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Overview

This proposal outlines a potential partnership between the Boston Public Schools and Boston 
Street Lab’s innovative new UNI.  Boston Street Lab believes that a partnership with Boston 
Public Schools, at one or more school site, provides an incredible opportunity to overcome some 
of the greatest challenges that limit family-school engagment, through innovative programming 
and a new way of imagining the school environment.  The UNI is a tool for extending learning 
into communities, creating possibilities for increased family engagement and increasing access 
to teaching and learning for some of Boston’s most in need families.  In addition, programming 
and curriculum will provide opportunities for families to contribute their own stories and 
experiences to the collection of the UNI’s library, enabling families to become more engaged with 
their children’s learning and improving chances of student outcomes.  This proposal will describe 
the structure of the partnership and the evidence and research that supports the strategies 
employed, in order to seek funding and support for the initiative moving forward.



This proposal outlines a potential partnership between the Boston Public Schools (BPS) and Boston Street Lab’s (BSL) innovative new UNI.  The 
UNI is a “portable, all-in-one reading room and programming venue designed to take up temporary residency right at street level, in the heart of 
our cities, towns and communities. It comes in the form of an eight foot cube and is literally an ‘institution-in-a-box’” (Boston Street Lab, 2011).  
Boston Street Lab proposes that the UNI, in collaboration with a BPS turnaround school and interested teachers, will be placed in a series of public 
locations in neighborhoods where the school’s families live.  This program will provide opportunities for families to engage with the school in their 
own space and on their own schedules. Programs will include public story hours, community reading time, and a family storytelling project in 
which students contribute to the library collection of the UNI over time, incorporating their family traditions and values into the curriculum

The Boston Public Schools/Boston Street Lab partnership provides an incredible opportunity to overcome some of the greatest challenges that 
limit family-school engagment, through innovative programming and a new way of imagining the school environment.  The UNI is a tool for 
extending learning from the school and into communities, creating possibilities for increased family engagement and increasing access to the 
process of teaching and learning.  Collaborating with a turnaround school will allow this support to reach the families who need it most.  In 
addition, programming and curriculum will provide opportunities for families to contribute their own stories and experiences to the collection of 
the UNI’s library, enabling families to become more engaged with their children’s learning and improving chances of student outcomes.  

This proposal will begin by explaining the importance of family engagment, and describing how physical and spatial barriers limit possibilities for 
engagement between family and school.  Next, the proposal will outline the basic framework through which the UNI will attempt to remedy these 
barriers, and present a theory of change for the project.  It will then review the evidence and literature that supports the theory of change, looking 
to empirical research theories on forms of parent involvement in order to derive the principles for success.  Then, the proposal will briefly consider 
precedents for community-located education in order to develop models of that success.  Finally, the proposal will outline the project itself:

 a) selection criteria and process for proposed school collaborator

 b) timeline for UNI programming and location changes

 c) criteria and opportunities for UNI locations in communities 

 d) programming for families, parents, and communities

This proposal will conclude with a discussion of techniques and principles for evaluating the success of the partnership, and an outline of the 
financial resources necessary to make the program successful.

Introduction



Imagine two children, in second grade.  They attend one of the strongest public schools in the district; Mary, 
who is white, lives near the school, and her mother, a professional who works from home, walks her to school 
every morning.  Maria, a first generation Dominican-American, takes the bus for 20 minutes every morning 
to get to school because her parents, who are still learning English themselves, know that it is important that 
she attend a great school.  Both students are struggling with their reading, and their teacher knows that it is 
essential for their learning that they improve their literacy.  

How does a teacher address this challenge with the children’s parents?  

Why Should We Promote Family Engagement?

This scenario is common throughout the Boston Public Schools, and we can imagine how it might play out.  Perhaps the teacher pulls Mary’s 
mother aside one morning, confident in the rapport they’ve developed, and suggests that she read aloud with Mary more often and assigns Mary 
additional reading homework for her mother to help with.  Mary’s mother has the time and understanding of the school system to support her 
daughter -- perhaps she takes the time to visit the classroom and see how Mary is doing -- and by the end of the year Mary has caught up.  The 
teacher calls Maria’s parents and leaves a message; when they finally speak on the phone, the parents defer to the teacher’s better judgement 
because they feel, as English language learners themselves, they don’t have anything to suggest.  The teacher doesn’t feel he knows the parents well 
enough to tell them what to do at home, and the parents, who both work, can’t take time off to visit the classroom.  Maria continues to struggle.

