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Introduction to the Report 

This report represents our penult imate 
deliverable for the project Building parent 
engagement: A project to support the 
implementation of Ontario’s Renewed 
Mathematics Strategy. The project addresses 
one of the four key objectives of the RMS, 
“increased parent engagement in their children’s 
mathematics learning.” The overarching 
purpose of this project was to further the 
Renewed Mathematics Strategy (RMS) by: 

• Adding to our understanding of local 
po l ic ies , programs, pract ices, and 
conditions that foster and support parent 
engagement in children’s mathematics 
learning, both at home and at school; 

• Showcasing the process and outcomes of 
authentic efforts to create effective home 
and school partnerships for student success 
in mathematics, and showing how capacity 
develops in staff and family members as a 
result; 

• Expanding the body of available resources 
about how schools can both engage 
parents in mathematics education and help 
parents work as partners with schools; and, 

• Building capacity within schools and districts 
by supporting the growth of local bodies of 
experts, (administrators, educators, and 
parents) and making available scalable 
models generated from sustained and 
productive school contexts and cultures. 

The project unfolded over four phases with each 
building on the next. In phase one we launched 
into a collaborative inquiry with participating 
schools by providing templates, targets, 
resources and ongoing support from the 
Queen’s research team. Phase two focused on 
implementation of the school plans, keeping a 
record of learning, generating data about school 
experiences and parent learning for the purpose 
of action research. In phase three, we have 
used a more targeted approach at each site to 
investigate the development and implementation 
of local practices that foster parent engagement 
in mathematics. As a result of this case study 
research, reflective data was generated, and 

many exemplars of practice are offered to 
further future practice. The final phase, phase 
four, reflects a consolidation of the ongoing 
knowledge mobilization activities within the 
schools, with this report and with the online 
repository developed throughout this project 
(bpeim.com). Together these phases provided 
relationships and resources to support parent 
engagement and mathematics. Important data 
was generated from multiple sources, across 
diverse communities from the perspectives of 
students, parents/families, teachers and 
administrators. This data, from across all 
phases, was analyzed by a team of researchers 
from Queen’s University and is organized into 
seven themes: 

• Meeting a learning need and enhancing the 
culture of learning 

• Context Matters – knowing your school and 
community 

• Developing and nurturing relationships 

• Project planning and implementation lays a 
foundation for success 

• Interaction and engaging activities are critical 

• Project benefits 

• A focus on sustainability 

This report details the journey undertaken by six 
schools from three provincial school districts. 
We detail how educators at the participating 
schools worked as a team to connect with 
parents to examine their local needs, lead/guide 
the collaborative development of school 
practices and engage parents/families in their 
children’s mathematics learning. As is the nature 
of reporting, we can only offer you glimpses of 
the rich and varied processes that represented 
the investment of countless educators, school 
administrators, parents/families and students. 
Our hope is that the narratives which present 
the themes coupled with images, graphics and 
statistics bring to life the local experiences and 
the cumulative success of educators, parents/
families and students who worked to support 
learning mathematics at school and at home. 
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Overview of Participants and Processes 

The Building Parent Engagement in Math 
project used a collaborative inquiry framework 
to promote contextual development of 
strategies to support the involvement of parents 
and families in supporting student learning of 
mathematics at school and at home. Three 
school districts from diverse geographical 
regions in Ontario were involved in the project. 
In total, six elementary schools were involved in 
the project. At each school there was a math 
action team which was ideally comprised of a 
school leader, classroom teachers and 
members of the parent or family community. The 
project occurred over two years from Spring 
2017- Spring 2019 and each phase represented 
one year with multiple components. An image of 
the significant components of the timeline is 

offered on page 10 to make the collaborative 
inquiry process used in this project visible. 

Participating schools were selected using the 
Ontario Focused Intervention Partnership (OFIP) 
list using a convenience sampling approach. 
Three schools were initially confirmed from this 
list in June, 2017. In October and November 
2017, an additional three schools joined, two 
from a previous OFIP list and one from snowball 
sampling. 

Over 40 parents and school staff comprised the 
six schools’ math action teams. While exact 
data about parent, family and community 
involvement was not maintained across all sites, 
we estimate that close to 500 people were 
involved in participating in BPEiM events.

Legend 
‣ Graham Bell-Victoria School, Brantford 
‣ The Prince Charles School, Napanee 
‣ Prince Charles School, Verona 
‣ Selby Public School, Selby 
‣ St. Teresa of Calcutta Catholic 

Elementary School, Windsor 
‣ Immaculate Conception Catholic 

Elementary School, Windsor

School Partners

Project Team

Lynda Colgan 
Principal Investigator

Lorraine 
Godden

Michelle 
Searle

Sandy 
Youmans

Barbara 
Mendes

Tyler 
Ashford



The team from Queen’s University shared 
responsibility for the BPEiM project based on 
expertise and experience. Lynda Colgan 
focused her attention on the development of 
resources to support and seed the project, 
working with Tyler Ashford who created original 
activities and was responsible for graphic design 
for all components of BPEiM (infographics, 
weekly communique activity pages, and report 
generation). Lynda presented to school councils 
and staffs as requested to support the project: 
explaining its goals, sharing information and 
data about the importance of parent 
involvement in children’s math learning at home, 
and brainstorming for the purposes of school-
based action planning. Sandy and Lorraine were 
the school liaisons—attending school planning 
meetings in-person or virtually; maintaining 
regular contact with participating schools 
through phone calls, site visits for special events 
o r c o n s u l t a t i o n s a n d re g u l a r e - m a i l 
communiques. As evaluation expert, Michelle 
coordinated all data collection and analysis 
activities related to the BPEiM project. Barbara 
served in many capacities as a research 
assistant: taking minutes of regular meetings; 
recording the content of regular “bulk” 
communications with schools and serving as a 
technical reader for all print or web-based 
materials. 

A record of the major processes for 
documenting, implementing and evaluating the 
project is summarized in the following four list/
tables: 

1) Data Sources 

2) Year 2 Communiques 

3) Year 2 Queen’s Research Team Meetings 

4) Building Parent Engagement in Math 
Events and Initiatives 

Data Sources 

Data was collected using a variety of tools 
throughout the project. The results of many of 
these data collection processes (i.e., initial 
survey, mid-project survey, document analysis 
[e.g., school action plans and ancillary material 

development]) was presented in the January 
and July 2018 Interim Reports. New to this 
report are the results of parent-surveys and 
school staff interviews, which were used to 
document the characteristics of various school-
level factors at each school site, as well as the 
extent of the parent engagement effort at that 
school. Feedback from school events; the 
meeting notes and action plans completed by 
the school action teams, along with the regular 
meeting notes and interim reports completed by 
the Queen’s team, were used to further describe 
the extent of implementation of the change 
process at the project schools. The holistic 
aggregation of the data from these diverse yet 
complementary data sources has shaped the 
organization and structure of this report. 
1. School Staff Members (Teachers and 

Administrators) 
a. Launch Survey n = 32 
b. Mid-project Survey n =44 
c. End of project interviews with school 

staff members n = 25 
d. Documentation transcribed from 

learning events 
2. Participating Schools 

a. Action plans 
b. Agenda 
c. Meeting Minutes 
d. Project brainstorming 
e. Project artefacts and documentation 
f. Parent and student feedback 

responses during implementation 
g. Team in-service learning 

3. Parents (Families, Grandparents, 
Caregivers) 

a. Needs Assessment Survey n =104 
b. Participation of families at school 

events n = 743 
c. End of Project Survey n =214 

4. Research Team 
a. Ongoing field notes throughout 

project 
b. Observations during school visits 
c. Reflections by research team
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Year 2 Communiques
Date Summary Resources Provided

September 21, 2018
Greetings and reminders regarding year two 
structure: time outline, funding and request regarding 
info pertaining to team members, dates and data 
collection.

Planning template and link to 
interactive interim report

October 5, 2018 Greetings and touching base. 

Weekly Communique School Sign-up.

Math in the Fall Activities (4) 
Pumpkin Math Activities (4)

October 19, 2018 Resources sent and explained utility and instructions 
for participation and data gathering for challenge.

A Parent’s Guide to the 
Fundamentals of Math

Clock Face Challenge (4)

November 16, 2018 Encouraging on-line survey participation and looking 
into December meeting for interview. Snowflake Math Activities (5)

November 30, 2018 Refreshing invitation to participate in survey and 
firming plans for interviews in December.

Temperature Math Activities (4) 
Calendar Math Activities (4)

December 14, 2018
Congratulating schools for all their successes and 
extending appreciation for their participation in the 
survey and interviews.

