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Parent University in alternative schools: Asset–based programming for parents
of formerly–incarcerated youth

Jen Stacy, Linda Gutierrez, and Danita McMillian
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ABSTRACT
Familial engagement is a cornerstone in comprehensive alternative education; however, imple-
menting high-quality parental outreach is difficult. Traditional approaches to parent outreach view
diverse families from a deficit perspective and seek to change their behaviors, instead of building
on their funds of knowledge. This article presents a case study about Parent University, a program
designed with an additive lens to inform parents of formerly incarcerated youth about the col-
lege-going process. Findings showcase the framework of the program and analyze the experiences
of participants. Approaching families through an additive perspective is key in developing mutu-
ally beneficial relationships amongst stakeholders. This study demonstrates how familial outreach
initiatives can begin to include space for parents’ voices and draw from this to create more
responsive curriculum and learning experiences.
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Alternative settings provide opportunities for youth to fulfill
their secondary-education requirements while attending to
their unique needs. In California, alternative schools are
overseen by county offices of education. They exist as stand-
alone secondary schools, components of juvenile detention
centers, or within juvenile camps. It is often the case that
students come to alternative classrooms facing social, emo-
tional, and academic challenges, amongst others, in trad-
itional school settings. Students in alternative schools
navigate unique realities compared to their traditional pub-
lic-school peers; some are serving time in juvenile detention,
some are transitioning back to mainstream school from a
detention center, and some have been expelled from their
community school for various reasons. Helping students
with social and emotional issues while supporting them aca-
demically is a responsibility for stakeholders in alternative
schools. These students represent some of the country’s
most marginalized populations regarding socioeconomic sta-
tus, race/ethnicity, and language and print literacy skills
(NDTAC, 2015; Staples-Farmer, 2014). So do their parents.

Research has shown that the relationship between families
and schools is a cornerstone to a comprehensive approach
to working with youth in alternative settings (Larocque,
Kleiman, & Darling, 2011; NDTAC, 2015). However, familial
outreach efforts by schools largely invoke a deficit lens
toward families—particularly parents of color who are learn-
ing English and receive a low income—viewing them as
“problems” that need to be “fixed” (Baquedano–Lopez,
Alexander, & Hernandez, 2013). When familial outreach
takes on an asset-based approach, viewing parents as beings
with deep funds of knowledge who co-collaborate in

program and curriculum design, participants are more
invested in learning and more empowered by the outreach
initiatives (Mandel, Mandelson & Kuhn, 2010; Millikin-
Lynch, 2009; Turner & Edwards, 2009). While asset-based
familial outreach programs exist and are highly esteemed,
they are still few in number in PreK–12 schooling at large.

Alternative schools face many challenges in implementing
high-quality, asset-based parent outreach programs. Parents
are often preoccupied with the academic, social, and emo-
tional challenges their child is facing. Educational choices
have been limited; parents have little to no say regarding
their child’s school placement and may need to commute
across the city or county. Some parents are issued a court
order to attend parenting classes. These factors, coupled
with economic status, language(s) spoken, immigration sta-
tus, and institutional perspectives intersect and influence
parents’ interaction with their child’s schooling.

This article presents a case study of one family outreach
initiative at an alternative school in a large metropolitan
county district in southern California that served formerly
incarcerated youth. Leaders of the district’s Parent
Education Consultation Program (PECP) attempted to
implement an asset-based approach to inform parents about
the college-going process through a program called Parent
University. This case study of Parent University describes
the process of designing and implementing the program
through an additive lens and analyzes participants’ experien-
ces within the program. Findings suggests that, while the
program enacted a responsive approach to curriculum devel-
opment, there remain opportunities for improvement to be
more reflective of families’ cultural realities. As the field of
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alternative education moves forward with holistic educative
initiatives, approaching families through an additive perspec-
tive will be key in developing fruitful and beneficial relation-
ships amongst all stakeholders.

