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Creating An Environment for  Change  
Five Case Studies 

 
Executive Summary 

 
 
Introduction 
 
The case studies conducted for the Humanlinks Foundation included Horizon Elementary 
School, Shorecrest High School, Bordeaux Elementary School, Olympic Middle School, and the 
Shelton School District.  The purpose of the case studies was to evaluate the efficacy of the 
Achieving Family Friendly Schools training.   
 
All schools studied recognized the value of the training as a way to move them toward making 
changes that reflected family support.  Each school felt as though the training gave them ideas 
that assisted them in moving toward their goals. 
 
First and Second Order  Change 
 
First order change is commonly defined as change within a system where the system itself 
remains unchanged.  Second order change is defined as a change of the system itself.  Second 
order change also implies that critical new actions are implemented, as well as changes in 
behavior and priorities.   
 
All schools have implemented programs that are indicative of first order change.  Examples 
might be translating parent communication into Spanish or designing programs that encourage 
parent involvement.  The majority of schools felt as though they were already headed in this 
direction and the training provided ideas and impetus to continue on this track.   
 
In terms of second order change, none of the schools or one school district studied had achieved 
second order change. While they desired a change in the system itself, the add-on programs did 
not result in true systemic change.  All those interviewed spoke to the competing requirements of 
contemporary education; standardized tests, changing curriculum, and training designed to assist 
them in their primary charge as principals, teachers, or counselors.  Although the schools want to 
make family friendly schools a priority, it is simply a lack of time and resources that keep them 
from achieving their goals in a way they desire. 
 
Although they have not realized second order change at this juncture, the schools and school 
districts have designed avenues for second order change within their organizations.  According to 
Sun and Scott (2005), four elements need to be in place for second order change to occur: 

1) The organization allows the introduction of information that may challenge the current 
beliefs and assumptions 
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2) A safe environment is created that encourages individuals to engage in creativity that 
moves toward second order change 

3) Individual ideas and actions are valued as a critical investment toward second order 
change in the organization 

4) Providing necessary means and resources to allow individuals or Òopportunity finding 
teamsÓ to engage in problem solving and nurturing of second order change. 

 
Each school has provided the opportunity to challenge current norms within the educational 
organization.  By writing Family Friendly School goals into their SIP documents, each school is 
acknowledging that change is important and required for the academic success of children.  The 
individual schools seemed to feel their work was supported by their district offices. 
 
Each district and schools appears to be providing a safe environment for change.  New ideas are 
encouraged and valued.  This provides an opportunity for individual and school initiators to 
move forward with new programs and ideas.  The training provides each motivated individual 
and school the means to engage in a path toward second order change.  The case studies indicate 
that risk taking and opportunity for change is encouraged at all levels of the organizations, from 
the district hierarchy to the individual teachers and parents. 
 
What Schools Need 
 
Every interview indicated the need for more technical assistance from the Achieving Family 
Friendly Schools team.  All believed the training was excellent but then left them without a way 
to achieve their goals.  The schools seemed to be pleased with the changes that were made but 
many seemed to have Òlost steamÓ without further assistance.   
 
Many would like more interaction with other schools that had received the training; sharing 
would help them come up with more ideas.  In the case of Shelton School District, they would 
like the district to support more interaction between the schools. 
 
Every interview indicated that competing priorities make it difficult for them to move to the level 
of family support they would ultimately like to see.  WASL tests were often mentioned, as well 
as required trainings that take time and energy away from the family friendly schools initiatives.  
The climate of education at this time pulls principals, teachers, counselors, and parents in 
numerous directions. 
 
Time and funding are also at a premium for those involved in these changes.  All individuals 
interviewed mentioned the need for more time.  Often they spoke to the level of need in their 
schools and the inability to do as much as they desire.   
 