Holiday Math Activities (4)

Date Topics

September 14, 2018  

• Discussion around plan/timeline for second year of the project: appendices to 
include, planning template, key learnings. Discussion around paper/
conference submissions and formal report (due January 2019) 


• Discussion about data (collection and time limitations) 

• Brainstorming on communications to schools and survey goals.

September 21, 2018  
• Update on Schools. Discussed Communications, response, input and 

refinement. Planning template for year 2 for schools was developed to aid in 
their planning (members, events, meetings, estimated expenses, needs, etc.). 
Update on OAME and CSSE.

October 12, 2018 
• Update on schools, need to be reminded to fill in the template (only 2 schools 

completed). Conference updates and discussion around survey purpose and 
questions (brainstorming).

October 19, 2018 
• School updates, weekly communication to include clock face math online 

challenge and Parent’s Guide to the Fundamentals of Math. Survey discussed 
and edited.

November 2, 2018 • Discussion around timelines for survey, interviews and January report. 
Brainstorming, writing and editing of interview questions.

November 23, 2018 • Update on schools and discussion around available data, which to analyze 
and targeted knowledge in future interviews.

December 20, 2018
•  Update on budgets and timelines (internals and externals). Discussion around 

e-Report and brainstorming regarding web development. Data was organized 
and delegated for analysis.

Year 2 Queen’s Research Team Meetings
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School School Enrolment Math Event or Initative Participants

Graham Bell— 
Victoria School

172 
Students

Math Manipulatives Fair 60 families

Winter Math Night 15 families

Taking a Seat at Your Child’s Desk 
Presentation

7 parents, 4 teachers, 1 
school administrator, 1 
school board trustee 

The Prince 
Charles School

463 
Students

School Math Open House 240 students with their 
families

Math Talks During Assemblies 463 students, 80 parents, 
20 staff

Math Classroom Open Houses 210 students with their 
families

Math Mondays in May via Twitter 35 families

Prince Charles 
School

165 
Students

Grandparents Games Afternoon 
(Gr. 1-3) 47 families

Math Night (Gr. 1-3) 56 Families

Selby Public School 246 
Students

Math Bags 240 families

St. Teresa 
of Calcutta

520 
Students

Lunchtime Parent Math Session 
(Gr. 1-3) 85 families

After School Parent Math Session 
(Gr. 1-3) 96 families

Parent & Grandparent Math 
Games Afternoon 72 families

Merry Math 125 families

Immaculate 
Conception

244 
Students

Math Information meeting 35 families

2-10 Minute Math 20 families

Math at home 29 families

Math at School 34 families
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Math in the Winter 
Prepared by the BPEiM Action Team at 
Graham-Bell Victoria Public School

Snowflakes on Mittens

Cut out 10 or more mittens from 
different coloured construction paper, 
and a large number of smaller 
snowflakes from plain white paper. 
Label each mitten a different number 
from one to the number of mittens 
you have. 

Have students match the correct 
number of snowflakes to each 
mitten, or vice versa.

7

3

Samples of Materials Produced by School Participants

Double-sided project 
information provided in 
both English and 
Arabic.

Communique 
developed by 
Graham Bell-
Victoria Public 
School

Sample take-home 
math bag with 

contents.

Math Manipulative 
Fair Poster
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Project 
Definition 

Developing 
the proposal, 
framework, 

scope, 
budget.

Project 
Action: 
Parent 

Partnership 

Working 
together to 
encourage 

math learning

Project 
Planning 

Identifying 
work 

breakdown, 
signing 

contracts, co-
constructing 
participant 

criteria

Project 
Launch 

Communication 
with 

participant 
schools, 

launch event 
to familiarize 
others with 

project goals

Project 
Momentum: 
Committing 

to a Plan 

Developing a 
plan and 

communicating 
ideas within 

the 
community

Project 
Work Laying 

the 
Foundation 

Ongoing 
consultation 
and support 
with school 
leaders and 
communities

Building Parent Engagement in Math Timeline
November 

2016

Year 1

Project Development

Trust, Relationships, and Commitment

Interim 
Report 1

Interim 
Report 2

Weekly 
Communiques 

Begin



Project 
Planning 
(Year 2) 

Reconnecting 
with school 

teams, 
revising 
ethics, 

identifying 
processes/

needs

Project 
Sustainability 

Working 
together to 
encourage 

math learning

Project 
Action 

Focusing on 
school 

contexts, 
prioritizing 

needs, 
developing 
action plans

Project 
Knowledge 
Mobilization 

Establishing 
pathways for 
information 

exchange and 
dissemination

Project 
Reporting 

Developing a 
plan and 

communicating 
ideas within 

the 
community

Project 
Analysis of 

Data 

Finish data 
collection, 

chronological 
inductive 
analysis, 
deductive 
episodic 
analysis, 
theme

May 
2019

Year 2

Website Development

Planning Phase

Ongoing Knowledge Exchange

Final

Report

Beta Website is Live

Website 
Launch
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Enhancing the culture of learning and 
meeting learning needs 

Educational encounters, to begin with, 
should result in understanding, not mere 
performance. (Bruner. 1996, pg. xi) 

A learning culture typically relates to the 
environment and experiences created by 
teachers for students (Bruner, 1996). In this 
project, enhancing a culture of learning relates 
more broadly to the ways that educators and 
parents can work together to support student 
learning needs at school and at 
home. Fullan (2008) refers to this 
as the kind of system thinking 
that can fundamentally 
change the culture of 
schools.   

Enhancing a culture of 
learning and meeting 
l e a r n i n g n e e d s 
relates to the idea of 
being intentional in 
cultivating thinking 
habits, beliefs and 
m i n d s e t s t h a t 
promote individual 
and collective growth. 
E a c h o f t h e s e 
approaches requires 
intentionality, collegiality 
and community. There are 
philosophical considerations, 
p r a c t i c a l p r o c e s s e s a n d 
pedagogical constructs at play in the 
development of strong learning communities. As 
we have seen in this project, learning cultures 
can be created, but we are reminded by 
research that culture work requires incremental, 
adaptive processes that occur as people 
change their priorities, beliefs and habits (Heifetz 
& Linsky, 2002). By engaging parents in 
mathematics, learning cultures were created to 
support all students in their learning through 
accessible and inclusive strategies.   

The purpose of the Building Parent Engagement 
in Math (BPEiM) project was to identify and 
develop practical ways to increase parent 

engagement in math to support student 
achievement in accordance with the Renewed 
Mathematics Strategy (RMS). A major strength 
of the BPEiM project was that it met a genuine 
learning need (School 1, Staff 1; School 2, Staff 
1; School 3, Staff 1; School 4, Staff 1). One staff 
reported, “A real strength is the narrow focus…
[that] allowed us to zero in… and clearly an 
area…that needs to be addressed or that could 

use some work” (School 1, Staff 1). Similarly, 
another staff member indicated, 

“something that needed to be 
fostered and developed a little 

more here was that bridge 
between the parents and 

the sta ff , and th is 
pro ject I fee l has 
h e l p e d w i t h 
that” (School 2, Staff 
1 ) . O n e s t a f f 
m e m b e r 
appreciated how the 
project facil itated 
“ c o m m u n i c a t i o n 
with parents about 
academics” that was 

o f t e n o v e r l o o k e d 
because of competing 

demands associated with 
schoo l admin i s t ra t i on 

(School 3, Staff 1).   

In focusing on meeting a learning 
need, the BPEiM project enhanced the 

culture of learning in school communities. An 
administrator emphasized the importance of 
teachers being open to learning in a project like 
this: “Our teachers are always open to 
learning…Teachers have to be willing to 
embrace the learning that goes with projects like 
these” (School 4, Staff 1). Indeed, teachers 
reported learning about the following from 
BPEiM project involvement:  

• the Renewed Mathematics Strategy (School 
5, Staff 2);  
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• the importance of parent engagement in 
math (School 2, Staff 2);  

• ideas for fostering parent engagement in 
math (School 1, Staff 2 and 3; School 4, 
Staff 3; School 5, Staff 2); and  

• how to incorporate more engaging math 
(e.g., math talks and math games) in their 
own practice (School 1, Staff 3, 4, and 5; 
School 5, Staff 2).  

In addition, the BPEiM project provided teachers 
with leadership opportunities (School 1, Staff 1; 
School 3, Staff 1; School 5, Staff 1). One 
administrator explained, “It [the project] also 
provides opportunity for staff to take on 
leadership roles…I am always looking for ways 
to try and distribute leadership and share it…all 
research says that shared distributed leadership 
is a huge piece of effective schools and 
achievement” (School 1, Staff 1). Another 
administrator purposefully deferred leadership to 
his staff: “I say to my teachers, ‘You are in the 
classrooms, you should direct this.’ They have 
so much knowledge about teaching the math, 
but through this project they are learning and I 
am learning too, through them” (School 5, Staff 
1).  