Review of the literature

The need for asset-based familial outreach

Parent-school relationships within alternative schools reflect
the larger trend of how families are generally perceived by
institutions of education. By the end of the twentieth cen-
tury, a strand of research had been established connecting
children’s home environment and school performance (Sidle
Fuligni & Brooks-Gunn, 2004). Educators have long looked
to parents to “partner” in children’s learning and have
implemented outreach programs to foster these relation-
ships. Learning about the home environment has become
accepted as a way to better understand students’ needs and
to gain insights from families to better support students.
Within this approach, however, families have also been
viewed as a site for intervention; if a family’s home practices
do not match those of school, an interventionist perspective
proposes that these practices could be altered to better
reflect the school’s expectations through programming
(Alamprese, 2004; Jacobs, 2004). As a result, many outreach
programs target specific skills that schools feel families
either do not possess or that they need to improve, such as
standard English language skills, reading, and writing, which
mostly align with White, middle-class norms (Auerbach,
1995; 2009; Heath, 1983).

Families whose home practices perceivably do not match
these skills have long been targeted for intervention, particu-
larly families who receive a low income, are of minoritized
backgrounds, and are learning English (Vald!es, 1996).
Parents of formerly incarcerated youth reflect these demo-
graphics (NDTAC, 2015) and receive messages from mul-
tiple social institutions (e.g., the juvenile justice system and
the school) that their home practices must be altered for
their child’s well-being. While most programming is well-
intended and couched under the guise of promoting
students’ academic success, it has typically viewed its partici-
pants through a deficit lens (Baquedano–Lopez, Alexander,
& Hernandez, 2013). The discourse around “parent
involvement” points to how schools generally view middle-
class parents as resources, sometimes overflowing with ways
to support children, while families who receive low incomes
and are labeled as ethnically “diverse” (i.e., families of color)
are viewed as empty vessels in need of direction regarding
how to support their children (Lightfoot, 2004). The latter
parents are recruited for in-school parent training programs
that “are predicated on the idea that someone other than
the parents, generally professors of education or employees
of grant-funded agencies, know better than the parents
themselves how to raise and educate children” (Lightfoot,
2004, p. 100). In alternative schools, parents may receive
this message from both the school and the court system;
California courts commonly mandate parenting classes for
guardians of adjudicated youth (California Courts, 2018).

A deficit approach to familial outreach perpetuates mis-
understandings about families and what it means to be an
“involved” parent (Vald!es, 1996). Such programs promote
the ideology that parents, particularly those of minoritized
backgrounds, are not doing the “right” thing for their chil-
dren and should change their practices. In reality, parents
are drawing from their cultural practices to make the best
decisions for their families given their realities. Vald!es’s
(1996) ethnographic study of Mexican–origin families illu-
minated the strategies that families use to navigate U.S.
social institutions that differ from what the school expected,
such as drawing from shared family knowledges and consejos
(advice). More recent ethnographic research showed how
some parents may resist deficit ideology during program-
ming, some may internalize it, and others may stop attend-
ing the program or never attend at all (Stacy, 2017). Data
collected about the long-term effects of intervention pro-
grams show that parents generally are satisfied with the
services, but that their participation has minimal effect on
the targeted skills (Von Steensel, Herppich, McElvany, &
Kurvers, 2012; Lonigan & Shanahan, 2012). Research about
familial outreach programs has illustrated that these pro-
grams largely meet the school’s goals as opposed to the par-
ticipants’ and may contribute to further marginalization of
certain populations (Delgado-Gaitan, 1990; 1996;
Stacy, 2017).

Shifting away from a deficit approach toward an asset
approach to familial outreach must be intentional. Several
studies of grassroots family initiatives have been successfully
developed and implemented by parents or in partnership
with parents. In these programs, families’ funds of know-
ledge (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992), or specific
cultural ways of knowing, are at the heart of the program
and parents are active decision makers regarding curriculum
and activities. These programs also work to organize mean-
ingful support systems for families that are reflective of their
needs, their communities and their cultural practices
(Harbin, Herrmann, Wasik, Dobbins, & Lam, 2004; Naoon,
Van Dyke, Fixsen, Blas!e, & Villagomez, 2012). Several pro-
grams have been implemented by and with Latinx families
and have permitted parents to take on leadership roles, to
bring cultural aspects to the center of learning, and to define
notions of parenting, support, and other topics in their own
terms (Galindo & Medina, 2009; Jasis & Ordonez-Jasis,
2004; Johnson, 2009; Mandel et al., 2010; Reyes & Torres,
2007). Studies have shown that these programs are success-
ful in empowering parents (Mandel et al., 2010; Orellana,
1996), yet continue to be exceptions in all schools
(Anderson, Smythe, & Shapiro, 2005; Millikin-Lynch, 2009;
Phillips & Sample, 2005; Rogers & Schofield, 2005; Turner
& Edwards, 2009).

