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Executive Summary 

This report provides the results of an impact evaluation for a Parent Ambassador Training 

Program conducted by Portland Empowered. The report outlines what an impact evaluation is and how 

the results can be interpreted and used. It describes the process followed to conduct the evaluation and 

presents the findings after interviews with data sources. The report includes data on participants’ 

perceptions of agency and belonging, as well as organizing and leadership. Findings also capture 

participants’ actual involvement with the public school system and in their communities, including 

whether the recently completed Parent Ambassador Training has had direct impact on their knowledge, 

skills and comfort levels with engagement. Findings indicate that the participants were positively 

impacted by the Parent Ambassador Training in significant ways, though participants identify specific 

barriers to engagement. The report concludes with interpretations and take-away lessons from the data, 

including the need for Portland Empowered staff to remain mindful of the significance of providing 

concrete means for increasing confidence and organizing, and working alongside the immigrant parents 

to help them overcome challenges related to language and cultural shifts.  
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What is an Impact Evaluation? 

An impact evaluation is an assessment of how an intervention that is being evaluated affects 

outcomes, whether these effects are intended or unintended. It is a measure of whether the 

intervention had a positive effect on individuals, families, schools, communities etc. In an ideal situation, 

an impact evaluation requires a counterfactual of what those outcomes would have been without the 

intervention (www.oecd.org). On one hand, an impact evaluation can monitor outcomes and describe 

facts concerning the outcomes of the intervention. On the other hand, the evaluation can use the 

counterfactual (outcomes before or without the intervention) to attribute the observed outcome to the 

intervention. In other words, the evaluation can simply describe the impact of the intervention, or 

further, can demonstrate that positive or negatives outcomes are the direct result of the intervention. 

Intended use of this Impact Evaluation Report 

 This report was prepared to present the findings from an impact evaluation of the Portland 

Empowered Parent Ambassador Training. Portland Empowered is a project within the University of 

Southern Maine's Cutler Institute for Health and Social Policy that has a focus on youth and community 

engagement. Portland Empowered seeks to champion student and parent voice, with a specific focus on 

engaging those who have historically been under-represented.  The project attempts to reduce barriers 

and create opportunities for emerging youth and adult leaders so that youth in Portland public schools 

are successful in high school and beyond. One of the ways that Portland Empowered facilitates the 

process of reducing barriers and creating opportunities for youth and parents is through the training of 

Parent Ambassadors who will be engaged in their communities and with the public school system. 

Portland Empowered therefore developed a parent-led training (designed and implemented by a group 

of Parent Lead Organizers), where current Parent Engagement Partners trained new and emerging 

partners to further develop their comfort, knowledge and skills. Prior to the start of the 4-session 
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training series, Portland Empowered staff requested an evaluation of the Parent Ambassador training to 

determine its impact on participants. 

While this evaluation report does not present a full counterfactual analysis of outcomes, it does 

take into account whether the Parent Ambassador experienced changes in knowledge, skills and 

comfort related to engaging with the public school system, and in the community as a result of the 

training. The report therefore describes general outcomes as reported by participants, and presents 

data from participants as they discuss direct benefits attributed to participation in the Parent 

Ambassador Training program.  

This report captures participants’ reports within three (3) months of completion of the training 

series. It is the first of at least two (2) data points of participant reports. It is expected that another 

impact evaluation report will be completed within nine (9) months of the end of the training series, after 

re-interviewing training participants. This report is intended to assist the Portland Empowered program 

in understanding how the Parent Ambassador Training was received by participants and what 

subsequent changes, if any, participants report in their engagement activities within the public school 

system, and within their local communities. The report may also be useful for similar programs and/or 

institutions that wish to design and measure intervention impact.  
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Data Sources and Methods 

 Portland Empowered conducted a Parent Ambassador training series between September and 

October, 2018 with a total of twenty participants. Participants included parents who are typically under-

represented across systems and institutions in society. Portland Empowered recruited parents through 

word-of-mouth and using social media platforms. Interested parents completed an application before 

they were selected for participation. Portland Empowered staff selected participants on a first-come 

first-served basis using two main criteria: having adequate comprehension of the English language and 

either having previous or current involvement in schools and/or community systems, or demonstration 

of the capacity to play a connector role in getting other parents involved at the school and community 

levels. All participants were immigrants from various countries, with a total of seven (7) males and 

thirteen (13) females. Participants were given the option of consenting to be interviewed for the 

evaluation portion of the program. Of these participants, eleven (11) consented and subsequently 

completed interviews with a researcher unaffiliated with Portland Empowered. Three (3) men and eight 

(8) women were interviewed.    

