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Most of us have been in a public school cafeteria with 
white walls, tile floors, and drab, laminate-covered 
tables. These cafeterias usually have windows, are 
flooded with fluorescent lights, and, as if by federal law, 
have exposed stainless steel somewhere close to the 
kitchen. On one particular morning, one of these familiar 
cafeterias held more than 100 fathers and their children. 
There were book-laden backpacks everywhere, and most 
of those in attendance were in some stage of donut, juice, 
or coffee consumption.

STRONG FATHERS 
AS STRONG TEACHERS:

J .  M I C H A E L  H A L L ,  M . E D . 
( A S  O R I G I N A L LY  P U B L I S H E D  I N  T H E 

B O O K  “ W H Y  F AT H E R S  C O U N T ” )

The scene is very familiar. 

SUPPORTING AND STRENGTHENING A CHILD’S EDUCATION

One such dad-and-kid team consists of Juan and his daughter, Carmen. Juan is wearing a denim uniform shirt, a NASCAR cap, jeans, and dirty work 
boots. Carmen, a third grader, is dressed in her favorite outfit and smiling a huge, chocolate donut smile. She is almost completely off her cafeteria 
stool as she leans in as close as possible to her dad. Most mornings Juan, who pours concrete for a living, is already at the worksite by this time of 
the day. However, today Juan’s job is to be at school for Carmen. Her smiles, giggles, and attention to her father are what let him know that being at 
school this morning is well worth the time spent away from the job. Another dad, Marvin, is sharing a donut with his son, Marvin Jr. Marvin is also in a 
uniform shirt and somewhat cleaner work boots. Marvin is normally in bed at this time of the morning after working all night loading trucks for a parcel 
delivery company. Junior is just as happy as Carmen and perhaps even happier since he doesn’t live with his dad all the time. Marvin Sr. knows that this 
time with his son is more important than his much-needed sleep. Marvin also comes to school quite often to see Junior at lunch since his joint custody 
agreement and weekend work schedule limit the amount of time he can see his son. 
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This scene is played out over and over again in public schools all over the United States during the annual Dads and Donuts Day. Typically for this 
event, men are invited to come with their child to school one morning, eat a donut, have pictures taken, shake hands with the principal, deliver their 
children to the classroom, and then go to work to show off their new picture. As this event concludes, everybody leaves with a nice little “Kum Bah Yah” 
warm and fuzzy experience, yet many of the participants and hosts do not understand the unharnessed potential of what they have just witnessed.
The schools hosting these “donuts and dads” events are working tirelessly to educate children so they will have the necessary skills to become wage-
earning, productive citizens in our democratic society. To educate children from a million different backgrounds with amazing emotional and cognitive 
challenges is an almost insurmountable task. Staff members at these schools spend an enormous amount of time wondering how to help these children 
reach the specified academic standards. The fathers who attend these events wonder how they, as fathers, will help their children reach their fullest potential. 

The schools and fathers that come together in these pastry-based 
events seldom realize that if they would get better acquainted with 
each other they would exponentially increase the potential of the 
very children who keep them both up at night. This simple morning 
of donuts could actually be a catalyst in drastically improving home 
life for children and the academic bottom line for schools. 

The described scenes have been a part of my everyday experience over the past few years. As a speaker and facilitator of fatherhood workshops, I have 
the privilege of actually being a part of bringing fathers into public and private schools, Head Starts, and early childhood programs three or four days 
a week throughout the school year. I see literally hundreds of fathers who look just like Marvin Sr. and Juan showing up at schools on any given day to 
support their children and the programs that are educating them. In these events I always see kids who are excited, fathers who are proud (and a bit 
scared), and schools that are instantly better off. As a former special education teacher and a “recovering” school principal, I have been part of several 
campuses where we failed to see or tap into the incredible potential for kids that exists in truly involving fathers in the education of their children.  Over 
the years, I have become a believer in this effort as I have had the opportunity to work with thousands and thousands of fathers who keep showing up 
at schools in large numbers in order to become a bigger part of their child’s life and educational experience.

The thousands of real fathers I have encountered provide the basis for this chapter. Tremendous research on this subject is validated by all of these 
fathers who have entered their child’s school and this very important discussion. These fathers, as men and parents, have shown us they bring a 
totally different set of skills and perspectives into the educational environment. This very different perspective can have a tremendous impact on the 
educational outcomes for their children. This chapter will focus on how fathers’ involvement can complement and reinforce school efforts, the particular 
focus fathers can bring to supporting children’s education, and the positive outcomes on a child’s education when fathers are positively involved.
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SCHOOLS AND FATHERS: 
SAME GOALS, DIFFERENT ROLES
According to the U.S. Department of Education’s National Center for Educational Statistics, there are 14,559 public school districts representing more 
than 94,000 school campuses in our country. Those public schools represent approximately 48 million students enrolled in elementary and secondary 
campuses. Those 48 million students are from 25.8 million married-couple families, eight million single-mother families, and 1.9 million single-father 
families.1 Even though they may approach it differently, these schools and families are both in the business of helping the same 48 million children.