The case studies also indicted a frustration with the lack of family involvement.  Some 
respondents felt that there is simply no time or energy for families to be involved.  Each school 
had implemented programs that they assumed would result in increased involvement.  Some 
were successful in this endeavor, others were frustrated.  While parents were involved at various 
levels, there seemed to be a lack of parent involvement in school decision making.  Chadwick 
(2004) states, ÒIt must be acknowledged that the process of community engagement carries some 
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risk and requires educators to think about sharing decision-making power in non-traditional ways 
(p. 8).  The exception to this was Shorecrest High School which seemed to have the highest level 
of input from families. 
 
Cultural issues were a barrier for some of the schools.  Horizon has seen a dramatic increase in 
ethnic diversity which results in communication barriers.  Shelton struggles with the presence of 
two tribes and an increased Latino population.  The district representative was quite verbal about 
assumptions made about these differing cultural groups.  Shelton does seem to have made some 
movement toward partnership with these groups in recent months. 
 
There seems to be a lack of social capital in all communities.  According to Chadwick (2004), 
there is a high correlation between social capital and student academic success.  Very few 
schools had been successful in forming any depth in community partnerships.  Some had lists of 
community partners but there was little true engagement.  Shorecrest High School seemed to 
have a better link with the community due to the consistent and valued involvement of their 
Family Advocate provided by Readiness to Learn funding.  The Shorecrest principal indicated 
that he could get almost anything needed from his community. 
 
A missing link also appears to be in the realm of community development and the design of 
family friendly schools.  Hooper-Briar and Lawson (1994), as well as Chadwick (2004) and 
Henderson and Mapp (2002) all speak to the importance of community engagement in school 
change initiatives.  Hooper-Briar and Lawson (1994) suggest the following: 
 

We recommend a guiding vision described as child-focused, family-centered,  
consumer-guided and delivered, and community development oriented.  It builds 
capacities of children and families, alongside professionals.  It is based on the  
assumption that collaboration and integration are not just for children and  
families; they must be part of the service teamÕs planning, implementation,  
and evaluation processes, too. (p. 26) 
 

Again, Shorecrest appears to be the leader in this area.  While others have attempted to form 
stronger ties with their communities, there were many complaints that the communities are not 
fully invested in their schools.  This seemed most apparent in Shelton. 
 
The Rubric© appears to be of some help although one principal suggested that it is too easy for 
schools to rate themselves higher than what actually exists.  It was also suggested that the rubric 
didnÕt seem to be specific enough since many of the areas overlap. 
 
The Walk-Through Exercise seemed valuable to the schools and provided a visual by which they 
could gauge their work.  Although valuable, it appeared that for many schools changes were not 
made as indicated by the Walk-through exercise.  Many schools still were without appropriate 
and helpful signage or directions in languages other than English.  The school did not seem 
particularly welcoming in many of environments we visited. 
 
The measurement of outcomes seems to be another issue for schools.  They question how they 
will know they have succeeded.  Shorecrest seems to be the leader in this area by actively 
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engaging in an evaluation process.  Other schools need assistance in evaluating outcomes.  
According to Mid-Continent Research for Education and Learning (2006), schools need to plan 
for data collection and evaluation when working toward second order change. 
 
 
Recommendations 
 
Technical Assistance 
 
The message was clear that all schools need more on-going technical assistance.  They desire 
more interaction with the trainers and a way to call upon someone for assistance.  They also feel 
there is too much time between the initial training and a follow-up training.   
 
One suggestion that would be cost effective and interactive would be a website where ideas 
could be shared and questions could be answered on a regular basis.  Giving them access to 
phone numbers and individuals for technical assistance could also be helpful. 
 
Opportunities for Interaction 
 
There was a definite call for more ideas and sharing among schools that are moving in this 
direction.  Shelton has a rare opportunity to do so among their selected schools yet, it appears 
that this has not been done.  An Achieving Family Friendly Schools conference or meeting that 
involved all schools that have been trained thus far would create a leaning community and 
provide peer support.  It might be helpful to have a poster session or some other processes for 
schools to proudly share their accomplishments and learn from others.   
 