Familial outreach in alternative schools

As mentioned, parents of formerly incarcerated youth whose
children attend alternative schools commonly possess the
characteristics of parents who are targeted by interventionist
models of parent outreach; they are of minoritized
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backgrounds, receive a low income, and may speak lan-
guages other than English in the home (NDTAC, 2015;
Staples Farmer, 2014). Still, family involvement is considered
foundational for holistically supporting youth as they navi-
gate alternative education (NDTAC, 2015). Newton,
Thompson, Oh, and Ferullo (2017) demonstrated how a
multifaceted, full-service approach to alternative education
that interconnected students, parents, teachers, staff, and
community members/services fostered social capital. These
authors argue that an additive approach to alternative edu-
cation effects positive change for students and their families
in their communities and postsecondary lives. Larocque
et al. (2011) suggest that an equitable approach to working
with diverse parents in these settings is essential: “Parents
base their participation on a variety of factors such as com-
fort level, knowledge, self-confidence, motivation, and lan-
guage skills. Teachers should strive to make involvement
familiar and more meaningful for parents” (p. 121). Scholars
agree that drawing from families’ cultural experience is vital
when designing and implementing parental outreach in
alternative settings.

A scan of the literature illustrates that little is known
regarding best practices for working with our focus popula-
tion, parents of formerly incarcerated youth. Research in the
field of family outreach programs, such as family literacy,
has looked at parents (both adult and juvenile) who are
incarcerated and has studied how they interacted with their
children (Muth, 2011). Our scan of the literature found no
specific study about school support for parents of incarcer-
ated or formerly incarcerated youth. In order to develop
meaningful and responsive initiatives for this parent popula-
tion, educators must first learn about parents’ perspectives,
goals, and ambitions and consider how well the school’s out-
reach initiatives align with these realities. This information
can then be used to form culturally responsive programming
as opposed to an interventionist or deficit model (Auerbach,
1995). What follows is a case study of a family engagement
program that attempted to develop curriculum through an
additive lens by drawing on the thoughts, ideas, and con-
cerns of parents/guardians of formerly incarcerated youth.
Its significance is that it begins to address the gap in the lit-
erature regarding this unique population and can serve as a
framework for alternative educators seeking to develop more
relevant familial outreach.

Integrating an asset-based approach: The case
of Parent University

The Urbium County Education (UCE; pseudonym) school
district is a large, urban school district that oversees more
than twenty alternative education programs. It serves stu-
dents from various school districts who have been expelled
from their neighborhood school, who are incarcerated, or
who are transitioning out of juvenile detention. (It is worth
noting that UCE also oversees specialized high schools and
Head Start programs with different student populations.)
This case study focuses on families from one alternative
school, Transformation County School (pseudonym), which

serves students in Grades 7–12, all of whom, at the time of
this study, were transitioning out of juvenile detention cen-
ters. The number of students at Transformation County
School varies throughout any school year due to this transi-
tion. However, the demographics of these students largely
remain the same. The majority of students are Latinx (75%)
and African American (22%) and a small proportion identify
as White, Filipino, and Asian (Ed-Data, 2017). At the time
of this study, 99% of students qualified for free or reduced-
cost meals and about a quarter were labeled English lan-
guage learners (Ed-Data, 2017). None of the students met
the requirements to enter a four-year university during the
2016–2017 school year (Ed-Data, 2017).

During fall 2016, the UCE parent education specialist,
who oversaw the entire district, expressed an interest in
developing a pilot program that would inform parents of
formerly incarcerated youth about the college-going process.
There was a consensus amongst administrators that UCE
students and their families were not typically targeted as
“college-going” and were not likely to consider any form of
postsecondary education as an option after high school.
Many students had imminent needs, such as serving time in
juvenile detention or being on parole, that overshadowed
notions of life after high school and influenced perspectives
of the feasibility of college. Furthermore, general college-
outreach initiatives were more aligned to traditional high
school students who have had different social and educa-
tional experiences than their UCE counterparts and who
meet the academic requirements for attending a four-year
university. In order to provide UCE students and their
families an equitable opportunity to learn about postsecon-
dary education options, the parent education specialist
wanted to implement a pilot version of the Parent
University program in spring 2018 at Transformation
County School. The goal of Parent University was to
inform parents of formerly incarcerated youth about the
college-going process so that they would be knowledgeable
about pursuing postsecondary education. The pilot would
be guided by an additive ideology that centered on families’
unique needs and educational situations— the program
design and curriculum would undergo careful scrutiny to
become responsive to families’ realities. It was hoped that
the pilot would become a model for all future UCE familial
outreach programming and would support the district in
invoking an additive lens at large.

