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Introduction

Parent engagement in a student’s learning is a
powerful way to improve student outcomes.!
This means that a top priority of education policy
overseeing K-12 public schools in Utah ought to be

increasing parent engagement.

For parents to be engaged constructively in student
learning, they must first be informed about
what their student is learning. In the absence of
reasonable parent access to information about what
a student is learning during the year and each week,
as well as to the instructional materials teachers
are using in the classroom, a parent is condemned
to ask one of the most ineffective and unengaging
questions ever devised for a student: “What did you

learn in school today?”

On the other hand, when parents have easy access
to the list of instructional topics for a given year
and subject, the specific topics that their student
will be learning that week, and the instructional
materials the teacher will use to teach those topics,
they are empowered to act on their natural desire
to help their child learn in meaningful and effective
ways. State and local education policy can achieve

this outcome by: (1) ensuring district parent access

policies are understandable and accessible to
parents, (2) maintaining practical and easy parent
access to district curriculum information, and (3)
rewarding public educators who proactively ensure

parent access to curriculum information.

This report is intended to help policymakers

improve parent access policies by:

1. Increasing understanding of the historical

evolution of parent access policies in America.

2. Documenting state parent access policies across

the country.

3. Analyzing Utah’s state parent access policy

landscape.

4. Evaluating local school district parent access

policies.

5. Highlighting the benefits of strong parent access

policies for educators, students and parents.

6. Offering recommendations for improving

parent access policies in Utah.
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The history of expanding parent access in
America’s public schools

Our country’s history shows a trend toward
increasing transparency in public schools. In 1974,
the Protection of Pupil Rights Amendments was
passed (with updates as recent as 2002), which
among other things secured the right for parents to
review curriculum at schools that received federal
dollars.? Under this provision, schools are required
to comply with “requests to review” as they come
but not required to proactively offer a look into
curriculum. The federal law also allows parents to
opt kids out of student surveys that ask sensitive

questions.

Similar in function to the federal Freedom of
Information Act — which does not apply to schools
— all states have some law aimed at requesting
public records for state and local entities, which can
apply to school districts but not student education
records.? In 1991, Utah passed its Government

Records Access and Management Act.*

Another key point in the trajectory toward
transparency of performance in schools was the
No Child Left Behind Act, which was passed by
Congress in 2001.5 Its goal was to make schools
accountable for student performance, especially
students in underprivileged groups. How did
it intend to accomplish this audacious goal of
accountability? A big part of it was through
transparency to the public. This was to be
accomplished through reforms of state standards,
assessments, accountability systems, and reported

yearly progress. While many controversial elements

of the NCLB policy have been discarded, its biggest
triumph was a new policy standard of publicly

reporting school performance metrics.

In the mid-2000s to 2010s, many states adopted
accountability reforms like school grading intended
to communicate to the public how well individual
schools were doing. Utah’s Legislature passed
its own A-F school grading law in 2011.° Later,
Utah’s school letter grades were dropped from
the state’s accountability system, in 2023, in favor
of a dashboard with several diagnostic metrics.
While dashboards offer nuance, dropping the letter
grades removed clarity that helped parents quickly
assess how a school performs, changing the degree

of simplicity to the public.

In 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic hit, forcing
students to go home for school — and allowing
parents a better view of what kids were learning.
Combined with growing cultural battles over
race, and gender theories in schools catching
national attention during this time, the political
environment often pitted parents against the
public education system and its teachers. An
already existing parents’ rights movement grew
exponentially thereafter, and part of it was a push
for increased parent access to information on

curriculum.

Having better information about curriculum and
learning materials in school has been the next
frontier in seeking transparency, one in which

states have already taken steps, including Utah.
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Congress even acted in response to the growing
push for parents’ education rights. In 2023, the
Parents Bill of Rights Act passed the U.S. House
of Representatives.® Among other things, the
bill would require posting on a publicly available
website information about curriculum, books in
schools, spending and more. Though passage in
the House was considered a win, there was little
expectation that it would pass the Senate. States
have passed versions of a parents’ bill of rights,
some with differing features but many aimed at

these objectives.

Opponents of efforts to make curriculum
more accessible to parents argue these policies
overburden, micromanage and censor teachers.
Others say teachers are already making curriculum

information accessible.