As participants were recruited for the training, the researcher collaborated with Portland 

Empowered staff to design the evaluation study. Methods used were embedded with the Portland 

Empowered program theory that engaged parents are able to sustain home-school partnerships through 

a two-way communication system and reciprocal exchange of information (Epstein, 2002). Parents can 

then act as ambassadors in door-to-door outreach and recruitment of other parents (Lawson & 

Alameda-Lawson, 2012), or as cultural brokers for parents who face linguistic, cultural or relocation 

challenges (Georgis et al., 2014). As these parents and others see themselves as equal partners, leaders 

and stakeholders in their communities and children's schools, they are better able to influence policy 

and decision-making and be better collaborators in their children's education. 
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The evaluation instrument therefore reflected these ideas from the literature on parent 

engagement and empowerment. Questions fell into four (4) categories, including, school involvement 

and decision-making, perceptions of agency and belonging, organizing and leadership and general 

questions. Ten (10) questions were asked in each interview. The instrument included both open- and 

closed questions, with closed-ended questions accompanied by prompts geared toward collecting more 

extensive qualitative data. Interviews were audio-recorded when permission was granted. A copy of the 

instrument is included in the Appendix.  

The evaluation study was approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the University of 

Southern Maine’s Office of Research Integrity and Outreach (ORIO).  
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Findings 

School Involvement and Decision Making 

 Most of the participants (64%) were previously aware of opportunities and ways to develop 

relationships with school leaders, public officials and leaders in the community. Those who were 

previously unaware indicated that the Parent Ambassador training was not only where they learned 

about these opportunities, but also where they were able to meet some of these school administrators 

and leaders. In addition, through the Parent Ambassador training, they were able to begin to develop 

relationships in the community. For those with prior knowledge, participants reported being aware, but 

not having adequate time for involvement, or not having the actual opportunity to get involved. One 

participant (PA-03) stated, “Yes, I did [know about opportunities to engage], but I just didn’t have the 

time. When the opportunity came, I just decided to do it…that was a good opportunity to do so.” 

  A sub-set of these parents (57%) indicated that their awareness was vague, or partial, and that 

the training series added to their knowledge and understanding. Participants were quoted as saying, 

“Yes, I knew, but I didn’t know as much as I do after the training…”(PA-06), or, “Not as aware as I am 

now” (PA-07), and finally, “I had some vague knowledge…” (PA-10). The remaining parents with prior 

knowledge were already engaged and involved, primarily through volunteering, either currently, or in 

the past.    

 Participants were also asked about their personal involvement in school improvement planning 

and decision making, regardless of their prior knowledge of the array of opportunities that exist. The 
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group was almost evenly split here, with more participants (55%) reporting no specific involvement. 

Some of these participants acknowledged they had not been engaged in the public school system, but 

were engaged at various levels in the community. The other participants (45%) reported involvement 

with their children’s teachers, attendance and/or participation in meetings to discuss school funding and 

proposed school closures, or district level involvement in a Family Partnership Committee. 

Perceptions of Agency and Belonging 

 The vast majority of participants (73%) believed families like their own had the ability to 

influence decision making and policy changes in the public school system. A few of these parents (38%) 

attributed their sense of agency specifically to Portland Empowered and the Parent Ambassador 

training.  One participant offered an example of policy change at the district level that she witnessed, in 

the lowering of acceptable test scores for students, based on advocacy by parents. She recalled a group 

of parents meeting with the director who managed the test, and feeling confident to speak up about 

children’s experience with the test. Another participant also shared her personal example of speaking 

out regarding an issue impacting her son, and using the knowledge and confidence she was gaining from 

the training to address the issue. While no participant disagreed with the idea of families being able to 

influence change, a small number of parents (37%) was ambivalent or unsure about this. These parents 

cited bureaucracy, parents’ limited influence and limited experience as reasons for their ambivalence. 