Case-study design

Research was a central piece to the design and implementa-
tion of Parent University. Jen Stacy, an assistant professor at
a local university, was recruited by the UCE administrative
team as a consultant to design the program through an
additive lens. Linda Gutierrez and Danita McMillian, along
with other undergraduate students, were recruited as a part
of the research team to collect data about the program
throughout implementation. The student assistants were
first-generation college students and spoke Spanish; one had
attended a UCE alternative high school and provided
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important insight to working with participants. The research
team collected ongoing data to provide guidance for adapt-
ing the Parent University curriculum to meet parents’ needs
and interests.

After reviewing the literature on family-school relations
with the administrators, Stacy suggested using open-ended
interviews with parents/guardians throughout the program
as a way to authentically involve the participants as co-con-
structors of the curriculum. Data were collected through
these interviews, observations of each session, and a final
survey in efforts to address the following questions: How
can an asset-based approach to parent outreach be applied
in an alternative school setting? And, what are the experien-
ces of parents of formerly incarcerated youth as they partici-
pate in Parent University? Participants in the pilot of Parent
University included a total of nine parents/guardians of for-
merly incarcerated youth (six mothers, two fathers, and one
grandmother). In line with Transformation County School
demographics, seven of the participants identified as Latinx
while the other two were African American. Six of the
parents/guardians had completed high school, while three
completed some high school; none of the participants
attended college. Families commuted from various parts of
the city to the school.

To capture a robust case study (Stake, 1995) of partic-
ipants’ experiences in Parent University, both qualitative and
quantitative data were collected throughout the pilot. The
authors attended each session, conducted observations,
wrote detailed field notes, and collected relevant artifacts
such as handouts and presentation slides. Parents/guardians
participated in a debriefing session after each Parent
University meeting where they responded to open-ended
interview questions. Interviews were conducted bilingually,
in Spanish and English, depending on the participants’ pref-
erences; two mothers selected Spanish while the others
spoke in English. Interviews were transcribed and, along
with observations, analyzed thematically using open and
focused coding (Emerson, Fretz & Shaw, 2011).

The qualitative data informed responsive, weekly curricu-
lum development; learning experiences, suggestions, and
concerns of the participants were closely consulted after
each session to develop the curriculum for the following
week. The approach taken to explore a given topic stemmed
directly from the participants’ input during the debriefing
session. In addition, a final survey, available in both Spanish
and English, was given to parents to quantify their learning
experiences. The survey collected demographic data about
the participants, asked about satisfaction with the program,
collected feedback about the quality and relevance of each
session, and asked parents for input regarding future pro-
grams. Given the small number of participants in the pro-
gram (N = 9), the survey was analyzed through descriptive
statistics. The qualitative and quantitative data were ana-
lyzed separately and then compared to illustrate the partic-
ipants’ learning experiences. Findings were analyzed
through Auerbach’s (1995; 2009) additive lens to under-
standing families when implementing programs in educa-
tional settings.

Findings

The design of parent university program

Parent University was a collaboration amongst several enti-
ties. The UCE administrative team consisted of the district’s
parent education specialist, the Title One project director,
and the principal and vice principal of Transformation
County School. A partnership was also formed with repre-
sentatives from a local community college, who led each ses-
sion. The community college had an existing curriculum for
Parent University programs and agreed to work closely with
UCE to adapt the curriculum to meet the needs of UCE’s
families. (The community college was selected precisely
because the focus-students did not need to meet the aca-
demic requirements for acceptance to four-year universities.)
Last, Stacy was brought in as a consultant and a researcher
for ideological and conceptual insight.