Notwithstanding, Sutherland Institute believes
there is space for reforms that increase parent
access to information about course curriculum
in Utah. We believe it’s possible for reform to
encourage district-level improvements, protect

teacher professionalism, and promote positive

parent involvement in public education.
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State policies expanding parent access to

curriculum

Many states have public policy to provide
parents access to curriculum.® As of summer
2024, at least 17 states have passed some form of
statewide curriculum transparency legislation:
Alabama,° Alaska,"

Colorado,4

California,

Idaho,”

Arizona,®
Connecticut,>  Florida,*®
Kentucky,"® Louisiana,”® Michigan,*® Minnesota,?!
Pennsylvania,?* Tennessee,?? Texas,?¢+ Utah? and

West Virginia.2¢

However, the nature and scope of state laws vary.
Many offer little more than what federal law
requires, which is essentially a parent’s right to
review curriculum. While such provisions appear
to offer access to information, logistically they can
be ineffective, as one scholar has pointed out,?” and

fall short of the expectations we have in other areas

of our life — that is, proactive, immediate, real-time

information.

Some public policies have not been legislation. For
example, last year Arkansas Gov. Sarah Huckabee
Sanders signed an executive order that, among
many outcomes, pushed a review of curriculum
transparency in the state and found that there was
limited access to information and to the selection
process.2® In 2022, the Missouri attorney general
announced an initiative calling for parents to send
examples of things that have gone wrong in the

classroom.>2?

At the local level, many districts or individual
teachers already put information about curriculum

and instructional materials online voluntarily.

States with public policy providing parent access to curriculum

Alabama
Alaska
Arizona
California
Colorado
Connecticut
Florida
Idaho
Kentucky
Louisiana
Michigan
Minnesota
Pennsylvania
Tennessee
Texas

Utah

West Virginia
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Utah’s parent access policy landscape

Utah’s Legislature has taken important steps
in recent years to make public schools more

transparent for parents.3°

In 2023 Utah passed a law that requires school
districts to create an instructional materials
approval policy that outlines an open process, which
includes having educators and parents of students
enrolled in the local education agency (LEA) review
and recommend instructional materials for board
approval.® Among other things, the materials
have to be made public online, and two public
meetings have to be held so the public may express
their opinions. It requires districts to create a
supplemental materials policy for educators. It also
requires that any provider of digital materials give
districts notice of any “material changes” to online

or digital resources.

A bill passed in 2021 requiring that curriculum
used by the school district be made “readily
accessible and available for a parent to review.”s?
LEAs must also annually notify parents how they
can access the materials, including posting the
access information on their website. Basically,
Utah has put the burden on districts to ensure
parent access to curriculum and create policies for

curriculum approval processes.

Utah also passed legislation regarding library
materials and has added policies for “sensitive
materials” as part of the state’s overall effort to be
more transparent in its public schools. As of 2023,

LEAs are required to have a library policy that

governs their selection of library materials and to
provide an online platform so parents can view
what their child is checking out (and what they have
previously checked out). Depending on the size of
their district or charter school, this must be done

by August 2024 or August 2026.33

Legislators have recently developed an updated
approach to handling “sensitive material” in
school, a controversial topic dealing with material
considered to be pornographic or indecent. In
2024, the state passed a bill aimed at helping school
districts better understand how to evaluate and

remove sensitive material from the school setting.34

While library and sensitive materials law involves
important policy discussions and has rightly
garnered media attention, it is not the specific
focus of this policy report or our recommendations
for reform. Instead, the policy reforms discussed
in this report focus on increasing parent access to
information about instructional topics or materials
used specially at the classroom level for particular

courses.

There have been two recent -curriculum
transparency bills that failed to pass the Utah
Legislature in 2022 and 2023. The first bill in
2022 would have created a requirement directed
specifically at teachers to create a syllabus of the
curriculum used for that course.3> The next year, a
version of the bill required LEASs to create a policy
“regarding course content that generally promotes

transparency to parents and students,” including
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how to give parents notice and whether it ought to
be accomplished through a syllabus.3® This version
sought to make the specifics of increasing access —

like a syllabus — optional.

Having access to a syllabus prior to the school year
has been seen as a gold standard among advocates
for parent access policies, though without
widespread success. Opponents argue parents have
enough access to information about classroom
learning materials, saying these policies increase
distrust and increase burden on a profession
already struggling with morale.3” An earlier bill
aimed at LEAS’ process for adopting instructional

materials also failed to pass in 2022.38

The Utah State Board of Education stepped in
that same year to accomplish something similar
to the intent of that bill, changing a rule to require
making the selection of certain learning materials
and related complaints “transparent and publicly
available” and to require parent participation in
the selection committee.?* The state board is also
charged with creating academic standards, which

are available publicly and outline what must be

taught in schools.«° Further, to aid districts in
selecting appropriate curriculum, it also hosts a
database of curricula that the board has determined
meet states law and standards.# According to
legislation passed in 2023, there is now a Parent
Liaison and Engagement Education Specialist who
works directly with inquiring parents and reports
directly to the state board.+* 43 This office helps
parents navigate and access the public education

system better.

This Utah legislative history and statutory
framework shows that most of the transparency
burden falls on LEAs. How well they meet the
requirements found in existing statutes on parent
access or transparency of learning materials is a
question deserving of analysis and one that can

illuminate areas for improvement.

Building on the work already done by policymakers,
there is opportunity to improve parent access to
curriculum, especially for specific classrooms in

Utah.
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Evaluating local parent access policies in

Utah

To better understand how effectively districts
are making curriculum information accessible to
parents, Sutherland Institute reviewed Utah’s 41
school districts, using a rubric that reflects what
we consider a robust threshold for parent access

implementation by districts.

Rubric metrics included whether district websites
had any type of district policy posted regarding
parent access to learning materials or parent
participation in determining what’s available to
kids; whether the website included information
on approved instructional materials; whether the
homepage included links to the most common
learning management or library platforms; and
to what degree any of this information could be
found easily by a parent trying to access it for more

understanding and engagement. (See chart on next

page.)

The review of the 41 school districts reveals a
patchwork, with varying degrees of parent access
policy implementation at the district level. The
good news is, according to our research, all
districts have some sort of policy dealing with
parent participation in approval or parent access
to instructional materials, library materials, or
sensitive materials. However, the details matter

greatly.

Nearly all district policies outline what is required
by the district rather than teachers. Only five

districts have a policy that directs classroom

10

While all 41 school
districts have some
parent access
policy, only 27

appear to display
information about
curriculum directly
on their website.

teachers to take specific actions to make their
learning materials more accessible. This reflects
the state’s legitimate concern about overburdening

teachers.

In trying to assess how easily someone, particularly
a busy parent, could find district policies on district
websites, we determined that most were easily
accessible (“easily accessible” by our metric means
three or fewer clicks away from the homepage).
However, nine of the policies were not easily
accessible, meaning they were buried or not easy to

find on the district website for other reasons.

Creating an updated policy and making it easily
accessible helps the public and parents with
children enrolled in the district know what parents
can expect, what their rights are, and how to get

involved in their child’s education.
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Aside from posting district policy online, there
is room for improvement in posting information
about the approved instructional materials on

district websites.

State law says districts must make curriculum
used by the school district “readily accessible

and available for a parent to review,” along with

Does the district have an Does district policy
i i i Are these X
instructional materials, - . require educators to
district policies

DISTRICT

library and/or sensitive make classroom

easil
materials policy listed .y curriculum accessible to
accessible?

online? parents?

Does the district
have a page with

curriculum
displayed on the
district website?

giving instructions annually on how to access

this information. Obviously, there could be

different ways to accomplish this, and it does
not require posting all approved curriculum on a
website. However, we view the state’s language as
a minimum and believe that best practice would

include posting information about the approved

Is the page with N Is the curriculum Isa link to
d Is the curriculum X

curriculum ) page working well ~ Canvas found

displayed by grade .

for users without

information directly on the

district
homepage?

and/or subject
easily / ! broken links or
manner?

accessible? other errors?

Alpine X X X X
Beaver X X

BoxElder X X X X X X
Cache X X X X X X X
Canyons X X X X X

Carbon X

Daggett X X X X X X X
Davis X X X X X X X
Duchesne X X X X X X X
Emery X X
Garfield X X

Grand X X X
Granite X X X X X X
Iron X X X X X X

Jordan X X X X X X X
Juab X X X X X X
Kane X X X X X
Logan City X X X X X X
Millard X X X
Morgan X X X
Murray X X X X X X
Nebo X X X X X X X
North Sanpete X X X X X X

North Summit X X

Ogden City X X X X X

Park City X X X X X X X
Piute X X
Provo X X X X X

Rich X X X
Salt Lake X X X X X X X
San Juan X X X X X X

Sevier X X X X X

South Sanpete X X X
South Summit X X X X

Tintic X X

Tooele X X X X X X

Uintah X X X X X X

Wasatch X X X X X
Washington X X X X X X
Wayne X X X
Weber X X X X

TOTALS 41 32 5 27 21 24 20 25

11
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instructional materials on district websites (or

posting the actual materials).

To this end, we reviewed district websites for
whether information about approved instructional
materials were posted for parents to access and
whether they were easily accessible and well

organized.

We found that 27 districts display information
about curriculum on their websites. Only 21 have
curriculum information displayed on a page that is
easily accessible on the website (considered “easily
accessible” if it is three clicks or fewer from the
homepage). The other six districts that do offer
curriculum information on their websites do not
have it posted in a place that is easily accessible to
inquiring parents or members of the public. This
means there are 14 districts that do not appear to
have any information (lists, outlines, links, online
textbooks) about their approved curriculum on

their website for parents to see.

Of the 27 districts that do post information about
district curriculum, 21 have broken webpages or
links, and 17 of them do not have information that
is well organized (well organized by our metrics

means organized by grade and/or subject).

Furthermore, Utah has a statewide agreement with
Canvas, a learning management system that offers
teachers an online tool to share course calendars,

materials, assignments and assessments with

12

students and parents. According to one source,
by 2018 more than 90% of districts already used

Canvas.+4

As of summer 2024, there are 25 districts that have
a link to Canvas on their homepage, which is great
news for parents seeking to use it when teachers are
employing it for their courses. However, that means
there are 16 districts that do not have a link to it
on their homepage. According to some parents,
Canvas is used differently by different teachers.
All of this demonstrates that while Canvas is a
tool with incredible potential, the variability and
inconsistency in use by districts and teachers adds
uncertainty to relying solely on Canvas to offer

classroom transparency to parents.

In short, if parents are depending on their local
school district where their child is enrolled to
offer information on parent access policies or
parent access to instructional materials, there is

significant work to be done.

Improvements at the district level would likely

require additional time, money (staff), and
prioritization on the part of district leadership,
which is something policymakers should take into
consideration when legislating. Passing laws is a
crucial first step, and Utah has done a commendable
job of that in pushing districts to do more. Still, it’s
clear there is space to give additional support to

districts in doing that work on the ground.
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The need for parent access reform

After all the headway Utah has made in making
information available to parents about what their
child may learn, why do we still need reform? There

are several important reasons.

Meeting voter demand for more
curriculum transparency

According to a 2024 Sutherland Institute survey
conducted by Y2 Analytics, a clear majority of likely
Utah voters support creating additional curriculum
transparency policies in the state, including
majority support for requiring transparency from
schools and districts (77%) and requiring teachers
to offer lesson plans (63%).45 The policy with
highest support based on the survey options is
rewarding teachers for sharing their lesson plan,
at 79%.4 Clearly an appetite exists in Utah for more
curriculum transparency, but there is most support
for rewarding teachers who voluntarily choose to

be transparent rather than mandating it.

Overcoming COVID-19
pandemic learning challenges

Students today are trying to overcome pandemic
learning loss, a lingering deficit that has widened
since the pandemic for certain groups.# Chronic
absenteeism is on the rise, including in Utah,
where it jumped from 13% of all students
considered chronically absent in 2018 to 27% in
2022.4% In 2023, it dropped to 25.2%, but it is still
concerningly high.# Perhaps increased parent

access to curriculum could help students and

13

parents understand how to help students catch
up if they are falling behind academically or after

periods of absence.

Addressing dissatisfaction with
public schools

Recent polling data shows that Americans on both
sides of the political spectrum express concern
about bias in curriculum, though for distinct
reasons and with different worries.>® While one
national study suggests there are fewer incidents
of “indoctrination” than people perceive, letting
this feeling fester threatens to undermine public
schools in the long term.5* A Gallup poll shows that
satisfaction with public schools in the last nearly 20
years has plummeted, dropping from 53% (2004)
to 36% (2023).52 The top reason reported in the
poll for why parents feel this way is “poor/outdated
curriculum.” It’s possible that part of the decreased
satisfaction may stem from concern about bias in
curriculum, a sentiment often cited as the reason

for making curriculum more available to parents.

Encouraging parent
involvement in education

Robust access to information about curriculum
has

partnership.53 Parents have a fundamental right to

potential to bolster the parent-teacher

guide their children’s education, even when they
enroll their children in public schools, delegating
the delivery of content to professional educators in

a classroom setting.5+ Utah Code says the parent is
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the “primary person responsible for the education
of the student.”s But a parent’s role in the public
school setting is that of partnership, or involvement
in the learning process, not the power to determine

what the educator teaches.

A parent’s involvement in their individual student’s
education is not just a right, it’s a responsibility.
Parental involvement and engagement have
been shown to contribute to success in student
achievement.’®* According to an April 2024
Pew research survey, teachers feel that there is
insufficient parental involvement in public schools,
in terms of homework help, attendance, and
even behavior.” To fulfill this role, parents need
information. Increased parent access to curriculum

may be part of that equation.

Tapping potential benefits for
teachers, parents and students

There are potential pedagogical and professional
benefits to teachers and students as well. For
example, one case study showed how parental access
to curriculum information could benefit students,
parents and teachers by having K-12 instructors
at the school post all education programs and
assessments online a term in advance.5® They found
the practice was helpful to teachers, in part because
they could learn from each other and collaborate.
It also helped instructors focus on their learning

objectives.

Parents and students expressed happiness that the
curriculum was online. One parent said, “I have the
impression that my son has ownership and control
through the [program]. He definitely knows where

he is going.” Students felt similarly, one saying, “If

14

I'm away or I fall behind I can see what I have to
do.” Helping these stakeholders is a key benefit to
teachers, who otherwise cannot always control how
involved parents and students are in the learning

process.

Importantly, the report said that while the teachers
were “initially threatened by the openness,
individual teachers have increasingly observed the
benefits of a transparently declared curriculum
and what it offers in terms of connections with
and for student

stakeholders improvements

outcomes.”?

One public school teacher even shared her support
for curriculum transparency, notwithstanding all
the work that teachers are required to do these
days.®® One of her main reasons was to avoid
blindsiding parents and to prevent “unnecessary

friction” between teachers and parents.*

In the higher education space, studies showed that
students whose instructors used transparently
designed assignments had an increased sense
of belonging, confidence, and understanding of
what skills were wanted by future employers.®
These benefits were especially pronounced in
first-generation, low-income or underrepresented
students.®® While focused specifically on design
transparency in higher education, such findings
highlight the potential of having more information
to navigate education, especially for at-risk
K-12 students or parents unfamiliar with public
education. In this way, increasing parent access
serves as an equitable practice, particularly for

students at risk academically.
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Parent access policy recommendations

for Utah

Today’s approach to parent access to curriculum
should be proactive. The standard must meet a
higher threshold than merely a “right to review”
when initiated by parents. It ought to be higher than

Utah’s standard of “readily accessible and available.”

From  Sutherland  Institute’s  perspective,
information about curriculum and instruction
policies and materials should be immediately
available whenever possible, easily accessible,
academically meaningful, and as thorough as
pragmatism allows. The trend in public schools is
moving in this direction, but public policy could
encourage the momentum to help parent access
flourish sooner. Three policy recommendations can
significantly move Utah toward this parent access

standard.

1. School districts or the state
board of education should
post the list of instructional
topics for each grade and
subject in public school
online and communicate that
online resource to parents.

School districts (or the state school board) can
turn Utah’s core standards into plain language
lists of the topics that students should learn in
each grade level and subject. While the standards
themselves are online, they are not written to be
accessible to parents who are not education system
experts.*+ Posting the list of instructional topics

online and letting parents know about them offers

15

parents a practical way to know and be prepared to
constructively engage with their student’s learning

from day one of the school year.

2. School districts should
improve implementation of
state parent access policies

Since state law already requires districts to make
instructional materials used by the district “readily
accessibleand available foraparent toview,” districts
ought to investigate their own implementation.
They could start simply by updating, posting and
organizing instructional materials policies on their
website in places where they are most accessible.
They could do the same for information on approved
curriculum, making a page where the information
lives, ensuring it’s easily found, and displaying it in

a well-organized manner.

The path toward improvement is simple. For
instance, districts that do not have any approved
curriculum displayed on their website ought to
dedicate an easily accessible webpage for it, or access
to it. Districts that display information should do an
internal review to ensure that it is organized in a
user-friendly way and that all the links work. Links
to the most commonly used parent access platforms
could be hosted on the homepage. These reforms
are simple fixes that do not require legislation —

simply better implementation.

To support this effort, the Legislature may need to

create a fund for districts to use to beef up efforts
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to increase parent access to curriculum, including
ideas like increasing communication to parents
with notices about existing information or hiring
district-level parent liaisons to assist with parent
inquiries or dedicating staff to updating parent

access implementation.

3. The Utah Legislature should
enact a program that rewards
public school teachers who
proactively give parents access
to curriculum information

The Legislature could create a grant program
that rewards teachers with increased pay, paid
professional days, or heightened job security for
proactively increasing parent access to information
about classroom curriculum. Basically, educators
could get a financial or professional benefit for
choosing to be proactive about making their own
course curriculum available to parents in specific

ways outlined by their district.

Educators could qualify for the reward by complying
with district-specific details within a required

framework that does the following:

1. provide proactive and summary weekly
communication to parents about what will be

taught in the coming week,

2. offer an in-depth look at day-to-day content,
materials, assignments that a teacher will use
to instruct students in specific topics of a class/

grade; and

3. communicate to parents the instructions for

accessing these resources.

16

To achieve these steps teachers may be encouraged
by districts to employ teacher pages on school
websites, Canvas, other learning management
systems, email, or other tools to which they already
have access. The qualifying threshold is simply
utilizing them in a robust, good-faith way to achieve
a higher level of access for parents. Importantly, this
policy would not create any mandate on teachers —

only offer opportunities.

For professional educators already taking these
steps, implementing these practices now simply
rewards their professionalism. For educators not
taking these steps, they may feel encouraged to
improve their efforts to engage parents through
increased course information in order to receive
that benefit. For those educators that do not feel
equipped to do this work yet, there is no direct

negative consequence.

This policy approach is prudent because it is
decidedly pro-teacher. It avoids micromanaging
educators, instead offering optional financial or
professional opportunities for doing work that
could also help student learning and the parent-
teacher relationship. Likewise, it adds rapport to
the parent-teacher relationship since the efforts are
voluntary, building trust between the teacher and

parent.

If state funds are too limited to enact such a
widespread program, the Legislature could develop
a pilot program that allows a limited number of
districts to try it, with a reporting requirement to
see how the program improves outcomes after a

certain number of years.
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Conclusion

The recent uptick in demand for parent access to
curriculum is starting to make more sense all the
time. Parents want to engage constructively in their
child’s education, and they both need and desire the
information that empowers them to do so. Far from
just being a reaction to the culture war, helping
parents have better access to information about

curriculum will benefit all education stakeholders.

Utah has made commendable and noteworthy
strides in this area in recent years, but since
increased parent engagement can improve student
learning in powerful ways, the opportunity to do

more through reforming parent access policies is

too great to ignore. With education culture already

moving this direction, public policy can find ways
to support and accelerate it in commonsense ways.
This report argues and lays out a plan for needed
reforms that are both simple implementation

adjustments and new, creative policies.

Fortunately, these policies can be achieved in a
uniquely Utah way that supports districts, honors
the autonomy of professional educators, and
elevates the privilege of parents for the sake of

students.

Sutherland Institute public policy interns Megan
Muyres McMillan, Allison Lawrence and Isabelle

Steed contributed to the research for this report.
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