
Minneapolis Public Schools promises an inspirational educational experience in a safe, welcoming environment for all diverse learners to 
acquire the tools and skills necessary to confidently engage in the global community. To honor this vision, the District has utilized 
participatory evaluation, which empowers the people who are closest to the issue to take the lead in the evaluation. MPS has supported a 
Youth Participatory Evaluation program (YPE) for four years, and launched the PPE program this fall after a small pilot last spring. By 
partnering with students and parents, MPS engages key stakeholders to identify opportunities for improvement and partner on innovative 
solutions that best reflect the priorities of our community.  The figure below provides an overview of the fall program’s meeting dates and 
topics.  
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ENGAGING THE COMMUNITY IN RESEARCH 
 
MPS serves a racially and ethnically diverse community of students 
and families: 

✓ Over 37% of MPS students identify as Black or African American, with 
nearly one-third of those students (about 12% of all MPS students) 
speaking Somali at home. 

✓ About 6% of MPS students identify as Asian/Pacific Islander, with over 
one-third of those students (about 2% of all MPS students) speaking 
Hmong at home. 

✓ About 36% of MPS students identify as white, 17% Hispanic/Latino, and 
4% American Indian. 

 

However, MPS has experienced little success engaging these  
diverse communities in research and evaluation: 

✓ In a recent survey, MPS collected data from over 3,000 families and 
community members, but only 469 identified as a person of color, 338 
spoke a language other than English at home, and only 420 reported 
living on the North side of the city. 

 

PPE Parent Evaluators created many cultural innovations to  
meaningfully engage with their communities and collect authentic 
data, such as: 

✓ Using a medicine wheel in a participatory activity 
✓ Inviting families to join a discussion on a Somali radio station  
✓ Collecting data in their homes, at the grocery store, market, or mall, in 

their place of worship, at schools, and at community centers or parks 

Methods 
Two MPS Divisions — Accountability, Research & 
Equity and Engagement & External Relations — 
partnered to support parents as they designed a 
culturally-relevant data collection process to engage 
parents in their communities and analyzed the data 
they collected. Parent Evaluators were trained on 
three data collection methods—surveys, focus 
groups, and participatory methods (such as sticker 
voting or a graffiti wall).  

Participants 
The 51 participating Parent Evaluators represent five 
culturally-specific groups: 9 African American, 9 
American Indian, 9 Hispanic/Latino, 10 Hmong, and 
14 Somali parents. Their children attend 33 different 
MPS schools across all three zones. Many parent 
participants have graduated from the Connecting 
Parents to Educational Opportunities (CPEO) 
program, serve on a Parent Advisory Council, and/or 
were seeking additional opportunities to advocate 
for their community of MPS families and children.  

Dissemination 
To learn more about parent projects and action steps 
taken in response, visit the PPE webpage: 
rea.mpls.k12.mn.us/parent_participatory_evaluation  



After collecting parent voice in their communities in November, Parent Evaluators met as a culturally-specific group on December 3 to 
share their projects, including the questions they asked other parents, their culturally-relevant method(s), findings, recommendations, and 
reflections on their experience in the PPE program. The group then reviewed all findings and recommendations shared across the group, 
and identified their priorities to share in this report via sticker voting. Key findings are presented by cultural group below, followed by key 
findings across the five groups on pages 4-6. 

RESEARCH QUESTION 

KEY FINDINGS BY CULTURAL GROUP 

All Parent Evaluators were tasked with creating a culturally-relevant data collection process to understand MPS families’ perspectives on 
the question, “How can a school value and respect your child for who they are?” This question was identified as a priority by MPS 
leadership to support the District as it develops plans to achieve two of its strategic priorities: Social Emotional Learning and Equity.  

American Indian 

Nine American Indian Parent Evaluators utilized a variety of methods to gather perspectives from over one hundred 
parents and community members.  Projects explored topics like the representation of Native culture and history in 
MPS schools, relationships between school staff, parents, and Native students, and culturally-specific programming 
and language offerings. 