The planning and implementation of Parent University
closely followed an asset-based familial outreach design
(Auerbach, 1995) in the sense that all stakeholders valued
families’ unique characteristics, including the realities of the
focus-child (who had been incarcerated), and worked to
integrate their interests and needs into the program. We
wanted families to feel welcome and comfortable talking
about their situations so that they could begin to see how
college could fit into their lives. While entire families were
invited to attend Parent University, our research focused
only on the experiences of parent/guardians. For this reason,
our findings reference parents/guardians as opposed to fami-
lies. During each session of Parent University, the parents/
guardians attended a workshop given by the community col-
lege. The workshops were generally open ended presenta-
tions and the presenters welcomed questions and
encouraged conversations. After the presentation, the
parents debriefed with the research team. Stacy asked open
ended questions about the parents’ experience during the
workshop, their understanding of the material, and what
they wanted to learn about next, with special attention to
their focus-child. This information was then coded and used
to plan the next session. The curriculum of Parent
University was generated by and for the parents, a beginning
approach to responsive curriculum. Using this method, the
following themes were explored during Parent University:

! Session 1: Overview of Community College
! Session 2: Financial Aid
! Session 3: Financial Aid and Areas of Study
! Session 4: Student Support Groups and Motivation
! Session 5: Celebration and Tour of the

Community College

Participants’ experiences

Looking deeply at participants’ experiences during Parent
University was essential to understanding the responsiveness
of the program to families’ interests and needs and if it was
successful in addressing formerly incarcerated youth’s
unique realities. The findings are presented by the themes
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that emerged from observation, interview, and survey data.
Three major themes emerged: college as a real possibility for
UCE students, support for children, and abjection of the
focus-child’s realities. The presentation of these findings
illustrates the strengths of the program as well as opportuni-
ties for improvement.

College as a real possibility
A theme that surfaced during each debriefing session of
Parent University was that parents/guardians now saw
higher education as a real possibility for their children and
even for themselves. Particularly, participants stated that the
application process for community college was easier than
they expected, especially regarding admissions and financial
aid. The community college presenters attempted to make
the material relatable to parents of formerly incarcerated
youth by incorporating presenters who had attended UCE
alternative schools and/or had been incarcerated. They
explained that the community college accepts everyone,
regardless of academic or criminal past, and that the college
has services to help folks navigate employment, even with a
criminal record. Parents/guardians noted that this was relat-
able and eye-opening; if these presenters could go to college,
so could their children. The fact that a juvenile record did
not disqualify the focus-children to enroll in community
college was new and critical knowledge.

Nearly all parents/guardians commented that they previ-
ously thought that college was not a possibility for their
family given their financial circumstances; several had told
their children that they could not consider college for finan-
cial reasons. This concern surfaced during the first session
and recurred each week. For this reason, the program
administrators focused on financial aid during the second
week of the program. The community college conducted a
comprehensive session that explained federal and state aid
as well as scholarships and work-study options. They also
included resources for undocumented students and informa-
tion about the California Dream Act (California Student Aid
Commission, 2013). Participants received a folder with
financial-aid handouts and found it highly valuable. On the
survey, 100% of parents/guardians ranked this session as
most valuable and even requested more information about
financial aid. One mother stated that this information com-
pletely changed how she approached the college-going pro-
cess with her children:

One door open[ed] for her and us. For me, for my daughter, for
my son. I have that other [child] that [spent] about three years
in college…And, I didn’t know they had the FASFA for
students. We didn’t know that. The whole year we paid the
whole class, the books and all the stuff. Even I got a part-time
job in a restaurant [while working] another job full time. We
tried to help. So now I know and… I didn’t know that before so
that’s why I think everybody’s excited here.

Beyond financial aid, participants expressed that they
learned about the services that the community college pro-
vides, including certificates and degrees, transition into col-
lege programs, tutoring, career counseling, and general
support available for things like applications and financial

aid. Many stated that the fact that the community college
would help them fill out the application and financial aid
forms was important. In one session, the presenter explained
that resources for the application were online and shared
the website. A parent interrupted the presenter and asked if
she could come to campus to do this instead. When the pre-
senter confirmed that the community college had staff wait-
ing to help people with admission forms, the entire group
expressed relief and desire to complete the process this way.

By the end of the month, most parents used the word
informed to explain how they felt about the college-going
process. They had gained information and confidence about
the community college, the application process, and how it
could be a possibility for their UCE focus-child.