Time, Funding, and Pr iorities 
 
As we know, educators are overloaded.  They simply have too many things to do and too little 
time.  There is no easy answer to this; however, some things were clear.  Shorecrest High School 
has the luxury of having a RTL Family Advocate.  This seemed to move the initiatives forward 
at a greater depth and pace than other schools.  Having an individual that can act as an advocate 
for the parents and school personnel seems key to success.  It is possible that schools that already 
have RTL or other funding for family support may perform better than those who do not.  While 
involved with a five year research project conducted by the Stuart Foundation, we found that 
schools supported by a district or state initiative fared better and sustained programs better than 
those without that assistance.  It was also clear that having a coordinator to assist with 
programming makes a vast difference in outcomes.  With so many competing priorities, having 
an individual assigned to coordinate the programs that support family friendly schools would be 
of great assistance.  This is a lofty goal but one to consider. 
 
If possible, securing funding for these schools to proceed might be helpful.  A grant that could 
help Family Friendly Schools provide financial assistance to member schools could provide 
much needed help.   
 
Cultural Issues 
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Cultural barriers seem to be a stumbling block for many of the schools.  Integrating more cultural 
training into the Achieving Family Friendly Schools training would be recommended.  The 
schools need more assistance in locating translation services and communicating across cultures.  
In Shelton, the cultural issues seem to run much deeper and are a cause for a fair amount of 
anxiety for schools.  Natural Parent Leaders appear to work well at Shorecrest and this type of 
parent-to-parent program is desired at all schools.  The majority of schools, however, seem to 
have difficulty sustaining this program. 
 
Community Development 
 
Community involvement seems to be sorely lacking in most schools.  There are few partnerships 
that demonstrate depth, commitment, and collaboration.  The exception to this is Shorecrest.  The 
schools are struggling with how to design and sustain community partnerships.  I would suggest 
training specific to this area as it is traditionally a challenge for schools.   
 
Summary 
 
The Achieving Family Friendly Schools training provides an incentive for schools to move 
forward with their desire to provide the best environment for their students and families.  The 
training gives schools ideas and encouragement.  In many cases, the schools have implemented 
solid programs that indicate a high level of commitment.  The schools have definitely engaged in 
first order change and have the elements in place to move to second order change.  What is most 
needed is more assistance and support from the training team and the educational community.   
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Five Case Studies 
 

 
In 2002, a partnership was formed between the Northshore/Shoreline Community Health and 
Safety Network, Washington Alliance for Better Schools (WABS) and the HumanLinks 
Foundation.  Interviews of education and community stakeholders conducted by HumanLinks 
personnel during 2000 had clearly outlined family and community involvement as critical 
components in school reform.  Parents have always been acknowledged as important in 
childrenÕs learning but with the current focus on academic achievement parents are now more 
than ever needed as partners in their studentÕs academic success.  However, it was also clear to 
the partnership that this type of involvement lacked definition, professional development, and 
leadership in Washington State. 
 
Research and Legislation 
 
Current research provides evidence that family involvement has an impact on academic 
achievement.  Organizations such as the Center for School, Family, and Community Partnerships 
at Johns Hopkins University, The National Association of Partners in Education, Family 
Involvement Network in Education at Harvard Graduate School of Education and the Center for 
Family Involvement in Schools at Rutgers University all concur; family support and community 
involvement is integral to school and student success.  A New Wave of Evidence (2002) by Mapp 
and Henderson provides a synthesis of current research that challenges how schools view the role 
of families in schools and student learning.  According to the authors, ÒMany studies found that 
students with involved parents, no matter what their income or background, were more likely to 

¥ earn higher grades and test scores, and enroll in higher-level programs 
¥ be promoted, pass their classes, and earn credits 
¥ attend school regularly 
¥ have better social skills, show improved behavior, and adapt well at school 
¥ graduate and go on to postsecondary education (p. 7) 

 
Family and community involvement is part of the national and state reform agendas.  The No 
Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (http://www.ed.gov/nclb/landing.jhtml) defines parental 
involvement as, Òthe participation of parents in regular, two-way, and meaningful 
communication involving student academic learning and other school activities. 

