PARENT INVOLVEMENT BEYOND THE BAsIcs

‘- Father/Male Involvement in Early

LA Childhood Programs
"mygluemen’  (ERIC Clearinghouse on Elementary and Early Childhood
Education, Urbana, Ill.)

Parents, educators, researchers, and policymakers all assert the value of positive home-school
partnerships. This focus on parental involvement in school settings comes at a time when early childhood
programs increasingly consist of children from single-parent households, recombined or blended
families, foster-parent homes, extended families with relatives, or a variety of other family situations
(Epstein, 1988). A major challenge for family support professionals working in early childhood settings

is to restructure program policies and practices aimed at increasing parent involvement to reflect the new
realities of family structure, lifestyle, and ethnic characteristics. This effort is crucial as an increasing
number of states and local public school systems move toward offering pre-kindergarten programs for
children from economically disadvantaged and "high-risk" backgrounds (Karweit, 1993).

FATHER/MALE INVOLVEMENT IN EARLY CHILDHOOD SETTINGS

An important yet often overlooked strategy in the effort to increase parent involvement in early

childhood programs is involving fathers or other significant male role figures. The notion that all fathers
of children from low-income and high-risk backgrounds absent themselves from child rearing is a myth
that permeates program development efforts in this area. For example, in a recent study of a
pre-kindergarten at-risk program, McBride and Lin (in press) found that a majority of the mothers
surveyed reported their children had regular and consistent interaction with a father or other male role
figure despite the high proportion of single-parent families being served by the program. In a nationwide
survey of Head Start programs serving low-income families, Levine (1993) found that a man is present
(whether the father, mother's boyfriend, or other male relative) in approximately 60 percent of Head Start
families. Furthermore, in a similar nationwide survey of Head Start programs, Gary et al. (1987) found
that the majority of parents and staff members felt that emphasis should be placed on getting Head Start
fathers involved in the program.

The myths and stereotypes surrounding men in low-income and high-risk households have had a
significant negative impact on policies relating to programs that benefit disadvantaged families (Levine,
1993). Generally these policies identify "parents" as targets for their outreach initiatives, yet program
implementation typically discourages the participation of men in parent involvement activities. The lack
of initiatives designed to encourage male involvement in pre-kindergarten programs for children who are
at risk for later school failure does not build upon the strengths that many of these men can bring to the
parenting situation--strengths that can be utilized in the development of effective home-school
partnerships. When men become actively involved, they can have positive impacts on many aspects of
children's development (see Lamb, in press, for a comprehensive review).

GETTING FATHERS/MALES INVOLVED
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Given the support for increased involvement of parents in their children's schooling and the positive
contributions men can make to their children's development, it is important to reach out specifically to
fathers or other significant males in parent involvement efforts for pre-kindergarten and early childhood
programs. In doing so, however, it is important to recognize at the outset that several barriers must be
overcome in order to successfully get men more involved.

Levine (1993) has outlined four factors that constrain Head Start and state-funded pre-kindergarten
programs from encouraging father involvement: (1) fathers' fears of exposing inadequacies; (2)
ambivalence of program staff members about father involvement; (3) gatekeeping by mothers; and (4)
inappropriate program design and delivery. Each one of these barriers must be overcome as programs
attempt to encourage and facilitate increased involvement of fathers in their children's school
experiences.

McBride and his colleagues (McBride, Obuchowski, & Rane, 1996) have identified several key issues
that need to be explored as early childhood programs struggle to build stronger home-school partnerships
through the development and implementation of parent involvement initiatives targeted at men.

1. BE SPECIFIC ABOUT GOALS

Early childhood educators need to be specific in their reasons for developing parent involvement
initiatives targeted at men. Prior to developing such initiatives, educators must ask themselves why they
think such efforts are important and how they can enhance the services being provided to children and
families. There are clear benefits to encouraging male involvement in early childhood programs for
enrolled children, their families, and the programs in general. Focusing on male involvement because it is
currently a "hot" social issue increases the likelihood that such efforts will wane when the next big issue
emerges.

2. ACKNOWLEDGE RESISTANCE TO INITIATIVES

Not everyone will be committed to the concept of parent involvement initiatives targeted at fathers or
other significant males. The lack of male involvement and "responsible"” fathering behaviors is often
cited as a major reason for children's later school failure, and many people will question why resources
should be targeted at these men when they are viewed as the primary cause of the problems facing
children. This resistance may come from mothers, teachers, school administrators, and community
leaders. Since support from these groups is critical to the success of parent involvement initiatives
designed for men, educators will need to build a strong rationale for developing such initiatives, a
rationale that can be clearly articulated to these groups in order to gain their support for such efforts.