Fathers and schools play incredibly 
similar roles in the lives of children. 
Both care for children and are interested in their becoming independent 
and successful in the adult world. Fathers and schools both spend an 
incredible amount of time working to prepare children to possess the 
skills necessary to be successful. When they do their best work, both 
fathers and schools are involved in the same endeavor from different 
angles but working for the same outcomes. How do schools, fathers, 
and mothers relate to each other in raising children and helping them 
become successful? As a parent, fathers play the role of the person 
“other than the mother” who is there to help the child grow and develop 
as a human being. Schools play the role of the institution “other than 
the family” that helps that same child grow and develop. Just as the 
child is born of one parent to actually be raised and nurtured between 
two parents, the same child comes from one family, regardless of 
family structure, to reside between the family and the school that work 
together to raise the child into competent adulthood. Fathers, mothers, 
and schools can interact to assist children in ways that overlap and are 
unique to each relationship.

Typically, mothers provide the “safe place” for children to be nurtured and cared for as they grow in life. Mothers are attentive to the security and well-
being of children and bring this focus to their efforts as parents. Although they also care about children’s sense of security, many fathers play the role 
that encourages the child to push, explore, and take more risks in order to grow.2 From these different perspectives, mothers and fathers work together 
in creating an atmosphere that nurtures a child’s security while also encouraging initiative and independence. In a similar way, the family generally plays 
the role of establishing a safe place for the child, and the school often becomes the trusted entity outside the family to help children expand and grow 
away from the safety and confinement of the home. As fathers and mothers need to work cooperatively to create such an environment for children, the 
family system and the school need to work cooperatively to facilitate healthy learning and growth for children.
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How do fathers and schools, in particular, share similar goals in their relationships with children? The father and the school are both in the job of preparing 
children to possess competencies to independently take on adult challenges in the world outside both the family and the school. In order to develop these 
competencies in children, fathers and schools pursue particular approaches that have much in common.

Fathers and schools simultaneously encourage, guide, and challenge children through 
various activities meant to help them learn and grow. The best schools and fathers 
also understand they not only have the job of providing challenges and learning 
experiences for the children under their charge but must also provide certain rites of 
passage that allow children to check themselves against real world standards and 
give them a feeling of tangible progress.

The entire process of going from one grade level to the next gives children the 
idea of accomplishment and progress. As children progress from grade to grade, 
fathers support those rites of passage by addressing such progress. Whereas a 
mom might say, “I can’t believe my baby is a fourth grader!” the father might use 
that step to encourage further growth and tell the child, “Now that you are a big 
fourth grader, I’ll bet you are ready to ride your bike to the park.” A father may also 
set goals using those rites of passage by telling a child he or she can conquer 
some task like riding a bike, camping with friends in the backyard, or riding that 
ominous roller coaster by the time they are in a specific grade. Those grade-level 
demarcations that occur from fall to spring each school year are a huge impetus 
for goal setting in American culture. Parents and schools use both the age and 
the grade level of the child to spur them on to further progress as well as set 
parameters for certain activities and behaviors.

Both Fathers And Schools:
• encourage children to explore, take risks, and push themselves in learning and growth,

• teach children to deal with the frustrations and challenges inherent in activities that challenge them and promote growth,

• set limits on a child’s risk taking while providing room for appropriate and timely exploration,and

• provide various learning experiences (both safe and risky) that allow children to check their competencies in a real-world environment.
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As fathers take on a collaborative role with the 
school in teaching children, a father’s role can 
be defined by certain qualities and behaviors 
associated with being a man and a father. 
Three key components of a father’s role in 
the growth and learning of his children include 

the actual quality of being 
a man and a parent, his 
expectations regarding the 
future path for his children, 
and the way in which he 
teaches and engages his 
children through play and 
interaction. These elements help to 
define a father’s role as a teacher of his children 
and a strong supporter of their formal and 
informal education.

THE FATHER’S ROLE IN EDUCATION

Masculinity, and Learning in the Outside World
Fathers exert a significant influence on children simply by virtue of their masculinity and the interactions they engage in that frame a child’s encounters 
with the larger world. Fathers and mothers come to their experience with a child somewhat differently, in the beginning, simply by virtue of their gender. 