Washington State school reform also identified the need for parent involvement and family 
supportive practices in schools.  In response to this need the Office of Superintendent Public 
Instruction initiated an innovative grant program in 1994, titled Readiness To Learn that focused 
on community-linked family support statewide.  The legislation that created the Readiness To 
Learn program was based on the family support principles as adapted into Washington State 
Administrative Code RCW 74.14A025.  Readiness To Learn (RTL) was and continues to be an 
innovative grant program focused on building community and engaging families in student 
learning. 
 
Community Partnerships 
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A collaboration formed between three partners interested in using family support strategies to 
improve student achievement.  The HumanLinks Foundation, Northshore/Shoreline Community 
Network and the Washington Alliance for Better Schools (WABS) each had experience and 
interest in transforming how schools engage families in learning.  Additional partners became 
involved including ChildrensÕ Home Society of Washington and Washington State University 
Extension.  Together, these partners were instrumental in bringing the family support principles 
to the forefront in Washington State with educators, community leaders and policy makers.   By 
hosting strategic conversations with a variety of strategic partners, the need for a vehicle to 
infuse a change in beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors towards families was identified.  The Family 
Support principles were recognized as a proven framework for changing practice.  Additionally, 
this partnership identified education leaders as key to implementing and sustaining new ways of 
working with families.     
 
Achieving Family Fr iendly Schools Training and Tools 
 
Through their work, the partners recognized the need to build an awareness of current research 
and provide professional development training and tools.  From this the Achieving Family 
Friendly Schools Training and Resource Kit was created with the goal to provide schools across 
Washington State with the opportunity to learn about current family engagement research, reflect 
on current parent/family practices, acknowledge practices achieving better outcomes, set goals, 
and measure progress.   
 
The Achieving Family Friendly Schools (AFFS) model calls for a paradigm shift from family 
involvement to family support.  Schools subscribing to the family friendly philosophy strive to 
build solid relationships with their students, families, and surrounding communities.  This is 
accomplished through a process that integrates family support principles into the schoolÕs 
existing planning process.   
 
The process used in the Achieving Family Friendly Schools models begins with the development 
of a team, led by the principal and four additional team members.  Team members may be 
teachers, family members, counselors, community members, school secretary, or others 
identified by the principal.  The team leads the school in a change process by participating in two 
training sessions held 60 days apart.  The team has the opportunity to assess their current 
relationships with families, review their current planning strategies and School Improvement 
Plan, and take a critical look at existing programs and activities.  With the technical assistance of 
the AFFS trainers the school begins to strategize ways to improve their approach to working with 
families. The trainers provide the team with necessary tools and resources that are based on 
proven research and family support principles.  Schools may choose to implement new programs 
or revise existing ones.  New community partnerships may be identified.  The schools receive an 
Achieving Family Friendly Schools Resource Kit which includes a Guidebook, self-study 
materials, videos, research, survey and processes, templates, and rubrics to help them assess their 
progress.  The school-based AFFS team is able to return to their school as change agents, helping 
their colleagues and families understand the impact of family supportive schools on student 
achievement.   
 
Pr inciples &  Cr iter ia 
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The principles of family support have been integrated into four criteria which, as the framework 
for the AFFS Rubric ©, reflect positive outcomes that can result from implementing family 
support practice in schools.   
Criteria include:  

¥ School creates a sense of belonging 
¥ School works in partnership with families 
¥ School activities are family centered 
¥ School is connected to the community.   

 
Each criterion is accompanied by indicators that describe what it might look like when 
implemented.  Schools rate themselves on a scale of 1 Ð 4:  

1) beginning  
2) developing 
3) supportive  
4) exemplary.   

The AFFS Rubric© provides schools with a built-in assessment and evaluation tool that 
identifies behaviors and attitudes, reinforcing effective practices and offering proven strategies. 

ÒWhen parents feel they have the power to change and control their circumstances, children 
tend to do better in school.  Their parents are also better equipped to help them.  When schools 

Nine Pr inciples of Family Support 
 

Family Support Amer ica developed a set of pr inciples to be used in every environment 
where families and children are present: 
 

1. Staff and families work together in relationships based on equality and respect. 
 

2. Staff enhances familiesÕ capacity to support the growth and development of all family 
members Ð adults, youth and children. 
 