As this hypothetical scenario suggests, there is one simple truth about family engagement: the family engagement gap is the student 
achievement gap.  Both Mary and Maria’s parents clearly value their child’s education, as reflected by the decisions that they have made.  
However, one set of parents has access to and confidence with the school, and the other does not. Similarly, school staff feels more comfortable 
relating to parents that they are familiar with, yielding more opportunities for collaboration with parents who are involved.  So when we empower 
families to participate in the life of their school, we empower their children to succeed in school.  Giving all children this power and support is 
essential for successs and closing the achievement gap.  The following is a discussion of two of the specific barriers to community engagement, 
both of which are seen in this example.



Walkers, Busers, and the Threshold Problem School Zones

Walking radii,
by school grade level 

Walkers and Busers

The Boston Public Schools allow students to attend schools based on at least one 
of the following criteria:

Most schools set aside 50% of their seats for for students within the walk zone 
(except for Orchard Gardens, for which 75% of seats are walk priority; East 
Boston residents are all guaranteed seats in neighborhood schools).  All students 
grades K2-12 have at least 1 walk zone school, however for diverse reasons (such 
as special programming or school quality, real or perceived) some families might 
still choose to enroll their children in schools outside the walk zone.

As reflected by the story of Mary and Maria this transportation system creates 
a structure of imbalanced access to the school for families.  Anecdotal evidence 
recounted by teachers and researchers describes that “walker” parents often have 
more regular contact with school employees and feel more comfortable in the 
school environment.  Research specifically describes that “parents who live far 
from the school...are less involved, on average, at the school building” (Epstein, 
2009).  This is an especially significant imbalance at highly desirable schools in 
the district, where walkers not only have priority for a significant portion of 
seats but also have more opportunity to become involved in the life of the school, 
giving their children more opportunities to excel and benefit from their parents’ 
cultural capital.  It should also not be ignored that these desirable schools often 
exist in wealthier neighborhoods in the city, at which nearby residents also the 
advantages of wealth, higher education, and other opportunities.  Therefore the 
walker/buser problem might manifest itself both in achievement gaps between 
students, and between schools that have more or fewer opportunities for involved 
and active parents.

. the school is in the Zone in which the student lives (see right)

. the student’s home falls within the school’s walk zone

. the school is a designated citywide K-8 or high school       

K-5
6-8

9-12

1 mi

2 mi

1.5 mi



The Threshold Problem

“The Threshold Problem” refers to the challenge that many institutions, including 
schools, often face in getting members of the public to enter the door of the 
building.  This could be due to the nature of the facade itself: many institutions 
are located in buildings once considered suitably grand but now forbidding and 
uninviting.  It could also be due to the unwillingness of the school to make visitora 
feel welcome; these “fortress schools” (Henderson, Mapp, Johnson and Davies, 
2007) keep families away with metal detectors, unfriendly front desk staff, poor 
or no welcome signage, and no attempt to give parents and families spaces in the 
school that they can claim as their own.  However, the threshold problem can 
also be the result of social or cultural barriers.  For example, parents who have 
not spent much time in school themselves, or who are not confident with their 
English skills, might feel as if they are not welcome or do not know how to act 
appropriately in the school.  This might keep them from crossing the threshold to 
participate in the life of the school.  

In all of these scenarios, the school is shown to be not a neutral space.  It is rather  
a space in which some participants in a child’s development feel comfortable, 
while others might feel unwelcome.  It is a place to which some families have 
access, and and to which others do not.  It is these power imbalances, implicit 
in the location, physical form, and culture of the school, which the UNI 
will challenge.  And by empowering families, it will increase their students’ 
opportunies to learn.



UNI: bringing school to families

Solving the Problems

The UNI is a place for teaching, reading, and learning, but it is not a school.  The UNI can travel, breaking down the walker/buser boundary by 
bringing learning to neighborhoods beyond the school.  It has no facade, so it cannot have a physical threshold problem.  Similarly, it provides a 
neutral space that is neither controlled by school administrators nor maintained by parents and families.  By doing so, it gives an opportunity for 
all participants in a child’s education -- family, teachers, administrators, and the children themselves -- to participate on an equal footing and with 
equal power.  It is this possibility that makes the UNI such a promising opportunity for transforming the relationship between schools, families, 
and students.

This proposal suggests that deploying the UNI will produce the following outcomes:

. increased parent involvement with literacy activities at home

. increased contact between family members and school staff

. increased family attendance at school events, on the parent’s terms    

This theory of change clearly articulates that the success of the UNI should be expected 
to penetrate beyond the UNI programming itself.  Rather, by providing families access 
to the educational process and ownership over certain activities through a storytelling 
program that honors family traditions, family members should be expected to increase 
their sense of facility and entitlement in the school as a whole.  This should provide 
them with increased confidence and opportunities to be “demand parents,” (Mapp  and 
Brookover, 2010), active participants in the life of the school and their child’s education 
-- but on their own terms.  Similarly, changing the nature of interaction between 
school staff and parents, in a neutral space in which family stories are honored and 
cultivated, should provide school staff with a new awareness of and commitment to the 
possibilities for family contributions to the school.  Overall, this increased openness 
and participation between parents, teachers, and students will make children better 
equipped and supported to learn and grow.

ENGAGE PARENTS   PARENT PARTICIPATION STUDENT IMPROVEMENT



Frameworks for Change

Research suggests that successful students 
have strong academic support and 

involvement from family 
members...the success or failure of 
interventions to involve families with their 
children in reading, language arts, and 

other literacy skills rests on the design 
and quality of implementation 
of the parent involvement programs, and 

their connections to students’ 
classwork and 
assessments. (Sheldon, 2009)

Ecological Systems

Fundamental to this project is the premise that students exist in and are affected by an 
interlocking set of influential “systems”: the microsystem, which includes individuals 
who have direct contact with the student; the mesosystem, comprising the systems and 
structures which connect these individuals; the exosystem, which includes the larger 
social systems in which the children live (neighborhoods, church communities); and 
the macrosystem, composed of the broader contexts such as cultural values and public 
policy.  As described by Urie Bronfenbrenner, these interlocking systems represent 
a co-influencing ecology that suggests that truly improving student outcomes and 
opportunities must include interventions in all of the systems that affect the child.  As 
such, this project operates on the level of several systems:

. microsystem: giving parents a chance to participate in literacy activities with 
children improves microsystem support for learning.

. mesosystem: by providing opportunities for teachers and parents to interact as 
equals, the project will improve mesosystem relationships.

. exosystem: this proposal fundamentally addresses participation on a community 
level by locating programming in public locations.

By directly addressing educational systems at three levels, this project sets itself up for 
success in improving student outcomes.



This comprehensive approach to parent involvement suggests that the UNI 
collaboration will be particularly effective in increasing participation.

Parent Involvement

Empirical research has consistently shown that when parents are involved in learning 
activities, students have higher gains in achievement (Epstein, 1991, as cited in 
Sheldon, 2009).  Joyce Epstein describes six types of parent involvement: parenting, 
communicating, volunteering, learning at home, decision making, and collaborating 
with the community.  These forms of participation may be “redefined,” according 
to Epstein, in order to accommodate varying family conditions and contexts.  She 
describes the importance of multiple definitions of family involvement because parents 
with barriers to participation (including buser parents, working parents, and lower-
income parents) “are less involved...unless the school organizes opportunities for 
families to become involved and to volunteer at various times and in various places 
[emphasis added] to support the school and their children” (Epstein, 2009).  The 
structure of the UNI collaboration provides opportunities for nearly all forms of parent 
involvement:

. communicating: the neutral location of the UNI provides opportunities for 
parents and teachers to exchange information about curriculum

. volunteering: the opportunity to use the UNI and share stories provides 
opportunities for shared teaching between teachers and family

. learning at home: increasing possibilities for parent participation in literacy at the 
UNI paves the way for more literacy awareness in the home

. collaborating with the community: siting the UNI in public locations increases 
permeation between school and community

when parents are involved in 
learning, students have higher 
gains in achievement.  



Funds of Knowledge

This project is undertaken with the belief that all parents have the desire and capacity 
to participate in and contribute to their children’s educational success, and that all 
households contain “ample cultural and cognitive resources with great, potential 
utility for classroom instruction” (Moll, Amanti, Neff and Gonzalez, 2001).  This 
conviction in the importance and power of family “funds of knowledge” suggests that 
simply providing a neutral space and time for parent involvement is insufficient for 
fully empowering and engaging families.  As such, this proposal includes significant 
opportunity for family storytelling, bringing funds of parent knowledge into the 
curriculum and classroom environment and giving equal weight to family experiences 
and school curriculum.  Additionally, the open framework of the UNI collaboration 
provides opportunity for “thick and multi-stranded” family structures to participate 
(Moll, Amanti, Neff and Gonzalez, 2001).

Essential to this funds of knowledge approach is the reciprocal structure of 
participation and the fact that it places children as the pivotal center of the exchange, 
rather than as a bystander or recipient.  Students collect family stories and interpret 
and present them to their communities and classrooms, becoming the mouthpiece for 
their family experience and the essential participant in the process.  They bring their 
parents to the UNI and share their knowledge and experience with their teachers.  
Putting the child at the center of family empowerment is the key to success.

“ all households contain ample 
cultural and cognitive resources 
with great, potential utility for 
classroom instruction. ”



. what children are learning: the UNI will provide a location for parents, students, 
and teachers to come together over reading assignments

. promote high standards: public presentation of student work provides support for 
high standards and goal-setting

. help children at home: because the child’s work is directly related to parent funds 
of knowledge, parents will have the skills to help

. understand good teaching: close collaboration between parent and teachers in a 
neutral setting allows parents to learn about teaching

. improve student progress: putting students at the center of the process, and giving 
opportunities for sharing work, propels students to improve

By designing a program that focuses on student learning and addresses barriers to parent 
involvement, the UNI will result in a higher rate of success than would be seen if the 
program focused entirely on parent engagement.  Integrating the two approaches ensures a 
strong program.

Linking to Learning

In their Essential Guide to Family-School Partnerships, Henderson, Mapp, Johnson and 
Davies remind those seeking to increase family-school partnerships that “the more a 
program is expresly designed to improve student achievement, the more impact it will 
have” (Henderson, Mapp, Johnson and Davies, 2007).  They insist that all engagement 
efforts must help parents: “understand what their children are learning, promote high 
standards for student work, gain skills to help their children at home, understand what 
good teaching is, and discuss how to improve student progress” (Henderson, Mapp, 
Johnson and Davies, 2007).  It is therefore essential to understand how the proposal 
impacts not just parent engagment and family empowerment, but also student 
learning.   A partnership between the UNI and the Boston Public Schools will improve 
student achievement through the following ways:

classroom

non-school learning

family engagement



Precedents 

These precedents are intended to highlight the importance of this proposal’s emphasis 
on place-based education programming.  They demonstrate the opportunities for 
success when schools either spread their services into the community, as the Miami-
Dade County school district did, or welcome the community into their school, as at 
New York City’s Children’s Aid Society schools.  These case studies also reflect two 
of the components of the proposal: public literacy programming and after school 
programming.

Miami-Dade County: Community Venues for Parent Involvement and Literacy

Beginning in 2005, the Miami-Dade County Schol District has introduced a range 
of innovative programs to increase parent involvement, centered around The Parent 
Academy (TPA), which provides both parent education and family learning activities.  
Notable about these initiatives is the belief that they “could not be entirely school 
-based.  ‘For too long, we have asked them to come to us...We need to go to them.  this 
program is not a campus and it is not a place -- this needs to be in the community.  
Wherever parents are, that’s where we need to be’” (Mapp and Brookover, 2010).

In order to reach parents and families “where they are,” the School District introduced 
a number of programs that can be seen as antecedents to this proposal.  In partnership 
with Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, the district established “public community reading 
corners and set up events where celebrities encouraged reading...to extend TPA’s reach 
and focus on literacy” (Mapp and Brookover, 2010).  They coordinated community-
embedded venues for providing courses to parents, and also initiated “read-alouds at 
bookstores and presentations at parks” (Mapp and Brookover, 2010).  

While these community-embedded events were on some level seen as a strategy for 
“branding” TPA through “high visibility,” they were also “crucial to helping parents see 
themselves as valuable partners.”  The Miami-Dade Superintendent was clear: with TPA, 
they were creating “demand parents.”  This goal reflects a humility about the importance 
of learning in communities, and about parents as partners beyond the school walls.  
TPA also helped to build a community within parents by encouraging them to learn and 
build skills together.  These are the same outcomes sought by this proposal, supporting 
the place-based approach to engaging parents that is proposed.

“ This program is not a campus 
and it is not a place -- Wherever 
parents are, that’s where we 
need to be. ”



Children’s Aid Society: Building a Successful Community After-School Program

The Children’s Aid Society’s (CAS) ten community schools in New York City reflect 
a deep commitment to after school programming, believing that an enriching 
extracurricular environment makes students more likely to excel academically.  These 
programs must be integrated with school curriculum but also provide “engaging, hands-
on activities” that enrich children’s intellectual lives in ways beyond the classroom 
(Jonas, in Dryfoos, Quinn and Barkin, 2005).  

It is the CAS’s approach to after-school programming that can be instructive for how 
the UNI program should be operated, and that can support the proposed approach:

. education coordinator: Jonas describes that it is essential 
for a teacher from the school, one with standing in the 
school and experience with its curriculum, to lead the after-
school program in order to ensure buy-in from faculty and 
success in learning.

. creativity and informality:  creating an environment that 
feels distinctly different from the classroom -- “more active, 
creative, and project based” -- helps children to explore 
learning and build new skills.

. consistency with curriculum: it is important for programs 
to be clearly integrated with curriculum to support learning.

CAS found that the extra-curricular enrichment produced significant improvement in 
standardized test scores for the students who participated, relative to their peers who 
did not.  The program’s clear success indicates that these strategies should provide an 
important guide for how to approach successful non-school learning programming.  This 
will form the basis of the proposal, described in the coming pages.



PROPOSAL

Selecting a School Partner

The first step in establishing the partnership between Boston Street Lab and the Boston Public Schools is the selection of a school community 
with which to deploy the UNI.  Since research and precedents suggest that the project’s successs is rooted in community and dependent on teacher 
involvement, it is essential for the UNI to be programmed in conjunction with a supportive school that meets several necessary criteria.  Based on 
these criteria, Boston Street Lab has identified three schools with which to pursue potential collaboration: Dearborn, Dever, and Orchard Gardens.

Turnaround Schools

This program will initially target Boston’s Turnaround Schools (statewide “Title 4” schools, designated in 2010) in order to focus services and 
opportunities with families and students that are most in need of support.  The potential for the UNI to overcome barriers to participation, 
and, by extention, student success, suggests that the UNI could be a powerful asset to struggling school.  Additionally, the Turnaround School 
strategy describes the importance of engaging families, and the UNI provides a useful opportunity for the school to build its rapport and outreach 
to a broader range of families.  The program would also benefit from the emphasis on innovation and transformation at these schools, and the 
opportunities for teacher training and flexibility for instituting new programs.  There are twelve Turnaround Schools in Boston. 

Grade Level

Boston Street Lab has identified that the ideal grade level for the initial partnership is K-8, with an emphasis on 3-8 because of student facility 
with literacy at that age group.  Boston Street Lab has previous experience with these grade levels and feels that this will enable a more streamlined 
process and successful program.  There are ten Turnaround Schools at the K-8 grade level.

Location

Given the importance of place and location for the UNI deployment, it is essential that the school stand to greatly benefit from community in-
volvement and breaking the spatial barriers to participation.  There are two schools identified that will produce a useful community and place 
dynamic, for opposite reasons: the Dever Elementary School, which has only 30% of students within its walk zone and will in Fall 2011 become a 
citywide dual Spanish-English immersion school; Orchard Gardens, which retains 75% of students from its walk zone and was developed alongside 
housing in the neighborhood, but has failed to overcome challenges and become a thriving school.  Both or either of these schools would deeply 
benefit from the opportunity to make use of the UNI and its programming. 



Faculty Partnership and Support

The research and precedents establish the 
importance of teacher investment in after-school 
programming and curricular engagement for parent 
outreach.   Boston Street Lab will begin by building 
support through direct relationships at all levels of 
school function, from after-school coordinators to 
teachers, principal, and the district Office of Family 
and Student Engagement.  Then one established 
teacher will be identified, either through word of 
mouth or through discussion with the principal 
or district, who will function as the “education 
coordinator,” as seen in the Children’s Aid Society 
case.  The coordinator will then reach out to other 
faculty, staff, and administrators in order to build 
support and develop teacher partners who will 
utilize the UNI as part of their teaching curriculum 
(more about curriculum opportunities will be 
described in detail).  Either the coordinator or a 
partner teacher will always be on site when the UNI 
is on site in neighborhoods, making investment by 
these teachers essential.  Compensation for this 
involvement will be addressed at the end of the 
proposal. 

TURNAROUND SCHOOLS

K-8 SCHOOLS

SCHOOL SUPPORT LOCATION

School Selection Strategy

A challenge to this approach is the fact that many Turnaround Schools are also “Fresh Start” schools, where all faculty were asked to reapply for 
their positions in 2010.  Therefore a focus in the teacher partnership process, in particular the “education coordinator” selection, will be finding 
teachers that have maintained an important role in the school through the “Fresh Start” process.  The Dearborn School has been identified 
through contact with collaborators as a school committed to partnerships and collaboration.



Timeline
The UNI program with an individual school will follow three steps, which will take place over the course of a month.  First, the UNI will be located 
on the campus of the school, giving teachers a chance to teach in the UNI and give students the opportunity to take ownership of the space -- 
they can decorate it, hold classes in it, and generally get to know it. This will make them more likely to encourage their families to visit the UNI 
when it visits their neighborhood, and to feel the importance of their contribution to its book collection.  It will also, as the study of after school 
programming suggests, provide them an outlet for building literacy with creativity and projects, in a non-classroom location.

M T W Th F Sa Su

Opening Night

Day One: Day Two:

Opening Night

Opening Night

Day One: Day Two:

Day One: Day Two:

Week One: 

Final Week: 

Publishing 
Celebration

Second, the UNI will travel to a series of community 
locations.  At these locations, the UNI will be 
available as a staffed open reading room and 
will also host public readings with public figures 
and celebrities, as in Miami-Dade County.  Most 
importantly, partner teachers will host public 
storytelling events with students and families, 
a program which will be described in further 
detail.  These events must occur at least in part on 
weekends and/or in evenings, in order to make the 
UNI accessible to working parents, since research 
has identified that working parents are the least 
likely to be involved in the life of the school. 
Weekend events are also an opportunity for with 
other neighborhood institutions, such as churches.

Finally, the UNI will return to the school for a 
celebration with families, students, and school staff.  
This is an essential piece of the program because it 
closes the circle between family, school, and student 
achievement.  It takes the process of engagement 
and empowerment in neutral space and then invites 
families into the school now as equals.  Celebrations 
also promote student success and support student 
belief in achievement.  

Literacy Month with UNI



Setting up the UNI

UNI begins as a cube. The UNI “unpacks” to become a location for a public storytime.

UNI can also be set up as an open reading room for activities or family reading.

Höweler + Yoon Architecture LLP 



Example: UNI in Dudley Square, Roxbury

Geographic Location

As has been described, the centerpiece of the UNI program is its travel between a series 
of public, community-oriented locations throughout the city.  These locations should 
be in neighborhoods easily accessible to a significant number of the school’s families, 
and primarily outside the walk zone of the partner school.  Particularly desirable 
locations would be in community retail districts, adjacent to frequently utilized 
commercial spaces such as supermarkets, banks, or service organizations.  Locating 
the UNI near daily necessities ensures that the program will accomplish the goal of 
“coming to parents.”  The location should also be within walking distance of public 
transit, providing access for other families.

Site Location

Within this neighborhood retail district, the UNI can be located on a range of sites.  It 
could be located in a park or plaza, using the public space as a natural gathering point 
and taking advantage of its existing role as a place for interaction.  Parks or squares 
that are already used for public programs such as farmers’ markets or celebrations 
would be especially useful, because people already are comfortable with the site and 
associate it with activities and community.  It will also allow these sites, which are 
commonly used in the summer, to be active and function as community centers at 
other times of the year.

Another type of site that would recommend itself is a parking lot or vacant lot at 
the heart of such a retail district.  Because the UNI is temporary, the program will 
have a powerful opportunity to allow the neighborhood to imagine useful, exciting 
functions for spaces that are now underutilized, without making a permanent impact 
or requiring much funding investment or land ownership negotiation.  These sites 
also are quite strategically located.  Parking lots, for example, provide opportunity for 
significant audience capture, placing the UNI directly in the path of those who can 
participate and creating a highly visible program.

Dudley is a retail district at the center of a residential neighborhood.

Dudley Square already has a farmers’ market in the summer.

Imagine a UNI in the plaza outside Dudley Bus Station.

Community Locations



Opportunities for Program and Curricula
The UNI program is not a specific curriculum, but rather a structure within which teachers and classes can explore and reinforce lessons and 
themes that they present in their classroom.  One can imagine the following programs being utilized by a kindergarten teacher as a way to 
teach ABCs, a fourth grade social studies teacher as a way to talk about Boston history, or a middle school English teacher as a way to introduce 
multicultural literature.  The flexibility of the UNI program makes it a promising partner for schools and provides opportunity for any interested 
teacher to utilize this reasource and engage families.

Reading in Public

Given the evidence supporting the importance of connecting out of school learning 
and parent engagement with classroom expectations and student requirements, the 
fundamental component of the UNI programming is simply bringing the literacy 
exercises from the classroom into a public space.  Assigned reading books should be 
available for informal reading, and public readings should build on the books and 
themes that are engaged in the classroom.  

Something for the Parents

Given that this is a program for family engagement, the public reading opportunities 
should also provide resources for families and parents to build skills and engage 
in reading themselves.  While the primary focus of the initiative is on supporting 
student learning, evening or Sunday morning curriculum could focus on building local 
knowledge, English skills for new immigrants, history or economics understanding, 
for example.  These programs could be developed not only in conjunction with the 
school but also in partnership with other neighborhood institutions such as churches, 
capitalizing on these existing institutional structures and utilizing the UNI as a way to 
build neighborhood capacity (Catone, Chung, and Oh, 2011).  By imagining the UNI as 
a community resource, it becomes more embedded in the neighborhood and more fully 
utilized by all residents.  Building parent skills is also in important way to help parents 
feel comfortable with participating in their child’s learning.  This use also increases 
opportunities for building social capital between parents as they learn together, 
making them more likely to cooperate to support their children in the future.

By imagining the 
UNI as a community 
resource, it becomes 
more embedded in 
the neighborhood and 
more fully utilized by 
all residents. 



at home: children are asked to listen to their parents 
tell a story, relating to the class theme, on their parents’ 
time.  This process gives parents a clear, important role in 
their child’s at-home learning.

in public: parent, child and teacher together present 
the story to a small group at the UNI when it is in their 
neighborhood, giving parents a reason to visit the UNI 
and children a forum to share their learning, encouraging 
excellence.

in the classroom: children create an illustrated, 
written “book” of the family story and share it with the 
class.  This brings family funds of knowledge into the 
classroom and creates a curriculum that is relevant to all 
students and honors all family experiences.

Family Storytelling

This component of the UNI structure has been mentioned throughout the proposal as 
an essential method for engaging family funds of knowledge.  The family storytelling 
project incorporates at home learning, public engagement, and classroom reading.  
The process of gathering, illustrating, and sharing family stories will extend through 
the entire UNI month, providing opportunity for deep engagement with the process 
and really rooting the function of the UNI with the gathering and sharing of family 
knowledge.  The end of this process is the “Publishing Celebration,” an evening event at 
the school that welcoms family contributors into the school with food, drink, and fun 
to celebrate their children.  The books created through this project will be included in 
the UNI collection for future generations, emphasizing their importance and building a 
true foundation of local knowledge for the UNI.



Evaluation

The Engagement Gap

At its core, this partnership is a program to build family and community engagement 
in school and literacy.  Therefore, evaluation should measure improvement in 
family engagement after participation in the UNI programming.  This is 
preferable to studying attendance at the UNI itself because it reflects the impact of the 
programming, rather than the availability of UNI programming in public space.  While 
the latter is certainly a benefit of the UNI, it does not reflect any systemic change in 
the engagement gap.  Data should ideally be gathered both after the UNI programming 
month, and at the conclusion of the school year and throughout the child’s education, 
to measure the lasting impact of the experience.  Parent involvement should be 
measured through qualitative data gathered from the parent, teacher, and student, 
and consider magnitudes of change over time to be the most significant indicator 
of success.  Three specific measures of engagement are proposed at right.  Note that 
these measures do not specifically emphasize increased parent presence at the 
school because some parents will continue to have structural barriers to visiting the 
school frequently.  Also note that these measures reflect a range of  definitions of family 
involvement, as described by Joyce Epstein.

