families as co-creators, honoring family knowledge, creating 
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welcoming cultures, connecting family engagement to learning and development, and ultimately, 

effective partnerships that support improvement of students and school.  

As family engagement conceptualizations and models evolved in complexity, assessment 

also needed to adapt. Multi-method and multi-source approaches are necessary to measure the 

complexity of engagement and its dimensions, characteristics, and settings (Moorman Kim & 

Sheridan, 2015) and to do so effectively and with validity (Pomerantz & Monti, 2015). For 

example, taking attendance and conducting observations of parent-teacher conferences or parent 

night meetings followed by brief surveys at the end of events to limit memory biases. A 

company conducting assessments of Hawaiʻi schools’ implementation of the Dual Capacity 

Framework employed such a multi-method and multi-source approach that included staff and 

parent surveys, a physical school walkthrough, a customer service phone call, and review of the 

schools’ documents, technology, and websites. Schueler et al. (2017) argued that understanding 

family engagement must also include understanding barriers to engagement, thus developing a 

survey construct for barriers as part of their family engagement scale.  

Assessment of relational approaches of engagement as opposed to structural approaches 

like involvement can also focus on the quality of relationships across school, home, and 

community (Pomerantz & Monti, 2015), the consistency and continuity of cross-setting activities 

(Moorman Kim & Sheridan, 2015), and feelings of trust, support, and respect (Serpell & 

Mashburn, 2012). However, there are few measures to assess relationships and partnerships 

(Moorman Kim & Sheridan, 2015). After finding that Title I parent involvement efforts had 

limited monitoring and evaluation of engagement initiatives, Mapp (2012) recommended that 

Title I funds support family engagement evaluation and the identification of appropriate 
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measurement tools, not just for compliance, but also to inform improvement. There is some 

progress in developing relational assessment tools with the creation of a multidimensional survey 

scale to assess aspects of parent-teacher relationships (Vickers & Minke, 1995). Other 

researchers have used time-intensive, qualitative methods such as case studies with focus groups, 

interviews, observations, and surveys to assess relationship dynamics and relational trust (Bryk 

& Schneider, 2003). Because the quality of relationships are more critical to student outcomes 

compared to frequency of interactions (Serpell & Mashburn, 2012), relational assessments play 

an important part of understanding family and community engagement partnerships. 

Critical and Indigenous Family Engagement 

Scholars from various cultural communities have also developed models specific and 

contextualized to their own peoples. Centering nondominant voices in family engagement 

research reveals a cultural disconnect and ignorance of engagement activities (Yull et al., 2014) 

and suggests that many families cannot live up to the long-accepted White, middle-class norms 

of parent participation in school (Cooper, 2009). Collaboration with Latinx families created 

culturally relevant conceptualizations of family engagement that informed dimensions of a 

meaningful and valid assessment tool for their community (McWayne et al., 2013). Assessments 

should be responsive to and reflective of the communities in which they will be used, thus 

requiring understanding of cultural community perceptions and practices of family engagement.  

Native American families have endured generations of negative experiences with settler 

colonial education systems and policies (Bang et al., 2018). Because critical race theory does not 

consider how settler colonialism relates to education and family engagement, Indigenous 

approaches to family engagement can attend to the political context of family engagement policy 
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and funding while recognizing resurgent practices of Indigenous families. Important Indigenous 

acts of resurgence occur in the intimate spaces of families through everyday practices of 

parenting with prayer, ceremony, speaking one’s Native language, and honoring cultural and 

place-based responsibilities (Corntassel, 2012; Corntassel & Scow, 2017). As perhaps one of the 

only Indigenous family engagement models, the Culturally Sustaining Indigenous Family 

Engagement (CSIFE) framework (Garcia, 2014, 2019) brings a Tribal Critical Race Theory lens 

and an awareness of colonial impacts and practice of decolonization. The CSIFE framework 

reimagines school-community relationships as it fosters cross-generational healing, critical 

dialogue, Indigenous culture and knowledge in family engagement, respect for diverse 

Indigenous family dynamics, and empowerment towards community-defined goals. It is 

important to note the tie between the theoretical perspectives and approaches used in family 

engagement research and the types of engagement frameworks and models that emerge. Bang et 

al. (2018) summarizes four principles of Indigenous family and community engagement: (a) 

integrates learning from land and non-human relations; (b) based on multigenerational and 

lifelong learning; (c) requires new relationships and collaboration with non-Indigenous educators 

and systems that cultivate everyday Indigenous resurgence; and (d) leads to rigorous academics 

and increased achievement. 

How can elements from culturally relevant and Indigenous family engagement models 

and lessons learned from these communities inform mainstream models and education systems? 

Equity issues of race, class, and immigration status greatly impact the development of school-

parent relationships with nondominant groups (Baquedano-Lopez et al., 2013). Models that do 

not explicitly address these factors could continue harmful practices of conventional school-
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based engagement. For example, despite being comprehensive in addressing multiple issues, the 

Dual-Capacity framework falls short of addressing systemic change for educational equity 

(Ishimaru, 2019). Parent involvement assumptions and practices still persist despite reframing to 

engagement because education systems continue to socialize nondominant families into 

dominant, school-centered norms and agendas (Ishimaru, 2020). Family engagement models aim 

to be ever inclusive of “hard-to-reach” parents without changing “hard-to-access” systems or 

questioning the fit and responsiveness of these norms to nondominant communities. 

In order to ensure that school systems address and transform societal inequities, scholars 

developed approaches to engagement that were critical of status quo inclusion, centered on 

nondominant communities, and created space for critical dialogue. In a review of the parent 

involvement literature and the effects of race, social capital, class, and immigration status, 

Baquedano-Lopez et al. (2013) found that contextual factors and barriers to engagement 

complicated conventional associations of race and parent involvement. Societal and school 

structures including parent involvement privilege middle-class culture and agenda over that of 

the working class. Immigrant students and families have been ignored, excluded, or expected to 

conform to American ways of being involved in their children’s education. The authors looked to 

empowerment approaches to parent involvement such as parent organizing, funds of knowledge, 

and Critical Parental Involvement. Organizing and recognizing families’ funds of knowledge, or 

cultural and cognitive resources (Moll et al., 1992), shifts from school-centered and determined 

engagement to family-, community-, and culture-centered engagement. Based on work with 

Latina immigrant mothers who organized for school reform, the Critical Parental Involvement 

model includes critical analysis of power relations, dialogue about issues of race, class, and 
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gender, and equal partnerships with parents (Furumoto, 2003). Family engagement with 

immigrant and minority families in the European Union was successful through changing school 

structures to ensure participation in decision-making, creating informal spaces for dialogue, and 

including families as intellectual contributors to student learning (Diez et al., 2011).  

In order to better address structural, contextual, and political factors affecting family 

engagement, Ishimaru (2019) developed the Equitable Community-School Collaborations 

framework, or Equitable Collaborations, discussed in detail later. She argued that conventional 

partnerships implement goals and strategies that disregard the politicization of change processes 

and create narrow roles for families. The framework, which contrasts conventional partnerships 

with what she calls equitable collaborations along four dimensions of role, goals, strategies, and 

process, can serve as a tool to analyze and redefine school engagement efforts. 

As family engagement models are challenged to address equity and make systemic 

change, scholars and educators also need to ensure assessments are developed with inclusivity, 

responsiveness, and equity to validate diverse types of engagement and evidence (Montenegro & 

Jankowski, 2017). Especially with the educational changes during a pandemic and the 

intersection of access to technology with economic, cultural, educational, and language 

differences, equitable assessment is as important as ever. Assessment may be more equitable if 

families are represented in decisions around data. Viewing relationships between families and 

data in educational changemaking along a continuum of power, Ishimaru (2020) advocated for 

moving away from data about students and families, which reflects relationships where families 

have little or no power over data. This type of data includes structural types of assessment such 

as event attendance or teachers’ perceptions of parents. Even when families are the source of 
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data such as through surveys or focus groups, they inform decisions, but are not part of the data 

analysis and decision making processes. Involving families in collecting and making sense of 

data gives parents more power, but this still occurs within the limitations of dominant definitions 

and practices of engagement. Families that lead decisions about what data to collect and how to 

interpret it have equal power alongside educators in decision-making and transformation work.   

Decolonizing Family and Community Engagement 

Reflection on the major movements in the field of family and community engagement 

and its assessment reveals a genealogy stemming from early conceptualizations of involvement 

to ever expanding notions of family engagement and partnership. Each iteration of family 

engagement evolved to encompass extended family, community, nondominant families and 

cultures or grew in its specificity to provide culturally responsive frameworks to understand and 

practice engagement. While this expansion is celebrated, some argue that common tropes 

restricting roles of parents, families, and community continue to persist despite engagement 

reform (Baquedano-Lopez et al., 2013; Ishimaru, 2020). With recent engagement models striving 

to better address contextual factors and power dynamics at the intersection of race, language, and 

class, I argue that a decolonial approach to family engagement can provide the perspective 

necessary to more effectively do this.  

To understand a decolonial approach to family engagement, one must first understand 

colonization and decolonization. Colonization refers to the establishment of a colony, but has 

also been used to refer to, along with the term coloniality, the dominance of Western knowledge 

and culture under the imagined concept of Eurocentric modernity (Quijano & Ennis, 2000). The 

rhetoric of modernity is based on European notions of progress and the idea of salvation through 
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Western civilization, development, democracy, and religion upon which colonial patterns of 

power were founded (Mignolo & Walsh, 2018; Quijano & Ennis, 2000). (Settler) colonial logics 

center modernity and otherize, eliminate, or assimilate those who differ to justify settler claims 

and dominance (Wolfe, 2006). In educational research, coloniality looks like the erasure of local 

and Indigenous knowledge and its replacement with Eurocentric epistemologies or academically 

sanctioned knowledge; the erasure of other ethnic group data when focusing only on major 

ethnicities; the appropriation of knowledge and research; and the researcher as the only capable 

actor for change (Patel, 2016). Relating this to family engagement, coloniality is perpetuated 

through the assumed dominance of Eurocentric norms and ways of engagement and the othering 

and erasure of the perspectives and practices of marginalized families. 

Decolonization and decoloniality refer to the liberation from physical and political 

colonial status (Mignolo & Walsh, 2018) and colonial logics and patterns of power. Delinking 

from colonial perspectives is an epistemological decolonization that challenges the assumed 

dominance, neutrality, and universality of colonial logics; makes space for alternative ways of 

thinking and doing; and allows the re-existence of previously subsumed knowledge and culture. 

For Indigenous peoples, decolonizing research deconstructs dominant ways of research to reveal 

colonial patterns and alternative methodologies that are more respectful, ethical, and useful 

(Smith, 2012). Other anti-colonial methodologies developed by non-Indigenous scholars include 

ideas of relational and epistemic accountability to Indigenous peoples and land, participatory and 

community-based methods, reciprocity, critical reflexivity, autonomy and self-determination of 

research participants (Carlson, 2016), and being answerable to transformative learning, 

knowledge generation, and context (Patel, 2016).  
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What does a decolonial approach to family and community engagement look like? It is an 

approach to education and family-school relationships that challenges the dominance of 

Eurocentric thinking upon which the American educational system is built (Baquedano-Lopez et 

al., 2013). It looks like the CSIFE model that challenges dominant notions of the nuclear family 

by respecting diverse family dynamics (Garcia, 2019) and the challenging of heteropatriarchal 

dominance by normalizing queerness (Simpson, 2017). I argue that decolonial family engagement 

would also problematize anti-blackness and systemic racism and identify differences among 

access to resources, technology, and support. 

Decolonial approaches to family engagement makes space for alternative ways of 

engagement by recentering perspectives of Indigenous and marginalized communities. It 

recognizes the everyday resurgence of the parenting practices of Indigenous fathers (Corntassel 

& Scow, 2017).  It centers community-specific goals for family engagement such as self-

determination and sovereignty for Indigenous peoples (Garcia, 2019). It is the recentering of 

traditional cultural knowledge in the translation and adaptation of developmental assets to teach 

other parents in culturally meaningful ways (Galindo & Medina, 2009). This collective form of 

family engagement empowered Mexican mothers, addressed family needs, and shared collective 

knowledge through cultural performance. While identifying examples of resurgent and culturally 

informed engagement practices is important and informative, merely including them into existing 

dominant involvement structures is not enough (Baquedano-Lopez et al., 2013). Family 

engagement efforts must change systems of power to break away from narrow norms and 

practices that limit engagement to prescribed colonial, conventional ways. 
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Changing the system of family engagement could look like normalizing spaces for 

critical dialogue (Diez et al., 2011; Garcia, 2019). Critical dialogue can promote a sense of 

ownership and validation among families engaging with schools, provide healing from negative 

histories, and help to perpetuate cultural knowledge and practices in schools and engagement 

practices (Garcia, 2014). Sometimes space for critical dialogue sits outside the school, like when 

a parent participatory research group became a place for Latinx immigrant families to shift their 

experiences of exclusion and hurt to constructive, collective anger and advocacy against injustice 

(Dyrness, 2009). Parent presentations to school staff, previously dismissive of their critiques, 

changed school perceptions of parents from threatening to “a source of new insights and visions 

for change” (Dyrness, 2009, p.36). Critical dialogue on childcare and literacy practices led to co-

revision of a conventional family literacy program and the revision of literacy trainer roles as 

decolonizing family literacy educators, thus leveling power dynamics between trainers and 

participants (Reyes & Torres, 2007). Decolonial approaches to engagement identify and work to 

end the epistemic, psychological, and physical violence nondominant students experience and 

economic structures that limit family participation in education (Baquedano-Lopez et al., 2013). 

Decolonial family engagement literature is arguably limited to a short list of research 

with Indigenous and other nondominant communities. Schools and families challenging 

dominant engagement practices may be located on the margins, thus rendering their decolonial 

practices largely unknown. The number of scholars using critical or settler colonial theories, 

applying a decolonial lens, or interested in alternative family engagement practices also limits 

decolonial family engagement scholarship. It is a relatively untapped area of the family 

engagement field, which calls for more research to better understand the characteristics, enabling 
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conditions, and challenges to decolonial engagement practices. Learning how Indigenous and 

other communities address colonial contexts and disrupt dominant norms can inform how 

mainstream models and institutions, grounded in colonial structures, can foster decolonial 

potential in engagement practices. Public schools in the settler colonial State of Hawaiʻi may 

serve as important sites to investigate the decolonial potential of family engagement practices, 

due to its cultural diversity and the large presence of Native Hawaiian students and families.  

Family and Community Engagement in Hawaiʻi  

Hawaiʻi families engage in conventional parent involvement behaviors (Maielua, 2011; 

Ratliffe & Ponté, 2018; Yamauchi et al., 2008), although some settings such as Hawaiian 

immersion schools may foster more family-like relationships between teachers and parents, more 

parent participation in school decision making, and expanded parent roles and engagement 

practices such as political activism (Yamauchi et al., 2008). In addition to conventional 

involvement, parents wanted more authentic participation in decision-making (Inouye, 2019; 

Ratliffe & Ponté, 2018), more culturally relevant, strengths-based approaches to engagement that 

recognize contextual factors (Inouye, 2019), and more relational elements of engagement such as 

creating a welcoming school and building community (Ratliffe & Ponté, 2018).  

Conceptualizations, expectations, and practices of family engagement vary across 

cultural groups. There are cultural mismatches between schools and Pacific Islander families in 

terms of the responsibilities and roles of parents and teachers (Fischer Valdez et al., 2007; 

Ratliffe, 2010; Ratliffe & Ponté, 2018). Cultural differences and levels of acculturation affect 

family engagement perceptions and practice and can contribute to negative school perceptions of 

seemingly disengaged parents (Fischer Valdez et al., 2007). Language differences were a barrier 
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for some families to understand and respond to invitations to be involved (Ratliffe & Ponté, 

2018). Family engagement research with different ethnic groups has identified culturally specific 

and contextualized family engagement conceptualizations and practices that can inform 

engagement efforts (Fischer Valdez et al., 2007; Kaomea, 2012; Yamauchi et al., 2008). For 

example, based on counterstories of Native Hawaiian preschool students and their families, 

Kaomea (2012) recommended that schools appreciate variation within ethnic groups and the 

creative resilience of families, acknowledge and include extended family members, and create 

opportunities for parent networking and cultural connection.  

The variation of family engagement beliefs and practices across role groups such as 

administrators, educators, and parents also affect engagement. Differing parent involvement 

perspectives between parents and teachers affected engagement experiences such that parents 

who participated in traditional involvement activities had positive relationships with the school, 

while teachers reported more negative experiences with parents who did not follow through with 

communications (Maielua, 2011). Parents perceived principals as gatekeepers to engagement, 

who set the tone for school engagement efforts for better or worse (Ratliffe & Ponté, 2018). For 

example, one parent welcomed changes to engagement efforts under a new principal who was 

more open to different forms of engagement, while another parent felt unwelcome due to the 

principal restricting her from visiting her child’s classroom and stopped coming to school events. 

Interpretive Frameworks 

I incorporate two family engagement frameworks to inform my analysis of family and 

community engagement in Hawaiʻi school communities: the CSIFE and Equitable 

Collaborations frameworks. The Equitable Collaborations framework serves as a useful 
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analytical tool to contrast traditional and equitable family engagement. CSIFE serves as a model 

to center nondominant knowledge and ways of engagement as well as community-specific 

systemic change goals. Garcia (2019) developed the CSIFE framework to understand the 

transformative possibilities of family engagement that centers Indigenous worldviews and 

critical consciousness of colonialism. Recognizing the brutal experiences of American Indian 

education and the need for Indigenous families to heal their relationship with schooling, the 

CSIFE framework is critical of colonial power structures and practices. Key concepts include to: 

1. Create a space for critical dialogue and self-reflection that heals and empowers people to 

collectively advocate for equitable education. 

2. Provide a cross-generational healing process by revealing the impact of assimilation and 

colonialism, recognizing how Indigenous people have survived, and privileging 

Indigenous knowledge in education. 

3. Indigenize and sustain family and community engagement by recognizing, honoring, and 

privileging Indigenous knowledge and experience and other diverse knowledge systems 

in defining engagement and partnerships. 

4. Embrace and respect diverse Indigenous family dynamics in the intersection of ethnicity, 

class, gender, sexuality, religion, ability, degree of cultural knowledge, and assimilation. 

5. Empower Indigenous family and community to advocate for social justice and 

survivance, or the disruption of and resistance against oppressive structures and 

concurrent centering of Indigenous worldviews. 

6. Cultivate family and community engagement not just for student achievement, but also 

for “self-education, self-determination, and sovereignty” (Garcia, 2019, p. 86). 
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These concepts come together to offer one example of culturally sustaining family engagement. 

Through creating space for critical dialogue and healing from colonial impacts and honoring 

Indigenous knowledge, schools can begin to “understand how they will engage and sustain the 

culturally defined ways Indigenous students and families understand relationships to their 

children, their community, and the larger context of Indigenous peoples” (Garcia, 2019, p.83).  

Equitable Collaborations is a conceptual framework built from theories of critical race, 

decolonization, community organizing, and sociocultural learning that challenges conventional 

engagement that fails to address issues of power or pursue systemic and institutional change for 

educational equity (Ishimaru et al., 2016; Ishimaru, 2019, 2020). The framework contrasts with  

Table 1 

Contrast of Conventional Partnerships and Equitable Collaborations 

Dimension Conventional Partnerships Equitable Collaborations 

Roles of Parents 

and Communities 

Nondominant parents/families 

as clients and beneficiaries 

Nondominant parents/families as 

educational leaders shaping agendas 

Goals Individual remediation in a 

culture of denial/implicit blame 

Equitable systemic change within a 

culture of shared responsibility 

Strategies 

  

Intervention Level 

Directionality 

Power 

Technical change in existing 

practices and system 

Individual parent/student 

Unidirectional 

Unilateral 

Adaptive change to build capacity and 

relationships of diverse stakeholders 

Collective families/communities 

Reciprocal 

Relational 

Context/Change 

Process 

Apolitical approach focused on 

schools in isolation 

Change as a political process 

addressing broader community issues 

Note: Adapted from “From family engagement to equitable collaboration” by A. M. Ishimaru, 

2019, Educational Policy, 33 (2), p. 355-356 and Just schools: Building equitable collaborations 

with families and communities by A. M. Ishimaru, 2020, Teachers College Press: New York, 

p.50. 
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traditional family engagement across dimensions of roles, goals, strategies, and process as shown 

in Table 1. Ishimaru further breaks down approaches to strategies as she compares traditional 

partnership and equitable collaboration strategies in terms of intervention level, directionality, 

and power. Equitable collaboration strategies work at collective rather than individual levels, and 

are reciprocal versus unidirectional, cultivating relational power compared to unilateral, 

hierarchical power and authority. For example, parent education programs that prepare parents to 

advocate for their child in parent-teacher conferences were important, but precluded collective 

level strategies to engage families together, which may be more culturally responsive for 

nondominant families (Ishimaru et al., 2016).  

Research Questions 

In light of the range of family engagement models potentially in use in Hawaiʻi and the 

application of a decolonial lens to understand engagement in new ways, this study critically 

examined Hawaiʻi school community engagement experiences. My research questions were: 

● What are school community conceptualizations, mo’olelo or stories, and practices of 

family and community engagement in Hawaiʻi schools and how have they changed 

during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

● How is family and community engagement assessed in schools and how can assessment 

be improved to reflect school community conceptualizations and practices? 

● What is the decolonial potential of family and community engagement practices in 

Hawaiʻi schools and what are conditions that support it? 
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Chapter 2: Methods 

Research Design 

I used both Indigenous and qualitative, multi-case study design for my examination of 

family and community engagement in Hawaiʻi public schools. Indigenous research provides a 

critical, decolonial lens with which to guide data collection and analysis of school community 

experiences with engagement. It also calls for accountability to the community, assurance that 

Indigenous knowledge and peoples are not exploited, and that the research benefits the 

community and meets community needs. Both Indigenous and qualitative approaches are 

relational (Kovach, 2009), thus, fitting for the study of the relationships across schools and 

communities. Indigenous perspectives recognize the relationships and interdependence of all 

things, and qualitative research acknowledges the social and interpretive nature of knowledge 

and the subjectivity of the researcher.  

My research design choice is not only functional, but political and personal. Despite 

having similar emphases such as community participation and accountability to research 

participants, it is important to differentiate between Indigenous and qualitative research. Kovach 

(2009) points out that no matter the similarities, “Indigenous methods do not flow from Western 

philosophy; they flow from tribal epistemologies” (p. 36). By practicing Indigenous research, I 

acknowledge that my research flows from Indigenous and Hawaiian epistemologies as I 

understand them. As a Native Hawaiian researcher who prioritizes the decentering of dominant, 

settler colonial ideologies and centering Indigenous knowledge, I strive to conduct Indigenous 

research, for “the process of Indigenizing our research, our re-claiming of these spaces, 
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methodologies, and conceptual frameworks, is the only way we can do our research. To do 

otherwise would be to participate in the colonial project” (Davidson et al., 2018, p. 15).  

My Indigenous Research Paradigm 

Acknowledging the limitations of my own cultural knowledge to inform my personal 

paradigm, I follow Kovach’s (2009) advice to an Indigenous student who also lacked the 

confidence in her cultural connections to “start where you are, it will take you where you need to 

go” (p. 10). My participation in networks of community-based natural resource management 

groups working towards ʻāina momona, or the fatness and abundance of the land and sea, 

informed my approach to this study. True to the ʻōlelo noʻeau (proverb) of Ma ka hana ka ʻike, 

or in doing there is knowledge, I began to learn how to mālama (care for) our ocean resources 

such as limu (seaweed/algae). This grounded practice granted me an ancestral lens to guide 

proper and nurturing relationships between ʻāina and people that can be applied to research. Like 

the call for lawaiʻa pono (correct/ethical fishing), I used caring for our natural resources and 

ʻāina as a metaphor to guide my relationships and responsibilities within the research process.  

Similar to lawaiʻa pono, I centered my research paradigm on the concept of pono, defined 

as goodness, correctness, well-being, equity, and perfect order (Pukui & Elbert, 1986).3 I see 

pono as an action or qualifier of action and a state of balance and harmony, evidenced by fruits 

such as ʻāina momona or a more just and equitable society. Goodyear-Kaʻōpua (2016) described 

pono as the “search for and maintenance of harmonious relationships, justice, and healing” (p. 

 
3  I acknowledge the well-developed Hawaiian research methodology Maʻawe Pono that describes pono 

as a path of honor and responsibility in research with Hawaiian communities (Kahakalau, 2019). 

However, I recognize that I cannot implement it as intended given the research timeframe and other 

limitations, including my familiarity with some of the concepts. Therefore, I continue to develop my own 

concept of pono actions in research and draw from other Indigenous research scholarship for inspiration. 
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17-18). I use kilo, ʻauamo kuleana, hoa, and hoʻoponopono as guiding concepts to seek and 

maintain harmonious relationships with those with whom I conduct research while working to 

collaboratively create research beneficial to school communities and participants and that 

contributes to healing, justice, and pono futures. These concepts are not sequential or completely 

separate but may follow any order and overlap, interact, and reoccur. They are described below: 

● Kilo- to examine, observe, and forecast (Pukui & Elbert, 1986). It represents mindful 

awareness and keen observation at all stages of research. Just as those who care for ʻāina 

observe daily and seasonal environmental patterns to see and build relationships, I strove 

to critically observe the context, conditions, and characteristics of research settings and 

participants to maintain relationships.  

● ʻAuamo kuleana- to carry one’s responsibilities. ʻAuamo is the pole for carrying things 

across the shoulders and kuleana can mean responsibilities but also rights, privileges, 

jurisdiction (Pukui & Elbert, 1986). Each person has kuleana they carry, and I reflected 

on my kuleana as a researcher while also helping and not hindering the kuleana of others. 

● Hoa- companion, friend, partner; to tie, bind, secure (Pukui & Elbert, 1986). Familiar 

with the use of hoa to describe relationships, I first learned of hoapapa or the friending 

and maintaining of a reef through a group working to preserve limu. This idea of mindful 

maintenance, respect, and reciprocity informed my relationships with the school 

communities and research participants. 

● Hoʻoponopono- to correct, put right or in order; to set family relationships right (Pukui & 

Elbert, 1986). Relationships within research need to be corrected and mended, and 
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research can facilitate healing and balance in larger contexts. I must think about how my 

research contributes to the school community and a more equitable society.   

These concepts informed my research design and methods in various ways. In order to 

build and honor reciprocal relationships with participants, I designed and conducted my research 

to give back to school communities. I hope that sharing my findings with each school community 

will benefit them and supplement their recent family engagement training, efforts, and 

assessment, the latter of which was largely from a school perspective. Hearing from parents and 

community members was an important part of this study. I tried to build relationships through 

inviting participants to read their transcripts and sharing findings. Engaging participants for 

feedback can guide the research to correct, heal, and balance school community relationships.  

Kilo aligns with a decolonial lens that can discern patterns of power and marginalization 

throughout the research process and affirm alternative ways of being and resurgence. Such 

observations can inform caring and corrective actions to nourish relationships and ensure 

nondominant and Indigenous voices are heard during participant recruitment, data collection and 

analysis, and reporting and dissemination of findings. A decolonial lens is helpful in 

understanding participants’ stories in relation to others in the school community and the roles 

and power each person or group holds. It also helps to see beyond conventional and normalized 

family engagement to see previously unknown perspectives and alternative practices. 

Challenging and critically reflecting on what is thought to be normal or universal engagement 

and relationships among schools, families, and communities can reveal the decolonial potential 

and progress of school communities in creating equitable education systems.  
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Qualitative Multi-Case Study 

To complement my Indigenous inquiry design, I also used a qualitative case study 

approach. Case study design brings together multiple sources of information to inform an in-

depth understanding of a defined system or case (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This approach allows 

a holistic perspective to the study of complex social phenomena in a real-world context (Yin, 

2014). Family and community engagement is very complex due to its relational nature across 

multiple settings. Because case study design and qualitative research in general strives to bring 

contextualized understanding as opposed to generalizability, this research design aids my 

research goal to benefit participating school communities. This information can be helpful for the 

school communities in my study to learn from each other, as well as for educators in other 

schools who can determine the generalizability of findings to their own settings. Specifically, I 

use a multiple-case study format (Yin, 2014) of three cases where the unit of analysis is a school 

community including school staff, students, families, and community members. I conducted 

three separate case studies and weaved together insights through a cross-case analysis to identify 

common themes and contextualized patterns of engagement. A three-case design follows a literal 

replication design that allows the exploration of the replication of findings across cases (Yin, 

2014). While case studies are not designed to generalize using statistics, multiple case studies of 

engagement in culturally diverse and Indigenous settings can show if similar findings can be 

found across cases and lay the foundation to explore theoretical patterns among different 

characteristics, contextual factors, and practice.  
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Settings of the Cases 

         The three schools that participated in this study were selected from a group of schools 

across the state that received family engagement training. Teams consisting of staff and 

sometimes a parent or community member from each school attended several workshops and 

received technical assistance in developing family engagement plans and activities. I asked 

principals in the family engagement program if they wanted their school to participate in this 

study and three agreed. Hawaiʻi public schools closed to in-person schooling in March 2020. 

Aliʻi was the first school to join the study while schools were still closed, and the other two 

schools joined several months later as schools made the transition back to in-person schooling.  

 Table 2 features highlighted characteristics of the three school community cases 

compared to state levels in the school year 2019-20 (see Appendix A for additional years and 

data). I included approximate data to prevent identification of the schools in this study. Aliʻi and 

Koʻolau both served elementary school students and families while Aliʻi and Waipuna served 

middle school students and families. At all three schools, the percentage of students receiving 

free or reduced-cost lunch was greater than the state average of nearly 50 percent. As part of the 

Community Eligibility Provision, Aliʻi was identified as a school predominantly serving children 

from low-income backgrounds, and thus, all students received free school meals without needing 

school meal applications (HIDOE, n.d.). The median household income of the communities in all 

three cases was below the state median household income of $66,420, with Aliʻi having the 

lowest median income at about $47,000. As noted by the high percentages of students receiving 

free school meals and the lower-than-State-average median household incomes, the families in 

these school cases came from low socioeconomic backgrounds. Aliʻi served a large community 
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Table 2 

Selected School Characteristics for School Year 2019-20. 

 Aliʻi Waipuna Koʻolau State 

Fall enrollment 300 900 525  

Percent students receiving free lunch  ** 55% 65% 47% 

Percent SPED students 15% 10% 5% 10% 

Percent ELL students 25% 5% 15% 9% 

Percent students:                   Filipino 

Hawaiian 

Hispanic 

Micronesian 

20% 

27% 

2% 

20% 

15% 

31% 

2% 

5% 

10% 

30% 

10% 

4% 

22% 

24% 

2% 

5% 

Percent teachers at school 5+ years 44% 63% 51% 58% 

Community population 25,000+ 20,000+ 10,000+ 1,360,301 

Median household income $47,000 $58,000 $60,000 $66,420 

Population with college degree 30% 28% 26% 29.4% 

Note: Data from HIDOE School Status and Improvement Reports were rounded to preserve 

anonymity. State information was from the 2020 HIDOE Data Book. ** School is participating 

in the Community Eligibility Provision. 

 

although it had the smallest enrollment of the cases, serving under 300 students in the 2020-21 

school year. In regard to the educational statuses of members of the communities served by the 

schools, Koʻolau had the lowest percentage of college graduates at 26 percent, and Aliʻi had the 

highest at 30 percent.    

The percentage of students in special education ranged from 5 percent at Koʻolau to 15 

percent at Aliʻi, and the percentage of students with limited English proficiency ranged from 3 

percent at Waipuna to 25 percent at Aliʻi. Aliʻi was above the state average on these two student 

data points. All schools served more Native Hawaiian students than the state average of 24 
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percent. It is important to note that Aliʻi had a higher percentage of Micronesian students than 

the State average and Koʻolau had a higher percentage of Hispanic students than that of the 

State. Aliʻi had fewer teachers who taught at the school for five or more years than the other 

schools. Waipuna was the only school that had a higher percentage of teachers who taught at the 

school for over five years as compared to that of the State. Aliʻi was well below the State 

standards for Language Arts, Math, and Science, while Waipuna was slightly below for 

Language Arts and Math (see Appendix A). Koʻolau was higher than the State average on Math 

in 2018-19, but under State averages in all other cases.  

Participants 

Recruitment 

         I invited school staff members who were part of the school team involved in the family 

engagement training to participate as interviewees in my study. Through snowball sampling, 

these staff members referred me to other staff, parents, and community members who I then 

invited to participate. In addition to referrals, I shared a digital picture flier with school staff to 

identify potential parent participants. The flier was distributed via the school newsletter, school 

communication platform, or to their students’ parents to identify potential parent participants. 

Two Waipuna parents responded to digital recruitment methods while the rest of the parents and 

community members were recruited through referrals. The criteria to participate in this study was 

simple--participants needed to have been part of the school community, as a staff, family, or 

community member, for at least two years in order to be able to speak to pre-COVID 

experiences. A Waipuna parent did not meet this criteria as her child transferred to the school in 

that school year, but was included to add to parent perspectives.  
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Balancing school-based perspectives, consisting of principals, teachers, and other school 

staff, with community-based perspectives, such as parents and community members, was 

difficult because I could not directly contact parents as I could school staff. Because of this,  I 

relied on referrals from school staff members. As may be expected, school staff identified 

potential participants who were already highly involved in school, but there were a few 

exceptions. With the assistance of the Waipuna EL coordinator, I was able to include two EL 

parents in the study. To align with the decolonial approach of this study, I tried to recruit parents 

and community members from nondominant groups. I asked EL coordinators at each case for 

referrals of EL parents. Additionally, with a Micronesian student population of 20 percent at 

Aliʻi, I reached out to a community organization serving the Micronesian population and a local 

church with a Micronesian congregation, in an attempt to recruit participants. A pastor shared a 

digital flier and a video with congregation members, but this and other efforts to reach out to the 

Micronesian community from Aliʻi did not lead to members of these communities volunteering 

to participate.  

School Participants 

In all, there were 33 participants across three cases. I originally planned to conduct fewer 

individual interviews and also conduct focus groups, but due to social distancing restrictions 

during the COVID pandemic and participants’ preferences, I only conducted individual 

interviews. Participant names, some of which are pseudonyms, and demographic information are 

reported by school case in the following sections.  

  Aliʻi Participants. There were 14 participants from Aliʻi (see Table 3). The principal of 

this school was interested in learning more about teacher perspectives on engagement. There  
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Table 3 

Demographic Characteristics of Aliʻi Participants  

Name Role Gender Age Ethnicity Relation to School Community 

Gloria  Community 

member 

F 36 Egyptian Moved to Hawaiʻi from 

continental US 10 years ago 

Kami  Community 

member 

F 36 Japanese From another island, lives in 

school community 

Emery  Parent F 39 Hawaiian Born and raised in the 

community 

Michelle Parent F 33 Filipino Born and raised in nearby 

community 

David  Principal M 44 White Moved to Hawaiʻi from 

continental US 20 years ago 

Crystal  EL coordinator F 32 Hawaiian From another island, lives in 

school community 

Adam  Staff M 35 Samoan, Portuguese, 

Hawaiian 

Born and raised in community 

Shirlene  Staff F 55 Japanese Born and raised in community 

Casey Teacher F 33 Portuguese Born and raised in nearby 

community 

Corinaa  Teacher F   Moved to Hawaiʻi several years 

ago from continental US 

Melanie  Teacher F 55 White Moved to Hawaiʻi from 

continental US 30 years ago 

Mele  Teacher F 32 Hawaiian, 

Portuguese  

From another island, lives in 

school community 

Natasha Teacher F 39 Black, Mexican, 

White 

Moved to Hawaiʻi several years 

ago from continental US, 

children attend Aliʻi 

Pearl  Teacher F 62 Japanese Lived on several islands 

a Corina left the school before I was able to collect her demographic information. 
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were six teachers who participated in the case, perhaps reflecting the principal’s encouragement 

and interest in gaining their perspectives. Other school staff participants included the principal, 

EL coordinator, and two additional non-teaching staff. School staff referred the two parents and 

one community member, and a community contact referred the additional community member.  

Waipuna Participants. There were 10 participants in the Waipuna case study (see Table 

4). Of the three cases, this case had the most parent participants with five parents and an 

additional staff member who was also a parent. All parent participants were referrals from school  

Table 4 

Demographic Characteristics of Waipuna Participants  

Name Role Gender Age Ethnicity Relation to School Community 

Anniea  Parent F  Chuukese Originally from Chuuk, moved to 
Hawaiʻi several years ago 

Jana Parent F 44 Chinese Originally from China, moved to 
Hawaiʻi over 10 years ago 

Rayna  Parent, Staff F 38 Asian Born and raised in community 
alumni, children attend Waipuna 

Shannon Parent F 50 White, Okinawan Born and raised in community 

Tiana Parent F 57 Samoan Moved to Hawaiʻi several years ago 
from continental US 

Tyson Parent M 48 Japanese Born and raised in community  

Susan Principal F 53 Hawaiian, Chinese, 
Irish 

Born and raised in community 

Colleen EL 
coordinator 

F 55 White Moved to Hawaiʻi from continental 
US 30 years ago 

Kayci PCNC F 48 Hawaiian, Korean, 
Portuguese, Costa 
Rican 

Born and raised in community, 
alumni, children attended Waipuna 

Gayle Teacher F 61 Japanese From another town on same island 

a I could not reach Annie to ask her age.  
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staff, and Rayna, who was a parent and staff member, responded to a recruitment ad in the school 

newsletter. School staff participants included the principal, Parent Community Networking 

Coordinator (PCNC), EL coordinator, a teacher, and a tutor. Although there were referrals for 

potential community participants, none responded.  

Koʻolau Participants. The Koʻolau case had nine participants, including the principal, 

PCNC, EL coordinator, and two teachers (see Table 5). The two teacher participants responded  

Table 5 

Demographic Characteristics of Koʻolau Participants  

Name Role Gender Age Ethnicity Relation to School Community 

Justin Community 

member 

M 52 African American, 

Caucasian, 

Hawaiian, Samoan, 

Tongan 

Born and raised in community, 

grandchildren attend Ko‘olau 

Enjolia Parent F   Born and raised in community 

Jackieb Parent F   Moved to Hawaiʻi from 

continental US 20 years ago 

Kristine Parent, 

Teacher 

F  Asian Born and raised in community, 

alumni, children attend Ko‘olau 

Diane Principal F 62 Caucasian Moved to Hawaiʻi from 

continental US 30 years ago 

Tanya EL coordinator, 

Teacher 

F 55 Japanese, Filipino From another town on same 

island, but lived here for 30 years 

Richelle PCNC F 46 Japanese, Filipino Born and raised in community 

Addie Teacher F 24 Filipino, Italian Moved to Hawaiʻi recently from 

continental US 

Cassie Teacher F 57 Chinese, Filipino, 

Japanese 

Born and raised in community 

a Enjoli and b Jackie did not respond to my request for demographic information. c Kristine declined to 

report her age. 
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to a recruitment notice posted in their  digital school communications. Richelle, the PCNC 

referred the community member and two parent participants. Several participants did not respond 

to my requests for demographic information or declined to report. 

Data Sources 

Due to the restrictions of the COVID-19 pandemic, I collected all data virtually through 

online or phone interactions. In order to explore family and community engagement perceptions 

and practices within each school community, I originally planned to use a range of data sources, 

including focus groups, interviews, documents, and participant observations. However, due to 

COVID restrictions, I did not conduct focus groups or in-person participant observations. I did 

attend several virtual Aliʻi events, which gave me insight into the school community, but this 

was not included in my study because consent could not be obtained. I ultimately utilized 

interviews and school documents as sources of data. 

Interviews 

The primary source of data for my multi-case study was interviews with school 

community members. Interviews focused on participants’ moʻolelo or stories of family and 

community engagement experiences. Indigenous research recognizes stories as knowledge and 

uses storytelling as research methodology to gather sacred, but also personal knowledge 

(Kovach, 2009; Wilson, 2008). Storytelling is not an extractive method, but is rooted in 

relationships, requiring trust (Kovach, 2009). Aligned with Kovach’s (2009) description of 

storytelling in research, I tried to create an interaction that facilitated storytelling by describing 

myself and location in life, building relationships, and taking an open approach with semi-

structured questions. I asked participants to review and approve transcripts and preliminary 
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findings to ascertain accurate representation, and I worked to responsibly and appropriately 

protect and share knowledge. I used a relational protocol (see Appendix C) to help me develop 

and maintain a respectful and reciprocal relationship with each participant and create an 

environment where participants felt they could share their stories.  

I employed a “talk story” method, which creates an informal, safe, and inviting space for 

discussion around the research questions (Kahakalahu, 2019). Talk story is a speech event in 

Hawaiian culture with participation structures allowing for frequent turn taking, joint speech, and 

cooperative responses (Au & Mason, 1981). I chose this method because it is less formal, may 

put participants at ease, allows for conversations to flow freely among those in the conversation, 

and is a culturally appropriate way of communication in Hawaiʻi communities. I used semi-

structured interview guides tailored to either school or community perspectives and reflective of 

framework elements (see Appendix D). I focused on participant experiences in school-

community relationships and their perceptions of family and community engagement by asking 

them to share about specific situations where they felt they were really engaged. I also asked 

interview questions that the principals at each school wanted me to explore.  

I conducted interviews from January to November 2021. Interviews for Aliʻi spanned 

from January to April, Waipuna interviews went from May to October, and Koʻolau interviews 

occurred from July to November. Interviews lasted from 45 to 60 minutes generally; however, 

there were two interviews that lasted nearly two hours due to the amount and depth of stories 

these participants shared. I held interviews over Zoom or Google Meet, depending on the 

preference of the interviewee, at times that worked for the participants’ schedules. I interviewed 

each participant once, asking them for referrals and shared their transcripts with them in order to 



39 

 

continue to interact with interviewees and build our relationships. I sent follow up emails to each 

participant, thanking them for their time, restating key points they shared, and invited them to 

share any additional comments over email. In a few cases, I included a follow up question to 

gain more clarity on something they shared, which they answered over email. While there were 

no focus group interviews in this study, Kahakalau (2019) found that email interviews worked 

well to gain honest responses from individuals, especially when relationships and cultural norms 

prevent them from speaking freely in groups. Most participants read and accepted their transcript 

with no changes, but one participant did reflect on word choice and changed a word he said. 

Over email exchanges, some participants also continued to share stories or updates about school.  

School Documents 

 I attempted to gather documents relevant to family engagement efforts in each case to 

supplement interview data. I relied on publicly available documents on the school and DOE 

websites to gain a greater perspective of each school community. Documents gathered from each 

case included the SQS, academic plan, and a family engagement assessment conducted by a third 

party organization. The Involvement/Engagement dimension of the SQS serves as a State level 

assessment of engagement. The academic plan outlines school needs and priorities to set goals 

and outcomes each year. In the 2020-21 school year, academic plans changed from 3-year plans 

updated annually to single year plans. I included the 3-year plan from 2017-2020 and the single 

year plans from 2020-2021 and 2021-2022 as school documents in this study. The family 

engagement assessment I analyzed addressed the goal areas of welcoming, communication, 

information, and empowerment through a review of documents and technology, staff surveys, a 



40 

 

physical walkthrough, and a customer service call. Additionally, school staff provided me with a 

few school-specific documents, such as pictures of previous events and sample communications.  

Data Analysis 

Design 

         Wilson (2008) described data analysis in Indigenous research as a process in which “you 

build relationships with the idea in various and multiple ways, until you reach a new 

understanding or higher state of awareness” of the focus of your study (p. 116-117). I built 

relationships with data using both Indigenous and qualitative data analysis practices in a multi-

step, two-level analysis process to understand school-community conceptualizations and models 

of engagement in schools. The qualitative analysis practices I utilized included memo writing, 

member checking, and coding using the Atlas.ti database software to organize and code 

interview transcripts. Analysis practices that aligned with my Indigenous research approach and 

decolonial lens included creating opportunities for collaborative analysis, using a research 

journal with personal reflections and knowledge, and honoring my relationships with 

participants. I acknowledge the difficulty of challenging myself to disrupt comfortable ways of 

conducting qualitative research and to integrate Indigenous research practices. This project 

challenged me to consider an alternative data analysis approach that maintained the integrity of 

participants’ stories and co-created knowledge useful and beneficial to school communities.  

I conducted two levels of data analysis. The first level focused on my first two research 

questions exploring school community conceptualizations, practices, and moʻolelo of family and 

community engagement and assessment practices. During first-level analysis, I used emergent 

coding to code participant stories into thematic categories that illustrated different aspects of 

their engagement experiences, including lessons we can learn from, aspects that are working 
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well, and areas to improve upon. A decolonial lens reminded me to be mindful of whose 

perspectives were present and privileged and how perspectives may vary by role group or other 

characteristics. The purpose of this level of analysis was to create a holistic, yet critical, 

understanding of family and community engagement in each school community that was 

grounded in the words and stories of school community members. 

The second level of analysis focused on my research question that explored the 

decolonial aspects and potential of school community engagement practices. In second-level 

analysis, I used the CSIFE and Equitable Collaborations frameworks and their decolonial lens as 

tools to examine how school community engagement perspectives and practices related to 

alternative, nondominant approaches to family engagement. Both of these frameworks are 

examples of alternative family engagement models that challenge normative engagement and are 

frames of reference for decolonial engagement approaches that provide another way to relate to 

the data. The frameworks guided my analysis by providing specific dimensions and elements 

with which to interpret and code participant stories and experiences.  

As a previous analysis using the Equitable Collaborations framework to analyze parent 

liaison work revealed a minority of examples and stories of more equitable collaborations and a 

majority of conventional involvement strategies (Ishimaru et al., 2016), I anticipated that this 

aspect of my analyses would yield similar findings. It is important to note that second-level 

analysis was not meant to create a colonial/decolonial binary of colonial villains and decolonized 

heroes (Kaomea, 2003), but to create a picture of promising strategies and elements of 

engagement along a continuum of decolonial potential. For example, Ishimaru et al. (2016) 

found that few strategies of parent liaisons departed from dominant, conventional engagement 
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approaches. This fostered individual intervention and unidirectional, unilateral relationships that 

limited the potential of engaging with some groups, thus showing how dominant approaches 

could also be harmful in some cases. A decolonial lens and use of alternative family engagement 

frameworks to recast our view of family engagement can inform us of potentially harmful 

practices and promising strategies to move towards more transformative engagement. 

It was important for me to remember and apply the notion that Indigenous research 

prioritizes interpretative analysis that keeps data in its contextualized form (Kovach, 2009). 

Deconstructing data through coding can decontextualize data, breaking relationships among data 

that make data what they are (Wilson, 2008). In effort to keep data and participant stories intact, 

I used coding in both levels of analyses as tools to group similar stories and experiences that 

exemplified specific aspects of engagement. Treating coding as markers for specific stories as 

opposed to decontextualized text helped me to see stories as a whole as I wove them together in 

each case and in the cross-case analysis.  

I kept a research journal as part of both levels of data analysis to record thoughts,  

impressions, and memos throughout data collection and analysis. I attempted to use my research 

journal each day I collected or analyzed data, as suggested by Yin (2014), although this was 

difficult due to timing and my schedule. Creswell and Poth (2018) describe memos as short 

phrases, ideas, or concepts that synthesize data into meaning. Each interview had an associated 

memo in my research journal that I used to capture my thoughts and ideas after the interview and 

after transcription. This promoted my documentation of evolving ideas and facilitated my tracing 

back my thinking through memos. This was also an important space to think of and record 

possible alternative or rival interpretations of data, which could be included with findings and 
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improved internal validity of the case studies (Yin, 2014). I also used my research journal as a 

space for reflection, aligned with suggestions from Indigenous researchers to focus on inward 

knowledge (Kovach, 2009) and spiritual knowledge (Meyer, 2003) such as feelings, intuition, 

reflective freewrites, and dreams. Such insight and knowledge can come during ceremonies, 

fasting, being in nature, and silence (Kovach, 2009).  

Process 

I conducted data analysis in four steps to build relationships with the data collected and 

research participants who I hoped to involve as collaborators, co-researchers, and co-creators. 

Data analysis occurred alongside data collection to inform the data collection process, including 

shifting the interview question order and wording as needed. The first step in my data analysis 

was a post-transcription, preliminary analysis consisting of memos and initial coding focusing 

primarily on first-level analysis. Memos in my research journal identified key themes as initial 

coding, significant passages, and any follow up questions for participants. I also noted passages 

that related to second-level analysis dimensions and concepts for future analyses.  

The second step was to invite participants to reflect on, clarify, and interpret their stories 

in collaborative analysis. I felt it was important to create a collaborative space that prioritized the 

participants’ perspectives, valued their expert knowledge and experience, checked my initial 

interpretations, and guided additional data collection and analyses. Some participants were 

interested in seeing results, but none were available to participate in collaborative analysis 

beyond checking their transcripts for accuracy. Member checking in qualitative research involves 

participants reviewing preliminary analyses or later drafts of findings, but not necessarily raw 

data or transcripts (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 
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The third and fourth steps followed qualitative multi-case study practices of case and 

cross-case analyses. In my case analyses, I took memos, initial coding, and insights from the 

previous two steps to begin to code data in each case using Atlas.ti. I began to identify patterns 

from first-level analysis of themes and lessons learned about engagement. I ended each case 

analysis with a section focused on second-level analysis, pointing out practices and examples 

that aligned with the CSIFE and Equitable Collaborations frameworks. I shared drafts of case 

findings with interested school community members to get their feedback. In my cross-case 

analysis, I looked at patterns in stories and themes across cases based on coding. It was important 

to consider contextual differences across school communities. Cumulative data analysis can 

point to naturalistic generalizations, or generalizations that school communities and other readers 

can learn from and transfer to similar contexts (Creswell & Poth, 2018). I used data to craft 

cross-case generalizations and actionable recommendations useful for participating school 

communities that could inform their action plans. In the future, I plan to share cross-case analysis 

findings, generalizations, and recommendations with each school community for feedback and 

insight on patterns.  

Validity and Relational Accountability 

         Triangulation, member checking, and research journaling helped to check the validity of 

patterns and findings for this study. I triangulated data from different interviews and available 

documents to create a fuller picture of engagement in each case and to check for consistency 

across sources. Member checking data with participants after data collection provided 

opportunities for participant feedback and collaborative analysis. Member checking allowed 

participants to judge the accuracy and credibility of my interpretations (Creswell & Poth, 2018) 
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and promoted my presentation of the authentic voices of participants, which is important to both 

qualitative and Indigenous research (Wilson, 2008). Participant review of case studies and 

recording of rival explanations in my research journal were also ways to strengthen the construct 

validity of case studies (Yin, 2014).  

Just as important as the accuracy of correcting interpretations that triangulation and 

member checking bring is the accuracy that comes from accountability to the relationships in this 

research. Aligned with Indigenous research practices, I considered how my methods and 

analyses help to build respectful relationships with participants and the research topic itself and 

how I reciprocated in the research relationship (Wilson, 2008). I reciprocated through following 

up on participant questions and sharing what I learned. I tried to create opportunities for review 

and collaboration and am currently seeking feedback on case studies and cross-case analyses. 

Practicing the concepts of my research paradigm and keeping pono (harmonious relationships) as 

my goal helped me to be mindful of accountability to research relationships.   

Role of the Researcher              

I now circle back to my positionality and the role I played in this research. The approach 

to this study reflects my worldview and perspective as a woman of both Hawaiian and European 

ancestry, rooted in place and commitment to my extended family, community, and ʻāina. I 

acknowledge my affinity for Hawaiian and Indigenous perspectives, knowledge, justice, and 

well-being and how this may affect how I perceive and privilege participants and data in my 

study. I think this affinity helps me to be sensitive to Hawaiian ways of family engagement and 

other Indigenous and decolonial alternatives to dominant practices, but I must guard against 

“black-and-white” thinking that can villainize dominant engagement conceptualizations and 
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practices. In recognition of how my positionality and perspective could affect my approach, 

understanding, and biases in this research, I used my research journal to help me to step back and 

check my thoughts, reactions, and judgments. This provided a process to track and reflect on my 

initial reactions to interviews.  

I also recognized that while being Native Hawaiian and local to Hawaiʻi, I am still an 

outsider to these specific school communities participating in my multi-case study. I had no prior 

relationships with potential participants. My work in the HIDOE and attendance of family 

engagement training exposed me to potential participant schools and individual staff members 

that I would later interview, but participants were not familiar with me beyond knowing that I 

was a graduate student asking about research. I realized that my identity as a graduate student 

and researcher could have positioned me as an outsider and possibly an expert, which could have 

affected power dynamics in my research relationships. I planned to mitigate this by being 

transparent about who I was, my collaborative research approach, and my kuleana to give back 

to school communities. Before interviews, I introduced myself, the community I am from, and 

my kuleana as a researcher. I also emphasized that I was not a parent, educator, or school 

administrator, so research participants knew they were the experts in family engagement in 

schools.  

While my lack of relevant parenting experience may be a disadvantage, my academic and 

theoretical knowledge of family engagement and work and research experience provided me 

with some relevant experience. I tried to guard against my potential bias towards academic 

knowledge of engagement by centering community experiences and knowledge through the 

encouragement of collaborative analysis. I also acknowledged the potential bias I may have had 
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given my work in a State level DOE office tasked with providing technical assistance for family 

and community engagement. For example, my work with School Community Councils (SCCs) 

provided me with additional background information useful in interpreting participant 

experiences with SCCs. However, I could have been influenced by the office and their 

perspectives of family engagement, which is arguably removed from schools’ perspectives and 

practices of engagement. I guarded against potential bias from working in that office through 

utilizing two engagement frameworks that lie outside of the office’s approach. My research of 

family engagement also made me more open to different ways to engage families. There can also 

be a certain hierarchical dynamic between State DOE offices and individual schools, but as a 

graduate student and not a formal employee of the State level office, I could avoid that 

relationship dynamic. 
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Chapter 3: Findings 

 In this chapter, I present each of the three case studies in the order of which I conducted 

the multi-case study. The case studies are then followed by a cross-case analysis. 

Aliʻi Case Study 

Context 

 Aliʻi Elementary and Intermediate is set in an old plantation town and serves several 

communities. Participants described the area as having a “small town vibe” where everyone is 

related and you know all your neighbors. However, the community is changing, as local families 

make way for the influx of newcomers to the area, including many retirees. Parent and 

community member participants recognized how the changing community demographics 

affected relationships in the community where they perceived a lack of trust, socialization, and 

intermixing among families and students as compared to before. There has also been a perceived 

increase in poverty amongst families who struggle to meet basic needs. 

Because Aliʻi has served the community for nearly 100 years, families have attended the 

school for generations, and many of its staff were alumni. Many children and family members of 

staff also attended the school. Participants described Aliʻi as a small, welcoming school that is 

the cornerstone and focal point of the community, as well as the community playground where 

people come for recreation and sports. Yet, like the changing community, the school has also 

changed as it experienced multiple administrator and staff turnovers. Adam, a school staff 

member, spoke of Aliʻi as still trying to find its identity and school culture in comparison to 

other nearby schools with strong school cultures.  
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From an outsider perspective, the school seems far away and not a desirable workplace. 

As a lifelong resident of the school town, Adam shared, “people think we are so far, but there is 

this perception that people don’t come here to work, like a lot of our people get placed here. It’s 

rare that we get folks who applied to work here . . . .'' Casey, who grew up in another town 

nearby, confirmed this perception. She saw Aliʻi as “always a school we drove past,” but came to 

the school because it was her first job offer. Emery, a parent, heard from others that teachers did 

not really want to be there, but also recognized that many tenured teachers stayed for years and 

“if they didn’t like it, they would leave.” Adam expressed this kind of commitment to the school, 

saying “I love this school. I want to stay here forever. That’s my plan.”   

Family and Community Engagement Experiences 

 Structures of Family and Community Engagement. It is important to note the 

contextual family and community engagement landscape at the school. In Hawaiʻi, this 

landscape commonly consists of a SCC, a parent organization such as a PTA, and a PCNC. 

There has been no PTA for several years despite parents’ multiple attempts to restart it, and 

COVID slowed the latest attempt. Some shared that this was due to not having enough parents 

involved and only teachers running the PTA. The SCC was also a mechanism for parents and 

community members to be involved at school, but it was unclear to what extent the school 

community was aware of the SCC. Melanie, a veteran teacher at the school, remembered 

chairing the SCC for a few years previously but had not been involved recently. Corina, a 

relatively new teacher to the school, shared that she did not know anything about the council nor 

seen school communications about it. The principal admitted that the SCC was small and had 

been inconsistent in its functioning and meetings during COVID. One portion of the school’s 
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academic plans focused on family engagement, specifically to implement activities with family 

and community support and involvement through enabling activities such as the PCNC position. 

According to the 2017-20 academic plan, the PCNC position was to organize volunteers and 

activities; however, the position was discontinued due to budget issues in 2019-2020 when this 

study took place, with plans for it to return the next year.  

Another important part of family engagement efforts at Aliʻi was the family involvement 

committee, which planned and implemented several quarterly activities until the year of this 

study. Crystal, an EL coordinator who used to serve on the committee, shared why she liked 

having the committee: 

because then we had different people kind of sharing an event and then you could build 

your team of support, so it wasn’t necessarily the people who were on the committee that 

needed to be involved at every single event . . . . So I was in charge of this event for 

January and I could pull teachers who were not on the committee. I could pull them just 

from my own friends, teachers that I connect with, to help me for my event. 

As the 2020-21 academic plan stated, teachers were to plan family involvement events 

tied to academic goals at each grade level, while school wide engagement activities continued 

without a family involvement committee. These annual family engagement traditions included 

Open House, Trunk-or-Treat, Holiday Dinner, and a spring Hōʻike. As a teacher who loved 

Halloween, Mele always attended Trunk-or-Treat to pass out candy to families. The principal 

shared about the success of a Holiday Dinner several years ago that featured food, performances, 

activities, and an academic component. The school held a drive-through Holiday Dinner during 

the COVID pandemic, which featured a meal, donated food boxes, and elaborate decorations of 
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balloons, inflatable toy soldiers and candy canes, making it memorable for families and staff. 

The Hōʻike previously attracted hundreds of families and community members and groups who 

shared cultural arts and practices with students and the community. 

Varying School Staff Engagement Expectations and Experiences. Teaching and non-

teaching staff differed in their understanding of and expectations for family engagement. Non-

teaching staff, all of whom had been involved in family involvement committee work, had high 

expectations for staff members to be involved in family engagement activities and perceived 

limited involvement from teachers. Shirlene, who saw her kuleana in family engagement as 

connecting the school with families, did not understand why teachers would not come to event, 

especially since it was expected at her previous schools:  

If I don’t come that means there’s that much less help or I owe it to my students to show 

up. I owe it to my faculty to show up. I feel that sense of responsibility to others. I don’t 

feel like they have that here. 

Similarly, Adam thought the school’s culture did not foster participation from all staff because 

“family engagement is for all those guys who don’t have kids, who don’t have classes.” This 

contrasted with non-teaching staff’s sentiment that teachers, who were the closest to students, 

could encourage students and families to attend events. He felt the school needed to find its own 

identity and culture and set clear expectations for all staff. Crystal had been trying to change the 

staffs’ perspectives about EL students and families. She shared about a music video featuring EL 

students in a positive light that she created to combat deficit perspectives about EL populations.  

Teachers cared about family engagement, but could not always attend engagement 

activities. Natasha saw her kuleana in family engagement as connecting with families so they 
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could help her support their children and model positive attitudes about learning. She pointed out 

that where teachers lived and whether they worked multiple jobs determined whether they could  

attend after school events, noting that “family activities that are during the day are nice because 

you have to be here anyways.” Mele recognized the importance of parent engagement because 

“teachers rely on parents as part of the equation for student success,” especially during the 

pandemic when “it’s more important to get parents to be engaged because they are the people 

who are helping to ensure that students are doing the work.” She attended the big annual events 

the school held such as a Holiday Dinner or Trunk or Treat, but said that she had her own 

responsibilities at home that prevented her from attending other events. Pearl, who saw her 

kuleana to engage and support her colleagues in family engagement efforts, attended every 

school activity and shared how she dealt with the temptation to stay home: 

Whenever there’s a parent activity, I don’t go home. I stay in school only because I’m so 

afraid if I go home and I change my clothes, then physically it’s kind of like my body’s 

shutting down and getting back in the car and getting back in that teaching mode, that’s 

going to be hard.  

Pearl recognized that there will always be teachers who may not attend events, due to other 

commitments, not wanting to spend such long days at school, or because they are not required to 

stay beyond their paid hours.  

Casey saw the kuleana of classroom teachers to be “that first line of connection to the 

kids and to the families,” especially during the COVID pandemic. She tried to attend all family 

engagement events, so when the committee shared low teacher attendance data at these events, 

she felt like her efforts were not being recognized. However, it was the family involvement 
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committee data suggesting that teacher organized events had greater turnout that led to shifting 

family engagement events to teachers. The principal explained, “when teachers did that Holiday 

Dinner, it exploded and to me that is the reason. They have a more direct, personal relationship 

to the families and to the kids.” While the decision to give teachers the lead in family 

engagement seemed to be an obvious solution to other staff, it was not seen as such by teachers. 

Adam heard teachers refer to family engagement activities as a requirement, which he tried to 

reframe as an optional opportunity for teachers to use funds specifically for engagement. Corina 

thought the process should be collaborative instead of teachers being told to plan activities.  

When asked about family engagement experiences, teachers focused on their daily work 

of informing and communicating with parents through a variety of media. The principal reported 

that teachers “feel like they spend more time on the phone, calling or trying to really get in touch 

with individual families,” which he saw as positive. Teachers like Corina used school 

communication platforms to interact with parents about their students not logging in or to share 

about class content or announcements, although she saw this work as classroom management 

rather than engagement. Mele shared how parents would respond to her emails about missing 

assignments, call if students did not understand assignments, or ask her during a phone call to 

use the speakerphone function so the student could hear her follow up on missing work. Pearl’s 

consistent communication over the phone and email with a parent whose child never logged into 

their class online helped the family to make informed decisions about coming back to in-person 

schooling. Melanie found that texting parents and students worked best. In Crystal’s experience 

with EL families, personal communication worked best, “whether that’s a phone call where you 
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can actually have a conversation with someone or a home visit.” Home visits were helpful 

because they allowed for communication through sign language and other visual means.  

 Teachers also focused on building connections with families and students over time. Both 

Mele and Casey found it easier to engage with families because they already knew them when 

they previously taught a sibling. Mele found parents were more relaxed and willing to talk when 

she already knew the family. Casey shared that the connection with the five or six students in 

class whose siblings she taught previously alleviated some of her anxiety since she knew the 

family better and when and how to communicate with them effectively. Corina reflected that 

looping, or teaching the same group of students in the next year, helped her to build relationships 

and communicate with the same families over her time at Aliʻi. In contrast, Pearl’s long career in 

teaching in the same complex prepared her to better engage families whose children she 

previously taught at the high school. Motivated by never wanting families to see her as 

uninterested in them, Pearl’s attendance at all family engagement and school events, gave her the 

chance to know many parents. She remembered receiving a gift and card from an eighth grade 

parent who noticed her, a non-eighth grade teacher, helping with their fundraiser that year: 

And on the card she wrote, You’re the teacher that I want my kids to have because you 

care. And that made me realize that all of the things that I do make a difference, 

especially to a parent like that. And I don’t know if it was the interaction waiting outside 

for people to redeem their tickets . . . and I cannot pinpoint what, why, but I’d like to 

think that she sees the effort. And I think the effort eventually pays off.  

School events were also helpful for Natasha to connect with parents. She found that students got 

excited about some events, especially if they knew she would be there. The enthusiasm of their 
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children may have influenced parents to attend. While most parent-teacher engagement happened 

through classroom related interactions and communication, school events were ways that both 

teachers and parents could build relationships. 

Several participants suggested that there was a lack of school culture around family 

engagement, along with clear expectations and understanding of what it was. Adam was shocked 

at the proactive family engagement cultures of other schools where, for example, a PCNC 

attended parent athletic meetings while his own school had difficulty planning events. Corina felt 

like there needed to be “a certain expectation of what parent involvement is going to include” 

while Casey was confused with what more other staff wanted from teachers in terms of family 

engagement. Teachers focused on classroom-based family engagement and daily communication 

and building relationships with families. However, non-teaching staff focused on family 

engagement through school activities. Shirlene shared that her “biggest realization” from a 

family engagement training was that parents did not have to physically come to campus to be 

engaged, but engaged through their responding to teachers, helping students log in online, and 

picking up packets. Adam reflected on different approaches to family engagement: “What is 

engagement? Is engagement coming to the water slide at Christmas or is it everyday check in on 

your child doing their work? And what do we value more and what actually can we get done?”    

Perspectives and Experiences of Engaged Parents. There were only two parent 

participants in this case. Emery was a parent at Aliʻi for eight years and Michelle was previously 

an employee there. Emery said that she was usually involved with all activities that helped the 

school and enjoyed seeing her children get awards or perform. Thinking there were not enough 

opportunities to be involved, she was very proactive in volunteering her time and creating 
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opportunities for families and students. For example, upon finding out there would not be a 

waterslide at the end-of-year event, she asked for donations to pay for the slide and ended up 

donating the entire amount herself. Through her willingness to help, Emery became a parent 

often called upon when the school needed parent participation, like for the SCC or PTA revival. 

When asked how staff supported her to be involved in school, she said that she forced herself in. 

Her involvement began when she asked the principal what they were doing for teacher 

appreciation week and volunteered to bring cupcakes. While she admitted her personality made 

her want to be involved, she thought all parents were willing to engage, but may not initiate 

involvement at school: 

Like I said, I want the best for my kids. Every parent does. Regardless of how involved 

they are, they still want their child to succeed, and I’m just a little bit more proactive than 

others. What I know about most parents is you tell them I need this, I need help, they will 

get involved. It’s just that nobody wants to be proactive about it, nobody wants to have to 

do it. They just want to be given a task, and I’ll do it. Nobody wants to go forth, initiate, 

plan, and everything else.  

Michelle thought that parents had kuleana or responsibility to be the “first and forever 

teachers of their children,” responsible for advocating for what their children needed. Contrary to 

Emery, Michelle felt there were enough opportunities to be involved at school, and attended 

events such as the Holiday Dinner or Open House before the pandemic , excited to see what her 

child was learning. She liked these events because parents could “talk to the teachers, talk to 

other families who are going there, and I think that’s important, especially if you want to build a 
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good community for your school.” The relationships Michelle previously developed with staff 

also gave her that extra connection and pressure to come to events, which she often did. She said:  

I have staff who are friends, but from prior being there. So it’s always easy to have 

conversations with them, and they’re always like, Oh you coming tonight? So, pressure 

but no pressure. Yes, I’m coming. It’s like ‘ohana. You’re gonna come because this is 

where your kid is at half the day. You should know the people that he’s around . . . . You 

don’t want to send your child to someplace you don’t trust. I’ve pulled him out of school 

before because of that, when he was in preschool.  

Beyond school involvement, both parents supported their children’s learning at home. 

They sought additional learning opportunities and resources such as Khan Academy and a 

program to promote student learning and social interaction during pandemic online schooling. 

Emery reviewed her children’s homework, trying to teach them if they did not understand, and 

supported online learning by creating a schedule. Michelle noted that fliers, emails, voicemails, 

and communication with teachers over the school communication platform Class Dojo were 

effective communication strategies that helped her to support her child’s learning:  

Prior to that, there wasn’t a set thing that we could do to communicate with teachers other 

than email. So I think that even post-COVID they should keep that communication 

because [the teacher] posted things that are important and what we need to know prior to. 

Emery also found parent-teacher conference helpful in supporting her child’s educational goals, 

specifically to become Student of the Quarter: 

He was very upset when he didn’t get [the award] in kindergarten, so what does he need 

to do in order to get this? So [his teacher] was like, He needs to be more helpful, he needs 
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to do this, he needs to produce more quality work. I’m like, Okay, honey this is what you 

have to do if you want to get the Student of the Quarter. And he did. He worked at it, and 

he got it the next quarter because that was a goal drive thing. But, if you don’t have goals 

with the kids’ parents and the children, when you do your conferences, it’s just like the 

kid is good or bad, you can improve on this, but then there’s no follow up after that.  

With the success of one parent-teacher conference a year, Emery thought multiple conferences 

each year could better foster dialogue and openness between parents and teachers.  

 Community Member Experiences. Two participants from the broader Aliʻi community 

shared their experiences: Gloria, a coordinator of a student hub program serving Aliʻi students 

and Kami, a county parks employee running a gym next to the school. The goal for the hub was 

to bridge the gap in communities. By going door to door through neighborhoods and talking to 

families, Gloria learned that the community saw a lack of socialization among families and many 

students in danger of academic failure. To respond to these issues, the hub became a liaison 

between families and schools to improve students’ grades by providing extra support. Similarly, 

Kami found that families wanted safe places for their children, many of whom did not play 

outside. She saw her kuleana in family engagement as providing a safe space for community 

activities. Kami also supported student learning through homework time and support before 

basketball practice and worked with the hub initiative.  

These community members had different experiences engaging with the school. Gloria 

found it very easy to work with Aliʻi staff to answer questions and get assistance to support 

students academically, while Kami had little interaction at all over the last few years. There were 

a few teachers who were not responsive to Gloria, but “with a little persistence and grace, they 
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eventually caved in and understood that yes, we know that this child has not put in effort . . . but 

they’re willing to now, so how can you help us help them?” The only issue she had was that the 

principal did not respond to a student with undiagnosed special needs to support the child on 

campus during pandemic closures. She remarked:  

The fact that I can’t get a call back from a single principal and we’re the reason that these 

kids are passing right now--I mean, I don’t need acknowledgement about it . . . but at 

least answer the phone, at least acknowledge that we’re helping you like that. 

Kami worked with a number of principals and staff over eight years and in the beginning, 

county gym staff offered to bring equipment to hold obstacle courses with students. But, such 

events waned with frequent principal turnover. The only recent interaction with the school was 

negative when a breakdown in communication led to the school using the gym site for an 

evacuation drill which violated county pandemic restrictions at that time. When asked about 

being involved in school decision-making, Kami mentioned that she was asked to be on a 

principal hiring panel. This showed her that the school was aware of the gym and wanted to work 

together, but there was no follow up. Kami admitted that beyond a few faculty members such as 

Adam “that hangs on to us and builds that line of communication,” there was no relationship 

unless the school needed something: “If they need the gym, the park, the place, but never 

involved with collaboration.” For example, Kami felt disappointed that school staff did not 

support or attend an event for students and families that Aliʻi students organized at the gym. She 

found that their organization had to create their own opportunities to support students and 

families instead of waiting to collaborate with the school, so they started a basketball league. 

This drew in Aliʻi kids, parents, and, eventually, the school when it needed a basketball coach.  



60 

 

In both Gloria’s and Kami’s organizations, there was potential for more collaboration 

with the school because they were already working on their own to support students, families and 

the community. School leaders just needed to take the lead. Gloria reflected that the principal is 

the foundation of the school, so successfully communicating with them about what their 

organization can do to help the school was the next step. Likewise, Kami suggested that 

community organizations “keep reaching out and taking the initiative to over communicate . . . 

but keep reminding [the school] that we’re here, we’re providing.”   

Barriers to Engagement and Strategies and Ideas in Response 

 Addressing Family Barriers. Participants saw families facing general barriers to 

engagement such as technology and transportation. Especially during the pandemic, some 

families lacked reliable access to a computer, or if they did have devices, some did not set up 

their voicemail or had poor phone and internet service in rural neighborhoods. Similarly, some 

families did not have access to their own transportation. Many students are bussed in from other 

areas. The principal shared: “I always think about how 90 percent of our kids always catch the 

bus, and when they go home, the parents aren’t coming back when we have engagement 

activities and stuff like that.” Transportation was also an issue for many EL families who lived 

outside of the school vicinity.  

To address the transportation issue, the school tried to plan an event in some of the 

families’ community. Many participants referenced an event held at a neighborhood community 

center near to where many families lived. However, only a few families came, most likely 

because that same night there was a church event. This points to other common barriers like 

limited time and alignment with family schedules. Casey commented, “That’s part of what needs 
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to go into our planning, too--what community events are already happening that we could make 

sure we are not doing it at the same time.” Limits on time relate to other challenging family 

situations including having low income, working multiple jobs, and children being raised by 

other family members. Gloria noticed that students who were failing were being raised by 

grandmothers or other family members. Online schooling gave teachers like Melanie new insight 

into home situations where, for example, students had to leave during class to take care of chores 

or go somewhere with their family.  

EL families faced specific barriers, as well. As Casey reflected, there were no teachers 

who spoke Marshallese or Chuukese, although there might have been some staff members who 

spoke a Filipino language. Natasha shared that one parent regularly called a friend to help with 

translation. Language barriers also added to technology issues such that some families did not 

understand technology used to communicate or track student progress. Several people noted the 

transience of EL families was a barrier because some staff viewed families as only temporarily at 

the school and this could affect how they engaged with these families.  

These many barriers contributed to low participation in family engagement and other 

school activities. The 2021-22 academic plan reported minimal school-parent partnerships as a 

need to address. Staff shared that they have tried scheduling engagement activities on weekdays, 

weeknights, and weekends, and considered parent work schedules, too. Poor attendance was 

“disappointing” and “disheartening” for some staff members, but Pearl thought it “shouldn’t 

discourage us from not trying over and over again in different ways.” A few staff accepted there 

would always be families who will not be involved. For example, Corina reported that about 20 

percent of parents were disengaged, not wanting to be involved in class projects and leaving their 
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children without support at home. In cases where families seemed less interested in school, 

Natasha worked with students instead. She helped students to establish routines at home to 

support their online school schedules, which led to families hearing about the schedule from their 

children and supporting it. She also tried to get students to be excited about activities so they 

would ask their families to come.  

