
During the annual Kids Free
November, children under 12
receive free admission to muse-
ums and attractions all across the
city, including the Jacksonville Zoo
& Gardens (above), MOSH, Ritz
Theatre & Museum, Catty Shack
Ranch Wildlife Sanctuary and the
Jacksonville Symphony. Kids can
also build candy kabobs on-the-
house at Sweet Pete’s, navigate
the waters at Kayak Amelia, take a
swing with free mini-golf at
Adventure Landing and more. And
parents? Well, parents get sleepy
kids at the end of the day. It’s a
win-win. u   —LENNY COBB
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AROUND
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ON AN EARLY WEEKDAY MORNING, as the yel-
low school bus’s folding doors shut and their
child’s backpack disappears into the aisle, par-
ents might wonder what new knowledge their
young learner will bring home at day’s end. 

For some parents, those school bus doors
might represent a distinct separation between
their child’s two worlds: home and school. 

It doesn’t have to be that way. Bridging the
gap is possible, and with the help of teachers and
administrators, parents can discover new ways to
develop an active presence in their child’s educa-
tion. By doing so, parents build a partnership
with educators that further fosters the student’s
academic growth and creates a stronger family
bond.

Research has shown clear benefits of parent
involvement in school. Students are more likely
to earn higher grades and test scores, regularly
attend school, develop stronger social skills and
enroll in higher-level programs. One three-year
study of high schoolers found that parents com-
ing to school regularly reinforced a connection
between school and home for the child. 

“A lot of parents want to be involved or want
to assist their child academically, but may not
really know exactly the way they’re teaching
things in the classrooms,” says Tia Leathers,
executive director of family and community
engagement for Duval County Public Schools

(DCPS). “Unless you’re teaching the exact same
subject as an educator in the school system, you’ll
need a little bit more guidance in how to assist
the children with doing homework at home.”

The school district’s Parent Academy helps
promote parental involvement through free
courses offered in schools, libraries, community
centers and faith-based institutions throughout
Duval County. Parent Academy courses offer
support for parents of children from first through
12th grade in a wide range of areas, including
test-taking strategies, dual enrollment classes
and understanding the Florida Standards
Assessment.

Course offerings extend beyond academic sub-
jects, allowing parents to hone essential skills in
crucial areas including understanding the signs
of bullying and being bullied as well as raising
teens to be productive citizens. 

The class on bullying, which is currently a hot
topic, is one of the more highly attended courses,
according to Leathers.

“The district is so transparent in opening up
our doors, saying, ‘Come out and look at the cur-
riculum, I want to explain it to you the same way
we do to a child,’” Leathers says.

To be equipped with the same tools as a
teacher in order to help a child at home is a pow-
erful tool, she adds. Beyond the academic level,
parents can assist educators and students in

GIFT OF
MUSIC 
Duval County Public Schools is
collecting new and gently used
instruments needed for musical
education. The campaign,
Instruments for Change, came
about because of an increase in
arts programs. While there was
a budget for instruments, it
wasn’t enough to put one in the
hands of every student, so
donations help to fill the gap.
“Our programs would not be
able to expand and flourish
without students being able to
participate, and to participate
they need that tool, that critical
piece,” says director of arts Jeff
Smith. In addition, monetary
donations can be made, which
go toward the refurbishment of
the donated instruments.
duvalschools.org/arts u   
—EMILY BAILEY

Bridging the Gap
Schools welcome the right kind of parent involvement 
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other ways, including volunteering at
school and helping organize fundraisers.

At the Bolles School, parents are encour-
aged to get involved through committees
in the Parent Association, of which every
parent is an automatic member upon their
child’s enrollment. 

Levels of involvement vary depending
on the students’ grade levels, says Sandy
Catanese, director of parent programs at
Bolles . “The parent on the Lower School
campus is much more hands-on in assist-
ing with getting students in line for
Picture Day, for instance; and the middle
school parent can be planning a fun stu-
dent event like a social for grades 6 and 7.”

“When a student at Bolles is in the
Upper School, the role of the parent transi-
tions towards being in a partnership, with
the students leading the way,” she adds. 

Some parents might shy away from
bridging the gap between their child’s
home and school life due to worrying about
overstepping boundaries with teachers or
feeling uncomfortable in the school envi-
ronment. However, research shows that
with increased involvement comes higher
confidence in their role as parents as well
as their ability to help their child learn.

Parents are more likely to be held in
higher esteem by educators, as well, which
is why scheduling parent-teacher confer-
ences and building a relationship with 
educators play a key role. 

“The teacher is the biggest piece,”
Leathers says. “Even if you don’t know
what to say or what you want to talk about,
go ahead and get [a parent-teacher confer-
ence] scheduled, and if nothing else, get
face to face with a teacher to say, ‘I care
about my child and I just want to know
how he is doing.’”

Leathers emphasizes the importance of
parents understanding that they are the
stakeholder. “We work for them, and to have
that in mind as they approach their child’s
education would help parents a lot.” u

UNLESS YOU’RE
TEACHING THE 

EXACT SAME SUBJECT AS AN
EDUCATOR IN THE SCHOOL
SYSTEM, YOU’LL NEED A 
LITTLE BIT MORE GUIDANCE
IN HOW TO ASSIST THE 
CHILDREN WITH DOING
HOMEWORK AT HOME. 

—TIA LEATHERS, 
DUVAL COUNTY PUBLIC SCHOOLS
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