When asked to rate their own level of confidence with influencing change, most participants 

(73%) reported strong levels of confidence ranging from seven (7) to ten (10) on a ten-point scale (67% 

rated their confidence between 7-8, and 6% rated their confidence between 9-10). Two participants 

offered no numerical rating and one rated her confidence at a four (4), suggesting that until she had 

actually engaged in advocacy for change, she could not provide a higher rating. In fact, a few other 
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participants also suggested that their already high rating could inch higher if they were part of a group 

of parents working toward the same issue (“strength in numbers”), if they understood the ‘system’ more 

and were able to access more training. The following comments represent some of the views expressed: 

To get to a 10, I think it will be a group of people going together. Like we did with the 
ambassador training…like the Shared Space Café. So, if I have the same problem, you have the 
same problem…so we’ll be like five or six *people+, and we say something is wrong with this… 
(PA-02). 

This program is like church. You listen and feel inspired. I feel stronger. I learn more ideas. More 
training would help me feel like a higher number. More training would mean more resources, 
new ideas…(PA-05). 

Finally, one participant suggested that the only thing preventing any one individual from influencing 

policy change, was “not be*ing+ at the table” (PA-06). She suggested that if parents are at the table and 

use their voice, their voice will be heard. 

 Participants were asked whether they thought the school environment was welcoming to 

parents. Similar to participants’ responses to other questions, no one said the school environment was 

not welcoming. A small number of participants (27%) were either unsure how to evaluate their sense of 

belonging, or thought it was dependent on the school itself, as some schools were perhaps more 

welcoming than others. They cited better communication and clear feedback about their children’s 

academic progress as suggested improvements. Two participants also mentioned a desire for more 

direct, face-to-face communication in lieu of relying on the app the school uses to provide updates. 

Other participants (73%) agreed that schools were generally welcoming and highlighted constant and 

continuous communication with teachers, advisors, guidance counselors and school administrators, the 

physical presence of a smiling principal greeting students and parents at the start of the school day, 

being invited to parent-teacher meetings, and being asked to openly share comments and concerns as 

reasons for feeling welcomed. 
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Organizing and Leadership 

 Just over half of the participants (55%) felt they were part of either a formal or informal network 

of parents in the community. Some of these participants believed that Portland Empowered had 

organically provided the structure for a network, and others felt they were less a part of a network of 

parents who worked together on school-related issues, and more part of a network related to their 

national identity (e.g. Congolese or Somali nationals’ associations). One participant discussed using the 

network of parents arranged through Portland Empowered to coordinate an event (“Shared Space 

Café”) at one local school. Three (3) participants did not think they belonged to a network of parents, 

and two (2) participants could only partially identify as part of a network due to a lack of structure, some 

isolation from others and a lack of time. Those who denied a sense of belonging to a network also cited 

a lack of time for attending meetings and connecting with others. 

 As participants discussed leadership in the community, all reported that they would describe 

themselves as a leader, though one participant initially said no. After this participant listed what she 

thought were leadership traits, she laughingly stated that she was in fact a leader. Interestingly, some of 

the other participants were hesitant to identify themselves as leaders and laughed before sharing their 

response. These participants were all women. They generally agreed that they were knowledgeable, 

able to help others access community resources, could inspire and motivate others and were willing to 

connect and work with others. However, their hesitation seemed to be related to humility, an idea that 

a leader had global impact like Mahatma Gandhi or Nelson Mandela, the fact that they led busy lives, or 

felt somewhat inhibited by language barriers. 

 In response to whether they had adequate training and resources to be helpful in the 

community, participants were almost evenly split between partial (45%) and full (55%) agreement. No 
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participant thought they were inadequately prepared, but those who felt partially comfortable with 

their knowledge of the system and community resources indicated that they would readily access more 

training. The general consensus was that participants would welcome additional information and that it 

was always beneficial to know more about existing and emerging resources. Some participants believed 

this would inevitably lead to increased confidence, especially for immigrants who were still new to the 

country. They pointed out that there were many systemic and cultural shifts between their home 

countries and the U.S. and many things they previously knew were not applicable in their new setting. 

