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There is a growing body of literature that validates the positive effect that parents can have on their children’s academic development and success in school.  By fostering early learning opportunities, encouraging, supporting and showing interest in children’s schooling, and emphasizing high academic expectations, parents influence children’s attitudes and achievement in school (Epstein, 1987).  Because of this profound effect that families have on student outcomes, it is particularly important for school districts to partner with families of students who are underachieving.
A large portion of underachieving students is children whose native language and culture is not American English.  For example, only 17% of Hispanic 8th graders are performing at grade level (Children's Defense Fund, 2011); the percentage is slightly higher for Hispanic high school seniors, in part because many of those who struggle, discontinue their education prior to 12th grade.  These students’ struggles are multi-faceted, shaped by poverty, language barriers, and a lack of understanding of the institutional and cultural norms.  Families struggle with the same issues and for that reason, school districts have difficulties involving them as partners in their children’s education.  
One-third of Hispanic children in this country live in poverty (Children's Defense Fund, 2011); these families struggle to balance work schedules, limited transportation, childcare and insufficient financial resources in order to provide for their children’s basic survival needs, leaving them with limited time to be involved in children’s schooling.  These challenges are exacerbated by the challenges associated with immigration.  The language difference is a primary barrier; parents struggle to engage in schools when they cannot communicate easily with teachers and administrators and if they do not understand the material that their children are learning (Peterson & Ladky, 2007).  Furthermore there are cultural differences between schools and families in philosophies toward their respective roles; for example, some Hispanic and Asian cultures respect the schools by maintaining distance and not interfering with teacher’s work (Ladky & Peterson, 2008) whereas teacher’s interpret this behavior as parents being uninterested and uninvolved in their children’s education.  Furthermore, the institutional norms of the school system will be a barrier to families who have limited experience in formal education systems and minimal knowledge of school policies.
In order to engage these families, and collaborate, school districts must first be responsive to these unique challenges.  In a paper written for Learning, Diversity and Urban Studies seminar, I identified successful family involvement policies and practices that schools could employ both in the classroom and on the district-wide level, that addressed these barriers and engaged low-income, immigrant (and African-American) families, and aligned these culturally responsive practices with Joyce Epstein’s framework of 7 types of parental involvement.   One such practice was the offering of culturally relevant parent education programs that aim to give parents the tools and information necessary to enhance their children’s development and academic success (Lewis, Kim, & Bey, 2011).  This paper will examine the specific benefits of these parent education programs, and identify the various features of the program’s components that garner success with immigrant populations and English language learners (ELL).
Benefits of Parent Education
	Parent education programs provide a diverse array of positive outcomes for parent participants depending on the specific nature of the programming that is provided.  Programs have shown to improve parents’ self-sufficiency with lower levels of self-reported depression as a result of the tools gained through these programs (Duch & Rodriguez, 2011).  This allows them to make better decisions for their children and provide them with a healthier living environment.  They are better equipped to make good choices about which day-care service to utilize, and which schools to enroll their children in.  Parents also describe better relationships with their children and improved behavior as a result of the information gained in parent training programs about positive discipline.  
In addition to the benefits to the overall well-being of the parent and child, parent education programs also lead to parents’ increased participation in their children’s school lives.  This is particularly true of programs that are designed with an academic focus.  Parents leave these programs empowered in their role as a parent-educator (Nievar, Jacobson, Chen, Johnson, & Dier, 2011), as well as with increased confidence in their ability to communicate with the school system, access resources, meet graduation requirements, apply for college and make positive changes when they have concerns about their child (Behnke & Kelly, 2011).
Best Practices in Culturally Responsive Parent Education 
	In order for ethnic minority parents to benefit from these parent education programs, cultural adaptations must be made for the targeted audience.  There are programs, like those designed by the Strengthening Families Coalition of Durham, that are specifically created for one cultural audience and its particular needs (Behnke & Kelly, 2011).  The cost and lack of applicability for future parent groups however, challenge the creation of such program (Scott, O'Connor, Futh, Matias, Price, & Doolan, 2010).  Many programs, like the Strengthening Families Program, customize standard programming for the particular cultural audience.  The core components of the program, the lesson components, timing, and overall structure, remain the same for every parent audience but cultural adaptations are made to provide relevance to different audiences (Kumpfer, Pinyuchon, de Melo, & Whiteside, 2008).  Whether programs are designed for a specific audience or adapted from pre-existing, generic parent education programs, they must be responsive to the specific cultural norms and needs of a population.  This is achieved through explicit cultural adaptation, as well as by integrating culturally responsive qualities into the program’s structural design and content offerings.
Cultural Adaptations
There are varying levels of cultural responsiveness to parent education programs.  Some generic programs, like the Triple-P program, for example, have been found to be as successful with ethnic minorities as it was with Caucasian parents (Morawska, et al., 2011).  The majority of programs that are successful with immigrant and ELL families make some sort of adaptations for their audience.  The primary consideration in creating effective programming for these families is language; all materials must be translated to families’ native language (Ceballos & Bratton, 2010), (Kumpfer, Pinyuchon, de Melo, & Whiteside, 2008).  In addition to ensuring there are no language barriers, parent education programs must continuously survey the community to gain an understanding of its norms and values and shape itself accordingly.  Lesson activities and examples should reflect the audience’s culture’s frame of reference.  This can be accomplished on a surface level and in more impactful ways 
Program Content
The relationship between parent and child.  Successful programs that teach parenting skills operate with the larger goal of improving the relationship between parents and children.  These programs teach and build upon it by incorporating parenting techniques like using encouragement and reflecting children’s play and feelings (Ceballos & Bratton, 2010).  While these values may be in line with the cultural values of some ethnic communities, they are not necessarily congruent with all cultural groups.  Particularly with matters of discipline, some ethnic groups are more inclined to use a more punitive, critical and direct form of discipline than time-outs, discussion, or ignoring bad behavior which may be advocated for by the parent training programs (Lau, Fung, Ho, & Liu, 2011).  In these circumstances, facilitators hold an open discussion about the cultural differences in parenting styles, and offer parents alternatives that model the content to varying degrees according to the preference of the parent.  Some parents express the desire to learn new means of discipline in order to better acclimate to American culture and their children’s experiences in school.  For these families, there is a need for repeated opportunities to practice these techniques, evaluation, and the opportunity to observe and evaluate their peers (Lau, Fung, Ho, & Liu, 2011).
	Academic development of the child.  Some parent education programs are designed specifically to enhance parents’ involvement in their children’s academic development.  These programs provide information and resources for parents to teach children before they enter school, as well as information about how to continue to be involved throughout a child’s school career, including through the transition into higher education.
For parents of young children, parent education programs teach developmentally appropriate games and activities that will expand a child’s language, math, communication, motor and social skills (Nievar, Jacobson, Chen, Johnson, & Dier, 2011).  This instruction may also include experience with play therapy that utilizes children’s “natural ability to strive for growth, mastery and maturity” (Ceballos & Bratton, 2010, p. 762).  
For parents of older children, successful parenting programs inform parents how to navigate the school system and how to support their children’s academic success.  These programs teach parents how the school system runs, to communicate with schools, and how to apply for college (Behnke & Kelly, 2011).
While these practices are important for the parents of all children, they are particularly important for parents and children who are learning a new language and learning to operate in a cultural environment very different from what they experience in their homes.  In addition to providing explicit, clear information, successful parent education programs provide all resources in a families’ native language and encourage the use of the native language to read and speak with children and to practice program material (Ladky & Peterson, 2008).
	Job training for parents.  Programs that provide education and vocational-training components to parents operate with the goal of improving parents’ self-sufficiency and increasing their capacity to provide for their children.  Included in these programs are practicum experiences within the school system; this first hand experience in the system is particularly valuable for immigrant parents who did not participate in this country’s public education system themselves.  They learn the norms of the institution while obtaining work experience and having the opportunity to be involved in their child’s school (Duch & Rodriguez, 2011).
Tandem Programming for Children
	Parent education programs also utilize the cultural value that many ethnic groups, particularly Hispanics, place on strong family connections by offering programming for both parents and children (Hobbs, 2004).  These programs offer children and their families the opportunity to develop family values, communication skills and discipline models together (Kumpfer, Pinyuchon, de Melo, & Whiteside, 2008), and to discuss pressing social issues as a family (Lewis, Kim, & Bey, 2011).
Successful models of tandem programming for parents and children can be found throughout the various genres of parent education.  In the JUNTOS program, parents and children focus on academic development by learning together about graduation requirements, school communication, and the college application process.  The Strengthening Families Program is program simultaneously teaches parents and children a variety of communication skills in order to strengthen the relationships within families.
A variation on this model is found in parent education programming through Head Start schools.  While there are not offerings specifically for parents and children together, the skills and values that are taught in the Head Start classroom were expressed and taught to parents in their training programs.  The positive changes in child behavior throughout the course of this program are credited to the fact that the child was receiving the same lessons both at school, and now from home.
Regardless of the content or particular structural model, all of this programming builds a sense of falisimo (Ceballos & Bratton, 2010) within the cohort and the family, and ensures that all stakeholders have access to critical information for children’s developmental success.
Program Leaders and Facilitators
A powerful component of successful parent education programs is the program leadership.  As with other components of parent education program, there is not one prescribed, ideal program leader but there are a number of characteristics that have shown to be successful with immigrant populations.  In addition to providing instruction and facilitating conversation, successful program leaders cultivate personal relationships with program participants.  Personal, trusting relationships, built on mutual respect and common goals is a strong value of Hispanic cultures described as confianza (Lareau, 2011) or personalismo (Ceballos & Bratton, 2010).  When this value is present in the interaction between program leaders and parents, parents are more apt to trust and invest in the message that facilitators are conveying and will in turn, benefit more from the program (Nievar, Jacobson, Chen, Johnson, & Dier, 2011).  These relationships are cultivated when facilitators genuinely listen to participants and empathize with their experiences; they may make personal phone calls to check-in with participants on a regular basis and work individually with parents who miss a session (Ceballos & Bratton, 2010).  
Pairs of facilitators often work together to provide leadership from all perspectives: a man and a woman (Kumpfer, Pinyuchon, de Melo, & Whiteside, 2008); one individual representing the parent perspective, one representing an institution (Nievar, Jacobson, Chen, Johnson, & Dier, 2011) (Behnke & Kelly, 2011); one whose strength is in productivity and one whose strength is relational (Kumpfer, Pinyuchon, de Melo, & Whiteside, 2008).  This increases the likelihood that parent participants will be able to relate to and connect with a program leader, and access the benefits of that relationship.
Participants also highly value facilitators who are of their same culture and speak their native language (Behnke & Kelly, 2011) (Nievar, Jacobson, Chen, Johnson, & Dier, 2011) (Kumpfer, Pinyuchon, de Melo, & Whiteside, 2008) (Ceballos & Bratton, 2010).  While a shared heritage is not necessary to create confianza or personalismo, the ease of communication and validation that comes through the use of their native tongue plus shared cultural experiences, make it easier for participants to trust and learn from a program leader, particularly at the onset of a program.  Similarly, when graduates of parent education programs are properly trained, they become effective program leaders because they share participants’ culture and language, as well as their experiences as parents and students. 
Collaborative Format
	Successful parent education programs utilize the strength in the group of parent participants.  This group format capitalizes on the Hispanic values of falisimo (Ceballos & Bratton, 2010) and confianza (Lareau, 2011) which are about trusting, reciprocal relationships within families and communities.   These values are directly incorporated into the course content when time is devoted to introducing participants to one another in order to create a foundation for trusting relationship (Kumpfer, Pinyuchon, de Melo, & Whiteside, 2008) (Ceballos & Bratton, 2010).  Parents learn from one another in small groups and have the opportunity to observe and critique one another, reinforcing the material being taught in the program (Ceballos & Bratton, 2010).  This collaborative learning manifests in role-playing opportunities and group discussion and evaluation of parent’s video recorded examples of interactions with their children (Nievar, Jacobson, Chen, Johnson, & Dier, 2011).  These authentic group experiences are valuable ways for families to expand their cultural knowledge and continuously practice and refine concepts that are contrary to their native cultural values.
Continuing Learning Opportunities
Another important element of parent education programs that are successful with a culturally and linguistically diverse audience is the continuation of learning opportunities.  This is particularly important for immigrant parents who are learning new concepts within a new cultural framework.  It is important that these parents have learning opportunities and access to resources over a long-term period of time in order that they can to continue to implement the material that they learned without backsliding (Lau, Fung, Ho, & Liu, 2011).
Follow-up learning experiences can take the form of formal booster meetings or informal family reunions.  In either scenario, parents groups are reconvening to review concepts, share experiences, and maintain their gains from the parent education program (Kumpfer, Pinyuchon, de Melo, & Whiteside, 2008).  Many programs also offer graduates the opportunity to become program leaders which serves to solidify and expand participants’ knowledge through sharing it with a wider audience. 
Collaboration with Schools and Community
	Strong partnerships between schools, families and community organizations are vital to the success of any school reform movement (Noguera & Wells, 2011), and by extension, are necessary for successful parent education programs.  All stakeholders in a child’s life: families, teachers, counselors, administrators, faith and community leaders, representatives from colleges and businesses, must be involved in educating and supporting parents (Behnke & Kelly, 2011).  Community partners are particularly vital for supporting the unique needs of immigrant families, since many of these needs fall outside the scope of resources traditionally provided by the school.  These partnerships also allow for the community to identify it’s own needs and contribute its expertise to the development of content for parent education programs.
Evaluation and Adaptation
Continuous survey of the community is vital to maintaining programs’ cultural relevance and accurately identifying the needs of the community and the specific gaps in knowledge.  The LPFAST and JUNTOS programs, for example, were designed to teach families to navigate the school system specifically because of input provided by families (Behnke & Kelly, 2011).  Head Start’s Fortalecerse program offers parents training and vocational courses in response the educational needs they identified in a yearly survey (Duch & Rodriguez, 2011).  The constant evaluation and adaptation of language and cultural references in activities and examples, and consistent updates to content material ensures that parents are receiving the programming they desire and need, in a form that they find useful and can relate to.

Needs in Culturally Responsive Parent Education
	A primary need in the area of culturally responsive parent education is for further formal evaluation of existing programs.  School districts throughout the country have implemented parent education programs specifically targeting immigrant populations but there is limited formal evaluation of these programs.  Current studies also highlight the limited changes that can be seen in children’s behavior and academic progress as a result of parent participation in a parent education program.  None of the studies however, are long enough to see the translation of changes in parenting to changes in behavior in the child.  This would require more extensive programming and follow-up research of children, particularly when parents are trying to master new content that may be contrary to their native cultural norms.
Implications for Schools 
Parent education programs can be effective tools for expanding parent’s knowledge, improving their self-sufficiency and increasing their involvement in their children’s academic development.  These programs however, must be designed with consideration for the challenges experienced by immigrant and ELL families due in part to the linguistic and cultural differences between schools and families, and also due in part to living in conditions of poverty (Sheely-Moore & Ceballos, 2011).  Cultural considerations like those outlined in this paper, should be incorporated into every element of a parent education program.  Furthermore, by consistently evaluating the effectiveness of programming and surveying the needs of the community, parent education programs can offer relevant programming that supports parents and increases their involvement in their children’s academic development.
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