From the time a child is conceived, it begins its life in the body of the mother (stop me if you have heard this before) and even from the moment of 
conception prepares to move away from the mother for the rest of his or her life. The father, who had a role in the conception of the child, primarily has 
only to wait and furnish support while the child is formed inside the mother. At the birth of the child, the mother typically has a very strong bond and a 
profound basis for a relationship with this child: it is of her and from her. Mother and child have spent a significant amount of time physically together 
that has contributed to this tremendous personal bond. It is arguable as well that the mother acts as she does and bonds as a parent because she is 
feminine and has gone through the incredible physical, chemical, emotional, and perhaps spiritual change of childbirth. The father has a more limited 
basis for his relationship with the child to begin with, as he has been waiting on the outside of the two bodies that were joined together. 
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Once a child is born of the mother, he or she begins in amazingly minute steps to move away from her. The child very literally starts his or her life at the 
actual physical core of the mother and then begins to grow, explore, and learn ever so slowly to be less dependent on the mother. Mothers are used to 
carefully nurturing a child since this has been part of their experience from the beginning of the child’s conception. However, fathers have functioned 
on the outside of that relationship and thus enter the life of the child from the outside world. The father comes straight to the child and basically begins 
to help with the journey of becoming less dependent on the mother. It is a common part of a man’s masculinity to help children face and encounter the 
outside world because they come from that world into a child’s life. In a sense, they represent much of that world to a child and have a role in guiding 
children as they learn about the outside world. 

Fathers and father figures are more likely to 
play rough with a child, take the child into the 
outside world, and envision a time when the child 
makes his or her way into the outside world as 
an independent adult. However, fathers do not 
necessarily have to “tug” on a child to bring him 
or her away from the mother. Unless the mother 
has an unhealthy grip on the child, it is very 
natural for the child to begin to move toward 
the world outside of the mother and explore it. 
Thus, a main job for fathers is to be the one who 
decides how far into the real world the child may 
go. He sets boundaries for the child and allows or 
perhaps even encourages the child to take risks 
within those same boundaries. 

He also typically sets the boundaries further out 
than mom would. Dr. Kyle Pruett of the Yale Child 
Study Center found that fathers are much more 
likely than mothers to encourage their children, 
regardless of gender, to explore the world around 
them.3 He and others also suggest fathers may 
support novelty-seeking behavior because the 
father himself is a novelty for the child just by 
being “not the mom.”4
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One of the father’s most important, and perhaps easiest, jobs is to be another and hopefully the primary person the child can trust besides the mother. 
A father’s different perspective and natural tendencies as a male parent give him strength in his role as the one who helps a child move into the outside 
world. The differing tendencies of mothers and fathers as parents allow them to assist children in broader ways as they work together. These tendencies 
do not dramatically change once men and women become parents and, if used in complementary tandem, can help parents become more effective as 
a team when they use these masculine and feminine traits in their parenting.

To describe parenting traits as feminine and masculine may ruffle the feathers of some who falsely believe people with mostly masculine or feminine 
traits can parent androgynously. If boys and girls are different and men and women are different, then surely fathers and mothers are different and can 
work together in ways that are both complementary and effective for the children they are to raise.

The influence of a father’s masculinity and perspective is important for both sons and daughters as they grow up. Boys and girls may spend their early 
years with a mother and father who are both involved but then enter the environment of the public elementary school, which is primarily populated by 
females. Continuing interaction with fathers and other men, who may express different world views and ways of dealing with both the child and the 
outside world, allow children to experience other viewpoints and ways of interacting with the world around them. 

For example, a father’s actions and reactions to his environment can teach a child how to deal with stressful situations, new people, and new 
environments from a male perspective. Both male and female children benefit from seeing this diversity of approaches because it can help them 
understand themselves as well as the opposite gender. According to scholar Norma Radin,5 just by being “Dad” (masculine and different from a mother), 
a man possesses tremendous teaching potential.

Typically, fathers (and men in general) are expected to live in the “real world” and help children to prepare for it. This is, for good or ill, one of the 
expectations associated with masculinity and being a man. For women, there are expectations associated with being the center of home life for children. 
Even though a majority of women in the United States work outside the home, their children often still see that work as a “visit” to the outside world from 
their place as the center of the home and family life.

Even though moms work hard as professionals, their children still look to them to be that center of the universe in the home and to take care of all of 
their many needs after they come through the door at the end of a work day. It is a role that children associate with mothers because mothers have 
met their needs since birth and before. To a child, a mother exerts the gravitational pull of mothering that is, in its essence, based on caregiving and 
meeting their needs because that has been the child’s experience. The key point here is that children may look to mothers and fathers for differing types 
of experience, and this has implications for how fathers and mothers relate to and interact with their children.
 