To make parents feel welcome and comfortable 
with contributing to students’ math learning, 
school staff promoted collaboration with parents 
(School 1, Staff 1; School 2, Staff 1; School 5, 
Staff 2) and created a safe space during school 
events (School 3, Staff 1; School 4, Staff 2 and 
6). During the PEiM project, parents enjoyed 
learning about the importance of math and the 
new strategies used for teaching children math. 
For example, one parent indicated, “I have 
learned to be able to do the type of math that is 
being taught to my daughter, compared to how 
I was taught my math years ago” (Parent 
Survey). Parents also learned easy ways to 
incorporate math into their children’s home lives: 
“[I learned] how everyday games, activities and 
books we play/do/read help develop math skills. 
For example, reading The Hungry Caterpillar, 
baking, puzzles and matching games” (Parent 

Survey). In turn, increased parent engagement 
in math was associated with positive results in 
school communities. Specifically, schools 
observed a marked change in attitudes towards 
math: negative attitudes were being replaced by 
a growth mindset (School 1, Staff 3; School 2, 
Staff 1; School 5, Staff 2), there was an 
excitement about math (School 1, Staff 3; 
School 5, Staff 2), and participants increasingly 
saw the value of math in everyday experiences 
(School 1, Staff 3 and 5). Positive changes were 
witnessed in all members of one school 
community: “[The project] has had a direct 
impact and I can see results in the kids, and the 
educators, and the attitudes of the parents so 
that’s been a wonderful thing” (School 2, Staff 
1). Another school community recognized a 
marked change in their students and parent 
community: “We have seen growth in our kids, 
the biggest growth is the mindset in our 
students themselves and the parents. The 
students, they are eager to learn any new math 
concepts that is taught…They are asking to do 
math work” (School 5, Staff 2).  

Collaboration within learning organizations 
places an emphasis on strengthening individual 
and group capacity to participate in more 
effective programming (Huffman & Thomas, 
2009). This project helped to underscore a 
fundamental belief within a learning culture; that 
all students are capable of successfully learning 
mathematics and that parents and educators 
can support the development of positive, caring 
relationships that support growth. 

“This project made 
sense to us right from 

the start. We know 
math is a need and we 

know we are a learning 
community school.” 

—School Staff Member
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Context matters—knowing your school and 
community 

Good schools become better schools 
when they are strongly connected with 
parents as part of the learning 
community. (Parents in Partnership: A 
Parent Engagement Policy for Ontario 
Schools. 2010, pg. 7) 

The implementation of any innovation at a 
school must be shaped to fit the current 
school context as well as home and 
community contexts since each 
contributes significantly to 
the schooling experiences 
of educators, students 
and families. Children 
are not raised in a 
v a c u u m b u t , a s 
Bronfenbrenner’s 
(1979) ecological 
theory suggests, 
c h i l d r e n a r e 
embedded within 
the larger family, 
communi ty, and 
societal contexts 
that contribute to 
their concrete and 
emotional development. 
Every school is shaped 
by its physical location (i.e., 
u r b a n o r r u r a l ) a n d 
demographic (i.e., transient or 
immigrant population) as well as its 
program (i.e., dual stream, extracurricular 
norms), leadership, faculty complement, 
resources, facilities, and student population. The 
context of the school is also a reflection of the 
broader external community and its attitudes, 
dispositions and beliefs about education. 
Promoting and supporting involvement of 
parents and community requires a nuanced 
understanding of the contextual factors that 
influence involvement.   

 To be successful in designing and implementing 
mathematics outreach activities and programs 
that met the individual needs of staff, students 
and families, the school teams reflected critically 

about their communities and designed unique 
plans for parent engagement in mathematics 
that included implicit goals of inclusion and 
respect, and building parental confidence, 
mutual support and trust.   Research tells us that 
people do not resist change without reason, but 
r a t h e r, r e s i s t a n c e s t e m s f r o m n o t 
understanding, seeing value or anticipating that 

they cannot meet the demands required 
by change (Herold & Fedor, 2008). 

This project provided a chance 
for change that responded 

to local contexts, and 
subsequently provided 

m a n y w a y s t o 
c o n c e p t u a l i z e 
g r o w t h , a n d 
multiple pathways 
for engagement.   

A key to success 
in this project, like 
so many efforts in 
education, is the 
relationships within 

t h e s c h o o l 
community, the math 

action planning team, 
the parent community, 

and the researchers who 
supported the project. Barth 

(2006) would refer to these 
relationships as consequential ones, 

the kinds of relationships that act as catalyst 
and commitment for change. Parents and 
community will support students in mathematics 
at school and home when there are accessible 
pathways for participation and a clear purpose 
connected to their child’s learning.  

As the six schools began this project, the 
knowledge they he ld o f the i r pa ren t 
communities was instrumental in shaping what 
strategies they might adopt to engage with their 
parent cohorts. Many of the initial considerations 
came from their pre-existing knowledge of their 
parent community, especially in regard to what 
strategies might be welcomed or rejected by 
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parents. For some schools this was a matter of 
when to run events. For example, one staff 
member reported that “one of the reasons we 
didn’t want to do a math evening per se like in 
the traditional sense… is because first of all it’s 
been tried on some level in the past …it’s hard to 
get people out” (School 1, Staff 1). Equally, in a 
different school it was more about the type of 
intervention they might offer to support parents 
rather than when the intervention was offered. As 
one staff member explained, “we did do an 
injection of some math nights or math in the 
spring of last year just to 
generate and spark 
some interest but we 
know they were not a 
thing that was going to 
h a v e a l o n g - t e r m 
effect” (School 2, Staff 
1). The staff member 
acknowledged that they 
needed to “give the 
families more direction, 
like here is a game we’ve 
played in class now go 
home and play it…it 
needs to be things that 
are quick and easy for 
families to do and like I 
s a i d i s m o r e o f a 
consolidation” (School 2, 
Staff 1). The value of this 
strategy was endorsed by a parent as she 
explained the benefit of attending a math evening 
in School 4, “I really enjoyed seeing some of the 
strategies that the school uses for math, and that 
is something I can take home. I can learn a little 
bit more with them [her children] rather than them 
learning and me helping, or trying to help” (Parent 
2).  

In regard to knowing when and how to connect 
with the parent community, this was not only 
important at the start but also throughout the 
project. Many of the schools capitalized on 
seasons and holidays to both hold and promote 
their math engagement strategies. For example, 
one school held a math night during the pre-

winter holiday season, calling the event “Merry 
Math” (School 4, Staff 2). One of the advantages 
of this strategy was seen to be how the parents 
are likely to be more relaxed and prepared to 
attend during the holiday season. Regardless of 
the timing of events or activities for parents, there 
was a consensus that some significant thinking 
and planning should be undertaken by the 
schools that carefully considered their individual 
parent populations. As one school outlined, “you 
really need to think about your school community 
and what’s going to be most effective for them, 

whether it’s inviting parents 
in…what’s going to be the 
best way to reach your 
community” (School 1, 
Staff 3). For one school, 
the afternoon was an 
appropriate time to reach 
out to their parent and 
family member cohorts. 
Knowing that many of the 
parents worked and many 
g r a n d p a r e n t s t o o k 
childcare roles within family 
units, the school invited 
these extended family 
members to their math 
games even t . Fam i l y 
m e m b e r s d e e p l y 
appreciated the event, 
sharing their gratitude for 

being made so welcome in the school and for the 
opportunity to ascertain how math based games 
supported the children’s’ learning, “everyone 
should take their time to play, no matter how old 
they are, as it really does help kids to learn math” 
(School 6, Parent 4).  

The diverse school populations in some of the 
schools resulted in careful consideration within 
planning to find strategies that would meet a 
range of parent needs. For one school this meant 
consideration of both how to undertake and 
communicate about activities for parents through 
the BPEiM project. One staff member explained 
that when thinking about their demographics, 
“because we have such a diverse population...it’s 

“Everyone should 
take time to play, no 
matter how old they 

are, and help kids 
learn.” 