Support for children
All participants articulated that by attending Parent
University, they were supporting their children (including
their focus-child) in navigating postsecondary options.
Parents/guardians viewed participating in the program as a
way to amplify their knowledge and extend it to their chil-
dren. Parents discussed how knowing more about the col-
lege application process, financial aid, and different
programs would help them guide their children, giving them
the tools to be successful. As one mother explained:

I tried to let her know that hey, not just her but my other kids
also, that we always want them to do better than what we done
and they have so much more opportunities than what we
had… I want her to have a better opportunity to say, “Hey I
can go college and I can do this.”… I really don’t want her to
struggle… I want to make sure she has the tools and everything
to take care of herself to raise herself and not depend on
anyone… So I’m trying to provide the tools and the support
for her.

However, the parents/guardians also expressed concerns
about their focus-child’s academic and social habits.
Participants struggled to get their focus-child to attend high
school and wondered about their students’ motivation to
attend college independently. One mother stated that her
son was only attending school at Transformation because he
was on probation. Others discussed the difficult process of
getting the focus-children to complete homework assign-
ments and school projects, skills they felt their child would
need to do independently once in higher education. In add-
ition, parents/guardians felt their focus-child’s social habits,
some which had landed them in juvenile detention, and
desire to “just get a job at a warehouse” overshadowed their
interest in exploring college. The parents felt frustrated navi-
gating these realities while also trying to promote college.

This was a major concern: parents/guardians wanted to
encourage their focus-child to pursue postsecondary educa-
tion but felt like there were other obstacles to conquer
before they could do so. Participants recognized that know-
ing more about the college-going process helped them feel
more confident talking with their children. Nevertheless, this
knowledge did not include strategies to support focus-chil-
dren in deciding to attend college. Parents/guardians’ role as
supporters was dependent on their child’s actions and, based
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on recent antics, parents/guardians were wary about what
this meant for the future.

Participants expressed some respite after the fourth ses-
sion about strategies for talking and listening to children
about their interests and future. On the survey, this session
was ranked second-most valuable by all participants. One
mother stated that her thinking shifted from “telling” her
daughter about college and encouraging her to attend, to
“listening” to her daughter’s interests and ideas. Several
stated that discussions around the child’s interest, such as
which certificate they might like to pursue, would help
facilitate conversations about college. After considering the
programs and majors offered at the community college, a
few parents/guardians mentioned that their children might
be interested in becoming a police or parole officer. They
thought that this career might interest the focus-children
because it connected to their current situations (formerly
incarcerated) and could help them “understand the other
side of things.” The parents were recognizing how their sup-
port could integrate with their child’s realities. Discussing
interests and possible careers was one strategy that demon-
strated their support without being punitive about grades
or habits.

Abjection of focus-child’s needs
While the Parent University sessions were sponsored by
UCE and held on campus at a UCE alternative school,
parents/guardians often discussed how the college-going
information could be used for their other children or for
themselves, as opposed to their focus-child. This was
coupled with their concerns about how to best support their
focus-child; the information presented seemed to be a better
match for their children following a more traditional educa-
tional path. Parents commented that the information would
be helpful for their younger children, who were generally
performing well in traditional schools, or for their older
children, who successfully graduated high school or received
a GED. Some parents even reflected on how they never
attended college; after the program, they were thinking
about enrolling. Below, a parent explains how she intended
to use the new knowledge:

Right now, like because our daughter is only a
sophomore… [This information] will be helpful when the time
comes. Because right now we aren’t having issues with her not
wanting to do her homework…We see that she wants to go to
college…Then maybe, when she’s ready, we will know more
about it and how to approach the situation. (Note: the daughter
was not enrolled in Transformation County School.)

Concerning their focus-children, parents/guardians cited
other factors that they felt would impede the trajectory to
college. Similar to previous concerns about supporting chil-
dren, parents/guardians stated that their focus-child’s aca-
demic performance, social habits, motivation, and limited
workforce vision would make the transition to college diffi-
cult in comparison to their other children. Several articu-
lated how their focus-child’s academic performance had
been interrupted by social factors: activities that landed
them in juvenile detention. One mother commented, “[My

son] is a follower and that’s what’s gotten him into trouble.
So just keeping him on track and supporting him has been
my focus right now.” Low motivation to attend school and
complete the required work were major concerns. Parents
also said that their focus-children wanted to earn money
after high school and felt okay doing warehouse or factory
work instead of attending college. These behaviors were dif-
ferent from their other children, who were already thinking
about college and experiencing academic success in
high school.