To observe how a father’s masculinity plays a role in his parenting, you simply have to watch the reaction of children when a father enters the door at the 
end of his workday. Many times children will approach or even “attack” the father, and then the children or father will try to activate each other through 
some sort of physical contact—it might be hugs, high fives, or a new wrestling move. Outside of the physical interaction, children typically want to know 
what he did outside the home that day. He may cook supper on a consistent basis or take care of other household needs for his children, but they want 
to know what happened “out there” and how he reacted to it. The father can enter from a high-powered, influential job or back-breaking manual labor, 
but regardless of socioeconomic status he is seen as a representative of the outside world to his children. 
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Children want to see how 
their father reacts to the 
outside world, to see 
both how he does things 
and why he interacts with 
them the way he does. 
When a father brings the outside world into his 
home for his children, so they can experience 
it through his eyes, it gives him strength as a 
teacher. Since children are naturally headed 
into the real world, they want to know how to 
deal with it. A father’s role as the bridge for his 
children to the larger world provides him with 
both a huge opportunity and responsibility. It 
is a responsibility to help his children develop 
skills to deal with the real world they will inherit 
someday. It is also an opportunity to validate 
the reasons for working hard in school: the world 
that challenges him every day is more easily 
navigated by those with an appropriate education. 
Many of the fathers I encounter in schools and Head 
Start programs during a “Bring Your Dad to School 

Day,” a “Math Morning,” or a “Dad and Kid Reading Day” are hard-working men who are proud of the blood, sweat, and tears they put into supporting their families. 
However, even as they encourage and teach their children to possess a strong hands-on work ethic, they are also usually the first person to articulate the benefits 
of gaining an education that will allow their children to choose the type of work they will do to support themselves. Fathers are very quick to emphasize 
the idea that the children must support themselves. The vision they cast for their children regarding the importance of gaining a good education plays 
a tremendous role in the future success of their children.

Fathers enter a child’s life from outside the sphere of the mother. Fathers thus take on the role of one who prepares a child for life outside that same 
sphere. A father tends to look at a child not only as a small, helpless human being but also as one who will not always be helpless and small. Fathers 
have expectations for their newborn babies as well as tangible hopes and dreams for the child and adult they will become. Even as a father may dream 
of his child becoming a sports star or astronaut, he also envisions the type of toddler he wants this newborn to become. For example, he may envision 
his child as a bright-eyed baby, an inquisitive toddler, an early reader, a high school honor student, or a successful, educated adult. Fathers who become 
active and engaged in the life of their young child usually do so because of a vision they have developed for their child. This vision may change as time 
passes, but by simply having a vision the father begins to develop in his role as the one most likely to help that child flesh out that vision. 
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A father’s vision for a child is usually infused with a variety of expectations. This vision and the related expectations are also what help children 
understand how their interaction with their father actually works. A father’s expectations for his child are what furnish structure to his interactions with his 
child. For example, a father may help a daughter study for a social studies exam because he knows she needs to develop the willingness and discipline 
to study for many future exams. Or a father might encourage a child to keep practicing on the basketball court in the driveway because he envisions the 
time his son or daughter will be in a game and need the skill to make a lay-up. Because fathers hold and set expectations for their children as adults, 
their actions as fathers are determined in some part by how it will affect the child’s future outcome. 

Fathers As Visionaries For Their Children

The vision a father has for his children can powerfully 
affect their education. To help children succeed, a 
father’s mindset and expectations should not be based 
so much on particular future occurrences as on what 
type of person their child will become. Should children 
try to do well on a spelling test? Of course, but fathers 
often focus less on what will happen to their child and 
are more concerned about how their child will react 
if certain things happen. In other words, success on 
the spelling test is not as important to the father as 
is the success of achievement that comes through 
hard work and preparation. The father knows a good 
spelling grade is helpful in the child’s future but real 
life success is not determined by grades so much as 
acquired skill and experience. Having expectations 
about how the child will be instead of what the child will 
do makes the father a strong influence on the child’s 
education. Because he cannot predict what will happen 
to his children, he works to prepare them to have the 
character and skills that will make them successful on 

their own both in school and in the unpredictable real world. Fathers’ expectations that their children will become competent also become apparent to 
children when their fathers are active and engaged in their lives. As fathers express this expectation, it lets children know they are seen as competent 
and they hold a special place in the future. This knowledge helps children persevere in challenging academic situations because they begin to 
understand they are not only capable of handling the challenge but, if they persevere through it, they will be rewarded in the future. Fathers who have 
high expectations for their children’s educational efforts and actively assist them tend to have children who do much better educationally.



STRONG FATHERS AS STRONG TEACHERS:  Suppor t ing  and St rengthen ing  a  Ch i ld ’s  Educat ion  |  Copyr igh t  2012 St rong Fathers -St rong Fami l ies ,  LLC  12

Fathers tend to engage and activate a child through play even at young 
ages. As the child grows and the father gains caregiving competencies, 
play becomes a little rougher and more unpredictable. This rough-and-
tumble play not only is a way for children and fathers to make deep 
personal connections but also allows the father to gain confidence to take 
the child out into the further expanses of the neighborhood and community. 
Play is the vehicle that engaged fathers use to teach children about their 
own abilities and about what the child will someday be able to do. When 
children “win” or “conquer” the dad in physical play, they learn they truly 
have abilities. When children “lose” or “falter” against the old man, they 
can also develop the idea that, as capable as they are, they still need 
more skills and help. Fathers need to balance the amount of success and 
frustration children must handle in any given “teachable moment.” These 
moments may include pulling themselves up on the couch, walking across 
the room, their first solo bike ride, or even conquering quadratic formulas. 
Play allows fathers to better control the laboratory that helps children learn 
to deal with the frustration and anxiety that accompany true learning. Play 
interaction is not the only way fathers engage a child, but it is a way for 
fathers to teach their children to fulfill the expectations fathers have set for 
them. A father who expects his child to be physically and emotionally resilient 
will allow a child to take certain risks and play in this rougher manner while 
also providing the guidance and support needed along the way. 