—Grandparent
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hard to try and find activities or evenings that will 
work for all the populations…” Subsequently, the 
school had adopted an approach to try 
a n d “ g e t t h e p a re n t s m o re 
involved...by really focusing on 
how math can be fun rather 
than scary so changing that 
kind of attitude at home and 
so even the games and even 
our open houses we were 
calling it games night, not 
math games night” (School 
2, Staff 2). For another 
school this meant carefully 
considering the needs of their 
significant ESL population of 
parents. One staff member 
described how they had adopted a 
longer-term structured approach to allow 
their ESL parents time to develop confidence in 
the BPEiM project. All staff in this school (School 
5, Staff 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5) concurred the growth in 
numbers of parents attending their school-based 
sessions. “We have a big ESL demographic here. 
In our grades 1-3, 90% are newcomers between 
the last 1-5 years of being here, 90% of those 
that came and participated in our math events. It 
made them comfortable to come into the school 
and talk about it. They are seeing the teachers 
more often, we had two sessions a month and 
they seemed to really value this and it has built 
great relationships between the students, 
parents, and teachers” (School 5, Staff 1).  

When asked what advice they would provide to 
other schools who were considering how they 
might engage parents in similar mathematics 
projects in their local communities, many schools 
pointed to the need for a flexible approach that 
was mindful of their specific parent cohort needs. 
One staff member summarized that this should 
not act as a deterrent, rather as a pointer for 
schools to realize that “what works for one 
school might not work for [another]... trying 
different things and getting feedback from the 
parent counc i l or get t ing feedback in 
surveys...because parents know what works and 
what doesn’t regardless of what we think might 

be great” (School 1, Staff 3). The benefits were 
seen to be well-worth this effort and the students 

were a crucial component in helping bring 
together school and parents to form a 

positive math learning community. 
Staff in School 4 described how 

their students had greatly 
enjoyed seeing their parents 
during the school day, as this 
had made them feel special 
and important.   Feedback 
from students attending a 
games afternoon in School 6 

r e i n f o r c e d t h e p o s i t i v e 
responses from students, with 

one student sharing how happy 
he was to play math games with 

grandpa usually he would “...hardly see 
him. He works out of town in Alberta. I am 

so lucky he came to do math with me today. We 
had so much fun” (School 6, Student 3). One 
staff member highlighted that they, “weren’t 
getting mass amounts of people until we had the 
kids [who] had worked hard on something...and 
they had gone home, and they were excited 
about it, and they wanted to show their families 
and boom all of a sudden we have a school full 
of families…somewhere between 50 and 60 
families… almost half the school really” (School 3, 
Staff 1).
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Parents who said math events at their 
children’s schools were provided in a 

language they could understand.
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Developing and nurturing relationships 

The way schools care about children is 
reflected in the way schools care about 
the children’s families. (Epstein. 2010, 
pg. 389) 

I n schoo l s , t he re i s a h igh l eve l o f 
interdependence among different members of 
the community—teachers, principals, students, 
parents—who must rely on and cooperate with 
one another to achieve goals. Trusting 
interactions and positive relationships are 
developed when efforts are made to create 
structures and processes that promote 
interaction, dialogue, collaboration, and 
engagement by all members of the community. 
Studies consistently demonstrate the powerful 
role that collaboration can play (Levine & 
Marcus, 2010; Mansfield & Thompson, 2017). 
Tenets central to the development of nurturing 
and trusting relationships include respect 
( recogniz ing other people’s value and 
demonstrating this value by listening); openness 
and transparency (consistent ly sharing 
information with honesty); and, honouring the 
socio-demographic and cultural factors that 
affect the community.  

These important elements were identified as key 
to engaging famil ies in their children’s 
mathematics education: sharing values (why 
math is important and what math is important); 
an atmosphere of fun and enjoyment; a mutual 
desire to learn; information sharing; flexibility; 
and inclusive collaboration. Together these 
elements frame an essential component for 
continuous improvement in education, relational 
trust. Tschannen-Moran and Hay (2000) explain 
that relational trust enhances people’s efforts in 
school by promoting a willingness to be 
vulnerable with confidence that others will step 
in to fulfill their commitments.   

In this project, schools demonstrated that they 
cou ld work creat ive ly to support the 
mathematics needs of the students, that they 
would have regard and respect for one another, 
that decisions could be made collectively, and 
that explanations as well as resources could be 
o f fe red to promote unders tand ing o f 

mathematic pedagogies. Developing and 
nurturing relationships is connected to shared 
values, ongoing communication and mutual 
respect.  

Each of the schools involved in the BPEiM 
project recognized that to be successful, their 
implementation plans needed to ensure 
opportunity for relationship building with their 
parents was included. One aspect that was 
seen as particularly important was to create an 
inviting and welcoming space for parents to 
attend any math related events with their 
children. As one staff highlighted, “when we had 
our events we worked really hard to make a 
warm and inviting space for the parents. The 
teacher ability to do that is so important, they 
really do need to have empathy for what these 
parents are feeling and how they can be quite 
worried about doing math things in front of 
teachers” (School 4, Staff 2). This was also 
shared by a family member from School 6 when 
describing their reaction to attending a math 
games afternoon “I loved it, I love how the 
teachers were kind and explained things to us 
like we were really important” (Grandparent 7).   

One staff described the significance of being 
observant to parents needs and fears regarding 
math, “One mom looked so anxious, like she 
was going to cry, and so I sidled over to her and 
asked her how she was doing and she said she 
felt useless with math. I said to her, you know 
what, the fact that you are here, and that you 
want to help your child means so much.” The 
staff member described how she had sought to 
reassure this parent through carefully explaining 
how valuable it was for her to simply be present 
and support her child. The staff member 
outlined how she told her that even her interest 
in helping her child with math “really does help 
your child with learning math.” The staff member 
said this seemed to reassure the parent, “the 
relief came over her. I could see it, she let out a 
deep breath. I could see it in all of her body 
language, she was feeling this was really hard, 
but through chatting to her I helped her to see 
how excited her child was to be there with her 
and this really seemed to help her to relax a 
little” (School 4, Staff 4). In School 4, a principal 
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from another school who attended one of the 
math events remarked how enjoyable it was to 
see “...the students lead the conversations 
about math with their parents, and the teachers 
supporting. This is really valuable, as it 
translates easily to the home environment and 
builds that relationship” (School 4, Guest 
Administrator 1).  

Schools reported that to build a trusting 
relationship with their parent cohorts through 
the BPEiM project took time. However, this was 
seen to be a very worthwhile effort as there 
were additional benefits to nurturing positive 
relationships with the parents. For example, one 
staff identified how in their school they had 
noticed that “students seem so much more 
comfortable with us [teachers] after they have 
seen us interact with their parents at events like 
this” (School 4, Staff 5). The staff member 
attributed this to a growth in the relationship 
between teachers, parents and students 
describing how ‘there are more notes from 
parents coming our way from kids, they seem 
f r iend l ie r, and warm towards us, not 
afraid” (School 4, Staff 5).   

A further school concurred that there had been 
a cumulative positive impact upon relationships 
between staff and parent communities of their 
school. “This project has been so valuable for 
our school especially with getting parents 
involved here. Some of them still feel intimidated 
coming into school, especially because there is 
that language barrier, they feel they can’t 
communicate to us what they want to know, or 
what they want to ask. But now, since they have 

come to those sessions, many of them, we see 
them weekly, sometimes 3 times per week and 
they are comfortable seeing us now. The knock-
on effect in our relationships is really noticeable.” 
(School 5, Staff 1)

“It was so evident that parents were enjoying themselves 
and were really engaged with all of the activities. They 

were playing games and laughing. At the end of the night 
so many of them asked us when we would be running an 

event like this again.” 
—School Staff Member

240
Take-Home Math 
Bags Provided to 

Families

756+
Families Participating 

in at Least One 
School Math


Initiative
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Project planning and implementation lays a 
foundation for success 

Innovation is generally understood as “[…] the 
successful introduction of a new thing or 
method” (Brewer & Tierney, 2012, p. 15). To 
innovate is to look beyond what we are currently 
doing to engage parents in mathematics 
education to develop a novel idea that supports 
student learning in a new way. Innovation is only 
possible when the adults in the schools and its 
s u r r o u n d i n g c o m m u n i t y — t e a c h e r s , 
administrators and parents take responsibility 
for changing their practice—something that 
does not happen without the space for 
collaboration—both the time for teams to meet 
to discuss practices/options as well as a culture 
that fosters shared decision-making. Project 
planning and collaboration are widely 
recognized as contributors to success (e.g. 
Wang & Gibson, 2008; Rossi, Lipsey & 
Freeman, 2004). Educators place a 
high value on working together 
and recognize collaboration 
as a key element in driving 
any school improvement. 
Not only does collaboration 
create an environment for 
teachers to improve their 
p r a c t i c e , b u t i t c a n 
stimulate a culture of joint 
effort by facilitating actions 
that address diverse student 
and community needs.  