3.  Families are resources to their own members, to other families, to programs, and to 
communities. 
 

4.  Programs affirm and strengthen familiesÕ cultural, racial, and linguistic identities and 
enhance their ability to function in a multicultural society. 
 

5.  Programs are imbedded in their communities and contribute to the community-building 
process. 
 

6. Programs advocate with families for services and systems that are fair, responsive, and 
accountable to the families served.   
 

7. Practitioners work with families to mobilize formal and informal resources to support 
family development. 
 

8.  Programs are flexible and continually responsive to emerging family and community 
issues. 
 

9. Principles in family support are modeled in all program activities, including planning, 
governance, and administration. 
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work with families to develop their connections, families become powerful allies of the schools 
and advocates for public education.Ó 
     - A New Wave of Evidence, Henderson and Mapp, 2002 
 
The Paradigm Shift Ð Family Involvement to Family Supportive 
 
Critical to moving towards a more family supportive school is recognizing the difference 
between family involvement and family support.  This change involves moving beyond 
implementing discrete programs and practices to a culture that values families and establishes a 
shared responsibility for student success. The Paradigm Shift contrasts two approaches to the 
same activity and demonstrates a more inclusive and empowering partnership. 
 
 

A Paradigm Shift to Family Supportive Schools 
 

         Minimal Baseline                   Optimal End Results 
 

 
!  Focus is on getting parents involved 

in school  event/activities. 
 

 
!  Focus is on building relationships 

with parents. 
 

 
!  Focus is on doing things on behalf of 

families which puts school in a 
leadership role. 

 

 
!  Focus is on empowering families as 

equal partners.  
 

 
!  Focus is on sponsoring events that 

schools think will help parents. 
 

 
!  Focus is on having parents sponsor 

and lead events they feel are 
important. 

 
 
 
Strategies for Integrating Family Support 
 
Imbedded in the AFFS training model, are strategies for integrating family support principles 
into schools.  Developed with input from school leaders, these seven strategies guide the change 
process. 
 

1. Understand family support pr inciples and their link to academic achievement.  This 
includes educating school staff and gaining their support. 
 

2. Create the culture and environment to become a more family fr iendly school.  
Assess changes needed to encourage partnership with families, and match school policies 
and practices to a family support philosophy. 
 

3. Build a team, with members from staff, parents and community partners, to help 
launch, implement and sustain an effort to become a more family fr iendly school.  
Inclusion of under-represented parents, caregivers, and community members on the team 
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is key to success. 
 

4. Involve all constituents to assess and collect feedback based on the Achieving Family 
Fr iendly Schools Rubr ic ©.  The AFFS Guidebook provides step-by-step instructions 
for assessing a schoolÕs progress along the AFFS Rubric ©.  Schools begin by gathering 
baseline data through activities such as school staff meetings, parent and community 
focus groups and surveys, and a school Òwalk throughÓ exercise to assess family 
friendliness.  These activities can be conducted each year to assess family friendliness 
along the Rubric © continuum and results can be communicated to the school 
community. 
 

5. Develop and integrate family involvement strategies into the School Improvement 
Plan as part of your academic goals.  Once data is gathered using the Rubric ©, a 
school can identify strategies for improving family support practices and incorporate 
them into every academic goal in its School Improvement Plan (SIP).  This provides an 
opportunity to integrate family support practices in the schoolsÕ existing SIP development 
process each year, rather than creating a new process and more work. 
 

6. Assess for results and impact.  Because family support principles are imbedded in the 
yearly SIP process, evaluation is too. 
 

7. Continue to build the culture for family support.  The ultimate goal of AFFS is for 
schools to institutionalize family support through their SIP process each year, and to 
repeat strategies 4 through 6 on a regular basis. 