Fathers as Teachers through Play
Play is perhaps the primary method of learning that children use to encounter the outside world in their early years. Research and observation has 
shown us that, because of their masculine nature, fathers interact with their children in a more playful manner. They tend to encourage children to 
explore.6 This playful and sometimes rough style of interaction is seen by some as second-class parenting because it is different from the interaction 
most mothers have with their children. However, from the time their children are very small, fathers want to do something with their child.

The father-child interaction is exactly that—interactive. It is active, engaged 
involvement between two people. 
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In many of my educational workshops, I describe a scenario in which a child is running across the front yard and trips and skins his or her knee on the 
sidewalk. I ask the participants what would happen if only the mother were in the yard at the time. Almost to the person, they respond that surely the 
mother would run (or sprint like the Six Million Dollar Man) to respond to and care for the child. I then describe to many folks who are nodding their 
heads that moms typically not only respond to the child but clean the wound, apply antibacterial spray and a cartoon character bandage, and then apply 
a kiss and an ice cream bar. Once all this is done, then the child stops crying because he or she is comforted.

In this same workshop, I describe the same scenario with the same child skinning 
the same knee, but this time the father is in the yard. Again almost to the person, 
they respond that the father would respond by encouraging the child thus: “Get 
up! You are fine.” Though this story is humorous, it resonates with most parents. 
Because fathers expect their child will be a resilient adult, they expect that same 
child can and should be resilient right now! I reassure the workshop participants 
that fathers will attend to a child’s needs but may not necessarily use anti-
bacterial ointment (unless you count WD-40) or a bandage (unless you count 
duct tape). However, fathers will many times use humor to diffuse the child’s 
anxiety and pain. Mothers would often think this is cruel except for the fact that most 
children will respond to it if the father has already been engaged with the child. 

The point is that children need to be nurtured and cared for by either the mother or 
father when they experience physical and emotional pain, and sometimes when 
they are experiencing pain they need to be encouraged to endure it. Fathers 
are much more likely than mothers to help the child endure minor pains. For 
children to be resilient in an academic setting that can be painful both physically 
(remember dodgeball?) and emotionally (remember junior high?), the father 
needs to play with his child and view that play as an optimal teaching opportunity. 
My experience as a middle school principal taught me that fathers who did not 
interact (through play or caregiving) with their child at an early age often did 
not have enough connection with their child to help them navigate math class, 
reading problems, lunchroom traumas, or most of the trials and tribulations that 
come with pre-adolescence and the teen years. Too often, the child who has not 
been taught by the father through play does not know how to deal with adverse 
conditions that often accompany gaining an education in a building of 400 or 500 
other children. Additionally, the father who has not played with his child has not 
had the opportunity to be taught by both the child and the fatherhood experience 
how to help the child as he or she faces minor and major adversities. 
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Although a discussion of fatherly traits that are required for the positive development of our children is necessary, it is also critical to see why those traits 
make a difference in the education of our children. The father’s own masculinity and engagement with his child, high or low expectations of his child, and 
ability to teach and challenge through play are three important traits in helping children become educated learners. When fathers become involved in the daily 
lives and education of their child, they can make a huge difference in the outcomes for that child. Long observation, anecdotal information, and a strong and 
growing body of research evidence over a period of almost 50 years confirm the value of fathers’ involvement in the education of their children. Researchers 
have done a tremendous amount of work to show us how fathers continue to count in the education of their children. To illustrate, I have chosen to highlight 
a few key research findings regarding the influence of father involvement on school readiness, academic performance in the classroom, and social behavior.