3. IDENTIFY THE SIGNIFICANT MALE ROLE FIGURES

Educators will need to be specific about whom to target in their efforts to encourage male involvement.
Research data have indicated that children growing up in low-income and single-parent homes often have
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regular and consistent interactions with a father figure, although not necessarily their biological father.
Focusing efforts on biological fathers will exclude a large proportion of men who play significant roles in
the lives of these children. The key for educators will be to identify who the men are in the lives of these
children who can then become targets for these efforts.

4. PROVIDE TRAINING AND SUPPORT SERVICES FOR STAFF

Most early childhood educators have received little, if any, formalized education and training in the area
of parent involvement. This is especially true in the area of male involvement in early childhood
programs. If such efforts are to be successful, teachers will need staff development and in-service
training experiences that will allow them to develop a knowledge base from which to develop and
implement initiatives that are designed to encourage male involvement in their programs.

5. TRAIN FEMALE FACILITATORS TO ACCEPT MALE INVOLVEMENT

Although having male staff members provide leadership to initiatives designed to encourage male
involvement in early childhood programs would be desirable, such expectations are not always realistic
because the majority of professionals in this field are female. Women can be successful in these efforts,
but they must acknowledge and build upon the unique strengths that men bring to the parenting realm and
be sensitive to differences in the ways in which men and women approach parenting and interacting with
young children.

6. DON'T NEGLECT MOTHERS

Research has indicated that mothers tend to be the "gatekeepers" to their children for fathers or other
significant male role figures. As educators develop initiatives to encourage male involvement, they must
not do so at the expense of efforts targeted at mothers. Mothers need to be involved in the development
of these efforts from the beginning. They need to be made aware of why resources are being put into
developing these activities and how they and their children will benefit. Eliciting the support and
involvement of mothers in developing such initiatives can help insure the initiatives' success.

7. GO SLOWLY

As with any other initiative, early childhood educators must proceed slowly in their efforts to encourage
male involvement in their programs. The key to success for these efforts is in building a male-friendly
environment that facilitates a culture of male involvement in the program. However, building such a
culture is a long-term process, and educators shouldn't expect too much, too soon. They should start
slowly and build upon their successes.

8. DON'T REINVENT THE WHEEL

Many early childhood programs serving children who are at risk for later school failure already include
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comprehensive parent involvement components, although they tend to be targeted primarily at mothers.
When developing initiatives for male involvement, educators should first evaluate the parent involvement
components already in place and explore how they may be adapted to reach out to men in order to meet
their unique needs.

CONCLUSION

Successful resolution of these issues will provide early childhood programs with a solid foundation from
which to develop and implement parent involvement initiatives designed for men. Through such
initiatives, men can become valuable resources as educators struggle to build stronger home-school
partnerships aimed at strengthening

family units that will help young children achieve success as they progress through the educational
system.
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The Centa for Parent Involvement(FCPI) was funded by
the U.S. Department of Education; Goals 2000, Eduaaierica Act

from 1994-1999. Guided by an advisory board of parents and profes-
sionals, the FCP$ goal was to tap the power of parents.

The FCPI gathered information on parent needs, coordinated the informa-
tion, and created a series of resouregaruzed by theme, including fact

sheets for parents and professionals, “Beyond the Basics” resources, and
resource identification lists. Many of the resources have been translated into
Spanish language versions, and evéigriehas been made to preserve the
meaning and flavor of the original English documeritss series of materi-

als provides a wealth of current information for both parents and providers;
the complete set of resources can be obtained in PDF format on the Depart-
ment of Child and Family Studi®Vebsite at www.fmhi.usf.edu/cf&lares/

fcpi. The stéf of the FCPI are hopeful that their work will continue to help
children get ready to learn for many years to come.

The series’ themes include:

* Family Empowerment

e Parent Involvement

» Parenting Support

¢ School Readiness

* Violence in the Lives of Children
» Transition to Kindegarten

The Center was one component of a project led by Hillsborough County Center of Excellence in
collaboration with the Department of Child & Family Studies at USF's de la Parte Institute and
the Florida Children's Forum. Other project partners include HIPPY (Home Instruction Program
for PreschobYoungsters), Hillsborough County Head Start and Hillsborough County Even Start.
For more information about these projects, call 813.974.4612.
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