Three prominent recommendations emerged from their research: (1) require staff (teachers, support staff, and admin-
istrators) to attend mandatory and ongoing culturally-relevant trainings that addresses historical trauma, and train-
ings must include accurate Native history and values; (2) incorporate “non-traditional” school day structure and 
teaching strategies that will increase support for Native students and families that offer students the ability to incorpo-
rate movement, invite Native elders into the classroom, and provide opportunities for students to engage in art that 
is culturally relevant; (3) increase and sustain support for Native students and families by offering school based Native 
student groups, and culturally relevant support for students dealing with trauma. 

African American  

Nine Black Parent Evaluators reached 308 parents using surveys, participatory activities, and group discussions. 
Questions of interest related to special education, Black culture and vernacular, and behavior expectations and dis-
cipline.  
 

Highlights from their projects include: Black Parents found that 96% of parents know what an IEP is, but 76% are not 
certain of terms and language in IEP; 88% of parents think their school environment is free from prejudice acts and 
hate speech towards Black students; teachers and staff of color are often placed in disciplinary roles in schools (e.g., 
Behavior Deans); Black students would benefit from learning the reality of Black culture and its history in America. 
 

The group learned that Black parents have different ideas of safety and further research is needed to learn how Black 
parents view safety in our schools.  A lot of parents are concerned and feel undermined.  Many parents voiced their 
concerns to Parent Evaluators and chose not to participate. The parents who expressed concerns and participated in 
the evaluation shared a genuine experience of feeling supported, valued, and respected at their school sites.   



Somali 

Representing 312 parent voices, primarily captured through focus groups and interviews, the Somali Parent Evalua-
tors identified three key concerns that are preventing Somali students and families from feeling valued and respect-
ed at MPS schools. Parents are concerned about communication between parents and school staff, specifically the 
language barrier and lack of interpreters. In addition, many Somali parents are concerned about bias among staff 
and the treatment of Somali students and parents, especially in disciplinary decisions and response to parent ques-
tions and concerns. Finally, Somali parents do not see MPS schools reflecting or embedding Somali culture, history, 
or values into the classroom or District; examples of this include scheduling events during prominent Muslim holi-
days, not offering Somali language or culture courses, and lack of awareness among staff about Somali culture or 
history. 
 

As a result, recommendations include: (1) ensuring that bilingual staff are available at all times and at all schools to 
support Somali parents, (2) offering Somali cultural trainings for MPS staff members, with a specific emphasis on 
identifying and eliminating discrimination, and (3) offering Somali culture and language courses in MPS schools. 
 

A common Somali proverb says, “Qowda Maqashii waxna ha u qaban,” which translates to “Let them hear your loud 
voice but do not do anything for them after that.” The Somali Parent Evaluators expect action steps from the District 
to address these concerns. 

Hispanic/Latino 

Of the 228 Latino parents reached through nine projects, the most common finding was that schools are not effec-
tively communicating with Latino families. More specifically, the apparent lack of interpretation services is a major 
barrier for Latino families, as it makes it very difficult for parents to engage and advocate for their children.  Many par-
ticipants shared a belief that this perpetuates segregation of the Latino community.  
 

To remedy this issue, Parent Evaluators and participants in the data collection process agree that MPS should priori-
tize hiring linguistically diverse staff and providing more interpretation services at each school. Another common 
finding across the different projects led by Latino Parent Evaluators was that behavior consequences (i.e., discipline) 
are administered inequitably to Latino students. Evaluators and participants shared that this demonstrates that their 
children are not valued and respected in all settings. In a related finding, Latino parents think it is imperative that 
schools explicitly teach values such as respect and responsibility to both students and school staff.  The group is anx-
ious to hear how MPS leadership plans to address the inequities that have been highlighted in their research. 