WHY FATHERS COUNT 
IN THE EDUCATION OF THEIR CHILDREN
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• Children of involved fathers tend to have a greater 
tolerance for stress and frustration. They are able to be 
one of many in a classroom, deal with not being the center 
of the universe, maintain their focus on their class work, 
and have the confidence to work on their own.7

Children Are Ready for School
WHY FATHERS COUNT IN THE EDUCATION OF THEIR CHILDREN

Being ready and able to enter the 
classroom, participate in school, 
and relate to other children is 
important for a child’s educational 
beginning. Research on school 
readiness has illustrated some of 
the following points:
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• Children with fathers who are more 
active in their play initiation and give 
less immediate support in the face of 
frustration are more competent in being 
adaptive and solving problems.8

Children Are Ready for School
WHY FATHERS COUNT IN THE EDUCATION OF THEIR CHILDREN
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• When fathers are involved in the early 
life of children (18 months to three years 
of age), children are less likely to have 
separation anxiety from the mother or the 
father when they begin school.9

Children Are Ready for School
WHY FATHERS COUNT IN THE EDUCATION OF THEIR CHILDREN
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Children Perform Better in the Classroom 
WHY FATHERS COUNT IN THE EDUCATION OF THEIR CHILDREN

• Boys who have nurturing fathers score 
higher on intelligence tests than do boys 
with less involved fathers.10

How do children perform 
academically when their fathers 
strive to be involved and engaged 
with them? Research findings 
suggest father involvement is a real 
and powerful factor in improving 
children’s classroom performance:
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Children Perform Better in the Classroom 
WHY FATHERS COUNT IN THE EDUCATION OF THEIR CHILDREN

• Preschoolers with involved fathers have 
stronger verbal skills than those with less 
involved fathers.11
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Children Perform Better in the Classroom 
WHY FATHERS COUNT IN THE EDUCATION OF THEIR CHILDREN

• Children with positively engaged fathers 
have a higher cognitive competency on 
standardized intellectual assessments.12
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Children Perform Better in the Classroom 
WHY FATHERS COUNT IN THE EDUCATION OF THEIR CHILDREN

• Girls who have a close, warm 
relationship with their father have a 
stronger competence in mathematics.13
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Children Perform Better in the Classroom 
WHY FATHERS COUNT IN THE EDUCATION OF THEIR CHILDREN

• Children whose fathers are highly involved 
in their schools are more likely to do well 
academically and enjoy school and less 
likely to have ever repeated a grade or been 
expelled than children whose fathers are 
less involved in their schools.14
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Children Perform Better in the Classroom 
WHY FATHERS COUNT IN THE EDUCATION OF THEIR CHILDREN

• Children whose fathers share meals 
with them, spend leisure time with them, 
or help them with reading or homework 
do significantly better academically than 
children whose fathers do not.15
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Children Perform Better in the Classroom 
WHY FATHERS COUNT IN THE EDUCATION OF THEIR CHILDREN

• Students with highly involved fathers 
have a more positive perception of their 
academic ability, which results in higher 
grades in secondary school.16
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Children Perform Better in the Classroom 
WHY FATHERS COUNT IN THE EDUCATION OF THEIR CHILDREN

•  Boys with highly involved fathers in their 
life receive superior grades and perform 
a year above their expected age level on 
achievement tests.17
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Children Perform Better in the Classroom 
WHY FATHERS COUNT IN THE EDUCATION OF THEIR CHILDREN

• Fathers who support their children in 
less conventional ways have daughters 
who are more successful in school, work, 
and career and sons who eventually 
achieve more academically and in their 
careers than do children with less 
supportive fathers.18
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WHY FATHERS COUNT IN THE EDUCATION OF THEIR CHILDREN

Children Are Better Behaved

A child’s educational experience is 
as much about social learning and 
growth as about learning to read, 
write, and do math. Research on 
child behavior in school settings 
shows father involvement is also a 
positive influence in this area:

• Father involvement correlates with fewer 
behavior problems exhibited by children, 
and this holds after controlling for the 
level of maternal involvement.19
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WHY FATHERS COUNT IN THE EDUCATION OF THEIR CHILDREN

Children Are Better Behaved

• When both boys and girls are reared 
with engaged fathers, they demonstrate“a 
greater ability to take initiative and evidence 
self-control.”20
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WHY FATHERS COUNT IN THE EDUCATION OF THEIR CHILDREN

Children Are Better Behaved

• For predicting a child’s self esteem, 
it is sustained contact with the father 
that matters more for sons but physical 
affection from fathers that matters more 
for daughters.21
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WHY FATHERS COUNT IN THE EDUCATION OF THEIR CHILDREN

Children Are Better Behaved

• The higher a child rates acceptance by 
his or her father, the higher teachers rate 
the child on social competence and positive 
conduct.22
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WHY FATHERS COUNT IN THE EDUCATION OF THEIR CHILDREN

Children Are Better Behaved

• Children who have fathers who regularly 
engage them in physical play are more 
likely to be socially popular with their peers 
than children whose fathers do not engage 
them in this type of play.23
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WHY FATHERS COUNT IN THE EDUCATION OF THEIR CHILDREN

