All-America City Award – Fall River Parent Academy

The Challenge
As a working class and low-income community, Fall River educators have always been faced with the difficulty of students whose parents find it difficult to role model academic success in school. Many parents of our school children had poor experiences in school themselves, and many dropped out before completing school. Now, as parents, they have a harder time expressing positive feelings about their learning experience and often subtly inoculate their own children with a sense of failure and avoidance of all things educational. This leaves a significant number of children in our school repeating the same life script.

In a desire to introduce some positive learning experiences for these parents, a city-wide collaborative made up of representatives of a wide sector of the Fall River Community came together last year to create a Fall River Parent Academy that could offer free learning opportunities for parents and other caring adults. This network of resources was envisioned to provide unique, interactive courses and workshops designed to help parents become active partners in their children's education and also help them to explore areas of personal and professional growth.

Actions Taken

Though seen for years as a good idea, the project really took off when Fall River’s Director of Early Childhood and Parent and Community Engagement, Barbara Allard, attended a presentation in the fall of 2014 with School Superintendent Meg Mayo-Brown on parent academies that other Massachusetts school districts were running. “This is exactly what we need,” stated Allard to the Superintendent who was also enthused. The two went back to Fall River and sought the $40,000 it would require to get the program off the ground in the next year.
Allard contacted the organizations, business and agency representatives that she knew would have an interest and held the first planning meeting in March. “The people I spoke with were just as excited as I was,” noted Allard. “Maybe more!” Over 60 representatives of 32 organizations attended the first planning event held at Bristol Community College where they learned about the concept and began to brainstorm how they could make it happen in Fall River. One local bank immediately stepped up to provide $20,000 in additional funds needed to make it work.
Additional Fall River educators, community partners, and invested youth workers were soon invited to join the citywide advisory planning committee to jumpstart the Academy. This Advisory Committee and its workgroups were charged with making recommendations on curriculum, facilities, faculty, fundraising, marketing and evaluation. They continued to look for creative ideas, became a committed group of community leaders, and developed an infectious “can do” attitude among participants.
In July 2015, The Fall River Herald News Editorial Board wrote “For years, Fall River educators have bemoaned the lack of parental involvement as a problem plaguing our city schools and a factor holding back higher achievement levels. Children whose parents are more involved in their kids’ education tend to achieve better outcomes. But getting parents involved is easier said than done” they wrote. A few months later, the newspaper turned around and awarded the group with their second ever Moving Forward Award in recognition of what the group had already accomplished.
What Made it Work

What makes Fall River’s effort unique is the manner in which this program is led by community partners and the way in which we were able to implement it so quickly with the immediate participation of dozens of organizations. “We have had groups clamoring to be included on the advisory committee and provide courses within the Parent Academy catalogue,” stated 21st Century Program Community Learning Center Coordinator Maureen Estes.  
“We were pleased with the high level of commitment shown in the early meetings,” stated Andy Beck, Executive Director of the School and Main Institute who consulted to the planning group. “We knew it wouldn’t work unless there was significant buy-in from organizations that were willing to offer courses that were relevant to parents without charging anything for attendance, but that’s exactly what happened,” he added. The planning group quickly set about creating a survey of parents to learn exactly what they were interested in learning. Students from the local high school helped to collect and count them.
The group received over 750 responses— 700 in English, 30 in Spanish and 20 in Portuguese —detailing what kind of classes they wanted and describing how they would like the Academy to run. Questions on the survey asked how parents currently support their children’s learning and what makes doing it so hard, as well as what parents are interested in learning about. The planners then took this information back to the providers and challenged them to come up with courses that matched the parents’ desires. In the end, the planning group was able to assemble over 60 different classes covering a wide variety of subjects that closely matched parent interests.
Parents expressed a lot of interest in learning how to help their children achieve in school but were also interested in classes on personal and family growth as well as growth in their own careers. They also wanted to learn how to better manage stress, their own time and their children’s behaviors. Others wanted opportunities for arts, music and sports, and learning effective communication. 
“The survey responses present an eye-opening list of the troubles facing parents in Fall River,” said Beck. “Stress management is the No. 1 need and want,” he added noting that stress management “can look a lot of different ways.” Based on surveys so far returned, about 77 percent of parents have said they needed support in helping their students with their homework. Sixty-two percent of parents said work and scheduling makes things hard so they asked for  online classes that they could better manage from home.