Hmong 

In reflecting upon what makes Hmong families feel valued and respected, Parent Evaluators identified several re-
search sub-topics, including parent perceptions of their children’s education, parent involvement, school climate, 
transportation, staff diversity, and Hmong heritage and literacy courses. Ten Hmong Parent Evaluators surveyed 440 
parents and community members. Parents reached respondents at community and family events (e.g., Hmong New 
Year celebrations), in schools, at places of worship, and by door-knocking in their neighborhoods.  
 

Across all ten projects, Hmong Parent Evaluators prioritized three recommendations: (1) hire more Hmong staff in 
all buildings, especially schools with larger Hmong student populations (e.g.,  Henry High); (2) provide more yellow 
buses that are accessible to all families who live in Minneapolis, especially for high school students; and (3) display 
more Hmong artifacts, arts, and crafts in all schools and the District office.  
 

Hmong parents shared: “if the District honors our recommendations, we will feel valued and respected, and we, as a 
group, achieved what we are meant to do.”  



KEY FINDINGS ACROSS GROUPS 
There were common findings and recommendations across each cultural group, which were coded into key themes. A description of the 
theme, as well as examples from the specific cultural groups, are presented below. Many themes are interrelated, with the broader themes 
presented first, followed by more specific needs.  

ONGOING COMMITMENT THAT STAFF WILL LEARN ABOUT AND EMBED STUDENTS’ CULTURES AND HISTORIES 
INTO THEIR INSTRUCTION AND SCHOOLWIDE PRACTICES.  

Parents feel that MPS staff do not know enough about their students’ cultural histories, 
values, and practices, which perpetuates stereotypes and myths about certain cultural 
groups. Parents also report that teachers have low expectations of their children, especially 
when parents have limited levels of formal education and/or do not speak English. Parents 
find it essential that schools make their cultures visible by creating and displaying culturally-
specific works and languages and acknowledging important cultural holidays, such as Eid-al-
Fitr at the end of Ramadan. Finally, parents feel that school staff aren’t best supporting 
students or families of color. To best serve their children, staff need to develop better 
understandings of culturally-relevant instruction and trauma-informed care. To best serve 
families, schools need to provide interpreters, engage families in non-intrusive and non-
judgmental ways, and create space for parents to work with and learn from one another as 
they navigate the educational system (e.g., school-based culturally-specific parent groups).  

Parents recommend that MPS: (1) develop and require culturally-specific trainings for 
staff; (2) create schoolwide structures to build parents’ advocacy skills; and (3) make 
students’ cultures visible in schools.  

Nearly all parents surveyed by a Hmong 
Parent Evaluator felt that it was very 

important or important to display Hmong 
artifacts, arts, and crafts in their child’s 

school (91%), for it demonstrates “cultural 
acceptance,” “shows [them] that the 

school values [their] child’s ethnicity,” and 
teaches everyone about Hmong culture. 

POSITIVE AND ACCESSIBLE COMMUNICATION THAT BUILDS RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN PARENTS AND TEACHERS 
TO PARTNER IN SUPPORT OF EACH CHILD IN MPS.  

Parents had mixed responses regarding teacher-parent communication. While some 
parents reported that they were satisfied with the opportunities their school provides for 
parents to interact and engage with teachers and staff (e.g., inviting parents to engage in 
public input sessions that impact decisions made on school changes), others feel 
communications could improve. Parents feel that communication between teachers and 
parents are often centered on hearing negative information about their child (e.g., 
disciplinary or behavioral issues, low performance in the classroom) but does not include 
possible solutions to address these challenges. Furthermore, parents with students 
receiving Special Education services reported that although they knew what an IEP is, they 
were uncertain of or unfamiliar with the terms and language used. Lastly, the lack of 
mediation or response from teachers to address the child’s challenges or needs lead some 
parents to consider leaving MPS.  

In order to build relationships between parents and teachers to partner in support of each 
child in MPS, parents recommend that MPS: (1) commit to communicating positive 
messages with parents, (2) remove language barriers so that parents can more easily 
communicate with school staff, and (3) provide parent trainings to help parents 
understand MPS programs, especially Special Education services.   

A Somali Parent Evaluator shared that 
Somali parents are stressed when they 

see the “668 number” [MPS phone 
numbers] because schools only call home 

when there are problems. 

FOR FAMILIES TO FEEL VALUED AND WELCOMED AT MPS SCHOOLS,  
PARENTS IDENTIFIED THE FOLLOWING NEEDS: 

In a survey conducted by an American 
Indian Parent Evaluator, parents 

expressed concern about their children’s 
education once they leave Anishinabe, a 
culturally-specific school. One parent, for 
example, was concerned that “there's not 

enough Native programming (i.e., 
language) and a lot of white washing” in 

other MPS schools. 

A survey conducted by an 
African American Parent 

Evaluator found that 
although 96% of parents 
know what an IEP is, only 

24% understand IEP terms 
and language.  



STAFF—ESPECIALLY TEACHERS AND SCHOOL LEADERS—WHO LOOK LIKE AND SPEAK THE LANGUAGES 
REPRESENTED IN OUR SCHOOLS. 

Parents feel that MPS staff do not reflect, acknowledge, and celebrate the cultural and 
linguistic diversity of students and families. Parents also shared that although there are 
more staff of color in some buildings, they are disproportionately serving in disciplinary 
roles. While some families reported feeling unwelcome and mistreated by staff, others feel 
underrepresented and disconnected from staff in their school building. Families who speak 
limited or no English often have limited interactions with staff and teachers because of the 
language barrier and lack of interpreters available at the school. Parents find it more 
welcoming and easier to connect with staff and teachers who reflect their cultural identities 
and speak their language because they tend to be more culturally responsive to students 
and families.  

Parents recommend MPS: (1) hire more staff of color who are culturally and linguistically 
representative of students, (2) provide opportunities for parents to be involved in 
interview panels to ensure that staff and teacher candidates meet the needs of students 
in their school, and (3) ensure all schools have interpreters available to support MPS’ 
culturally and linguistically diverse population.   All parent groups advocated to have more 

staff of color who are reflective of their 
cultural and linguistic identities in order to 

feel more welcomed and valued, and to 
better understand cultural dynamics. 

MPS CONTEXT  
The racial and ethnic diversity of 
MPS staff varies drastically by 
position.  
 

During the 2017-2018 school 
year, 48% of Educational Support 
Professionals (ESPs), 42% of 
principals, and 17% of teachers 
identified as a person of color.  

PROGRAMMING AND COURSES THROUGHOUT THE ACADEMIC EXPERIENCE THAT REFLECT AND VALUE THE 
CULTURES AND HISTORIES OF MPS STUDENTS. 

Data collected from across all five cultural groups reinforced the need for MPS to provide 
“culturally proficient” programming and courses. Parents feel that MPS offers few 
opportunities for students to engage in culturally-specific instruction and programming, and 
find that MPS rarely embeds cultural history, practices, and values throughout the school 
day. Parents are dissatisfied with MPS’ current language offerings, for they are not reflective 
of the languages frequently spoken in the District (e.g., offering Chinese rather than Somali or 
Dakota). Parents are also concerned about the content of existing cultural lessons and 
programming, for they feel this information perpetuates myths and stereotypes of certain 
cultural groups or disregards the histories of those groups entirely.  

Parents recommend that MPS provide opportunities for all students to learn about and 
engage with cultural history, practices, and values. These opportunities should include 
specific academic lessons and courses (e.g., language offerings) as well as cultural content 
that is embedded in the school day (e.g., culturally relevant readings, art).  

MPS CONTEXT  

MPS offers 10 languages at 
our high schools (listed from 
highest to lowest enrollment): 
Spanish, French, Arabic, ASL, 
Japanese, Chinese, Somali, 
German, Ojibwe, and Latin.   