While the community college did present the plausibility
of formerly incarcerated youth applying to college and the
supports for enrolled students, there was still concern about
how the students would perform on campus without the
structure or support of high school. Even though parents/
guardians were there in support of their focus-child, they
were mostly making sense of college-going from the per-
spective of traditional high school students. As a result,
there was abjection of the focus-child from these conversa-
tions and from the curriculum.

Discussion

Generally, Parent University was successful in its mission to
support parents/guardians of formerly incarcerated youth
learning about going to college. Interviews, observations,
and survey data showed that the parents found the program
informative and useful. On a scale of five, the parents’ aver-
age overall satisfaction with the program was 4.67. The qual-
ity of the sessions was also scored an average of 4.67 out of
5. In addition, the program attempted an asset-based
approach to working with parents; the parents’ ideas and
needs were carefully considered each week in planning the
next session. Their voices were viewed as valuable and were
included in the planning of the program, a first step to mov-
ing away from a deficit approach and toward responsive
parent outreach. This pilot program was designed so that
parents would see themselves as co-constructors of curricu-
lum, find the sessions responsive to their needs, and be
more invested in and empowered by the program
(Auerbach, 1995).

However, Auerbach (2009) calls on school leaders to go
beyond listening to families’ voices and “walk the walk” by
forming authentic partnerships for planning and implement-
ing familial outreach. While the pilot program responded to
parents’ interests, it did not fully integrate the complex real-
ities of families with formerly incarcerated youth into the
college-going process. Asset-based family involvement cen-
ters around families’ cultural practices and advocates for
equitable education opportunities for students (Jasis &
Ordonez-Jasis, 2004). To understand family outreach from
this lens, educators must recognize that cultural practices
include deeper reflections of daily practices (Nieto, 2010).
For UCE’s families, navigating both the promises and the
challenges that formerly incarcerated youth face when con-
sidering postsecondary options is a cultural reality. In this
iteration of Parent University, participants voiced challenges,
but they were integrated into the curriculum on a superficial
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level—only one session at the end. While Parent University
was received positively by its stakeholders, it missed the
mark in trying to be inclusive of the cultural characteristics
of UCE’s formerly incarcerated students. Thus, the question
of how the program could be more reflective of and respon-
sive to this unique family population requires further
exploration.

While Parent University was responsive to the parents’
interests about the college-going process, it was less respon-
sive to concerns about working specifically with UCE stu-
dents. The debriefing sessions created a space for parents to
express frustrations about children’s academic and social
performance and these conversations were important
because they built relationships and trust amongst the par-
ticipants. However, these feelings were not necessarily
viewed by the program administrators as a part of the
parents’ needs for college-going information when, in fact,
they were. Whether or not the participants apply their col-
lege knowledge to their focus-child may depend on the
extent to which they see college as being a reality for this
child. This became clear when parents began talking about
applying their new knowledge to their other children who
were experiencing success in traditional schooling. The
focus-child’s characteristics were generally viewed as a bar-
rier to, as opposed to a component of, their trajectory into
postsecondary education. Excluding topics such as criminal
behavior, parole, motivation, and emotional/mental health
from the conversation may send a message that UCE stu-
dents could only attend college once these characteristics
change, instead of recognizing that these attributes will be
present on students’ paths to postsecondary education. Since
these realities are a part of the families’ lives, they should be
addressed as a component to the college-going process. For
example, open discussions about navigating academic
expectations, expunging juvenile records, or managing social
pressures and mental health could be incorporated in the
typical presentations about financial aid, applications, and
academic programs. Integrating these sometimes gritty real-
ities of formerly incarcerated youth into the Parent
University sessions, instead of before or after, may help
parents/guardians determine how the information pertains
to the focus-child.

In their reflection, program administrators mentioned
beginning the next iteration of the program with a discus-
sion regarding parents’ concerns about their child’s aca-
demic and social habits and ways to support children in
these areas. They suggested that beginning Parent University
with the presentation about reaching out and talking with
children may be a foundation for integrating and addressing
these concerns throughout the program. This way, parents
may learn more support strategies to use with their focus-
child. By centering the parents’ concerns in the program,
the other attributes about college-going (financial aid, aca-
demic programs, and student life) could be more in tune
with the UCE’s student population.

