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CHANGING THE NARRATIVE ABOUT PARENTS:  
Comments and Recommendations from a Consultative Conversation Among Field Leaders 

 

 
In November 2017, the Campaign for Grade-Level Reading (CGLR) invited leaders from two dozen 
parent-facing organizations to Durham, NC to discuss this question:   What can communities, 
organizations, and systems that serve children and families do to reframe the narrative about parents in 
a way that promotes the notion of parents as essential co-producers of good outcomes for their children?  
Facilitated by Yolie Flores and hosted by Ginger Young, participants offered feedback on the frame and 
assumptions of CGLR’s Supporting Parent Success portfolio; raised issues that require attention if the field 
is to move toward a more positive and aligned narrative about parents; identified other entities that should 
be part of a narrative-changing effort, along with examples of programs and policies to lift up; and 
suggested contributions that their organizations could make toward changing the narrative.  This report 
by Leila Fiester summarizes themes, observations, and recommendations from the two-day event and from 
individual interviews conducted before and after the meeting.  
 

CONTEXT FOR THE MEETING 
 
The Campaign for Grade-Level Reading (CGLR) is a collaborative effort by communities, states, 
foundations, nonprofit partners, business leaders, and government agencies across the nation to ensure 
that more children in low-income families succeed in school and graduate prepared for college, a career, 
and active citizenship.  The GLR Campaign focuses on an important predictor of school success and high 
school graduation—grade-level reading proficiency by the end of third grade. 
 
Parents are important to CGLR for the same reason they matter to other entities focused on children:  
Decades of research, backed by science and plain old common sense, confirm that parents, more than 
anyone else, have a crucial impact on children’s healthy development, school success, and positive life 
outcomes. Parents are their children’s first brain builder, nurse, teacher, tech navigator, character 
developer, advocate, and coach. They play a vital role during the early years and early grades, ensuring 
that children are ready for school by kindergarten, attend school regularly, continue learning during the 
summer months, and can read proficiently by the end of third grade. And their involvement is essential 
to make sure that children are born healthy, develop on track, and receive appropriate care for the health-
related factors that determine early school success.   
 
And yet, a gap often exists between how parents should be treated by the systems and services that touch 
their children, given parents’ central role in children’s success, and how parents actually are treated.  The 
gap related to parents contributes to the achievement gaps experienced by their children and undermines 
parents’ own sense of agency and self-efficacy.   
 
CGLR’s position is that this gap is fueled by a pervasive ambivalence that many people feel about 
parents—especially low-income parents, and even more so low-income parents of color.  As CGLR 
Managing Director Ralph Smith observes, “Even among those of us who care deeply about low income 
kids, there many who act as though what these children need most are better parents—parents who care 
enough and are smart enough to be considered good enough for their kids.” 
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The GLR Campaign has developed a three-part framework to support parents’ success in playing their 
central role:1  
 
1. Help parents acquire the exposure and experience to envision bold goals for their own children;  
2. Equip parents with the information, tools, and supports they will need to play their important roles 

as architects, agents, and co-producers of attaining those bold goals; and  
3. Find occasions and create opportunities for parents to mark progress and celebrate the successes of 

parenting, great and small. 
 
CLGR is promoting this frame in the 360+ communities in the GLR Network, through a portfolio of efforts 
called Supporting Parent Success.  As it does for other topics that are integral to children’s success, CGLR 
also is reaching out to leaders in the parent-facing field to gauge interest in and opportunities for mutual 
efforts to enhance parent success.  Among those interests is a desire to reframe the public narrative about 
parents in a way that promotes the notion of parents as essential co-producers of good outcomes for their 
children.     
 

THEMES OF THE DURHAM CONVERSATION 
 
The following themes surfaced during the consultative conversation in Durham and in pre- and post-
meeting interviews.   

 
1. Parents are not the problem, they’re the key to solutions.  No one 

wants children to succeed more than their parents.  Moreover, 
studies show that parents and families are one of the strongest 
predictors of children’s healthy learning and development, so 
anyone who wants children to succeed has a stake in parents’ 
success.  Furthermore, systems and agencies cannot work as 
effectively without parents as they can when parents participate as 
partners and leaders, on equal terms with practitioners.  For these 
reasons, parents should be at the center of this work, not viewed 
merely as “clients” or as passive recipients of training and services.   

 

2. Parent engagement and success are not just about literacy.  They’re about all the things, beginning 
at birth, that go into ensuring children’s healthy learning and development. 

 
3. The challenges to parent success are systemic, and so are the solutions.  Children live within an 

ecosystem in which one of the most critical elements is the family. To be able to fulfill their central 
role, parents must work within and across systems to address basic family needs involving education, 
employment, housing, transportation, and health care.  Success in helping parents meet their families’ 
needs requires intentional alignment, coordination, and “connecting the dots” across systems, 
sectors, agencies, organizations, and programs.    

 

                                                           
1 In pre-meeting materials and interviews, these three parts were described as “goals,” which produced confusion as participants 

sought clarity on whose goals they were and how attainment would be measured.  Leila and Yolie concluded that the term 
“approach” may define CGLR’s thinking about the parts more accurately than “goal,” and therefore we use that term in this 
report. 

 

“Families are the bedrock of any 
society. When they are strongly 
supported, our cities, counties, states, 
and nation thrive.  When families 
aren’t supported, there’s no way you 
can say they are thriving.” 

 
—Participant, Durham Conversation 
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4. A positive narrative about parents is rooted in relationships between parents and their children and 
between parents and child- and family-facing practitioners, programs, agencies, and institutions.  
Positive, respectful, trusting relationships are essential at every level, and it takes time and 
intentionality to develop these relationships in ways that will support a new narrative.  

 
5. It is possible to change systems and institutions in ways that bring them into partnership with 

parents.  Widespread change will require (a) understanding the factors and mindsets that cause the 
negative narrative to exist and persist, (b) strategic efforts to address those factors and mindsets, and 
(c) training and technical assistance for the constituents and organizations whose perceptions and 
behaviors need to change. 

 
6. As with other issues, change has to happen both top-down and bottom-up.  Parents need to acquire 

power, voice, and leadership at the community level, and practitioners working in communities have 
to understand and appreciate the value of partnering with parents.  At the same time, the policies, 
practices, cultures, and accountability measures of organizations, agencies, and systems must change 
to prioritize and cultivate parent partnership. 

 
7. Many of the proposed changes require developing new 

capacities—of parents to advocate for their children and 
themselves; of parents to partner with programs, organizations, 
and agencies; and of the latter to partner with engaged, 
empowered parents. 

 
8. The timing is not only ripe to take on this challenge, it is urgent.  

A “national movement” seems to be growing in support of greater 
investment in early childhood as a way to improve children’s well-
being and achievement.  Early childhood is inextricably linked to 
families; yet, families today are under siege by economic 
challenges.  In the midst of this disruption lies opportunity for 
change. As one participant observed, “Right now, normal is 
unacceptable.”  

 

FEEDBACK ON CGLR’s ASSUMPTIONS AND FRAME 
 

Is the gap a reality? 
 

The gap is very real, according to interviewees and meeting participants.  Too many organizations and 
systems give lip service to parents’ central role in children’s development and learning but, when it comes 
to practice, make the judgement that parents can’t be involved, don’t want to be involved, or aren’t 
capable of being involved.  Parents are treated as an afterthought; if efforts are made to inform them, 
they happen after decisions have been made so parents don’t have a chance to participate.   
 

  

 

“The best way to improve conditions 
and outcomes for kids is to improve 
the capabilities of adults in their lives.  
It’s probably easier to build the 
capabilities of parents and families 
than some other institutions.”  
 
—Participant, Durham Conversation 
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How much of a factor is the culture of ambivalence toward low-income parents? 
 
Ambivalence is a major contributor, but not the only one.  Interviewees also listed these factors: 

 
Practitioners’ lack of exposure to or understanding of the realities faced by low-income parents and 
parents of color.  Teachers and other frontline staff “don’t have the life experience to hear from parents, 
because so many work and live in echo chambers,” an interviewee said.  Practitioners often aren’t 
expected or trained to help parents succeed.  This lack of exposure, training, expectation, and 
understanding contributes to:  
 

• Poorly designed service delivery—for instance, requiring parents 
to travel to a centralized location when they don’t have easy 
access to transportation. 

• A tendency to work around parents or procrastinate until a 
problem needs to be addressed.   

• Confusion when parents do things practitioners don’t 
understand, making them seem irrational or uncooperative. 

• Systems’ and organizations’ failure to prioritize and encourage 
parent success.   
 

Prejudice toward parents on the basis of race, culture, language, and economic/employment status.  
Overt racism and classism are definite factors, interviewees agreed.  But even well-meaning practitioners 
may have unconscious biases and assumptions that impede authentic partnership with parents.   
 
Professionals’ arrogance toward parents and other non-credentialed people. Many practitioners take a 
stance that because of their training they know more about child development and learning than parents 
do.  This is encouraged by some agencies and systems.  “We’ve become a nation of agencies that exist to 
serve families, and in serving families we’ve pushed them farther away from decision-making tables and 
opportunities,” an interviewee explained.  Practitioners’ arrogance causes: 
 

• A tendency to do things for or to parents, rather than engaging them as equal partners;  

• A deficit mindset, positioning low-income parents as problems that need to be fixed;  

• Negative, insulting interactions with parents.   
 
Teachers’ concerns about low-income children’s impact on classroom scores, driven by high-stakes 
testing. Many teachers focus on the children they deem school-ready and most likely to pass exams, and 
are disinclined to spend time on children (and parents) who require extra attention. 
 
Unwelcoming atmosphere in schools and other institutions, leaving parents ambivalent about the 
system.  Low-income parents who want to engage with their children’s school or other institutions often 
find the staff unavailable, the culture unwelcoming, or the system hard to navigate.  This distances them 
from the type of partnership needed to ensure their and their children’s success.  
 
Parents’ lack of agency and opportunity to fully engage with systems.  Many parents are unsure how to 
engage with schools or agencies on their children’s behalf.  And many low-income parents have inflexible 
work schedules that don’t allow time off to attend meetings during work hours.  Parents who have time 
to engage and be present often are treated as if they care more than those who can’t show up. 

 

“When parents set goals for what 
they want to do in the school 
system, it usually starts with, ‘Have 
the system understand who we are 
and value what we do.’” 
 

—Interviewee  
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Is the GLR Campaign’s framework for supporting parent success on the right track? 
 

The basic intent behind the framework’s three parts resonated well with interviewees, who described 
it as “asset-based,” “very intuitive,” and well-aligned with the interviewees’ own organizations and 
programs.  People said that the three parts all have value, and they appreciated that the frame positions 
family as a major actor in producing all the desired outcomes. This comment was typical:   “If this were 
available to every parent I think they would eat it up.  Parents want more support, they want to be better 
educators of their kids, and they want to be listened to and respected for the knowledge they bring.” 
 
Several participants pushed back on the language used to express the frame’s three parts, however,  
urging CGLR to use inclusive language and avoid language is “academic,” “impersonal,” or makes parents 
feel left out or discounted.  These were their primary concerns: 
 

• Many parents do have bold goals for their children and may 
not need help envisioning goals as much as articulating and 
supporting goals.   
 

• Words like “help,” “equip,” “serve,” and “support” strike 
people in different ways.  To some, they seem condescending 
and convey a sense that we are doing things to or for parents, 
rather than with them; these people suggested using terms 
like “empower” instead.  Others found the words to be 
accurate descriptors for transactions that are important to 
parents seeking to care for their children. 
 

• Highlighting parent “success” implies that parents are failing if 
they can’t envision bold goals or help their children meet them.  
Sometimes lack of success is caused not by parents’ limited skills or 
information but by the stresses caused by poverty, trauma, 
depression, and/or structural racism.  It is important to determine 
and address the root causes of parents’ lack of success; otherwise, 
we risk blaming parents for “failing.”  At the same time, it’s 
important to recognize that while parents come with many assets 
they may still need additional knowledge or skills to make systems 
work for them. 
 

Participants offered these comments on specific parts of the frame. 
 

• Approach 12 reflects many of the organizations’ own efforts to reinforce parents’ hopes and dreams 
for their children.  “It’s important to create that sense of hope and expectation for all families, 
particularly those who are afraid to exhibit hope for fear they are setting up their children to crash,” 
a participant.  Others highlighted the need to: 
o Be intentional about incorporating parents’ values, culture, and traditions into their goals;  
o Ensure that the systems interacting with families understand the importance of listening to and 

supporting parents’ bold goals; and 
o Be clear about who defines what constitutes a bold goal. 

                                                           
2 Help parents acquire the exposure and experience to envision bold goals for their own children 

 

“Assume that parents want the best for 
their kids, that they love their kids and 
want them to do well in school.  Assume 
that if parents aren’t engaged, it’s 
because there are compelling other 
things going on in their life.” 

—Participant 

 

 

“We tend to form extreme positions:  
Either you think parents have deficits, 
or you’re embracing their assets and 
not paying attention to what they 
need.  It has to be both/and—
assistance and empowerment.” 

—Interviewee 
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• Approach 23 is similar to many of the organizations’ emphasis on cultivating parent leadership.  
Participants encouraged CGLR to add the term “leader” to the list of roles in which we want to support 
parents’ success.  Interviewees also underscored the connection between supporting parents and 
engaging them:  “Family supports are necessary to ensure effective parent engagement,” said one, 
while another drew connections between informing parents and empowering them.  
  

• Approach 34 is important because the path to children’s success is long and hard, and parents often 
get discouraged along the way.  People agreed that celebrating small wins enables parents to more 
confident about their own competence.  However, one person questioned whether “celebration” is 
really what parents want, or whether they might care more about sharing their experience with other 
parents so they feel less isolated, and/or having opportunities to have their concerns heard by 
decision makers.  Another suggested celebrating “milestones” instead of “successes.” 

 
Some points could be lifted up even more explicitly in the frame, participants and interviewees 
suggested.  These include the importance of: 
 

• Encouraging parents to re-envision goals periodically; 

• Leveraging peer support to help parents develop leadership and other capacities; 

• Connecting parent leadership, children’s literacy, and overall family engagement efforts;  

• Empowering parents to influence the agencies and systems that affect them and their children;  

• Minimizing the impact of adverse childhood experiences and family trauma;  

• Recognizing the systemic barriers and multiple challenges that parents face, including poverty and 
structural racism; 

• Recognizing the ecosystem in which families operate and the root causes of parents’ actions; 

• Creating avenues for policy change; and 

• Infusing teacher and school leader training with content on engaging parents and building trusting 
relationships with them. 

 
 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR CHANGING THE NARRATIVE 
 
It is possible to overcome ambivalence toward low-income parents and parents of color, but it won’t 
happen by accident.  It will require an intentional, multi-faceted effort to implement “what we know 
works” at the program, system, and community levels and to change the prevailing mindset toward and 
narrative about parents, participants and interviewees said.   
 

What needs to happen to establish a positive narrative about parents 
as the norm within the parent-facing field? 

 
Participants recommended cross-cutting steps as well as actions at the community and system/ 
organizational levels.   
   

                                                           
3 Equip parents with the information, tools, and supports they will need to play their important roles as architects, agents, and 
co-producers of attaining those bold goals   
4 Find occasions and create opportunities for parents to mark progress and celebrate the successes of parenting, great and 
small 
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Cross-cutting recommendations: 
 
1. Establish a coalition or network of thought leaders on this topic, beginning with those who attended 

or were invited to attend the Durham meeting, to support the development and dissemination of 
parent-engagement resources and best practices.   

 
2. Develop new capacities on all sides—  

• Within systems, organizations, and programs to incorporate parent leadership into their 
approaches, structures, cultures, and perspectives;  

• Among educators (in-service and pre-service) and other front-line practitioners to acknowledge 
the importance of parents and work with parents as partners; 

• Among parents to partner productively with child- and family-facing organizations, systems, and 
programs, including by participating in data collection, research, and policy advocacy activities. 
 

3. Use strategic communications more effectively to increase awareness, understanding, and belief in 
parents’ central role within the sectors and entities that touch kids and families.  

• Expose the assumptions underlying negative parent-practitioner interactions, and propose ways 
to rethink them;  

• Spread the message that family engagement is linked to children’s educational outcomes; 

• Reveal how exposure to poverty, ACEs, and other social determinants of health affects parents; 

• Promote parent-friendly practices and policies;  

• Attract champions for changing the narrative; and 

• Develop meta-messages, talking points, and position papers that all organizations and agencies 
can use while also preserving their own framing; this could help break down silos as well as ensure 
consistency.  

 
4. Document and disseminate stories and information:   

• Find places, programs, and models that do a good job of empowering parents to succeed, and 
create learning products that explain how they work;   

• Capture and share stories about parents who succeeded in their role after gaining the 
opportunities and supports they needed; 

• Convene people to learn from each other; and 

• Broadly share the tools and guidance that parent-facing organizations have already developed to 
assist parents in their role.   
 

At the community level: 
 
1. Strengthen relationships and connections between parents and the people and programs that touch 

their children.  

• Foster trust between parents and practitioners/providers.  Start by having parents articulate a 
specific need or issue and then work with practitioners to address it together; and 

• Have teachers conduct home visits, and have parents train home visitors on how to conduct 
relationship-based home visits. 
 

2. Draw key constituencies into this work as champions and allies. 

• Diversify the stakeholders in the room or hold separate group meetings to make sure everyone 
is included; 
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• Cultivate civic discourse about solutions in ways that engage parents and others who have diverse 
opinions, educational backgrounds, and life experiences.  Consider using a community organizing 
approach; 

• Educate business owners, corporations, and employers about family-friendly laws and policies, 
and encourage them to align policies with what we know about child development; and 

• Educate funder networks about the importance of parent engagement. 
 
At the systems and organizational level: 
 
1. Integrate or align the ways in which systems interact with parent so they are all working with 

parents in positive, compatible ways. 
 

2. Work to make policies and practices for service delivery and program funding more family-friendly, 
respectful, and welcoming to families and to remove obstacles5 to family engagement.  

• Shift programs and systems from a service mentality to an engagement approach;  

                                                           
5 E.g., restrictions that prevent a family receiving one set of services from obtaining help from another service or provider in the 

community; welfare policies that exclude parents from educational opportunities by forcing them to work; employment 
requirements that pose barriers to advancement for parents with lived experience but not credentials; and technology, 
transportation, language, and cultural barriers 

What might an integrated, aligned approach to parent engagement/empowerment look like? 
During a breakout session, a subgroup of participants in the Durham conversation developed this scenario. 

 
Systems and organizations adhere to these principles and values:   

• Listen to families  

• View families through a strength- and asset-oriented lens 

• Make policies and practices flexible and responsive to parents’ strengths and needs 

• Understand the implications of privilege; view interactions through an equity lens 

• Take a two-generation approach to working with parents and children 

• Hold the system accountable to families 

• Partner with families 

• Incorporate trauma-informed practices 
 
All the systems work together to achieve an additive effect.   
This leads to partnership among parents; principals, teachers, and PTAs; representatives of government, 
community colleges, child welfare, the workforce, and other systems; service providers; philanthropy; and other 
community members. 
 
Each system or constituency takes action to change the narrative. 

• Parents develop relationships with each other to increase their collective power, and bring their voices to the 
table. 

• The school system trains teachers to work with parents in positive ways, changes policies to become more 
family friendly, and connects schools to with other community resources that support families.   

• Under family-facing systems connect and coordinate with each other around family engagement, form 
collective impact agreements, share data, and blend funding streams.   

• Family-supporting organizations train/empower and support parents to bring their voices to the table.  They 
also share data.   

• Philanthropy makes investments that elevate parent voices and raise awareness about the central role of 
parents in their children’s success. 
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• Require that frontline practitioners be trained in meaningful techniques for parent 
engagement/partnership; and 

• Persuade foundation leaders to use their power and influence with agencies to ensure that 
policies and practices support rather than harm the people foundations are trying to empower. 
 

3. Find strategies and measures to hold organizations and systems accountable for helping parents 
succeed (e.g., add parent success indicators to school scorecards and evaluations of all organizations 
that interact with children and families). 

 

NEXT STEPS 
 

What opportunities exist to build momentum and alignment around  
changing the narrative in the parent-facing field? 

 
By the end of the Durham conversation, it was clear that the thought leaders were eager to align and 
coordinate their work to change the negative narrative about parents and to improve the flow of 
information, tools, ideas, best practices, and models for empowering parents across the field.  In closing 
remarks and post-meeting interviews, two suggestions emerged as particularly desirable in the short 
term: 
 
1. Form a coalition, network, and/or community of practice for thought leaders in the family-facing 

field, where people can discuss emerging issues and solutions.  In this setting, 
o Participants can share information on what works and what doesn’t;  
o Form task forces based on common missions and strategies; and 
o Encourage peer learning, support, and coaching (e.g., through periodic in-person convenings 

and by curating and facilitating conference calls). 
 

2. Document and disseminate relevant resources, including success stories of programs and individual 
parents.   

• Create a database or portal to share the stories. 

• Organize webinars on key topics and “bright spots.”  

• Create a curated list of resources that enhance parent/family engagement, including people who 
can provide professional development to parents, systems, organizations, and communities. 
 

At the end of the two-day meeting, participants said they felt inspired and energized, proud of how far 
their field has come, and eager to connect with others and take the next steps.  “Being in a room like this 
reinforces the sense that you’re on the right track and there are other people who hold the same values 
in different states and regions,” one said.  Another, recalling a parent’s admonition to “be legendary” 
during the previous night’s panel discussion, observed:  “How bold a goal is that?  We have a charge to be 
legendary and to help parents be legendary.” 

 
 