While parents expressed an interest in helping their children’s academic achievement, they were also interested in personal and family growth as well as advancing their own careers and educational attainment. They also expressed an interest in furthering their education, with responses that ranged from earning high school diplomas, to associate's and bachelor's degrees. Evenings and mornings were the most preferred times for these classes.
In the end, the planning group was able to assemble over 60 different classes, in Spanish and English, covering a wide variety of subjects that closely matched parent interests. What was also remarkable was the way that agencies and other organizations in the community stepped up to create courses that the parents said they wanted. High school teacher Elizabeth Simoes stated, “I’ve wanted to teach English as a Second Language (ESL) courses for parents for years,” she stated. “The Parent Academy gave me the opportunity to do it.” The classes are currently some of the most popular, both for Spanish-speaking and Portuguese-speaking parents.
Impact on the Community

Stronger parenting makes a stronger community. No one gets an instruction manual for good parenting, but these academies represent a way to help those parents interested in improving their parenting skills, accessing educational and career resources they need and becoming more involved in their children’s educational achievements.
The ability to engage a parent in his or her children’s education has been shown over and over again to be a critical factor in student success rates. When families become involved in the educational process, students, schools, and communities benefit because strong home-school partnerships help all stakeholders focus on the issue of student achievement (Caplan, 2000). The development of a meaningful partnership between the Fall River community, the public schools, and parents across the city can be the bedrock of a thriving community.

The combined network of resources is providing unique, interactive courses and workshops designed to help parents become active partners in their children’s education and also to explore areas of personal and professional growth.
The Parent Academy currently offers over sixty courses and workshops concentrated in three key areas:

1. Helping parents and family members navigate and support children’s academic learning success in school, at home and in the community.  

2. Building the necessary personal, social and emotional skills and knowledge, together with a healthy lifestyle that empowers families to grow and thrive in our community. 

3. Training and certification opportunities that can help parents and family members achieve long-term personal, professional and economic success.

Courses are promoted to all parents and caregivers in the city through all public, private, charter and parochial schools as well as preschool programs including Head Start. Classes are held in various locations throughout the city that are convenient and accessible, e.g. at schools, libraries, the YMCA, houses of worship, and businesses. In the future, courses will also be posted online. There is no limit to the number or type of courses that anyone can take. Over 15,000 catalogues have been distributed throughout the entire city, and parents can also see course descriptions and register on-line at the FallRiverParentAcademy.org web site.
Visible Outcomes

Courses began early in January 2016, and new ones are starting every week. While some classes still have openings, many of the classes have been oversubscribed. “When I ran a similar class on nutrition last year, we were lucky to get a dozen people,” noted David Weed, Psy.D. who directs a city-wide health promotion effort. “The first day of our Parent Academy class we had over forty participants!” The popularity of the classes has also been shown by registrations for everything from English as a Second Language classes to Family Tae Kwon Do.
“We’ll be tracking participation as we go along, as well as soliciting feedback from instructors and parents so we can make sure people are getting what they wanted,” noted  Physical Education District Coordinator Brad Bustin who is helping to track attendance. “We realize that this will be a learning experience for us as well, so we want to look at what works and what doesn’t so we can continue to make improvements.
A rigorous evaluation process is currently underway using the Five Protective Factors in the Strengthening Families Approach: 1) parental resilience, 2) social connections, 3) concrete support in times of need, 4) knowledge of parenting and child development, and 5) social and emotional competence of children. Research studies support the idea that these protective factors are “promotive” factors that build family strengths and a family environment that promotes optimal child and youth development.
And parents themselves are starting to take ownership of the process. A Parent Leadership course is engaging parents who want to become parent leaders in the Academy. “I’m really happy to be a part of this course and become a voice for parents,” stated Marylou Young, who has been instrumental in promoting the program. “We can imagine a day when the Academy will largely be run by parents,” stated Allard.      
While the Academy’s ultimate goal is to improve children’s lives, the vision for the Fall River Parent Academy is “Building Strong Families-Building Fall River’s Future”.  Many of our courses and workshops are for parents and caregivers to learn new skills and gain education and certification opportunities to increase potential employment and career development. Overall, the vision of the project is to enable engaged parents to move ahead in their own lives while they encourage their children to do the same.
Fall River Superintendent Meg Mayo-Brown wrote that policy-makers nationwide are “stressing the need for parents to take an active role in their children’s education.” The ability to engage parents in that manner, “has been shown over and over again to be a critical factor in student success rates,” she wrote, adding, “The development of a meaningful partnership between the Fall River community, the public schools, and parents across the city can be the bedrock of a thriving community.”
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