Building Parent Engagement in Math 
(BPEiM) project participants identified a number 
of strategies that led to the successful 
development and implementation of their parent 
engagement in math initiatives. These strategies 
were: selecting a strong leadership team to 
support whole school involvement, developing a 
parent engagement plan targeted at the school 
community, taking a slow and steady approach 
to the project, and refining the parent 
engagement plan based on initial experiences 
and feedback. Administrators recognized the 
need to carefully choose leaders for the BPEiM 
project who would support whole school 
involvement and work collaboratively (School 1, 

Staff 1; School 2, Staff 2; School 3, Staff 1; 
School 4, Staff 2) . For example, one 
administrator commented on the importance of 
selecting leaders who would champion the 
project: “Choose leaders in your school to be on 
the team because it’s really only going to be 
impactful if the whole school is involved…
people who are really going to champion the 
project to the rest of the school” (School 3, Staff 
1). Another school selected a large leadership 
team to make sure that teachers from each 
grade division were represented. In this case, “It 
was more of a team approach because we were 
such a large group that we got to share in the 

ideas of lots of school members, 
rather just the math lead taking 

the lead and doing it” (School 
2 , S ta f f 2 ) . To fos te r 
collaboration, BPEiM teams 
met regularly to plan their 
initiatives and events. Three 
schools met monthly to 

sustain project momentum 
(Schools 2, 4, and 5). One 

administrator explained the 
importance of making meetings a 
priority: “making the time to do those 
meetings, even if it’s busy once a 
month…carving out that time and 
sticking to it…making sure you are 

touching base” (School 2, Staff 1).  

Once strong BPEiM leadership teams 
were established, they took time to develop 

a parent engagement in math plan targeted at 
their school community by soliciting input from 
teachers and parents. Information about the 
BPEiM project was shared during staff 
meetings, at which time teachers were given 
opportunities to share their ideas and feedback. 
With respect to parent input, two schools sent a 
survey to parents prior to developing their plan 
(Schools 2 and 3). One school staff explained, 
“You want to take a diagnostic of where your 
school is at before you make a plan…[we] did 
the [parent] survey…and looked at what would 
really have the best impact and what our 
community needed” (School 2, Staff 1). In 
addition, two schools presented information 
about the BPEiM project to their parent councils 
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and asked for their feedback on proposed ideas 
(Schools 1 and 2). For one school, collaborating 
with the parent council was an effective way to 
solicit parent input: “It’s hard to always get a lot 
of response from the general parent community, 
but our parent council are a very involved group 
of parents and they tend to have a decent idea 
of the pulse of our wider community” (School 1, 
Staff 1).   

School staff reported experiencing success with 
their parent engagement plans because they 
adopted a slow and steady approach to the 
project (School 2, Staff 1 and 2; School 4, Staff 
1). One school staff described, “We tried to 
have a slow and steady approach. We began 
early with our planning…it has worked in that it 
has got everyone on board” (School 4, Staff 1). 
In the implementation phase, a slow and steady 
approach helped one school team have realistic 
expectations: “Start small…realize that whatever 
you do is not going to reach everyone right 
away…celebrate those small successes of we 
had five families…maybe the next time we have 
ten families” (School 2, Staff 2). Overall, all six 
schools experienced success with the parent 
engagement p lans , w i th 743 parents 
participating in the BPEiM project in total.  

Since the parent engagement in math initiative is 
new, school teams recognized the need to 
refine their parent engagement plans based on 
their initial experiences and feedback (Schools 
1-5). Changes to parent engagement in math 
plans included:  

• Sending fewer activities home in math bags 
so families were not overwhelmed;   

• Having students lead parent engagement in 
math events (e.g., Math Manipulatives Fair) 
so parents would attend and participate;  

• Using math games in class first before 
sending them home so students already 
know how to play them;  

• Hosting events after school so more parents 
could take part; 

• Incorporating initiatives that were successful 
at other BPEiM project schools (e.g., 
Grandparents event, sending math games 
home); and, 

• Embedding a math culture in the school 
(e.g., Math Talks at monthly assemblies, 
incorporating math activities/information in 
home-school communication, incorporating 
math in school open houses, posting math 
information in the school). 

Project planning and implementation lay a 
founda t i on fo r success by c l a r i f y i ng 
expectations, establishing common values and 
priorities, ongoing communication, mutual 
learning and professionalism (Kruse & Louis. 
2009). The educators involved in this study 
transformed their school action teams into 
collaborative work groups, where administrators 
and teachers (and, where possible, parents) set 
the expectations for shared responsibility and 
t he schoo l -w ide adop t i on o f schoo l 
improvement plans with intentional planning for 
parent engagement in math. The presence of 
quality collaborative work groups who were 
using planning and data as part of their 
processes positively contributed to school 
culture and student learning. They recognized 
the value of setting clear, achievable goals and 
the need to articulate action steps: identifying 
the who, what, when and how plus resources, 
s o t h a t e a c h o b j e c t i v e c a n / w i l l b e 
accomplished. Importantly, the math action 
teams, as part of this BPEiM project, have 
reflected on their learning in ways that lay a 
foundation for future success. 

“This was an amazing project 
to be part of— well worth it. 

It has been the best P.D. I 
have had in 14 years of my 

teaching career.” 
—School Staff Member
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Interaction and engaging activities are 
critical 

Educators and parents play a vital role in 
working together to support student learning. A 
key theme was the importance of interactive 
and engaging opportunities for parents to work 
with educators and students for the purpose of 
understanding and being involved in supporting 
mathematics learning. BPEiM events were 
designed to reinforce classroom learning 
through hands-on, fun, and engaging activities 
that generate excitement about math, develop 
confidence, and support mathematics learning 
at home. One educator explained “the approach 
of the team has been crucial… the organizing 
group really tried to cover all the bases and it 
has worked. We have had an increase in 
parents attending at every event with over 100 
parents at our latest one” (School 4, Staff 5). 
This sentiment is echoed in the research, Katz, 
Earl and Jaafar (2009) refer to interaction and 
engagement at school and network levels as a 
form of enabling activity. These researchers 
argue that enabling activities are a way of 
generating opportunities for people to learn 
together, to innovate and enquire.   

Parents are looking for something to do 
with their children, and they do not know 
how to go about doing it and so the 
activities that the teachers provided was 
an extra, a boost that they could be 
working on these particular skills with their 
children. And it must be something you 
don’t have to think about, right, let’s pull 
out this board game, and it really is that 
simple (School 4, Staff 4).  

It was not just the element of collaboration that 
led to success of BPEiM events, but the nature 
o f the co l laborat ion wh ich cu l t i va ted 
engagement and interaction amongst students, 
parents, families and educators.   

One of the first principles of  Family Math  and 
related outreach programs is to purposefully 
connect parents to classroom learning, and 
reinforce the role they have as active 
participants in the education of their children. 
These types of opportunities were offered 

through a variety of outreach activities schools 
conducted as part of this project. For example, 
five of the six schools held outreach events that 
reframed more traditional school open house 
events. These schools offered families a chance 
to work together on the types of math problems 
students encounter in their daily work, play 
mathematics games and interact with teachers, 
students and other parents about math. Other 
outreach events at schools included:  

Math Monday, which used social media as 
an outlet to put out a provocation and 
have families either send it back on paper, 
tweet it back, send a photo to the teacher 
via an app called, Remind. Provocations 
were designed as fun challenges to 
encourage families to play a game or talk 
about math with supports provided from 
the school.  

Another school created math bags and 
e n c o u r a g e d p a re n t f e e d b a c k t o 
understand how the bags were used to 
promote learning and to refine the 
offerings in the bag. The bags were filled 
with resources (e.g. board games, playing 
cards, dice, cook books, children’s math 
themed stories) that enabled families and 
kids to have materials where they could 
have fun doing math that promoted parent 
engagement in math.  

Reflecting on these outreach programs, a 
teacher indicated: “I think some of the 
educators see that parents will get on board 
with games when they are connected to some 
of those fundamental math skills or basic fact 
skills that they are feeling a little bit more 
comfortable with” (School 2, Staff 2).   

Parents described that mathematics outreach 
activities, “showed me what my daughter was 
doing in school” and an opportunity to “get new 
activities to play with my son” (Parent Survey). 
As Epstein (2011) instructs, “just about all 
families care about their children, want them to 
succeed and are eager to obtain better 
information from schools and communities so 
as to remain good partners in their children’s 
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education” (p. 393). Evidence from this project 
aligns with this finding, the majority of parents 
indicated that they enjoyed spending time with 
their children doing structured activities and to 
learn about their children while having fun. Many 
parents commented that attending the math 
event activity helped them and their children 
learn and discover how  math can be fun  and  
useful, communicate with  teachers and other 
parents.  Parents also stated they  learned new 
and different strategies of thinking and doing 
math by seeing how their child(ren) learns.  The 
survey revealed that through the project, parents  
discovered many tools and resources to engage 
in mathematics learning at home.   