Participants shared many practices and ideas to engage families and increase their 

participation in their children’s education. What they found that worked included attracting 

families with food at events, providing incentives or prizes, and showcasing student 

performances. For example, the Holiday Dinner provided a hearty meal at a low cost. To 

Shirlene, the two biggest events of the year were the Holiday Dinner, which centered on food, 

and the Hōʻike, which involved student cultural performances. Most participants saw culture-

based events such as Hōʻike or Culture Night, as effective ways to engage families from various 

cultures. Natasha remembered when a teacher who works with a lot of EL students put on a 

cultural night where families shared food and dances, and the students researched and presented 

about their families.  

Some participants, like Melanie, thought academic-centered activities could draw 

families to participate. She remembered a past Aliʻi event, “Are You Smarter Than a 5th 

Grader?” in which parents learned about the curriculum. Emery remembered the success of book 

fairs and gym sleepovers where families read with their children. Corina thought that creating 

activities “that come out of our academic plan rather than just for holidays or special occasions” 

could improve family engagement and give parents the tools they needed to help their children. 

Emery brought up the example of common core math as a potential way the school could equip 
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parents with knowledge to help their children. Informed by her experience as a director of an 

early childhood program, Michelle suggested the school hold family nights or workshops based 

on family needs: “Take a poll and target the families to see what they’re interested in learning, 

because strengthening families is strengthening the household right?” Building parent 

engagement into classroom content was another way to involve families. Some teachers like 

Corina required parent involvement or interviews for different assignments. Natasha used 

Kindness Week as a way to organize students to engage with the larger community through 

making cards for a retirement community or flower bouquets for the cemetery. 

Beyond events themselves, participants thought engaging teachers, families, students, and 

community in family engagement planning would increase participation in activities. Because of 

teachers’ “more direct, personal relationship to the families and to the kids” and the high 

attendance at teacher-planned events previously, the principal thought teachers should be central 

in family engagement planning. The school involved parents and families in engagement 

planning to some extent by providing feedback at family engagement activities, giving parents 

what the principal described as “the opportunity to tell us what was really good, what they liked, 

what went well or what they learned, but they could also tell us what they would like to see.” 

The EL coordinator suggested that the school ask all parents at the beginning of the year about 

what types of activities they would like, while Gloria thought quarterly get togethers to gather 

feedback would be ideal. As a parent, Emery voiced that some family engagement activities like 

the Holiday Dinner should be completely parent-driven or a PTA event so more parents would 

participate, freeing up teacher time to focus on day-to-day checking in with families. Some staff 
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thought family engagement planning should include students’ perspectives and interests, such as 

field trips, movie nights, or game nights where students could compete with their parents. 

Finally, participants expressed the importance of community needs informing family 

engagement planning. Especially during the pandemic, Aliʻi responded to community needs and 

organized to provide technology, food, and other resources to students and families. But, some 

participants thought the school could do more to address community needs. Casey shared an idea 

to provide washing machines on campus so families could gather on campus instead of trekking 

to town. Corina reflected that there was no community service or activism to improve the 

community, providing a potential area of focus for family engagement planning. From a 

community perspective, Gloria thought that schools could do more to meet student needs for 

food, clothing, haircuts that may be beyond schools’ responsibilities, but came with educating 

children. She also noted an increase of student mental health issues during the pandemic that 

school staff did not adequately address or had the training to address.  

Addressing School Barriers.  One of the biggest barriers to successful family 

engagement was differing understandings and expectations of engagement among school staff. 

Non-teaching staff felt like much of the engagement work was left to them while teaching staff 

had little guidance to inform their engagement with families from online teaching practices to 

their role and involvement in school-wide family activities. At least one teacher expressed that 

she expected more involvement and help from the principal in engaging families. Corina also 

brought up that the lack of family engagement guidance failed to keep activities consistent, 

aligned across grade levels, or focused on academics. This issue was exacerbated by the 

challenge of getting teachers involved. Teachers attended some events, but had other personal 
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responsibilities, lived far away, or were tired after a school day. Some participants mentioned 

confusion around what was allowable family engagement, like if volunteers were allowed on 

campus, if staff could do home visits during COVID, and if the school could open its campus to 

community use, while also maintaining school security and safety. As a teacher, Corina said that 

she would be happy to have volunteers on a daily basis, but as a parent, Emery was not sure if 

classroom volunteers were wanted. Staff turnover also affected progress towards building the 

school’s family engagement understandings, expectations, and culture.  

Differing understanding and expectations of family engagement also affected planning. 

Family involvement committee members like Pearl found it “grueling” to organize monthly 

activities with limited staff support, and teachers were confused about how to take on this work 

under the school’s new family engagement strategy. Both approaches depended on a small group 

of staff to plan and implement family engagement activities without formal participation in the 

family by families and community members. From the parent perspective, Emery wanted more 

activities for parents to come to school, and from the community perspective, Kami thought there 

should be more family activities and more events open to community members. Kami shared:  

I’ve heard [about the events] but not from the school, just through the kids, but I don’t 

think we’re welcome. It’s more for just parents because it’s always limited…so having a 

limit to the amount of attendees, maybe budget for dinners. I’m not sure.  

Community involvement outside of students’ families was low, as Mele noted. Previous 

school efforts to partner with the community included guest speakers, partnering with the county 

gym, and the Grandparents program, the latter of which brought in elderly community volunteers 

to help teachers in the classroom. The principal reflected that there were not many businesses in 
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the community with which to partner, but that the school needed to get to know the community 

better. He saw the community as a resource to show students potential career and life pathways, 

“opening the eyes of the kids.” Community members saw the principal as a key factor in 

establishing and maintaining relationships with community partners, and they expressed their 

frustrations with poor communication and relationships with the principal. Perhaps reflecting the 

lack of community partners, the school’s academic plans featured activities to develop and 

strengthen partnerships with a list of community organizations.  

Another barrier to family engagement was the school’s lack of cultural knowledge of its 

families and community members, which caused cultural misunderstandings. Adam remembered 

an event, organized to engage the Pacific Islander community after fights occurred at other 

schools. The event was meant to learn from community members how the school could better 

help them. However, failing to understand cultural protocols of communication created a missed 

opportunity to effectively engage the families and community members present. Open 

facilitation in one large group led to a pastor speaking on behalf of the community, who then 

ended the meeting. Casey recognized cultural differences through her experience with families 

from other cultures and thought the school could do a better job acknowledging when the 

cultures of its students and families did not fit in with that of the school or school staff.  

To address cultural misunderstandings, some staff tried to learn more about other 

cultures. For example, Crystal who took a professional development course on Micronesian 

culture. She learned how families may not see it as their role to be engaged in their children’s 

learning: “And in their culture, it’s like no, this is your job, you are the professional. You do your 

job.”  Melanie shared that she turned to church leaders to help bridge the gaps to different 
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cultural communities or relied on Grandparent program volunteers –Filipino grandmothers who 

shared insights to their culture. Pearl learned a lot about Marshallese culture and perspectives 

when she was paired with a Marshallese pastor at a parent activity. Beyond professional and 

informal learning about different cultures, Corina reflected there could be more of “an active 

push to create any kind of specifically inclusive environment for our Pacific Islanders.” 

Individuals like Mele, who taught Pacific Island Studies, made sure to cover Micronesian history 

and provide Micronesian students with books about their cultures. Crystal shared her belief in 

culturally sustaining practices and the need to embed them in everyday operations of the school: 

“but just enhancing their culture, to bring them in, to have pride in our school, to have pride in 

themselves, that’s where I would like to see this shift occur.”   

For some, communication was a barrier for engaging families and community members. 

From the community perspective, Kami thought that just communicating through newsletters 

was not enough or not working. But, Natasha thought that communication to families could be 

too much, like when a student shared that their father hangs up on calls from school because of 

too many messages. Natasha and other teachers found that asking families for their preferred 

method of communication was effective, a strategy the latest academic plan set to accomplish 

through surveys in 2022. Each teacher adapted to what appeared to be the best method for them 

and their students’ families, whether it was text messages, apps, video conferencing, phone calls, 

or even home visits. As Michelle shared, communication was the best that it had ever been. 

Suggesting a standardization of communication, the 2021-22 academic plan included choosing a 

school-wide parent contact tool to foster two-way communication.  
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Some teachers used positive parent communication to engage families, in which teachers 

contacted parents when students were doing well, not just when there was a problem. For 

example, Mele called a parent about their child doing a good job on a project and told the family 

that she would email the project so the parent could see it. This not only informed Mele which 

communication methods worked for that parent, but also changed the dynamic between parent 

and teacher: “When I get to call for the positive, then parents are more willing to listen because it 

might be a positive thing that I am calling for.” Natashsa praised and empathized with parents, 

acknowledging the difficulties of parenting and supporting student learning. Building 

connections with students’ families and siblings over time through interacting at school activities 

helped teachers to know how to best communicate with each family and made communication 

comfortable because they already knew one another.  

Yet, despite the fliers, phone calls, social media, and other communications, some parents 

could not be reached, particularly EL families. Crystal wondered if it was because of one-way 

communication: “It’s kind of like we don’t even know if that’s receptive to them. You don’t 

know if they got it. We don’t know if the phone works.” Communication strategies that worked 

well with EL families included focusing on written communication like emails, creating videos 

with translations, and working with family and community networks to assist in translating 

everyday communications. Crystal worked to get videos about EL student testing translated into 

five different languages, and although only two families showed up to the actual EL Family 

Night, these videos were posted to the school website so families could view them later. 

 Other barriers the school faced in engaging families and community were funding and 

engaging middle school families. There was limited family engagement funding, especially 
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during the COVID pandemic when school enrollment dropped, reducing the school budget. 

Funding important items such as food could be restricted, Pearl noted. The school cut the PCNC 

position during the pandemic budget shortage, removing what Melanie remembered as a key 

player in organizing parent volunteer opportunities. Finally, Casey reflected that middle school 

teachers “feel like we are always trying to make ourselves fit into an elementary school instead 

of being treated either as a stand-alone, which we kind of are, or trying to fit elementary into us.” 

For example, with more students and families to work with compared to elementary teachers 

with single classrooms, Pearl held an Open House for middle school families in one room so 

they could see student work across classes.  

Assessment Practices and Ideas 

 When asked about existing practices to assess family and community engagement, most 

participants talked about measuring attendance at events. Adam explained that they set 

attendance targets in their academic plan and kept track through sign-in sheets, which Shirlene 

was good at organizing and maintaining from her previous experience with Title I funds. Emery 

knew the importance of tracking attendance for funding purposes and made sure that she and 

others signed in when she attended events. However, some participants noted the limitations of 

attendance. Pearl stated the importance of going beyond counting people to noticing which 

families attended and who did not. The principal recognized that easily quantifiable attendance 

measured participation rather than engagement. Casey felt that the focus on the low number of 

people showing up rather than the quality of the engagement of those who did attend kept family 

engagement in a negative light.  
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Aliʻi also administered short surveys to gather feedback at each family engagement 

activity. Crystal explained the usual three-question format asking whether the specific goal or 

objective for the event was met, what participants liked or learned from the event, and how the 

event could be improved. Whoever planned the event would then look at the survey and use it to 

inform future planning. Pearl thought that one way this process could be improved was to ensure 

surveys were translated for EL families. Staff recognized that the surveys were not always filled 

out, so conversations with families at the end of events were also valuable. Mele remembered 

talking with staff and families after the Holiday Dinner and eighth grade graduation about what 

people enjoyed, what worked, and what did not. Melanie suggested that pictures and 

observations of activities could also assess family engagement. Natasha thought that the response 

rate of surveys was an important indication of family engagement and the extent to which 

communication was received and was two-way. Gloria thought holding fun events specifically 

for gathering feedback would be another way to engage families in planning activities.  

Another way to assess family engagement that was not being formally utilized was 

teacher contact. The principal recognized that family engagement data may reside at the grade or 

classroom level, when he received reports of parent involvement with online learning at monthly 

grade-level meetings. Adam saw family engagement as an ongoing, daily process, more than just 

a single event that even his own family might or might not attend. In that light, the best way to 

assess ongoing family engagement was through everyday communication and interaction with 

teachers. Teacher communication logs like those that Casey used to track her communication 

with families could be one way to assess ongoing family engagement. The logs helped her to 

find patterns in the data and provide evidence of communication efforts. Shirlene thought that 
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engagement could be measured by contact and responsiveness of parents: “parents that have their 

kids logged on--that’s engaged. Parents that come to pick up the packets--that’s engaged. If we 

can measure our parent engagement by those things, I think we can feel a lot more successful.” 

 The last idea of family engagement assessment was to look to student progress. Several 

participants, including Natasha, recognized the correlation between student progress and family 

engagement. She saw a pattern of students who did their work, who also had engaged parents, 

while the families of students who did not do their work were difficult to contact. As a parent, 

Emery thought the best way to assess family engagement was through children’s happiness, 

which related to how parents cared about their children’s day.  

Other Assessments and Evidence of Family Engagement 

 Additional documents from Aliʻi added to participant experiences of family engagement. 

SQS data in Appendix B told a story of engagement from a parent perspective for school years 

2018-19 to 2020-21. The parent response rate in Table B1 was less than 50 percent, yet, it was 

still above the State average for schools with a similar grade span, except in 2019-20. Response 

rates went from 43 to 23 percent at the beginning of the COVID pandemic, to 38 percent in 

2020-21. The percentage of positive parent responses on the Involvement/Engagement 

dimension ranged from 68 to 75 percent over the three years. At least 75 percent of parents 

responded positively on all individual dimension items, except being involved in a parent group 

(see Table B2). Just over 50 percent of parents responded positively to being involved in a parent 

group at school in 2018-19, then 40 percent the next year. Additional items added in 2020-21 

reflecting the pandemic revealed that nearly all parents were able to speak with school staff when 

needed, yet, only a third took part in parent involvement activities virtually or in person. 
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 A family engagement assessment provided another view of staff engagement beliefs and 

practices and how the school could support capacity building of families to support their children 

academically. Results suggested that more than half of staff members were developing 

perspectives necessary for successful family engagement, such as seeing families as equal 

partners and the school as a leader in building these partnerships. However, less than half of staff 

members thought families had the capacity to support their children academically and wanted the 

best for their children. The school was welcoming to families through invitations, the school 

calendar, and in person, virtual, and phone interactions, but less so in physical spaces, the 

website, apps, and printed communications. The assessment authors found the school’s website 

to contain documents and videos that reinforced positive family-school relationships, such as 

teacher introduction videos and family resources to support student learning. Aliʻi displayed 

strong two-way communication and advertisement, but was considered weak in availability and 

accessibility. The authors suggested that the school also needed to improve its practices to help 

families support learning at school and at home. This could consist of better preparing staff to 

engage with families in learning at school, integrating these practices into the academic plan, 

facilitating networking and learning among families, and providing practice and feedback 

beyond posting website resources. 

Goals and Roles of Family Engagement 

 Finally, participants were asked what they thought were the goals of family engagement. 

Despite the differences in family and community engagement understanding and experiences, the 

most commonly mentioned goal of family engagement is that it takes a village to raise a child, 

denoting the necessary partnerships among schools, families, and community to help raise 
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children. Melanie shared “it’s everybody’s kuleana, not just the school’s kuleana, it’s not just the 

parent’s kuleana. It’s everybody’s kuleana to help that kid out.” Michelle, a parent and educator, 

saw parents as a vital part of school running properly where “if the parents and the teachers are 

comfortable enough to have conversations with each other, then they can work together to help 

the child.” She described this as a team approach to helping children see that the teacher is not 

the enemy but are on the same side as the student and parent. The principal thought that parents 

and families can partner with the school to raise their child by supporting school activities, 

initiatives, and goals and setting the example that schooling is important. From a community 

perspective, Gloria found this concept to be powerful “because for these people that are only 

being raised by grandma or another person, what if the community stepped in more  . . . what can 

the community do for the school? What can the school do for the families?” She envisioned 

schools, community, and families supporting each other, which had yet to happen.   

 Another common goal of family and community engagement was to support student 

learning. The principal shared: “Everything to me in the end has to come down to the fact that it 

has to impact the students and their learning.” Participants emphasized that students should find 

joy in education, want to come to school, want to learn with their families, and value their 

education. School staff also recognized that family engagement should go beyond learning and 

support student development and well-being. Natasha described how part of a teacher’s 

responsibility is to teach life lessons like how to communicate with people, be kind, and treat 

each other respectfully. Aligning with this sentiment, Adam jokingly shared that “when I am an 

old man and I fall down in the driveway, the kids aren’t just going to leave me there.” 
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 Lastly, beyond partnering for student learning and support, staff described family 

engagement goals for the school. To Adam, the school should know people in the community. 

Casey thought the school should be the center of the community, a place: 

where the people who live around here know that they can come to the school and do 

these things . . ., a place that families and community see as being an important place, not 

just as where their kid spends six hours a day and don’t know anything else about it . . . .”  

Recasting the Case from a Decolonial Perspective 

 Incorporating the CSIFE and Equitable Collaborations frameworks, I recast the view of 

family and community engagement at Aliʻi to explore the decolonial potential of engagement 

practices and the family engagement landscape. CSIFE positions family engagement as a way to 

heal families, center Indigenous and diverse knowledge systems, embrace diverse family 

dynamics, empower people to advocate for social justice, and to work towards goals and 

outcomes beyond student achievement. The second framework contrasts traditional family 

engagement with equitable collaborations that feature expert and leadership roles of 

nondominant families, systemic change goals, capacity and relationship building strategies, and 

context-specific and political educational change. 

Beginnings of Culturally Sustaining Family Engagement. CSIFE calls for a critical 

dialogue space and a cross-generational healing process. Without an active PTA to foster a space 

for dialogue among parents and staff, the SCC was the only formal space with that potential. Yet, 

the meeting with Pacific Islander families and community members to discuss how the school 

could better help them was an example, albeit a failed one, of school efforts to create such a 

dialogue space. Aliʻi displayed they could convene the families, key community members, and 
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translators for dialogue, but did not have the knowledge of how to facilitate that dialogue 

accordingly. Adam lamented: “There must have been over 30 or 40 parents, district people in 

this huge room, but there was no forethought put into how we engage these families, how do we 

set this thing up.” He watched as the principal asked if anyone in the huge circle of participants 

had anything to say. After a period of silence, a pastor thanked the crowd, spoke to the families 

in their native language, thanked the school staff again, and then dismissed the crowd. Adam 

related to the cultural protocols at play that privileged some voices over others and dictated 

appropriate times to speak, even if his own culture was different.  

The previous example also points to another aspect of CSIFE, which is to center 

Indigenous knowledge and protocols in engaging families and the school community. Doing so 

would have turned the Pacific Islander community meeting into a successful dialogue. Other 

Aliʻi efforts did not approach centering Indigenous and diverse knowledge in family engagement 

efforts, but some participants grew in their awareness of cultural differences affecting family 

engagement. Pearl learned from a Marshallese pastor about their culture and was reminded of the 

need to organize separate EL family activities to make families more comfortable in a smaller, 

more familiar setting. Made increasingly aware of differences between Pacific Islander 

perspectives and her own after professional development, Casey pondered: 

So I wonder if we had a better understanding of each of our cultures that are represented 

at the school--of how they look at certain concepts of time, even of interpersonal 

relationships between men and women and authority figures and non-authority figures . . 

. . So maybe having more understanding of those specific experiences in the cultures at 
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our school may help us understand why we're not getting the attendance or why the 

attendance is different from what we expected or something like that.    

Additionally, diverse cultural perspectives and knowledge made its way into the school 

through individual efforts like Mele teaching Micronesian history and Crystal prioritizing 

culturally relevant and sustaining resources and practices for EL students to feel connected. The 

Grandparent program brought in the cultural knowledge of mostly Filipino community 

volunteers, and Michelle saw the potential of reaching out to other cultural communities such as 

the Chuukese to integrate those voices and knowledge into the school. Similarly, Pearl reflected 

on the important role a home school assistant played in engaging EL families and bridging 

cultures while she worked at another school.  

 Somewhat related to CSIFE’s call for family engagement to heal from broad impacts of 

assimilation and colonialism, several Aliʻi participants focused on the need for healing from 

negative school experiences. Natasha tried to involve families to inspire a positive attitude about 

learning, different from their own experience with school. Melanie thought family engagement 

may be further affected with the intersection of negative school experiences and other issues like 

their own language barriers or learning disabilities. But, she thought that awareness of these 

issues could inform engagement efforts “where it’s inviting for everybody and nobody has to feel 

intimidated by it.” Perhaps building upon Mele’s teaching of Micronesian history and culture, 

Aliʻi staff could reflect on the impact of America’s imperialism in the Pacific and how it affects 

Pacific Islanders and their education.  

 Participant experiences suggest that Aliʻi recognized diverse family dynamics beyond the 

conventional nuclear family, such as uncles, grandparents, and friends. Emery remembered the 
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happiness of her son when his uncle accompanied him on a field trip when she could not. 

Exemplifying how family engagement should not be centered on attending events, Adam 

described how his brother supported his nephew in online schooling every day and 

communicated with the teacher while their sister worked. Diverse family dynamics also extended 

to those beyond biological relationships such as when Natasha shared how one parent would 

have her call a friend who would translate their communication.  

 CSIFE also works to empower families and communities to advocate and cultivate 

engagement for broader purposes than just student achievement. Some participants talked of 

needing more capacity building for families, but those examples focused on academics. Only 

Michelle mentioned building the capacity of families in other areas such as financial literacy. 

Adam’s idea to work with generations of families that have attended Aliʻi to address low Pacific 

Islander teacher representation was another example of the potential of family engagement to 

address community issues. He asked: “Where is the Chuukese classroom teacher and what 

incentives do we have to make more people just in general go into education, but specifically 

those folks--our students who were born and raised here?” Casey thought that all schools should 

prioritize hiring teachers that are representative of the school population. Furthermore, 

participant goals of family and community engagement to partner as a village raising children, 

concerned for their learning and well-being, are fertile grounds to cultivate engagement to foster 

the self-education, self-determination, and sovereignty of our communities.   

 Moving Beyond Conventional Partnerships. Aliʻi staff described parent and family 

roles in school as that of partner and volunteer supporting school plans and being involved in 

some decision making, yet participant experiences suggest these roles have yet to be realized and 
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appear to be more like clients or beneficiaries. The roles of families were also far from Equitable 

Collaboration’s call for parents, especially of nondominant families, to be leaders and experts 

who set the agenda. There was a desire for that, as evident by Emery’s hope that family 

engagement events would be parent driven or run by the PTA. She explained that her “goal for 

PTA was trying to get all this other stuff going, the parents taking over the nights so it’s more 

community involved, more family involved.”  

The extent nondominant families were involved as leaders and experts in school was not 

clear. The two parent participants in this study were women of color, one of whom spoke English 

as a second language, yet they both were highly involved in school and potentially represented 

perspectives of more dominant families in terms of socioeconomic status. With an EL population 

consisting of over one-fifth of students and the entire school qualifying for free lunches, there 

were many nondominant families to potentially engage in leading at school, but they had yet to 

engage in that way. Equitable Collaborations suggest that strategies operating on a collective 

intervention level could be more culturally responsive for nondominant cultural communities. 

Again, the Pacific Islander community meeting was a good example of the potential to learn 

from and position nondominant communities as experts in how the school could better serve 

them. Additionally, although Equitable Collaborations does not consider the student’s role in 

leading engagement, Casey’s story of student body government activities also engaging families 

points to students being leaders in engaging their own families and community. 

 Equitable Collaborations differentiates between individual and systemic or collective 

goals and strategies. Most of the goals of family engagement participants mentioned were 

focused on individual student progress and partnering of parents and teachers. However, the goal 
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to make the school the center of the community, the idea to increase Pacific Islander teacher 

representation, and the EL coordinator’s goal to change school perspectives of EL families 

represented potential goals and strategies approaching more equitable collaborations that lay 

with individual school staff members. And while these are yet goals and ideas, the awareness of 

these broader, more systemic issues points to approaching change as a political process, which is 

another dimension of Equitable Collaborations.  

Finally, Equitable Collaborations pays attention to the intervention level, directionality, 

and power of strategies. Generally, Aliʻi family engagement activities and day-to-today 

communication with parents operated at an individual intervention level, mostly unidirectionally 

from school to parent and with power centered in the school. To work towards more equitable 

collaborations, Aliʻi would need to shift towards collective intervention. For example, the 

strategy to build individual parent capacity to support student learning could be approached 

collectively, thus allowing relationship building among parents. Capacity building could be 

reciprocal where parents share their knowledge and resources and parents could decide what they 

would like to build their capacity in. This relates to Michelle’s idea of families choosing what 

they want to learn, like financial literacy, and the school strengthening families accordingly.  

Waipuna Case Study 

Context 

 Waipuna Middle School is situated in a small city next to its feeder elementary and high 

schools. The schools’ proximity allowed for collaboration on events and other efforts. For 

example, Tyson, a father at the middle school, applauded the constant collaboration across the 

schools from bell schedules to traffic coordination, and even a joint COVID process for returning 
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to school. But, this proximity could also aggravate existing traffic problems caused by being too 

close to major island roadways. Tyson and other participants expressed their dismay at traffic 

issues at the start of the new school year when this study took place. COVID protocols related to 

returning to in-person schooling led to families waiting an hour to drop students off at school.   

With a large population to draw from, there is a wide range of families whose children 

attend the middle school. The principal noted that the families come from a range of 

socioeconomic backgrounds, approximately 50 percent of its students qualify for free or reduced 

price lunch. She recounted a conversation with students about what they did over winter break: 

“I remember one kid saying, ‘I went to Italy for Christmas,’ and the other kid was like, ‘I didn’t 

even get a present.’” She described the affluence of half of the school as represented by trips 

abroad, Teslas, and comfort in engaging with the school. Cognizant of this economic divide and 

its connection to family engagement, the principal said “I think that when we do family 

engagement, our affluent parents are very comfortable at the school. And we search for our more 

disadvantaged families and families that we'd like to connect with and support the most.” 

Family and Community Engagement Experiences 

 Structures of Family and Community Engagement. The family and community 

engagement landscape at Waipuna included an active SCC and a PCNC. Rayna, a parent and 

staff member who attended SCC meetings often as the only person not on the SCC, shared that 

the principal consistently engaged parents on the SCC regarding academic plans and important 

issues. The SCC also actively engaged student members as required by law, as reported by 

Tyson, whose son served as the SCC student representative for all three of his years at Waipuna. 
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Despite the SCC’s consistent meetings, participants said there was little attendance from parents 

beyond SCC members. 

The current PCNC, Kayci, had been at the school for three years, taking on the position 

after Rayna. Kayci described her role as “that liaison between the parents, community, and 

school,” assisting with communication from the parent newsletter to social media. Because of 

her role as PCNC, Kayci was also part of other important family engagement efforts on campus 

such as the family engagement committee. The committee gave ideas and viewpoints on 

engagement efforts at the school and grade level while Kayci planned and implemented school-

level events and teachers worked at the grade and team level to implement their own engagement 

efforts. Also, both Kayci and Rayna were involved with starting up the PTA again, which used to 

be active and held different well-attended events. The COVID pandemic paused efforts to revive 

PTA plans and activities, however, Kayci thought that holding virtual PTA events might be a 

way to move forward with meetings given that many families were supportive of starting the 

PTA and were even willing to pay membership fees.  

Parent-teacher conferences were also important to Waipuna in engaging families. 

Because of the difficulty in providing individual conferences for the large number of students at 

the middle school, the practice at the time of the study was to hold conferences for students who 

needed extra support, while allowing other parents who requested a conference to do so. Parents 

would conference with a team of teachers rather than individually. The principal hoped to get 

feedback from school community members on parent-teacher conference practice, which will be 

discussed later in this case study.  
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There were several other annual family engagement events that became traditions at 

Waipuna. These were Open House, Shadow Day, and Principal Talk Story. Shannon, a parent at 

Waipuna for six years, described the Open House as always well-attended. Shadow Day was 

popular because parents could attend school with their students throughout the school day, 

exposing families to their children’s school experiences. Shannon said she learned first hand how 

hot it was after lunch in her child’s math class and understood why he easily and often fell 

asleep. Some staff expressed a different sentiment regarding Shadow Day, noting issues such as 

privacy, logistics, and disruption to learning. The Principal Talk Story provided a venue for 

school community members to come to school and talk about scheduled topics, while being 

served coffee and snacks. Attendance varied with the agendas, but with its more recent 

adaptation as virtual Town Halls during the pandemic, attendance was more than 10 times what 

it used to be. For each Town Hall, the principal posted a presentation and information on the 

school website beforehand and held a question and answer session or panel.  

Waipuna incorporated family engagement in its academic plans in various ways. The 

2017-20 plan aimed to improve student attendance through positive parent contact and bringing 

in community supports to address obstacles to attendance. It also focused on improving 

communication through technology like the website and digital newsletters as a way to build 

home-school relationships. To address inequities across student groups like EL or low income 

students, the 2020-21 academic plan sought to increase family engagement and academic 

opportunities for families. The plan set out to create successful systems of support through 

increased parent involvement at home and at school. Enabling activities included home-school 

communication, the website, family events about learning, increased family use of a platform to 
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check student academic progress, and professional development in engagement. The 2021-22 

plan also mentioned monthly newsletters and two-way communication through ParentSquare, the 

school’s communication platform, and named activities to support EL families' use of  

ParentSquare and other technology to check student progress.  

 Waipuna Staff Experiences of Engagement. Four school staff members shared their 

experiences with family and community engagement in terms of their kuleana or responsibility, 

the school’s main family engagement activities, and their perspectives on issues and barriers to 

engagement. The principal, Susan, saw her kuleana as an administrator in terms of family and 

community engagement was “to create an environment where families feel that they are heard 

and that they matter.” Her nearly 20 years of experience teaching at a much smaller middle 

school showed her that “families were always front and center,” but she perceived a different 

dynamic at Waipuna. She sensed that parents were not as comfortable in engaging with school 

and attributed this in part to socioeconomic conditions. Susan did not want families to feel like 

school was the enemy and felt her kuleana was to figure out “how do I build that trust and make 

it where families feel comfortable to come to school and to bring us their problems.”  

 Similarly, Kayci thought that parents needed to know “they are important, they need to 

know that, and their voice needs to be heard.” As the PCNC and a formerly engaged parent when 

her children attended Waipuna, she amplified parent voice by fulfilling her kuleana of 

communicating with families and bringing “what’s going on with our community and families 

back to the school so it works full circle.” Parents like Shannon commended Kayci on her 

monthly newsletters and her consistent efforts to keep families informed. Kayci and other staff 

used ParentSquare as an important tool to communicate. Reflecting on her own use of 
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Parentsquare as a parent, Kayci said it helped to “bring you in and make you feel connected.” It 

gave her access to everything that was going on in school without needing to contact a teacher. 

Although the school started using ParentSquare four years before the pandemic, it was not until 

COVID school closures that the school encouraged everyone to download the app to stay 

connected, and it became a part of the academic plan in 2021-22. Waipuna also created other 

ways to communicate during the pandemic, such as weekly videos with important information. 

Kayci noted that although it was difficult at first when “everything went virtual,” online 

meetings were well attended and the digital communication, videos, and updates worked well.     

 While most staff and parents said that communication worked well, Colleen had a 

different perspective. As an EL teacher and coordinator, she saw that during the pandemic “my 

job really had to become that connection between families and school.” She shared that when the 

school first shut down, many of her students did not attend online classes and were not 

connected. She conducted home visits, which was something she felt engaged families 

effectively, and got her out of her comfort zone. At the home visits, Colleen learned which 

families did not have internet access, which students did not understand the technology, and 

which families were not able to communicate with the school. She found that the process to sign 

up and use ParentSquare was difficult for some EL families, of which only a fifth had signed up. 

The school sent ParentSquare messages to the phone number on file, but families often changed 

their phone numbers or lost access to phones they initially signed up with. Colleen described the 

ability of these families to access school communication as “a day-to-day thing” because things 

constantly changed, leaving these families in the dark. Through this process, Colleen connected 

with EL families, sometimes being the only point of contact at the school. Some EL families 
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communicated with the school by contacting her on her cell phone. Colleen’s experience and 

success working with EL families seems to be reflected in the latest academic plan activities that 

focused on communicating with EL families, encouraging them to support learning at home, and 

guiding their use of communication and student grade platforms.  

 Gayle had been a teacher at Waipuna for over 20 years and was the robotics coach for 

about 15 years. Although she was a classroom teacher, she approached her kuleana to family and 

community engagement at a broader level, which was to partner with families and community to 

ensure decision making positively affected students to “become very productive and lifelong 

learners and citizens of our bigger community.” She also experienced difficulty in the shift in 

communication during the pandemic, but found that technology enabling virtual meetings to be 

“an eye opener as far as getting families totally engaged.” When asked to share a specific 

experience of engaging families, she described her success with engaging families in virtual 

conferences. She was surprised that when she asked if parents wanted to have virtual 

conferences, many said yes. She scheduled the meetings when parents could meet, often on 

nights and weekends, and was “really appreciative of this past year and seeing how families 

really engaged in wanting their child to know and become the best that they could in an unusual 

circumstance.” Gayle also was a catalyst for holding a virtual Open House for her middle school 

team of students and families, which the rest of the school later adopted.  

 Reflective of her role as PCNC and the planner of the main family engagement events, 

Kayci felt she was most engaged with families through Shadow Day. She described the event as 

“one of my direct ways of dealing and being involved with parents and the families, bringing 

them into the school.” Her feedback from parents was that Shadow Day was appreciated because 
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parents could see what their child’s school day was like. Despite complaining about Shadow 

Day, she found that children appreciated the event because “their parents took the time to take 

off work and to be involved.” Susan saw Shadow Day from the administrator perspective, 

concerned with logistics, potential privacy issues, and parents with agendas, like wanting to find 

a student who was harassing their child. She perceived that teachers and students did not like the 

day, “but parents love it” and “any Shadow Day kind of activity” like Open House.  

 When asked to share a specific experience about family engagement, the principal 

responded that she was disappointed with their efforts. Although previous events like Shadow 

Day and Open House were successful in terms of attendance, the families she hoped would 

attend never did. One effort she did share about was her efforts to support parents during their 

child’s transition to middle school. She facilitated Open Houses in a way to encourage parents to 

talk and get to know one another, asking first-time middle school parents to raise their hands and 

then asking veteran parents around them to share something. She found that she could barely get 

parents to stop talking as they told jokes and stories about their traumatic experiences. Through 

creating parent-to-parent conversations and providing programming specific to middle school 

aged youth, Susan tried “to provide parents support, guidance, and other parent groups to work 

with.” For example, she organized a screening of Screenagers, a documentary about raising 

children in a digital age, and held a debrief discussion afterwards, encouraging parents to set 

limits with their children on screen time. Susan saw that because the school worked with middle 

schoolers every day, it could provide help to parents who might be experiencing parenting this 

age group for the first time. She planned to have several of these events supporting middle 
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school youth development each year, but found that attendance was either low or they were not 

reaching targeted families before the COVID pandemic put a stop to these efforts altogether. 

 Parent Experiences of Engagement at Waipuna. The six parent participants had a 

range of family engagement experiences and differing levels of engagement. Most of the parents 

were typically involved with school activities and volunteering from elementary school. Shannon 

became a PTA officer when her children were in elementary school, but did not continue when 

they went to middle school because their time there was so short before they moved on to high 

school. She explained, “Two to three years on the middle school level is too short of a time to 

train parents and them to actually go ahead and feel comfortable enough to continue on.” 

Although not part of the PTA, Shannon was involved through being on the SCC, supporting the 

robotics team, checking on her child’s academic progress, and participating in class projects.  

Shannon loved science and bonded with her child through taking part in a science project, 

but she questioned if other families could participate as she did. She said, “the time it took, I 

can’t imagine the frustration of some parents in having to sit down and do a science project like 

that . . . this was not going to be easy on a lot of families.” Shannon thought her kuleana to her 

children’s education was to help them value education, prepare them for school, make sure they 

learned good habits, and to support teachers. She admitted that she was someone who worked to 

seem approachable to school staff and tended “to like showing up on campus,”making it difficult 

to find out what was going on at school during pandemic-related school closures. But, “Waipuna 

happened to be probably one of the best schools for communication with their parents,” using a 

variety of platforms delivering the same messaging. Overall, her impression of Waipuna was that 

its staff worked in the best interest of her children and made her feel very comfortable.  
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Tyson was similarly impressed with Waipuna, which went “way above and beyond our 

expectations with COVID protocols and the constant changes.” He appreciated their effective 

communication through ParentSquare and a learning management app, weekly administration 

update videos, and a virtual award ceremony. The apps and school communication helped him to 

encourage and support his children the best he could, despite not being a “good student” in 

school himself and being unable to help his children with their school work. Tyson felt that by 

supporting his children and being involved at school, he fulfilled his kuleana to their education.  