The social and academic struggles that formerly incarcer-
ated youth face is not news to UCE administrators. This is
the crux of the intentions and dilemma of this program:

How could Parent University become more responsive to
UCE’s families in a way that moves beyond integrating
parents’/guardians’ interests and that, instead, truly draws
on their cultural realities? How could families begin to see
and understand college as a real possibility for formerly
incarcerated youth? And, how could sessions be further
adapted to illustrate that college could work for this student
population? While enhancing the educational know-how
and the educational attainment level for all family members
may positively affect the focus-child in the long run, it is
important to consider how the program could be more
closely connected to the realities of formerly incarcerated
youth. These findings also illuminate a flaw in our design to
be responsive to parents’ interests and needs. Despite
parents/guardians indicating their concerns about their focus
child each week, we did not incorporate these concerns into
the official curriculum until the final session. Even though
we designed a space for parents’ voices in the program
design in efforts to make Parent University responsive, we
contributed to the abjection of UCE students by putting off
addressing these needs until the end.

Based on our findings, we have several recommendations
for implementing more responsive parent outreach in alter-
native school settings that align with research about additive
approaches to working with families (Auerbach,1995; 2009).
While our recommendations center on Parent University,
we surmise that they could be applied to myriad outreach
alternative school initiatives. First, we recommend that
familial outreach continues to include an opportunity for
discussing and sharing experiences. Using the debriefing
model during Parent University was effective for easing
parents/guardians into this habit while also creating a struc-
ture for involving them as curriculum co-designers. By the
end of the month, parents conversed more naturally and
began participating more during the community college pre-
sentations. This practice promoted relationship building and
created a supportive, friendly atmosphere. Equally important
is incorporating the participants’ preferred language
throughout the sessions. Participants should be asked regu-
larly which language they prefer in order to ensure that they
are understanding the topics and given a full opportunity to
participate.

Integrating more information about approaching and
talking with adolescents in non-threatening, nonpunitive
ways is something all stakeholders would like to see in
future sessions. Participants ranked supporting students
emotionally, socially, and academically first on the final sur-
vey. One way to approach this is by having more open dis-
cussions with folks with similar educational trajectories as
UCE students and exploring the strategies they used to navi-
gate postsecondary life. In addition to this, participants
requested more information about other postsecondary
pathways, majors, and careers. Parents/guardians articulated
that they did not know about the different majors, certifi-
cates, and general career options available at the community
college and there was confusion about the differences
between community colleges and four-year universities. We
recommend expanding the postsecondary options to include
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universities, community colleges, and careers with an
explanation of how these options complement each other.

Last, we recommend designing a parallel program for
UCE students. During the month of Parent University, the
presenters, the parents/guardians, and the administrators all
spoke about the focus-child. However, missing from the
conversation were the voices of the UCE students that these
sessions were meant to benefit. We recommend creating a
parallel program for students so they can explore their inter-
ests, career paths, and the differences between college and
high school.

Conclusion

The case study of Parent University demonstrates one
framework for implementing an asset-based approach to
familial outreach in alternative schools. While this program
had shortcomings, it met several of the tenets of asset-based
outreach through a responsive structure. This framework
has laid the groundwork for strengthening UCE’s parent
outreach initiatives overall. At the time of writing, the dis-
trict administrators were integrating the findings and recom-
mendations from this research study to improve the Parent
University curriculum for future use at multiple school sites.
They were also considering incorporating the debriefing
model to make other parent outreach programs more
responsive to stakeholders. In line with Auerbach’s (2009)
call for true parent partnerships, they were looking at ways
to include parents as partners in UCE familial outreach pro-
gram development. While these initiatives are still in their
infancy, they speak to the shift toward an additive model to
working with parents of formerly incarcerated youth in a
large, urban school district. In addition, these initiatives con-
tribute to a developing field of family outreach: the unique
characteristics and needs of parents of formerly incarcer-
ated youth.

This case study presents a foundation for an asset-based
approach to working with families and developing relevant
curriculum with the ultimate goal of supporting formerly
incarcerated youth in fulfilling meaningful postsecondary
lives. More importantly, this approach sends a strong mes-
sage to families that they matter, that familial outreach is
reflective of their lives, and that programs are designed to
support them and to meet their needs. Based on our find-
ings, it is working. Parents saw Parent University as worth-
while and helpful. As one mother put it, “We can now see
that there’s hope.”
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