The following highlights the views of some participants: 

I really loved the training. It gave me the tools and info to help others. At first, the info will seem 
basic, but even those info, people don’t have them, so it needs to be shared (PA-10). 

In some sense, yes *I have adequate training and resources+, because most of what I’m trying to 
do and impart is common sense. But, no in a sense, because of the complexity of policy, rules 
and laws etc. What I know in [my home country] may be different here…I cannot use what I 
know from there here in the U.S. It’s a challenge (PA-07). 

Yes, I think we have enough, but it’s not like I know everything. We have enough to make other 
people get involved, but it’s never a bad idea to have more (PA-06). 

More training would help. I would want to learn more about getting into the system. I am still 
new to the U.S. (PA-05). 

General Findings 

 Participants were asked about specific barriers that may exist for themselves or others that would 

prevent involvement with the public school system and engagement in the community. The 

following chart displays responses across participants. The number of responses exceeds the 

number of participants, since participants identified multiple barriers. 
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Figure 1: Barriers to parent engagement 

Participants identified work (sometimes having multiple jobs), and a lack of time as the most 

significant barriers. These were closely followed by a lack of child care or the burden of being a single 

parent, in addition to perceived language deficiencies. While the chart represents responses 

quantitatively, based on a qualitative analysis of the responses, quite a bit of emphasis was placed on 

language as a barrier. Embedded within the issue of language deficiencies were cultural differences 

associated with being migrants. Many participants provided lengthy responses and examples related to 

how not feeling proficient in English and having to adjust to a new culture, acted as barriers to 

engagement with schools and in the community.   

One participant stated, for example, “English is the main barrier. It’s a real barrier for me. 

Sometimes I need to talk, but I hesitate. But when people come to see me, then I try to talk…try to break 

the barrier. I know I need to make effort (PA-11). Another participant added, “Language is the big one. It 
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creates fear in a lot of immigrants…there is fear to say something in bad English” (PA-07). A third shared 

that “for immigrant friends, some think that because their English isn’t perfect, they can’t ask questions 

and question people who are doing their jobs. Maybe it’s a cultural thing. Where I come from, you don’t 

question authority” (PA-09). 

This particular theme of making the cultural adjustment was highlighted by other participants 

throughout the interview as they they expanded on their experience and as they responded to the final 

question which asked if there was anything worth mentioning that was not previously discussed. One 

participant referenced African culture, where parents send their children to school, and simply wait for 

the results. There often is not an expectation of ongoing and direct involvement of parents. She was 

therefore grateful for the training where parental responsibility in her child’s education was highlighted.  

A second participant pointed out that parenting in his native country was different. He had 

observed that here in the U.S., he was learning how to be a parent again as values between the 

countries differed. Another participant mentioned how their experiences also differed because of a shift 

in status, from being in the majority in their home country, to being minority parents here in the U.S. 

Though they were not used to being in the minority, and perhaps because of this, they “have to ask” to 

have their needs and views represented, and “have to take the first step” (PA-06) toward engagement 

with the school system.  

Finally, participants highlighted that as immigrants, they faced many challenges and were trying 

to “wake up” (PA-01). A similar comment was noted by another participant who likened her 

involvement with the Parent Ambassador training as a “wake-up call”, as she felt like her desire to be 

engaged and help in the community “may have been sleeping in *her+ all along” (PA-10). 
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As they discussed final comments about their experience with Portland Empowered, a number of 

benefits of participating in the Parent Ambassador Training were noted: 

 Meeting and connecting with other immigrant parents 

 Learning recruitment and organizing strategies for creating networks of parents 

 Providing means to overcoming the barriers to parent engagement 

 Helping parents adjust as new immigrants 

 Learning about navigating the public school system 

 Helping immigrants parents to overcome fears and learning not to be afraid to ask for 

help 

 Increasing awareness of resources and tools that exist for parents and families  

 Increasing confidence and improving leadership skills 

 Providing a formal support for under-served parents 

 Connecting parents directly with school administrators and community leaders 

 Reaching and positively impacting youth through their parents 

One participant, in particular, discussed how attending the training not only benefited her, but also 

extended to her teenage daughter, who subsequently became involved with the youth “arm” of 

Portland Empowered, demonstrating how this experience can potentially reach other family members, 

or an entire family. She shared the following. 

So far, it helped me to have the confidence to not be scared to say what I think to the teacher, 
advisor, or to the principal even…because when I talk to other parents, we say that our kids 
spend more time in school than they spend with us…so if you connect with the teachers, you 
will know better, because they know your kids in other aspects. I am the parent, so if the kids 
see the confidence in me, they will have the confidence in themselves too. Because my 
daughter, who is in high school, who see me doing the Empowered parent, she was really 
interested to do the youth Empowered too, and she’s doing it right now (PA-02). 
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 Overall, participants were grateful for their involvement with Portland Empowered, and wanted 

opportunities for training and connecting with others to continue, and perhaps be extended to other 

geographic areas. This quote from one participant is a good summation of the overall sentiment. 

Portland Empowered is a key non-profit organization – the only one that works to unify parent 
voices to make them involved so there is policy change. I think it is making a positive change on 
our school system, our families and our community. It’s the only support parents have right now 
as a formal organization that can support them when there is a problem in the school system. 
They are doing a beautiful and great job (PA-06). 
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Major Lessons and Conclusions 

 The results of the Parent Ambassador Training Impact Evaluation provide reliable evidence that 

participants had significant and positive experiences as a result of the training series, for themselves and 

for their children as well. Participants were generally eager to suggest additional training opportunities, 

despite acknowledging that they experienced time constraints and other barriers. It will be useful to 

survey parents again in a few months to see if their enthusiasm is sustained, and whether they have 

been able to adequately manipulate the barriers to engagement that they experienced so that their 

involvement with the public school system and in the community is deepened. Future impact 

measurement should also include parents’ knowledge of the ‘system’ and their comfort level in 

interfacing with school staff and administrators, as well as community leaders.  

 As Portland Empowered continues to provide support for under-served parents and facilitates 

additional Parent Ambassador Training series, the following salient points should be considered: 

1. Awareness of opportunities for involvement with schools and community systems is a good first 

step to helping parents, but on its own, awareness is insufficient for getting people actively 

engaged. Portland Empowered and the Parent Ambassador Training in particular, have been as 

successful as they have been because concrete means and opportunities were provided for 

parent engagement (sitting on committees, meeting officials etc.). The same holds true for 

increasing levels of confidence and perceptions of agency. Once parents are exposed to means 

and strategies for impacting policy changes and decision making, and witness examples in the 

lives of others around them, confidence ratings get even higher. Sharing personal stories and 

using Parent Ambassadors to facilitate training for new and emerging parent engagement 

partners is a powerful tool to achieving this. 
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2. Organizing and galvanizing parents into action is another important step to facilitating engaged 

and involved parents. Many parents were aware of the need and had the desire to be more 

involved, but were not for several reasons. Apart from insufficient knowledge, parents were 

not connected to others in ways that created a visible pathway to involvement. The ‘all-in-the-

same-boat’ phenomenon (Shulman, 2016) is useful as it helps parents to see they may not be 

alone in having concerns and wanting to see change, and are also not as isolated as they may 

believe or appear to be. Connecting parents to each other and helping them to form a network 

is therefore crucial. It may also be beneficial to help parents perceive their networks outside of 

Portland Empowered as avenues for impacting their community and their children’s schools. 

Most parents are involved in a national association, some, in leadership roles, and those 

organized groups can serve as boilerplates for parents and families engaging with schools and 

community systems. 