 
The Achieving Family Friendly Schools training acknowledges that culture change is a process 
that may span across months or years.  The training is intended to assist schools throughout their 
change process.  AFFS trainers are available for consultation as schools work toward meeting 
their goal of becoming family friendly and family supportive. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Case Studies: 
 Exper ience &  Findings 
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To date, 110 schools have been trained over a three year time frame.  Trainings have varied from 
individual school teams from both elementary and secondary schools, to whole schools, to whole 
districts, to teams representing multiple districts.  Schools have represented rural, urban, and 
suburban settings.  The schools participating in these five case studies were chosen because they 
have participated in the AFFS trainings and represent a slice of this diversity.  
 
Methodology 
 
At each case study school materials from the AFFS training, such as the rubric assessment and 
belief exercise, were analyzed as first steps to identifying the current state of family engagement.  
A Walk-Through was conducted to assess the school from the eyes of families.  Interviews were 
conducted with principals, assistant principals, staff members, and when possible, parents.  
School Improvement Plans, goal statements and outreach materials were reviewed.    
 
The AFFS Training and these case studies are formed around the four criteria of family 
supportive schools:   

¥ Create a sense of belonging 
¥ School works in partnership with families 
¥ School activities are family centered, and 
¥ School is connected to the community.       
 

Each school has unique characteristics, differing student and family populations, and diverse 
objectives.  While each of the schools implemented AFFS strategies, many other concurrent 
activities were occurring and may have impacted their success.  
 

The common goal in each of these schools is to create stronger relationships with families to 
improve student outcomes and increase the family friendly climate at their school. 

 
Highlights 
 
Each school in the study seeks to increase student academic achievement using a variety of 
methods; however, they strongly believe that family and community partnerships are essential.  
Administrators, teachers, families, and community members all suggested that reaching this goal 
can be difficult without support.  According to Epstein, Coates, Salinas, Sanders, and Simon 
(1997), ÒJust about all teachers and administrators would like to involve families, but many do 
not know how to go about building positive and productive programsÓ. (p. 6) The AFFS 
trainings provided schools with the knowledge and tools to move forward in engaging families 
more intentionally.  Each school studied believed that the trainings provided them with the 
beginning skills needed to make their schools more Òfamily friendly.Ó  In energetic voices, the 
respondents communicated their excitement about their individual processes. 
 
Schools attempting to implement family supportive programs responded that they felt challenged 
by lack of staff and parent commitment to change their current practice in addition to the 
traditional lack of time and money.  Teachers and administrators are often overwhelmed by the 
demands placed on them; yet, the case study schools have a clear understanding of the 
importance of involving families.  These schools want to aim high, to implement programs that 
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will involve their families and communities as equal partners, but challenges with attitudes, 
commitment and resources make it difficult to promote change quickly. 
 
Each school has designed programs that encourage family engagement but few realized a true 
culture shift.  A common recognition among the schools was that this is a lengthy process that 
will need constant diligence and attention. 
 
All of the case study schools believe that more training and ongoing professional development 
will assist them.  They welcome the opportunity to interact with other schools who share the 
common goal of providing family friendly programs.  Most would like to read more about other 
schools who have designed successful strategies.  They would like to be provided with a contact 
person with whom they can discuss their challenges and ideas. 
 
Regarding research in the area of family engagement, Epstein et al. state:   
 

The research results are important because they indicate that caring  
communities can be built, on purpose; that they include families that  
might not become involved on their own; and that, by their own reports,  
just about all families, students, and teachers believe that partnerships  
are important for helping students succeed across the grades. (p. 7) 

 
Each school included in these case studies demonstrates caring for their students, families, and 
communities.  They strive to meet the demands while providing a safe and nurturing 
environment for their students and families.  The schools intend to stay engaged and continue 
using strategies that will result in a welcoming and friendly environment for their students and 
families.  The AFFS training helped the case study schools discover their strengths, engage 
families and their communities more intentionally, and build on their existing skills, resources 
and successes. The schools valued their ability to participate in an in-depth planning and 
evaluation process.  AFFS has been a value-added catalyst for change in the case study schools. 
 