The positive energy at events was tangible to 
observers, one educator described “kids and 
parents were very excited to get the bag and 
look through all the goodies and to be able to 
do [math] as a family” (School 1, Staff 5). The 
interactive and engaging BPEiM events 
contributed to the common purpose of shared 
learning and supporting students.   

As we saw in the BPEiM project, collaboration 
and efforts to establish collaborative cultures 
include the identification and systematic removal 
of barriers and biases that can create accessible 
learning experiences for students and their 
parents/families.   Promoting interaction in some 
schools required support form translators, on-
site child care, and the availability of a meal for 
attendees. This kind of intentionality throughout 
the BPEiM project aligns with Fullan & Quinn’s 
(2016) strategies for whole systems change by 
creating the conditions for strong groups which 
can lead to successful individuals. Educators 
explain how a focus on interactions and 
engagement showcases the successes from an 
intentional culture of collaboration:   

Our parents have been so excited by this 
project. They are excited. It has opened 
doors for them. It has really enabled them, 
not only in helping their children but in 
their learning for themselves. The 
interpreters have been a huge, huge help 
and they have translated a lot of the 

pieces for the parents to take home. We 
have even had parents ask if they can 
bring their relatives, that this project is that 
helpful (School 5, Staff 2).  

The conversations with our parents have 
completely changed. They ask us when 
we are going to have another night like 
that. I think at first, they had a hard time 
interacting and seeing that as beneficial. 
We had to model [interacting about math], 
so they could see for themselves how 
happy their children looked. We then had 
to back that up with how this really did 
help their children with math. Most of the 

10%

15%

9%

18%
17%

18%

13%

...see samples of student work.

...see what math resources are used in the school.

...talk to teachers about math.

...talk to their children about math.

...talk to parents about math.
feel motivated to do more math at home.
All of the Above

Why Parents Visit Their 
Children’s Schools for Parent 

Engagement Activities

Parents felt that visiting their children’s schools for 
parent engagement in mathematics events gave 

them the opportunity to…
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[parents] get that now. They totally get it 
(School 4, Staff 6).  

Our [latest initiative] really stands out. It 
was so evident that parents were enjoying 
themselves and were really engaged with 
all of the activities. They were playing 
games and laughing. At the end of the 
night so many of them asked us when we 
would be running an event like this again 
(School 4, Staff 2).  

The learning activities and environments that 
were construed as a result of this project 
encouraged and supported learning. In 
reflecting on these events one educator stated:  

The outreach events remind us to infuse 
and embed math where we can, as 
opposed to making it a big production! 
We had way more people at the open 
house then we would have at a math 
night… there was a lot of conversation 
about it being the best open house we 
ever had f rom both parents and 
teachers…and without the project I don’t 
think we would have thought of it (School 
2, Staff 1).  

Learning included student achievement in 
mathematics, shared dialogue related to 
teaching and learning mathematics, and the 
experience of purposeful activities that built 
ma themat i cs capac i t y wh i l e a l l ow ing 
relationships to develop.   

Parent engagement in mathematics is not as 
easy as inviting parents/families to attend or co-
constructing an event. Of the many factors that 
adversely impact parent engagement in their 
children’s mathematics learning, math anxiety is 
most often cited. It is not uncommon to hear 
adults share their school experiences with math 
in negative ways, describing how they struggled 
with math and avoided courses and situations 
that involved math. One educator recounts their 
discovery about math negativity:  

I was walking into the grade 3 class, where the 
parents and their children were working on the 

activities we had planned, and I walked up to 
one parent and she said ‘oh, I am so terrible at 
math’ and I said to her ‘You mean you are 
working on it?’ and she broke out into a huge 
smile and said ‘yes!’ But the fact that she was 
there and had been at the event we had held 
previously, and has come back, and is willing to 
participate is really positive (School 4, Staff 4).  

This is a success story of parent and student 
learning created because of the interactive and 
engaging activities. Another teacher described 
the contribution of the BPEiM:  

It has given us the chance to help parents 
understand that it is not about learning 
math at home but rather practice. 
Practicing what they learn in school. If the 
students have been working really hard all 
day it should be practice of the skill, not 
the parent having to sit there and teach 
them the skills. I noticed the parents that 
were a little worried, as soon as that 
[perception] was taken off their shoulders, 
that they are responsible for teaching their 
child math that they have never seen 
before or done that way, they are so much 
more engaged (School 4, Staff 7).   

Childhood math anxiety and negative attitudes 
towards math extend into adulthood and, not 
surprisingly, many parents report feeling 
intimidated and nervous about their children’s 
math homework. In turn, this may contribute to 
their children’s math anxiety and thus inhibit their 
mathematics growth. The BPEiM provided a 
supportive and systematic way to reduce bias 
while developing positive experiences and 
associations with mathematics learning.  

In this project, schools mostly designed indirect 
mathematics activities (such as reading 
children’s books with a math theme, playing 
board games, cooking, crafts and cooperative 
challenges) as part of their math action plan. 
They also accessed existing resources and 
materials developed specifically for the project 
by the Queen’s team.  Examples of these indirect 
activities were recorded in the data. 



Response from parents as a result of the BPEiM 
activities led to “purchasing some games and 
trying to get those being out [with students] and 
being played… the conversation about math 
and taking away the scary math barrier fosters 
that play with math and numbers at home 
(School 2, Staff 1). 

We had a Math Manipulative Fair and 
every classroom was assigned, actually 
they chose a different math manipulative 
that they use in their classroom, and the 
kids were all asked to come up with a sort 
of demonstration or game…something 
interactive they could teach parents how 
to use those math manipulatives… we 
had such a huge success in the turnout 
there. It was nothing like anything the 
school had ever seen before as far as 
parents actually coming to see their kids…
when we had their own kids deliver it 
[information] to them you know they 
showed up [with] extra family members in 
tow (School 3, Staff 1).  

The lessons from these kinds of indirect 
mathematics activities that provide engaging 
and interactive learning are clear:  

• All stakeholders need to be actively involved; 
evidence that involvement increases over 
time,  

• Feedback can lead to future success,  

• Student leader-presenter involvement in 
events is a lever for success,  

• Materials and manipulatives must be used; 
and, 

• There is need for on-site and takeaway 
resources.  

The success of these indirect activities and 
opportunities for engagement are best summed 
up by parent responses: “I hope these events 
happen more often” and “I would like more 
opportunities like this to become involved with 
my children.” 
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Impacts to math learning 

Parents need to hold high aspirations 
and expectation for their children, and 
schools need to work in partnership with 
parents so that the home and school can 
share in these expectations and support 
learning. (Hattie. 2009, pg. 70) 

One of the main benefits to come from this 
project is the overall shift in how math was 
viewed by the schools and their community. 
Throughout this project, math became 
increasingly incorporated into school and family 
activities in a variety of forms, such as games, 
literature, and other family activities. Through 
attending school-run events and using both the 
resources provided by the Queen’s team and 
those developed by individual schools, many 
parents indicated that they had become more 
engaged in math exploration with their 
children.   

As a result of participating in this project, 
parents feel they understand how their children 
are learning math, the importance of the role 
they have in their child’s learning, that playing 
games may support their child’s math skills, and 
that their attitude towards math influences their 
children’s attitude towards math as well.   

Consequentially, 94% of parents said they 
would continue to use the parent engagement 
in math strategies and resources shared by the 
school in the past year and most said they 
would be interested in being involved in future 
parent engagement in math activities at their 
school.  

Through surveying teachers and parents, it was 
found that both groups shared commonalities in 
their outlooks towards math learning. Teachers 
stated that it was important for children to have 
opportunities to learn through play, while 
parents found that the element of fun within the 
school math initiatives engaged students and 
made them feel successful, while enabling 
conversations and a change of attitude around 
math and homework.  

In the initial survey completed by school action 
teams, members indicated their interest in 
making parents feel welcome in the schools and 
less anxious about their role in their children’s 
education. Throughout this project, parents 
demonstrated eagerness to participate in math 
related events and were open to engage with 
the school and other parents while enjoying 
learning about math. In addition to the 
educational benefits for their children, many 
parents also expressed that math events put on 
by the schools were also helpful opportunities to 
develop better relationships with school staff, 
and spend quality time together as a family. 
Many parents shared that attending these 
events helped them and their children discover 
how math can be fun, as well as learn new 
strategies and ways of doing math.  