3. Time constraints are a significant issue that will be ongoing. Parents are naturally busy and 

called in many different directions, based on all their obligations. This may negatively impact 

people’s ability for further involvement, despite high levels of motivation. Portland Empowered 

staff is encouraged to have open dialogue with parents about this issue and other barriers so 

that realistic and creative solutions can be identified and implemented. The program has been 

excellent at providing child care for meetings etc., and that does help parents. The interviews 

indicated, however, that many parents still struggle as they are either single parents with a 

greater burden of responsibilities, or they are ‘virtual’ single parents.  A number of mothers in 

the study referred to traditional African culture, where mothers are more actively involved 

with school-related issues, while fathers are more focused on breadwinning. These mothers 

may feel even more stretched, and so feel like a single parent, despite having an involved 



17 

 

partner. Portland Empowered could consider outreach to additional fathers, whether for the 

purposes of providing information, connection with others or for other identified reasons. This 

could be an area for future research, as well, to determine how more fathers can be engaged in 

programs, and how this can create additional impact on families and communities. 

4. Another significant barrier is perceived English Language deficiencies. One parent suggested 

that some core parts of the training could be translated to be sure parents get the essential 

pieces. Trainers could devise means to check comprehension. However, while parents 

acknowledged that language could be a barrier to speaking up and becoming involved, many 

had made the leap and were less focused on language skills as a hindrance. In fact, a few 

parents were proud to be able to speak other languages and Portland Empowered could both 

help to facilitate English proficiency, as well as validate being multilingual as a strength.  

5. Migrant parents, especially those new to the country benefit a great deal from the support 

Portland Empowered provides. The training and opportunities for networking socializes these 

parents into their new life in the U.S. An important shift that these parents experience is the 

difference in culture. This is accompanied by a simultaneous shift for some, in their self-

concept. Many migrants ‘start from scratch’, despite high levels of education and 

professionalization in their home countries. They may have been previously empowered by 

their status and achievements, but become disempowered during their transition, or as a result 

of the acculturation process (e.g. recognition and/or perception of new minority status). It may 

be helpful for Portland Empowered to survey parents and inventory their skills, experience and 

strengths, so that these can be utilized both for their benefit and the benefit of other parents.    
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6. Finally, some parents were hesitant or laughed at the thought of characterizing themselves as 

leaders. As Portland Empowered facilitates other training and networking opportunities for 

parents, this can be explored and clarified. There should be deliberate efforts to use language 

that validates parent engagement partners as leaders in the community in attempts to increase 

their self-perception as legitimate leaders. If program staff continues to affirm and validate 

parents’ strengths and leadership capacities, their levels of confidence could increase. As one 

parent shared, as her confidence increases, her child notices and seeks to be engaged as well. 

This could be a means through which Portland Empowered achieves that ripple effect in 

families and in the wider community. 
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Appendix: Parent Ambassador Training Evaluation Interview Protocol 

Portland Empowered 

Parent Ambassador Training Evaluation  

Interview Protocol 

SCHOOL INVOLVEMENT and DECISION MAKING  

1. Were you familiar with opportunities that exist for families to develop relationships with school 

leaders, public officials, and business and community leaders before the training? 

How did you become aware of these opportunities? Have you yourself made use of these 

opportunities? 

2. Are you personally involved in school improvement planning and decision-making at your 

child’s/children’s school(s) or in the school district? 

Share some examples of ways you have been involved or ways you would like to be involved 

 

PERCEPTIONS OF AGENCY AND BELONGING 

 

1. Do you believe that families in general have the ability to influence decision-making and policy 

changes in the school system? 

How confident (on a scale of 1-10) do you feel in your ability to influence change? Why? What 

could you or others do to help even further increase your confidence? 

2. Do you think the school environment is welcoming for parents? Explain your response 

   

ORGANIZING and LEADERSHIP 

 

1. Are you part of a network of parents (informal or formal) in the community? 

Explain your response. How did you build this network? Have you set goals for increasing or 

strengthening your network? 

2. Do you see yourself as a leader among other parents and in the community? Explain your 

response.  

What kinds of leadership traits do you have? How have you helped others? What other traits 

would you like to have? 

3. Do you believe you have the training and resources you need to be of help to others in your 

community who may need assistance with education? 

 

GENERAL QUESTIONS 

1. Are there specific barriers or challenges that exist that may prevent you from being more 

involved at your child’s school or in the community? 
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2. Please talk about how your involvement with Portland Empowered has helped you in any of the 

areas we have talked about 

3. Is there anything else that we haven’t already talked about that you think is worth mentioning 

about parental involvement in the public school system and in the community? 

  

 

  

   

  