Children Are Better Behaved

• Fathers’ involvement with children 
strengthens the support system for 
children in their preparation for school, 
performance in academic situations, and 
social behavior with their peers and other 
adults.
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We could fill several volumes with stories abut what great dads do to help their children get the education they want them to have. However, once we 
understand the why of fathers, we begin to better understand how we can lead fathers into being even more effective in the lives of their children. As indicated 
by research and observation, fathers play a very important role in the development of their children. However, we have to understand further that,

due to their unique contributions, fathers’ involvement is absolutely 
essential for children to reach their highest potential in education. 
My organization, Strong Fathers–Strong Families, provides facilitation for school-based father and child interactive events. One of our most effective 
events is what we simply call “Bring Your Dad to School Day.” I explain to people that this event is like the aforementioned Dads and Donuts Day on 
steroids. While the traditional Dads and Donuts Day events are always well attended, this version, in which we tell fathers there will be a workshop, are 
many times better attended than previous events. School administrators and teachers are amazed that many fathers will take time out of their workday 
to be at school to attend a workshop. The consistently high attendance is a testament to the fact that fathers around the country care for their children 
and will be involved if they are invited. Many of these workshops are at least two hours long, and although campus staff members predict the fathers 
won’t stay that long, fathers consistently tell us in our evaluations they wish it were longer. It has been our experience that this willingness to be involved 
can have a huge impact on the school culture and student outcomes if schools and families will take advantage of the concern they
both have for the children at stake.

While we invite fathers into the school and feed them a donut, we also take them a step further into the actual classroom to observe their children in 
their “natural” school habitat. Even though I am sure teachers are on their best behavior, we ask that fathers get a chance to see what happens on a 
regular school day. When these fathers visit the classroom, they gain a better understanding of what is expected of their children, how they are being 
taught to meet those expectations, and what their children and the teacher encounter in a given school day. After fathers are able to observe for a while, 
we pull them out to discuss what they saw in the classroom. They are amazed at the high level of academics being presented in the classroom, they 
are typically amazed at their child’s abilities, and they are also concerned about the level of work that is being asked of their child. Once we describe 
the world into which their child will go upon graduation, they begin to set their resolve to do an even better job of helping their child gain an education. 

In follow-up activities and interviews, we have found that fathers have gone home and begun to check the homework every night, taken over the job of 
helping their child review for tests, and become very involved in the various special projects that are sent home. Every father I have talked to has spoken 
of a better relationship with his child, a better rapport with his child’s teacher, and an improvement made by his child in some academic area such as 
test scores, homework completion, or getting assignments from school to home and vice versa. Fathers have proudly told us about a child making the 
honor roll for the first time or making great improvement on report cards since they have become more involved. Fathers of children whose behavior was 
not up to par prior to their involvement have consistently reported that their children’s behavior has improved since they have become more involved 
in their children’s school. When we have involved fathers in the schools in a positive manner, we have also found that teachers are more receptive to 

Conclusion



involvement by both mothers and fathers and mention the same positive changes the fathers have described.
One of the reasons I presently work with schools to increase father involvement is that I saw what a difference it made when I was a teacher and 
administrator. Children with actively engaged fathers were always better behaved and had high levels of academic achievement. The inverse was also 
true that children who struggled the most with academic and behavior issues came from fatherless homes or a home where father and mother lived in 
chaos with their children.

As a father of two boys, I also know that I have a big impact on how well my sons do in class. By setting high expectations, checking on their classroom 
progress, and helping with class projects, I have seen my children maintain a high level of academic success. My wife, who is a third grade teacher, 
plays a huge role in their education as well, but I have seen the difference when I do not hold up my end of the bargain. I also see the confidence level 
of my sons change when I speak of their great abilities, and they have an even stronger resolve to do well when I inform them of how those abilities will 
help them achieve whatever they wish in the world outside our home and their school. 

There is tremendous scientific and anecdotal data to confirm that a father‘s involvement in the education of his child is imperative to that child’s success. 
When a family and a school work together to prepare a child to become an educated, productive adult, the father can assume a very powerful role 
in that child’s education. By simply being male, being the masculine parent that is very different from the mother, and being a representative of the 
outside world, a father helps a child reach the fullest potential possible with the education he or she has received. Schools are dealing with a myriad of 
challenges as standards are constantly being raised while the traditional structures that have supported children and families have consistently been 
eroding. In order to develop an appropriately trained workforce for an ever-changing world economy, schools are scrambling to do more work with less 
time and money. It has been known for several years that children with parents involved in their education do better in school. However, schools have 
failed to do a good job of involving those families in order to improve student outcomes. The time and money would be well spent bringing families into 
the school as partners. An even more focused approach to exponentially improving social and academic outcomes for students would be to strengthen 
the role of fathers within the home, on the school campus, and invariably within the life of the child. Time and money would not only be well spent in 
such an effort but would pay dividends in human, social, and financial capital ten-fold. If we will commit to such a worthy effort, our children, homes, 