The Achievement Gap

Measuring impacts of family engagmement programs on student achievement can be 
challenging because, as described in the theory of change, the effect of the program 
on student achievement is indirect.  However, linking programming to learning 
ensures that parent engagement efforts maintain as their end goal improving student 
outcomes.  In particular, since the UNI program particularly addresses imbalances in 
family engagement, a shrinking in the achievement gap should be considered the 
most important performance outcome.

Did the UNI...
... have a strong  family attendance at the 
publishing celebration?
Family attendance at the culminating event of the 
UNI month provides a simple, immediate view of 
the extent to which family members and students 
felt passionate about the storytelling project and 
UNI program.  Parents who visit the school for the 
first time are especially important; interviews with 
them will be particularly informative. 

... increase time spent on literacy at home?  
Asking parents and children at the end of the year 
if the time spent on literacy at home increased 
after the UNI program presents an opportunity to 
test if parents did in fact increase confidence and 
awareness about how to help children with their 
homework and support at-home learning.

... improve frequency and quality of family contact 
with staff?  
Parents, children, and school staff should be asked 
at the end of the school year about the extent 
to which family-staff contact increased after the 
UNI program.  This can include notes, phone calls, 
emails, visits to the school, and messages sent 
through the child.

ENGAGE PARENTS   PARENT PARTICIPATION STUDENT IMPROVEMENT



Uses of Funds

This report has shown the potential for a successful partnership between Boston Street Lab and the Boston Public Schools to promote family 
engagement and combat the achievement gap with the schools and families most in need.  However, success depends on sufficient funding to 
produce rich programming and thorough curricular engagement.  With these needs in mind, the program would particularly benefit from funding 
to support the following aspects of the project.  Their specificity reflects the fact that, once the UNI itself is constructed and filled with books, it 
takes relatively little investment in order to make a significant impact.

Teacher Compensation

As research has repeatedly reflected, to truly make the program a success, teachers must be involved and invested both in the classroom and on site 
with the UNI.  Since many of the program components for the UNI take place outside the school day, extra-salary compensation is needed.  Some 
of this can come from exchanging the time spent on the UNI for professional development hours, but a stipend is also needed in order to give 
teachers the opportunity to participate in family engagement fully and actively.  This is the most important use of funds for the program.

On-Site Amenities

The UNI site must feel as joyous and vibrant as possible.  Balloons, music, signage, and other additions to the UNI site are an important component 
and need sufficient funding.  Additionally, temporary wayfinding signage in the neighborhood will be essential for helping community members to 
find the UNI and understand its purpose.

Guest Reader Compensation

Public storytelling events would benefit from the participation of prominent public figures and local celebrities.  Some of these figures might 
expect a stipend for their participation, and some funding should be available to ensure that these participants are sufficiently invested in the 
program.  

Publicity

Publicity both within communities and throughout the school district is necessary to ensure that the UNI is used by the public.  Funding will be 
needed to design, print, and distribute materials in order to generate interest.

Storybook and Celebration Supplies

Students should be encouraged produce an age-appropriately high quality final product for inclusion in the UNI.   Materials to produce these 
products, and food and drink for the final celebration, are essential for children and families to understand that this project and their products are 
valued by the school and community.



Conclusion

This proposal has outlined the opportunity for Boston Street Lab’s UNI to be a tool and space for 
promoting family and community engagement in a Boston Turnaround School.  It has described 
the urgent need for successful family engagement as a strategy for empowering communities 
and improving student outcomes, and particularly for closing the achievement gap.  It outlined 
the research and theory that supports this approach, and described two compelling case studies 
that provide a guide for how to successfully implement a family engagement strategy.  Finally, it 
described the UNI-school program in detail, including partner school selection methodology, site 
selection and program timeline, and opportunities for unique curriculum and programming.  It 
also described the essential criteria for evaluating the program’s success, and the uses of funds 
necessary in order to produces positive outcomes.  Boston Street Lab believes that the UNI 
program would be an incredible asset to the schools and communities that it would serve; this 
report supports that conviction.
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