Before the COVID pandemic, Tyson was usually involved at school through meetings 

and fundraising for the robotics team. The robotics teachers enlisted the help of parents to assist 

with fundraising, and so each parent took on the responsibility for one fundraiser. He recounted 

his first robotics meeting, which was intimidating as a new middle school parent; but, returning 

parents immediately included him and his wife: “They just immediately were very friendly and 

said this is how the teams work, and actually became good friends still today.” He explained that 

both he and his wife got involved in school because they wanted to know about their children’s 

lives and interests, as well as to give back to the school, and being involved in robotics 

accomplished both. Robotics also made him part of a supportive network of parents navigating 

middle school together. Shannon was also very involved in robotics, and her fundraising 

experience with the elementary PTA better prepared her for that work with the robotics team.  

Both Rayna and Tiana saw that their kuleana was to be the primary figure in their 

children’s education. Tiana was new at Waipuna, yet, within the first few weeks of the school 

year, she advocated for her daughter to have what she viewed as the best educational 

opportunities. She was working with teachers to get her child placed in a higher level of math 
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and to also gain access to curriculum so she could supplement learning at home. Despite all her 

requests, questions, and concerns, Tiana perceived that the school was welcoming to her family. 

She viewed the school automatically signing up her and her child for all the school opportunities 

as an inclusive practice that successfully engaged her family. Her daughter enjoyed the after 

school programs although they initially did not plan to be involved, and Tiana ended up 

volunteering after receiving all email messages and requests for volunteers. The school even 

tried to put her in touch with other Samoan families and language resources once they found out 

her family was originally from Samoa. 

Rayna believed that a parent’s job was to care for their child’s education and she should 

never be too busy for that. She tried to be “super involved,” regularly checking her child’s 

progress via the learning management app, and trying to foster the behaviors and attitudes 

necessary for school success. Her children knew she was available to support them in any 

activity. Rayna joked that she was “always the parent who shows up to the principal meetings 

with the other three parents” as well as “the only community member that goes to SCC 

meetings.” She admitted that she was a parent that just wanted to know what was going on, and 

that by working at the school, she learned that “there’s a lot of stuff that’s happening in the 

background and there’s a lot of things that parents can actually have a say in if they just 

listened.” Rayna pointed to the need to create more middle school opportunities for families to 

engage together, so families never have to feel alone through the middle school transition.  

Annie and Jana, the other two parent participants, were not as engaged in school 

activities, but supported their children’s learning, as did the other parents. Both were parents of 

EL students and had good relationships with Colleen, the EL teacher, who referred them to 
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participate in this study. Annie was from Chuuk, a state of the Federated States of Micronesia, 

and lived in Hawaiʻi for about 10 years. Jana was from China, but met her future husband while 

visiting the island. Both parents described their usual involvement in school as responding to 

teachers when they called or texted and checking on their children’s work. Jana admitted it was 

usually the school that contacted her, but she would sometimes contact the teacher via 

ParentSquare to check in on her child. She said that she did as much as she could, asked her child 

what they learned, looked at the math book they brought home, and encouraged them to get help 

from the teacher if they did not understand something. She felt that checking on and encouraging 

her child to seek help was her kuleana to her child’s education. Her kuleana to the school was to 

cooperate with the teacher and remind her child about what the teacher said. 

Communicating with the school was more difficult for Annie. When someone from the 

school called her, she explained she could not understand them, so a teacher was assigned to visit 

and bring the information and documents that needed her attention. Like Jana, Annie also 

checked on her child by asking how school was and if they had any homework. She also saw her 

kuleana was to encourage her child and make sure they were ready every day. She said she 

wanted to tell the school to assist her child with subjects they were struggling with and to enroll 

them in summer school, but language was a barrier. In those cases, she waited until an older 

child was off of work and could translate and explain to the school what she wanted.  

Both Jana and Annie felt the school staff respected their cultures and were interested in 

them. Annie recounted how sometimes her child came home asking about certain Chuukese 

words because the teacher wanted to learn. Jana remembered that there was a school activity in 
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which she brought Chinese food and shared about Chinese culture with students. Other than that, 

Jana admitted she was not usually involved beyond communicating with the school.   

An issue that was unclear if Annie voiced to the school was providing transportation. She 

wanted the school to provide students transportation “because the bus system doesn’t pick or 

drop them off during the times when they have school activities. I don’t want my child to miss 

the bus and just go with someone to drop them off at home.” Without transportation, she could 

not pick up her child when the school called to tell her he was sick and had to be sent home. She 

had to call around until she found someone that could help her. Despite communication and 

transportation barriers, Annie expressed it was “very important that the parents work together 

with the teachers to support our children, not only in school but in other school activities.” 

On Parent-Teacher Conferences. Participants presented both positive and negative 

feedback on parent-teacher conferences at Waipuna. Gayle reflected on how conferences evolved 

over time. When she first started teaching, it took a long time to get through each parent and their 

child’s six to eight teachers. When the school adopted teams, each parent met with the team’s 

teachers; yet, this was still difficult to accomplish because there were so many students. The 

move to meet with only the parents of students who needed assistance and parents who requested 

a conference reduced the time it took to hold conferences. Tyson’s children did well enough that 

they did not need a conference, and he never requested one. Shannon requested a parent-teacher 

conference and described it as “an assembly line thing” where you waited in line for your turn to 

talk to the team of teachers in the room. She thought it was helpful so parents did not have to 

wander from room to room and teachers could focus on the students who needed a conference. 
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But, Kayci was overwhelmed by team conferencing, saying “ it kind of makes you feel like 

you're put on the spot.”  

Another issue perhaps related to the principal’s desire to revamp parent-teacher 

conferences was that focusing on students who were struggling created a deficit-based approach 

to the conferences. Susan thought doing conferences this way could potentially damage 

relationships between school staff and parents and erode trust. Colleen recounted attending a 

conference for an EL student where she spoke up to make sure something was positive: 

I went to one and the parent sits at the table and then everybody's sitting around, and the 

teachers take turns talking, right? And yeah, it's all negative. So every teacher went 

around--and the teachers are nice, but they're like, Yeah, this is kind of a problem, this is 

kind of a problem. And then I felt like I just got to say something positive here, and said, 

You know, I just love the way he's so enthusiastic. Sometimes I feel like it's so heavy, 

right? We got to say some positive things here. 

None of the parent participants in this study reported a negative conference experience. Only the 

two EL parents said they were asked to attend parent-teacher conferences. Jana thought her 

conference was “very nice” with the teacher telling her about her child’s learning and behavior. 

Annie could not attend because she did not have transportation; however, she did say that a 

teacher met her at home to tell her about the conference.  

With her perspective as an EL teacher, Colleen thought that while the conferences were 

good, the school had to address barriers to attendance, especially for the families with whom she 

worked. She suggested just talking with the families of struggling students and not waiting for 

scheduled parent-teacher conferences. Another idea that was more specific to EL families was 
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that the school needed to conference with families in a way that not only removed the language 

barrier, but also helped families to understand “school talk,” the jargon often used in education. 

The principal thought that holding more frequent check-ins with parents helped to improve 

communication and parent-teacher conferences. She asked teachers to share student progress 

with families three times in the quarter, so parents would not be surprised at conferences.  

Another way Susan hoped to improve parent-teacher conferences was to have student-led 

conferences. Before the COVID pandemic, Waipuna began transitioning to student-led 

conferences to give students more ownership in the process. Gayle liked this evolution of 

conferences because the students explained their work. Tiana had yet to take part in a conference 

because she was new to Waipuna, but she did hear about the student-led aspect, which she was 

“not a fan of.” She knew it could empower her child, but thought the school should do both types 

of conferences, because “it’s valuable for the parent to have an opportunity just to talk to the 

teacher, and to ask questions about curriculum, what’s available, what are they doing.” 

Barriers to Engagement and Strategies and Ideas in Response  

 Participants reported common barriers to family engagement including time, family 

situations, and transportation. Some like Gayle, Susan, and Tyson did not think there were big 

barriers to engagement besides time, but they were mindful of difficult family situations like 

families facing houselessness or having low incomes. Many parents had to work, sometimes 

multiple jobs, and did not have the time to attend school events. Colleen noticed that EL families 

rarely came to events and wondered if perhaps holding culture-based activities would draw these 

families in. This is consistent with Jana’s admission that she generally was not involved much at 

school but did participate in an activity related to food from her culture. Kayci hoped that the 
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school would bring back May Day or another large cultural event to engage families. 

Transportation was an issue for Annie, who did not drive and faced limitations due to a 

disability. Yet, both Annie and Shannon noted that transportation was an issue for students who 

did not attend after school activities or clubs because there was no transportation home. In turn, 

the parents of these students never had the chance to be involved in these activities either.  

Participants perceived that these barriers influenced low family participation at school 

events and meetings. Both Rayna and Kayci saw that SCC meeting attendance outside of regular 

SCC members was limited. This might have been due to SCC work being intimidating for 

parents. Shannon, who was previously a parent representative on the SCC, thought that SCC 

work such as reviewing the academic plan seemed “frightening” because of the size of the 

documents to review. The principal shared how parents’ eyes glazed over when the SCC talked 

about plans and budgets. Kayci found it strange that so many families came to Open House or 

Shadow Day, but only a few attended Principal Talk Story, SCC meetings, or middle school 

youth development programming. She attributed this to the school’s failure to communicate well, 

an issue that she thought would resolve since most families used ParentSquare during the 

pandemic. But as Colleen pointed out, many EL families still had difficulty using ParentSquare.  

In response to low participation, Rayna shared ideas to improve attendance that centered 

around the idea of reciprocity. She thought that in order to get teachers to come to family 

activities, teachers should be rewarded for their time like through credit towards their next step in 

salary. Families should be fed if the activity was during mealtime and get something from 

attending an event. She gave an example of no reciprocity as going to an awards ceremony to “sit 

there and watch all these other kids win awards.”  



95 

 

Tyson and Rayna had ideas about clarifying expectations of family engagement to 

increase participation. Tyson said the school should define what the desired level of family 

engagement looks like and communicate it because “I don’t even know what they want.” Rayna 

thought that the school should create expectations for parents and introduce them at the 

beginning of the year, like at Open House. There, the school could host different stations and 

have parents sign up to volunteer. Thinking beyond the school level, the principal thought it 

would be strategic for schools to collaborate as a complex area in their family engagement 

efforts and messaging to establish expected parent roles in schools. By outlining parent roles 

across elementary, middle, and high school, parents could see how their role changed as students 

grew older, but that the role continued to exist.  

On Community Engagement. A barrier to engaging community members was that there 

were few, if any, community partnerships. The principal reported there were no community 

partners, possibly due to the short time period of middle school. She said alumni and other 

groups often supported the high school and its sports, but did not partner with the middle school. 

The only community partners or presence on campus that Rayna remembered was a substance 

abuse program, Child Protection Services, a university program, and the community police 

officer, who helped with security and gave talks about safety. Tyson remembered that the school 

facilitated a parent night in which a city leader spoke about traffic congestion issues, which was 

an example of the school being responsive to community needs through engaging elected 

officials and the school community. The school planned to foster more community partnerships 

and had it as part of their academic plan in terms of addressing chronic absenteeism. Kayci 
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thought that individuals from the community were supportive when asked for donations or 

supplies, but “it’s just you need to have people that are reaching out to get them.”  

Communication Issues and Potential Fixes. Kayci was the only participant who 

remarked on school communication to the community. She voiced the importance of 

communicating school needs that the community could meet. For the most part, families had 

little difficulty with school communication, especially after the school transitioned to virtual 

meetings and made consistent use of communication apps. The school’s digital newsletter 

offered important information from the principal; updates about events, teachers, student clubs, 

and sports; community events and resources; a PCNC page; and middle school parenting ideas.  

Participants pointed to several communication barriers and ideas to make it more 

accessible. While Colleen appreciated the diverse platforms and modes of communication, she 

saw that it needed to be simplified, especially for EL families. She shared that “as I would meet 

with these families, I would see how difficult it was for them. There’s so many words. There’s 

just this sea of information, and for them trying to negotiate through all of this . . . .” To address 

the problem, Colleen took the information that they needed to know, broke it down into a 

bulleted list, and texted it to them or dropped it off as a flier to their house. Although Tiana was 

not an EL parent and understood English well, she could not navigate through the school website 

to find the information she needed. She thought the website was terrible and outdated, and she 

could not figure out who to contact about placing her child in algebra. In addition to simplifying 

communication, Colleen stressed the importance of clarifying school jargon for all families:  

Because we're part of the school world, it makes sense to us, but I think we have to 

remember that for a lot of these families, it's just a mystery. They don't know what the 
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world of school really is. I mean that's true of all families. Unless you work in the 

schools, you really don't understand the world of school that well, but [EL] families in 

particular don't. So there's just so many things you have to break it down and take the 

mystery out of it all because everything we present to them is so complicated. 

Communication was also challenging because of language differences. Annie had 

difficulty communicating with the school and relied on her children to act as translators. She 

mentioned that the school used a staff member that could understand her language, but could not 

speak it, which was helpful. Colleen experienced how positive parent conversations helped to 

build trusting relationships with EL families. For example, an uncle of one of her students was 

defensive when Colleen called home because “he had just had it with always hearing about how 

this kid was in trouble that they didn’t want to talk to the school.” But when she told him and 

other families about their children’s successes, she developed good relationships. Ensuring more 

translations of communication could be one strategy to address the language barrier, but Colleen 

noted that for some languages, translation was not always the solution. She remembered when 

only one person in a student’s household was literate in their language.  

Colleen also worried about how staff perceived potential language barriers and how this 

affected the way they worked with EL students and families. Positive conversations with EL 

parents helped her to build trust over time, but noted that such conversations would not occur if 

teachers avoided calling families. She recounted when a teacher asked if they should translate 

something for an EL student and she responded that the student could speak English and that 

most EL students and families speak some English. These kinds of interactions led her to believe 

that she needed to educate school staff about EL populations to correct misperceptions: 
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That whole kind of intimidation because they think the kid doesn’t speak any English . . . 

prevents them from interacting more with the kids and families. They don't want to call 

or talk to the kid. The office will pick up a call and if the person has a strong accent, they 

just send them to me, not because they don’t want to be welcoming, just because I think 

they’re not really sure how much they can talk to this family . . . .  

The technological aspect of communication was another barrier to family engagement for 

families and even staff. As mentioned previously, many EL families did not have internet access 

or consistent access to phones to communicate through ParentSquare. Jana was comfortable with 

using ParentSquare, but she said she was confused when there was a communication platform 

change and she could not contact the teachers. Rayna was comfortable with all communication 

platforms, but she was frustrated that individual teachers did not update student grades or 

respond to emails. Similarly, Shannon found that the learning management platform was great if 

the teacher used it. Her child’s teacher sent out two emails every Friday listing missing or 

upcoming work. This helped her to feel engaged in her child’s learning, but she knew that not all 

teachers used the platform regularly. Perhaps in response to the inconsistency of teachers 

communicating student progress, the principal planned to implement a new learning management 

system school-wide in order to “take the mystery out of academic work.” 

Addressing Middle School Family Engagement. A common barrier and theme raised 

by both parent and staff participants was that middle school family engagement was difficult in 

comparison to that in elementary school. They pointed out that first, the amount of time parents 

and students were at the school was only three years, in the case of Waipuna. Kayci described 

the issue as that “by the time [parents] get comfortable enough to be involved, your kid is 
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moving on.” Gayle saw that this was just a part of middle school that they had to deal with. 

Second, the way families engaged in middle school was different. The principal understood that 

parent roles changed as students got older, “but it never goes away.” She described that “parents 

tend to feel like their kids don’t need them as much anymore, which is the exact opposite.”  

The principal’s emphasis on middle school parenting aligned with her push for 

programming to support middle school development, such as middle school specific parenting 

materials as part of the monthly digital newsletter. This was an example of the school promoting 

parent capacity, a strategy which the principal hoped to improve upon. Another potential idea to 

build capacity was the principal’s plan to implement parent-teacher teams in which parents 

learned together how to understand student data and other ways to support learning. For 

Shannon, the PTA in elementary school was a space for teaching parents how to help their 

students. She thought that teachers could take on this work at the middle school level. 

Rayna also saw how parenting and engagement changed in middle school and thought the 

school needed to provide more engagement opportunities for parents. Beyond Open House, 

Shadow Day, and Principal Talk Story events, she saw only subject or club specific 

opportunities. Gayle thought school-wide activities were limited as well. Kayci’s experience 

echoed this sentiment when she felt “nothing’s going on and nothing involves me, and that was 

one of the reasons why I got involved with the ʻUkulele Band volunteering because I was able to 

be involved with the school and my children.” Rayna thought that holding academic yet fun 

activities twice a quarter would be helpful. Gayle also thought academic activities were engaging 

for parents after a parent night about state testing had such a high turnout that they held 

additional sessions. Creating activities for parents and students to do together was an effective 
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strategy for the Physical Education Department, which put on virtual programs to promote 

families working out together and taking part in an interactive talent show. 

Despite the perceived limited opportunities for family engagement activities, the 

participants in this study shared how impactful being involved with clubs was for families. 

Tyson reflected that while his children were involved in many different activities in elementary 

school, “having less activities [in middle school] allowed us to spend more time and effort on 

those ones that remained.” Gayle pointed to parents finding “a niche or some way to make their 

children’s lives better” as how Waipuna successfully engaged its families and could potentially 

engage more families. She stated: “Because parents get involved in that club because their 

student is in it, that’s how they’re being engaged in school. It’s not coming to the family 

engagement night, but they’re all in the ʻUkulele Band or Robotics Club.”  

Shannon admitted that with the organizational and other work that robotics and other 

clubs required of parents, especially to meet fundraising needs, parents developed “a really tight 

knit community” as they worked to pay for students, parents, and teachers to fly to state 

tournaments. She said for her, “niche really does end up happening only because of the demand 

that any of those types of activities or organizations take.” Tyson’s positive experience being 

welcomed and befriended by Robotics Club parents also showed how a niche engagement 

created community amongst parents and families. Another related example was the principal’s 

strategy to foster conversations among parents at Open House. Shannon thought that 

relationships among parents should be fostered, and she shared ideas for parent mixers and 

parents partnering to support one another, just as students were encouraged to find study buddies. 
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 Unfortunately, not all parents were able to find their niche. Jana shared her frustration 

that for three years her son was unable to get into the Robotics Club. I asked Gayle about this, 

and she said the club was open to all students, so it was not clear why Jana and her son were 

unable to have that engagement experience. And parents who are able to engage in a particular 

niche at school may be deterred by the difficulty of fundraising and other money issues. As 

Shannon mentioned, it was hard enough for parents to raise funds to support student travel, but 

there was no funding to send teachers or advisors who had to pay for their own travel. Being able 

to cover school staff who led clubs or activities was a way parents gave back to the teachers who 

already gave a lot of their time out of school. Shannon thought one way to assist parents in their 

fundraising, which was a big part of niche engagement, was for the DOE to provide systemic 

support in fundraising guidelines to facilitate parent efforts. She gave the example of helping 

parents know the steps to setting up a concession booth and preparing required forms. Shannon 

also shared how money issues that occurred in clubs could turn away potential parent volunteers 

who did not want to be involved in situations that might lead to missing money.   

Assessment Practices and Ideas  

 Participants named attendance and survey feedback as common practices of assessment 

implemented at Waipuna. Shannon saw the numbers of people attending events as the easiest 

way to assess engagement, and if people came back, that could be another way to assess 

engagement as returning parents meant that “we had struck a chord.” However, Shannon thought 

attendance did not meaningfully assess family engagement because parents participated at 

different levels, some “almost never coming in contact with administration” but maybe just a 



102 

 

teacher or two. As an example, she shared about her friend who spent so much time helping her 

daughter with whatever she was interested in, but almost never set foot on campus. 

Waipuna used a range of surveys to gather feedback on family engagement and events at 

school. Gayle remembered there was a Title I parent involvement survey previously, while Kayci 

reported surveys were sent out after events, at first in paper form and later as a digital survey. 

However, the principal said the school did not use any standard survey beyond the SQS and was 

looking into another survey for families. The school had not surveyed staff members and 

students about how family engagement could improve, but Rayna thought this was needed to 

comprehensively assess family engagement. She thought that using a simple stop light scale with 

green meaning effective engagement and red meaning the school is not doing enough would be 

the simplest way to gather such responses.  

Gayle pointed out some shortcomings of surveys, such as getting people to participate. 

She remembered seeing surveys in trash cans after they were handed out at an eighth grade 

recognition event. Rayna and Shannon both mentioned providing incentives or prizes as a 

strategy to increase survey completion. Gayle also did not think surveys could get to the “true 

essence of [parent] perspective,” especially if scales were difficult to interpret. She thought 

qualitative data collection like interviews were better to assess parent experiences. She also 

thought surveys reflected participant experiences that were “either very positive or very negative. 

It’s hard to see the gray in between.”   

 One alternative idea for assessment was teacher contact logs and flowcharts documenting 

communication with families and student progress. Colleen thought that implementing this type 

of assessment would be difficult if teachers felt forced to contact families, potentially 
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discouraging outreach to parents. But, Tyson thought that in order to assess family engagement, 

the school needed to step back and first define what they meant by engagement, then develop 

measures. He suggested that engagement at Waipuna could be defined by levels. For example, 

parents reviewing their child’s homework might indicate a general level of engagement, which 

could be assessed through an acknowledgment system over ParentSquare. 

Other Assessments and Evidence of Family Engagement 

 As the principal noted, the SQS was a way for Waipuna to assess its family engagement 

efforts. SQS data from the school years 2018-19 to 2020-21 showed that Waipuna response rates 

were above that of the State average for similar schools with a high of 55 percent before the 

pandemic (see Appendix B). About half of parents positively responded to the Involvement/ 

Engagement dimension over the three years. At least 65 percent of parents responded positively 

to individual dimension items, except for only a third of parents meeting with staff in person at 

school and a quarter of parents involved at parent groups. SQS items added for the pandemic 

showed that 90 percent of parents responded positively to speaking with their teacher or other 

staff as needed, and 68 percent attended virtual or in person family engagement activities.  

 The school’s family engagement assessment reported on staff beliefs and practices of 

engagement in relation to building family capacity to support their children’s academic success. 

Survey responses suggested that school staff believed that all families wanted the best for their 

children and that families and staff should be equal partners, but needed to continue to develop 

staff beliefs about building family-school relationships. The school scored highly on welcoming 

families through procedures families follow, invitations extended, school calendar, apps, 

website, and printed communication. The assessment suggested that the school improve its 
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efforts to build relationships and welcome families through its physical space and in person or 

virtual meetings and communication. Waipuna did well in two-way communication and reaching 

families through multiple channels, but could improve on its availability, accessibility, and 

advertisement. The authors suggested that the school needed to improve its staff practices to help 

families support learning at school through preparing staff and integrating this work into the 

academic plan. The assessment stated that Waipuna also needed to do better regarding helping 

families to support learning at home by providing feedback and resources to use at home and 

opportunities for families to network amongst each other. 

Goals and Roles of Family and Community Engagement 

 Finally, participants shared what they thought were the goals of family and community 

engagement, and their responses fell into three themes. First, participants described the goal of 

family engagement as to support student achievement and learning. The principal saw that the 

stronger the relationship between home and school, the more students would benefit. Colleen 

wanted family engagement “to level the playing field for students,” giving them the support and 

opportunities they needed to graduate and attend college if they chose to do so. Shannon felt that 

by getting parents engaged, students would learn the importance of education and see that their 

parents supported school and its policies. Thus, parents become an example to their children of 

what Kayci described as “volunteering and making yourself known.” Rayna saw family 

engagement as a way to bring other parents and adults into students’ lives, providing more 

positive role models to support their learning and development.  

 A second theme of family engagement goals centered on strengthening families. Family 

engagement provided “connections and opportunities to be connected” for Kayci. For example, 
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Shannon’s participation in Shadow Day helped her to feel closer to her children as she better 

understood what they experienced at school. Tyson thought family engagement also increased 

family understanding, but in terms of school happenings and decisions. Through her work to 

engage EL families, Colleen believed that family engagement should support family access to 

education so that family members could better understand school systems and thrive within 

them. The principal saw parent knowledge and support of school messaging as an important role 

for parents to show that parents and the school were on the same team. Both Tyson and Gayle 

thought that parents learned about their role in their child’s learning through family engagement.  

Another family engagement goal was to ensure family equity and voice. Gayle thought 

that parents should have “equal say” in decision making at school, but saw that the short time 

period of middle school complicated that. From her perspective of niche engagement and 

fundraising, she wondered to what extent parents who helped raise funds for the PTA or the 

robotics team, but whose children moved on to high school, should be involved in deciding how 

to use those funds the following year. For example, all the fundraising that robotics parents did to 

send their children on a domestic and international trip have gone unused due to the pandemic. 

Gayle questioned what would happen if their middle school team qualified in the next school 

year, but their students already moved on to high school. 

The SCC was a venue to support family equity and voice. From her perspective on the 

SCC, Rayna thought it “is the best way for parents to have a say because you really do discuss a 

lot of the policy and factors.” But, the principal found that parents were willing to participate in 

reviewing the academic plan and liked being informed, yet “they were hesitant to make decisions 

around school policy.” Parents on the SCC asked her if she thought this was the best plan to 
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support the students. When she responded yes, they approved the plan. She reflected that over 

multiple years, parents described their reason for yielding to the principal and school’s decisions, 

by saying: “You guys live and breathe this. This is what you do, and all we can do is support 

you.” It was difficult to encourage decision making with parents when they did not feel that it 

was their job to do so. Reflecting this sentiment of trusting the school to make the right 

decisions, Tyson shared that besides the frustrating traffic incident where it took him an hour and 

a half to drop his children off at school, which motivated him to share his opinions, he did not 

want to be involved in school decision-making: 

But now overall, they do a great job, and they don’t need more opinions that will take 

longer for them to make decisions. They have smart people running it. So no, I would not 

like to be involved. It’s going to slow down the process, honestly.  

Finally, a third theme of family engagement goals was to affect the broader community. 

Despite the small size of the city where Waipuna is located, Rayna felt there was no sense of 

community. She thought that the goal of family engagement was to build a sense of community 

and that engagement efforts at school could “have a ripple effect in the actual community.” For 

example, she thought that engaging people at the middle school could lead to families 

demanding more at the high school level. 

Recasting the Case from a Decolonial Perspective 

Beginnings of Culturally Sustaining Family Engagement. Critical dialogue can 

empower people to collectively advocate for equitable education, and Waipuna did not have a 

formalized space to foster such dialogue beyond SCC meetings. Yet, participant experiences 

pointed to informal dialogue opportunities and ideas for fostering such a space in the future. For 
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example, the principal’s facilitation of Open House to get parents to talk and learn from one 

another about middle school parenting briefly opened a dialogue space. Through his involvement 

on the robotics team, Tyson found a supportive parent network. Although not at Waipuna, 

Shannon experienced her elementary school PTA as a supportive space for parents to talk, 

remind each other of school happenings, and to learn about parenting. These stories showed the 

potential of intentionally creating dialogue space at existing family engagement venues. 

CSIFE encourages engagement that heals families from the generational impacts of 

assimilation and colonialism. Although participants did not mention these impacts, they were 

aware of the need to heal from negative school experiences. The principal perceived the 

negativity parents felt towards school that stemmed from their own schooling and admitted that 

educators and parents “don’t take that into account.” Tyson recognized how not having been “a 

good student” affected his ability to help his own children with schoolwork, but he helped them 

through encouragement and involvement in school activities. There were no intentional efforts or 

processes to heal negative experiences with school, but Colleen used positive communication to 

build relationships with EL families and heal from their negative interactions with the school.   

Colleen’s experiences with EL families related to CSIFE concepts of entering Indigenous 

and other diverse cultures in family engagement and embracing diverse family dynamics, such as 

ethnicity, class, and guardianship. Through her relationship building with EL families, she 

worked with many extended family members who assumed a parenting role of their students. In 

some cases, these parent figures were not the legal guardians, which made it difficult to formally 

talk with them. She also saw that the home situations of many EL students were not conducive to 

doing homework, which was a primary reason for these students failing classes. There was little 
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space to study and many had family responsibilities. She struggled with insisting that students do 

homework when they had obligations to their families. She said: 

The family is important. It's number one. So if Aunty wants you to go to Walmart to 

watch the younger siblings while you shop, you're not gonna say no. You're not going to 

say, No, I gotta do my homework. That is the priority. So for me, I struggled, because 

you know what? Family should be number one. So when they get home, should they 

really be spending all their time doing homework or should they be spending their time 

helping with family, right? So I'm going to try really hard this year to try to get teachers 

to just calm down on the homework. I think the administration agrees, so that’s good. 

Her reflection of the importance of family over homework relates to the potential centering of 

family values into school practice and family engagement. Pushing back on the perception that 

EL families do not care about school, Colleen later said: “They care about family, and that’s 

going to probably take precedence over school, but is that really a bad thing?” She thought it was 

important for the school to respect that students have family and a life outside of school. 

 Relating to the last two CSIFE concepts of empowering families to advocate for social 

justice and impact beyond student achievement was Rayna’s goal of family engagement to build 

a sense of community. She thought that through engagement, families would build a sense of 

community that they would want to establish at their next school, demanding more opportunities 

to engage. She saw this demand could then ripple into the larger community. This resonates with 

the idea of family engagement to empower people to advocate for change at school and society.  

 Towards Equitable Collaborations. Equitable Collaborations considers the roles of 

nondominant families and communities. While many parents were engaged in school activities 
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and meetings and found ways to give back and volunteer through niche involvement, the two EL 

parents who took part in this case study were not engaged in these ways. The principal 

recognized that affluent families were the most comfortable at school and attended events. 

Colleen saw that the families of students who did well academically were also more inclined to 

be engaged, while many of her EL students struggled in school and their families did not come to 

activities. And the relationship that Annie and Jana had with the school seemed mostly one-way 

and reactive, in which they received phone calls, messages, and home visits from the school and 

seldom initiated communication. This reflects a client and beneficiary role for nondominant 

parents; however, even the engaged parents did not seem too interested in more equitable roles as 

experts and leaders shaping school agendas. At arguably the most engaged level of serving as 

SCC members, the principal noted over the years that SCC parents deferred to her decisions.  

 Equitable Collaborations also focuses on goals that make systemic change and operate on 

a more collective level. Among the goals that participants saw for family and community 

engagement, Rayna’s idea of engagement to build a sense of community most reflected 

collective and systemic change. By changing the way families engaged at Waipuna, Rayna 

thought that families could then change engagement practices in high school and in the larger 

community. Two other participant ideas pointed to school community efforts that could make 

systemic change. First, Shannon’s idea to better support parent fundraising at school through 

DOE guidance and assistance for all schools would help other parents like her that struggled to 

support their students and teachers to pursue enriching learning experiences. Similarly, the 

principal’s closing reflection on collaborating with complex area schools on family engagement 
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messaging would support individual schools and parents struggling with family engagement as 

parent roles changed as students got older. 

The principal’s focus to build parent capacity to support adolescent development and 

parenting in middle school aligned with Equitable Collaborations strategies. Through facilitation 

that got parents to talk and learn from one another at Open House and the documentary 

screening, the principal supported two-way communication between the school and parents and 

also among parents. These efforts also worked towards a collective intervention and showed 

potential for a slight shift of power and expertise from school leaders to parents. The principal’s 

idea to implement parent-teacher teams was another example of a collective intervention to build 

both parent and teacher capacity. 

Finally, Waipuna experiences approaching Equitable Collaborations were the informal 

spaces that fostered parents supporting each other. Through the demanding work of fundraising 

for the robotics team, Tyson and Shannon built friendships and a network of parents. Niche 

engagement created a supportive space for parents that existed beyond the school campus, while 

still being affiliated with the school and staff who served as advisors. This shifted power to 

parents and operated on a collective level. Shannon also saw the PTA as a space to not only 

teach parents skills and knowledge, but to build relationships among parents. Although the PTA 

was not functioning consistently at the middle school level, Shannon’s elementary school PTA 

experience showed her that it was an effective space to support parents. Because this strategy is 

centered in the PTA, it works collectively among parents and centers power with them.  
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Koʻolau Case Study 

Context 

 Koʻolau Elementary is in a large town near the middle and high schools in its complex. 

These schools serve the town and smaller communities nearby. Justin, a grandparent and 

community member actively involved with Koʻolau and a member of one of these small 

communities, described the area as “a very strong knit community.” He explained that most 

people grew up together, and their families have lived in the area for generations, passing down 

cultural and community values. In reflection of his own high level of involvement in school and 

the community, Justin said: “But there’s lots of people in the community that are the way I am, 

and I was brought up to be that way. So it's generational. In this area, generations and 

generations of people get involved in and help.” Principal Diane said that many businesses and 

community members donated to the school, while Kristine, a local staff member and former 

parent at Koʻolau, also recognized the school’s community ties, “which led to family ties.”  

Diane, the principal, saw the communities’ values “of respect, community, family, taking 

care of each other, and growing through adversity” reflected in its schools. She felt that “families 

want to support whatever way they can,” even by taking jobs at the school. She noted many 

parents work at the school as part-time tutors or supervisors. The school also reflected the 

community in terms of its ethnic diversity. Justin shared that many Spanish-speaking people 

emigrated from Mexico and other countries. Richelle, the PCNC, said that “Hispanics” were the 

largest group of EL families followed by Filipinos, Micronesians, and Pacific Islanders.  

Another characteristic of the school community was the lower socioeconomic status of 

families. Richelle recounted that to ensure families get the support they need, the school worked 
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to get families to apply for supplemental food assistance so all students would receive free 

breakfast and lunch. The year data for this study were collected, the school met the required 

threshold of qualifying students, and all students received free meals at school. Community 

organizations and individuals stepped up to address school needs, such as a local church 

donating Christmas presents and a group sponsoring a community health event. Tanya, the EL 

coordinator, reported that EL parents appreciated these supports. 

Family and Community Engagement Experiences 

 Structures of Family and Community Engagement. Koʻolau benefited from the family 

engagement support structures of an active SCC, PCNC, and PTA. Several participants in this 

study were former or current representatives of the SCC. Before she was a school employee and 

staff representative on the SCC, Richelle was a parent representative. Enjoli was a parent 

representative who regularly gave input on school issues, as did PTA board members who also 

attended SCC meetings. Through the SCC, Enjoli and Jackie, another parent, were able to take 

part in decision-making at school. Jackie felt that their feedback was valued and made a 

difference at school, but Enjoli felt she had not “made that much of an impact.” Although several 

parents regularly attended SCC meetings, Richelle saw the need to increase parent participation. 

 At the time of this study, Richelle had only been the PCNC for one year, transitioning 

from an information technology position, but all other participants in this study mentioned her 

regarding their family and community engagement experiences. From Kristine’s perspective as a 

staff member and parent, she noted how “Richelle was a big part of family engagement in trying 

to bridge the gap” in EL family participation and “does a great job at trying to put out family 
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events.” Richelle also played a central role in communicating through multiple platforms and 

planning family engagement activities. 

 The principal described the PTA as “very active” with leadership opportunities and 

regular surveys requesting feedback from parents. The PTA played an important role in family 

engagement activities at Koʻolau, sponsoring several annual events that became school 

traditions. These included the Turkey Trot, a fundraising event, and Christmas Craft night, which 

engaged families and children together in craft making. Enjoli remarked: “Every time the PTA 

hosted an event, it was always full. I think the parents and family members look forward to 

having something for the kids. Most of the time it’s free, because not everybody can afford in 

our community.” The activity and impact of the PTA was also evident in that the three parent 

and community participants in this study were involved with the PTA. 

Beyond PTA events, other Koʻolau family engagement traditions were Meet and Greet, 

an event similar to Open House where parents met teachers; Winter Song Fest, which featured 

coordinated performances from each grade; and Spring Fest featuring cultural performances. 

Cassie, another local teacher, noted that all of these events were well-attended. A relatively new 

and successful tradition added during the COVID pandemic was the Trunk or Treat, which 

Richelle spearheaded. While at the time of this study, Richelle planned, implemented, and 

reviewed data and feedback from family engagement events, a family engagement committee 

previously performed these functions. As an EL Coordinator, Tanya had served on this 

committee, whose members worked together to plan and facilitate events. She admitted that it 

was difficult to keep people on the committee due to the requirement to stay for events after 

school. However, the new principal wanted to simplify staff committees during the pandemic 
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and associated campus closures that halted regular family engagement activities. The family 

engagement committee dissolved, leaving Richelle and those she enlisted to run events.  

Additionally, Koʻolau built family engagement into its academic plans. Family and 

community engagement was a way for the school to access resources to support school and 

student success in the 2017-20 academic plan. The next two academic plans identified specific 

activities and outcomes related to family engagement, including improving communication with 

parents and community, and continuing to build parent and community partnerships through the 

PTA and volunteers. Both plans listed specific events and community partners with which they 

hoped to develop relationships. The 2021-22 academic plan added that the school would use 

surveys and evaluations to determine which events were impactful and to develop them further.   

Staff Experiences of Engagement. Six staff members described their family and 

community engagement experiences at Ko‘olau. Before becoming the principal during the 

COVID pandemic, Diane was an administrator at another school and a teacher at Ko‘olau before 

that. Her more than 30 years of experience in the Koʻolau community informed her perspective 

and practice of family engagement as the school transitioned its efforts due to the pandemic. She 

saw that her kuleana to engagement was to help build relationships with families. When parents 

called the school, she made sure there was “a live person to answer the phone” to welcome 

parents rather than a recorded phone menu. Diane also “gave teachers the afternoon to personally 

contact all of their parents,” to replace their previous practice of sending letters to families when 

students were in trouble. She saw this as a way to build personal relationships with parents, an 

effort that was more effective and meaningful than a letter explaining school rules. Using a 

banking metaphor, the principal described building relationships with parents as depositing 
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money in the bank. Relationships with families grew stronger with each positive interaction, 

building up money reserves until withdrawal, or what she saw as negative interactions regarding 

their children. She joked that the teacher phone calls at the beginning of the school year shut 

down the school phone system; yet, it helped to build positive parent-teacher relationships, 

hopefully preventing parents from feeling like the school only contacted them when there were 

student problems. When asked about a meaningful family engagement experience, Diane shared 

that meeting and listening to every family of distant learning students helped her to be responsive 

to needs and look for opportunities to bring in resources to the school and its families. 

Aligned with the principal’s focus on communication to build relationships, Richelle saw 

her kuleana as the PCNC to “communicate with and support the families in whatever shape that 

may be.” She saw access to information as the key to family and community engagement. She 

reflected on her own elementary school experience where “the whole community knew what the 

school was doing, supported the fundraiser, and attended the meeting . . . even if they didn’t have 

kids at the school.” She explained that was just how it was and what she envisioned for Koʻolau. 

Richelle reasoned that “the more information that’s shared with the families, the better off the 

school is,” in establishing trust with families through consistent communication.  

Richelle used both Class Dojo, a school communication platform, and Facebook to 

communicate with parents, extended family members, and the broader community. She saw that 

during COVID especially, it was the extended family members and neighbors who often 

supported students, and these people did not receive school communication through Class Dojo. 

She shared: “'I’ve been approached by many extended family members who said that they were 

grateful because [FaceBook] was how they found out and were able to participate.” Richelle 
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reposted relevant Class Dojo messages to FaceBook and routinely checked the views and various 

engagements through these digital communication platforms, which was like a finger on the 

pulse of the community’s awareness of and engagement with the school and its happenings. A 

successful example of digital communication was the Trunk or Treat. Richelle used Class Dojo 

and FaceBook to announce the event date along with a request for donations. Over $8,000 worth 

of donations, food, and gift cards poured in, 90 percent of school staff helped to distribute candy 

and donations, and about 360 students and their families drove through the event, making it a 

very memorable engagement experience for Richelle.  

From her position as a technology coordinator, Kristine also worked to build 

relationships between home and school by fulfilling her kuleana of helping to connect families to 

teachers through technology. She said that the school “really tried to reach out to families, to 

connect them and keep them connected” in ways that they never tried before the COVID 

pandemic. Through weekly videos and intentionally sending out notices asking if parents needed 

help with their child’s digital learning, Kristine felt that the school took initiative to engage and 

support families instead of waiting for families to ask for help as before. She did, however, note 

that the school had “a significant amount of families that can’t connect digitally.” She knew the 

school worked with the DOE to provide devices and brought families to campus who still needed 

help, “but we still can’t bridge the entire gap.”  

Tanya, the EL coordinator, was also aware of the communication gap with EL families, 

but perceived it was more of a language issue. She knew of only one family during the pandemic 

who could not access Class Dojo, and she communicated with them through text messages. Class 

Dojo could translate posts into Spanish, which helped Spanish-speaking families, but could not 
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translate into other EL families’ languages. She noted the shortcomings of the DOE in terms of 

providing translation services and tried her best to foster parent understanding through 

translation. For example, Tanya arranged for the student reading score explanations to be 

translated into EL families’ home languages. She thought the school was welcoming to families 

and community, but unwelcoming in its failure to accommodate the languages of its families. As 

a child of parents who were EL students, Tanya saw her kuleana was to advocate for and be the 

voice of EL families, ensuring that she got in touch with them so they could share any concerns. 

She really felt engaged with families when her communication with EL families led to their 

trusting her to conduct on campus federally mandated language testing and “to take care of their 

child at a time when people weren't vaccinated.”  

Both Cassie and Addie were teachers who felt it was their kuleana to reach out to families 

and engage them. Cassie reached out to try “to make families feel more comfortable and 

connected with the school,” while Addie focused on “making sure that parents understand what 

I’m teaching, why I’m teaching it, and what’s going on with their kids’ lives all day.” As a 

parent and teacher with over 10 years of experience at Koʻolau, Cassie recognized the 

importance of two-way communication between parents and teachers. She felt “like our school is 

doing a good job; we’re reaching out and I hope the parents feel the same way.” While she 

previously relied on communicating with parents when they came to campus, she felt that during 

the pandemic, “there's actually more communication in a sense with the Class Dojo. I feel like I 

can communicate even more with the parents through messages.” She also felt like the school did 

well to provide other opportunities to meet families under COVID restrictions, like the Trunk or 

Treat. Recounting an event that happened years before the pandemic, Cassie felt one of the most 
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successful times she was able to engage families was at a family night for those whose children 

were struggling with math. Parents were appreciative to learn about different math topics and 

how to support their children at home. 

Addie was in her second year as a teacher through Teach for America. Although she had 

no experience in engagement at Koʻolau before the COVID pandemic, she felt like online 

teaching during the pandemic helped her to be accountable for consistent communication to 

parents because they were watching her teach. For example, conversations with a parent about 

how to better support their child struggling with social anxiety and large group work led to Addie 

changing her teaching to utilize small groups. As in person schooling resumed in the next school 

year, she realized she stopped her frequent messages to parents about the lessons and themes for 

the week, which led to fewer parents viewing her messages. She set a goal to post more regularly 

in the next quarter to get parents to expect continuous engagement. In addition to consistent 

communication, Addie found that sharing student academic data with parents helped to increase 

family engagement in their child’s learning. She said this: 

gave parents a better reason to work with me, because then it wasn't just me who knew all 

this information, but since they knew this information, too, in areas that they could pitch 

in or help out more, I think that families just started doing that. 

Family and Community Experiences of Engagement. Two parents and one community 

member described their engagement experiences at Koʻolau. All three participants admitted they 

were highly involved with the school. Jackie and Enjoli were part of the SCC and PTA, and 

Justin was once the PTA president. Jackie and Enjoli thought the school was “very welcoming” 

to families as they came on campus to drop off their children or to attend activities. Jackie saw 
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her kuleana to family engagement was to help her child be a good student and human being and 

to help the school with whatever they needed. She proactively joined the PTA because it was a 

way to support the school and was “a parent tool” to connect parents and teachers. Jackie joined 

the SCC because a teacher asked her to be a parent representative. She did not even know about 

the SCC, but because she liked knowing what was happening at school, she was happy to join. 

Enjoli also joined the SCC because a teacher asked. As a parent with multiple children, 

she had been a part of Koʻolau for over 10 years and regularly volunteered for field trips and 

talked with teachers. However, it was not until she worked with her son and his teacher on 

academic progress that she felt she started to get more involved. She communicated with her 

son’s teacher almost daily during COVID distance learning, monitored him throughout the day, 

and ensured he did his work. Enjoli reflected that the relationship she built with her son’s teacher 

made it easier for the teacher to ask her to attend an SCC meeting and for her to agree to the 

invitation. It was through working with teachers and engaging with her child’s learning that the 

school supported her to become more involved at school.  

 Both parents supported their children’s learning by checking on their work, engaging 

with teachers over Class Dojo, and helping with homework. Enjoli helped her son with reading 

and his goals for class points that he would receive for good behavior. Jackie advocated for her 

child during virtual learning and worked with the teacher through Class Dojo to manage his 

behavior and following of class rules. She also regularly sought out supplemental learning 

opportunities, such as reviewing multiplication flip cards with him and trips to the library. Jackie 

used parent-teacher conferences as an opportunity to see how she could better support her child 

and asked for “additional challenging work so he’s constantly learning.”  
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Although not currently a school parent, Justin explained the importance of involvement:  

Just because your kids move on, doesn’t mean that you just leave and don’t think about 

the school . . . . we still take care of our elementary school because that's our young kids in 

our community getting their start in school and in life.  

He stayed involved through regular PTA events and partnered through his business to support 

Teacher Appreciation Day. Over time, Justin developed a close relationship with the school such 

that staff contacted him when help was needed. He shared one instance in which a staff member 

called him to assist when the school received threatening phone calls. They knew he was a 

reserve police officer and was close by, so he could get to the school quickly. Fittingly, Justin 

saw his kuleana to the school and student learning was to try “to keep things as safe as possible.”  

Justin also felt responsible to teach people “the importance of giving back.” His time with 

the PTA and his cultural and community practices of helping with community needs informed 

his view of the role of families and community in school. He described the large kumiai, which 

translates in Japanese to association or union, where community members raised money to 

support family, school, and community needs. He felt that because the community was tight knit 

and family members of school staff were part of the kumiai, most of the community were well-

informed of school needs and they had “a group ready for action.” He recognized that some 

people were reluctant to get involved and so informing families and community members 

through social media and other venues was necessary to “hit a nerve” and motivate engagement.  

 Kristine also saw the importance of being informed as a parent. She felt comfortable at 

Koʻolau because she knew what was happening in the classroom and how to help her child 

accordingly. But, at the other schools in the complex, she had no idea what her children were 
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learning and was very frustrated that she could not help them. She thought it was her kuleana as 

a parent to know about school happenings and what her child was doing, although she reasoned 

that some parents would not feel comfortable asking questions or feel like they were bothering 

the school. Because of the awkwardness and discomfort in asking for more information from the 

school and the busyness of families, Kristine thought the school should initiate engagement.  

 On the School Improvement Process. The principal wanted to know how the school 

could better engage school staff, families, and community members in the school improvement 

process. She saw school community feedback as an important part of school improvement and 

the accreditation process, but felt that it was difficult to involve parents as well as staff. The 

principal could not think of other ways to gather feedback besides surveys, which she admitted 

“many times it’s not in a very friendly format.” Addie felt that the school needed to use online 

survey platforms to gather data from both staff and parents, although she experienced push back 

on this strategy. Believing that staff surveys would ensure teacher voices were heard, she 

developed an online survey to get staff feedback on plans to bring students back on campus 

during the COVID pandemic. However, the school discontinued the survey after staff members 

asked a lot of questions about how the survey would be used. Addie also found that requiring 

parents to take a student survey with their children worked well to give voice to parents.  

 Several participants thought that designating a specific time or event for more 

informational and question-and-answer type of activities could successfully engage school 

community members in the school improvement process. Cassie remembered the previous 

principal began large, annual events like the Meet and Greet or Craft Night by sharing school 

data and goals, because “it’s very rare you have such a huge audience.” Tanya similarly thought, 
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“We need to be more purposeful when we have our family engagement events, and we know that 

the families are going to be there.” She saw pairing an informational session to gather feedback 

with a well-attended event to be effective. She recounted a more recent event that included a 

virtual meeting on reading. Educators assigned families to rotate to various breakout rooms 

where they learned reading strategies. In addition, the principal met with families in one of the 

rooms to answer questions and get feedback on how families could feel more comfortable at 

school, how the school could better support families to support student learning at home, and 

other family engagement ideas.  

If the school created a separate event just to share information and gather feedback, 

Jackie thought the school would need to state this purpose more clearly since school events 

“were always like a family fun night.” She suggested the school should hold town hall meetings 

and make sure people know that it was not just another movie or craft night. Richelle thought 

that ensuring these events were informal was important to make people more comfortable to 

share their feedback. She suggested holding informal “talk story” sessions with staff and coffee 

hours for parents. Justin remembered the school hosting a coffee event where parents could talk 

with faculty. He thought it was good to have “another avenue for parents and grandparents to get 

involved in putting their ideas in on things,” even though he felt the school did not ask for public 

opinion because it was restricted by unions and State policies. Other ideas to involve the school 

community in school improvement included sharing more information about school goals. From 

a teacher perspective, Cassie thought school plans and goals could be shared through the weekly 

videos, school bulletins, and packets that are sent home on Thursdays. From the parent 

perspective, Jackie thought that the school should ask one or two parents per classroom to 
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volunteer for monthly committee meetings to get feedback and engagement from every grade 

level. Enjoli thought parent incentives or a contest would get parents involved. 

Barriers to Engagement and Strategies and Ideas in Response 

 Language, Technology, and Culture. Several participants perceived that the biggest 

barrier to family and community engagement was language and its related barriers of technology, 

culture, and communication. From a teacher perspective, Addie could not reach and engage with 

newly immigrated parents from Latin American countries, and Cassie had a difficult time with 

basic communication with families. Language also affected student achievement and the degree 

to which families could support their child academically. Cassie recounted a parent who 

confessed that she could not help her child to read because she could not read English. Cassie 

perceived that some EL parents tended to be more hesitant to reach out to teachers to ask how 

they could help their students because of language differences. 

Beyond classroom language barriers, Tanya reminded staff that EL families were often 

missing from events. Tanya knew that many EL families were uncomfortable participating in 

academic events, PTA, or SCC due to their language capabilities, but came to movie or craft 

nights. From her perspective as the EL coordinator, Tanya thought that the school was not 

welcoming to families if it could not provide information in the languages of its families. Both 

Tanya and Kristine knew the school needed translation services beyond the automatic translation 

of Class Dojo or Google Translate, but State support and coordination had been limited. Tanya 

noted that Class Dojo could translate Spanish, but not any Pacific Island languages.  

In response to language barriers, teachers and staff tried their best with the language 

resources they had. Kristine reported that Tanya purchased translation devices while other staff 
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used Class Dojo to translate, but she wondered how much families actually understood what was 

intended. Richelle routinely kept track of communication engagement and noted that at least 10 

families translated every Class Dojo post to Spanish. Cassie relied on a few Spanish-speaking 

teachers on campus to help with basic communication. She shared that once she asked a Spanish-

speaking teacher to sit in on a meeting with a parent who wanted to share what was going on at 

home. Cassie knew that some forms could be translated at the school or through the complex, but 

Tanya thought that the State needed to invest more money into translation because of growing 

EL populations. 

Language issues were also exacerbated by technology barriers. While Richelle reported 

that over 90 percent of families had access to some kind of online communication during the 

COVID pandemic, Kristine and Addie knew there were still families who did not have devices or 

access to the internet. Addie had a hard time communicating with families who did not have 

smartphones or changed their phones all the time. While the school gave each student a device to 

use at home during COVID school closures, now that school was back in person, students were 

not allowed to take devices home. This worried Tanya, who knew that some EL families did not 

have the technology at home to attend the next virtual family event they planned.  

As the technology coordinator, Kristine worked with families to get wifi hotspots but the 

DOE could not offer these devices to all families in need. To address technology barriers to 

engagement, Kristine thought the school should create a facility where families without the 

necessary technology could come to connect digitally. She questioned, “If a parent needs to 

digitally meet with a teacher and they do not have a computer, can they come to school and go to 

the parent community center to have that available to them?” Enjoli also thought the school 



125 

 

should hold monthly or bimonthly meetings for families with limited access to the internet or 

technology in order to reach those families. 

Some participants recognized the cultural barriers to engagement. Justin acknowledged 

that there was “probably one of the biggest prejudices nowadays [being] towards Micronesian 

people,” from others in the local community who misunderstood this population. He saw this 

prejudice in the police system and in the general community. He thought the school needed to 

understand what families were going through and try “to teach them our ways and how our 

school systems work and stuff” while not being prejudiced. Addie was concerned with the 

cultural changes that Spanish speaking families experienced coming to a new country and the 

lack of action by the school system to support these students and families. She thought that the 

school should plan how to address the needs of immigrant families to know what to expect in the 

Hawaiʻi schools. Richelle felt that language and cultural differences stopped her from effectively 

reaching out to EL families, but found a workshop on Micronesian culture and people to be 

informative. She hoped that staff could watch the workshop recording “to inform teachers what 

they’re up against, or perhaps why families handle things the way that they do or don’t.” 

On Communication. The principal wanted to know how useful and effective Koʻolau 

communication was and how it could be improved, especially two-way communication. 

Participants found communication to be generally effective with few critiques. From a parent 

perspective, Jackie, Enjoli, and Kristine thought Class Dojo was helpful. Enjoli felt that Class 

Dojo was “fast and effective for me to respond quickly, and even if it’s after hours, they’ll 

respond.” She used Class Dojo and email for school communication because she works during 

the day and could keep up with messages through those platforms to help her children 
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accordingly when she got home. From the staff perspective, Richelle said that switching the 

entire school over to Class Dojo “made it so much easier for us to communicate with the parents 

instantly.” Tanya shared that all but one of her EL families in the previous year were able to 

connect through Class Dojo to contact teachers. Kristine remembered when the school had 

multiple communication platforms, which she felt resulted in too much communication to 

families, but saw communication to be more consolidated at the time of this study.  

The one critique of Class Dojo was that Addie felt like the school was too dependent on it 

as “usually our only method of communication.” Addie found it difficult to communicate with 

certain families because they did not have phones or they changed phones frequently, so relying 

on Class Dojo was problematic. She felt like the school could not expect EL families to sign up 

for Class Dojo because in addition to having a smartphone, it required “things that some families 

don’t do, don’t know about, and they didn’t do it in their own culture and countries.” Addie also 

thought that more guidance on teacher communication to parents could set clear expectations and 

standards of communication. One idea she had was that each teacher could communicate 

information and goals about the next unit in their curricula.  

In addition to Class Dojo, Jackie and Kristine liked Thursday packets. Jackie thought 

they helped to establish an expectation for parents to look for important information on that day. 

Kristine saw how consistent messaging about COVID protocols at school resulted in fewer angry 

families, and the Thursday packets helped to establish that consistency. Enjoli also liked the 

weekly videos that came out through Class Dojo because they were informative updates that 

helped parents to see what was going on and hopefully made parents want to be involved. Social 

media and word of mouth worked best for Justin as a community member. Richelle saw posting 
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to FaceBook and Class Dojo as a way to keep families and community members informed, 

fostering parent and community trust of the school. Justin did mention an incident where he 

thought the school could better foster two-way communication. He shared that the school’s 

morning drop-off policy, of which the community was unaware, created a traffic jam that could 

have been avoided if the community was alerted through social media. Two-way communication 

could improve through hosting town hall meetings and informational meetings to share feedback 

and talk with the principal, according to Jackie. 

Other Common Barriers and Ideas in Response. Participants reported other barriers to 

family engagement including family characteristics, transportation, and time. Richelle 

recognized that not all families had the same resources or backgrounds to know what to ask the 

school for or how to help their children. Tanya knew that many EL families had low incomes 

such that parents worked multiple jobs, sometimes leaving children to care for their younger 

siblings, which affected their homework. Even as a non-EL parent, Enjoli shared that 

“everything revolves around her work and when I can’t take off.” While not currently a parent at 

the school, Justin reflected that people are too busy with multiple jobs to have time for events 

like Open House, which he thought played an important role in parent-teacher relationships when 

he was a student. The principal reflected on how online learning revealed difficult family 

realities that teachers would not have known about, saying: “I think they learned a lot of empathy 

and that it’s tough and maybe they shouldn’t be so judgmental when someone doesn’t sign their 

kid’s homework . . . . A lot of times there’s an underlying reason.” 

Tanya also knew that transportation was an issue for many EL families who did not have 

their own vehicle. This not only restricted parent participation in family engagement events but 
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also student participation in afterschool programs since they relied on the school bus. 

Additionally, Kristine shared that some parents worked odd hours and could not attend events or, 

like herself, had children at multiple schools so had to juggle multiple schedules. The principal 

recognized that events may have been held at inconvenient times for busy parents. Kristine 

thought the school should offer events at breakfast or during the day to accommodate families 

who worked outside of regular weekday hours.  

Related to these common barriers to family engagement, participants reported low family 

and community participation at events. Kristine noticed that a significant number of families 

were missing from family engagement events. Richelle reflected that families came to the fun 

events like movie nights, but not to activities she saw as more meaningful, like those centered on 

learning. Similarly, the principal said families did not come to informational meetings. Tanya 

remembered setting up a reading night for EL families, complete with interpreters, food, and 

over 60 students signed up, but only one family came. SCC meetings were sparsely attended 

beyond parent representatives like Enjoli and Jackie. While the principal thought the PTA was 

very active, Jackie knew not all of the PTA board member positions were filled and “there could 

be more involvement proportional to the number of kids that are in school.” Aligned with these 

participants’ observations, the 2017-2020 academic plan identified improving parent and 

community involvement as a school need. 

Participants shared ideas for increasing family and community participation. Richelle 

recounted a successful virtual EL night where they did a cultural scavenger hunt. She thought 

that intentional inclusion of culture into activities could help not just EL students but all students. 

Transitioning to virtual activities during COVID provided more opportunities for families to 
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attend, including those who may not have been typically able to come in person, according to 

Richelle. Some saw more events and interactions as the answer. Enjoli thought the school needed 

more performance events like May Day to increase participation, since there only was the Winter 

Song Fest. Addie thought that having only one or two parent-teacher conferences a year was 

“shocking” and advocated for more planned meetings with parents. Enjoli also thought that if 

more people knew about the SCC, then they would attend. Similarly, Justin thought the school 

just needed to inform families and the community more. He said:  

Starting it is the toughest, right? If people don't know that's there, then you're just 

operating at a bare minimum, but as more people are aware there might be other people 

or “Hey this is open, why don't you come and listen?" I think you have to create that 

excitement and wanting to have parents join. I'm sure there's a lot of people that could 

sacrifice that time, but they just don't know about it. 

Relatedly, Cassie said, “the school surely needs to reach out and support the families by 

providing information and giving that open feeling, that open door.” Initiating engagement and 

reaching out to families would alleviate what Cassie and Kristine saw as parents not knowing 

about school happenings and what types of questions to ask. Kristine did not know the school 

system before she began working there, but asked questions: “I do it because it’s for my child’s 

learning, but I can see how other families who are a little bit more unsure might not do that.” 

From the school perspective, internal barriers to family engagement were family 

engagement planning and funding. Family engagement events and strategies changed with each 

administrator, as Kristine shared, and there was frequent family engagement committee turnover. 

Tanya’s experience on the old committee showed how difficult it was to keep people on the 
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committee who were willing to implement and attend events after school hours. Kristine felt the 

school’s current engagement seemed “social and more lax than actually having a plan.” Addie 

thought that the principal should set expectations that all teachers communicate with parents at 

the beginning of the year, especially about reading or grades, and throughout the year with more 

than one or two parent-teacher conferences. Finally, staff saw the limited funding for family 

engagement as a barrier. Richelle admitted there was often no budget for family engagement or 

PCNC efforts, while Tanya saw that the EL program did not have funding to purchase supplies 

or pay translators. Richelle’s solution to family engagement funding was to hold recycling 

drives, which she saw a way for parents to help the school without having to donate money.  

 Additional Strategies to Engage Families and Community. Parents and staff identified 

several strategies to help engage families. Fun, student friendly events like the movie nights 

seemed to work well for Enjoli. Cassie thought these events encouraged “family togetherness” 

by being “not always academic.” Fun, non-academic events helped to make EL families feel 

comfortable on campus, according to Tanya. Several participants saw food as an incentive to 

attract families, and providing free or low cost activities as helpful, especially for low income 

families. Other incentives were prizes, contests, book swaps, and student performances. Kristine 

saw doubling up a less attractive event with a popular one was also an incentive for families. 

Cassie brought up well-attended academic focused events of the past. In addition to the 

math night for families, she remembered family nights for a school-wide student achievement 

program ran out of seats because parents and even grandparents wanted to know about the 

curriculum. Tanya emphasized the need to teach families, especially EL families, how to help 

their students. She said, “If we can just sneak in a little bit of information each time we have 
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them participate in an activity, that’s what we’re aiming for.” This strategy of building academic 

content into the school’s larger activities was something Cassie remembered the previous 

principal did and what the principal at the time of the study hoped to accomplish to make 

activities “more meaningful” and helpful to parents.  

Participants also recognized how building relationships helped to increase family and 

community engagement. Kristine noted the effort Tanya put in to build relationships with EL 

families over the years by reaching out. Tanya would introduce herself to EL parents before 

student testing, and hosted a “Snack Chat” where families could come into her room before or 

after their parent-teacher conferences to ask questions and go over student reading scores. Tanya 

also thought getting to know the families outside of school helped. She formed a bond with a 

single mother who lived near her. Tanya shared: “I think just that bond--she’ll pass my house 

and yell in the window. When I see her at school, she’s comfortable. She’ll talk and call me up 

and have questions.” Tanya admitted that while this parent was not as active as the school 

wanted, she made sure her children did their homework and attended parent-teacher conferences. 

Tanya also saw how a teacher who used to be a tutor “built relationships with these families to 

the point that now if they have questions, they call her up so they can talk to her in Spanish.” 

These relationships became very important as other teachers and staff called upon this teacher to 

assist in communicating with Spanish-speaking parents. Richelle virtually built relationships via 

social media communication. Through her frequent posting and sharing on her personal page and 

in a local mom FaceBook group, she was known for information. Community members followed 

her and not the school to receive updates. She also facilitated parents and community members to 

get to know teachers through teacher spotlights on Class Dojo and FaceBook.  
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Assessment Practices and Ideas 

 Koʻolau assessment practices included attendance and surveys or other types of feedback. 

Cassie remembered that in the past, the school kept participant event attendance. As a former 

family engagement committee member, Tanya said the committee tracked attendance until it was 

disbanded during the pandemic and the new principal arrived. Richelle, the PCNC, took over 

attendance tracking. To Cassie, tracking attendance helped the school to know which families 

came to events and who did not, but that they really hoped would come. She reflected: “We used 

to have meetings or math nights to help families with academics, and it was always the same 

families that came, but those were not the ones we wanted. They were already doing well in 

school.” It was the same for reading program events. Cassie explained that to serve other 

students and families, they decided to hold more non-academic events “to have parents feel 

comfortable coming to the campus, and that started becoming successful.”  

 The principal thought that the biggest indicator of family engagement was the SQS, 

finding it useful although she recognized that the response rate could be low. Cassie remembered 

that the school used to send out half sheet surveys after parent-teacher conferences or other 

family nights asking for feedback and  suggestions. The principal suggested that they do this 

again after each event to inform planning for the next year. Justin thought the school could send 

surveys home to parents in the Thursday packet, while Addie thought requiring students and 

parents to take surveys together through their classrooms was effective.   

 Staff used feedback from Class Dojo and social media as other ways to assess family 

engagement. Richelle considered the engagement on each Class Dojo and social media post, 

tracking the number of views, likes, and comments. She thought that comments on these posts 
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took considerable effort from family and community members, and she always made sure to 

respond in a timely manner. She noticed such anecdotal feedback “has been positive or seems to 

have increased” since she became PCNC. Cassie said that Richelle would share feedback and 

appreciation with teachers and staff so they knew the good things families were saying. Kristine 

remarked that they also received critical comments and complaints through social media or 

phone calls, but “that’s how we adjust and figure out what works and what doesn’t.” Beyond 

online comments, Richelle shared that people stopped her in public to ask her about something 

she posted on social media, which showed her that their communication and engagement was 

working. She saw Class Dojo posts as an important way to gauge parent engagement, while 

FaceBook gauged the public: “It’s important to do both where appropriate, because how the 

community cares about our school is they know what we’re doing.”  

 Similar to social media feedback, Addie and Justin shared two assessment ideas that 

focused on measuring community member outreach to the school. Reflecting on her engagement 

with parents over two years, Addie knew that she did not know her families in her second year as 

well as the first. She saw that despite doing the same student engagement strategies to get to 

know families, “I don’t have that open communication with parents that I did last year. And I can 

see that directly in just the way my parents do or do not message me.” Parents did not ask her 

questions over Class Dojo as they did previously, showing she had not “given them the buy-in 

yet.” Justin thought that effective assessment of family and community engagement was how the 

community cared for the students and fulfilled their needs. He described it as “the community 

into the school, less than the school out to the community” and that it is the community’s job to 

take care of the school because school personnel already worked hard and were burnt out. 
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Other Assessments and Evidence of Family Engagement 

 The principal saw SQS data as the biggest indicator for family engagement. Data from 

school years 2018-19 to 2020-21 confirmed the principal’s observation that the school’s SQS 

response rates were low, below the State average for all three years (see Appendix B). Despite 

the low response rate, at least 70 percent of parents responded positively to the dimension of 

Involvement/Engagement for the last three years. At least 60 percent of parents responded 

positively to dimension items except on the percentage of parents being involved in parent 

groups at school, which was 45 percent in 2018-19 and 35 percent in the next year. SQS items 

added for the pandemic showed that nearly all parents were able to speak with their teacher or 

other staff as needed and 78 percent attended virtual or in person family engagement activities.  

 A family engagement assessment report suggested that school staff were doing well in 

their belief of families wanting the best for their children and that families and staff should be 

equal partners. The report noted that staff members should continue to strengthen their beliefs 

that families have the capacity to support their children academically and that the school and its 

leaders hold the responsibility for building family-school partnerships. The assessment suggested 

that the school was welcoming to families through its procedures for families, invitations 

extended, school calendar, apps, website, and printed communication, but could improve its 

welcoming through physical space and in person or virtual meetings and communication. 

Koʻolau did well across multiple aspects of communication, including two-way communication, 

advertisement, availability, and reaching families through multiple channels, but could improve 

in communication accessibility. Staff members were developing practices to help families 
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support learning at school, such as sharing what students should know, what families can do, and 

student progress, but needed to strengthen their ability to help families support learning at home. 

Goals and Roles in Family Engagement 

 Koʻolau participants shared that one of the goals and purposes of family and community 

engagement was to support student learning and development. Enjoli described the goal of 

engagement as creating “a better learning experience for children,” and Cassie explained that it 

was “to further support the child in all areas: academics, social, emotional well-being.” Both 

Richelle and Cassie felt that they could support students by supporting families, in what Cassie 

called a “whole package deal.” From a teacher perspective, Addie saw that the goal of family 

engagement was to help families understand the school system and student expectations such 

that during school breaks they could continue to help students so “there is not just this complete 

disconnect from what they’re doing nine months of the year.” From a non-teaching role, Richelle 

saw the goal of family engagement was to support families in any way possible, such as 

providing information, resources, or fun events, because it would support the student. Aware of 

the impact of the pandemic on student learning, Tanya knew that it would take the whole school 

community to help students catch up academically: 

I think the goal is to help so that everybody pulls together to help our children because 

they're our future generation. They say it takes a village, and it truly does. It would have 

to be all of us coming together to find ways to work together and help our kids. 

Another goal of family and community engagement was to communicate and connect. 

Justin saw the goal was to get information out to the community so people could help. Similarly, 

Kristine thought the goal of engagement was to foster better communication with families and, in 
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turn, better education for their children. She saw that more communication helped parents be 

more aware and comfortable at school, as she described her own experience as a parent at 

Koʻolau: “Even before I worked there, I was comfortable with my daughter being in elementary 

because of what was going on. I knew the expectation. I knew the consistency.”  

The goal of communicating and connecting aligned with what several staff members 

thought was the role of families in school--to be aware and informed. Diane, the principal, 

described this role as “they should know what’s happening at their school.” Addie thought 

parents should be aware of and engaged in their children’s academic progress throughout the 

year. Richelle thought parents should be informed of the curriculum and why it was chosen, 

needing “to understand it first before they will feel comfortable to have a voice about what they 

think it should or could be.” Understanding also helped parents to teach their children, which 

was another role participants saw for families in school. As Cassie described, this could involve 

reading with children at home or showing interest in learning and motivating children if parents 

could not read in English. Justin thought the job of parents was to “go above and beyond to teach 

them as much as they possibly can learn in all kinds of facets of life and not just schoolwork.”  

 Both the principal and PCNC recognized that the goal of family engagement was much 

bigger than the conventional goal of achievement. The principal saw the goal for the school to 

become a community hub, where the school and community knew one another well, community 

members came to campus for events not necessarily hosted by the school, and people were 

comfortable to engage at “whatever level they are comfortable and happy and satisfied with.” 

Through this hub and relationship building, the principal thought students and families benefited. 
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Similarly, Richelle envisioned the community as an extension of the school, where the 

community was actively aware and involved in all aspects of school.  

Recasting the Case from a Decolonial Perspective 

 Glimpses of Culturally Sustaining Family Engagement. Several concepts from the 

CSIFE framework align with Koʻolau family and community engagement practices and 

experiences. First, several participants expressed awareness of the prejudice and impact of 

assimilation on EL families when they identified barriers to family engagement. Addie reflected 

on the trend of Spanish-speaking families moving into the area for work and there not yet being a 

school plan to support these students and families. She saw how difficult it was for some families 

to adjust to a new country, school system, language, and culture. Justin brought up the prejudice 

in Hawaiʻi towards those from Micronesia due to cultural differences and how the school needed 

to teach these families about the school system and broader society. This increasing awareness of 

family experiences with assimilation and prejudice points to the need to facilitate healing of 

families and communities because of assimilation and colonialism. Richelle was similarly aware 

that some families needed to heal from negative school experiences. She recognized that helping 

families as the PCNC could also mean increasing their trust in the school by addressing negative 

relationships with school. She described, “Maybe there’s hesitancy, culturally, or just past 

remembrances of school and not liking it or not liking principals or teachers.” She thought that 

helping to bridge that gap of negative experiences with school could help parents to want to 

engage with school and in turn, better support students. 

 Koʻolau engagement experiences with EL families most closely aligned with the CSFIE 

concepts of recognizing and centering Indigenous and diverse cultures in family engagement and 
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embracing diverse family dynamics. EL families, in particular, reflected diversity in areas such 

as culture, language, level of assimilation, and class. These families faced the most barriers to 

engagement with issues of language, communication, culture, transportation, and availability of 

time. Richelle’s exposure to Micronesian culture through an “eye opening” professional 

development workshop helped her to see different perspectives on education and raising 

children. This introduction to Micronesian culture was a glimpse of a potential effort to center 

Micronesian culture in the way the school engages Micronesian families. Tanya, the EL 

coordinator, developed close relationships with EL families and tried to accommodate their 

communication and language needs, but she admitted that the school needed to work on 

incorporating the cultures of its families.  

Several participants talked about the EL Spanish movie night, which was a well-attended 

and successful family engagement event that centered a subpopulation of families through 

language and culture. Richelle and Tanya mentioned previous culture-themed family nights 

where families shared food and traditions, but much of that stopped due to the pandemic. 

However, the virtual EL night featured a culture-based scavenger hunt that successfully 

encouraged families to share their cultures. Relating to the school’s families in general, three 

participants brought up how a few teachers integrated Hawaiian values or Nā Hopena Aʻo, a 

Hawaiian learning framework, into their classrooms. Enjoli remembered learning about different 

Hawaiian values as her son was awarded for displaying those values. As a teacher, Addie saw 

how teachers used this framework to relate to their classroom values but “that we’re not as open 

to other cultures that are so diverse here, bringing in those celebrations and experiences.”  
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Finally, CSIFE cultivates family and community engagement for sovereignty and self-

determination, not just student achievement. Although their comments were not related to  

Indigenous sovereignty, two key players in family engagement efforts at Koʻolau thought a 

broader goal of family engagement was for the school to become a community hub. In addition 

to family engagement that supported student learning and achievement, the principal and PCNC 

envisioned a school and community with strong relationships and were an extension of one 

another. Having this broader perspective of family and community engagement beyond 

supporting student achievement points to the possibility of working towards other goals. 

 Towards Equitable Collaborations. Equitable Collaborations consider the roles of 

nondominant families and communities, and participant stories of EL families spoke most clearly 

to the role of nondominant families at Koʻolau. Compared to other families, EL families tended 

to be less involved in family events due to barriers like language, communication, and 

transportation. Although participants noticed that EL families attended non-academic, fun events 

like movie or craft nights, these families appeared to be uncomfortable participating in PTA or 

SCC meetings, which meant they were less likely to give feedback and participate in decision 

making. School staff like the EL coordinator reached out to inform EL parents and families, 

opening channels of two-way communication through Class Dojo or social media, but 

participants did not identify a systematic way the school facilitated EL families into leadership 

roles or spaces. Tanya, the EL coordinator, emphasized that despite the fact that many EL 

families did not partake in engagement activities or decision making roles at school, EL parents 

were still very supportive of their children’s learning. The comparative success of engaging EL 
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families in non-academic events points to the potential of family engagement to center non 

dominant families in shaping the school agenda.          

Equitable Collaborations focuses on goals and strategies that work on a more systemic 

rather than individual level. Among the goals participants shared for family and community 

engagement, the goal to make the school a community hub reflected systemic change goals of 

equitable collaborations. The focus of this goal is broad and inclusive of the community 

compared to a more narrow focus on individual students, parents, or families. In terms of 

Equitable Collaborations strategies that call for collective intervention, reciprocal 

communication, and relational power, the consistent and effective use of Class Dojo and social 

media fostered two-way communication and parent-teacher interactions. This technology helped 

give families more power in their relationships with the school, as families were more informed 

and equipped to communicate. The school’s use of technology to communicate was at an 

individual interventional level, but has the potential to be more collective through families 

publicly interacting and commenting on school communications.  

The ability of Class Dojo to translate posts into Spanish and other languages also helped 

to empower families who spoke these languages. Similarly, Kristine’s idea to address 

technological barriers through a facility for families with limited technology and Enjoli’s idea to 

hold monthly meetings for these families shift power to families by addressing technology and 

communication barriers. These strategies also have the potential to be collective level 

interventions if families learn together and build relationships. Relationship building strategies 

that participants mentioned were mostly at the individual level as individual teachers or staff 

worked to build relationships with specific parents or families. However, strategies such as the 
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Snack Chat for EL families and other family engagement activities that facilitated families 

interacting, like the virtual cultural scavenger hunt, approach equitable collaborations by 

allowing space for families to build relationships amongst each other.     

Finally, Equitable Collaborations recognizes the broader political context and process to 

address community issues. Participant awareness of the culture clash that Spanish-speaking and 

other EL families faced when moving to the Koʻolau community aligns with an Equitable 

Collaborations approach to make change. Staff saw that many Spanish speaking families had to 

navigate a foreign system and language with limited support. Addie thought the school should 

develop a plan to address the needs of these families, while Tanya hoped the DOE could support 

more systemic translation and language services. The culture and language issues participants 

described stem from broader systemic issues such as a lack of resources and collaboration to 

better support individual schools as they supported EL families. Justin’s identification of the 

systemic prejudice towards Micronesians in the police system and the community is another 

example of the necessary contextual and political awareness of more equitable collaborations.        

Cross-Case Analysis 

 This section compares and contrasts findings from each case study in order to find 

patterns across the cases. I also highlight the unique themes from each case. I discuss cross-case 

findings in sections following the outline of individual case findings. For the convenience of the 

reader, I summarize major findings from my first-level analysis across cases in Table 6.  
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Table 6 

Summary of Key Findings of Cross-Case Analysis  

Category Description 

Family Engagement 

Landscape 

Family engagement committees and EL coordinators were important to 

engagement, especially if there was no PCNC 

Staff Non-teaching staff experienced engagement through events, while teachers engaged 

by daily parent communication 

Parents Highly school-involved parents got involved because of relationships, invitations  

EL parents engaged in children’s learning at home and responded to teacher and 

school contact, but not at schools 

Community Community partners needed support of principals to maintain relationships; 

principal turnover hurt partnerships 

Barriers and 

Strategies 

Communication failed some EL families who faced language, technology barriers  

Positive interactions with parents fostered positive parent-teacher relationships  

Families and community members had limited time to be involved at school, so 

participation in activities was low 

Participation could increase by scheduling events when families are available; 

holding events out in the community; providing food or incentives; holding 

performance- or culture-based events; holding fun, non-academic events where EL 

families are more comfortable; integrating academics into activities and families 

into class projects 

Differences in cultural perspectives led to misconceptions of diverse families 

Cultural misconceptions could be addressed by staff professional development on 

Micronesian cultures to improve understanding of families and increase of staff 

representation of EL communities 

Goals and Roles Participants across role groups saw family engagement for improving student 

learning, development, well-being, behavior; it takes a village to raise a child 

Staff thought families should be aware and informed to better support their students 

Staff and one parent thought family engagement should make the school the center of 

the community, where the school knows the community well and is a hub for 

community activities 

Assessment Attendance at events and surveys at or after events were main forms of assessment 

Teacher communication logs and engagement on school communication platform 

and social media were potential measures of family engagement 
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Structures of Family and Community Engagement 

 Of the three common components of the family engagement landscape in Hawaiʻi public 

schools, SCCs, PCNCs, and PTAs, only SCCs were present at each school. The SCC at Aliʻi 

seemed to be less active compared to the other cases, with the principal admitting the SCC 

inconsistently met during COVID school closures. As an active parent representative on the Aliʻi 

SCC, Emery remembered that before the pandemic, the SCC addressed issues in engaging 

Micronesian families and worked to find solutions and strategies together. Rayna, a parent at 

Waipuna Middle, felt like the SCC was “the best way for parents to have a say” and be engaged 

in decision making by reviewing and providing feedback to the academic plans. Jackie felt that 

Koʻolau Elementary valued parent feedback, which made a difference at school, while Enjoli felt 

her participation had not “made that much of an impact.” Waipuna and Koʻolau participants who 

were members of their SCCs reported that they consistently met through the pandemic, but also 

that there was little attendance from parents and community beyond SCC members.  

 The PCNCs at Waipuna and Koʻolau were key players in family and community 

engagement efforts at their schools. Both Kayci at Waipuna and Richelle at Koʻolau were 

integral to school communication. They both actively communicated through social media and 

school communication platforms, ParentSquare for Waipuna and Class Dojo for Koʻolau, and 

Kayci managed a parent newsletter that other Waipuna participants complimented her on. 

Richelle also played a big part in tracking attendance and responses on the various 

communication platforms. The PCNC position at Aliʻi was discontinued in the school year in 

which this study took place due to budget issues, thus removing a key component to engagement. 
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I am happy to report Aliʻi hired a PCNC at the end of the study, reestablishing this important 

position in the family engagement landscape.   

 Only Koʻolau had a functioning PTA, which the principal described as “very active,” 

with meetings, annual fundraising events, sponsored activities, and regular parent surveys and 

opportunities for feedback. PTA board members even attended SCC meetings. The PTA’s 

strength was also evident through community members like Justin, who previously served as 

PTA president and who continued to be involved through PTA sponsored events. The other two 

schools were trying to revive their PTAs and struggled with low participation. Families at 

Waipuna were typically only at the middle school for three years, which made it particularly 

challenging to restart the PTA. COVID also delayed PTA plans and activities at Waipuna, 

although Kayci hoped that virtual meetings and events could engage parents. Emery at Aliʻi 

wanted their PTA to one day take over some of the school’s family engagement activities like the 

Holiday Dinner “so it’s more community involved, more family involved.” She thought this 

would increase parent participation and give teachers and school staff time to focus on relating 

with families instead of running events.     

 Other important parts of the family engagement landscape at each school included a 

family engagement committee and an EL coordinator. The committee at Aliʻi was very active up 

to the year of this study when family engagement planning shifted to teachers. The Koʻolau 

committee managed family engagement until a new principal arrived and simplified staff 

committees during the pandemic, leaving the PCNC to perform most of these functions alone. 

Participants at Aliʻi and Koʻolau described committee work as time intensive, which caused 

burnout and high turnover of committee members. The Waipuna committee played a slightly 
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different role in that it only provided ideas and viewpoints on school-wide and grade-level family 

engagement, while the PCNC planned and implemented school-wide activities and teachers 

handled grade-level activities. EL coordinators focused on communication and engagement with 

EL families, EL specific family events, and sometimes served on the family engagement 

committee. More of their role will be discussed in the section on staff experiences. 

 Finally, family engagement traditions at each school added to the engagement 

landscapes. All schools held Open House events for families, although Koʻolau changed this 

event to a Meet and Greet to focus more on parent-teacher relationships instead of showcasing 

student work. Aliʻi and Koʻolau held performance-based events for families like the Hōʻike at 

Aliʻi and Spring Fest at Koʻolau, both of which replaced the common Hawaiʻi school tradition of 

May Day. There were also holiday-based events like Trunk or Treat at Aliʻi and Koʻolau. 

Participant experiences suggested that some events like Trunk or Treat were able to be 

implemented safely and successfully during the pandemic, although Aliʻi canceled their version 

of the event due to COVID outbreaks in the community. Because of the success of the first 

Trunk-or-Treat at Koʻolau, participants hoped it would be a new family engagement tradition.  

Each school also had family engagement traditions unique to their school. Aliʻi held the 

annual Holiday Dinner, which also successfully transitioned during the COVID pandemic to a 

drive-through. The PTA at Koʻolau organized annual, well-attended events such as the Christmas 

Craft Night and Turkey Trot, the latter of which was a fundraiser for the PTA. Lastly, Waipuna 

family engagement traditions included Shadow Day, which brought parents in to experience a 

day at school with their child, and Principal Talk Story, which created a space for families to 

meet with the principal. In addition to these school wide family engagement activities, Waipuna 
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families often engaged through supporting their children’s involvement in school clubs such as 

the ʻUkulele Band or Robotics Club. It was unclear how after school clubs may have been part of 

the family engagement landscapes at Aliʻi and Koʻolau. 

One last thing to note is that each school incorporated family engagement into its 

academic plans to varying degrees. At least one academic plan from both Aliʻi and Koʻolau 

identified low family and community involvement as needing to be addressed. Academic plans 

from all schools focused on improving communication to increase family engagement and other 

outcomes. In its last two academic plans, Koʻolau set improved communication with parents and 

community as an outcome. The 2021-22 Aliʻi academic plan suggested that the school planned 

to survey families regarding their preferred method of communication and to choose a school-

wide parent contact tool for two-way communication. In its 2017-20 plan, Waipuna aimed to 

improve technology such as its website and digital newsletters and to use positive parent 

communication as a strategy to improve student attendance. The school also incorporated 

increased family engagement as ways to address inequities across student groups like students 

from EL or low income backgrounds. Finally, academic plans mentioned specific activities and 

partners to increase family and community engagement. Aliʻi focused on who would lead family 

engagement, which was the PCNC in the 2017-20 and then teachers as per the 2020-21 plan. The 

Waipuna academic plan suggested activities to increase engagement, including professional 

development, events, increased use grade reporting platforms, and EL family support to use 

communication and student grade reporting platforms. Waipuna and Koʻolau planned to 

strengthen community partnerships, with Koʻolau listing over 20 partners with which to do so.   
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Staff Experiences of Engagement 

School staff experiences with family engagement reflected their roles at the school and 

the unique perspectives of families and community that each role brought. For example, PCNC 

experiences focused on school communication through various media and planning events. Both 

the PCNCs at Waipuna and Koʻolau worked to bring what Kayci at Waipuna described as 

“what’s going on with our community and families back to the school so it works full circle.” No 

one else at Koʻolau managed the attendance and social media tracking and responded to 

comments as Richelle did. When asked to share what they felt engaged families and 

communities the most, both PCNCs shared about successful events they planned like Shadow 

Day and Trunk or Treat. PCNC experiences highlighted how most non-teaching staff engaged 

with families at events. Kayci described Shadow Day as “one of my direct ways of dealing and 

being involved with parents and the families, bringing them into the school.” Without a PCNC at 

Aliʻi, non-teaching staff like Adam and Shirlene played important roles in supporting school 

communication and family engagement events through the family engagement committee; thus, 

their most salient engagement experiences also occurred around events.  

Principal stories of engagement also centered on events, such as the Holiday Dinner for 

David at Aliʻi and Open House for Susan at Waipuna. However, principal experiences also 

reflected a higher, school level perspective of engagement. David worked to establish new 

family engagement traditions, and Susan worked to provide programming specific to middle 

school transitioning and parenting. Diane at Koʻolau focused on relationship building with 

families, whether by ensuring teachers had time to call parents or her own meetings with 

individual parents to listen to the needs of distance learners. All three principals used information 
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gathered from staff and families and event data to inform their school’s family engagement 

strategies and directions, even using this study to gather specific information. David wanted to 

understand teacher perspectives on family engagement activities. Susan wanted school 

community feedback on parent-teacher conferences. Diane wanted to know how school 

communication was perceived and how the school improvement process could better involve the 

school community.  

Teacher experiences of family engagement often centered on communication regarding 

student work, but also featured family engagement events. Especially during the pandemic, 

teachers across all cases relied on school communication platforms like Class Dojo or 

ParentSquare to interact with their students’ families. Many found that communication with 

families during the COVID pandemic improved compared to pre-COVID communication, 

especially with technological capabilities to meet virtually, enabling more families to participate 

in online parent-teacher conferences and virtual versions of events like Waipuna’s Open House. 

Online teaching also gave teachers new insights on home and family situations since they could 

see student homes. Teaching online gave Addie at Koʻolau a “greater sense of responsibility” to 

consistently communicate with parents. Most teachers seem satisfied with their efforts to engage 

parents and families while recognizing opportunities for individual improvement and that there 

were ways that the schools could better communicate with families who were difficult to reach.    

Frequent communication and teacher effort over time helped to build relationships with 

families, and these connections further were maintained and developed through interactions at 

school events. Teachers like Cassie at Koʻolau shared that whether they attended academic or 

fun activities, it was good for teachers and families to see each other in different situations. 



149 

 

However, poorly attended events was a common theme across participant experiences. Low 

attendance was discouraging for some teachers at Aliʻi or became an accepted fact of family 

engagement work, as Kristine at Koʻolau put it: “It’s difficult to have these high hopes and big 

aspirations of engaging all families at this, this, and this. It’s not going to happen.” A related 

theme was frustration that the families who they hoped would attend were not coming. As the 

principal at Waipuna expressed, “I felt [the events] were successful in terms of attendance, but 

who was there is never where I wanted it to be.” Similarly, the Koʻolau EL coordinator reported:  

In the past we used to have meeting nights and math nights to help families with 

academics and it was always the same families that came, but those were not the ones 

that we wanted. They were already doing good in school. 

The families that staff members hoped would attend were often the EL families or families of 

children who were struggling with school.  

In addition to poor parent attendance across cases, there was a perception that it could be 

difficult to get teachers to come to these activities because of union contracts and family or other 

responsibilities. This was especially evident at Aliʻi where there was a perception of teachers’ 

lack of participation in family engagement events. With a high number of teacher participants in 

this study, Aliʻi in particular provides insight into the range of teacher perspectives on after 

school family engagement. Aliʻi teachers valued the activities and some would try to come if 

their other responsibilities allowed for it, while others like Casey and Pearl attended every event. 

Pearl’s motivation came from never wanting to be perceived as uninterested in students or their 

families, and her dedication to attend all school events rewarded her with strong relationships 

with families. A similar dedication was seen in Gayle’s commitment to the Robotics Club, which 
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was rewarded with engaged parents like Shannon willing to volunteer their time. Teachers were 

not compensated for their after school time spent in clubs. Robotics Club, an example of what 

Gayle called “niche” engagement or a way for families to be involved with something that their 

children were interested in, was a space where teachers like Gayle could also meaningfully 

engage families. This experience was only discussed by Waipuna participants.  

The experiences of EL coordinators reflected the frequent communication of teachers 

with parents, as well as the event-based interactions of non-teaching staff. EL coordinators 

across cases worked to ensure EL families were connected to the school by communicating with 

them, working to get language access, conducting home visits, inviting EL families to events, 

and creating events especially for them. The relationships between EL coordinators and EL 

families gave the schools a point person for the EL population and  informed the schools of the 

specific needs and issues of EL families, like technology, communication, and transportation. As 

Tanya at Koʻolau shared, EL coordinators were advocates for EL families: 

I try to give them a voice because I don't want them to be forgotten or unrepresented. I 

feel that that's my kuleana, to make sure that I speak up for them and get in touch with 

them to make sure that they can share with me their concern. And I can bring it back to 

the staff because I'm in a lot of different committees at our school. My different roles 

allow me to represent them.  

Crystal advocated for EL students and families at Aliʻi by creating a positive EL student video to 

challenge the prevailing deficit perspectives that she perceived staff to have of EL families.    

A last theme to mention specific to Aliʻi was the management of family engagement 

expectations. Non-teaching staff expected a strong family engagement culture where all staff 
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helped out, even pointing to the cohesive cultures and engagement practices of other schools. 

While teachers at each school expressed similar reasons for not always attending activities, only 

Aliʻi had such a divide between teaching and non-teaching staff in terms of their family 

understanding and expectations of family engagement. The absence of a PTA and PCNC may 

have placed a greater demand on other school staff to manage family engagement efforts, which 

in turn revealed a gap in participation amongst staff.  

Family and Community Experiences of Engagement 

 The majority of parent participants in this study were highly involved in their children’s 

schools as evident by their participation in the SCC, PTA, and student clubs. These parents 

expressed that they were comfortable communicating with the school and being on campus and 

sought opportunities to be involved in their children’s lives. At Waipuna, for example, Shannon 

liked to show up on campus so school staff would see her as approachable, and both she and 

Tyson supported their children’s interests through volunteering and fundraising for the Robotics 

Club. When asked how she came to volunteer at Aliʻi activities and be so involved, Emery said it 

was her personality and desire to make her children happy and enjoy learning. She reflected that 

all parents want to be involved and have their children succeed, but may not take her proactive 

approach by initiating family engagement. Kristine admitted that she was “the kind of parent that 

wants to know,” but because not all parents are like that or initiate engagement with the school, 

Kristine thought it was “important for the school to start the engagement process.”  

 Another motivation to be involved in school were relationships with school staff. As a 

former staff member at Aliʻi, Michelle had previously established relationships with staff 

members that helped her to trust the school and be involved: “I have staff who are friends, so it's 
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always easy to have conversations with them. And they're always like, ‘Oh, what, you coming 

tonight?’ So I mean, pressure, but no pressure. ‘Yes, I'm coming.’ It’s like ʻohana.” Enjoli used 

to volunteer to go on field trips at Koʻolau, but did not feel like she really got involved until she 

worked closely with her son’s teacher during distance learning. After this parent-teacher 

partnership developed, the teacher asked Enjoli to be on the SCC, and Enjoli agreed. Jackie did 

not know the SCC existed at Koʻolau until a teacher asked her to join. She accepted this 

invitation because she wanted to know what was happening at school. Because of her self-

initiated involvement and relationships built with the principal and staff over time, Emery 

continued to be invited to join different initiatives and activities. She felt welcomed because of 

these relationships and because she proactively asked what needed to be done. However, like 

Kristine, Emery recognized that not all parents take such initiative, so the school has to “just 

keep asking, and some people will show up, hopefully.”  

 Besides being involved in school and family engagement activities, SCC, and PTA, these 

highly involved parents also supported their children’s learning at home. Parents checked their 

children’s homework and academic progress, messaged teachers and followed up. They tried to 

teach their children the academic content to the best of their abilities and sought out 

supplemental learning opportunities such as going to the library, enrolling their children in 

programs, and asking teachers for more rigorous work. Parents also taught behavior and values 

that helped them be successful in school and to “be a good human being,” as Koʻolau parent 

Jackie put it. They made sure their children were prepared for school every day and knew the 

importance of education. Overall, the parents were satisfied with school efforts to communicate 

and engage with families to support their children, especially during COVID.  
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 Parents of EL Students. The family engagement experiences of Annie and Jana, the two 

EL parents at Waipuna, were different from those of the parents who were highly engaged in 

school activities. Like the other parents, Annie and Jana were usually involved in school through 

responding to teacher messages, checking on their children’s work, seeking additional learning 

opportunities, and instilling positive values and behaviors that supported their child’s learning. 

Both parents were responsive to teachers and school contact, but seldom initiated communication 

themselves, as other parent participants did. Jana used the Waipuna communication platform 

ParentSquare to message teachers when needed, while Annie used phone calls to communicate 

with the school. Due to language barriers, Annie relied on teacher visits to communicate and 

deliver important information and her children to translate for her. She recounted a time where 

she waited until her daughter could go to school with her to convey how she wanted the school to 

enroll her child in summer school and assist them with their difficult subjects.  

Neither Annie or Jana were involved in school or family engagement activities besides an 

activity in which Jana brought Chinese food and shared about Chinese culture with students. 

Both EL parents felt like the school respected and were interested in their cultures. Annie said 

she would have attended the parent-teacher conference if she had transportation and hoped the 

school would provide transportation for students who caught the bus so they could attend after 

school activities. Jana shared that she had never been a part of decision making opportunities, but 

would if the school wanted parents to do so and could “guide the parents to do that.”  

 Community Perspective. Three participants in this study represented the community 

perspective: Gloria and Kami, representing two community organizations near Aliʻi, and Justin, 

a Koʻolau community member and former parent. These community members saw the 
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importance of supporting the school and its students and tried to partner their organizations with 

the schools to varying degrees of success. Because of the steady, ongoing relationship and 

communication Justin had with the school in his area and their PTA, he was regularly called 

upon to help with school functions, and his business donated food for Teacher Appreciation Day. 

His willingness to help appeared to stem from his values like his kuleana to teach people “the 

importance of giving back” and his involvement in a Japanese kumiai, or community association, 

that supported community needs. He recognized that some community members might not be as 

willing to get involved with the school and thought more information about opportunities to help 

and school communication over social media could motivate community engagement.  

 Kami experienced a range of community engagement with Aliʻi and, most recently, did 

not enjoy a strong relationship with Aliʻi as Justin did at Koʻolau. Principal turnover affected the 

school’s partnership with the county gym Kami worked at. Instead of waiting on the school to 

partner, Kami and the gym served Aliʻi students on its own, which in the case of its successful 

basketball program, actually led to the school reaching out to her to be a coach for a school 

basketball team. Gloria found it easier to partner with the school through working with 

individual teachers on the progress of Aliʻi students who also participated in the student hub she 

managed, but mentioned that it was difficult to reach the principal regarding particular students’ 

needs. There was a potential for more collaboration with these two community partners who 

already worked on their own to support Aliʻi students and families, especially if the principal 

took the lead. Gloria thought the principals were the foundation of the schools and their support 

of staff to partner with the community was key in making partnerships work. 
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 Waipuna did not have a community member who participated in this study, although 

there were community groups involved in the school, especially before the COVID pandemic. 

There were no community partners, according to Susan the principal. She thought that the short 

time period of middle school limited the interest of community groups to partner with the school. 

PCNC Kayci experienced that many community members donated supplies. She recognized their 

desire to help, but “it’s just you need to have people that are reaching out to get them.”  

Barriers to Engagement and Strategies to Overcome Them 

 Participants across the cases described similar barriers to family and community 

engagement. Some barriers occurred at the school level, such as communication, family 

engagement planning, and funding; others occurred at the community level, external to the 

school, like technology, transportation, time, and family situations. Below, I describe barriers 

across the cases, case-specific nuances, and strategies or ideas in response. 

Communication. Starting with school-level barriers, many participants were satisfied 

with school communication efforts, but had several notes for improvement. The most prominent 

communication barriers to family engagement across cases were language differences and the 

limited capability of EL families to access regular school communication platforms like Class 

Dojo or ParentSquare, which will be discussed further in another section. Other communication 

barriers reflected individual participants’ perceptions of communication issues. The EL 

coordinator at Waipuna thought the variety of communication was fine, but complicated the 

situation with too much “school talk” or jargon and a “sea of information” that was difficult for 

all parents to navigate, not only EL families. She broke down complicated communication into 

bullet points and texted them to EL families and dropped off a flier about it to their homes.  
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In general, each school utilized a range of communication tools, including a digital 

school communication platform like Class Dojo, phone calls, email, social media, and hard copy 

packets sent home weekly at Aliʻi and Koʻolau. Having the same message delivered over 

multiple methods of communication was a lot for Natasha who was a teacher and a parent at 

Aliʻi. She also shared a student report of his father hanging up on school calls because it sent too 

many recorded messages. In response to what Natasha described as communication “overkill,” 

she and other teachers asked families for their preferred method of communication so the 

educators could focus on what worked for families without bombarding them with the same 

messages over multiple platforms. On the other hand, from a community perspective, Kami 

thought Aliʻi had too little communication, suggesting few existing communication methods 

reached her and other community members. To ensure that the Koʻolau community who did not 

receive Class Dojo messages were aware of school happenings, the PCNC reposted relevant 

information to social media. Since the beginning of this study, Aliʻi has expanded its social 

media efforts and has found monthly virtual community meetings to be successful.        

Finally, participants across the cases found that contacting parents to share positive 

messages about students fostered positive parent-teacher interactions, which helped to build 

relationships. For example, Colleen found that calling EL families about their children’s 

successes helped to change negative perceptions of school, which, in one case, a family member 

“just had it with always hearing about how this kid was in trouble and they didn’t want to talk to 

the school.” The Koʻolau principal used a banking metaphor to describe positive phone calls and 

interactions as deposits into a relationship bank account. Relatedly, a Koʻolau teacher thought 

that more guidance on teacher communication to parents would set clear expectations and 
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standards of communication that could help to build relationships with parents. She had positive 

experiences sharing student academic data with parents and thought teachers could communicate 

information and goals of the next curricular unit to keep parents informed of academic content.  

 Family Engagement Funding. Although not mentioned frequently, participants in all 

three cases discussed funding as a barrier to family and community engagement. In general, 

schools had limited funding for family engagement, including PCNC budgets for personnel and 

activities. Due to school budgets cuts during the COVID pandemic, Aliʻi could no longer afford 

the PCNC position, but later reinstated it in the following school year. Existing family 

engagement funds also limited purchasing food, which is an important part of engaging families 

at in-person events. Specific to Waipuna with its student clubs, there was no funding to support 

teachers who led these clubs, leaving parents to fundraise for both their children and club leaders 

to attend competitions. One of these parents suggested that the State provide fundraising 

guidelines to support parent fundraising efforts to be more effective and in compliance with 

regulations. Without active PTAs at Aliʻi and Waipuna to support family engagement activities, 

the schools had to fund all family engagement efforts and gather community donations. Although 

the Koʻolau PTA regularly sponsored family engagement events, PCNC Richelle worked to 

gather funds for school family engagement through recycling drives, which she saw as a way for 

parents to help the school without having to donate money. Tanya, the EL coordinator at 

Koʻolau, also noted the limited funding to support the EL program and translation needs.    

Family Engagement Planning and Guidance. Family engagement planning and the 

need for more guidance was a school-level issue at Aliʻi and Koʻolau. Participants described 

family engagement committee work as difficult in the past, relying greatly on a few individuals. 
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Participants were aware of staff burnout from being on the committee, committee member 

turnover, and the hesitancy of other staff to join such a demanding committee. At the time of this 

study, the schools transitioned family engagement planning from a committee to teachers at Aliʻi 

and to the PCNC at Koʻolau. This was a rocky transition for Aliʻi which highlighted the 

differences between teaching and non-teaching staff in understanding family engagement and 

staff expectations of engagement. Corina, a teacher at Aliʻi, pointed out the need for guidance, as 

teachers took on planning engagement efforts so they could establish consistent, academic 

focused, and aligned activities across grade levels. Additionally, Aliʻi participants thought other 

groups should be involved in family engagement planning. One parent thought events should be 

parent-driven and planned, and teachers thought students should be involved.  

At Koʻolau, a staff member noted that family engagement events and strategies changed 

with each new administrator and that family engagement at the time of the study was “social and 

more lax than actually having a plan.” At the end of this study, the school implemented a new 

family engagement plan under a new principal that clearly tied family engagement activities to 

the school’s academic plan. While Waipuna did not perceive family engagement planning as an 

obstacle, participants offered several ideas worth noting. Two parents thought the school should 

clarify family engagement expectations for both the school and families at the beginning of the 

year. At a broader level, the principal thought collaborating across complex area schools on 

family engagement messaging would help schools and parents to better understand family 

engagement and how it changes as students grow older. 

Related to the need for improved engagement planning and guidance, participants at Aliʻi 

and Waipuna thought that there were not enough opportunities for family engagement. From the 
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parent perspective at Aliʻi, Emery thought more family activities were needed, and from the 

community perspective, Kami thought there needed to be more events open to the community. 

From the teacher perspective, Pearl thought more informal activities were needed to facilitate 

parent-teacher interaction and relationships. Waipuna staff participants thought that school-wide 

family engagement activities were limited, especially those that were more academic in nature. 

This lack of opportunities for family engagement led Kayci to volunteer for the ʻUkulele Band to 

be involved in her children’s interests. The ʻUkulele Band and Robotics Club were successful 

examples of niche engagement where family members could engage with school through 

narrowly defined clubs in addition to less frequent school-wide events.   

Time, Family Situations, and Low Participation. The biggest community level barrier 

to family and community engagement across cases was time. All participants expressed that 

families and school community members had limited time to be involved at school due to work 

or having multiple jobs and other responsibilities. This barrier was closely related to the 

socioeconomic situations of families. Participants were aware of how the situations of low 

income families, families facing houselessness, and nontraditional families in which students 

were raised by grandparents or other extended family members, could negatively affect their 

ability to engage in school. Time and family situations contributed to low participation in family 

engagement events and the SCC, which discouraged some Aliʻi teachers and was expected by 

one Koʻolau staff member. Besides several well-attended events at each school, engagement 

activities had low attendance and SCC meetings were seldom attended by anyone outside of SCC 

members. Two participants were frustrated that the families that did come were not those they 

hoped would attend. For example, across all cases, EL families rarely participated at school.  
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While schools could not control external barriers that families faced to engage in school, 

they could be aware of these issues and work to facilitate engagement. Participants thought 

schools could address time limitations and low participation by scheduling events when families 

were available or to vary the times of activities. For example, Aliʻi staff worked hard to 

implement an activity in the community which was poorly attended due to it being scheduled at 

the same time as a church activity. Another cross-case strategy was to provide food and 

incentives to attend events. Rayna, a parent and staff member at Waipuna, thought the school 

should practice reciprocity in its family engagement; thus, providing food if the activity was 

during a mealtime and even teacher credit towards their next salary step. Other participants 

thought prizes could also incentivize families to participate.  

More strategies that were mentioned to increase attendance of family engagement 

activities included specific types of activities, such as: (a) performance-based or culture-based 

events; (b) activities that students and families could do together; (c) activities that aligned with 

community needs; (d) low cost events; (e) virtual activities; and (f) fun, non-academic events 

that were less intimidating to parents. In all cases, events that included student performances 

were usually well-attended, and cultural activities tended to bring out more EL families. For 

example, Jana at Waipuna shared that she never attended school activities, but did so when she 

was asked to share about Chinese food and culture. Purposefully holding fun, non-academic 

events at Koʻolau was a strategy to help families like those from EL backgrounds, who did not 

usually attend academic activities to feel more comfortable coming to campus.  

While some perceived that academic-based activities were intimidating and often not 

well-attended, participants still thought it was important to create family engagement 
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opportunities that tied back to academics. An Aliʻi teacher thought activities tied to the school’s 

academic plan could improve family engagement, a strategy which Koʻolau implemented under 

its newest principal. Academic content could be built into other well-attended events. For 

example, a Koʻolau staff member remembered that a previous principal shared academic data at 

large events. Another strategy was to build parent capacity to better help their children 

academically. This could be done through the school or PTA providing knowledge and skill 

building activities based on grade specific subjects as well as parent identified topics. Finally, 

family engagement could be built into the classroom through family interviews like at Aliʻi or a 

Waipuna family science project which Shannon enjoyed participating in with her child. Teachers 

also engaged EL families by asking families to share cultural knowledge or language in class. 

This made the two EL parents in this study feel like their cultures were respected and included.  

Lastly, participants across cases found that building relationships between school and 

families helped to increase participation in family engagement opportunities. Parent-teacher 

relationships facilitated parent participants to join their school’s SCC. The relationships EL 

coordinators built over time with EL families helped to better serve them and keep 

communication lines open, especially during the COVID pandemic. Some Aliʻi teachers found 

that being at the same school for several years allowed them to teach siblings in the same 

families, making it easier for teachers and families to work together over time. Looping, or 

teaching the same group of students for multiple years, helped another Aliʻi teacher to grow 

strong relationships with families.     

EL Families, Language, Technology, and Transportation. EL families faced particular 

barriers to family engagement, such as language, technology and transportation, more so than 
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other families. These were multifaceted issues tied to immigration, technology, and 

socioeconomic barriers that complicated their engagement in education. The biggest language 

gaps appeared to exist for Filipino, Micronesian, and Latinx families. Tanya, the Koʻolau EL 

coordinator, saw the failure to accommodate the languages of its families as unwelcoming. The 

Aliʻi EL coordinator worked within the State system to translate a video about EL student 

language testing into five languages to increase welcoming and family understanding. However, 

with limited State translation services, staff and parents at each school worked amongst their 

networks to assist with translation. For example, Anna at Waipuna relied on family members to 

help her speak to school staff, and Koʻolau staff asked Spanish speaking staff for help 

translating. The Koʻolau PCNC relied on Class Dojo to translate posts of common languages like 

Spanish, noting about 10 translations per post. Koʻolau staff knew translation technology was not 

enough to meet school needs and called for State support to serve the growing EL population.  

Some EL families at each school did not have the needed technology to access school 

communication platforms due to limited access to cell phones or frequently changed phone 

numbers. This made it difficult to keep contact numbers updated for communication platform 

use. A Koʻolau teacher also noted the difficulty of communicating with some of her EL families 

because they could not access Class Dojo, leading her to think the school had become too 

dependent on the platform for communication. In order to deal with what Colleen the EL 

coordinator at Waipuna called “a day-to-day” issue of EL families being able to access school 

communication technology, she made sure families could reach her on her cell phone and did 

home visits so they could stay connected to the school. Home visits and phone calls were also 

effective for Crystal at Aliʻi. Home internet access was another technological barrier common 
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across cases. Koʻolau participants thought the school should provide a facility or regular meeting 

time so that families without the necessary technology could connect on campus.  

Transportation was another prevalent issue among EL families. Participants knew many 

EL families, like Anna at Waipuna, who did not have access to their own vehicles, which  

prevented them from attending family engagement events or parent-teacher conferences. This 

also prevented their students from participating in after school activities. With the Aliʻi principal 

reporting that about 90 percent of students caught the school bus, it seems that more than just EL 

families may be affected by lack of transportation. Aliʻi tried to address transportation issues by 

holding a family event in a community where a large number of EL families lived.  

Cultural Misconceptions. Another barrier to family engagement at Aliʻi and Koʻolau 

were cultural differences and misconceptions. Justin from Koʻolau noted a general prejudice 

against Micronesians. This, along with differences in cultural perspectives on topics such as time 

and the family’s role in school, created misunderstanding of EL families. The failed facilitation 

of a large Aliʻi meeting with Micronesian families also highlighted the importance of 

understanding and following cultural protocols, as well as knowing how to work with cultural 

community leaders like pastors to best engage families and communities. In order to address 

cultural misunderstandings with Micronesian communities, Justin thought Koʻolau needed to 

understand the experiences of these families. Attentive to the negative and inaccurate staff 

perceptions of EL students and families, the Aliʻi EL coordinator worked to shift these 

perceptions by framing EL students in a positive light. Professional development workshops on 

Micronesian cultures helped two participants to learn about these cultural perspectives, while 

Aliʻi staff looked to pastors and other cultural community leaders to help bridge cultural gaps.   
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Aliʻi staff also thought increased Micronesian and Pacific Islander representation among 

teachers and staff could improve cultural misunderstandings. Since the school already turned to 

Filipino grandmothers in the Grandparents program for insights to Filipino culture, teaching, and 

learning, a parent saw the potential of recruiting Micronesian grandparents in a similar way to 

integrate those cultural perspectives into classrooms. Aware of the underrepresentation of 

Micronesians among teachers at Aliʻi and in Hawaiʻi in general, Adam thought that the school 

could be part of a larger effort to increase teacher representation of Micronesians, given that 

multiple generations of Micronesian students have now graduated.  

From the perspective of EL families, Koʻolau participants thought the school should play 

a role in EL families learning what Justin described as “our ways and how our school systems 

work.” Addie, a teacher at Koʻolau, was concerned with the cultural changes that Spanish-

speaking families had to navigate after immigrating to Hawaiʻi and the lack of State and school 

action to support these students and families. She thought that the school should plan how to 

address the needs of these families and help them learn Hawaiʻi school system expectations.   

Community Engagement. Engaging community was an area for improvement at each 

school, but particularly mentioned at Aliʻi and Waipuna. As shared by Aliʻi community 

participants, it was sometimes difficult to partner with the school and maintain relationships over 

time. They thought the principal was key in creating community partnerships and supporting 

individuals in their efforts to partner with the community. The Aliʻi principal knew the school 

needed to find partners despite the few businesses within the school community with which to do 

so. In the meantime, Aliʻi benefited from a local church that reached out to the school to provide 

food and donations. The Waipuna principal was aware of the lack of community partnerships 
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and potential reasons for this, such as the short time period of middle school and community 

interest in supporting sports and activities at the elementary and high school levels. With few to 

no partnerships, PCNCs at Waipuna and Koʻolau and non-teaching staff at Aliʻi played 

important roles in informing the community about school activities and soliciting support, 

donations, and volunteers. Events like the Trunk or Treat at Aliʻi and Koʻolau provided the 

community with opportunities to donate, and the Aliʻi Grandparents program gave an 

opportunity for community members to volunteer.     

Middle School Engagement. Finally, engaging middle school families was a challenge 

for Aliʻi and Waipuna. Because school-wide family engagement activities at Aliʻi often focused 

on elementary families, teachers like Casey who served middle schoolers felt that their students 

and families did not fit those activities. Engagement through parent-teacher relationships was 

also different for middle school teachers since it involved more students and families across 

multiple classes compared to elementary education. Waipuna found middle school family 

engagement to be difficult because of the short, three-year time period and changing parent roles 

as students aged. The principal planned middle school-focused family engagement to build 

parent capacity and relationships among parents until the COVID outbreak. More relevant family 

engagement programming was important at a school where participants said that more 

opportunities were needed. The prevalence of niche engagement at Waipuna suggests narrowly 

focused and specialized opportunities for parents to be involved may better fit older students.  

Goals and Roles 

 Participants in all three cases expressed similar goals for family and community 

engagement that centered around student learning and development, strengthening families, and 
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building the school as a community hub. Several participants shared that, as Aliʻi principal said, 

“everything to me in the end has to come down to the fact that it has to impact the students and 

their learning.” In addition to a strict focus on achievement, participants shared that it was more 

than just student success in school, it was also about their development, wellbeing, joy in and 

valuing of education, and learning how to be a “good human,” as Aliʻi teacher Natasha put it.  

Impacting the student’s learning and development in these many ways worked best by 

partnering across home and school as a “village.” Many participants echoed the phrase “it takes a 

village to raise a child” Tanya, the EL coordinator at Koʻolau, thought it would take a village to 

help both EL and other students make up for the academic loss or “COVID slide.” Parent-teacher 

partnerships were important for parents like Annie, an EL parent at Waipuna, to not only teach 

children academic content, but also values and appropriate behavior. Waipuna parent and staff 

member, Rayna, saw that the village was necessary to provide positive role models from the 

entire community, especially for students who had negative home or family situations. In the 

engagement goal of student learning and development, the roles of families and community were 

that of partner, teacher, and role model.  

 Another theme of family engagement goals was to strengthen families through 

communication and connection. Through school communication and events, families became 

more informed of student work and progress and school happenings and decisions. The increased 

understanding and connections with schools helped parents to feel more comfortable when 

dealing with the school or staff, and helped to “take away the mystery” of the school system for 

EL families, as Colleen the Waipuna EL coordinator pointed out. Events that engaged children 

and parents together and informed parents of school experiences made parents like Shannon at 
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Waipuna feel closer to her children because of her increased understanding of their lives. Justin 

from the Koʻolau community also thought that providing more information to the community 

would enable the community to help the school more.  

Related to this goal, principals and other staff described the relevant roles of families and 

community in school were to be aware, informed, understanding, and supportive of the school’s 

mission, goals, programs, and policies. “Because kids are looking,” Susan, the Waipuna 

principal, thought it was important for families and schools to be on the “same team.” David, the 

principal at Aliʻi, shared that parents being aware of school happenings “set an example as to the 

importance of education” in students’ lives. And finally, Diane, the principal at Koʻolau, thought 

that family and community members “should know what’s happening at their school,” and that 

such knowledge was an important part of the school becoming a community hub.  

Several participants across all cases described a broader goal of family and community 

engagement was for the school to become a community hub or center of the community. This 

involved the school and community members knowing one another well and the community 

perceiving the school as an important place that they can come to and be a part of, according to 

Casey, a teacher at Aliʻi. Similarly, Diane described the school as a community hub to be a place 

the community uses for non-school related activities. She also saw it as a place where the school 

and community “learn from each other, become friends, [and] build relationships.” Family and 

community engagement should build a sense of community between the school and families, 

which could “ripple” out to other schools and the broader community, according to Rayna. To 

Richelle, the Koʻolau PCNC, the community should become “an extension” of the school.  
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The goal of family engagement to ensure family equity and voice was only mentioned 

once by Gayle, a teacher and leader of the Robotics Club at Waipuna. She connected family 

equity and voice to making sure that families felt they played valuable roles in their children’s 

education, had “equal say,” and were “active participants.” Her emphasis on family voice and 

decision making was also evident in her concern of the short duration of middle school and the 

effect on fundraising decisions. Although family equity and voice was not an explicit goal 

expressed in the other cases, participants across all cases shared that a role of families and 

community in school was to make decisions. The SCC was a venue for decision making, but 

many school community members did not attend these meetings. Waipuna participants found 

SCC work intimidating for parents because of the difficulty in understanding the academic plan. 

The principal noticed that parents often yielded to her decision on such matters. The schools also 

tried to engage parents in school decision making through surveys, especially during COVID 

when they answered questions about school schedules and returning to in-person schooling.  

Assessment of Family and Community Engagement 

 The three cases shared similar assessment practices to measure family and community 

engagement. Three major themes of assessment practices included family attendance at events, 

surveys, and communication or contact logs. The easiest way to assess family and community 

engagement was to count the number of participants at school events. At Aliʻi and Koʻolau, the 

family engagement committee gathered and analyzed attendance data with the intention to 

inform family engagement efforts. In the case of Aliʻi, the committee used to set targets for 

attendance at each event in addition to tracking attendance.The PCNC also was a central figure 

in tracking attendance for Waipuna and Koʻolau.  
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Across the three cases, taking attendance at events was useful to inform the schools of 

their family engagement efforts. For committees and staff who tracked the number of 

participants and who the participants were, taking attendance allowed them to see patterns of 

participation, such as repeat participants or non-participants, and to “see what’s the 

demographics of people attending,” as Tanya the EL coordinator at Koʻolau put it. She paid 

attention to EL families, as well as the families of students who needed academic support 

because those were the people they hoped would attend family engagement activities, especially 

the academic-focused events. Limitations of attendance as a measure of family engagement 

included its relevance and validity. The Aliʻi principal saw attendance as more of a measure of 

participation rather than engagement while Tiana, a parent at Waipuna, admitted event 

attendance did not count parents who were “participating in levels that they almost never come 

in contact with administration [at events]. They are only with a teacher or two in [middle school] 

teams.” An Aliʻi teacher thought that focusing on attendance numbers became a negative 

experience that took away from the quality of the activity or the people who did participate.  

A second method for assessing family engagement was surveys, which the schools used a 

variety of to gather feedback. Waipuna and Koʻolau principals mentioned that they used the 

DOE annual SQS, which was the “biggest indicator” of family engagement for Diane at Koʻolau. 

All three schools also used short surveys after events to assess family engagement. Aliʻi used the 

same format for each event to gauge participant perceptions of the goal of the event being met, 

enjoyable aspects of the event, their desire to attend a similar event in the future, and ways the 

event could be improved. Other than post-event surveys, Shirlene remembered that Aliʻi sent out 
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a parent survey to ask what types of events parents wanted, and Gayle at Waipuna recounted 

there being a Title I family engagement survey that they would “tweak” to better fit their needs.  

Participants in all cases recognized a disadvantage to surveys was low response rates, 

which Gayle, a teacher at Waipuna, knew could skew the data. Mele, a teacher at Aliʻi, reflected 

that it could be hard to stop an activity to ask family members to take a survey. Whether it was 

the SQS or a half sheet survey after an event, study participants knew that it was difficult to get 

responses. Ideas to improve survey assessment of family and community engagement included 

translating surveys to all languages spoken by family members; sending a paper survey to 

families like in Koʻolau’s Thursday packet; surveying the school community, including teachers, 

staff, and students; and providing incentives for completing the survey.  

 A third method of family engagement assessment was communication or contact logs. 

The schools did not formally utilize this method, but participants shared it as a potential way to 

assess engagement. Aliʻi staff recognized that the daily engagement between teachers and 

parents could be tracked through required teacher contact logs, but not all teachers used them. 

Casey used a log to track communication with families, which helped her to find patterns that 

informed her outreach efforts. Colleen at Waipuna also thought teacher contact logs or 

documented communication with families was a potential measure for family engagement, but 

she thought that “if you force it on teachers, then the teachers are irritated about it, and then 

there’s this whole negative spin to contacting families.” Taking a somewhat different approach to 

teacher contact logs, Addie at Koʻolau focused on parent communication to gauge family 

engagement and relationships with parents. Frequent parent messages and questions through 
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Class Dojo during her first year suggested that she had “open communication with parents,” 

while the lack of such communication later signified weak relationships with parents.  

 Ideas about assessment from single cases are worth noting. Because of Koʻolau’s 

extensive use of Class Dojo and social media, the frequency and quality of comments from 

families or the broader community could inform family and community engagement assessment. 

PCNC Richelle noted that feedback through the two communication platforms increased over 

two years, even spreading to in person interactions with people in the community who saw her 

social media posts. And more broadly, feedback from phone calls or teacher conversations was 

useful to Kristine as a Koʻolau staff member because “we take that feedback, whether it’s verbal 

or whatever else, and that’s how we adjust and figure out what works and what doesn’t.”  

For a school whose family engagement was very event-based, Aliʻi staff thought that 

observations of family engagement events, pictures, and conversations with participants at these 

events provided a form of family engagement assessment. Melanie, an Aliʻi teacher, thought that 

“looking around and seeing how teachers and families are talking to one another, listening to the 

conversation, watching how they are interacting with each other” could measure “the health of 

the relationship.” Similarly, the health of the relationship between the school and community 

could be measured by the community’s care and outreach to the school. From the Koʻolau 

community perspective, Justin thought it was less about “the school out to the community” and 

more in the other direction, when he said, “our job is to take care of them.” And finally, a 

Waipuna parent thought defining different levels of family engagement and accompanying 

measures would be helpful to capture the variation of parent involvement. The Koʻolau principal 
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also recognized the various levels of parent engagement and wanted the case study to explore 

parent perceptions of their own levels of engagement and their desired engagement levels.  

Other Assessments and Evidence of Family Engagement 

 SQS Data. SQS data for 2018-19 through 2020-21 provided another source of 

information about family engagement within and across the cases. First, the parent survey 

response rates for Waipuna and Aliʻi were above the State average for schools with a similar 

grade span, except for that in 2019-20. Waipuna had the highest response rate in 2018-19 at 55 

percent, followed by Aliʻi at 43 percent in the same year. Koʻolau had the lowest parent response 

rates at 18 percent in years 2018-19 and 2019-20. Second, despite the low response rates, 

Koʻolau had the highest percentages of positive parent responses across the three years on the 

Involvement/Engagement dimension. This could be because the few parents who did answer the 

survey were already highly engaged. The schools reported positive parent response percentages 

at or above the State average for similar schools, except in 2021-22 when the rate for Ko‘olau 

fell below. Aliʻi came close behind, ranging from 68-75 percent of parents responding positively 

to the dimension, and 50-55 percent of Waipuna parents positively responded.  

 Third, comparing the school cases showed that fewer parents responded positively at 

Waipuna across all original SQS dimension items than at the other schools. The majority of 

parents had positive responses to individual items such as teacher availability to talk, feeling 

welcomed by staff, and having opportunities to take part in decision-making around their 

children’s education. However, only 23-53 percent of parents responded positively to being 

involved in a parent group at school. At least 90 percent of parents across the cases positively 

responded to being able to speak with school staff when needed, one of the new 2020-21 SQS 
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items that was added during the pandemic. At least 68 percent of parents at each school 

positively responded that the schools provided parent involvement activities, but only a third 

took part in parent involvement activities virtually or in person at Aliʻi, compared to 68 percent 

at Waipuna and 78 percent at Koʻolau . 

 Family Engagement Assessment Report. The schools’ family engagement assessment 

reports provided insight to the readiness of school staff to build relationships with families. At 

least half of the staff at the three schools had the foundational beliefs for successfully engaging 

families. All schools scored highly on the belief that families and school staff should be equal 

partners. Schools similarly scored highly on the belief that families want the best for their 

children, except for Aliʻi, which scored much lower, suggesting fewer than half of staff surveyed 

held that belief. Koʻolau had the highest scores for all beliefs, signifying they have optimum 

conditions and beliefs for successfully engaging families. The report assessed schools on being 

welcoming, with higher scores signifying more successful relationship building with families. 

All schools were very welcoming in terms of procedures families follow, invitations extended, 

and the school calendar, and Waipuna and Koʻolau scored highly on welcoming through printed 

communication, apps, and their websites. Schools were less welcoming in terms of their physical 

space and in person or virtual meetings and phone calls, all of which needed strengthening.  

Regarding different aspects of communication, Koʻolau scored the highest, signifying its 

communication practices would successfully engage families. All schools scored highly on two-

way communication and reaching families through multiple channels, but lower on availability 

and accessibility of information to better help families to support their children’s learning, 

especially Aliʻi. Finally, schools were developing practices to help families support learning at 
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school, such as sharing about what students should know, student progress, and what families 

should know. However, Aliʻi and Waipuna scored lower on preparing staff on family 

engagement to support student learning at school and integration of these practices into the 

academic plan. The assessment reports suggested that all schools needed to strengthen their 

practices to help families support learning at home, including facilitating networking among 

families, and providing practice and feedback for families to apply at home.   

Decolonial Potential  

The CSIFE and Equitable Collaborations frameworks across the three cases were helpful 

in revealing the decolonial potential of family and community engagement practices and 

perspectives in these school communities. Recasting the cross-case analysis with these 

frameworks suggests that the engagement practices generally align with more conventional 

family engagement partnerships focused on student achievement. However, ideas from 

individuals from each case point to possibilities for more culturally sustaining family 

engagement and equitable collaborations.  

Critical Dialogue and Healing. CSIFE recognizes the importance of critical dialogue for 

healing and empowering families and communities. While there was no formalized space for the 

school community to have critical dialogue beyond poorly attended SCC meetings and school 

surveys or feedback, examples from each case suggest ways such dialogue could happen 

elsewhere. The Aliʻi community meeting that brought together Micronesian families 

demonstrated that the school could successfully prepare a formal space for community dialogue. 

Yet, it was also poorly facilitated because staff members were unaware of cultural 

communication protocols. The Waipuna principal’s facilitation of their Open House fostered 
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dialogue among parents, opening a short, informal space for dialogue at a traditional family 

engagement event. Niche engagement opportunities like the Robotics Club were potential sites 

of critical dialogue, creating more long-lasting, informal parent networks in which parents like 

Tyson and Shannon received support. Shannon’s experience with the elementary PTA showed 

her that the PTA could be a supportive parent space where they can talk and learn together. 

Finally, the prominence of Class Dojo and social media in Koʻolau communication suggests the 

potential of virtual spaces for critical dialogue.  

Within the CSIFE framework, spaces for dialogue can foster healing, especially from 

assimilation and colonialism. Across the cases, participants were aware of family members’ 

negative school experiences, recognizing the continual effects of these experiences on family 

engagement in school. CSIFE suggests that the schools need to take these experiences into 

account as they engage families. This awareness and recognition of the need of families to heal 

from negative school experiences is a step towards recognizing the importance of healing from 

broader societal impacts. While participants across the cases were aware of the prejudice and 

cultural misunderstanding between schools and EL families, only Koʻolau participants saw it as 

an issue that the school needed to address. From a community member perspective, Justin 

thought that the school needed to help EL families learn the school’s ways, a more 

assimilationist strategy. From a teacher perspective, Addie was concerned about the cultural 

changes Spanish-speaking families experienced and the lack of action from the school and State 

to address the needs of this growing population.  

 Embracing Indigenous Knowledge and Diverse Family Dynamics. The Aliʻi 

community meeting for Micronesian families showed the important role of centering community 
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cultural knowledge in family engagement, one of the CSIFE concepts. Consulting Micronesian 

community members would have helped to inform staff of cultural protocols to plan facilitation 

accordingly. Participants recognized school efforts to respect and incorporate the cultures of its 

families, noting more could be done, especially for cultures other than Hawaiian. While some 

school-based participants were generally knowledgeable of different cultural perspectives, most 

were uninformed of Micronesian cultures. Professional development on Micronesian cultures 

helped several staff participants to better understand cultural differences. Another staff member 

at Aliʻi learned about Micronesian cultures and how to engage these families while she was 

paired with a Micronesian community member at a school activity. This suggests the potential of 

learning directly from community members. Community volunteers, like the Grandparent 

Program at Aliʻi, was another way to bring the cultural perspectives and voices of families and 

community into the school, helping to make staff more aware and knowledgeable.  

Staff in each case were also exposed to diverse family dynamics, such as race, class, 

language, and family composition, especially EL coordinators who worked closely with EL 

families. Staff across cases and community members at Aliʻi navigated how to best work with 

non-traditional families and students with non-legal guardians. Their awareness of less than ideal 

family and home situations, which became more apparent during COVID online schooling, 

seemed to lead to perceiving diverse family dynamics in a negative light in some cases. For 

example, an Aliʻi community member made the connection between poor academic performance 

and being raised by grandparents, which recognized diverse family dynamics, but may not 

respect and embrace it as CSIFE proposes. 
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Roles of Nondominant Families. Equitable Collaborations considers the role of 

nondominant families, which in these cases were families from EL and low income backgrounds. 

While schools saw the ideal role of families to be that of teacher, partner, and decision maker, 

EL families were less likely to attend school events or take part in school decision making due to 

obstacles like language and transportation. Likewise, less affluent families seemed to feel less 

comfortable at school compared to their more affluent counterparts, like at Waipuna where there 

was more of an economically heterogeneous population of families. Waipuna EL parents 

described their experiences with school as mostly one-way, reactive, and uninterested in many 

events or decision making opportunities. This reflected more of a client or beneficiary role in 

school. Jana, an EL parent, said that if the school wanted her to help make decisions that she 

would, suggesting that the school initiate engagement with nondominant families.   

Empower, Advocate, and Engage For More. A few participant experiences and ideas 

were related to CSIFE concepts of empowering families for positive change that go beyond 

student achievement. An Aliʻi parent had the idea to conduct workshops to build parent capacity 

in areas that parents chose, recognizing that “strengthening families is strengthening the 

household.” Staff at Koʻolau saw the difficulties EL families faced adjusting to a new society 

and thought the school and State should do more to support translation and other services.  

Although families and community members did not comment on these issues, staff 

members saw the need to advocate for social justice issues affecting students and families, 

including increasing Pacific Islander teacher representation, addressing community needs, and 

assisting newly immigrated families to adjust to a new society and school system. These ideas to 

empower families and address systemic barriers reflect an awareness of the political context of 
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change, which aligns with an Equitable Collaborations approach to make change. The cultural 

and language issues that EL families faced across the cases stemmed from broader systemic 

issues, including limitations of resources and schools planning to better support families.  

The family engagement goals of building a sense of community at school and the school 

becoming a central hub of the community point to the potential of cultivating family engagement 

for more than just student achievement. Although these goals are not the same as the CSIFE foci 

on engagement that progresses towards self-determination and sovereignty of Indigenous 

families and communities, these goals do envision family engagement for community building 

that could change school-community relationships. The vision that a sense of community in 

middle school could increase family expectations and standards of engagement in high school 

and in the broader community shows the potential and power of engagement to create positive 

change if school community members work towards more than just student achievement.  

These broader family engagement goals also reflect more Equitable Collaborations by 

focusing on systemic change instead of individual change. The Aliʻi EL coordinator’s personal 

goal and kuleana to change staff members’ perceptions of EL students and families exemplified 

how enough individual change can create change at a school or systemic level. Participants were 

aware of prejudice and negative conceptions of EL families and were enthusiastic about what 

they learned in professional development on Micronesian culture. This suggests more 

comprehensive visions and goals of family engagement to better address inequities families face.    

Towards More Equitable Strategies. Similarly, Equitable Collaborations emphasizes 

strategies that build parent capacity and relationships on a collective, rather than individual level. 

Across the cases, participants mentioned strategies and ideas to build parent capacity to help 
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their children academically, and at Waipuna, to build parent capacity to support adolescent 

development. It seemed that these efforts and ideas took a collective intervention approach, 

working with groups of parents like the Waipuna principal’s idea to implement parent-teacher 

teams. However, it was not clear how the schools facilitated, or could facilitate, two-way 

interaction and sharing of ideas and power between school and parents. Formal and informal 

spaces like family engagement activities, PTA, and niche engagement also fostered parent-to-

parent relationships. These spaces provided families with support networks that helped them to 

become more comfortable at school and more knowledgeable of school happenings, suggesting 

their potential for fostering family and community-centered ideas, goals, and power.     
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Chapter 4: Discussion 

Returning to the research questions of this study, I explored: (a) What are school 

community conceptualizations, mo’olelo or stories, and practices of family and community 

engagement in Hawaiʻi public schools and how have they changed during the COVID-19 

pandemic? (b) How is family and community engagement assessed in schools and how can 

assessment be improved to reflect school community conceptualizations and practices? (c) What 

is the decolonial potential of family and community engagement practices in Hawaiʻi public 

schools, and what are the conditions that support it? Individual case studies and cross-case 

analyses illuminated the family and community engagement experiences and practices in three 

Hawaiʻi public schools. The CSIFE and Equitable Collaborations frameworks provided a critical 

lens with which to recast our gaze of each case, highlighting aspects that move beyond 

conventional family engagement practices. Understanding how the experiences and practices in 

this study relate to the range of existing family engagement models and literature is helpful in 

gauging where school communities are along a continuum of decolonial potential moving 

towards anti-oppressive systems (Mendoza, 2014).  

Parent Involvement and Structural Approaches 

 In this study, the majority of family and community engagement experiences and 

strategies revolved around activities, consistent with previous Hawaiʻi family engagement 

research (Ratliffe & Ponté, 2018). Except for the EL parents in my study, all parent participants 

displayed high levels of school-based involvement, including volunteering at school, 

communicating with teachers and staff, taking part in decision-making through the SCC, 

attending school activities, participating in or working to revive their PTA, and supporting their 
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children’s education at home. These activities reflected conventional types of involvement 

aligned with Epstein’s (1995) parent involvement framework, which include: parenting, 

communication, volunteering, learning at home, decision making, and collaborating with the 

community. The engagement experiences and strategies in the three cases also aligned with the 

family involvement constructs Fantuzzo et al. (2000) identified in their assessment of family 

involvement, namely school-based involvement, home-based involvement, and home-school 

conferencing. School- and home-based involvement reflect activities and behaviors that parents 

engage in either at school or home, and home-school conferencing refers to communication 

between parents and school about student educational experiences. From this perspective, highly 

involved parents were comfortable with school-based involvement and school communication. 

These parents engaged well in school-based activities that reflected structural approaches to 

family engagement. Moorman Kim and Sheridan (2015) described such approaches as narrowly 

focusing on the form or structure of activities and associated roles and behaviors, while paying 

less attention to other learning opportunities and relationships.  

Participants’ goals of engagement also reflected the primary purpose of conventional 

family engagement to impact student achievement. Family engagement is associated with 

positive student outcomes of grades, test scores, attendance, behavior, and development 

(Henderson & Mapp, 2002). Echoing the phrase “it takes a village to raise a child,” many 

participants saw it was the kuleana of both the school and community to improve student success 

and wellbeing. Strengthening families was another goal tied to student outcomes, such that the 

more parents understood the school system, the better they could support their children in their 

learning and development at home or at school. These goals focusing on the appropriate roles 
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and behaviors of family and community members align with structural approaches of engaging 

families (Moorman Kim & Sheridan, 2015). 

School assessment practices in this study also aligned with structural approaches of 

family engagement due to their focus on attendance and reporting of behaviors through surveys 

(Fantuzzo et al., 2000; Moorman Kim & Sheridan, 2015; Pomerantz & Monti, 2015; Serpell & 

Mashburn, 2012). Family engagement committees, PCNCs, and EL coordinators gathered and 

reviewed attendance and survey data. Attendance data helped to track participation patterns and 

short surveys after events provided feedback on what could be improved upon and other ideas 

for activities. Rather than relying on parent or teacher surveys and biases like recalling desired 

behaviors (Pomerantz & Monti, 2015), the schools in this study took a more practical and 

accurate approach to measuring engagement by using attendance to directly measure parent 

behaviors of attending activities, meetings, or parent-teacher conferences. Tracking attendance 

data is a strategy within the school’s control, but has limitations in its focus on participation 

rather than engagement, as the Aliʻi principal put it. It also only measures the participation of 

those present at school-based events, failing to capture other engagement. 

The surveys schools employed provided the qualitative participant feedback that tracking 

attendance could not. Surveys included the voices of those present to give perspective and 

guidance on school efforts and were not designed to measure parent or teacher behavior related 

to family engagement. The annually administered SQS was the only example of retrospective 

reporting on family engagement behaviors. The SQS asks parents their agreement with items 

relating to interactions with teachers and administrators, feeling welcome at school, and parent 

behaviors like meeting staff at school, being involved in a parent group, or helping out at school 
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(HIDOE, 2021). The SQS focuses on school-based involvement and home-school 

communication, but fails to measure home-based involvement, another common area of 

assessment of parent engagement (Fantuzzo et al., 2000). Attendance, surveys at school events, 

and the SQS, only provide a partial picture of family engagement, unrepresentative of families 

who do not come to school activities and the many ways families support their children at home. 

Even the family engagement assessment reports, while informative of staff beliefs and practices 

and areas to improve in school family engagement, did not involve parents in data collection. 

With a focus on structural approaches to assessment and the limited scope of the SQS, the 

HIDOE needs better assessments that can move beyond measuring school-based attendance and 

participation to recognize and affirm home- or community-based engagement in education.  

Involvement of EL Families 

Unlike the highly involved parents in this study who successfully engaged in their 

school’s structural approaches to family engagement, participants perceived that EL families 

rarely participated in school-based activities. This was true for the two EL parent participants in 

this study. Barriers of communication, transportation, and limited time contributed to the low 

school-based involvement of these family members. Both staff and parents perceived that EL 

families did not feel comfortable at school events that were more formal and academic-focused 

due to language barriers. Schools had difficulty communicating with some EL families due to 

technology, language, and cultural barriers, which aligned with findings from pre-pandemic 

studies of Hawaiʻi family-school partnerships (Ratliffe, 2010; Ratliffe & Ponté, 2018). Ratliffe 

and Ponté (2018) found that home-school communication was varied and important to parents; 

yet, families with limited English skills and understanding of the school system created 
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communication barriers for these families. More specific to Micronesian families in Hawaiʻi, 

American schools intimidated Micronesian parents due to differences in language, culture, and 

expectations (Ratliffe, 2010). Although demographic and socioeconomic backgrounds of EL 

families in this study were unknown, Census data on EL families suggests that EL parents tend 

to have lower incomes and education levels compared to non-EL parents (Arias & Morillo-

Campbell, 2008). Fantuzzo et al. (2000) found that parent education was positively related to 

school-based involvement and home-school conferencing, suggesting that parents with lower 

education levels, like the EL families in my case studies, are less likely to be involved on campus 

and have fewer interactions with school staff.   

While EL families may experience marginalization due to race, class, and language 

proficiency, it does not mean EL families do not care about their children’s education (Arias & 

Morillo-Campbell, 2008). This study’s findings suggest EL families were just as engaged in 

home-based involvement in their children’s learning as parents who were highly engaged in 

school-based involvement. The care and concern of the two EL parents for their children’s 

education at home shone brightly in the midst of language and communication barriers. This also 

aligns with Fantuzzo et al. (2000) findings that parents’ home-based involvement was not related 

to parent education levels. All parents in this study checked in with their children’s academic 

progress and homework, sought additional learning activities, and communicated with teachers 

and staff to support their children. Related to findings that single parents had less school- and 

home-based involvement than their married counterparts (Fantuzzo et al., 2000), some 

participants in this study expressed concern about the academic progress of children raised by 

single parents, grandparents, or other guardians and family engagement in those circumstances.       
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Structures of the Family Engagement Landscape 

 Common family engagement landscape structures such as SCCs and PTAs align with the 

school-based involvement and communication reflected in structural approaches of parent 

involvement (Epstein, 1995; Fantuzzo et al., 2000; Moorman Kim & Sheridan, 2015). In this 

study, SCCs fostered school-based involvement and decision making from highly school-

involved parents, whose role was to provide feedback on school issues and academic plans. 

SCCs exemplify a structural approach to engaging families as these councils focus on 

establishing SCC roles, procedures, and guidelines (Jensen, 2019) more so than relationships 

among people and relationships of people with knowledge in this space. Hawaiʻi SCCs scored 

the lowest on relational tasks such as involving community and recruitment and election. In this 

study, the school’s academic plans were often difficult for parents to understand and providing 

comments was sometimes intimidating for parents in the SCC, who sometimes deferred their 

decision making to school leaders as the Waipuna principal experienced. This also aligns with 

findings that confirmed that parents on many SCCs struggled with understanding school data and 

their academic plans (Jensen, 2019). Providing space to be involved in school and decision 

making may not be enough if parents are not prepared to confidently make school decisions. 

Recognizing the limitations of parent involvement and structural approaches, other 

family engagement frameworks emphasize the need to build parent capacity to successfully 

engage in school (Ishimaru, 2019; Mapp & Kutner, 2013). Study participants highlighted the 

importance of making all families more comfortable being and participating at school. Building 

parent capacity to understand “school talk” and things commonly discussed at SCC meetings 

may help parents to not only be more comfortable in decision making, but to take the lead.   



186 

 

That there was little to no parent and community participation at SCC meetings beyond 

that of the elected representatives points to SCC limitations of engaging parents generally, but 

especially EL families and other parents who tend to have lower school-based involvement. 

Similarly, the PTA at Koʻolau and those attempting to restart such an organization at the other 

schools found it difficult to recruit parents, including EL families, to assume leadership 

positions. The Equitable Collaborations framework challenges the role of nondominant parents 

and families as clients and beneficiaries, calling for these families to be educational leaders who 

shape agendas (Ishimaru, 2019). How can nondominant and EL families be encouraged to take 

part in SCC, PTA, and other school-based activities? One EL parent in this study suggested that 

the school ask her when it needs participation in decision making. Given that most study 

participants who served on the SCC joined the organization because they were personally 

invited, educators should consider inviting nondominant families to take on these roles. 

 The PTA and SCC are some of the only existing school-based spaces available to 

become spaces for critical dialogue, which is an aspect of culturally sustaining, Indigneous 

family engagement (Garcia, 2019). Critical dialogue space can facilitate healing the negative 

school experiences reported by participants, and can also be places to facilitate healing from 

larger issues such as assimilation and colonialism, if structured to do so. SCCs are required to 

allow time for public comment at each meeting (HIDOE, 2017), but may be too focused on 

internal SCC procedures and guidelines (Jensen, 2019) or too limited by a narrow scope and 

bureaucracy (Preston, 2012) to meaningfully involve the community in decision making.  

The PTA may be more flexible than the SCC to make room for dialogue to address parent 

issues, and its parent-majority membership may make it a more comfortable space for 
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relationships and critical dialogue to occur, if members are aware of the issues and want to make 

room to address them. While more information is needed about the focus of PTAs in this study 

and in Hawaiʻi, it seems that the Koʻolau PTA did many fundraising activities. In North 

Carolina, fundraising was a common mission among PTAs regardless of the level of affluence, 

but PTAs from more affluent schools focused on advocacy also, in comparison to PTAs at 

schools with high percentages of students receiving free or reduced price lunch (Christensen et 

al., 2016). It seems that both the SCC and PTA easily stick to business-as-usual practices, thus 

requiring reflective revision of meeting structure and priorities to become spaces for dialogue 

and healing. The failings of these spaces to foster dialogue does not preclude families and 

community members to create their own spaces to heal and advocate for educational change. 

Informal networks of parents supporting student clubs, which at Waipuna were still highly 

focused on fundraising, could be one space to foster dialogue.        

 This study also suggests the importance of both the PCNC and EL coordinator to the 

family engagement landscape. Parent liaisons have been employed to bridge the home-school 

divide and engage specific family groups, such as immigrants (Halford, 1996), refugees 

(McBrien, 2011), English language learners (Aria & Morillo-Campbell, 2008), and students with 

special needs (Howland, et al., 2006). They also served as cultural brokers serving as 

intermediaries between schools and families, sometimes providing language assistance (Howland 

et al., 2006; McBrien, 2011). Family engagement committees helped to plan and implement 

engagement efforts to some extent across the cases, but the PCNC led these efforts at Waipuna 

and Koʻolau. The Koʻolau PCNC also played a central role in gathering community support 

through individual donations and working with businesses and other programs. After nearly two 
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years without a PCNC, Aliʻi funded the position near the end of this study, suggesting it was a 

high budget priority. Because the staff participants reported negative experiences and burnout on 

family engagement committees, it may be prudent to ensure PCNCs have adequate support or a 

team to mitigate these problems. For example, the new Aliʻi PCNC worked with one of the staff 

participants in this study to host monthly virtual community meetings. EL coordinators were 

school liaisons through their focus on EL families and keeping them connected to the school 

through communication and participation in school opportunities. Their relationships with EL 

families positioned them as key players in engaging nondominant families across cases, even if 

they did not share the same culture or language as the families with whom they worked.   

Including others in engagement planning beyond a single person or committee could 

alleviate burnout and highlight important perspectives, such as that of EL coordinators and EL 

families. Including parents and students in family engagement planning could also improve 

participation in activities by designing activities attractive to students and families at times that 

they are available. The Aliʻi activity hosted in the community that was poorly attended due to a 

scheduling conflict with a church event is a good example showing the need for family and 

community input in family engagement planning. Intentionally and meaningfully engaging 

nondominant parents and community members in family and community engagement planning 

and implementation is a step towards more equitable collaborations that position nondominant 

school community members as educational leaders shaping school agendas (Ishimaru, 2019). 

Who better to take the lead than the school community members the school hopes to involve? 

Several participants expressed their frustration that family engagement events attracted highly 
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involved parents and families of students who were doing well academically. They hoped the 

families of EL students and students who were struggling in school would attend. 

Finally, family engagement traditions at each school provided school-based involvement 

through annual events like Open House and holiday-themed activities. These events used 

culture-, performance-, or holiday-based approaches to activities that seemed to be popular 

among families and community members. Annual traditions set school community expectations 

of events to look forward to and provided informal, non-academic focused spaces to gather. 

Spring cultural performance events at Aliʻi and Koʻolau were important family activities that 

families enjoyed, while Waipuna participants hoped to hold May Day again. Cultural 

performance events like May Day have long been a part of Hawaiʻi schools, despite its origins in 

the romanticization of a foreigner (Kaomea, 2003). Families enjoy the cultural pageantry at the 

expense of hours of planning and practice of students and staff and other potential Hawaiian 

studies lessons, thus making May Day another example of the overemphasis on activities and 

roles at the detriment of learning and relationships.  

While family engagement traditions reflect a structural approach to involve families at 

school, such school-based activities may also reflect a relational approach to family engagement 

depending on how they are implemented and facilitated. Moorman Kim and Sheridan (2015) 

described a relational approach to school-family connections as one that creates opportunities to 

communicate, collaborate, and build relationships across the school community. In the current 

study, teachers and parents used school events to get to know one another, and parents also 

networked with each other at events and niche engagement opportunities like Robotics Club. 

Similarly, Ratliffe and Ponté (2018) found that activities gave parents opportunities to participate 
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in and feel a part of the school community as they developed relationships with other adults. 

Another important set of relationships to note are those among staff members as they work 

together to engage families and community members. For example, family engagement 

committee members worked within their network of coworkers and friends for assistance.   

Barriers to Engagement and Strategies to Overcome Them  

In the midst of structural, school- and activity-based family engagement, schools in the 

current study faced common barriers to that type of engagement. Time was the biggest barrier, 

especially for family members who worked multiple jobs, consistent with previous research on 

Hawaiʻi family engagement (Ratliffe & Ponté, 2018). In this study, diverse family situations, 

such as students being raised by extended family members, low-income, houselessness, or the 

language and transportation barriers seemed to be related to low school-based involvement. 

Family engagement planning and expectations also were a barrier to successful family and 

community engagement. Across the cases, participants called for more guidance in setting family 

engagement expectations and establishing a school culture of engagement. The Aliʻi community 

members’ observation of the principal’s important role in community partnerships aligns with 

parent perspectives of the role of the principal to facilitate family-educator relationships and set 

up the “participation culture of the school” (Ratliffe & Ponté, 2018, p. 233).  

The difficulties of engaging community partners and middle school families point to two 

specific challenges. The results of this study suggested that there were willing community 

partners to support schools, but relationships were hard to make and maintain. Aligned with 

other research pointing to the role of principals in effective family engagement (Ratliffe & Ponté, 

2018), participants in this study saw the principal as key in establishing community partnerships 
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and hoped for more principal support. Addressing the negative perception of “hard-to-reach” 

parents, Ishimaru (2020) suggested rather that schools are “hard-to-access” systems for families, 

and in this study, for community partners. Community partners’ access to schools is further 

limited by school personnel’s ideas regarding with whom they should partner. For example, 

partnering with Child Protection Services, police officers, and a substance abuse program takes a 

deficit-based perspective and approach to engaging the community. 

Participants in the schools serving middle school families noted that event-based 

strategies effective in engaging elementary school parents might not fit family engagement at the 

middle level. Perceiving fewer opportunities to engage with school like in elementary, three 

Waipuna parent participants turned to niche engagement which provided a venue for them to be 

involved in their children’s school experiences. Middle school family engagement requires a 

different approach focused on parenting and adolescent development (Harvard Family Research 

Project, 2007), which one principal in this study planned to emphasize before the pandemic 

halted her efforts. Her call to collaborate with other schools in their complex and to define and 

set expectations for family engagement across grade levels could help schools and families better 

understand how family engagement changes over a student’s time in school.  

Despite success in remaining connected during the pandemic through a variety of 

communication methods and, according to some, improving school communication compared to 

pre-pandemic times, communication efforts failed a portion of EL families. Without active 

efforts to communicate in a culturally and linguistically responsive way, multilingual families 

can be excluded (Coady, 2019). In another study, Hawaiʻi schools that served low 

socioeconomic populations and high percentages of EL families found that informal 
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communication through cultural liaisons, translators, mass communication via apps or 

voicemails, and home visits were most effective in engaging families (Chappel & Ratliffe, 2021). 

This aligns with the experiences of EL coordinators and EL parents in this study. According to 

some staff participants, communication was too complicated for some families to understand, 

calling for simplification. At the same time, sending the same message through multiple media 

could be considered an “overkill” to others. Although communication was crucial during 

pandemic-related school closures, participants feeling that there was too much communication 

may imply one- rather than two-way communication and relationship building. Strategies such as 

positive conversations with parents, sharing student academic data, and setting expectations for 

communication between staff and families are examples of waysto foster more two-way, 

reciprocal communication. Chappel and Ratliffe (2021) found that while online communication 

facilitated family-school relationships, informal, face-to-face communication was the preferred 

mode of communication.      

The lack of State language and technology support at the school level to support growing 

EL populations was a frustrating barrier for participants. Parents and school staff worked hard to 

get interpreter assistance for families on a case-by-case basis, while the number of EL students 

and families continued to grow. Their experiences suggested schools did not have the capacity to 

equitably serve these families and needed institutional, systemic support to address language 

needs at a collective level. And as several Koʻolau participants noted, immigrant families need 

support adjusting to not only a new school system but a new society. A Community School 

Model, which provides families access to a range of services that has improved family stability 

and outcomes related to basic needs such as employment, food, and housing (Blank et al., 2003), 
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may be one way to address EL families’ needs. Funding for family engagement was another 

issue that would benefit from increased institutional support. Along with additional family 

engagement funding, providing guidance on fundraising in the DOE could support PTAs and 

families in their fundraising efforts to support students. 

 Related to language barriers, cultural differences and misconceptions are a broader 

community issue that can benefit from a systemic approach to change. The prejudice and 

discrimination against Micronesians in Hawaiʻi and its schools are real, problematic, and 

systemic (Ratliffe, 2010; Okamura et al., 2022). One study found that a quarter of Micronesian 

participants experienced biased behavior at work because of their ethnicity (Stotzer, 2019). With 

limited understanding of Micronesian cultural perspectives, staff participants in this study found 

formal and informal opportunities to learn about Micronesian cultures informative and helpful to 

their efforts to serve students and families. Ratliffe (2010) suggested that understanding and 

respecting Micronesian perspectives on families and education could help educators serving 

Micronesian students and families to develop more effective strategies to build family capacity 

to support their children in school. Although a larger community issue, the HIDOE and 

institutions like our police departments can address prejudice against Micronesian and other 

diverse communities through a systemic approach of professional development and learning 

about and from these cultural communities (Okamura et al., 2022). The HIDOE could also 

prohibit race-based bullying, stereotyping, and mistreatment and expand curriculum to include 

Micronesian history and culture, the latter of which an Aliʻi teacher already implemented on her 

own. While individual staff or schools alone may not be able to rid communities from bias and 

misconceptions, moving from individual efforts to seek cultural understanding to systemic goals 
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of understanding Hawaiʻi’s cultural communities across the public education system could create 

equitable educational and societal change. Increased cultural understanding can create more 

relevant family engagement efforts that could facilitate a transition to nondominant families 

taking the lead in family and community engagement. 

From Structural to Relational Approaches of Assessment 

How can schools conduct more inclusive assessments of family and community 

engagement? Participants’ ideas to use parent-teacher communication or contact logs as a way to 

assess engagement shifts the focus of assessment from school-based activities to home-school 

communication, the latter in which all parents in this study participated. Daily reports require 

time commitment from the parents and teachers tracking the data and can be subject to memory 

and social desirability biases (Pomerantz & Monti, 2015). A focus on the quantity or frequency 

of home-school communication may lessen the emphasis on the quality of the contact and 

parent-teacher relationships, which was found to be more positively associated with students’ 

social developmental outcomes than frequency of contact (Serpell & Mashburn, 2012). Some 

participants thought family engagement could be measured through “the health of the 

relationship” between school staff and families observed at family engagement events. 

Relationships could also be measured by how the community cares for and serves the school. 

Educators should consider which is more important to measure family engagement: the degree to 

which parents display desired family engagement roles and behaviors or the degree to which 

schools foster relationships with families and communities.   

Assessment practices fit the structural, school-based involvement focus of the schools in 

this study, but participants’ alternative ideas of observing and measuring relationships shifted 
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and expanded the view of what family engagement looks like or could look like. Participants 

seldom saw beyond common, school-based involvement assessment practices to more culturally 

relevant assessment that could increase meaning and validity (McWayne et al., 2013). Inclusive 

development of assessments can validate diverse types of engagement (Montenegro & 

Jankowski, 2017) and shift power in family engagement and its assessment from the school to 

families and community members (Ishimaru, 2020). For example, attendance is seen as data 

about families, which is a relationship with data that provides parents with little or no agency and 

power. Surveys create a relationship with more power as families become the source of data. In 

order to empower families and community members in family engagement data, Ishimaru (2020) 

advocates for a shift from families as sources of data to families collecting, analyzing, and using 

data for equitable change, and even further, leading data-driven decision making.  

Moving Towards More Expansive Family Engagement 

The decolonial potential of family engagement in this study lies in individuals’ awareness 

of the realities of Hawaiʻi families, especially nondominant and EL families, and the contextual 

factors and systemic issues behind barriers to family engagement. The CSIFE and Equitable 

Collaborations frameworks highlighted areas where participants began to think beyond structural 

involvement towards more relational, collective, and cultural engagement practices and goals to 

suggest conditions that could move schools along a continuum of decolonial potential. Table 7 

lists these highlights as examples of more decolonial approaches of family engagement and point 

to new possibilities of relationships across school communities. 

First, these frameworks helped to contrast structural and relational components of 

engagement. Rather than focusing on the content and quantity of family engagement activities,  
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Table 7 

Highlights of Ideas and Practices Approaching Decolonial Family Engagement 

Framework and Concept Ideas and Practices 

CSIFE- Critical dialogue 

space 

Identify student clubs as informal yet important spaces to engage families 

and build parent networks 

CSIFE- Cross generational 

healing 

Be aware of family and community members’ negative experiences in 

school and facilitate positive experiences and healing 

CSIFE- Center Indigenous 

knowledge 

Ask cultural community members how to appropriately facilitate meetings 

to best engage families 

Hold professional development workshops on specific cultural perspectives 

(ie. Micronesian culture) to inform school staff understanding of these 

cultural communities 

Increase school representation of cultural communities by recruiting 

community members to volunteer in classrooms, apply for positions, and 

enter into school career pathway 

Hold a culturally relevant movie night in a language of EL families 

Hold a culture-based scavenger hunt with EL families 

CSIFE- Embrace 

Indigenous family 

dynamics 

Plan to engage with non-parent family members such as uncles or 

grandparents who raise and/or support students 

 CSIFE- Empower families 

to advocate; Engagement 

for self-determination 

Ask families what they want to build their knowledge and capacity in, even 

non-school topics like financial literacy 

ECSC- Systemic goal and 

Context 

Address community needs like providing washing machines on campus so 

families do not have to travel out of town 

Work with feeder schools to create common messaging and practices of 

family engagement 

ECSC- Strategy to build 

relationships 

Facilitate family engagement events to encourage parent communication, 

networking, and relationship building 

ECSC- Context Consider the needs of immigrant families in helping them to adjust to a 

new school system and society 
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those planning these events can utilize activities as spaces for dialogue and healing, capacity 

building and empowerment, and relationships and advocacy. Second, these frameworks helped to 

contrast strategies and activities that focused on individual change with collective intervention 

strategies. Strategies to inform parents and build their capacity can focus on individual learning 

or can be designed to facilitate peer learning, parent-to-parent relationships, and two-way 

communication and learning between the school and community. The frameworks also 

differentiated individually focused goals of family engagement like student achievement from 

more systemic goals like fostering schools as community hubs or a place to gather to do laundry. 

Family engagement that builds strong relationships with the community requires school-wide 

planning and coordination to create institutional change. Participants’ ideas to help EL families 

adjust to a new school system and to increase Pacific Islander teacher representation reflect 

individuals’ awareness of broader community issues and political contexts for which 

conventional partnerships may fail to account.  

Finally, the CSIFE framework privileges diverse cultural knowledge systems in defining 

and implementing family engagement. While attempts to include different cultures in school and 

family activities helped to draw in a diversity of families, including EL families, these efforts 

focused on surface-level culture such as food, dance, and crafts rather than deeper levels of 

culture like values or protocols. Schools in this study can move from culture-themed to culturally 

centered and sustaining family engagement by continuing to learn from cultural community 

members and incorporating deep culture like cultural protocols of meeting and speaking when 

holding activities. Doing so may also help to position nondominant families as experts and 

leaders as schools work with cultural communities to inform family engagement efforts.   
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Implications 

 Based on my findings and insights from the interpretive frameworks, I offer several 

recommendations for family and community engagement practices in Hawaiʻi and beyond. 

Despite the care and concerted efforts of schools, conventional school-based involvement 

practices are failing to engage nondominant and EL families. It is difficult but necessary to break 

away from long standing patterns of family engagement and assessment to envision and practice 

it differently. First, schools can bridge from existing structural approaches to more inclusive and 

expansive engagement practices by building upon traditional family engagement events and 

communication practices to create spaces and mechanisms for intentional relationship and trust 

building. Relationships were important for getting parent participants to take part in the SCC and 

PTA and to facilitate assistance to school staff like the PCNC or those on the family engagement 

committee to plan and implement successful events. Educators should facilitate events to foster 

family-school and family-to-family interactions and learning, which can help families feel more 

comfortable being at and communicating with schools. They should build on current 

communication avenues of informing parents to foster two-way communication and provide 

guidance and expectations for both school staff and families regarding what reciprocal and 

relational communication looks like. Not all nondominant families will be able to come to 

traditional family engagement events, but positive, two-way communication can build 

relationships with families that can increase their feelings of belonging at school.  

Second, moving beyond conventional approaches of family engagement requires a shift 

from individual awareness and action of key players like PCNCs and EL coordinators to school- 

and state-level, systemic planning and practice. Participants in this study suggested setting 
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collective definitions and expectations of family engagement for both school staff and families, 

and collaborating across schools at the complex level to facilitate understanding of family 

engagement as children age. Systemic goals and efforts of more expansive family engagement 

also requires institutional support. School communities can hold schools and school systems 

accountable for providing guidance and resources that better support home-school 

communication with EL families, parent organizing in PTAs, parent fundraising efforts, and how 

communities can support schools. An important question to ask is how systemic goals and 

strategies can better include and empower nondominant families and communities. In 

recognition of the reality of overwhelmed and hard-to-access school staff, families and 

community groups may need to initiate and demand equitable engagement. Community 

organizing as a kumiai, a Japanese concept of association, and the creation of sports teams for 

students are examples from this study of how communities care for children and their schools.     

 The first two recommendations aim to bridge between families, especially nondominant 

families, and schools and shift the processes within the existing educational structure and family 

engagement practices. However, in her book on Indigenous political resurgence from 

colonialism, Simpson (2017) reminds us that settler colonialism is a structure made up of 

processes. Changes in processes may appear as a change in the settler colonial structure, but its 

structure remains intact and continues to consolidate power. Schools and government institutions 

must do more than shift the way things are done without addressing the encompassing structure 

of those processes. My third recommendation is that we change the existing structures of family 

engagement and schooling by centering the needs and cultural perspectives of nondominant 

families in defining family engagement practice and education. Based on ideas from this study, 
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this could take the form of professional development led by members and leaders of cultural 

communities to provide insight into cultural knowledge systems and how it relates to education, 

and other examples highlighted in Table 7.  

It is important to note that centering Indigenous and nondominant families and cultures is 

not merely including voices and cultures in existing processes or “Indigenizing the processes that 

maintain structures of settler colonialism” (Simpson, 2017, p. 47). Structural change can start 

with school-initiated action and direct invitations to nondominant families for their perspectives 

to make decisions and shape agendas. Structural change continues as we cultivate engagement, 

assessment, and education centered in the needs, goals, and visions of Indigenous and 

nondominant communities. For example, CSIFE inherently sets healing from colonialism and 

sustaining cultures and ways of life as family engagement outcomes (Garcia, 2019), which is 

quite different from conventional outcomes of student achievement. Our schools and school 

systems must reflect on what broader goals of family engagement and education are possible, 

and centering marginalized perspectives can help institutions to do that. Educators in schools and 

school systems must also determine which broader goals they are ready for and what they have 

kuleana towards as educational institutions in Indigenous lands.  

Decolonizing family engagement requires the simultaneous disruption of current 

processes and the rebuilding of new structures and processes. I believe this rebuilding can occur 

through relationship building and collaboration across cultural communities that each have their 

own alternative structures and processes, which “have already produced sustainable, beautiful, 

principled societies” (Simpson, 2017, p. 49). Referencing the idea of centering and engaging in 

Indigeneity as a transformative act changing how people live and think, Simpson (2017) states: 
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If we want to create a different future, we need to live a different present, so that present 

can fully marinate, influence, and create different futurities. If we want to live in a 

different present, we have to center Indigeneity and allow it to change us. (p. 20)  

We have the tools to build new, radical futures within our own communities. We in our 

educational and institutional structures need to not only look to these peoples and places, but 

center them in guiding future possibilities and birthing more equitable structures for all.   

Limitations and Future Research Directions 

 While not designed to generalize to all Hawaiʻi school communities, this research was 

meant to provide schools with case studies to reflect on and inform their family engagement 

practices. The multi-case study design attempted to create the conditions for meaningful finding 

and patternmaking across three school cases within the time and resource bounds of this project. 

I used three cases to explore what Yin (2014) called the literal replication of findings across 

cases, but more cases are needed to contrast results and contextual conditions necessary for 

theoretical generalizations. Conducting additional case studies of family and community 

engagement practices in Hawaiʻi schools would inform the development of theoretical patterns 

that may generalize across similar Hawaiʻi schools. Additionally, the convenience sampling of 

the schools in this study were from a cohort of schools receiving family engagement training and 

technical support. Because of this, school staff and some parent participants were already in the 

process of reflecting on and revising their ideas of family engagement.  

 Because participants in each case study responded to referrals or open calls to participate, 

their experiences may not be representative of others in Hawaiʻi school communities or even at 

their own schools. Those who participated may have been more knowledgeable or interested in 
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the topic of family engagement. Also, the parent perspectives in this study reflect highly engaged 

parents who are involved at school and tend to read about and volunteer for school-related 

activities like this research project. The opportunities to learn from two EL parents and to 

provide interpretation services for one of these parents were highlights of this study. Despite my 

efforts to recruit more EL families, that only two parents participated in this study reflects the 

systemic problem of a failure to engage this population in school. More participant voices from 

nondominant families and communities are needed to understand their family engagement 

experiences and barriers. Future research specifically with EL and other nondominant families 

would center their voices and reveal other engagement processes that better relate to the CSIFE 

and Equitable Collaborations frameworks and decolonial approaches of family engagement. 

Given the difficulty of recruiting EL families in this study, future research may be more 

successful if researchers adopt a community-based approach and partner with cultural 

community organizations and networks.       

 It is important to note that this study was conducted during the COVID pandemic when 

schools were closed or just returning from online schooling. This affected the socioemotional 

health of participants, but also their reflections on family engagement in a time when schooling 

and engaging in school was so different from the past. The pandemic may have also affected 

participants’ abilities and time to engage in collaborative analysis of the data through member 

checking and discussions. In reflection of the limitations of this study in terms of Indigenous 

research, more time was needed to share and adequately discuss case study findings with study 

participants. I plan to continue sharing individual case studies with participants and to provide 

participating school personnel with feedback for their schools’ development.  
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More research is needed on the purpose and use of family engagement assessments in 

Hawaiʻi and potential yet practical tools for school community use. The prevalence of tracking 

attendance gives schools a perspective on family engagement limited to school-based 

involvement. Before moving to more inclusive yet time-intensive tracking of home-school 

communication, schools need to better understand and be critical of their reasons for gathering 

family engagement data. The conventional family engagement focus of measuring family 

engagement was to be able to relate it to student outcomes. Expanding family engagement goals 

beyond improving student outcomes may affect the types of measures and tools school 

communities would employ. I am interested in exploring cultural notions of school-community 

relationships that could inform the development of assessments to gauge the quality of 

relationships across the school community.
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Appendix A: School Characteristics for School Years 2018-19. 2019-20, 2020-21 
 Aliʻi Waipuna Koʻolau State  

School year 18-19 19-20 20-21 18-19 19-20 20-21 18-19 19-20 20-21 18-19 19-20 20-21 

Grades served K-8 6-8 K-5 -- 

Fall enrollment 350 300 275 900 900 800 550 525 575 -- 

Percent students free, reduced lunch ** ** ** 50% 55% 55% 65% 65% 65% 48% 47%  

Percent SPED students 15% 15% 15% 10% 10% 15% 5% 5% 7% 10% 10%  

Percent ELL students 25% 25% 25% 3% 5% 5% 15% 15% 15% 9% 9%  

Percent students:                  Hawaiian        
Filipino 

Japanese 
White 

Micronesian 
Hispanic 

24% 
23% 
5% 
15% 
18% 
2% 

27% 
20% 
5% 
15% 
20% 
2% 

24% 
23% 
5% 
15% 
20% 
2% 

35% 
15% 
18% 
10% 
5% 
2% 

31% 
15% 
20% 
12% 
5% 
2% 

30% 
15% 
20% 
15% 
5% 
2% 

30% 
10% 
13% 
23% 
5% 
8% 

30% 
10% 
10% 
25% 
4% 
10% 

28% 
10% 
10% 
25% 
3% 
10% 

24% 
22% 
9% 
19% 
5% 
2% 

24% 
22% 
9% 
20% 
5% 
2% 

 

Percent 6th gr (5th grade at Koʻolau) 
meeting standards:      Language Arts 

Mathematics 
Science (4th SY18-19, 5th SY20-21) 

 
20% 
10% 
40% 

 
None 
due to 
Covid 

 
27% 
13% 
15% 

 
50% 
35% 
-- 

 
None 
due to 
Covid 

 
45% 
25% 
-- 

 
55% 
50% 
40% 

 
None 
due to 
Covid 

 
43% 
25% 
35% 

6th   5th 
52% 57% 
40% 44% 
    56% 

 
46% 
36% 
35% 

6th    5th 
46% 50% 
29% 32% 
        36% 

Percent of teachers 5+ years at school 33% 44% 52% 69% 63% 61% 49% 51% 50%  58%  

Community population Over 25,000 Over 20,000 Over 10,000 1,360,301 

Median household income $47,000 $58,000 $60,000 $66,420 

Population with college degree 30% 28% 26% 29.4% 

Note: Data from HIDOE School Status and Improvement Reports were rounded to preserve anonymity. State information was from 

the 2020 HIDOE Data Book. ** School is participating in the Community Eligibility Provision. 
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Appendix B: School Quality Survey Data from School Years 2018-19 to 2020-21 

 

Table B1 

 

School Quality Survey Response Rate and Involvement/Engagement Dimension Data from School Years 2018-19, 2019-20, 2020-21 

 Aliʻi Waipuna Koʻolau State  

School Year 18-19 19-20 20-21 18-19 19-20 20-21 18-19 19-20 20-21 18-19 19-20 20-21 

Survey response rate - Aliʻi 

Waipuna 

Koʻolau 

43% 23% 38%  

55% 

 

28% 

 

35% 

 

 

28% 

 

 

18% 

 

 

20% 

28.9% 

24.4%* 

33.0%** 

29.1% 

24.1%* 

34.9%** 

26.3% 

27.1%* 

37.7%** 

Percent of parent positive 

responses to dimension of 

Involvement/Engagement 

68% 75% 70%  

50% 

 

53% 

 

55% 

 

 

75% 

 

 

75% 

 

 

70% 

67.2% 

56.3%* 

74.2%** 

67.2% 

57.8%* 

74.9%** 

68% 

57.7%* 

75.5%** 

Note: SQS is completed by parents and students in grades 4-5, 7-9, and 11. State parent data reflects relevant grade spans (K-5/6, 6-8, 

9-12). State return rates reflect relevant grade spans (Elementary, Elementary/Middle, Middle, Middle/High, Elementary-High). 

*State data for grade span for Waipuna. **State data for grade span for Koʻolau.  
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Table B2 

School Quality Survey Parent Involvement/Engagement Dimension Data from School Years 2018-19, 2019-20, 2020-21 

 Aliʻi Waipuna Koʻolau 

Involvement/Engagement Dimension Items 18-19 19-20 20-21 18-19 19-20 20-21 18-19 19-20 20-21 

Teachers are available to discuss my child's work or behavior 88% 88% -- 80% 80% -- 90% 90% -- 

If I have concerns, I am taken seriously by school administrators 78% 80% 80% 65% 65% 80% 73% 80% 88% 

The school staff makes me feel welcome at school 88% 88% 88% 73% 73% 80% 80% 83% 93% 

The school gives me opportunities to participate in important 
decisions about my child's education 

85% 85% 83% 73% 75% 80% 83% 85% 88% 

Most of my child's teachers work with me to improve my child's 
learning* 

85% 80% 90% 65% 70% 78% 90% 83% 90% 

The school has encouraged me to participate in classroom and 
school activities 

88% 78% -- 65% 68% -- 85% 83% -- 

I often meet in person with teachers or staff at my child's school 75% 75% -- 33% 35% -- 70% 63% -- 

I am actively involved with a parent group at my child’s school. 53% 40% -- 23% 25% -- 45% 35% -- 

The school provides parent activities (webinars, chats, social 
media volunteer opportunities) for parent involvement 

-- -- 68% -- -- 75% -- -- 86% 

I speak with my child’s teachers or other staff, when needed -- -- 98% -- -- 90% -- -- 98% 

In the past year, I have attended virtual (or in person) activities 
provided by the school for parent involvement 

-- -- 33% -- -- 68% -- -- 78% 

Note: Individual SQS data was gathered from yearly reports from each school case and rounded to preserve anonymity. The 2020-21 

survey was revised to reflect school closures during the pandemic, so some items were dropped and new ones added. 

*This item was revised in 2020-21 to read “My child’s teachers work with me to improve my child’s learning.”
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Appendix C: Relational Protocol 
 

The following steps served as a guide as I worked with participants, recognizing that 

situations may not allow for each step, including participants’ interest and time: 

● Introduce myself and my motivations and kuleana in research 

● Invite participants to share about themselves and their kuleana 

● Describe my research process, including data collection, recording, transcription, 

participant review, and possible collaboration on analysis and interpretation 

● Conduct focus group or interviews focusing on several questions to invite sharing of 

experiences and moʻolelo; prepare additional questions to facilitate conversations 

● Communicate my mahalo, summary and impressions, and an invitation to further 

elaborate or answer questions electronically. 

● Provide copy of transcript for participants to check for accuracy and meaning 

● Conduct follow up conversations if needed  

● Provide data analysis for review and feedback 
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Appendix D: Interview Guides 

 

Interview Questions for School Families and Community Members at Aliʻi School 
 

Intro:   How long have you been a part of this community? 

Please tell me a little about your family (ie. who lives at home, helps the kids and school? 

What is it like to be a parent/family member at this school? 

Main Questions: 

1. Please tell me how you are usually involved or engaged with school. 

a.  How has it differed from before and during COVID? 

b. Tell me how you usually support your child’s learning and schooling.  

c.  Is there a specific time that you really felt like you engaged in school and/or 

contributed to your child’s learning that you could share with me?  

d.  How do you see other families and the community contributing to school? 

e.  What are ways that you see that families and community could contribute? 

2.  What do you see as your kuleana to your child’s education? To the school? 

3.  How have administrators, teachers, or other school staff supported you to be involved in 

school and your kuleana to your child’s education? Do any stories come to mind? 

4.  Among the ways the school and staff try to involve you in school, what has worked well 

and hasn’t worked well? Any examples you would like to share more about? 

a.  How has the school involved you in school decision making?  

b. Or helped you to build skills or knowledge to help or advocate for your child? 

c.  How could the school better support you to be involved? 

5.  What barriers to engaging with school and your child’s learning have you experienced?  

6.  In what ways do you feel the school is welcoming and not welcoming to families? 

a.  How do you think the school and staff perceive parents, families, community?  

b.  While we hope that people feel welcomed and comfortable at school, that is not 

always the case and some people and families have had bad experiences with education 

in the past. What has been your family’s experience with education? 

7.  In order to improve things we often measure and assess to see the progress and impact of 

whatever efforts. When thinking about how well the school is welcoming and engaging 

families and community in school, what do you think is a good way to measure or assess 

family and community engagement (to really capture what’s going on)?  

8.  In what ways does the school respect and incorporate the cultural values and knowledge 

of families and the community? For example, how is your culture respected at school? 

a.  Which cultural values and beliefs are present in school? And absent? 

b.  (If applicable) how is the language and culture of your family/community  

reflected in the way that you support your child’s education? 

c.  How do school decisions, policies, programs reflect community needs and issues? 

9.  After all this family engagement talk, what do you see as the goal or purpose of involving 

families and communities in school? And perhaps what do you think the goal or purpose 

should be if it now already happening.  

10.  Is there anything else you would like to share about engaging with school? 

11.  Are there other people you suggest I talk to about these issues?  
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Interview Questions for School Staff at Aliʻi School 

 

1.  Please can you introduce yourself, little about you, where you live, and how have you 

come to work at _______? (Follow up- how long at  school, teaching, Hawaii, etc.) 

2. Could you share with me what you think your kuleana or responsibilities are as an 

educator in general in terms of engaging families or community in education?  

a. Follow up: Is there a specific experience that you could share where you felt like 

you really engaged parents, families, or community members? 

b. How has engaging parents and family changed since COVID? 

3. We talked about how you engage families and community, but how do you see families 

and community involved and engaged in school and student learning and is there a 

specific example that you could share about your students’ families?  

a. Another way families and community can be engaged in school and learning is by 

taking part in decision-making and leading at school. To what extent have you 

seen parents, family or community members involved in decision-making and 

leadership? (Have you engaged parents in this way? If so, how?) 

b. What should the role of parents, family or community members be in school? 

c. Have you come across other ways that P & F support their child’s learning and 

education (that may not be traditionally seen as family engagement)? 

d. How are parents and families perceived at your school? 

e. Often think of P/F, but how are community or community members engaged? 

4. What strategies to engage families work well at and what has not worked well? And 

please share any stories or examples that highlight these strategies. 

a. How have strategies and efforts helped to build relationships? 

b. How do you feel about the relationships you have with P, F, C? 

5. What barriers to engaging families have you experienced, if at all? Are there any specific 

instances that come to mind? 

6. In what ways is the school welcoming or unwelcoming to families and community? 

a. How could the school be more welcoming?  

7. How does the school respect and incorporate the cultural values and knowledge of 

families and community? How do you do this in your role? 

a. How is language and culture considered & included in engaging F & C? 

b. How do school decisions, policies, or programs reflect community needs and 

issues important to the community? 

8. What do you see as the goals or purposes of FACE? What about beyond achievement? 

a. How could you and the school in general improve FACE? 

9. How is FACE assessed or how do you know you are engaging families well? 

a. How are these assessments reflective of the school community and its cultures? 

How could it be improved? What should be measured? 

 Is there anything else you would like to share about engaging families and communities in 

education?  
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Interview Questions for School Families and Community Members at Waipuna School 
 

Intro:   How long have you been a part of this community? 

Please tell me a little about your family (ie. who lives at home, helps the kids and school? 

What is it like to be a parent/family member at this school? 

Main Questions: 

1. Please tell me how you are usually involved or engaged with school. 

a.  How has it differed from before and during COVID? 

b. Tell me how you usually support your child’s learning and schooling.  

c.  Is there a specific time that you really felt like you engaged in school and/or 

contributed to your child’s learning that you could share with me?  

d.  How do you see other families and the community contributing to school? 

e.  What are ways that you see that families and community could contribute? 

2.  What do you see as your kuleana to your child’s education? To the school? 

3.  How have administrators, teachers, or other school staff supported you to be involved in 

school and your kuleana to your child’s education? Do any stories come to mind? 

4.  Among the ways the school and staff try to involve you in school, what has worked well 

and hasn’t worked well? Any examples you would like to share more about? 

a.  How has the school involved you in school decision making?  

b. Or helped you to build skills or knowledge to help or advocate for your child? 

c.  How could the school better support you to be involved? 

d.  NEW- How has parent-teacher conferences served as a way to engage families?  

How could it be done differently to better engage families? 

5.  What barriers to engaging with school and your child’s learning have you experienced?  

6.  In what ways do you feel the school is welcoming and not welcoming to families? 

a.  How do you think the school and staff perceive parents, families, community? 

b.  While we hope that people feel welcomed and comfortable at school, that is not 

always the case and some people and families have had bad experiences with education 

in the past. What has been your family’s experience with education? 

7.  In order to improve things we often measure and assess to see the progress and impact of 

whatever efforts. When thinking about how well the school is welcoming and engaging 

families and community in school, what do you think is a good way to measure or assess 

family and community engagement (to really capture what’s going on)?  

8.  In what ways does the school respect and incorporate the cultural values and knowledge 

of families and the community? For example, how is your culture respected at school? 

a.  Which cultural values and beliefs are present in school? And absent? 

b.  (If applicable) how is the language and culture of your family/community  

reflected in the way that you support your child’s education? 

c.  How do school decisions, policies, programs reflect community needs and issues? 

9.  After all this family engagement talk, what do you see as the goal or purpose of involving 

families and communities in school? And perhaps what do you think the goal or purpose 

should be if it now already happening.  

10.  Is there anything else you would like to share about engaging with school? 

11.  Are there other people you suggest I talk to about these issues?  
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Interview Questions for School Staff Members at Waipuna School 
 

1. Please can you introduce yourself, little about you, where you live, and how have you 

come to work at _______? (Follow up- how long at  school, teaching, Hawaii, etc.) 

2. Could you share with me what you think your kuleana or responsibilities are as an 

educator in general in terms of engaging families or community in education?  

a. Follow up: Is there a specific experience that you could share where you felt like 

you really engaged parents, families, or community members? 

b. How has engaging parents and family changed since COVID? 

3. We talked about how you engage families and community, but how do you see families 

and community involved and engaged in school and student learning and is there a 

specific example that you could share about your students’ families?  

a. Another way families and community can be engaged in school and learning is by 

taking part in decision-making and leading at school. To what extent have you 

seen parents, family or community members involved in decision-making and 

leadership? (Have you engaged parents in this way? If so, how?) 

b. What should the role of parents, family or community members be in school? 

c. Have you come across other ways that P & F support their child’s learning and 

education (that may not be traditionally seen as family engagement)? 

d. How are parents and families perceived at your school? 

e. Often think of P/F, but how are community or community members engaged? 

4. What strategies to engage families work well at and what has not worked well? And 

please share any stories or examples that highlight these strategies. 

a. NEW- How has parent-teacher conferences served as a way to engage families? 

How could it be done differently to better engage families? 
b. How have strategies and efforts helped to build relationships? 

c. How do you feel about the relationships you have with P, F, C? 

5. What barriers to engaging families have you experienced, if at all? Are there any specific 

instances that come to mind? 

6. In what ways is the school welcoming or unwelcoming to families and community? 

a. How could the school be more welcoming?  

7. How does the school respect and incorporate the cultural values and knowledge of 

families and community? How do you do this in your role? 

a. How is language and culture considered & included in engaging F & C? 

b. How do school decisions, policies, or programs reflect community needs and 

issues important to the community? 

8. What do you see as the goals or purposes of FACE? What about beyond achievement? 

a. How could you and the school in general improve FACE? 

9. How is FACE assessed or how do you know you are engaging families well? 

a. How are these assessments reflective of the school community and its cultures? 

How could it be improved? What should be measured? 

Is there anything else you would like to share about engaging families and communities in 

education?  
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Interview Questions for School Families and Community Members at Koʻolau School 
 

Intro:   How long have you been a part of this community? 

Please tell me a little about your family (ie. who lives at home, helps the kids and school? 

What is it like to be a parent/family member at this school? 

 

Main Questions: 

1. Please tell me how you are usually involved or engaged with school. 

a.  How has it differed from before and during COVID? 

b. Tell me how you usually support your child’s learning and schooling.  

c.  Is there a specific time that you really felt like you engaged in school and/or 

contributed to your child’s learning that you could share with me?  

New-  How would you describe your level of engagement in school and where would 

you like it to be? How could the school help you get there? 

d.  How do you see other families and the community contributing to school? 

e.  What are ways that you see that families and community could contribute? 

2.  What do you see as your kuleana to your child’s education? To the school? 

3.  How have administrators, teachers, or other school staff supported you to be involved in 

school and your kuleana to your child’s education? Do any stories come to mind? 

4.  Among the ways the school and staff try to involve you in school, what has worked well 

and hasn’t worked well? Any examples you would like to share more about? 

 New-  How familiar are you with school efforts to engage parents and families and how 

interested are you in those activities and efforts? (regular activities are…) 

 New-  To what extent do you receive school communications and what formats work 

best for you? How useful is the information you receive? How could the school improve 

communication? How do you communicate back to the school and how can the school create 

opportunities for two-way communication?  

a. How has the school involved you in school decision making?  

New-  How can the school better involve parents and community in the school 

improvement process and get their feedback? (this is…) Would you be interested in being 

in a parent committee or focus group? 

b. Or helped you to build skills or knowledge to help or advocate for your child? 

c.  How could the school better support you to be involved? 

5.  What barriers to engaging with school and your child’s learning have you experienced?  

6.  In what ways do you feel the school is welcoming and not welcoming to families? 

a.  How do you think the school and staff perceive parents, families, community? 

b.  While we hope that people feel welcomed and comfortable at school, that is not 

always the case and some people and families have had bad experiences with education 

in the past. What has been your family’s experience with education? 

7.  In order to improve things we often measure and assess to see the progress and impact of 

whatever efforts. When thinking about how well the school is welcoming and engaging 

families and community in school, what do you think is a good way to measure or assess 

family and community engagement (to really capture what’s going on)?  
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8.  In what ways does the school respect and incorporate the cultural values and knowledge 

of families and the community? For example, how is your culture respected at school? 

a.  Which cultural values and beliefs are present in school? And absent? 

b.  (If applicable) how is the language and culture of your family/community  

reflected in the way that you support your child’s education? 

c.  How do school decisions, policies, programs reflect community needs and issues? 

9.  After all this family engagement talk, what do you see as the goal or purpose of involving 

families and communities in school? And perhaps what do you think the goal or purpose 

should be if it now already happening.  

10.  Is there anything else you would like to share about engaging with school? 

11.  Are there other people you suggest I talk to about these issues?  
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Interview Questions for School Staff Members at Koʻolau School 
 

1. Please can you introduce yourself, little about you, where you live, and how have you 

come to work at _______? (Follow up- how long at  school, teaching, Hawaii, etc.) 

2. Could you share with me what you think your kuleana or responsibilities are as an 

educator in general in terms of engaging families or community in education?  

a. Follow up: Is there a specific experience that you could share where you felt like 

you really engaged parents, families, or community members? 

b. How has engaging parents and family changed since COVID? 

3. We talked about how you engage families and community, but how do you see families 

and community involved and engaged in school and student learning and is there a 

specific example that you could share about your students’ families?  

a. Another way families and community can be engaged in school and learning is by 

taking part in decision-making and leading at school. To what extent have you 

seen parents, family or community members involved in decision-making and 

leadership? (Have you engaged parents in this way? If so, how?) 

New- How can the school better involve parents, community, and even staff in the 

school improvement process and get their feedback? 

b. What should the role of parents, family or community members be in school? 

c. Have you come across other ways that P & F support their child’s learning and 

education (that may not be traditionally seen as family engagement)? 

d. How are parents and families perceived at your school? 

e. Often think of P/F, but how are community or community members engaged? 

4. What strategies to engage families work well at and what has not worked well? And 

please share any stories or examples that highlight these strategies. 

a. How have strategies and efforts helped to build relationships? 

b. How do you feel about the relationships you have with P, F, C? 

5. What barriers to engaging families have you experienced, if at all? Are there any specific 

instances that come to mind? 

6. In what ways is the school welcoming or unwelcoming to families and community? 

a. How could the school be more welcoming?  

7. How does the school respect and incorporate the cultural values and knowledge of 

families and community? How do you do this in your role? 

a. How is language and culture considered & included in engaging F & C? 

b. How do school decisions, policies, or programs reflect community needs and 

issues important to the community? 

8. What do you see as the goals or purposes of FACE? What about beyond achievement? 

a. How could you and the school in general improve FACE? 

9. How is FACE assessed or how do you know you are engaging families well? 

a. How are these assessments reflective of the school community and its cultures? 

How could it be improved? What should be measured? 

10.  Is there anything else you would like to share about engaging families and communities 

in education? 
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