Parents surveyed by an American Indian Parent Evaluator 
identified several negative stereotypes of the Native 

community that have impacted their child’s educational 
experience. Examples include: homelessness, poverty, 

drug and alcohol abuse, living in Tipis, and long hair. 

One Somali Parent Evaluator identified a common theme 
in his research: Although Somali parents find charter 

schools more welcoming because they have more Somali 
staff, parents believe public schools provide a better 

education for their children.  

Latino Parent Evaluators believe the values 
of respect and responsibility should be 

taught directly to students and integrated 
throughout the academic curriculum.  



A SAFE SCHOOL EXPERIENCE. 

A Hmong Parent Evaluator’s survey 
found 96% of parents feel it is very 
important or important to have the 

school provide bus transportation for 
their child or children. 

Parents expect MPS to provide their students with a safe school experience from the time 
they leave in the morning to the time they arrive home in the evening. This requires that 
MPS provide safe transportation to and from school; more specifically, parents desire more 
school bus transportation (as opposed to city bus transportation) for students. Parents also 
expect MPS to provide a safe experience for students during the school day, expressing a 
need to feel confident that their children feel safe interacting with other students and are 
not being discriminated against or bullied by their peers.  

Recommendations for MPS include: (1) provide transportation via yellow school buses for 
all students and (2) address issues of bullying, including student conflict rooted in 
discrimination.  

MPS CONTEXT  
Each spring, MPS administers a  
school climate survey to 
students, staff, and parents 
Districtwide. Data are publicly 
available on the MPS website by 
clicking on “Data Report Card” 
under the “About” tab.  

CLEAR COMMUNICATION ABOUT THE SCHOOL’S EXPECTATIONS FOR BEHAVIOR AND EQUITABLE TREATMENT IN 
RESPONSE TO BEHAVIOR. 

Latino parents prioritized the 
finding that the inequitable 
administration of behavior 

consequences demonstrates 
that their children are not valued 

and respected at the school. 

Many parents do not know schools’ discipline policies and/or behavior expectations. 
Furthermore, some parents feel that school rules and expectations do not align with their 
cultural norms and values. African American parents in particular name a cultural 
disconnect related to discipline decisions. Parents shared related concerns about discipline 
decisions being biased and/or school staff implementing the discipline policy and 
consequences based on race/ethnicity of the student. This was raised among the African 
American, Latino, and Somali parents. 

Parents would like to co-create expectations with school staff to eliminate cultural bias in 
school rules and ensure the expectations are clearly communicated to parents and 
students in accessible language.   

One Somali Parent Evaluator summarized his 
finding as, “With Somali kids, it turns into a 

situation.” 

MPS CONTEXT  
During the 2017-2018 school 
year, African American students 
were 4 times more likely to be 
suspended than their peers. 
 

Additional disciplinary data is 
available on the Data Report 
Card (see above). 

A SYSTEM OF SUPPORT THAT EMPOWERS PARENTS TO ADVOCATE FOR AND SUPPORT THEIR CHILD’S 
DEVELOPMENT, ESPECIALLY WITHIN SPECIAL EDUCATION.  

An African American Parent Evaluator’s survey found 80% do not feel the 
school creates activities where Special Education kids are included. 

Parents need MPS to break down barriers that limit their full participation as partners in 
their child’s education. They are concerned about the lack of inclusion at some MPS sites 
and want all parents to be empowered to advocate for these opportunities for their 
children.  

Parents recommend that MPS Special Education: (1) set attainable goals and communicate 
progress with parents; (2) accurately estimate and deliver on needed services of academic 
and behavior support and (3) ensure documentation (e.g. IEPs) are in accessible language.  

“[Somali parents] are losing hope in 
the Special Education program. We 

don’t believe it will change anything.” 

MPS CONTEXT  
Currently, 20% of MPS students 
are receiving special education 
services. Of those students, 
nearly half (45%) identify as 
African American.  