“I discovered that my 
children love math”  

—Parent

“I hope these events 
happen more often” 

—Parent

“I would like more 
opportunities like this”  

—Parent

“Activity sheets allowed 
us to sit together and 
have my son teach me 

what he’s learning”   
—Parent



The majority of parents indicated that school 
initiatives were useful, allowing them to see 
samples of student work, math resources used 
in schools, and talk to teachers, children, and 
other parents.  

Through participating in this project, school 
action teams have had the opportunity to share 
their experiences and learn from participants in 
other schools with whom they would not 
normally have contact. Having a collaborative 
network to share ideas and strategies with has 
helped the school teams in planning their events 
and initiatives. In the project’s final months, each 
school team is preparing a communique which 
will be shared with all other schools involved in 
this project. 

47%

Parents who attended a math event at 
their children’s school in the past year.

62%

Parents who noticed an increase in math 
information being sent home in the past 

year

86%

Parents who said they were likely or very 
likely to continue using parent 

engagement strategies and resources 
shared by their child(ren)’s school.

“I discovered that my 
children love math. 

They excel at problem 
solving and that boosts 

their self-esteem.” 
—Parent

Final Report: Building Parent Engagement
!27



A focus on sustainability and expansion 

The success of the project is directly related to 
its longevity and what kind of base it leaves for 
future knowledge mobilization that may enable 
expansion and improvement.  

"Now we’re looking for 
ways to actually embed 
this into our practice in the 
c l a s s r o o m a n d o u r 
practice at home and so 
w e ’ r e b e i n g m o r e 
strategic. The events are 
not big. They’re things 
t h a t a r e e m b e d d e d 
daily…looking for those 
easy connections to home 
that are going to go the 
distance and last after the 
project is over.” (School 2, 
Staff 1)  

Wh i l e nea r l y ha l f o f 
parents responding to the 
survey indicated they had 
attended at least one 
m a t h e v e n t a t t h e i r 
children’s schools in the 
past year, the largest and 
most consistent barrier to 
attending events were 
s c h e d u l i n g c o n fl i c t s 
(23%). Many parents 
expressed that events 
took place while they were 
at work or during other 
fam i l y commi tments . 
S e c o n d a r y t o t h i s 
challenge was insufficient 
information or notice with 
parents expressing that 
they did not know events 
were taking place or had 
not been duly notified (28.8%). Despite the 
variety of backgrounds, parents’ first languages 
did not appear to present a significant barrier, 
and 94% of parents stated they were satisfied 
with the support systems in place to overcome 
challenges around communication.  

In order for the project to have longevity, it is 
also important for the initiative to encompass a 
wide range of grade levels. Between Year 1 and 
Year 2 of the project, multiple schools increased 
the grade range of children involved. Many 

teachers expressed that 
increasing the grades 
which thei r in i t iat ive 
included was not very 
difficult. However, some 
reinforced the idea that it 
was helpful to begin with 
a smaller grade range 
and increase over time.  

“Now we are talking 
about how do we get this 
off the ground, so that it 
cycles through regularly 
and becomes sort of a 
part of what everyone 
does”   Staff Interview    

One strategy used was to 
expand the program to 
include junior grades after 
the primary grades. This 
was so that families in the 
j u n i o r g r a d e s w e re 
already familiar with the 
initiative because they 
became involved while 
their children were in the 
primary grades.  

“We are now looking to 
have a larger, like a wider 
impact and in a more 
ongoing way...so that it 
cycles through regularly 
and becomes a part of 
w h a t e v e r y o n e 

does.” (School 1, Staff 1)  

At the beginning of this project, most schools 
had at least some parents on their school action 
teams, however, this participation decreased 
over time with school action teams comprising 
primarily or entirely school staff at the end of the 
project. Parent perspectives and involvement 
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“Now we’re looking 
for ways to actually 
embed this into our 

practice in the 
classroom and our 

practice at home and 
so we’re being more 
strategic. The events 
are not big. They’re 

things that are 
embedded daily…

looking for those easy 
connections to home 
that are going to go 
the distance and last 

after the project is 
over.” 

—School Staff Member



are highly valuable in a project focused on 
parent engagement, so it would be valuable to 
explore how parents can be better supported 
and encouraged to become and remain 
involved in projects of this nature.  

Throughout the project, information was 
provided to parents through a variety of 
methods and presented in different formats. The 
general consensus among parents was that 
information communicated through social media 
(19%), apps, and websites (12%) were most 
helpful as content could be viewed on-the-go 
using mobile devices. Parents also appreciated 
resources and information delivered through 
newsletters (32.9%), and expressed interest in 
more traditional take-home math worksheets 
and math-related books and games for their 
children.  

The success of social media use varied between 
schools and was influenced by their preexisting 
use of social media accounts. Schools inactive 
on social media did not experience significant 
responses from parents, while other schools 
regularly shared resources through social media 
or ran continuing social media programs, such 
as “Math Mondays”. The percentage of parents 
who declared that they did not notice an 
increase in information about math sent home 
(37%) was roughly equal to the percentage of 
parents who indicated that they did not attend 
school events due to lack of access to 
information (38%).

Lack of Interest

Childcare Unavailable

Insufficient Notice

Not Enough Information

Inconvenient Timing

0 6 12 18 24 30

Reasons Why Parents Did Not Attend Events

Books

None are Helpful

All Are Equally Helpful

Websites/Social Media

Newsletters

Take-Home Activities

Other

0 5 10 15 20

Information Sources Parents Find Most Helpful

“We are now looking to have a larger, like a wider 
impact and in a more ongoing way...so that it 

cycles through regularly and becomes a part of 
what everyone does.” 

—School Staff Member

Final Report: Building Parent Engagement
!29



Final Report: Building Parent Engagement
!30

Looking Ahead 

To become engrained, a change to school 
practice typically requires a timeline of three to 
five years as well as a shared understanding by 
all members of the community—administrators, 
teachers, parents and students—that change is 
a process and a journey. 

Even the most successful efforts to adopt 
meaningful and thoughtful changes to 
pedagogical and/or institutional practice are 
difficult to sustain without leadership, 
intentionality, consistency, support, 
accountability, and resources 
over time. It is often difficult 
to remain enthusiastic 
about the process and 
innovation, and resist 
the tendency to revert 
to old habits and 
familiar practices in 
the face of persistent 
challenges and the 
continuous need to 
the redes ign the 
i n n o v a t i o n s , r e -
evaluate the outcomes 
a n d r e v i s i t t h e 
objectives in the face of 
s h i f t i n g c o n t e x t s , 
i nd i v i dua l s , ro l es and 
responsibilities. 

Understandably, schools that do 
persist in championing the plan, its 
implementation and evaluation on a regular 
basis throughout the process until the actions 
become established practices, are influential 
change agents, wielding enormous influence 
over schools that will go through the change 
process later. Another community is more likely 
to “buy into” a vision when they can recognize a 
school that is similar to theirs, already 
succeeding. 

The six participating schools learned, through 
needs assessment and survey data that many 
parents already provide mathematics activities 
for their children at home and do mathematics 
with their children regularly, i.e., using 

flashcards, reinforcing basic operations using 
rote practices, and employing workbooks 
available at big box stores or the local dollar 
emporium. Parents spoke of teaching their 
children to count in their parents’ first language, 
introducing alternative methods of computation, 
and supervising homework. Many parents used 
real-life experiences to support mathematics 
learning: cooking and baking, shopping and 
using money, cutting coupons from flyers, 

playing board/card/dice games, reading 
sports tables, and making games 

of everyday activities like slicing 
pizza and sharing equally 

among family members. 

Thus, as our successful 
schools discovered, 
there is no need to 
rep l i ca te ex is t ing 
practices, but honour 
them and build upon 
them: adding to the 
repertoire of available 
resources for parents 
to use to support and 

explain contemporary 
m a t h e m a t i c s 

pedagogical practices, 
reduce math anxiety for 

themselves and their children, 
facilitate informal math learning, 

and increase the visibility and utility of 
math in day-to-day life and future endeavours. 

Most importantly, this must be done with 
sensitivity to language, culture and literacy levels 
and appreciation for the near-ubiquity of 
Smartphone technology. Half of the schools 
found that social media was an important tool in 
breaking down barriers to communication, so 
that parents and teachers were able to work 
together on math learning at home. 

