
1. What is the research about?
This research is about the Parents Reaching Out Grants program, a provincial initiative 
that provides funding for parents to create programs that address barriers to parental 
involvement in education. The researchers looked at the types of programs that parents 
created between 2009 and 2014 to determine what kind of supports parents might 
need.

The research also questions mainstream ways of understanding parental involvement. 
The most popular model of understanding parental involvement is Epstein’s (1995), 
which includes parenting, communication, volunteering, learning at home, decision making 
and collaborating with community as ways parents can be involved. While Epstein’s model 
has been crucial in moving research about parents’ involvement forward, it has also been 
argued that the model focuses too much on school-based aspects of involvement, and 
doesn’t pay enough attention to the broader contexts that influence how parents are 
involved. Therefore, the researchers present a revised model that they believe can be 
used to better understand and support parental involvement.

2. Where did the research take place?
This research took place in Ontario.

3. Who is this research about?
This research is about parents who successfully applied for the Parents Reaching Out 
Grants program, and the programs they created. 

4. How was the research done?
The researchers were interested in whether the school setting (e.g. elementary vs. 
secondary, English vs. French, urban vs. rural, etc.) influenced the types of programs 
that parents proposed to improve participation. In order to answer this question, they 
got a list of completed programs from the Ministry of Education, categorized all the 
programs under five labels, and then compared the programs across different school 
settings. The categories they used to label the programs were: 
a) support for well-being
b) skills for home-based learning
c) accessibility of resources and services
d) parent–child communication
e) home–school–community partnerships
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The researchers also wanted to know whether the areas of 
support that parents identified in their programs would fit 
into Epstein’s model for understanding parent involvement. 
To figure this out, they placed each program into one of the 
six categories in Epstein’s model (parenting, communication, 
volunteering, learning at home, decision making, and collaborating 
with community).

5. What are the key findings?
Overall, parents across the various school settings described 
similar challenges and ways to improve parent involvement, 
focusing mostly on:
• parenting approaches for supporting wellbeing
• skills for home-based learning

However, there were some differences between the contexts, 
including:
• Parents of elementary school children needed more 

support with general parenting skills, home-based learning, 
and nutrition, while parents of youth in high school seemed 
to need more support with their children’s mental health 
and guiding them through school transitions.

• Large urban areas seemed to need multi-language supports 
more than other settings. The focus here was on home-
school and parent-parent partnerships, while trying to take 
parents’ feedback on their own needs seriously.

• In schools that have lower socio-economic status (income, 
education, etc.), there appeared to be a stronger need for 
skills for home-based learning, and helping parents to get 
access to resources and services.

In regards to Epstein’s model and mapping the parenting 
programs onto the categories in the model:
• The main areas proposed by parents fell under Epstein’s 

categories of parenting and learning at home, which made 
up 71% of all programs. The categories collaborating with 
community, decision making, and volunteering made up 4% .

• Perhaps more importantly, the support for well-being 
category, developed by researchers, was the most common 
category of parent-initiated programs, but gets absorbed 
(and hidden) under Epstein’s label of parenting. The 
researchers’ category of parent–child communication, 
which also seemed important in the programs assessed, 
also gets subsumed into Epstein’s label of parenting. As 

such, Epstein’s model may need to be improved to better 
represent and understand parental involvement.

• Finally, in light of the findings above, the researchers 
suggest using the categories in the model they developed 
to understand parental involvement: support for well-
being; skills for home-based learning; accessibility of 
resources and services; parent–child communication; and 
home–school–community partnerships. 

6. Why does it matter for youth work?
• Parents can be a vital resource to support youth wellbeing; 

the more involved parents are, the better youth do in 
school. This research provides insight about what influences 
parent involvement in different contexts in Ontario, and 
can be used to inform how programs think about and 
support parents’ involvement. 

• When thoughtfully designed, programs to improve parental 
involvement can provide support to parents in areas 
deemed important by parents (for example, in this study, 
support for well-being and skills for home-based learning). 
Yet, programs that try to teach skills or share knowledge 
may be seen as taking a deficits-based approach, and if 
programs are designed by parents who are already involved 
in traditional parental involvement activities (e.g. parent 
council), they may end up focusing on these types of 
traditional behaviours, while leaving out other less visible, 
less dominant practices.

• Therefore, programs that want to engage parents should 
explicitly value parents’ knowledge and expertise, taking a 
strengths-based approach.

• The researchers suggest using their new model, and, in 
doing so, taking the focus off of parent leadership and 
volunteering in schools (by including these under the 
broader category of partnerships), which leaves more room 
to recognize parents’ diverse ways of being involved.
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