J.  MICHAEL HALL,  M.ED.
STRONG FATHERS AS STRONG TEACHERS: 
Support ing and Strengthening a Chi ld ’s Educat ion
(AS ORIGINALLY PUBLISHED IN THE BOOK “WHY FATHERS COUNT”)
Copyr ight  2012 Strong Fathers-Strong Famil ies,  LLC
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A study using a national probability sample 
of 1250 fathers showed that children whose 
fathers share meals, spend leisure time with 
them, or help them with reading or homework 
do significantly better academically than 
those children whose fathers do not.
Cooksey, Elizabeth C. and Michalle M. Fondell. “Spending Time with His Kids: Effects of Family Sturctures on Fathers’ and Children’s Lives,” Journal of Marriage 
and the Family 58 (August 1996): 693-707.
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STRONG FATHER FACTS
GOOD NEWS FOR STRONG FATHERING FROM STRONG RESEARCH

Children whose fathers were highly involved in their 
schools were more likely to do well academically, to 
participate in extracurricular activities, and to enjoy 
school, and were less likely to have ever repeated 
a grade or been expelled compared to children 
whose fathers were less involved in their schools. 
This effect held for both two-parent and single-parent 
households; and was distinct and independent from 
the effect of mother involvement. 
Nord, Christine Windquist. Students Do Better When Their Fathers Are Involved at School (NCES 98-121). Washington, D.C.: U.S. Depart- ment of Education, 1998.



STRONG FATHER FACTS
GOOD NEWS FOR STRONG FATHERING FROM STRONG RESEARCH

In a study of 29 fathers of academically successful 
African-American males, six childrearing practices 
were observed: child-focused love (consistent 
concern and showing interest); setting limits and 
discipline; high expectations; open, consistent, 
and strong communication (“talking with” rather 
that lecturing); positive racial and male gender 
identification; and drawing from community 
resources (especially the church).
Greif, Geoffery L., A. Hrabowski, and Kenneth I. Maton. “African American Fathers of High-Achieving Sons: Using Outstanding Members of an AtRisk Population 

to Guide Intervention.” Families in Society 79 (January/February 1998); 45-52.



STRONG FATHER FACTS
GOOD NEWS FOR STRONG FATHERING FROM STRONG RESEARCH

Children who have fathers who regularly engage 
them in physical play are more likely to be socially 
popular with their peers than children whose fathers 
do not engage them in this type of play.
Carson, J., V. Burks, & R.D. Parke. “Parent-child Play: Determinants and Consequences.” In K. MacDonald (ed.), Parent-child Play: De- scriptions and Implications. 
Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1993: 197-220. See also Parke, R.D. “Fathers and Families.” In M.H. Borstein (ed.) Handbook of Parenting, Vol. 
3, Status and Social Conditions of Parenting. Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum, 1995: 27-63.



STRONG FATHER FACTS
GOOD NEWS FOR STRONG FATHERING FROM STRONG RESEARCH

“... for girls, studies link a sense of competence in 
daughters - especially in mathematics and a sense 
of femininity - to a close, warm relationship between 
father and daughter.”
Radin, N. and G. Russell. “Increased Father Participation and Child Development Outcomes.” Fatherhood and Family Policy. Eds. M.E. Lamb and A. Sagi. Hillside 
Lawrence Erlbaum, 1983: 191 -218.



STRONG FATHER FACTS
GOOD NEWS FOR STRONG FATHERING FROM STRONG RESEARCH

‘Positive’ father involvement associated with a range of desirable 
outcomes for children and young people including: better peer 
relationships; fewer behaviour problems; lower criminality and 
substance abuse; higher educational / occupational mobility relative 
to parents’; capacity for empathy; non-traditional attitudes to earning 
and childcare; more satisfying adult sexual partnerships; and higher 
self-esteem, life-satisfaction and ‘locus of control’ - that is, the belief 
that they can control much of what happens to them in life (Pleck 
& Masciadrelli, 2004). All this is relevant to children’s educational 
outcomes, since ‘better functioning’ in life in general tends to enable 
better functioning in an educational/achievement sense.
Pleck, J.H., & Masciadrelli, B.P. (2004). Paternal Involvement by U.S. residential fathers: levels, sources and consequences. In M.E. Lamb (ed.), The Role of the 

Father in Child Development (4th ed.). Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons.



STRONG FATHER FACTS
GOOD NEWS FOR STRONG FATHERING FROM STRONG RESEARCH

Several reliable studies have shown that high levels 
of interest by a father in his child’s schooling and 
education, his high expectations for their achievement 
and his greater direct involvement in their learning, 
education and schools, are associated with their 
better educational outcomes. These include: better 
exam /test / class results; higher levels of educational 
qualification; greater progress at school; better 
attitudes towards school (e.g. enjoyment); higher 
educational expectations; and better behaviour at 
school (e.g. reduced risk of suspension or expulsion).
Goldman, R. (2005). Fathers’ Involvement in their Children’s Education. London: National Family and Parenting Institute
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