Among the most well-attended and positively 
received initiatives were secondary to the 
project (requested by local schools who learned 
of BPEiM through district-wide Principals 
meetings or conversations with Superintendents 
and school leads) and were parent-only: 



presentations by an expert that described the 
benefits of parent engagement in mathematics; 
introduced parents to math manipulatives and 
current computational methods; reinforced the 
power of dialogue and problem solving; and, 
provided age-specific, ready-to-use take-home 
materials to use with children (e.g., Inspiring 
y o u r c h i l d t o l e a r n a n d l o v e m a t h ; 
MathStoryTime and Choose a path that 
includes math). These sessions were key to 
estab l ish ing a need for parent 
engagement in math initiatives to 
be incorporated explicitly into 
school plans and provided 
the impetus for the school 
to meet new parent 
expectat ions about 
m a t h - a t - h o m e 
activities. 

It is important to note 
that the Queen’s 
B P E i M t e a m ’ s 
success criteria took 
i n to accoun t t he 
spread in participants 
across schools. We 
accounted for the fact 
that the size of schools 
varies substantially, and the 
intended participants were, in 
some cases, a small range of 
grades (e.g., Primary Division or 
Kindergarten only). Nonetheless, at two 
different schools, parent participation in school 
events, which is usually about 20-25% of the 
school population rose to between 50-60% for 
the math-focused BPEiM programs. 

Classroom open-houses during school hours, 
when students taught their family members 
about the math that they were learning and 
presented their work were well-received as were 
daytime opportunities to learn and play games 
such as UNO, Connect-4, Set and Prime Climb 
or read children’s storybooks with a math 
theme. 

In one school, an afternoon games opportunity 
that attracted mostly grandparents and 

extended family members has grown into a full 
course for parents with the support of the Adult 
Education division of the local school district, 
the continuing education department at the 
Faculty of Education at Queen’s and the BPEiM 
team at Queen’s. 

Most schools focused their engagement 
activities on Math Night events: large-scale 
programs where families rotated through math 

centres and acquired copies of games for 
home use. Often these programs 

were preceded by a pizza or 
pasta dinner and included 

math-related snacks. Some 
schools talked about 

expanding the purpose 
of the Math Night 
events to incorporate 
the ways in which 
food preparation can 
be an important tool, 
not only for math 
l e a r n i n g b u t f o r 
healthy eating. 

T h r o u g h o u t t h e 
project, participating 

s c h o o l s d e v e l o p e d 
r e s o u r c e m a t e r i a l s , 

published blogs, posted 
videos, and documented their 

efforts to increase the engagement 
of parents in their children’s mathematics 

learning at school and at home. All of these 
resources, as well as those produced by the 
supporting team at Queen’s will be available on 
the Building Parent Engagement in Mathematics 
website (bpeim.com) which is being revised 
and enhanced using schools’ contributions from 
September 2018 to May 2019. 

While family-engagement advocates and 
researchers, like those in the BPEiM project, are 
adopting systemic and sustained efforts to 
integrate parents into the fabric of their schools
—a welcome shift for parents who, through 
experiences such as those afforded to the 
communities around our six participating 
schools that reaffirm that such programs can 
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have a big impact on student achievement. Yet, 
in spite of sincere efforts on the part of school 
action teams, there was no uptake on invitations 
to parents to engage in the planning or 
implementation of parent engagement in math 
initiatives. 

The participating schools are now equipped to 
provide family-engagement professional 
development for other staff and teachers to 
initiate or expand parent-engagement efforts 
even further using the tools, resources and 
experiences they developed through BPEiM to 
help their children academically in mathematics. 

This project adds to the collection of knowledge 
regarding the engagement of parents in 
mathematics education. The project has shown 
the importance of listening to parents and 
genuinely seeking to understand the barriers 
and aspirations for parental participation in order 
to effectively meet parents’ needs. When 
parents have the opportunity to state what they 
need, and when these needs are responded to, 
bi-directional communication occurs. In this 
study this has meant: providing opportunities for 
parents to become informed about current 
approaches to teaching and learning, facilitating 
a c t i v i t i e s w h i c h d e v e l o p a b r o a d e r 
understanding of what it means to learn 
mathematics, providing an opportunity for 
parents to develop their teaching skills, and 
increasing parents’ awareness of shared 
engagement opportunities for mathematics in 
their everyday activities. 

To extend the reach of the BPEiM initiatives and 
contribute to the establishment of long-term 
integrated efforts to make family-engagement in 
mathematics a priority for other schools and 
districts, proponents and researchers must 
continue collecting data and empirical evidence 
to show both educators and parents how 
effective these practices can be to improve 
student achievement. 

Therefore, the BPEiM team at Queen’s has 
made a commitment to knowledge mobilization 
about key learnings through a number of diverse 
channels, including: a) teacher-focused 

publications (e.g., The Gazette, the journal of 
the Ontario Association of Mathematics 
Education); b) school-district level conference 
presentations and meetings (e.g., Math Lead 
Meetings at The Limestone District School 
Board, Project presentation at the Thames 
Val ley Board, The Limestone Learning 
Foundation Parent Conference, Principal 
Meeting for the Algonquin Lakeshore Catholic 
District School Board); c) teacher-focused 
conferences (e.g., The Annual Conference of the 
Ontario Association of Mathematics Education); 
d) academic conferences and presentations 
(e.g., The Fields Education Math Forum, Scholar 
Share at Queen’s University, The Canadian 
Society for the Study of Education, The 
American Education Research Association; e) 
related math outreach activities (e.g., the Math 
Family Engagement Alternative Practicum at the 
Faculty of Education, Queen’s) and, f) the 
production of scholarly papers and informed 
reports to mobi l ize fami ly-engagement 
knowledge to inform the broader education 
community about the complexities inherent in 
outreach-focused mathematics success criteria 
to gain greater theoretical, financial and policy 
support for the issue.

HUNDREDS 
of Social Media


Posts

TENS of 
THOUSANDS 

of Impressions 
Across Social Media


Platforms
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Recommendations 

Throughout Building parent engagement: A project to 
support the implementation of Ontario's Renewed 
Mathematics Strategy, participating schools were 
given expert advice on drawing up their own parental 
engagement action plans and during those two 
academic years, they ran parents’ workshops; invited 
parents into class; introduced math games open-
houses; shared prepared infographic materials, social 
media and newsletter content; and, developed family 
learning courses, blogs, as well as diverse forms of 
“math-at-home” kits that were taken home as 
alternatives to traditional homework. From the 
project’s launch in October 2017, schools were 
supported by a coordination team that worked with 
them to build school capacity as well as provide 
resources and funding. Based on the analysis of data 
from the project, recommendations for the Ministry of 
Education, school districts and schools are 
summarized below. 
Provincial Recommendations


1) Family-engagement administrative positions 
requiring high-level skills and experience to "help 
families understand the language of schools and 
to help educators understand the culture of 
home,” are required in all school districts. 

2) Education Officers must help teachers and 
principals learn how to engage parents in 
mathematics. This will require professional-
development training and in-service opportunities 
that are aligned to instructional goals. 

3) The Ministry of Education Parent and Community 
Education Office must continue collecting data 
and research to show both educators and parents 
how effective these practices can be to improve 
student achievement. 

4) The Ministry of Education Parent and Community 
Education Office must endeavour to endorse a 
formal, not “add-on” role for parent engagement in 
mathematics and provide funding for parent-
engagement efforts. 

5) There is a need to establish a formal network for 
district-level family engagement leaders in order to 
develop and implement consistently strategic and 
intentional programs. 

District-Wide Recommendations


1) A senior level employee must have responsibility 
for family engagement, including mathematics; 

2) Central staff must assume responsibility to build 
capacity across the school district to reduce 
duplication of effort and maximize efficiency; as 
wel l as ensure report ing, learn ing and 
accountability; 

3) Districtwide parent engagement strategies for 
mathematics should be explicit in the school 
district’s strategic plan; 

4) There must be an investment in high quality 
programming and staff dedicated to parent 
engagement that is based on organizational, 
rather than individual school approaches; 

5) There must be robust communication systems 
between district offices, school staffs, families and 
community members to share information about 
mathematics curriculum and learning in reciprocal 
and meaningful ways; 

6) There must be district-level evaluation of parent 
engagement strategies for accountability and 
continuous learning based on the collection and 
use of data. 

7) School districts should devise parent engagement 
professional development programs for educators 
and school council members. 

8) School districts must facilitate the development of 
face-to-face as well as virtual networks to allow 
schools to share experiences about parent 
engagement in math initiatives. 

School Level Recommendations


1) The development of more robust family engagement 
plans carefully linked to children’s learning in and out 
of schools must become a priority. 

2) Principals must commit to developing the capacity of 
all teachers to implement family engagement plans. 

3) Reaching out to and engaging families must be 
continuous and proactive: providing parents with the 
tools, training, and support they need to help their 
children academically.
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Building Parent 
Engagement in 
Math Website 

coming May 2019!

View the Beta Version 
at bpeim.com or by 
using this QR code:


