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Passing the Baton:
Founding Executive Editor Taps New Executive Editor
In 1991 the School Community Journal was born, a thin volume printed at a
local print shop across the square from our Lincoln office. After shipping it off
to our friends in the great cause of the school as a place of community, we discovered that the glued binding didn’t hold, and the pages fell out. Nevertheless,
the epigraph by Patricia Gándara was inspiring, the articles by Herb Walberg,
Dorothy Rich, and others were informative, and the advisory board was impressive. We continued to print the journal twice each year, and it grew in size
and readership. In 1999 Lori Thomas assumed the editorship of the journal
and has managed its evolution into a world-class compendium of scholarship
and reports from the field. In 2001 we published a book of articles from past issues, and Joyce Epstein penned its foreword. At some point we converted from
printed distribution to subscribers to free dissemination via the Internet. The
time has come for Lori to get a promotion; after all, for nearly two decades she
has done the work of maintaining relationships with board members, reviewers, and contributors, editing the articles, formatting the pages, and posting
the final product, twice each year, just like clockwork. Long ago she deserved
the status of Executive Editor, and with this issue she has officially attained it.
With best wishes to Lori, and with great gratitude to all the loyal laborers in
the vineyards of schools as centers of community, I look forward to the next 28
years of the School Community Journal.
Sam Redding
December 24, 2018
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Executive Editor’s Comments
It seems we are going to be running into a new year as we post this issue, so
I’m thinking about party mix and how you might enjoy these articles—maybe
you will go straight for your favorite topic (I see you going straight for the cashews), or maybe you will enjoy a whole handful and the mingled flavors. All
look at a different facet of collaboration among adults on behalf of children to
create a stronger school community—a goal worthy of celebration.
First, Miller, Wanless, and Weissberg study how social and emotional learning research and parenting might easily overlap with some shared language for
the benefit of both home and school. In light of this, it is fitting that Roy and
Giraldo-García review literature on the intersection of parental involvement
and social/emotional skills in research around the globe.
Pham, Murray, and Good examine relationships among students, families,
and teachers in a population particularly at risk—adolescents with disabilities. Azad, Wolk, and Mandell focus on hearing the views of both parents and
teachers of children with autism spectrum disorder and how they hope to collaborate with one another. Then Gerzel-Short describes an intervention with
families of young children receiving Tier 2 supports in reading.
Snell’s interviews with immigrant and refugee families in southern Arizona
offer a model for how school staff might listen and respond to linguistically diverse parents. López, Viramontez Anguiano, Galindo, Chibucos, and Atencio
depict how administrators and parent liaisons have supported immigrant families’ success in Midwestern school communities.
Luet, Morettini, and Vernon-Dotson give an honest look at the complicated work of helping teacher mentors change their perceptions and practices.
Goldin, Khasnabis, and Atkins created a case to provide preservice teachers
with practical experience in mining gems from families’ funds of knowledge.
Bean-Folkes and Lewis Ellison promote building relationships with African
American students and their families through a variety of methods, including
digital literacy practices. Next, Parks and Bridges-Rhoads “provide a model
of a strengths-based analysis of a parent–child interaction in mathematics.”
Jones evaluates an early literacy intervention grounded in family–school–community partnerships. Poynton, Kirkland, and Makela describe a community
stakeholder training used by superintendents to build trust and engagement.
Also engaging the community in discussion, Talmage, Figueroa, and Wolfersteig uncover public perceptions of school shared use policies and practices.
Finally, Biag unpacks Exploring the Community Impact of Research-Practice Partnerships in Education, a book edited by Reardon and Leonard. Happy reading!
Lori G. Thomas
December 2018
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Parenting for Competence and Parenting With
Competence: Essential Connections Between
Parenting and Social and Emotional Learning
Jennifer S. Miller, Shannon B. Wanless, and Roger P. Weissberg
Abstract
The majority of parents in the United States recognize that social and emotional skills are a high priority for their children’s success (Princeton Survey
Research Associates International, 2015), but most cannot readily articulate
how they are utilizing or promoting these skills in their own families (Zero
to Three, 2016). Even professionals in the field of social and emotional learning (SEL) may struggle in making the translation between their professional
knowledge and their personal parenting practices. In the present study, we
aimed to understand the connection between the scholarly field of SEL and the
lived experiences of parents who engage with SEL in a practical setting. Specifically, we studied SEL professionals who were also parents to determine how
they see the overlap between school-based SEL and the role of SEL in families. Survey items assessed their priorities for their children’s development and
their parenting. Responses were analyzed for the degree to which they aligned
with a prominent SEL framework created by the Collaborative for Academic
and Social and Emotional Learning. This framework has not yet been applied
extensively to parenting, but results from this study suggest that even when terminology differs, underlying social and emotional priorities for children and
parenting show substantial overlap. The purpose of this investigation—built
upon the research base of SEL in schools—is to raise questions, offer a model
for further inquiry, and draw connections between our knowledge of schoolbased social and emotional learning and parenting.
School Community Journal, 2018, Vol. 28, No. 2
Available at http://www.schoolcommunitynetwork.org/SCJ.aspx
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Introduction
By midmorning, co-author Jennifer is deeply focused on writing, coaching, and educating parents on cultivating social and emotional skills in family
life, but by late afternoon she is supplying healthy snacks, encouraging outdoor play, and supporting homework completion for her son. Meanwhile, in
midmorning co-author Shannon is either teaching a child development class,
advising a graduate student, or collecting data on social and emotional development in a preschool classroom, but by evening, she negotiates sibling rivalry,
reads bedtime stories to her two children, and checks in about how the day
went. Co-author Roger focuses on research, practice, and policy advancing
school–family partnerships to enhance children’s social, emotional, and academic learning—and he communicates regularly by Skype, text, and phone
with his 30-year-old daughter and 26-year-old son about their work, relationships, and life challenges. While engaging in our professional contributions
studying children’s social and emotional development and how we can best
support their success in school and life, we began to wonder: Why it is so
challenging to translate this into practice with our own children each day? Specifically, we wondered how parents could use the extensive school-based social
and emotional learning (SEL) research to help them in two ways: (1) develop
their children’s social and emotional competence, and (2) apply their own social and emotional competence in their everyday parenting practices.
According to a recent survey conducted by NBC News and Pearson Education, the majority of parents in the U.S. said the most critical skills for their
children to learn are social and communication skills. These were considered
even more important than teaching children to attain good grades or understand
technology (Princeton Survey Research Associates, 2015). A different survey by
Learning Heroes found that parents worried more about their children’s emotional well-being and exposure to peer pressure day-to-day than they did about
academic pressures or performance (Hart Research Associates, 2017). Indeed,
research confirms that children who are more competent in social and emotional skills also enjoy greater happiness, confidence, and capacity to sustain and
grow relationships (Albright & Weissberg, 2010; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009).
Parents in the NBC News study were also asked about their skill requirements for effectiveness in parenting. In addition to prioritizing SEL for their
children, they also thought SEL was important for themselves. The majority
ranked patience and understanding as the skills they most needed to be successful in their own parenting practices. Although there is a growing recognition
10
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that social and emotional skills such as these are fundamental to parents’ everyday lives, there are far too few research-based resources and educational
opportunities to guide them. In the present study, we aimed to extend these
survey findings by examining parents’ interest in SEL (for their children and
for themselves) in greater depth and to consider how that interest aligns with
a prominent SEL framework that has not yet been fully applied to parenting.
Social and emotional learning (SEL) involves acquiring and effectively applying the attitudes, knowledge, and skills to become aware of, articulate, and
manage emotions, set and achieve positive goals, take others’ perspectives while
showing empathy and compassion, grow healthy relationships, and make responsible decisions (CASEL, 2015). In this article, we aim to define the scope
and issues involved with parenting that may be addressed with SEL and to
raise questions for advancing SEL research and practice in regards to everyday
parenting. Throughout the article, we refer to “parents” and “parenting,” but
we consider other adults raising children (i.e., grandparents, extended family
members, guardians) as “parents” as well. The framework of the Parent Development Theory offers a contemporary definition of parenting as one who
combines elements of bonding or love and affection, discipline, education, general welfare and protection, responsivity, as well as sensitivity with the relative
emphasis of each varying somewhat as children grow and develop from infancy
through adulthood (Mowder, Rubinson, & Yasik, 2009). We also aim to emphasize that bringing school-based SEL to parents may require a much deeper
consideration of cultural and racial fit than has been addressed in schools in the
past. The diversity in family cultures in the U.S. is rich, yet this is just beginning to become a focus of school-based SEL (Simmons, 2017).

Rationale
Research demonstrates that when parents have access to a wide range of parenting strategies, they feel more competent in their roles and have more positive
mental health (Furlong, 2013; Sanders & Woolley, 2005). This includes SEL
parenting strategies and can be applied to parents from many backgrounds.
As an example of this, a study of immigrant parents showed they had a greater
sense of self-efficacy when they felt competent in their parenting strategies and
in their ability to assist their children in the transition to living in a new culture
(Klang, Glatz, & Buchanan, 2016). Cross-cultural studies reveal that ethnic
pride can also enhance that sense of parents’ efficacy (Hill & Tyson, 2008).
From the family science literature, there are six key factors commonly examined in research studies in order to understand parenting practices, including
warmth and emotional support, monitoring, communication, psychological
control, behavioral control, and parent efficacy, all of which can involve the use
11
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of social and emotional skills (Cauce, 2008; Hill & Tyson, 2008; Huynh-Nhu
et al., 2008). Because culture has been found to predict psychological control, for example, future studies on how SEL training might impact parenting
practices must also examine the design and implementation of interventions
through a cross-cultural lens (Hill & Tyson, 2008). In addition, ethnicity and
race cannot be examined without also focusing on social class and other contextual factors (Cauce, 2008). However, in studies examining multiple cultures
and varying socioeconomic levels, when parenting practices and relationships
between parents and children involve coercive or inconsistent discipline or an
absence of positive parenting strategies and warmth, these factors have been
found to be strong predictors of children’s delinquent behavior (Loeber &
Dishion, 1983; Patterson, 1982; Tolan & Zelli, 1996). Further studies are required to understand how SEL-informed parenting might vary across U.S.
ethnicities and minorities, in Latin America, in Eastern countries, and beyond
(Chao, 1994; Coll & Pachter, 2002).
There are a number of evidence-based parenting programs using SEL strategies, such as the Triple P–Positive Parenting Program (Sanders, Kirby, Tellegen,
& Day, 2014), the Incredible Years (McGilloway et al., 2012), and Parent
Management Training–Oregon Model (Forgatch & Patterson, 2010). The
Incredible Years, for example, has been researched and implemented with multiple cultures in the U.S. and around the world. However, their reach is limited
because they most frequently target families with low incomes.
A skills promotion intervention was designed specifically for Chinese American immigrants and not only included social and emotional parenting skills
training, but also cultural competence to address the cultural identification
divide that can occur between children and their parents as they shape their
identity in the U.S. Parent participants reported closer relationships with their
children and greater feelings of competence at the conclusion of the intervention (Mowder et al., 2009).
More studies are needed to broaden the research base and make sure interventions are culturally sensitive, meeting parents’ specific needs, and aligning
with their family’s ideals. Without access to evidence-informed parenting practices, parents may feel trapped into ways of parenting that are “all that they
know,” repeating patterns from their own childhood experiences while not
aligning with their current authentic values, beliefs, or love for their children
(Siegel & Hartzell, 2004). Giving parents access to research-based SEL information and strategies would support their efforts to raise children with strong
social and emotional competence and to parent with social and emotional competence, ultimately aligning their parenting with their core values and beliefs.

12
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It is likely that the most effective approach to explicitly connecting parenting and SEL would draw from across disciplines including education,
developmental and social psychology, human and organizational change, outof-school time, family science, and family–school–community partnerships.
An emphasis on research-based SEL in schools offers an opportunity to engage
students’ families in an adult learning process so that all those who impact children’s lives in a community are working together to advance their own social
and emotional competence while promoting children’s development (Miller,
2015, 2017). “When families and educators collaborate—particularly with a
social and emotional learning focus—they extend opportunities for learning
across contexts and model the very communication, behavior, and relationships skills they aim to teach children” (Albright & Weissberg, 2010, p. 246).
Parent Background
Parent Influences

• Parent Upbringing
o Parenting Practices
o Family Climate
• Parent Access to
Resources and Education
about SEL and Parenting
• Friends, Teachers,
Trusted Others
• Culture

Parent

Family

Child

Parent SEL Skills

Parenting Practices

Child SEL Skills

Parent Outcomes

Family Climate

Child Outcomes

•
•
•
•
•

Self-Awareness
Self-Management
Social Awareness
Relationship Skills
Responsible Decision
Making

• Well-being
o Stress & Burnout
o Depression
• Physical Health &
Longevity

•
•
•
•

Love
Modeling
Intentional Teaching
Discipline

• Collective Sense of
Belonging
• Trusting Relationships
• Psychological Safety
• Norms for Emotion
Management

•
•
•
•
•

Self-Awareness
Self-Management
Social Awareness
Relationship Skills
Responsible Decision
Making

• Positive Social
Interactions
• Age-Appropriate Risk
Taking
• Emotional Resilience
& Mental Well-being
• Academic Success
• Healthy Relationships

Figure 1. Conceptual model of the connections between parenting and social
and emotional learning (SEL).
Based on approaches from across disciplines, we propose the conceptual
model in Figure 1 which builds on related models and depicts the many points
throughout the family system that are impacted by SEL (CASEL, n.d., 2015;
Hall & Hord, 2001; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Roeser et al., 2013). This
model suggests that parents learn their own social and emotional skills from
their experiences in their families of origin and from their access to outside resources and information. In turn, parent social and emotional skills influence
their own personal outcomes, as well as the parenting practices and family
climate that they develop with their own children. As part of this new family system, children develop their own social and emotional skills and other
related outcomes over time. Children also have an impact on the functioning
13
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of the family system, and the family system influences the parent. Finally, it
is also important to note that (although not depicted here) with families that
have more than one parent, each parent brings their own background, social
and emotional skills, and outcomes to the family, all of which will influence
each other, adding to the complexity and richness of the family system. This
conceptual model is meant as an impetus for renewed discussion and research
on the essential connections between parenting and SEL and needs further
refinement to stand the test of cross-cultural and cross-sociodemographic theories and research.

How a School-Based SEL Framework May Inform an
Understanding of SEL’s Role in Parenting
Frequently cited in school-based SEL research and practice, the Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL) has defined five
areas of social and emotional competence (Durlak, Domitrovich, Weissberg,
& Gullotta, 2015). These are not finite temperaments but dynamic skills that
can be learned through practice and reflection. All five of CASEL’s social and
emotional competencies are relevant for adults (e.g., teachers, parents) as well
as children. First is self-awareness, or the ability to recognize and consider one’s
own thoughts and feelings. Self-awareness is the first step in making any kind
of behavioral change. If a parent, for example, would like to change patterns
of behavior from his or her own upbringing, the first step is self-awareness of
those behaviors. Children also form their identity through their emerging understanding of their strengths and weaknesses.
Second is social awareness: recognizing and working to understand others’
thoughts and feelings. Empathy emerges from social awareness and fuels compassion, the ability to notice others’ thoughts and feelings and take action to
help ease their pain. A secure attachment between a parent and child in which
there is an ongoing trust requires empathy (Borba, 2016). Parents’ patience
and understanding can be extended by learning about the developmental milestones their children are working on, because at times, challenges associated
with those milestones can lead to frustrations or poor choices. Children’s trusting relationships with their parents provide the confidence children need to
take developmentally appropriate risks and explore their world (Ainsworth,
Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978).
Third is self-management, which is the ability to control impulses and
express emotions in socially appropriate ways that do not harm others. Selfmanagement (or self-control, self-regulation) is a major focus for many parents,
as their patience is frequently tested. Parents also want to know that their child
will be able to regulate his or her desire to lash out when a peer steals his or her
14
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toy or when the child runs away when an adult is visibly upset. There are welldocumented, long-term academic and social implications of children’s early
self-management skills (Moffitt et al., 2010; Wanless et al., 2016), making this
skill one of interest to many parents.
Practicing self-management leads directly to the fourth social and emotional competence: relationship skills. Certainly, parents must communicate
in ways that will enhance their relationships with their children and will result
in cooperation from their children. Meanwhile, children are learning to listen
to others for information about their thoughts and feelings. This relationship
skill is a main pathway to cultivating empathy and understanding. Children
need to be able to assert themselves when they are hurting or have a need to
be met. When they are figuring out how to negotiate with others as problems
arise, collaboration is required, and academic or social success is often at stake.
Last but not least is responsible decision-making, a social and emotional
skill that requires ongoing practice supported by caring adults before children
can internalize it and make good choices on their own. Parents worry about
not being present to guide a child who is away from home, and responsible
decision-making is the skill that will help the child handle such high-risk situations. Children who make authentic choices often and experience the resulting
consequences, whether perceived as positive or negative, will learn consequential thinking (Weissberg, Barton, & Shriver, 1997). Children can be offered
many opportunities to make choices at home, giving parents the chance to use
those choices as teachable moments. This experience becomes fundamental to
their moral development and allows them to use reasoning (Rushton, 1975).
It heightens their awareness of others and of the impact of their actions. In
addition, parenting presents many opportunities for adults to exercise their
own responsible decision-making skills as they wrestle with difficult questions
such as whether to let a child attend a slumber party if they do not know the
other parents. Another example might be whether to make sure their child finishes his or her homework or let the child experience the consequences of not
completing it. In fact, many of these opportunities occur in front of children,
allowing parents to model this difficult core competence.

Parenting for Competence: Parents’ Use of SEL in Their
Parenting Practices
Social and emotional competencies are critical for effective parenting.
Balancing warmth with firmness, managing one’s emotions when challenging situations arise, and making decisions about when and how to intervene
in difficult situations are all examples of parenting moments that necessitate
adult social and emotional competence. Even when children are very young,
15
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opportunities to promote SEL are often ill-timed, presenting themselves when
stress is high, and as a result, children behave or make decisions that may not
successfully resolve the issue (Shafer, Wanless, & Briggs, 2017). These actions,
such as having a tantrum or saying something cruel to a parent, may be as uncomfortable for the child as for the parent but are a critical part of learning and
development (Wanless, 2016). Deciding how to react when harm has been
done can be among the most challenging and complex issues for any caregiver,
but can, if done with care and skill, increase a child’s ability to face discomfort
and internalize SEL lessons. Some would describe a parent’s response in these
moments as their approach to social and emotional development, and others
would describe it as their approach to discipline. Either way, these moments
can test even the most experienced caregivers and have long-term implications
for both the parent and child. In fact, a national parent survey by Zero to Three
(2016) revealed that 57% of parents reported struggling to figure out the most
effective way to discipline.
Of the three primary styles of parenting—permissive, authoritarian, and
authoritative—the authoritative style (kind and firm) is the only one that
promotes skill-building and turns misbehaviors into “teaching moments” (Baumrind, 1966). In contrast, the permissive, allowing style does not seek to
provide boundaries or reflection when kids have caused harm. The authoritarian style uses punishment to instill fear in the child with the intention of
impressing upon him or her the lesson to be taught, but though it may stop
the behavior in the moment, it leads to negative outcomes over time. Extensive
research shows that harsh punishment does not teach the lesson intended but
does convey that fear motivates and that force and coercion are necessary in
order to influence behavior, leading to long-term outcomes such as aggression,
depression, and anxiety (Baumrind, 1966).
As an example of harsh discipline, Child Trends noted that 94% of parents
of three- and four-year-olds surveyed a decade ago were using spanking as a
disciplinary measure (Child Trends Databank, 2015). According to a nationally representative survey in the late nineties, 76% of men and 65% of women
18- to 65-years old agreed that a child sometimes needs a “good hard spanking” (Straus & Stewart, 1999). Although the trend is decreasing over time, the
majority of U.S. parents still spank their children. Using physical force, such as
spanking, however, is ineffective. In fact, a recent meta-analysis of five decades
of research conclusively showed that spanking a child results in short-term
negative outcomes like aggression and defiance and long-term outcomes like
substance abuse (Gershoff & Grogan-Kaylor, 2016). Other harsh discipline
strategies such as physical or emotional neglect (e.g., ignoring, stonewalling,
passive aggressive silent treatment, hypercriticizing with the absence of support
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and love) result in similar outcomes for children including anxiety, depression, and making dangerously high-risk choices (Gottman, 1997). By offering
parents access to resources and information about authoritative parenting practices, which heavily relies on parents’ honing their own social and emotional
skills, parenting practices could align more closely with the unconditional love
that parents feel for their children.

Parenting With Competence: Parents’ Own Social and
Emotional Skills
The research also indicates that there are important adult well-being outcomes affecting the whole family that are derived from a focus on SEL in home
life. A body of research now suggests that parents’ confidence in supporting
their children’s social and emotional development is a more significant factor in
parents’ long-term physical health and longevity than income level. Although
previously poverty was often cited as the culprit of long-term health problems
for parents, now the SEL parenting education and support provided to parents
supersedes that set of risk factors (Marmot, 2016). Michael Marmot, President
of the World Medical Association, claims,
My research, and that of other scientists, points the finger at social and
psychological disempowerment, a personal sense of marginalization in
society, as a factor with greater effect than lack of money alone. When
people feel deprived relative to those around them, stress rises, and then
health suffers. Fortunately, the research also indicates that interventions
with parents—improving parenting skills, for example—profoundly
empowers their children. This, in turn, appears tied to a lifetime of better health. (2016, para. 4)
As has been seen in the school-based SEL literature, adult social and emotional skills may matter for implementing practices that support child SEL
(Wanless, Rimm-Kaufman, Abry, Larson, & Patton, 2015). In fact, recent research points to promising interventions that may promote adult social and
emotional skills (Rimm-Kaufman, Leis, & Paxton, 2014). There are also clear
benefits from enhanced parenting skills in promoting mental health in both
parents and their children (Angley, Divney, Magriples, & Kershaw, 2015;
Bornstein, 2013). Parents’ sense of self-efficacy can serve as a significant protective factor when children face higher risks including experiencing a low
socioeconomic status, substance use/abuse, bullying, or school disengagement
(Baum & Forehand, 1981; Hawkins, Catalano, & Miller, 1992), and even
trauma (Siegel & Hartzell, 2004). Not only does research indicate that there
are substantial opportunities for any parent in receiving education and support
in improving their physical and mental health outcomes, but also this becomes
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a critical consideration when supporting equity in schools and working with
families from low-income populations.
In the present study, we examine the overlap between the way parents who
are SEL experts think about SEL for their own parenting and their children’s
development. We also take a close look at the words they use in their home
life to consider how parenting and SEL terminology may align. Specifically,
we had two research questions: (1) How do parents describe the importance of
social and emotional competence in their children’s development? (2) How do
parents describe the importance of social and emotional competence in their
vision of ideal parenting?

Methods
Participants
To get specific information about how parents thought SEL played a role in
their daily lives, we sent an online questionnaire to our professional SEL networks. Of the 110 respondents, 96 were parents, and we used that subset for
these analyses. Of the 96 parent respondents, 78% reported having a professional role that related to the SEL field. It is important to note, however, that
since this questionnaire was initially distributed through our professional networks to colleagues in the SEL field, it is possible that the remaining 22% of
parents still either worked in a related field or had a strong interest in SEL. In
fact, many who did not report working in an SEL field listed roles—such as
afterschool care provider or graduate student researcher—which may have also
been related to SEL. Of those parents who reported having a professional role
in the SEL field, their roles included 17% researchers, 17% prekindergarten–
twelth grade educators, 12% professional development trainers, 8% higher
education educators, and the remaining were program developers, directors,
school psychologists, and therapists.
Parents in the sample were currently living in the United States and reported having one (27%), two (50%), three (14%), or four (9%) children, with
almost half of the sample (49%) not responding to this item. Their children
ranged in age from newborn to 2 years (14%), 3 to 5 years (21%), 6 to 12 years
(36%), 13 to 15 years (18%), 16 to 18 years (11%), and older (36%).
One limitation to our data collection is the limited demographic information on participants. Although this makes it difficult to determine to whom we
can generalize our findings, it is likely that social and emotional experts in our
sample may reflect the larger field in the U.S., which is primarily Caucasian.
Based on our argument that cultural, racial, and ethnic background plays a
large role in understanding parenting, it is important that future studies attend
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more closely to the demographics of participants and implications for interpreting results.

Measure
The questionnaire included six demographic items and 10 items about
parenting and SEL. The parenting and SEL items were created for this study
based on our research questions. First, to understand how SEL fit with participants’ aspirations for their children’s development, we asked, “Think about the
kind of adult you want your child(ren) to grow up to be. Please list five words
that describe this kind of adult.” We also asked, “Imagine that it is the end of
the school year, and you overhear your child’s current teacher talking to your
child’s future teacher. What five words do you hope they use to describe your
child?” Words listed in response to both questions were used to ascertain how
central SEL was to parents’ goals for their children. For our second research
question, we asked three questions, including: “Think about the kind of parent that you would like to be. Please list five words to describe that ideal.”;
“Think about how your parents raised you. List three aspects of their parenting that you appreciated most.”; and “Keep thinking about how your parents
raised you. List three aspects of their parenting that you wish could have been
different.” Finally, to inform our own understanding of the intersection of SEL
and parenting, we asked parents which parenting moments have placed a high
demand on their social and emotional competence and their child’s social and
emotional competence, where they seek support for parenting challenges, and
how much they think SEL matters for parenting. Responses were read, listed,
and grouped, maintaining participants’ terminology. Frequencies and alignments with the CASEL terminology were examined.

Results and Discussion
Aligning with previous research, our survey respondents suggested that social and emotional skills were among parents’ top priorities for their children
to develop and to utilize themselves to be the kind of caregiver they wanted to
be (Princeton Survey Research Associates, 2015). In fact, 95% felt that social
and emotional skills were “very important” to parenting. Unique to our study,
many of those parent respondents are also working as professionals who are
contributing to advancing SEL in schools, but only a few said they utilized that
professional knowledge in their parenting. Instead, most turned to a friend,
spouse, or their mom for parenting advice. Next in popularity, they noted that
they turned to blogs, books, articles, and counseling for support. Although it is
important to note that this is not a random sample of parents, so these results
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do not represent all parents, the findings suggest that even professionals in this
field are often not connecting SEL research to their parenting practices.
These findings offer an initial signal that we may need to pay more attention to the ways that social and emotional skills play a role in parenting. They
also indicate that the complexities of figuring out how the research and practice
of SEL in schools translates into the context of family life may be a barrier for
knowledgeable parents in applying SEL practices at home.
Parents clearly believed social and emotional skills were important for their
children, but we also wanted to know exactly what that meant to them. Without assuming that CASEL’s (2015) framework of the five social and emotional
skills would apply to them, we wanted to let their own words surface. So, we
asked parents to describe, in general, what kind of adults they hoped their children would grow up to be. They used the following words, listed from most to
least frequent, including: happy, caring, kind, loving, confident, independent,
empathetic, compassionate, responsible, fulfilled, and resilient. From this list,
it is clear that even parents with connections to an SEL-related profession do
not use the same terms that many scholars use in the SEL field. A conceptual overlap with CASEL’s framework of five core social and emotional skills,
however, is evident. Happy, the most commonly mentioned descriptor, and
fulfilled both align with CASEL’s first skill: self-awareness. CASEL defines selfawareness as recognizing one’s emotions, thoughts, strengths, limitations, and
feeling a strong sense of confidence and optimism. Other parent priorities also
aligned with CASEL’s framework. In fact, their top responses touched on all
five of CASEL’s categories (see Table 1). Not only do parents seem to prioritize
the social and emotional skills that scholars are interested in investigating and
promoting in schools, they also seem interested in the same breadth of skills,
thus extending our understanding of the essential linkages between parenting
and SEL. This alignment, although not exact, may suggest that scholars and
parents agree on the skills children require. However, they may not be aware of
the alignment because they are using different terminology. Language, a gateway to any cultural knowledge, is important to notice and take into account
when these groups try to communicate with one another—or even when a
parent tries to take information from their work and apply it to their family.
This finding suggests that the discrepancy between scholarly jargon and parent terminology may give the impression of a larger disconnect than is actually
present. This is good news because it means that the possibility of drawing on
previous SEL research largely conducted in schools is a viable start to informing new directions in SEL and parenting research.
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Table 1. Alignment Among CASEL’s Five Social and Emotional Competencies
and Words Parents Use Most Commonly to Describe Their Ideals for Their
Children and Their Parenting
Most common words
used by parents to describe their ideals for
their children
Happy, Fulfilled
Confident, Independent, Resilient

%

CASEL Social
and Emotional
Competencies

12

Self-Awareness

Most common words
used by parents to describe their ideals for
their parenting
Happy

27

Self-Management

Patient, Consistent

Empathetic

4

Caring, Kind, Loving,
Compassionate

31

Responsible

22
N = 96

Encouraging,
Understanding
Loving, Supportive,
Relationship
Nurturing, Fun, Kind,
Skills
Caring, Compassionate
Responsible
Provider, High
Decision Making Expectations, Honest
Social Awareness

%
4
17
13
40
18
N = 92

Not only were CASEL’s five social and emotional skills applicable to talking
about the kind of adults they hoped their children would become, they were
also relevant for describing the parenting practices that participants hoped to
espouse. Although they used different words, moms and dads in our sample
said they wanted to parent in a way that required a high level of social and
emotional competence, extending our understanding of necessary parenting
skills found in previous studies (Princeton Survey Research Associates, 2015).
We asked those surveyed to describe the types of parents they wanted to be and
aspects of their own parents’ parenting that they felt were assets. When looking
at these responses together to determine parents’ descriptors of ideal parenting, some common words (listed from most to least frequently mentioned)
included: loving, supportive, patient, consistent, nurturing, fun, encouraging,
kind, provider, caring, having high expectations, honest, compassionate, understanding, and happy. Loving was by far the most commonly mentioned
response, and we see this as relating to CASEL’s relationship skills which they
define as being able to maintain and grow healthy relationships with many
types of people, including dealing with challenges in those relationships that
are likely to occur. It was noteworthy, as in their desires for their children,
parents’ descriptions of ideal parenting had substantial overlap with all five of
CASEL’s social and emotional skills. In both instances, parents seemed to highly value relationship skills for their children and for themselves. This points to
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a call for a greater focus on research, training, and support across all five skill
areas with a particular emphasis on relationship skills.
Although not all parents may aim to act in the same ways, there were many
parenting moments described by our participants that necessitated social and
emotional skills and may represent times that parents need support to reach
their parenting goals. Again, these moments crossed the entire range of CASEL’s five social and emotional skills, enabling us to extend the traditionally
school-based model to our understanding of parenting practices. The survey
respondents provided examples of parenting moments that they viewed as
challenges. Those challenges ranged from managing a tired and upset toddler
to responding to a school-age son who was caught lying to dealing with unhealthy weight perceptions and habits with a teenage daughter. Often, these
issues involved promoting a social and emotional skill (or skills) in a child, such
as self-awareness and self-management with the overwrought toddler. Simultaneously, those challenges required social and emotional skills of the parent
in order to manage the situation, such as self-management (e.g., to control
anger and show patience), relationships skills (e.g., communicating with the
child in ways to help him understand that lying is destructive) and responsible
decision-making (e.g., figuring out how to teach the lesson that trust is essential in a relationship). As we move forward in thinking about how to use the
SEL knowledge base to support parents, there are certain parenting moments
that seem prime for helping parents to promote social and emotional skills in
their children. Across these moments, it is clear that when parents return to
calm and have the chance to reflect on their most challenging times, they can
respond to their children in ways that teach fundamental social and emotional
skills in authentic circumstances.
As we read through parents’ challenging moments, it became clear that although parents listed relationship skills most often in their descriptions of ideal
parenting, their challenges around responsible decision-making, in particular,
were much more complex than what we often see in the school-based literature on SEL. The specific challenge examples parents provided revealed a much
larger set of responsibilities (compared with teachers) to convey values, beliefs,
and morals to their children across an ever-changing developmental landscape, providing guidance for the multiple settings and relationships children
encounter in addition to home life. Their children face very different decisions from infancy, toddlerhood, preschool, middle childhood, adolescence,
and then emerging adulthood, all with unique developmental complexities and
challenges. Unlike teachers, parents are present for that entire developmental
pathway and need to be ready to navigate those changes and complications
with their children, while dealing with their own feelings around change, loss,
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and identity. Those varied complexities may offer areas in advancing the field
of SEL in parenting that will require further attention in research, training,
and support.
Additionally, we asked respondents to consider specific day-to-day moments
in which they felt they were able to—in some way, however small—promote
or facilitate their children’s social and emotional development. The responses
we received were widely diverse and highlighted at least one of each of the five
social and emotional competencies. Whether it was guiding a child to deep
breathing and calming down when upset, recognizing the positive contributions a child makes to family life, or facilitating problem-solving instead of
providing solutions, parents articulated the everyday, mundane moments of
life in their roles and how they could see that their words or actions were promoting social and emotional skills. The range of examples provided reinforce
the notion that there can be numerous chances in any given day to advance a
child’s social and emotional skill-building if parents become aware of those opportune times and seize them.

Next Steps in Leveraging Existing SEL Research to Support Parents
Social and emotional skills clearly matter in raising children. In our survey,
however, 93% of respondents thought parents needed “a fair amount” or “a lot
more” support than they were currently getting to learn social and emotional
skills. So, what kinds of supports are needed in order for parents to define a
new path based on their values and in alignment with building a social and
emotional skill set? The field of SEL includes a growing body of literature on
human change, organizational change, and implementation science that has
led to many lessons about how to best support teachers and schools that are developing their SEL competence and strategies (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009).
As we move forward in supporting parents, it may also be useful to draw from
the SEL literature to consider how to best offer supports, coaching, assistance,
and modeling that will help parents with this transformation. Parenting is a
deeply personal experience, as is (but perhaps even more so than) teaching, that
integrates the heart and head. Any supports for parents must include a sensitivity to the highly personal nature of change and the variable ways that families
can create positive environments for their children to develop. Further research
on SEL in diverse family settings is needed to test the bounds of lessons from
SEL research in schools when applied at home.
Our survey findings raise a number of questions for parents, researchers,
and practitioners. Considering these as described below may help the field focus on critical issues for advancing understanding of the essential connections
between parenting and SEL.
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Bridging Fields
Our findings raise the following questions and point to the following areas
as ripe and ready for further investigation and development:
• How can those advancing the research and practice of SEL bring their
knowledge and findings from schools to support parents, while recognizing
the unique aspects of parenting and using relatable terms?
• How can new communication channels be developed that link parents and
SEL experts?
• How do SEL researchers and practitioners who are interested in supporting
parents reach parenting educators to share knowledge?
• How can we better understand the extent to which parent–teacher or
parent–school relationships include social and emotional topics, such as
whether a child is feeling safe and cared for at school or whether a child
feels he is capable of achieving the learning goals set for him?
• How can we use the support of children’s social and emotional development as the common ground and shared knowledge from which to build
deeper collaborations between school, family, and community partners?
Appreciating the Diversity of Parenting Approaches
After our review of the cross-cultural literature on parenting and connections with social and emotional learning, there is much to learn and explore
moving forward:
• How can SEL researchers and practitioners learn from the diverse range
of rich cultural backgrounds of parents to inform how we support parents
and, in turn, use that information to better support the diverse range of
teachers and classrooms?
• Rather than conceptualizing one model of best practice and adapting it
to local contexts (as is often the model in school-based SEL), how can we
honor the many different ways to embody “best practices” in parenting?
Supporting Parents in the Process of Human Change
If indeed this investigation is a call to action to the fields of school-based
social and emotional learning and family science, then the following questions
are paramount in understanding how to translate research to practice:
• What resources and supports can be developed to reach a wide range of
parents in developing their own social and emotional competencies?
• Pattern or habit changes in parenting (or any human behavior) can be difficult and uncomfortable. With that in mind, (a) how can we raise awareness of the need for SEL for both children and parents, and (b) how do we
help them engage in the potentially uncomfortable process of developing
new skills?
24

PARENTING AND SEL

In conclusion, there is a significant need and opportunity for improving
supports for parents by building upon the well-established body of research
and practice in the field of SEL. This was evident in data collected from parents
with a connection to an SEL-related profession, and thus must be even more
so for other parents. Improving these supports will require contributions from
all partners including funders creating new streams of resources to allow for
lines of inquiry into this issue. By describing the connections between existing
SEL terminology and parent voices, we aim to provide a call to action to instigate further dialogue, asking questions and investigating how we can bridge
the gap between our knowledge of SEL in schools and the world of parenting.
With this survey and exploration of the need for SEL in parenting, it has become clear that there are numerous connections yet to be made between our
parenting, our hearts and passions for our children and our professions, and
our minds devoted to education and research.
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The Role of Parental Involvement and Social/
Emotional Skills in Academic Achievement:
Global Perspectives
Mamta Roy and Regina Giraldo-García
Abstract
The purpose of this systematic literature review is to examine global perspectives on the role of parental involvement and social/emotional skills in
school-age children’s academic success. A multistage filtering analysis process
provides relevant information in relation to key issues on the topic of parental involvement in different countries and reveals distinctive characteristics of
parental involvement as well as contextual differences from one culture to another. A discussion of the concepts is presented, and recommendations are
drawn from the analysis.
Key Words: parental involvement, education, social and emotional skills, academic achievement, global perspectives, cultures

Introduction
Today’s world is technologically driven, and each nation must compete with
every other in terms of economic and technological development in the global
information-based economy. To align with international standards of education and work (Partnership for 21st Century Skills, 2007) and prepare the
youth of a nation to compete in a global economy, parents must invest and encourage not only the pursuit of academic excellence but also the development
of a wholesome personality. Both parents and the school community need to
School Community Journal, 2018, Vol. 28, No. 2
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make a conscious and intentional effort to facilitate the development of academic and social/emotional skills in children. The purpose of this review is to
examine relevant literature on parental involvement and critically discuss global perspectives on the topic in connection to the promotion of social/emotional
skills as an important asset for children’s academic success and development.
In this review, parental involvement is defined as those behaviors shown by
the parents, both in home and school settings, meant to support the development of their children’s social/emotional skills and facilitate their educational
success (El Nokali, Bachman, & Votruba-Drzal, 2010; Goleman, 1998). Socioemotional intelligence has been discussed as comprising skills that facilitate the
processing of social and emotional information and improve problem-solving
and leadership-context activities in which the child must interact with other
people and consequently deal with varied emotions in social situations (Goleman, 1998). Likewise, we discuss the importance of parents as support systems
for children’s social and emotional learning, understood as a process through
which children gain and apply the knowledge, attitudes, and abilities that will
help them understand and manage emotions, set goals, embrace empathy for
others, and make responsible decisions (Taylor et al., 2017; Redding, 2014).
The authors emphasize the responsibility of parents to support their children, both in terms of academic achievement and social/emotional skills, in
order to have a real impact on their development as individuals prepared to interact with society on a global scale. It is the belief of the present authors that
parent-supported development of social/emotional skills should be encouraged
in their children’s lives in order for them to achieve to the highest standards,
both in school and in all other aspects of their lives.

Methodology
The review of the literature indicates that parental involvement differs between cultures. Further, it discusses the link between parental involvement and
the promotion of social/emotional learning and skills in school-age children.
A multistage filtering process allowed the selection of sources that support the
conceptual, cultural, and academic contexts of the topic. More specifically, the
methodology of the review consisted of a systematic search of databases, including ERIC, Google Scholar, EBSCOhost, and other education-related online
sites as well as the adoption of a predetermined set of inclusion and exclusion
criteria that prioritized peer-reviewed references. For example, the articles selected for the literature review were included in the analysis and discussion
only if they addressed variables such as parental involvement, social/emotional
skills, academic achievement or outcomes, as well as articles related to the topic
that described the intersection or associations between these variables. Another
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inclusion criterion had to do with the contribution of the articles regarding
different perspectives of parental involvement and social/emotional skills in
more than one cultural context (e.g., Western and Eastern views of parental
involvement and achievement). Conversely, articles that did not meet the criteria for inclusion or addressed parental involvement outside the parameter of
the population of interest—school-age students—were excluded from the final
analysis and discussion in this literature review. The review process provided
relevant information from a sampling of different cultural perspectives which is
presented and then discussed in relation to key issues of parental involvement
across different cultures.

Review of Perspectives
In the last decade, there has been an increased interest in the role of emotional skills in the academic success of students as well as in their emotional
adjustment in and beyond the school environment. The promotion of social/
emotional skills to enhance students’ academic performance finds an ally in
the level and style of parental involvement if we consider that “effective, lasting
academic learning and socio-emotional learning are built on caring relationships” (Elias, 2006, p. 7). In seminal work in the field, Goleman (1998) noted
that the processing of social and emotional information, as well as the ability
to problem-solve and engage in leadership activities that demand interpersonal
interactions, are facilitated by what he termed an individual’s socio-emotional
intelligence. Some of the competencies and skills observed in the theory of
socio-emotional intelligence include: (a) self-awareness; (b) self-regulation;
(c) social skill; (d) empathy; and (e) motivation (Goleman, 1998). A person
equipped with such social/emotional skills is able to handle with confidence
the varied challenges he or she faces.
Research on socio-emotional intelligence indicates that there is a relationship between such intelligence and academic achievement and that emotional
intelligence is highly related to more prosocial behaviors and fewer antisocial
behaviors in elementary school children (Mavroveli & Sánchez‐Ruiz, 2011).
Although there are multiple angles to the effect of parental involvement on
children’s academic achievement, this article reviews existing literature on the
topic, including the effects of family socioeconomic status (SES), cultural
background, and indicators of children’s social/emotional skills, among other
characteristics that may contribute to a child’s academic success. In addition,
the authors discuss the implications of parental involvement in children’s development of social/emotional skills to facilitate their academic achievement as
well as life experiences.
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Most of the literature discusses the concept of socio-emotional intelligence.
However, some more recent studies shift toward a definition that focuses on
the concept as social/emotional learning instead of intelligence, and these studies emphasize the learning process and skill sets a child gains in a social and
emotional context which will, as stated below, become essential skills for living
(Goleman, 2006). Goleman’s proposed social/emotional skills include listening and talking as tools an individual can use for solving and/or negotiating
problems, resulting in positive outcomes for the participants in each situation.
The literature also explains that an individual with social/emotional skills consequently develops social/emotional competency, a “sense of self-worth, regard
for others, and emotional understanding and management to set positive goals
and make responsible decisions” (Redding, 2014, p. 6).

Parental Involvement
Defining parental involvement is not so easy a task, as it encompasses multiple behaviors. In this review, parental involvement is seen as those behaviors
shown by the parents, including the home and school environments, that are
intended to support not only their children’s educational progress but also
their social/emotional skills (El Nokali et al., 2010; Goleman, 1998). Ongoing research on parental involvement has often been drawn from the model by
Epstein (2010) and describes teacher–parent relationships as based on communication and cooperation and parental involvement as malleable depending
on the practices of teachers, administrators, other parents, and students. The
types of involvement suggested in Epstein’s model include: (1) parenting; (2)
communication (home–school and school–home); (3) volunteering; (4) learning at home; (5) decision-making; and (6) collaborating with the community
(Epstein, 2010). This typology suggested by Epstein (2010) has been used in
research to find out to what extent parental involvement helps in educational
achievement. For example, Ingram and associates (2007) found that two of
the six types (parenting and learning at home) were very apparent in high-performing schools attended by low-income students, while the other four types
did not seem to be in operation or linked to students’ academic success.
Hiatt-Michael (2001) explains that parental involvement is considered as
one of eight educational goals in the U.S., and its value is remarkable for the
educational communities and the geographical communities they serve. An
effective connection between both “communities” would increase parental
involvement in the promotion of children’s social, emotional, and academic
growth (Hiatt-Michael, 2001).
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Social Class and Family Background
Coleman’s survey Equality of Educational Opportunity (1966) brought to
public notice the fact that a combination of social class and family background
explains most significant differences in cognitive outcomes in schools. It can be
understood from this statement that many schools are not able to compensate
for disadvantages that children bring from their homes. This does not mean
that schools do not teach or are incapable of teaching, but suggests that parents
or caregivers at home play a significant role in a child’s academic achievement.
Parents and school communities can also provide spaces and activities for
interactions that help develop a child’s social/emotional skills, for example,
interactions that require the child to deal with different emotions in social situations (Goleman, 1998).
The literature explains that environment and family background play a
significant role in a child’s academic achievement; therefore, if we blame the
schools/school systems for the poor performance of the students, we fail to
recognize that parental involvement is just as important. According to Grant
(1988), “Each of us is shaped by the family into which we were born…children
from higher status families tend to stay in schools longer, have better grades
and standardized test scores, and win more academic honors” (p. 129). Lareau
(2003) argues that children from lower SES families suffer from a distinct disadvantage, as they are not exposed to the cultivation that middle-class parents
pass on to their children. From this cultivation, “a robust sense of entitlement
takes root in the children” (Lareau, 2003, p. 2). This sense of entitlement gives
middle-class children confidence in talking to adults, questioning adults, and
learning how to address adults as relative equals; thus, it plays an important
role in institutional settings. As Lareau (2003) puts it, “From the experience of
concerted cultivation, they acquire skills that could be valuable in the future
when they enter the world of work” (p. 4). This advantage is passed on from
middle-class parents to their children, but only the parents who are proactively
invested in their child’s future reap the most significant benefits. Some of the
skills that allow youth to enter the workplace include those related to social/
emotional skills. These are discussed by Goleman (2006) and include listening
and talking skills for solving or negotiating problems, which resolve in positive
outcomes.
One fact remains: Even though many middle-class parents pass on an advantage in terms of concerted cultivation, better school districts, and better
facilities to their children, parental involvement in any socioeconomic class is
a conscious choice that responsible parents make, and this is what makes a difference in the academic achievement of a child. Fan and Chen (2001), in their
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study examining the influence of parental involvement, found positive educational outcomes for a general student population. Jeynes (2005) meta-analysis
also supports these outcomes, indicating a strong relationship between parental involvement and academic outcomes in urban student populations. The
findings of a study on parental involvement with middle grade urban students
(Dotterer & Wehrspann, 2016) showed that involvement is positively associated with behavioral and cognitive engagement. This, in turn, contributed to
academic achievement, thus pointing to the fact that parental involvement not
only contributes to cognitive growth and development, but also to behaviors
associated with positive academic outcomes.

Global and Cross-Cultural Perspectives
The effect of parental involvement has been the focus of studies for some
time, particularly in terms of how providing support and a nurturing home
learning environment influences the achievement and cognitive development
of children, youth, and even young adults (Melhuish et al., 2008; Sylva et al.,
1999). Research also indicates that parental involvement maximizes the potential of the children in their schooling years and infuses confidence in them by
way of those achievements. For example, preschoolers in the U.K. were studied
to assess the attainment and development of children between the ages three to
seven years. The Home Learning Environment (HLE) index was devised to describe a range of learning-related activities that were associated with the home
environment and were to be reported by parents (Melhuish et al., 2008). These
activities were reading, library visits, playing with letters and numbers, painting and drawing, teaching (through play) the letters of the alphabet, teaching
nursery rhymes, and singing. Interestingly, Melhuish et al. (2008) concluded
that “higher home learning environment was associated with increased levels of
cooperation and conformity, peer social ability and confidence, and higher cognitive development scores” (p. 11). This study throws light on the understanding
of parental involvement beyond commonly studied factors and discusses the
nuances of parental involvement characterized by a closer interaction between
parent and child and the impact of that interaction on academic achievement as
well as on peer social ability as an indicator of social/emotional skills.
The literature (from Coleman, 1966 to the present) often states that parental involvement in a child’s educational attainment, even before schooling
(preschool stages), is affected by the socioeconomic status of the child’s family.
However, it also states that, despite parents’ lower socioeconomic status and
lower educational attainment, they can still make a significant contribution
in attainment/achievement goals by facilitating a positive home learning environment (Melhuish et al., 2008). Moreover, when parents create a healthy
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home learning environment, there is a continuity of learning experiences for
the child that positively impacts that child’s cognitive development. Home
learning environment has been strongly associated with improved cognitive
and social development such as self-regulation (Melhuish, 2010). Melhuish
et al. (2008, 2010) note a clear connection between an optimal home learning environment created by parents and the cognitive and social gains children
might consequently experience; these gains ultimately influence their academic achievement and readiness for the future. Such social gains, evidenced in
the child’s social/emotional skills, are directly linked to the child’s academic
achievement and to his or her prosocial behaviors as well as reduced antisocial
behaviors in elementary school children (Mavroveli & Sánchez‐Ruiz, 2011).
A study by Ho and Willms (1996), which used data from the U.S. National
Educational Longitudinal Study (NELS), examined the efforts of parents in the
schooling of their children and the relationship between this involvement and
the SES level and ethnic backgrounds of the parents. The data were obtained
through parent and student questionnaires completed and collected in 1988
from about 24,000 eighth grade students. Standardized tests in mathematics
and reading were used to measure student achievement. The different items under which parental involvement was rated included: limits on TV time, school
dialogue with parents, being home after school, volunteering at school, limits
on going out, talking with parents, and discussing school programs or activities.
After analyzing the data, it was noted that there was a significant relationship
between social class and parental involvement, indicating that the higher the
social class, the more parental involvement a child typically experienced.
Another factor that stood out regardless of social class was that the more
parents and children communicated with each other about school-related issues at home, the more the children achieved in schools (Ho & Willms, 1996).
Thus, school-related discussions with children at home are shown to have a
significant impact on the achievement of those children. This parent–child
communication and interaction also encourages communication skills in children and helps them to form better social relationships both in the school and
the community. Parents need to discuss the issues that are directly connected
to their children’s academic achievement and to proactively help them to communicate their academic needs. It is not by being just present in the school
that these parents contribute to academic achievement, but by communication
with the child about what they experience in school and by building a relationship with the child. This lays a firm foundation wherein children know with a
deep conviction that a parent or parents care about both them and their academic achievements (Ho & Willms, 1996).
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A study by Singh, Bickley, Trivette, & Keith (1995) identified four components of parental involvement (parental aspiration for the student’s education,
parent–child communication about school, home structure, parental participation in school-related activities) and studied their impact on student
achievement. Their research reported that parental involvement in school activities had no effect on achievement and that parent–child communication had
a moderate effect. Home structure, which Singh et al. (1995) described as the
relationship between the home environment and the child’s cognitive development (e.g., parent encouragement for reading, decreased TV time, rewards for
improvement and grades) had a slightly negative impact on educational attainment, while parental aspiration had the strongest impact. The fact that discipline
at home (monitoring TV time, etc.), a part of the home structure component,
had a slightly negative effect on educational attainment is very interesting, possibly explained by the “monitoring” or controlling role of the parents.
George and Kaplan (1998) studied parental involvement in relation to
achievement in the sciences using the NELS data base. Their findings indicated that the more the parents showed a positive attitude towards the sciences,
the better their children achieved in those areas. This result was replicated in
another study by Kimmel and Miller (2008), who used data from the Longitudinal Study of American Youth that kept track of 6,000 students from middle
school through college, attempting to determine what led them to or away
from STEM-related disciplines. Only 4% of the students who experienced
low parental encouragement to attend college planned to enter a postsecondary program and major in a STEM field, compared to 41% of students whose
parents strongly encouraged college attendance.
Houtenville and Conway (2008) stated that parents’ effort is related to students’ higher levels of academic achievement in eighth grade and argued that
schools would need to increase expenditure per pupil by more than $1,000 to
achieve similar results to those that are gained through parental involvement.
The variables studied were: how frequently the parents discussed the events or
activities of special interest to their child, the topics the child was taught in
class, the process of selection of courses or programs at school (parents helped
or offered advice), whether the parents attended school meetings, and whether
the parents volunteered at school. This kind of parental involvement demonstrates some of the support elements that help to improve a student’s academic
performance and development of their social/emotional skills. For example,
when the parents show interest in their child or children’s interests in school,
help them become self-aware of their strengths and weaknesses, and help them
set goals inside and outside the school environment, the students are generally
more likely to show prosocial behaviors and care for their peers in a similar way,
being open to conversations and negotiating group work.
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Cross-Cultural Factors in Parental Involvement
Parental involvement has also been studied in the context of immigrants.
One example is from the book Learning a New Land, wherein the author gives
an example of a student named Jean-Luc, a first-generation immigrant who
is successful in the U.S. (Suárez-Orozco, Suárez-Orozco, & Todorova, 2009).
Even though he comes from a low-SES immigrant family, he achieves success because of parental support and aspirations for his education as well as
the intrinsic motivation of the child; this is supported by other studies (e.g.,
Giraldo-García, 2014). As Suárez-Orozco et al. (2009) write, “Jean-Luc’s parents are a delight to talk with, speaking with frankness, trust, and clarity. They
also reveal the deep affection and connectedness they have for each other…
This is a loving family—cohesive, respectful, and harmonious” (p. 309). Both
parents think “knowledge is treasure” and invest most of their time, money,
and energy into communicating their dreams for their children, and they work
hard to translate those dreams into reality. Even if the family is poor, a child
can make significant progress because the parents not only invest academically,
they also give sound emotional support that fosters the development of social
and emotional skill sets in the child. It seems that the family atmosphere shows
a strong bonding and an environment wherein deep social/emotional nurturing, in the form of ongoing and effective communication, is practiced.
International and cross-cultural studies also have shown a significant relationship between parental involvement and student achievement (e.g., Levpušček
& Zupančič, 2009). According to Levpušček and Zupančič’s (2009) study of
Slovene students, parental involvement in terms of mathematical achievement
played a significant role in student success. Out of all the other factors, parental
academic support was found to be the strongest predictor of the Slovene eighth
graders’ mastery and goal orientation, academic efficacy, and achievement in
math. This replicates the earlier findings of Campbell (1996, cited in Koutsoulis & Campbell, 2001) and Koutsoulis and Campbell (2001). Conversely,
parental academic pressure had a negative impact, especially if it was accompanied by parental dissatisfaction about the adolescent’s academic outcomes and
distrust in his or her efficient schoolwork, undermining the students’ sense of
academic self-efficacy (Levpušček & Zupančič, 2008).
In the culture of India, parental expectations, to a great extent, govern the
educational expectations of their children. Obedience to parents and educational achievement are valued. Within the family, parental concern is manifested
in making economic resources available to children to allow them to secure
higher educational levels. For example, in a study of Indian mothers in Britain,
it was found that mothers relied on younger relatives as direct social capital to
access knowledge and resources to help them and their daughters navigate the
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higher education environment (Khambhaita, 2014). Another study conducted
in two Indian universities used questionnaires and interviews with 40 students
and their parents to examine their perceptions of parental involvement at the
higher education level, finding that most students (65%) were open to their
parents’ advice, particularly when making important decisions (Deka, 2016).
In Indian culture, parents who are educated (or even somewhat less educated) make it very clear to their children the importance of pursuing educational
excellence. They are there to assist the child in each and every way, even to the
extent of paying for the entirety of their university education. In this context,
we may touch upon the sociological framework of “within-family social capital” and “between-family social capital” (Lingxin & Bonstead-Bruns, 1998, pp.
177–178). If both parents and children share the same educational goals, it is
usually because those goals have been transferred from the parent to the child;
the fact that both groups value education is carried from one generation to the
other (Kerckhoff, 1989; Smith & Robbins, 1982).
Indian cultural traditions encourage and value education and are deeply
rooted in their history. Historical evidence points to the existence of the ancient University of Nalanda about which the Buddhist monk Hsuan Tsang
writes in detail in Great Tang Records on the Western Region (Li, 1996). Tsang
writes that this university, in its heyday, had an enrollment of 10,000 students
and 2,000 faculty. The student population was comprised of Indians as well as
students from Korea, China, Japan, and Sri Lanka. Tsang visited India from
602 CE to 664 CE in the Tang Period of Chinese history. Another ancient
university was the Taxila University (in what is now Pakistan), which was also
a center of higher learning and was recorded in the works of another Chinese
scholar named Fa-Hien (Legge, 1886).
Education was similarly valued in ancient Korean culture, and even today
it is embedded in the ethos of the nation. This is reflected in the consistently
excellent performance of Korean students in international comparative studies.
According to studies of international achievement (i.e., PISA, TIMSS), Korean
students are top achievers in mathematics, science, and literacy (Lee, 2009).
They ranked second in mathematics and fifth in science, whereas students from
the U.S. were ranked nineteenth in mathematics and eighteenth in sciences.
The need to excel in the Korean students is seen in terms of the impact
of Korean history and culture (Kim & Park, 2006). Nevertheless, Kim and
Park (2006) emphasize that, regarding motivation, most of the Korean students in their study did not say that their success was due to innate ability or
personal motivation. Kim and Park found that about 85% of the Korean students surveyed said they studied hard in mathematics to gain entrance to the
best universities (social motivation), and 62% agreed that they studied hard to
please their parents (relational motivation).
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The Korean education system is intrinsically linked to Confucianism, which
was adopted in Korea 2,000 years ago. During the Three Kingdom period, the
National Confucian Academy was established in the Goguryo Kingdom (37
BC–668 CE). Beginning in 788 CE, the curriculum was established as a twofold study of the Chinese language and of Confucian classics. Passing those
examinations was not only an honor, but also an assured way of obtaining
higher social mobility in class and economic status; individuals of merit made
their way through high government positions as a result of passing these exams.
Students strove exceedingly hard to pass. The same kind of competitiveness has
now become a part of Korean culture (Kim & Park, 2006).
Another factor that motivates Korean students is the Confucian/Buddhist
belief system, including the belief that a deficiency of any kind can be overcome by hard work or diligence (Chang, 1985). This is a result of Confucian
thinking regarding the role of effort in achievement. South Koreans view success in life as educational success, as Confucianism places great emphasis on
scholarship and education. In keeping with this belief system, most Koreans
attribute their success to hard work rather than innate ability (Kim & Park,
2006). Koreans, even those who are not students, work very hard at all levels,
and parents are deeply involved in the educational goals of their children. Kim
and Park (2006) put it aptly: parents play a central role in child development
by defining the goals of socialization; teaching children the necessary cognitive,
linguistic, relational, and social skills; and providing them with a supportive
family environment. Kim and Park stated that parent–child relationship is paramount for increasing adolescents’ self-efficacy and achievement motivation,
which in turn propels their academic achievement.
Duncan, Featherman, and Duncan (1972) studied parental socioeconomic
status and education as predicators of student achievement. Their results are
quite in line with what Coleman (1966, 1988) pointed out in terms of how, as
in the words of Fejgin (1995), “parents’ financial and human capital are translated into actions that may help students develop their own human capital”
(p. 19). Similarly, a study of Jewish children’s educational achievements throws
further light on parental involvement. Many Jewish parents do have more financial resources than parents of other communities, and it seems that they
often use these resources to enhance the educational achievement of their children through an award system, one mechanism that motivates the students to
achieve (Katz, Kaplan, & Buzukashvily, 2011). Awarding or limiting privileges
is a system that works for them in teaching their children that hard work is rewarded. The other measures used in Katz et al.’s (2011) research to determine
parental involvement at home in students’ academic achievement included:
home learning materials, parents’ educational expectations from their child,
parents’ involvement in schools, privileges given for good grades, the student’s
39

SCHOOL COMMUNITY JOURNAL

locus of control, and hours spent on homework. The results showed that parental involvement had a positive effect on student academic achievement in
the case of the studied Jewish children (Katz et al., 2011).
Research on Australian students showed that home discipline has a significant effect on academic achievement in the case of ethnically Asian students.
Dandy and Nettlebeck (2002) showed that school age children from Asian cultural backgrounds typically achieved at higher levels in math than non-Asians
students with identical IQs. The reason given was that the Asian students spent
more time on their homework (Chinese Australians: 11.99 hours per week)
than their Anglo-Celtic Australian peers (5.09 hours per week). As per Fan and
Chen (2001), parents’ aspirations and expectations for their children’s educational achievement, which are typically higher in Asian cultures, have the
strongest relationship with students’ academic achievement. But the very same
research (Fan & Chen, 2001) shows that parental supervision does not have a
significant impact on student achievement.
There are many different interpretations of the effect of parental involvement depending upon the type and extent of the involvement and even the
definition of involvement. What parental involvement means in one study may
be different than in another study, and parental involvement may also have
different meanings cross-culturally. Nevertheless, positive parental educational
aspirations for children clearly impact how children perform and fulfill their
educational goals (Giraldo-García, 2014). Parents’ aspirations and role as support systems facilitate children’s gain of knowledge, attitudes, and abilities that
help them to understand and deal with emotions, set goals, embrace empathy
for others, and make responsible choices (Redding, 2014). Since schools are social environments and learning is a social process, besides the interaction with
teachers and other students, parental support is vital for academic success given
that students’ behavior in the social/emotional context of an educational institution could facilitate or hamper their academic performance and outcomes
(Zins, Bloodworth, Weissberg, & Walberg, 2007).

Discussion
The examination of global perspectives on the role of parental involvement
and social/emotional skills in school-age (and beyond) children’s academic success provides a rich and nuanced context for the understanding of the topic in
different cultures. This review focused on related literature on the concepts of
parental involvement and social/emotional skills and its connection to children’s educational success and development as whole individuals and as the
future leaders of an ever-growing globalized society. The analysis of the selected
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literature reveals contextual differences from one culture to another in terms of
family background and aspirations for the child at different educational levels,
as well as on the relationship between parental involvement and expectations
of their children’s academic performance, as highlighted in Lee’s (2009) work.
It is important to note that the development of social/emotional skills needs
to be guided by an engaged parent–child interaction where listening and talking skills are put into practice. Considering findings from Ingram, Wolfe, and
Lieberman (2007) that indicate a connection between parenting and learning
at home to students’ academic success, the current authors highlight that how
parents interact with children at home is of great influence on the child’s performance in school and has to be addressed with that purpose in mind. For
example, parent–child interaction at home can be coached through schoolinitiated parent involvement programs that aim at improving student learning
(Mattingly, Prislin, McKenzie, Rodriguez, & Kayzar, 2002).
From parent involvement practices and student academic performance based
on a nation’s cultural history, such as in Korea and India (Kim & Park, 2006;
Li, 1996)—in which a sense of pride, self-respect, and competitiveness has been
prevalent for generations—to more modern mindsets wherein involvement can
take the form of support or parental pressure (Melhuish et al., 2008; Levpušček
& Zupančič, 2009), the importance of having a supportive family environment
for academic success seems to be prevailing. This environment is primarily defined as positive parental communication and dynamics that promote social/
emotional skills (e.g., problem solving, self-regulation, empathy, etc.).
While some research indicates that high school students who spend more
time working on their homework—monitored by their parents—have higher
grades, other studies suggest that supporting and encouraging students’ aspirations also has a significant positive effect on the students’ academic achievement,
as the students are subsequently guided by their intrinsic motivation (GiraldoGarcía, 2014; Suárez-Orozco et al., 2009). Research also supports the fact that
early parental involvement (e.g., reading stories together, supportive environments) influences young children’s behavior and attitudes toward learning and
is a strong predictor of academic success (Waters, 2014). The point is that we
need to raise children who are prepared for challenges they will face during
diverse interpersonal interactions in academic contexts where parents do not
directly participate and also those arising throughout their lives outside of and
beyond school.
As noted earlier, the success of the student Jean-Luc is an example of parental support negating potentially detrimental situations such as the lengthy
family separations that immigrants face or neighborhood problems and, in return, giving back to society a well-adjusted honor student (Suárez-Orozco et
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al., 2009). This example illustrates that giving children the strongest and most
stable home possible as well as taking interest in their studies can yield positive
results even in a poor immigrant family. Out of their own sense of responsibility, some parents are always engaged in their children’s learning process; they
value education and may believe that education is the best legacy they can give
their children. Nevertheless, an active home–school communication channel
and an inviting school environment can provide a framework for more informed and supportive parent–child interactions (Kraft & Rogers, 2015).

Recommendations
Based on the analysis of selected literature and discussion of the connections
between parental involvement, academic success, and children’s development
of social/emotional skills, we recommend some parental involvement practices
that could facilitate achievement in the school environment and the improvement of social/emotional skills in school-age children. Parental involvement
in a child’s life can take many forms, especially if the parents want to positively influence the child’s academic and social/emotional skills and subsequently
improve the child’s chances for the future. For instance, parental involvement
can be directed to improving cognitive gains when implementing school-like
activities at home, such as naming objects, colors, shapes in nature, and talking about historical events that define the family background. These foster the
continuity of classroom learning in the form of monitoring homework and facilitating the real-life, at-home application of concepts learned at school (e.g.,
the water cycle: making ice cubes, boiling water, etc.).
Likewise, parental involvement can deliberately be used to foster parent–
school relationships. This parent–school interaction could be initiated by the
school in an intentional manner. This involvement may include more frequent
invitations for visits to schools (besides formal conferences) to meet teachers
or principals so that a working relationship can be established and so they can
become collaborative partners in the learning and development of the child.
Alternative forms of parent–school relationships might also involve helping
the school management develop new plans for the school in terms of technology, new courses, or architectural improvements; however, implementing
parental involvement practices designed to improve the social/emotional skills
of children implies that parents or caregivers go a step further and purposely lay
a foundation of skills, values, and attitudes to improve the child’s social/emotional competencies needed to succeed. This may include fostering empathy
and self-perception by the parents interacting with the child by talking about
what happens in school every day, who the child’s friends are and why they are
friends, and what personal challenges or strengths the child identifies at school.
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Interactions of this nature not only bond the parent with the child but reveal
any need to reinforce the child’s self-awareness and social-awareness competencies. The parents’ role in a child’s education is complex, yet paramount for that
child’s cognitive and social/emotional well-being and development.
In the case of parents with adolescent children, monitoring screen time and
the quality of programs the child sees as well as regulating extra study hours
are important parental involvement tasks. In addition, modern parents have to
deal not only with these tasks, but also work to become mentors that provide
opportunities for problem identification (e.g., what is causing low grades), reflection, and problem-solving actions (e.g., how to improve low grades) that
help children take ethical responsibility for their academic performance as well
as actions to improve it (e.g., join study groups). Parents need to be more than
providers of material resources and become key guides to help children map
their own paths in a globalized system for which technical and social/emotional
skills are key resources for academic success. For such purpose and considering
that it is of paramount importance that parents are aware of the areas in which
their children could improve, the authors recommend maintaining frequent
teacher–parent communication through written or online messaging in order
to allow for an expedient interaction between the home and the school and, together, identify and implement targeted interventions (Kraft & Rogers, 2015).
The review of the literature suggests that social/emotional skills are highly
related to the development of prosocial behaviors and a reduction in antisocial behavior in elementary children (Mavroveli & Sánchez‐Ruiz, 2011). Based
on this, we recommend that an important set of activities to foster social/
emotional skills—such as relationship building, working cooperatively, and
impulse control—be integrated into parent–child playtime, wherein the child
can relieve stress and practice the skills, and likewise in play dates with other
children, where he or she can use self-discipline to participate in group games.
All these activities can improve the child’s social/emotional competencies for
school and life.
In an increasingly globalized and technology-driven world, there are more
challenges that parents from different cultures and nations must face to keep
up with these advances and be involved in their children’s lives both inside and
outside of school. Parental involvement must go beyond helping with homework or volunteering. It must be meaningful and heartfelt, so children not
only see but feel that their parents are physically and emotionally engaged in
supporting their dreams and goals as well as helping them figure out their weaknesses and how to overcome academic and/or possible career-choice barriers.
By showing empathy for others and by modeling problem-solving activities
for their children, parents are teaching those children how to be caring and
resourceful; moreover, children also learn to develop their own ways to solve
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problems inside and outside of the academic environment. We believe that parents’ wholesome investment of time in their children will have a greater positive
impact if it entails the promotion of social/emotional skills that help to meet
the child’s educational needs as well as provide them with the tools to face other
challenges in the world in which they live, even in the absence of their parents.
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Abstract
Parent engagement has been extensively studied, but more information
is needed on how teacher–parent relationships vary for adolescents with different disabilities, varying socioeconomic backgrounds, and racial/ethnic
backgrounds. This study investigates associations between teacher–parent relationships, teacher–student relationships, student’s disability, socioeconomic
status, racial/ethnic backgrounds, and school performance among 228 high
school students. Cross-sectional data were gathered through student and teacher reports. Findings from correlational analyses reveal associations between
(a) teacher–student and teacher–parent relationships, (b) teacher–parent relationships and students’ disability type and socioeconomic status, and (c)
teacher–parent relationships and students’ grades, behavior, and engagement
in school. Implications for research and practice are discussed.
Key Words: teacher–student relationships, teacher–parent relationships, problem behavior, engagement, adolescents with disabilities

Introduction
Parent engagement is axiomatic in research and policy in special education
(Harry, 2008). Public Law 94-142 (1975), later reauthorized as the Individual
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with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEA, 2004), mandates parental consent in developing Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) for all
students receiving special education services. How parents and teachers feel
about one another can have important implications for student engagement,
performance, and outcomes (Hughes & Kwok, 2007). Research with children
with disabilities indicates that the quality of teacher–parent relationships is
a stronger predictor of academic achievement than are quantifiable behaviors such as parental attendance at IEP meetings and the frequency of contact
between teachers and parents (Hughes, Gleason, & Zhang, 2005). Teacher–
parent relationships are also a stronger predictor of academic achievement
among young students with disabilities than is general parental involvement
in school (Hughes et al., 2005; Hughes & Kwok, 2007; Wong & Hughes,
2006). Despite the importance of teacher–parent relationship quality for
young students with disabilities, little is currently known about (a) associations
between teacher–student and teacher–parent relationships among adolescents
with disabilities, (b) associations between teacher–parent relationships and
academic and social functioning among adolescents with disabilities, and (c)
how teacher–parent relationships may vary based on students’ disability types,
socioeconomic status (SES), and racial or ethnic group background. Given
limited information on these topics, this exploratory study examined them
with a sample of high school students with disabilities and their teachers.

Teacher–Parent Relationships
For the purpose of this study, positive teacher–parent relationships occur
when parents and/or teachers feel (a) positively about their relationships with
one another, and (b) that they can communicate effectively with each other
(Sheridan et al., 2012). Teacher–parent relationships serve an important developmental function for adolescents with disabilities who face high levels of
social, emotional, behavioral, or academic problems (Stormont, Herman, Reinke, David, & Goel, 2013). Positive teacher–parent relationships improve
teacher perception and understanding of specific student characteristics such
as learning needs and family background (Thijs & Eilbracht, 2012; Vera et al.,
2012). This deeper understanding facilitates greater individualization of support that teachers provide to students and families and also reduces negative
biases on the part of teachers toward students and families (Mautone, Marcelle,
Tresco, & Power, 2015; Sheridan et al., 2012). Teacher–parent relationships
also provide the foundation for connecting the home and school microsystems
(Bronfenbrenner, 2004). This alliance may promote students’ current and future success, as the accumulation of support across these systems may lead to
greater coordination of support efforts for students with disabilities (Knopf &
Swick, 2007).
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Unfortunately, parents of students with disabilities may be particularly susceptible to poor relationships with school personnel due to high levels of stress
associated with students’ academic and behavior problems for both parents and
school staff (Burke & Hodapp, 2014). These difficulties may be exacerbated
for students of color or students from lower SES backgrounds (Stormont et
al., 2013). In particular, teachers have identified low engagement among parents from culturally, linguistically, and economically diverse backgrounds, even
when those parents reported high levels of involvement in their child’s education (Geenen, Powers, & Lopez-Vasquez, 2001; Vera et al., 2012).

Teacher–Student Relationships
Similar to effects of positive teacher–parent relationships, positive teacher–
student relationships are linked to a range of emotional, behavioral, and
academic outcomes among students (Sabol & Pianta, 2012). Researchers
have attempted to join these two lines of research to examine the intersection
between teacher–parent and teacher–student relationships. These studies investigate whether teacher–student relationships are a function or extension of
teacher–parent relationships (Wyrick & Rudasill, 2009). However, this work
focuses mainly on early childhood, and much less is currently known about
these relationships among adolescents. In the present study, we anticipated
that in high school, teacher–student relationships have the potential to influence teacher–parent relationships, instead of the other way around as in early
childhood and elementary school. Reasons that may account for this reversal
of influence include: (a) parental involvement in students’ schooling generally
declines during adolescence (Izzo, Weissberg, Kasprow, & Fendrich, 1999),
(b) adolescents are more autonomous as they progress to higher grade levels
(Diseth & Samdal, 2014), (c) parents have the challenge of connecting with
more than one teacher in high school (Adams & Christenson, 2000), and (d)
teachers have more students to get to know during high school than they do
during elementary school, so they may bypass parents and work directly with
students when a problem emerges in high school settings (Adams & Christenson, 2000). The complex needs of adolescents with disabilities and structural
changes in high school (e.g., more than one teacher for parents to know, many
more students per teacher) warrants an investigation on the intersection of social relationships among students, parents, and teachers in high school.

Adolescents With Disabilities
Students with disabilities comprise approximately 13% of the U.S. public
school population, and 48% of these students are between the ages of 12–21
years (Snyder & Dillow, 2015). Research among adolescents with disabilities
49

SCHOOL COMMUNITY JOURNAL

show that key adults such as parents, teachers, and mentors contribute significantly to their academic and emotional adjustment throughout high school
(Pham & Murray, 2016). Adolescents with disabilities experience a greater gap
between expected and demonstrated academic skills than do students without
disabilities, and support from parents and teachers is important to facilitate the
attainment of students’ goals for after high school (Newman, Wagner, Cameto,
& Knokey, 2009).
Although there are challenges, adolescents with disabilities also have unique
opportunities to participate in their own transition planning process, a legal
right protected by IDEA 2004, which mandates school districts to provide
transition services to youth with disabilities beginning at age 16. This transition
mandate provides a unique opportunity for students, parents, and teachers to
collaborate and facilitate the attainment of students’ post-high school goals in
education, employment, and independent living. Thus, research on social relationships among students, parents, and teachers may be particularly important
for youth with disabilities in the context of transition. Further understanding
of the link between teacher–student and teacher–parent relationships and the
implications of these associations on school performance may be particularly
relevant for understanding how social support can potentially affect marginalized youth. The following research questions guided this study:
1. Do teacher–student relationships predict teacher–parent relationships beyond significant student demographics?
2. How do teacher–parent relationships vary by students’ disability type, SES,
and race/ethnicity?
3. Are teacher–parent relationships associated with students’ grades, behavior,
and engagement in school?
We anticipate finding (a) significant and positive associations between
teacher–student and teacher–parent relationships, (b) significant differences
in teacher–reported relationships among parents from low SES versus those
from middle and high SES backgrounds, and (c) positive associations between
teacher–parent relationships and students’ grades, behavior, and engagement
in school.

Method
Participants
Two male and 15 female special education teachers and 228 of their students participated in this study (13:1 student to teacher ratio). Teachers and
students were recruited from 10 high schools in seven districts across four
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states. Fourteen teachers were White, one was African American, one was Latino, and one was Asian. All had advanced degrees (16 Master’s degrees, 1
doctorate) and 4–32 years of teaching experience (M = 14, SD = 9). Students
ranged from 13–19 years old (M = 16.25, SD = 1.3) and were in Grades 9–12.
Table 1 summarizes additional student characteristics including disability type,
gender, grade level, and race/ethnicity.
Table 1. Student Demographic Information
Demographic Variables
Gender
Male
Female
Grade
9
10
11
12
Ethnicity
White
Latino
African American
Multiracial
Others
Diagnosis
Learning Disabilities
Autism Spectrum Disorders
Emotional Disorders
Other Health Impairments
Intellectual Disabilities
Others

n

%

148
80

65.0
35.0

58
58
51
61

25.4
25.4
22.4
26.8

115
51
19
18
25

50.4
22.4
8.3
7.9
11.0

166
19
15
11
8
9

72.8
8.3
6.6
4.8
3.5
4.0

Note. “Others” ethnicity includes Native American (n = 9), Asian/Pacific Islander (n = 4),
and “other” race/ethnicity (n = 12).

Procedures
We acquired research approvals from the university and school districts,
then requested consent from school principals, special education teachers, parents, and assent from students prior to sending out surveys to students and
teachers. In an effort to gather data from multiple settings in multiple states,
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the first author contacted school districts to request permission to contact special education teachers. In the seven cases where that permission was granted,
we then contacted special education teachers via email. Teachers who consented to participate then recruited students who met the following criteria: (a)
had an IEP, (b) could read and comprehend fourth grade level materials, and
(c) completed student assent and parental consent forms. Using this process,
the final sample represents a convenience sample. Data were gathered between
December and May in a single school year. Teachers rated teacher–parent relationship items, student GPA, behavior, (academic) engagement, SES, and
disability type as reported on IEPs. Students rated teacher–student relationship
items and their own demographics.

Measures
Socioeconomic Status (SES)
Teachers reported SES for each student as: low (44%), middle (34%), high
(3%), or unknown (19%). Teachers reported SES based on a combination of
students’ free and reduced lunch status and their knowledge of students’ family background (e.g., parent’s occupation and highest level of education). We
combined the middle and high SES groups into one category due to the small
sample of students from high SES. We kept the “unknown” category intact
rather than coding it as missing data, because it reflects a meaningful indicator
of teacher perception of students’ SES and may be an indirect indicator of the
teacher’s knowledge of the family background (or lack thereof ).
Teacher–Parent Relationships
Teachers rated their relationships with parents of each student with eight
items from the Teacher–Parent Involvement Questionnaire—Parent Comfort
and Endorsement of School (Conduct Problems Prevention Research Group,
1991). Sample items include “How much is this parent interested in getting
to know you?” and “How well do you feel you can talk to and be heard by this
parent?” Table 2 lists the means and standard deviations of all items by SES.
Teachers rated all items on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 = not at all or never to
5 = very often or a whole lot. This measure has strong evidence of internal consistency. Other researchers reported an internal consistency coefficient of .90
for two samples of children in kindergarten through third grade (Stormont et
al., 2013; Wong & Hughes, 2006). Cronbach’s alpha was .95 for this sample.
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Table 2. Means (M) and Standard Deviations (SD) for Items of Teacher–Parent
Relationship Measure
Items
1. How much is this parent interested in getting
to know you?
2. How well do you feel you can talk to and be
heard by this parent?
3. If you had a problem with this child, how
comfortable would you feel talking to his/her
parent about it?

Low
(n = 101)

Mid/High
(n = 83)

Unknown
(n = 44)

M

M

M

SD

SD

SD

2.43 1.14 3.01 1.14 1.84 1.03
3.01 1.19 3.60 1.09 2.61 1.21

3.61 1.12 4.02 0.95 3.11 1.13

4. How often does this parent ask questions or
make suggestions about his/her child?

2.11 1.20 2.75 1.31 1.80 1.00

5. How much do you feel this parent has the same
goals for his/her child that the school does?

2.95 1.16 3.73 1.08 2.75 1.18

6. How much does this parent do things to
encourage this child’s positive attitude towards
education?
7. How involved is this parent in his/her child’s
education and school life?
8. How important is education in this family?

2.58 1.15 3.54 1.15 2.48 1.13

2.54 1.29 3.29 1.21 2.43 1.28
2.93 1.11 3.99 0.94 2.92 1.12

Note. Response options for the eight items ranged from 1 = not at all/never to 5 = a whole lot/
very often.

Teacher–Student Relationships
Each student rated their relationships with teachers on a 19-item Inventory of Teacher–Student Relationship (IT-SR; Murray & Zvoch, 2011) on
a 4-point scale ranging from 1 = almost never or never true to 4 = almost always or always true. The IT-SR assesses student perceptions of trust (e.g., “I
tell my teachers about my problems and troubles”), communication (e.g., “If
my teachers know something is bothering me, they ask me about it”), and
alienation (e.g., “My teachers don’t understand what I’m going through these
days”) with teachers. The IT-SR has strong evidence of internal consistency,
with Cronbach’s alphas of .85 (trust), .88 (communication), and .73 (alienation) on a sample of early adolescents in urban schools (Murray & Zvoch,
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2011). In the current sample, Cronbach’s alphas were .85 (total scale), .79
(trust), .89 (communication), and .81 (alienation).
Grade Point Average (GPA)
Teachers reported student GPAs over the most recent grading period during the school year from official school records. GPA data were scaled to range
from 0 = F to 4 = A. In the current sample, GPAs ranged from 0.50 to 3.95 (M
= 2.41, SD = 0.74).
Problem Behaviors
Teachers completed the 30-item Problem Behaviors subscale of the Social
Skills Improvement System (SSIS) Rating Scales (Gresham & Elliott, 2008)
for each student. Problem behaviors included ratings of externalizing (e.g.,
“Talks back to adults”), bullying (e.g., “Bullies others”), hyperactivity/inattention (e.g., “Gets distracted easily”), internalizing (e.g., “Acts sad or depressed”),
and autism spectrum behavior markers (e.g., “Becomes upset when routine
is changed”). Teachers rated these items based on how often students display
the behavior, ranging from 1 = never to 4 = almost always. The SSIS has strong
evidence of reliability and validity (Gresham & Elliott, 2008). The internal
consistency alpha for this scale in this study’s sample was .95.
Engagement
Teachers rated three items measuring student academic engagement (Institute for Research and Reform in Education, 1998). Items were “In my class,
this student seems tuned-in,” “This student comes to class unprepared” (reverse coded), and “This student does more than required.” The response scale
ranged from 1 = almost never or never true to 4 = almost always or always true.
Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient of these items from this sample was .77.

Results
Research Question 1
Do teacher–student relationships predict teacher–parent relationships beyond significant student demographics? Univariate analysis revealed no significant group
differences in teacher–student relationships on student disabilities, SES, race/
ethnicity, or grade level. As a result, we regressed teacher–parent relationships
on the three subscales of teacher–student relationships (i.e., trust, communication, alienation) to test the first research question without controlling for any
student demographics. The overall model was significant, R2 = .047, F(3, 224)
= 3.714, p = .012 and showed that teacher–student relationships accounted for
approximately 5% of the variance in teacher–parent relationships, a small to
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medium effect size (Cohen, 1988). Specifically, trust, b = -.39, t(224) = -2.65,
p = .009, and communication, b = -.42, t(224) = 3.25, p = .001, between students and teachers significantly predicted teacher–parent relationships but not
alienation, b = -.01, t(224) = -0.11, p = .909.

Research Question 2
How do teacher–parent relationships vary by disability type, SES, and race/
ethnicity? Univariate analysis of variance revealed significant differences in
teacher–parent relationships among different student disabilities, F(5, 222) =
2.53, p = .03, and SES, F(2, 225) = 19.86, p < .001, but not among different
racial/ethnic groups. Specifically, families of students with autism spectrum
disorders (ASD; M = 3.65, SD = 0.82) received higher scores than families of
students with specific learning disabilities (LD; M = 2.90, SD = 1.04). Families
from mid/high SES received higher scores than families from low and unknown SES backgrounds. As shown in Table 2, parents from “unknown” SES
families had the lowest ratings on all teacher–parent relationships items. This
means that when teachers indicated that they could not determine a student’s
SES, they rated their relationships with this student’s parents poorly.

Research Question 3
Are teacher–parent relationships associated with students’ grades, behavior,
and engagement in school? Since findings from the first two research questions
showed that disability type and SES were significant demographic variables,
we regressed school performance variables on teacher–parent relationships
controlling for disability type and SES. Results are summarized in Table 3.
Teacher–parent relationships accounted for a small proportion (3.4%) of the
variance in GPA, ∆R2 = .034, F(1, 222) = 8.90, p = .002, approximately 4%
of the variance in student problem behaviors, ∆R2 = .039, F(1, 222) = 11.61,
p = .001, and 2.4% of the variance in academic engagement, ∆R2 = .024, F(1,
222) = 5.57, p = .019.

Discussion
Findings from this exploratory study add modestly to the research investigating social relationships among students, parents, and teachers of adolescents
with disabilities. We found (a) trust and communication between students and
teachers was associated with the quality of teacher–parent relationships; (b)
teachers rated their relationships with parents from mid/high SES more positively relative to parents from lower SES; and (c) teacher–parent relationships
made a small but significant contribution to students’ GPA, behavior, and en55
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gagement in school after controlling for disability status and teacher ratings of
students’ socioeconomic status.
Table 3. Multiple Regression Results of Associations Between Disability, SES,
and Teacher–Parent Relationship With GPA, Behavior, and Engagement
GPA
Variable

β

SE(B)

Disabilities

Behavior
∆R

2

β

SE(B)

.05**

Engagement
∆R

2

β

SE(B)

.19***

.01

LD

.03

.12

-.43

.06

.03

.07

ASD

.19*

.20

.05

.10

-.13

.12

Social Class
Low SES

.06

.03

**

-.23**

.07

Mid/High SES -.003

.07

Teacher–Parent

***

.20

**

.05

.03

**

.03*

**

.14*

.03

-.07

.04

-.21

.03

**

.04

**

∆R2

-.15*

.04

.03

.04

.17

.03

*

.02*

Total R2
.14
.26
.04
Notes. LD = learning disabilities. ASD = autism spectrum disorder. SES = social economic status. SES was effect-coded with “unknown” as the reference group. Teacher–Parent = teacher–
parent relationship. GPA = grade point average. Behavior = problem behavior. Engagement =
academic engagement. ***p < .001; **p < .01; *p < .05.

Explanation of Findings and Implications for Research
The first finding—that trust and communication between students and
teachers are associated with teacher–parent relationship quality among adolescents with disabilities—has not been established in prior research. Although
it is important to recognize that our findings are correlational in nature and
in no way indicate causality, one plausible explanation for this finding is that
qualities in teachers that make them approachable to students also help to improve the quality of their relationships with students’ parents. Items on the
IT-SR measure pertaining to trust and communication show these qualities
to include being nonjudgmental and approachable, respecting students’ feelings, being successful as teachers, and talking with students about difficulties
in their lives. Trust and communication with students may also help teachers to develop positive expectations and responsiveness when engaging with
students’ parents, such that positive teacher–student relationships may have
a compounding positive effect on teacher–parent relationship quality. Alienation between students and teachers was not a significant negative predictor of
teacher–parent relationships in this study. Future research may consider other
dimensions of teacher–student relationships and investigate their impact on
teacher–parent relationships.
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The second finding—that teachers reported more positive relationships with
parents from mid/high SES relative to parents from low SES—corroborates
previous studies that found significant associations between family SES and
teacher–parent relationships (Stormont et al., 2013; Wong & Hughes, 2006).
Stormont et al. (2013) found that teachers reported low comfort level with
parents who were experiencing significant stressors, which included coming
from low SES background and having children with disabilities. This finding has significant practical implications because low SES is common among
families and youth with disabilities (O’Connor & Fernandez, 2006). Future
research might consider examining the link between teachers’ disposition and
their relationships with students and parents and whether high quality teacher–
student relationships in high school can buffer the strain of family SES on
teacher–parent relationships. Also in relation to SES, we found that parents
from “unknown” SES families had the lowest ratings on all teacher–parent relationships items. One possible explanation for this finding is that teachers who
know less about students’ SES background may also be less familiar with the
student’s family overall, thus explaining the lower ratings on teacher–parent
relationships items. Future research targeting preservice and in-service teacher
training might investigate strategies to help teachers establish more effective relationships with families under significant stress.
Equally important, we did not find significant differences in teacher–parent
relationships among students from disparate racial/ethnic backgrounds. This
is different from previous studies with students in elementary schools, where
Wong and Hughes (2006) found that teacher ratings of teacher–parent relationships for African American students were lower than for White and Latino
students in primary grades. Although teacher–parent relationships did not differ significantly by students’ race/ethnicity, there were more African American
(78.9%) and Latino (51%) families than White families (40.9%) from low
SES background in this study’s sample. With SES being a significant influence
on teacher–parent relationships and with more African American and Latino
parents from low SES families in this analysis, the impact of race/ethnicity on
the quality of teacher–parent relationships may have been subsumed under the
impact of SES. Additional research with greater sample sizes for each subgroup
is needed to clarify the distinctive impact of these demographic variables on
teacher–parent relationships.
One surprising finding was that teachers rated more positively their relationships with parents of students with autism spectrum disorder than with
parents of students with learning disabilities. Students in these two categories
of disabilities have complex and diverse profiles of strengths and needs, so it is
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difficult to ascribe a reason to differences in teacher–parent relationships quality between these two groups of students. One possible explanation could come
from the literature on disproportionality. The longstanding overrepresentation
of poor and racial/ethnic minority students in high-incidence categories of special education has been attributed to school practices (e.g., institutional bias,
assessment bias, teacher bias) and to the impact of poverty on student development (O’Connor & Fernandez, 2006). Learning disabilities is one of these
high-incidence categories. Additional research is needed to examine how and
why disability type would influence the quality of teacher–parent relationships.
Finally, our third finding that teacher–parent relationships made small
but significant contributions to students’ GPA, behavior, and engagement in
school is consistent with prior research. Positive teacher–parent relationships
may lead teachers to perceive parents as concerned about their children’s education, which might lead to greater teacher investment in students, a finding
that has some prior support among students without disabilities as Grolnick
and Slowiaczek (1994) suggested. As their relationship develops, teachers and
parents may learn important information about activities at school and home
through their connection with one another, which in turn may affect each
party’s attitudes and behaviors toward students. Similarly, teachers might
gain new insights regarding students through their interactions with parents,
which may contribute to greater responsiveness to students’ individual needs
(Hughes et al., 2005; Thijs & Eilbracht, 2012; Vera et al., 2012). In this way,
teacher attitudes about parents may affect how teachers treat and attempt to involve parents and, subsequently, how they treat and respond to students in the
school. Positive teacher–parent relationships may contribute directly to students’ grades, behavior, and engagement because students may be more willing
to adopt teacher directives and school norms when they perceive strong connections between their home and school environments (Sheridan et al., 2012).
This study’s result is consistent with research on the importance of teacher–
parent contacts and home–school involvement (Epstein, 2008) but extends
existing research by highlighting the importance of the triadic relationships
between students, teachers, and parents of adolescents with disabilities.

Limitations and Merits
Three important limitations constrain this study’s findings. First, we did
not examine how teachers attempted to build an alliance with adolescents with
disabilities and their parents. While our findings suggest that strong teacher–
parent relationships can be a component of an effective primary prevention
strategy for students with disabilities, it does not clarify specific teacher practices that lead to a strong teacher–parent alliance. However, as we have discussed
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in the previous section on teacher–student trust and communication, qualities
that help to strengthen teacher–student relationships include being nonjudgmental and approachable, being successful in teaching, and reaching out to
students when they have problems. These qualities are important for teachers
who work with adolescents with disabilities to consider adopting, as they can
also help to strengthen teacher–parent relationships.
Second, we examined social relationships from the perspectives of students
and teachers but not parents, and this limitation might bias our results. Prior
research suggests that teachers and parents can have differing views regarding parent involvement (Geenen et al., 2001), so research that examines both
groups of adults’ perspectives would be more informative. However, our study
accounted for student perception of their relationships with teachers and the
impact of teacher–student relationships on teacher–parent relationships, which
is uncommon in studies on family–school dynamics. Finally, this study only
included students with disabilities who could read at the fourth grade level,
so students with more severe disabilities and their families were excluded. Research that focuses on students with severe disabilities and their families might
have additional insights to contribute to the literature on teacher–student and
teacher–parent relationships.

Implications for Practice
Despite these limitations, our study contributes to emerging research that
examines associations of social relationships among students, parents, and
teachers for adolescents with disabilities. Findings suggest that teacher–parent
relationships are associated with grades, problem behaviors, and engagement
among adolescents with disabilities. These findings are anomalous to results
in prior research with younger children, suggesting that teacher–parent relationships operate differently in high school, a time period when students are
making a transition from childhood to adulthood. Factors such as low SES and
having children with learning disabilities may negatively influence teachers’
perceptions of their relationships with parents. However, trust and communication between students and teachers may positively affect teacher–parent
relationships. In particular, students with learning disabilities and those whom
teachers perceived to come from low or unknown SES families may benefit
from more social and relational opportunities with teachers. Further longitudinal and experimental research is needed to better understand the causal
relationships between the variables studied here, but our findings in this study
provide initial support for the need to develop further understanding about
potential benefits of strengthening teacher–parent as well as teacher–student
relationships. Future efforts that investigate important questions such as the
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potential importance of frequency versus quality of contacts, factors that affect
the quality of teacher–student relationships (e.g., placement settings, teacher warmth, teacher responsiveness), and other potential social and contextual
contributors to positive or negative relationships are needed. Expanding strategies and practices to capitalize on this social and human capital might boost
positive outcomes for special education teachers, adolescents with disabilities,
and their parents.
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Ideal Interactions: Perspectives of Parents and
Teachers of Children With Autism Spectrum
Disorder
Gazi Azad, Courtney Benjamin Wolk, and David S. Mandell
Abstract
We conducted a qualitative study using key informant interviews with 18
teachers and 39 parents of children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD)
about how they would envision their ideal interactions with each other. Four
main themes emerged from our content analysis. Parents and teachers were
concerned about different aspects of communication with each other. Neither
party wanted to ask the other for more involvement, and both attributed resistance to a lack of confidence in their expertise. Parents and teachers valued
parental presence, but teachers wanted parents to be active partners in the education of their children. The results suggest possible reasons why parents and
teachers of children with ASD are often dissatisfied with their interactions.
Discussion centers on similarities and differences with general education, as
well as on practical solutions to promote more positive exchanges between parents and teachers of children with ASD in school-based contexts.
Key Words: parent–teacher communication, autism spectrum disorder, parental involvement, parent–teacher relationships, partnerships, perspectives

Introduction
Legal mandates (ESSA, 2015; IDEA, 2004) require parent involvement in
the planning and implementing of school-based interventions, particularly for
School Community Journal, 2018, Vol. 28, No. 2
Available at http://www.schoolcommunitynetwork.org/SCJ.aspx
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children with special needs, such as autism spectrum disorder (ASD). There
also is accumulating evidence that parent involvement is associated with children’s academic, behavioral, and social/emotional success, both for children
with typical development (Bakker & Denessen, 2007; Garbacz, McDowall,
Schaughency, Sheridan, & Welch, 2015; Kraft & Dougherty, 2013) and for
children with ASD (Benson, Karlof, & Siperstein, 2008; Garbacz, McIntyre,
& Santiago, 2016). Despite legal expectations and empirical support, inadequate inclusion of parents is one of the major challenges in multidisciplinary
educational teams (Esquivel, Ryan, & Bonner, 2008). School systems’ limited
success in effectively working with families of children with ASD may exacerbate the proliferation of special education litigation (Zirkel, 2011).
Parent involvement can take many forms, including home-based involvement, school-based involvement, and home–school communication (Manz,
Fantuzzo, & Power, 2004). High-quality, two-way parent–teacher communication is necessary and expected, but rarely achieved, especially between parents
and teachers of children with special needs (Gwernan-Jones et al., 2015), such
as ASD (Azad, Kim, Marcus, Sheridan, & Mandell, 2016). Interactions are
typically limited or hierarchical, shared information and mutual understanding are frequently lacking, and expectations and goals are often inconsistent
(Hornby & Lafaele, 2011; Jivanjee, Kruzich, Friesen, & Robinson, 2007; Lo,
2008; Murray, Ackerman-Spain, Williams, & Ryley, 2011). Perhaps as a result,
families consistently report that they are not satisfied with their interactions
with special education teachers (Gwernan-Jones et al., 2015; Lake & Billingsley, 2000).
Although several studies have pointed to the inadequacy of parent–teacher
communication, more limited research has attempted to understand why.
One probable reason may be because parents and teachers have different perspectives, expectations, and needs that are not properly addressed in their
interactions. For example, parents value regular and timely communication,
but teachers continue to struggle to create consistent, reliable, two-way communication systems with families (Lo, 2008). Teachers may have difficulty
understanding parents’ varying degrees of comfort in communicating with
educators. For example, Tucker and Schwartz (2013) found that parents are often more comfortable providing input about behaviors rather than academics.
Overt and/or covert behaviors from school staff may contribute to diminished
interactions with parents. Prior studies have shown that in school-based meetings teachers speak more frequently than parents, and parents’ input is often
ignored, silenced, or criticized (Cheatham & Ostrosky, 2011; Gwernan-Jones
et al., 2015; McNaughton et al., 2008). Further, educational jargon and institutional agendas may lead to lack of rapport building with parents (Howard &
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Lipinoga, 2010). Unfortunately, teachers commonly position parents as part of
the problem rather than a critical part of the solution (Wood & Olivier, 2011).
While previous studies have described frequent challenges faced by stakeholders during their interactions, very few studies have engaged parents and
teachers of children with ASD directly to understand and characterize potential solutions. Qualitative methods are ideally suited to gain a comprehensive
understanding of complex, dynamic, and multidimensional phenomena. We
chose this approach because it is the recommended methodology when the
goal is to identify and clarify the perceptions of stakeholders within a particular context (Rossman & Rallis, 2012). For example, these methods have
been used to understand the perspectives of parents and pediatricians on various topics related to children with ASD (Carbone, Behl, Azor, & Murphy,
2010; Levy et al., 2016). Understanding parents’ and teachers’ perspectives of
their interactional needs is particularly important for this population given the
cross-contextual nature of evidence-based practices. More specifically, children
with ASD are likely to have better outcomes when parents and teachers engage
in consistent practices across home and school, respectively (Azad et al., 2016;
Garbacz et al., 2016; Wong et al., 2015).
The present study gathered qualitative data to better understand perceptions and preferences regarding parent–teacher interactions. We interviewed
teachers of students with ASD and the parents of their students about how
they would envision their ideal interactions with the other party.

Method
Participants
Participants were 18 teachers and 39 parents of children with ASD drawn
from kindergarten through fifth grade classrooms for students with ASD in 13
urban public schools representing a single school district. The district is among
the 10 largest in the country, and 75% of its students are eligible for free or
reduced-price lunches. The participating schools serve a racially and ethnically
diverse student body: 65% African American, 9% White, 3% Asian, 14% Latino, .1% Pacific Islander, .06% American Indian, and 10% other. Six percent
were English Language Learners, and 17% received special education services.
We followed systematic recruitment procedures. We emailed all teachers
who had participated in a larger randomized-controlled trial (Mandell et al.,
2013) describing the project. Emails to 33 teachers in 22 schools were sent,
and 27 teachers from 18 schools consented to participate. Students of the consenting teachers were given a packet describing the study to take home. We
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included only children in classrooms for students with ASD and who had a
parent whose primary language was English. Forty-six parents from 18 classrooms in 13 schools consented to participate. There was a single consenting
teacher representing each classroom. Parents with multiple eligible children
were instructed to identify one child to be the focus of the interview. Six
parents who initially expressed interest could not be reached via the contact
information they provided (e.g., phone number was no longer valid), and one
parent withdrew after providing consent but before beginning the interview.
The final sample consisted of 18 teachers (from 18 classrooms) and 39 parents
of students from those classrooms. Teachers worked with between 1–6 participating parents in their respective classrooms.
Most (89%) teachers were female. Teachers were an average age of 36 years
(SD = 11.3), and no teachers identified as Hispanic or Latino. Approximately
83% identified as White, 11% as African American/Black, and 6% as American Indian/Alaska Native. All teachers taught in classrooms for students with
ASD; more than half (55%) taught in kindergarten through third grade classrooms. Classroom grade composition varied, ranging from kindergarten to
fifth grade and often with two or three grades of students in one classroom.
Teachers reported, on average, 10.3 years (SD = 11.4) of experience teaching
special education and 6 years (SD = 3.4) of experience teaching students with
ASD (see Table 1).
Parents were primarily (95%) mothers who averaged 34.9 years of age (SD
= 6.2). Approximately 23% identified as White, 56% as African American/
Black, 13% Hispanic/Latino, 3% as American Indian/Alaska Native, and 5%
as other. More than half (59%) of the parents reported a high school/vocational
degree or less, and 51% were unemployed. Annual income was predominantly
(77%) $45,000 or less, and 64% were not married.
The 39 students whose parents and teachers participated all had a special
education classification of ASD. They were all being taught in self-contained
special education classrooms, referred to as autism support classrooms. On average, children were 7.4 years old (SD = 1.6), predominantly (70%) male, and
most (95%) lived with a biological parent. Students ranged from kindergarten
to fifth grade; 64% were in kindergarten through second grade. Many (74%)
were enrolled in free or reduced lunch programs. A majority received (95%)
speech and/or (77%) occupational therapy.
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Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of Parents and Teachers
Variable
Mean (SD) or Percentage
Gender
Fathers/Males
Mothers/Females
Age (in years)
Race/Ethnicity
Caucasian/White
African American/Black
Hispanic/Latino
American Indian/Alaska Native
Other
Grade(s) Taught
Kindergarten – Third Grade
First Grade – Third Grade
Second Grade – Fifth Grade
Teaching Special Education (in years)
Teaching Children with ASD (in years)
Additional Variables
High School/Vocational Degree or Less
Unemployed
Annual Income Less Than 45K
Not Married

Parents
(n = 39)

Teachers
(n = 18)

2.6%
94.9%
34.9 (6.2)

11.1%
88.9%
36.0 (11.3)

23.1%
56.4%
12.8%
2.6%
5.1%

83.0%
11.0%

-

55.5%
11.2%
33.3%
10.3 (11.4)
6.0 (3.4)

59.0%
51.0%
77.0%
64.1%

-

6.0%

Procedure
All research activities were approved by the university’s institutional review
board and the school district’s research review committee. After parents and
teachers provided written informed consent, individual 20-minute phone interviews were scheduled. Prior to engaging in the semi-structured interview,
demographic information was provided by participants over the phone. To
maintain consistency, parents were interviewed first, and teacher interviews
followed. All interviews were conducted by the first author and digitally recorded with participant permission. Since the present study was a part of a
training grant, the first author received training, consultation, and supervision
throughout the interview process.
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Individual Interviews
Key informant interviews were conducted with parents and teachers of
children with ASD. Parents and teachers were interviewed individually about
their ideal interactions. The first author conducted all the interviews using a
semi-structured interview guide. Respondents were asked a systematic series
of direct, probing, and indirect questions. We began with a direct question
designed to elicit broad information about the experiences and attitudes of
parents and teachers. Respondents were prompted to “Think about how you
would interact with your child’s teacher [or student’s parent] under ideal circumstances. Tell me what that would look like.” Following this direct question,
probing questions were posed to better understand the informants’ perspectives. For example, “What are some things that could help your interactions
with your child’s teacher [or student’s parent]? What do you think would work
well?” Lastly, interviewees were asked indirect questions to elaborate on a topic.
For example, if the concept of “respect” was used, an indirect question followed
such as, “How does a teacher demonstrate respect to a parent?”

Data Coding and Analysis
We engaged in a series of systematic and iterative steps to code and analyze our data using conventional content analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005).
Given the limited research in this area, we chose to avoid using preconceived
codes, but instead allowed the codes to emerge from our data. The first author
and two research assistants began by engaging in open coding of two early audiotapes, independently. In lieu of transcription, we audiorecorded interviews
with concurrent detailed note taking, similar to the procedures advocated by
Halcomb and Davidson (2006). Then, the first and last authors and two coders
collaborated to review emergent codes, agree on coding priorities, and draft a
preliminary codebook. Throughout the coding process, coders met frequently
to resolve discrepancies in coding and further refine the codebook. Approximately 20% of the audiotapes were coded by both the first author and coders
to ensure consensus was maintained.
After coding was complete, the research team collaboratively organized
codes into themes and subthemes. To avoid researcher bias and establish trustworthiness, we engaged in a variety of methods, including peer debriefing,
analyses of outliers, and investigator triangulation (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005).
Regarding the latter, the authors ranged in expertise from school psychology to
clinical psychology to mental health services. Consensus about the organization
of codes into relevant themes was reached. This strengthened our confidence
in the trustworthiness of the results given the authors’ varying backgrounds.
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Results
Four key themes emerged from our interviews with parents and teachers
of children with ASD. Within each theme, subthemes are further delineated.

Communication
Parents are concerned about communication content, but teachers are
concerned about communication mechanisms. Both are concerned about
the quality of communication.
Parents Want More Information About Their Child’s Education
Parents expressed concern about not receiving the most relevant information during school events, such as back to school nights. This was particularly
upsetting for parents given the numerous barriers that need to be overcome
to attend these events, such as transportation, child care, and work schedules.
Parents expressed a desire to incorporate learning opportunities at home, such
as by engaging their children during everyday activities; however, they felt illequipped without the teachers’ guidance. Parents wanted concrete and tangible
information from teachers, such as handouts with interactive activities, the syllabus, and/or recommended books.
No, you [the teacher] don’t know what I want to know. I’ve been to back
to school nights where every instructor wanted to say, “Your kid is doing
fine.” Of course they’re fine. Not only did they just meet you, but you’re
reviewing the stuff from last year. I want your syllabus. I want to know
what they’re going to be learning in the middle of the year so that I can
start this type of stuff at home, so I know how to incorporate your lessons while we’re cooking or while we’re cleaning or while we’re out at the
store. That’s what I come to back to school night for. –Parent
Parents Want to Be Aware of Who Their Child Is Interacting With
During the Day
Parents expressed confusion about the many adults (e.g., lead teacher,
classroom assistant, therapeutic support staff, and/or behavioral specialist) in
classrooms for students with ASD and what each person’s role was. Parents
wanted to be informed about who their child interacted with during the day;
however, they frequently received limited or inaccurate information.
Who is he [the child] really with throughout the entire day? I was under
the impression that he’s with one person, but then they tell me he’s with
another person. –Parent
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Parents Want to Know About Daily, Weekly, and General Progress
Parents reported being ill-informed of their child’s progress at school. They
thought that having more information about their child’s challenges and
strengths at school would help them work with their child more effectively at
home. Parents wanted information about their child’s general progress in addition to daily and weekly updates. They were interested in receiving updates in
various forms, such as via written reports or meetings.
Daily reports and things like that where you write down if the child was
good, if he had a good day, if he had an awful day. –Parent
Early week and end of week reporting so that people are aware of whatever problems there might be. “Hey, this is what we can do to help this
problem. This is what you could do at home to help this problem.” We
would be made aware of little things so that they don’t turn into big
things. That’s being communicative directly. –Parent
If things were perfect it would just be more meetings…to talk about how
he’s doing, his general progress. –Parent
Parents Want to Hear About Their Child’s Strengths
Parents reported that they have been hearing about their child’s challenges
since well before elementary school; hearing about their child’s strengths was
refreshing. Even at meetings called to discuss specific challenges, also hearing
about ways in which their child was doing well was appreciated. Parents wanted the teacher to acknowledge and build upon their child’s strengths, despite
there also being areas in need of improvement.
I guess the whole purpose of the meetings is really to show why your
child needs services, but it’s always good when you hear the strengths.
Obviously, you’re going to work on the areas that need work, but when
[the teachers] can acknowledge the strengths and build on those things,
I like that. That’s ideal as well. –Parent
Teachers Want Parents to Respond to Their Written Communication
Many teachers spoke about the positive and negative experiences they had
when sending written materials home to parents. When parents responded in a
timely manner, it was evidence for teachers that the parents were working with
their child at home. Teachers frequently attempted to engage parents by sending a communication book home. The intention was for the communication
book to facilitate two-way communication. Many teachers reported spending
a significant amount of time writing in the books. For example, teachers would
write about the child’s day and asked for parents to return the communication
book with questions or concerns. However, when parents did not write in the
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communication book or even check their child’s backpack, teachers were discouraged and often gave up their attempts to communicate with parents.
I know she’s working with him at home, if I put something in his folder,
it’s always checked. Things are returned in a timely manner. –Teacher
Ideally, she would be checking his book bag every night, so I would be
able to have a communication book in there where I’m jotting down
notes and words he said today, or I could be letting her know, “look, he’s
labeling these words.” Then she would start doing that at home…if there
was a question she had, she would be communicating that to me about
how to do something with the homework or just having more of that
dialogue about his academics and social skills. –Teacher
Teachers Want More Face-To-Face Time With Parents
Teachers wanted parents to come into their classrooms more often. Teachers reported making themselves available during back to school nights and/or
parent–teacher conferences but finding that many parents did not show up to
these events, even with multiple reminders. One reason that teachers wanted
parents to come to the classroom more was so they could “show off” the child
and not just have face-to-face time when there were challenges. They wanted
to provide parents with tangible products made by their child and for parents
to see firsthand how far their child had come. Although teachers respected and
even empathized with parents’ preference for phone calls, they expressed disappointment in not being able to show parents their child’s progress in person.
Some teachers were even willing to travel to the child’s home.
I’d like to be able to have more consistent face-to-face conversations.…I
really wish she was able, it’s not a fault of hers, to be able to come. Sometimes, I want to show her how good he is doing. Even if I could go to
the home and do it, I would do it. I just want to show him off. –Teacher
Both Parents and Teachers Want Genuine Communication
Honesty and sincerity were identified as important characteristics by both
parties. Often this ideal situation did not come to fruition. Parents reported feeling offended that teachers seemed distracted during their interactions.
Teachers reported that parents just said things that they [the teacher] wanted
to hear. As a result, teachers felt helpless and oftentimes discouraged from interacting with parents.
Under ideal circumstances, I feel like the teacher will speak with you in
the present tone, meaning that her mind is with you and your child at
this moment. I think teachers need to be mindful…people need to know
that you are genuine and sincere. –Parent
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So I feel like sometimes, maybe she’ll [the parent] sugar coat things or
say she’s doing things that she’s not really doing. In an ideal situation it
would be nice if she were just honest about what her shortcomings are,
and then I could help better. –Teacher

Involvement
Parents and teachers are concerned about asking the other for more involvement.
Perceptions of the Other Party’s Stress Is a Barrier to Involvement
Parents reported a sense of guilt when accessing the teacher in any way
(e.g., asking questions, requesting meetings, suggesting accommodations for
their child) due to an acute awareness of the demanding circumstances in
which teachers were expected to function. They acknowledged the overcrowded classrooms (e.g., up to 12 children), limited support from school staff (e.g.,
principals were often unaware of the daily challenges in classrooms for students
with ASD), and minimal supplies (e.g., teachers frequently used their own
money to buy materials). As a result of these overwhelming circumstances, parents reported feeling as though they did not want to be an additional burden
to their child’s teachers.
Teachers’ perceived parents in their school as experiencing numerous
hardships that contributed to difficulties engaging in their child’s education,
including young parental age, lack of employment, and limited social and/or
financial support. Teachers also highlighted that many families had multiple
children with developmental concerns. Some teachers were empathetic toward
parents’ situations; however, others were frustrated by circumstances that manifested in limited parent involvement.
I almost feel guilty sometimes taking up her [the teacher’s] time. Maybe
it’s because we have a good relationship, and she’ll express to me how
overwhelmed she is, and then that makes me feel guilty to ask her to do
things that I want for my son. So it would be wonderful if it was less
drama. –Parent
It’s hard to find the time or set aside time to have a conversation about
topics concerning him....There’s not always the time, or she [the parent]
doesn’t always have the time. He’s one of three or four, and she has another that’s also on the spectrum, and I believe he is a little more severe
than he [my student] is. They’re very busy; there is a lot going on. She
doesn’t give as much time to him…maybe just more time to have a conversation. –Teacher
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So I guess under ideal circumstances it would be nice if there were some
way I had more of an indication of the kind of things that go on at
home…but it’s probably a struggle of her [the parent] being so young
and single, and I could maybe think of more resources for her if I knew
exactly what the situation was at home. –Teacher

Expertise
Parents and teachers are frustrated that the other person does not implement their ideas. They attribute this resistance to a lack of confidence
in their expertise.
Parents Want Teachers That Are Receptive to Their Suggestions
Parents bring valuable information to the table. They wanted teachers to
know that they too were experts on their child. Parents wanted to better understand who their child is at school and to be able to share how their child is
at home. Sharing expertise with one another was perceived by parents as being mutually beneficial. However, parents reported feeling as though teachers
resisted implementing recommendations they felt were in the best interest of
their child because it would make the teachers’ job more difficult. When faced
with teacher resistance, parents questioned teachers’ priorities and attributed
inaction to a lack of confidence in the parents’ expertise.
The thing that would make things more ideal for me would be…to have
an idea of what side of him she’s [the teacher] seeing…and be able to tell
her “oh yeah, he tricked you, he can do that.” –Parent
The ideal interaction would include hearing our [the parent] side of the
story, our insight from home, what works. –Parent
Having a sense that she’s [the teacher] open-minded to try new things
based on the fact that it’s in my child’s best interest, not in that it makes
it hard on her. –Parent
I feel as though we get a lot of push back, like asking her to come in
and observe [the child in general education], that was a huge deal.…“I
don’t have the time; I have to do all these other things; I don’t want to
get a sub.” It was very difficult to get her on board with trying something
new. –Parent
Teachers Want Parents to Follow Through and Reinforce Specific
Interventions at Home
Many teachers expressed frustration with parents’ lack of follow through at
home. When teachers made explicit recommendations about what the child
could work on at home, parents often were perceived as not providing sufficient
73

SCHOOL COMMUNITY JOURNAL

follow-up. Teachers perceived this as parental indifference toward their child’s
education. This was particularly upsetting for teachers who had spent time,
money, and effort to create individualized intervention materials. For example, visual supports for children with ASD often require materials that parents
do not have at home (e.g., picture icons, velcro, a laminator). Teachers reported that they made these materials for parents and shared implementation
strategies in an effort to create consistency across home and school. However,
teachers perceived resistance from parents and did not understand why some
parents did not follow through. Teachers felt disrespected by the lack of follow
through and perceived it as parents not valuing their expertise.
If she would participate a little bit more that would be good…but she
doesn’t come to back to school night, and I have to really send her a lot of
reminders and phone calls if there’s a conference coming up. So I guess if
she could respond to me with “this is working” or “this isn’t working” or
things like that.…I wouldn’t say she’s not involved, but there’s an indifference. –Teacher
I’ve made her visuals at home to use, and I don’t get the sense that she
follows through with them. I don’t know why, if it’s too difficult, or what
the reason is, but I don’t feel like she does. –Teacher
It’s the same blueprint with everyone as far as the way you want communication to go and the way you want things to be reinforced at home
that were learned in school. –Teacher

Active Partnership
Both parents and teachers value parental presence in the classroom, but
teachers want parents to take on a more active role.
Parents Want to Observe in the Classroom
Parents reported they wished they had opportunities to visit the school beyond parent–teacher conferences or Individualized Education Program (IEP)
meetings. Parents felt the school only wanted them involved when something
was required or when there was a problem. They felt unwelcome visiting their
child’s classroom. Parents reported wanting to observe in the classroom to better understand what their child was doing during the school day and how they
were progressing.
Sometimes I actually be wanting to see what my child do during the day.
They don’t really ask you [the parent] to come in. During school hours,
I really want to know, what is he doing? –Parent
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Teachers Want Parents to Voice Their Concerns and Provide Feedback
Teachers frequently reported wanting parents to come into the school more
often and provide their perspective. They wanted parents to feel comfortable sharing concerns, providing thoughts on home life, and giving feedback.
However, this was not always happening, and teachers often felt clueless about
parents’ goals for their child. As a result, they felt inadequate in their role and
unsure of whether they were truly addressing parents’ needs.
Under ideal circumstances, there would be a little bit more back and
forth, she would tell you what was going on at home and some feedback,
what are her goals. –Teacher
It would be great if they could come here a little bit more often and voice
their thoughts on things. –Teacher
Teachers Want Parental Participation in Conversations and Mutual
Support
Teachers were frequently discouraged by what they perceived as one-sided
conversations in which they asked all the questions and parents provided singleword responses. Teachers often felt unsuccessful in their attempts to facilitate
more balanced conversations. Not all of the teachers reported a conflictual relationship, however. When the relationship between teachers and parents was
perceived as positive, both groups described a sense of mutual support. Mutual support manifested through collaborating on intervention ideas, valuing
each other’s input, and following through with the others’ suggestions. In these
positive relationships, teachers took an active role in acknowledging parents’
expertise, and parents reciprocated with their suggestions and feedback.
It feels like one person is leading the conversation because it’s just me
asking and her [the parent] responding yes or no, and if I really need
her to get more information out, I have to prompt her.…Occasionally
she’ll ask a question, but for the most part, it’s just me prompting her.
–Teacher
It’s great because we support each other, and it feels real collaborative.
She’s always willing to take our suggestions into account. She values our
response; I value her response because she has great input, too.…I tell
most of my parents, you’re your child’s first teacher; you know more
about them than I do; you have great input to give, and I definitely take
that into account. –Teacher
Both Parents and Teachers Want Parents to Volunteer in the Classroom
Parents and teachers both talked about the importance of the parents’ presence in the classroom. Parents reported that regardless of their work and family
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commitments, they always had at least some time off. During those occasional
days off, parents wanted to volunteer in their child’s classroom. Teachers were
open to any form of parental presence, whether it was volunteering in the
classroom or on class trips. For teachers, having a parent that was present was
evidence of their support.
I [the parent] want opportunities when I’m off to be able to come into
my son’s school and help the teacher. –Parent
It would look like…her [the parent] coming into the classroom a little
bit more. Whether it’s…volunteering or coming on the class trips, showing support in that way. – Teacher
Please see Table 2 for a summary of the themes elicited from parents and teachers of children with ASD.
Table 2. Themes Elicited From Parents and Teachers of Children With ASD
About Their Ideal Interactions
Theme

Parent

Teacher

Both

• Parents want more information about their
• Teachers want parents
child’s education
to respond to their
• Parents want to be aware
• Parents and teachwritten communicaof who their child is iners want the other
Communition
teracting with
person to be genucation
• Parents want to know
ine in their com• Teachers want more
about daily, weekly, and
munication
face-to-face time with
general progress
parents
• Parents want to hear
their child’s strengths
• Parents and teachers perceive that the
other person’s stress
is a barrier to his/
her involvement

Involvement

Expertise

Active
Partnership

76

• Parents want teachers
• Teachers want parents
that are receptive to their
to follow through and
general suggestions for
reinforce specific inschool
terventions at home

• Parents want to observe
in the classroom

• Teachers want parents
to voice concerns and
• Parents and teachprovide feedback
ers both want par• Teachers want paents to volunteer in
rental participation
the classroom
in conversations and
mutual support

IDEAL INTERACTIONS & ASD

Discussion
Four main themes emerged from our interviews with parents and teachers
of children with ASD about their ideal interactions with each other. For the
communication and active partnership themes, parents and teachers displayed
both differences and similarities in their viewpoints. Parents and teachers had
similar perspectives regarding barriers to involvement, but divergent views regarding expertise.
Communication was a pervasive theme that was frequently mentioned
throughout the interviews. Parents and teachers agreed that the quality of their
communication with each other was important, with both parties expressing
a desire for genuineness during their interactions. Parents and teachers also
shared different perspectives on communication. For example, parents expressed more concern about the content of communication. More specifically,
parents wanted to know very detailed information about their child. They were
interested in what their child was learning (i.e., in order to create similar experiences at home) and who (i.e., which teachers) their child was interacting
with during the day. Parents also wanted to hear about their child’s strengths, as
well as progress with challenges. These findings are consistent with prior studies of parents of typically developing children who expressed concern about
how well teachers know and care about their child, as well as how information
is communicated (Kerr & Stattin, 2000; Rich, 1998). Similar to the parents
of children with ASD in our study, parents of typically developing children
often want teachers to provide specific information on their child’s academic
content and learning goals, as well as clear direction from teachers on how to
incorporate learning opportunities at home (Brandt, 1989; Christenson, 2004;
Epstein & Dauber, 1991). A challenge that is unique to parents of children
with ASD is understanding which teacher(s) their child interacts with during
the day. Children with ASD receiving special education services may interact
with the lead teacher as well as a variety of assistants in the classroom (different types of assistants include classroom aides and/or paraprofessional support
staff, various therapists and/or behavioral specialists, consultants, etc.), and this
may be particularly confusing for parents.
Teachers were more concerned about the mechanisms of communication
rather than content. Teachers reported feeling frustrated with the communication methods (e.g., written and face-to-face) they attempted to use to stay
connected with parents. This is important because the type of communication mechanism teachers use can greatly affect whether parents understand the
information provided (Brandt, 1989; Holden, Hughes, & Desforges, 1993;
Hornby & Lafaele, 2011). Mechanisms of parent–teacher communication
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have been an area of interest in the general education literature. Recently,
Thompson, Mazer, and Grady (2015) found the parents of typically developing children prefer electronic modes of communication, such as email, text
messages, or social media. The teachers in our study were primarily focused on
written and face-to-face communication with parents. Perhaps using new communication technologies also would be better suited for parents of children
with ASD. For example, there are new texting services (i.e., free or low-cost
apps on smart phones) that keep cell numbers private but facilitate quick and
easy parent–teacher communication.
Involvement emerged as the second theme. Parents and teachers of children
with ASD expressed concern about taking up too much time because of their
own perceptions of the other person’s stress and burden. Parents recognized
that teachers often work in difficult conditions and assumed that this prevented them from expending extra effort with their child. Similarly, teachers
believed that parents’ real or perceived challenging life circumstances served as
a barrier to their school involvement. Given that parents of typically developing children often feel like they are interfering when they contact teachers with
questions (Gonzales-DeHass & Willems, 2003), these results are not surprising. However, the parents and teachers in our study may have experienced
hypersensitivity to requesting more involvement, given the unique challenges
of parenting or teaching children with ASD.
A third theme emerged regarding expertise. Both parents and teachers
recognized their unique expertise and expressed frustration when the other
person did not trust that expertise and value their ideas. Research with African American and Latino families (the former predominated in our sample)
suggests that educators often do not welcome, expect, or advance communicative, power-sharing relationships with these families (Abrams & Gibbs, 2002;
Cooper, 2009). In our study, parents wanted teachers to be receptive to general
suggestions for school; however, teachers wanted parents to follow through
and reinforce specific interventions at home. Both attributed resistance to the
other person’s lack of confidence and trust in the other’s expertise. Studies in
general education have shown the important role of trust in parent–teacher
relationships, particularly during the elementary grades (Santiago, Garbacz,
Beattie, & Moore, 2016). Improving the quality of home–school communication, not just the frequency of contact, has been identified as a primary way
to enhance trust in the parent–teacher relationship (Adams & Christenson,
2000). Increased trust may further promote parental involvement (Santiago et
al., 2016). For children with ASD, cultivating trust in the parent–teacher relationship may be particularly important for ensuring the implementation of
consistent, evidence-based interventions across home and school.
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The final theme was a desire for an active partnership. Both parents and
teachers had ideas about how to close the home–school divide, and both
valued parental presence in the classroom (e.g., volunteering). In general education, obtaining parental presence through conferences or volunteering are
the most frequently used strategies for family involvement (Gonzalez-DeHass
& Willems, 2003). However, teachers wanted parents to do more than just
be present. Teachers wanted parents to take on an active role, voice their concerns, and provide feedback. Teachers also expressed a desire for parents to be
equal partners by engaging with them in reciprocal conversations and mutually
supporting one another. This is consistent with previous research conducted
by Knopf and Swick (2006) with parents and teachers of typically developing
children in early childhood contexts. Their study suggested that communication and collaboration between parents and teachers needs to be mutually
supportive, such that both parties respect and nurture each other. Although
parents and teachers frequently identify mutually beneficial partnerships as essential to a child’s learning, healthy development, and success in school (Hebel
& Persitz, 2014; Lawson, 2003; Vincent, 1996), parents often report feeling
unwelcome on school premises as equal partners (Gonzalez-DeHass & Willems, 2003). It may be particularly challenging for parents of children with
ASD to feel like equal, active partners with teachers, given the ambiguity of
a socially constructed diagnosis and the plethora of information and misinformation on ASD. However, parental contribution can take on many forms;
therefore, the more important matter is that teachers give parents a place to be
credible resources in the education of their children with ASD.
Although we describe these four themes as mutually exclusive categories,
they were intertwined in our study. For example, teachers spoke about wanting
parents to voice their concerns. Parents perceived resistance from teachers when
they made suggestions; therefore, some opted to volunteer and/or observe in
the classroom as their form of an active partnership. It is also possible that
parents did not reciprocate communication and/or mutual support because
they were not getting the information they were looking for from teachers.
Although we conceptualized communication as its own theme, elements of
communication frequently appeared in teachers’ definitions of an active partnership. It is important to note that we cannot draw causal inferences from our
data, but we wanted to highlight that these four themes were presented in a
related manner by many parents and teachers of children with ASD.
There are important limitations to note about the present study. First, we
did not have a comparison group of parents and teachers of children with other disabilities or without disabilities and therefore cannot determine whether
these themes generalize to all parents and teachers of students with disabilities
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or to the general population. Second, a majority of our interviews were conducted over the phone. While this may have hindered rapport establishment,
it is also possible that the phone interviews reduced social desirability (i.e.,
participants answering what they think the researcher wanted to hear). Third,
the present study was conducted in a single large urban school district, another
probable limitation to generalizability. We are unable to determine whether our
findings are applicable in other settings, such as rural districts. Future studies
should further explore these four themes using mixed methods and in samples
of children with other disabilities and/or in rural settings.
The present study has fundamental implications for the school community.
Parent–teacher communication and collaboration have academic and sociobehavioral benefits, are supported politically with special education legislation,
and are valued by parents, teachers, and other staff in the school community
(Bakker & Denessen, 2007; ESSA, 2015; Gonzalez-DeHass & Willems, 2003;
IDEA, 2004; Kraft & Dougherty, 2013). However, research identifies obstacles to positive exchanges between parents and teachers (Gonzalez-DeHass &
Willems, 2003). Our study advances the field by identifying possible reasons
why parents and teachers of children with ASD are so often dissatisfied with
their interactions.
It was particularly striking to hear that many parents and teachers actually
want the same or similar things for their ideal interactions. For example, both
parents and teachers expressed a desire to actively partner with one another and
for the other party to recognize that they bring valuable expertise to the table.
However, they did not seem to realize that their ideal interactions were actually
quite in line. Prior studies in general education have examined the important
role of shared perceptions, for example, the extent to which parents and teachers view their relationship in general, and their communication in particular,
in a similar fashion has been linked to child outcomes (Garbacz, Sheridan,
Koziol, Kwon, & Holmes, 2015; Minke et al., 2014).

Strategies to Promote More Ideal Interactions
Strategies to improve interactions between parents and teachers of children
with ASD are encouraged to bridge the research to practice gap. Three particularly promising areas stand out from our interviews with parents and teachers.
First, our data suggest that there are no clear role delineations for parents and
teachers of children with ASD. School staff involved in parent–teacher interactions should focus on providing well-defined roles for parents and teachers,
with clear expectations for involvement delineated early on in the relationship. Second, parents and teachers experience negative emotions, such as guilt
and frustration, because of the numerous assumptions they make about each
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other. These assumptions are often made without confirming evidence. It is
important for parents and teachers of children with ASD to have strategies on
how to explicitly share their expectations, needs, and desires surrounding communication and partnerships on an ongoing basis, which might be provided
through workshops. For example, Symeou and colleagues (2012) implemented
an in-service program on parent–teacher communication that trained teachers on strategies related to reflection of feelings, parent elaboration, nonverbal
communication, facial expressions, paraphrasing, and sharing of information.
Finally, it is important for parents and teachers to understand what the other
person brings to their interaction, especially with regard to expertise and stress.
In order to improve home–school collaborations, it is imperative to help parents and teachers recognize, validate, and work with each other’s strengths and
challenges from a culturally responsive perspective.
In conclusion, our qualitative study highlighted four themes important for
parent–teacher communication in special education contexts for children with
ASD. We also provide possible strategies to promote more ideal interactions
between parents and teachers of children with ASD. Improving parent–teacher
interactions has the potential to create more consistent implementation of
evidence-based interventions across home and school and, ultimately, better
outcomes for children with ASD.
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“We Conquered This Together”: Tier 2
Collaboration With Families
Lydia Gerzel-Short
Abstract
Family involvement in a child’s education is vital to student success. This
article presents qualitative findings from a more extensive study that examined family participation within a Response to Intervention (RtI) framework
for K–1 grade students receiving Tier 2 reading interventions. RtI is a problem-solving tiered framework designed to provide high quality instruction to
students who struggle with academic challenges, and Tier 2 interventions are
for students who require more targeted instruction. This study focused on a
group of families of K–1 students receiving targeted (Tier 2) reading interventions. Data were collected from extensive interviews, memos, field notes,
and other artifacts. Analysis of the family interviews revealed several themes
including frustration, engagement, and collaboration, which is relevant for all
educators as they collaborate with families to close learning gaps among students. Key findings after the study intervention included families reporting
feeling more comfortable in the role of teacher at home, families reporting increases in problem-solving, and families feeling more engaged in academically
supporting their children. Actual and perceived barriers of time, human connection, and fear of upsetting teachers often impeded family engagement. A
lack of understanding and communication between the school and the families
influenced family engagement and connectedness to student learning.
Key Words: family involvement, family engagement, family–school collaboration, problem-solving, Response to Intervention, RtI, Tier 2, communication
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Introduction
There are several educational quandaries in public schools, and among the
most challenging is the need to develop consensus on the type and intensity
of family engagement in student learning. Federal mandates such as the Every Student Succeeds Act (2015) and Individuals with Disabilities Act (2004)
require that schools and families collaborate, yet schools and families often
disagree about the type of participation and intensity of participation that
would be best in any given circumstance (Griffith, 1998; Hill & Taylor, 2004).
Families and schools often question how family engagement can positively
influence student learning (Jeynes, 2012; O’Donnell & Kirkner, 2014). Frequently, schools view family participation in the educational process through
a single lens leading to narrow-minded assumptions about families (Ferrara,
2009). This limiting “school-centric” (Lawson, 2003) view often perceives the
family in minor roles such as participating in family–school nights and parent–
teacher conferences. Consequently, family participation is limited to peripheral
involvement in their child’s education, (Ferrara, 2009), feeling alienated by
school structure (Drummond & Stipek, 2004; Griffith, 1998; Harris & Goodall, 2008; Mapp & Kuttner, 2013), or questioning their role in the school
environment (Green, Walker, Hoover-Dempsey, & Sandler, 2007; HooverDempsey, & Sandler, 1995, 1997). As a result, many families fade from the
role of the teacher in the home (Epstein, 2001). However, family involvement
can improve student academic outcomes (Comer & Haynes, 1991; Dowd-Eagle, 2007; Fan & Chen, 2001; Green et al., 2007; Henderson & Mapp, 2002;
Sheldon & Epstein, 2005). When families and schools collaborate to support
student learning, academic outcomes are positive and improved (Dowd-Eagle,
2007; Henderson & Mapp, 2002).
Collaborating in a problem-solving process produces a productive and
meaningful approach to working with families. The problem-solving process
encourages shared responsibility for student learning (Christenson & Sheridan, 2001; Reschly, 2008; Reschly & Christenson, 2012; Reschly, Coolong,
Christenson, & Gutkin, 2007; Sheridan & Kratochwill, 2010), a keystone of
family engagement. When families begin to identify personal desires and concerns for their children as well as the available resources and supports, they
can serve as an agent of student improvement (Faires, Nichols, & Rickelman,
2000; Reschly & Christenson, 2012; Sheridan & Kratochwill, 2010). Through
a problem-solving process, families can share expert information about their
children and can learn valuable skills to more fully support learning at home
(Reschly & Christenson, 2012). Further, problem-solving with families on academic matters forces schools to understand what families need to become
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collaborative team members, which is an essential aspect of federal legislation
(ESSA, 2015; IDEA, 2004). This type of collaboration is a productive and
meaningful way that families can become more actively involved in their child’s
education (Christenson & Sheridan, 2001; Sheridan & Kratochwill, 2010).
Family–school collaboration is an essential part of the Response to Intervention (RtI) process. RtI is designed to be an evidence-based service delivery
model conceptualized through a multitiered approach which is intended to
assist struggling students either in the general education setting or through
supplemental instruction (Hollenbeck, 2007; Vaughn, Wanzek, Woodruff, &
Linan-Thompson, 2007). The traditional RtI model, designed as a three-tiered
system, provides gradual supports for students beginning with universal interventions (Tier 1), then targeted interventions (Tier 2), and, finally, intensive or
individual intervention (Tier 3).
Although problem-solving has been utilized as a school-based strategy to
assist students who require intensive interventions and supports, there is a gap
in the research, specifically involving kindergarten and first grade (K–1) students receiving Tier 2 instructional reading supports. Furthermore, there has
been little research conducted on family involvement within the RtI problemsolving process (Sheridan & Kratochwill, 2010). “Parents have been involved
[minimally in RtI] through a perfunctory and superficial manner through
obligatory methods such as parent notification” (Burns & Gibbons, 2008,
p. 10), even though there are federal requirements for authentic family engagement. In light of this concept, this study involved families who had K–1
children requiring Tier 2 reading supports.

Conceptual Frameworks
This study built upon the assertion that family engagement in student
learning is paramount to improving student learning and achievement. Within the RtI construct, Family–School Partnerships (Christenson & Sheridan,
2001) and the structured interview process found in Conjoint Behavioral Consultation (Sheridan & Kratochwill, 2010) framed the study. These concepts
complement one another by keeping families at the forefront of problemsolving and providing structured opportunities for fluid collaboration regarding
the student’s learning process within an RtI framework.
The goal of RtI is to identify distinctive instructional interventions that
support student academic success (Burns & Gibbons, 2008). The RtI framework includes collaborative problem-solving, frequent monitoring of student
progress, and differentiation of instruction with increasing levels of intensity
within three tiers of instructional support (Burns & Gibbons, 2008; Gerzel87
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Short & Wilkins, 2009). For example, all students in a given school receive
Tier 1, which is the foundational “core” instruction for all students (e.g., the
general education grade-level reading program). Some students will require
Tier 2 targeted interventions designed to focus instruction on a specific skill
or sets of skills, (e.g., focused instruction based on student need such as extra
phonics instruction or extra practice learning letter names and letter sounds).
A few individual students will require Tier 3 intensive interventions which are
delivered in small controlled groups (e.g., specialized instruction such as Direct
Instruction Reading Mastery).
The goal of collaborative problem-solving is to evaluate the educational
needs of students to decide which effective research-based interventions can
best meet the needs of a given student (Fuchs, Fuchs, & Compton, 2004;
Shinn, 2005). Schools create problem-solving teams that evaluate student data,
continuously checking to determine whether interventions and strategies are
effective in supporting students’ needs (Gerzel-Short, & Wilkins, 2009). These
teams consist of school personnel and typically do not include families. However, collaborating with families through problem-solving is a dynamic and
valuable way that families can become more actively involved in their child’s
education (Christenson & Sheridan, 2001; Sheridan & Kratochwill, 2010).
Early involvement in a child’s education is imperative in the RtI process because families can identify concerns and desires for their children who are
struggling with early literacy skills. Considering families as members of the
problem-solving team enhances shared responsibilities for student learning and
improves family–school partnerships.

Family–School Partnerships
Christenson and Sheridan (2001) identified four principles of favorable
home–school collaborative relationships: approach, attitude, atmosphere, and
action. Approach is foundational and sets the tone of communication with the
understanding that family engagement in school is crucial. Attitude takes into
consideration the “values and perceptions held about family–school relationships” (p. 26) and reflects a willingness to understand and address barriers to
family engagement. Atmosphere is the climate of the school and includes a range
of communication strategies to share information with all families. Action refers
to strategies schools use to build strong collaborative partnerships with families
(e.g., the monitoring of student progress is a shared responsibility between the
home and school). These four components of family–school relationships help
to create a cohesive, supportive tone for problem-solving with families by facilitating communication through mutual consultation and respect.
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Conjoint Behavioral Consultation
Conjoint Behavioral Consultation (CBC) is a structured, strength-based,
problem-solving model that uses consultation between home and school (Sheridan & Kratochwill, 2010). This problem-solving model is a powerful tool used
to actively partner with families to improve student learning outcomes because
it is a shared home–school experience. The CBC model takes into account that
children function and learn in multiple environments (Brofenbrenner, 1986)
and that mutual collaboration between the adults who are responsible for arranging the two environments is essential for children’s success. CBC utilizes a
consultant (e.g., school personnel) who facilitates the problem-solving process
between home and school (Sheridan, Clarke, & Burt, 2008). CBC has three key
goals: (a) promoting academic, social, and behavioral outcomes for children;
(b) planning across multiple domains; and (c) encouraging parent engagement
and strengthening relationships between environmental systems (Sheridan &
Kratochwill, 2010). In CBC, the family and the school work collaboratively
to problem solve and support the student (e.g., collaboratively identify and set
goals, support a Tier 2 reading intervention in the home and the school) in
cross-system planning (Sheridan & Kratchowill, 2010). Throughout this structured process, families become empowered to help their children, which results
in increased opportunities to problem solve in the future.
While federal legislation guides schools to engage families in “meaningful” practices, families often remain excluded from strategies that can improve
student academic outcomes. Although numerous studies have evaluated family involvement (e.g., Faires, Nichols, & Rickelman, 2000; Jeynes, 2012;
O’Donnell & Kirkner, 2014) and studies have covered the RtI framework
(Compton, Fuchs, Fuchs, & Bryant, 2006; Kamps et al., 2008), there is a
considerable gap in the literature merging family engagement and participation within the RtI and problem-solving framework. Therefore, this qualitative
study focused on family–school partnerships and family presence in supporting reading interventions at home, and not only adds to the body of research
but, more importantly, adds a proactive voice to the importance of family–
school collaborative relationships in an RtI context.

Methodology
The information presented in this article is a portion of the research from a
larger mixed-methods study. The article discusses the results of an intervention
implemented through family sessions that aimed to engage families in their
child’s learning.
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Purpose Statement
The purpose of this case study was to investigate the effects of family involvement in Tier 2 reading interventions for K–1 students. The following
questions guided this study:
1. How do family–child interactions change as a result of the family sessions?
2. What do families report regarding family involvement in school as a result
of family intervention sessions?

Setting and Researcher Role
Tree Grove Elementary (pseudonym, as are all names used in this article),
located in a Midwestern rural/suburban community, is a part of a community
unit school district consisting of one high school, several middle schools, and
eight elementary schools. Tree Grove was considered “at risk” for school failure
because of students’ high mobility and low socioeconomic status. According to
the Child Welfare Information Gateway (2009), by considering the risk factors, the family and school team can mitigate reduced academic performance
for students in early grades by providing students and families with support
for early learning as well as connecting the family and school through partnerships. I was the researcher in this study, and although I was a special education
teacher at the school, I had no direct instructional interaction with the participants in this study.

Context
The school district utilized a tiered instructional approach, modeled on RtI
problem-solving, to meet the diverse needs of students enrolled in the school
district. As an “early adopter” of RtI practices, this school district provided
extensive professional development on RtI, the problem-solving model, and
tiered instructional supports for school faculty and staff. The school district
employed local norms based on early literacy and reading curriculum-based
measurements (CBM) benchmarking to establish the menu of services within
the tiers. CBM are valid general outcome measurements which are characterized as easy to administer, time sensitive (short duration ranging from 1–4
minutes), inexpensive, reliable, and reactive to subtle academic changes (Deno,
2003). These measurements are used as both a general outcome measurement
and a progress-monitoring tool (Deno, 2003). CBM are based on content
taught in the general education classroom. Early literacy reading probes that
assess letter naming and letter sound identification are examples of CBM.
The school-based data team determined all tiered supplemental instructional decisions, and I was not involved in the data team process. The data team
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consisted of building leadership, grade level general education teachers, and
educational specialists (i.e., special education teachers, a school psychologist,
and a reading specialist). At the time student data were collected, there were
no direct interventions or supports for families with children receiving Tier 2
interventions other than notification of the service via a letter sent home with
the child.
The school data team designated Aimsweb® (i.e., web-based RtI data assessment and management system) cut scores between the 10th and 25th
percentile (local norms) of early literacy and reading CBM requiring Tier 2
interventions. The cut score range helped the team determine the most appropriate Tier 2 interventions for students. Data-based decision making followed
an accepted practice based on benchmarking three times a year, and results of
these data team meetings determined the level of interventions needed by students. The data team also held follow-up team meetings every 6–8 weeks based
on the tiered supports students required. During these meetings, the data team
considered all pertinent data such as CBM benchmarking data, progress monitoring, and anecdotal information collected from teachers as well as whether
to maintain current interventions, change interventions, or suspend interventions. According to Tree Grove CBM benchmarking data, 31 students in K–1
were eligible for Tier 2 reading supports. Family participants for this study
were identified from this group of students’ families.

Recruitment
Before recruitment, IRB approval was obtained, and special care was taken to ensure the safety and protection of all participants. Participant assents
and consents were collected, and all data including transcripts, digital recordings, and student CBM data were stored in a password-protected file. Family
participants were recruited through an established “take home” folder system
designated by the school and classroom teachers. The “take home” folder procedure system was shared with families during parent–teacher conferences.
All forms and phone calls were available in English and Spanish. Since many
families did not attend parent–teacher conferences, the informational letter
and consent/assent forms in both English and Spanish were mailed with a
self-addressed, stamped envelope to all potential participant families. The informational letter included: (a) general information regarding the study, (b)
the time commitment, (c) a description of data collection tools, and (d) how
the data would be protected and secured. Follow-up recruiting phone calls
were made to secure participants for the study.
The selection of potential family participants was at first based on a convenience sample drawn from the families of the 31 K–1 students identified
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as needing additional Tier 2 instructional supports in the area of early literacy skills. The sample excluded four participants, one family moved, one
family requested no sharing of personal information, one family address was
not locatable, and one family was having significant family issues and was not
available to participate in the study. Therefore, the revised total of available
participants numbered 27 K–1 students receiving Tier 2 reading intervention
before data collection. The participants in the study were families of those
children in Grades K–1 receiving Tier 2 reading interventions. Although students were not direct participants in this study, their CBM benchmarking and
progress monitoring data was used during problem-solving family sessions, so
in addition to the family consent forms, student assent forms were also gathered. Of the 27 families of children identified as needing Tier 2 instructional
supports, 12 families signed participant consent forms, and their identified
children signed assent forms. These 12 families were randomly assigned to the
control group or the intervention group. Participants in the control group did
not participate in family interviews and will not be discussed in this article,
which reports the findings from the six families in the intervention group.

Participants
Participant data were collected through semi-structured interviews which
served as problem-solving meetings. Springboard conversations with families
centered on the early literacy and reading CBM benchmark and progress monitoring data which the school provided with family permission. For this article,
the term family session refers to an interview.
Table 1. Participant Characteristics (respondents completing forms)
Family

Gender

Age

Race/Ethnicity

Level of
Education

1

F

25–29

White

HSG

2

F

30–34

Hispanic

SHS

3

F

30–34

Asian American

HSG

4

F

30–34

African American

SC

5

F

35–39

African American

SC

6

F

40–44

White

CG

Note. SHS = Some High School; HSG = High School Graduate; SC = Some College;
CG = College Graduate

Of the six families that participated in the family sessions, three had kindergarten students, and three had first grade students. Although both male and
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female family members participated in the study, only one member of each
family completed a demographic information form. The six respondents were
female and represented each of the age ranges provided—one respondent in the
25–29 age range, three respondents in the 30–34 age range, one respondent in
the 35–39 age range, and one respondent in the 40–44 age range. The participants, as shown in Table 1, varied in age, race/ethnicity, and level of education.

Procedures
Initially, based on family preference, each respective family session was
conducted face-to-face at the school in the evening. As families became more
comfortable with me, I was invited into each of the family homes. All interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed, and participants were assured
their comments would remain confidential and protected. The family sessions
served several purposes, but in particular they were designed to provide open
communication between the families and myself and to add a family voice to
student learning. The family sessions were dynamic, and the flow represented
the needs of the family, meaning that after the initial meeting where individual
benchmarking student data were evaluated and discussed, subsequent interviews followed the problem-solving model loosely based on CBC (Sheridan &
Kratchowill, 2010). The interview protocols were validated through peer review. Interview protocols are procedural guides (scripts) designed to structure
the interview and include the types and depths of questions used to do so (Patton, 2015). The interview protocols (see Table 2) reflected an open-ended and
flexible approach, with each session starting with a typical pattern of the family
sharing the successes and barriers of the week, then looking at their child’s data
and the problem-solving issues identified by the family.
I met with most families in at least five separate sessions, although one
family was available for only four family sessions. Each session lasted, on average, one and a half to two hours and typically included two to three family
members. The typical cycle of a family session began with celebrations and
challenges of working with a child at home. Next, we would review the most
current progress-monitoring chart that I received from the school, then we
would problem solve by looking at the data. Finally, families would determine
instructional decisions that they wanted to make at home about their child’s
data. These problem-solving sessions were an essential aspect of the intervention. Typically, families would identify a skill they wanted to work on with
their child, and then I created an activity or game that would help the family
support their child. Often these activities included specific steps that families
could follow such as a teaching cycle or a specific reading strategy that they
might use if the child was struggling with a particular task or assignment. Each
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family received a binder, and weekly we would add the progress monitoring
data, a notes page, and any strategies or activities that the families used with
their child.
Table 2. Family Session Cycles
Interview
Cycle
Individual
Family
Session 1
Individual
Family
Session 2

Individual
Family
Session 3

Individual
Family
Session 4

Individual
Family
Session 5

Purpose
Establish a collegial relationship
Look at individual student winter benchmarking data
Problem solve around the data
Update from home
Look at student progress monitoring data
Problem solve
Determine what is working and what are
the next steps
Update from home
Look at student progress monitoring data
Problem solve
Determine what is working and what are
the next steps
Update from home
Look at student progress monitoring data
Problem solve
Determine what is working and what are
the next steps
Update from home
Look at individual student spring benchmarking data & progress monitoring data
Next steps
Exit interview

Activity/Materials
Binder of activities
based on family/ student needs in reading
Binder of activities
based on family/ student needs in reading

Binder of activities
based on family/ student needs in reading

Binder of activities
based on family/ student needs in reading

RtI post survey

Data Analysis
Qualitative data analysis involves looking at data and creating categories
that help to organize volumes of data using codes and themes to find patterns
(Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). The processes of writing thoughtful memos as a
reflection tool during data collection can provide moments of clarity during
the process of sifting through volumes of data (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). The
qualitative data were analyzed once the memo writing and transcribing were
completed. Data analyses included open coding, thick description, and coding of themes (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Shank, 2006). The trustworthiness of
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the data was supported through achieving intercoder reliability with an unconnected researcher, member checking, and peer review, since garnering the voice
of participant families concerning student learning and achievement is vital
to student growth (Christenson & Sheridan, 2001). The creation of a codebook helped establish intercoder agreement (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011;
Saldaña, 2009). All qualitative data were coded and evaluated for themes using
NVivo® qualitative analysis software.
Initially, data analysis was conducted using a process of open coding to
make the information more manageable (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Shank,
2006). This first cycle of open coding action yielded 38 initial codes. Next, coordinating, similar codes were grouped into smaller, more manageable parent
codes with child codes, which resulted in 25 parent codes, and more refining
by axial coding the transcribed data resulted in 15 parent codes. The comprehensive axial coding condensed the data further to develop themes (Mertens,
2010). As suggested, a codebook was developed that included each code and
its definition (Mertens, 2010). The process of the intercoder agreement was
used based on the codebook developed to find reliability and agreement in
the coding process (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; Saldaña, 2009). During
this process, another researcher unconnected to the study but familiar with
qualitative analysis and NVivo® used the established codebook (see Table 3,
next page) and evaluated several transcripts separate from the researcher to
determine intercoder agreement. The intercoder agreement formula was the
number of agreements divided by the total number of agreements added to the
total number of disagreements multiplied by 100. In the case of this study, the
level of agreement was 93% agreement.

Findings
The findings presented here are the reflections and thoughts of the families
that participated in the family sessions. Analysis of the data revealed six themes.
The first research question revolving around a change in family–child interactions revealed three themes including family–child interactions, families as
teachers, and families as emerging advocates. From the second research question, three themes emerged including frustration, challenges, and collaboration.
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Table 3. Codebook
Code
Challenges
Collaborating
District Policies
Family–Child
Interactions

Frustration

Home–School
Communication
Families as
Advocate
Families as
Teachers
Partnering With
the School
Problem-Solving
RtI
School
Communication
Strategies
Structure
Whose
Responsibility

Code Explanation
Challenges that families identify when working with the school
-How schools communicate with families
-“Backpack”
-Schools not communicating with families
How families and schools work together
District RtI policies
How families interact with their children
-Play
-Schoolwork
-Reading
Frustration with school
Frustration with homework
Frustration with how to help my child
The communication between the home and school
-Letters home
-Phone calls
-Emails
Families learning/using advocacy skills
Families in the roles of teachers/tutors in the home
How the family works with the school
Shared goals, working toward a common problem/solution
-Typically around school work
-Reading
Response to Intervention
How the school communicates with the families/home
Strategies used in teaching at home
How the RtI system is set up
Whose responsibility it is for communication

Changes in Family–Child Interactions
To remain authentic to the voices of the families, quotes from family interviews were not altered and reflect the register of the speaker. Three themes,
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family–child interactions, families as teachers, and families as emerging advocates
emerged from the data collected from the first research question.
Family–Child Interactions
Often families reported that the school (teachers) sent homework that was
frustrating and difficult to understand. Family participants reported not having
the prerequisite knowledge or skills and tools to support their child’s learning
in the home. Sometimes they reported missing learning tools such as crayons,
a calculator, and other items. More often, family participants reported that
they did not understand assignment directions or how to begin to help their
child learn. For instance, during our first family session, one mother reported
that her son’s teacher sent home practice word cards, but the “flashcards…he’s
not interested in ‘em; he sees it as a chore, not as fun, and he just doesn’t want
to do it.” Ms. P. further commented on the school work sent home by saying,
“You might understand, you might not; it’s kinda’ frustrating.” Another family
described similar feelings regarding homework. As Mrs. S. stated, “Sometimes
I’m stumped, like I have no idea how I’m supposed to teach her this; you know,
sometimes it is hard for me to understand.” Repeatedly stating, “I am not a
teacher,” Mrs. S. was visibly upset and frustrated because her initial interactions with her child about homework were unpleasant, and she felt that she did
not have the tools to improve how she worked with her daughter. Comments
like the one made by one mother, Mrs. D., were very similar to those of other
families: “They send home paperwork [homework], and I’ve got to figure out
how to help my daughter understand it.”
These family frustrations negatively influenced how the children and their
families worked together. In some instances, the tension created by work sent
home made some of the families less interested in participating in their child’s
schoolwork and afterschool activities as it was a source of conflict and strife
in the home. The activities and strategies we identified were student-specific
based on problem-solving with the family while looking at CBM reading
benchmarking data, word identification fluency (WIF) CBM data (when applicable, as many of the children were being progress monitored with WIF
probes), and biweekly progress monitoring data. Repeatedly, families reported
the desire for their child to be successful in school; however, they were unsure
how to teach or provide support at home. For example, during the second family session, while reviewing a sight-word activity, Mrs. F. repeatedly questioned
how to help her daughter by asking, “Is this how I do it?” In this example, the
mother was unsure of her ability and lacked confidence in her understanding
of how to present the task to her daughter. Initially, many of the families identified the family–child interactions as “family time,” although these times were
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not necessarily learning time or even homework time. As we worked together,
these families grew into “teachers at home” looking at the strategies and games
as the new kind of “family time.”
Families as Teachers
A second emerging theme delves deeper into the role of families as teachers
in the home. This theme moves beyond the activities presented and facilitates
family involvement in the beginning stages of problem-solving at home. Family participants were asking how they could help their children and requesting
specific learning strategies they could use with their child. Each family reviewed
student progress monitoring data, and they determined the direction of supports their child needed. This process empowered families to take ownership
of their child’s learning. For example, Rob (student, Family 4) loved dinosaurs,
so I created a Dinosaur Word Game with T-Rex cards under the direction of
the family. Shared problem-solving was the backdrop to family sessions, and
by creating and focusing on a short-term (home) objective based on progress
monitoring data, Ms. P. and her son worked together on an activity that helped
improve Rob’s reading decoding skills. Ms. P. also reported during Family Session 4 that Rob demonstrated an interest in his progress monitoring graph; he
“wanted to know his goal, where the star was,” so she used the home graph as
a motivation tool while working with her son. Ms. P. was advocating for her
child and incorporating the positive strategy of goal setting to engage her son
in learning. In another example, this same mother shared her experience as a
“teacher at home”:
All this working with Rob in reading and his brother’s tagging along, I
think his little brother is gonna pick it up [snaps finger] just like that!
Yeah, Rob’s getting it…like we’re actually on list four and five, and I
think the next time I’m going to go to five and six. I mean he’s getting
the words; I mean he has a problem with some of them, but I mean it’s
all in just practice. I also have used the game cards as practice flash cards.
These families became teachers for their children and reported an increase
in the time they spent engaged in learning activities or homework together.
Many of the families had parallel experiences. For example, during a family session with Mrs. A., I was quietly encouraging and coaching Mrs. A. while she
was practicing a skill with her son. When I shared with her, “That was great.
You did a nice job interacting with your son, reinforcing his decoding,” she
proudly stated, “That’s what we do all the time!” The findings indicated that
families felt more comfortable in the role of teacher at home once they received
support. For example, Mrs. S. recalled what strategies or activities she felt were
the most helpful to her and her family:
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Well, we’ve done all your activities, and those are helpful; we played
the Pizza Game again today. She loves it because she doesn’t realize she’s
reading. We are also making sure that she is touching the words, looking
at the letters, and trying to sound it out if she doesn’t know.
The participant families were beginning to own the learning that was happening in their homes. In essence, these participants were establishing themselves
as the “teacher” and taking ownership of learning in the home.
Families as Emerging Advocates
As families became empowered with knowledge regarding RtI and their
child’s needs, they appeared to be more inclined to participate in the problemsolving process not only with me but also within the school. It seems that this
step in the collaborative relationship between a family and the school empowers the family to be a support system for their child. One example included
Mrs. A., who became a more empowered parent. While talking about being
an advocate, she emphatically stated, “My son knows that I’m responsible for
helping him, too; he’s going to hold me accountable just like I’m going to hold
him accountable.” Some families were beginning to feel more invested in the
process of the family sessions as well as the problem-solving that took place.
For example, Mrs. A. described her experience during Family Session 4 as she
was looking at her son’s progress monitoring graph:
I can see where he’s definitely shown some growth, and I can also see
sometimes while he’s home he’s also struggling, and everything that
you’ve given me is definitely helping out.…He’s excited to work with
the things that you have given to us, and it’s not hard. I can see where it’s
definitely helping him; I can see that.
The findings suggest that when families feel empowered to be a part of the
problem-solving process, then they are more likely to increase their involvement in their child’s learning at home and school, thus extending learning into
the home and making school learning relevant at home.
Empowered families can advocate for what their child needs. In this example, Mrs. A. was using a skill she learned, looking at her son’s data, and making
a statement about the data, which helped develop a plan for our next meeting.
Repeatedly, families stated that their children were “reading more.” As families
felt more comfortable and connected to the issue, they were more involved in
working with their children. The result was a family connecting to the child’s
learning and, therefore, becoming more skilled in making decisions regarding
what their child might need and barriers that need to be addressed. One family reported calling their child’s teacher and requesting additional information
regarding their daughter’s success in class because they wanted to help their
daughter more at home.
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Mr. S. shared his impressions after looking at his daughter’s progress monitoring graph and reflecting on teaching in the home:
It could be a coincidence, but you know since we started meeting, the
numbers have gone up, so something happened, you know. I know
you’ve [to the mom] been frustrated working with her, and some of the
ideas you’ve given us immediately out of the box that we’ve been working on, my wife no longer calls me complaining that she’s too frustrated.
These opportunities empowered families to become emerging advocates for
their families by slowly building confidence in their ability to support learning
in the home and becoming an active participant of a learning team which is a
vital component of student achievement.
The data suggests that by using the conceptual framework of Family–School
Partnership and problem-solving, families developed skills and strategies for
working with their children. Several of the families were able to move beyond
the activities I provided and began to problem-solve activities with their children. As a result, many of the families began to develop advocacy skills. With
support, families were able to help their children and become more connected to the family–school partnership. In looking at progress monitoring data,
families were able to engage in conversations about their child’s learning in a
non-threatening, positive manner. These findings suggest that these changes
happened because families were provided with supports and were invested in
the problem-solving process.

Family Intervention and Family Engagement
The themes that emerged from the data associated with the family intervention and family engagement in school were frustration, challenges, and
collaboration.
Frustration
The first theme that developed was frustration. Initially, many of the families
reported feeling frustrated by the school, especially how the school communicated information. Mr. and Mrs. D. voiced their frustration during the second
family session, “The school doesn’t communicate. They just send everything
home in letters.” Family participants desired discussion, a person to talk to on
the phone, or face-to-face conversation without educational jargon. Ms. P. expressed the same frustrated sentiment, sharing that “they just send stuff home
with no explanation.” To mitigate this frustration, Mr. S. wanted the school to
know that his family does care about their child.
It’s just…you guys need to know how to reach out to us and that we
care enough to help out. We need to know who to talk to so that we can
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say, we’re having a disconnection here, and if it wasn’t for this kind of
intervention [the study], I don’t know how we would connect with the
teacher. I wouldn’t have even known she [daughter] was in Tier 2!
Families articulated frustration in many different ways. Mr. and Mrs. A.
were frustrated with how the school sent “mixed messages,” wanting families
to be involved in evening activities such as family nights but then not helping
parents understand how their child was performing in school. For example,
Mrs. A. shared, “They’re doing a lot of stuff for fundraising and parties, but I’m
interested in academics.” When asked how the school approaches partnership
with families, one parent team reported that they felt the school does not approach partnership. Mr. S. stated emphatically, “Does it?” Then his wife shared
her thoughts, “The school hasn’t changed their approach, but you have helped
us tremendously. Ultimately, it is up to us to get something moving and to find
out what she [daughter] is doing in class.”
The level of frustration expressed by the participant families varied, but
there was a direct connection with lack of home–school communication. For
instance, Mr. S. was frustrated with the communication at parent–teacher conferences: “I got 15 minutes with the teacher. There were families scheduled
before and after our conference, and I felt like the teacher just didn’t have
time for me and my questions.” When I probed Mr. S. further, he said he felt
like they would be imposing on the teacher. These findings suggest that the
frustrations expressed by the participants also presented as challenges to being
engaged in their child’s learning.
Challenges
The next theme that emerged was challenges. Families identified challenges in many different ways. These ranged from the challenges of involvement
in the school because of time constraints (e.g., school schedule not matching
work schedule), the challenge in understanding the school culture, and the
challenge of understanding end of the school year expectations for students. In
many ways, these challenges were real barriers to involvement, either perceived
or actual. Often families reported that one of the most significant challenges
for them was the lack of human response. Mr. S. identified the lack of shared
communication between family and teachers as a significant challenge:
From my perspective, there may be a handoff issue from the teacher to
us, so we’re not reinforcing what the teacher is doing. We don’t know
what our daughter is doing [in school], so we can’t reinforce [the learning], and the teacher can’t reinforce what we’re doing [at home], so it’s
kind of challenging.
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Many of the families reported feeling torn and at a loss for information, and
although there were “Family Nights” and “Spring Sings,” they were not activities that included learning support. The participants were searching for ways
the school could embrace families outside of the usual narrow-minded view
of family involvement in school through an obligatory participation in funfairs and other school-based activities. Mr. S. shared, “It would be nice if the
teacher…would be able to say what they did this week so we could reinforce
it.” Another participant echoed the message of the challenge of sharing information. Mrs. F. believed that the school did not explain what her daughter was
doing in school. She wanted the school to tell her “specifically what to do to
help her child.” Families wanted concrete ways they could be a part of learning
and to know how they could support their child academically, not just through
family fun nights. In essence, families were looking for opportunities to collaborate with school staff.
Collaboration
The final theme that emerged from the data was collaboration. Families consistently reported that they wanted to collaborate with the school, but they
needed support to enter into such a collaborative relationship. As Mrs. A. passionately stated during our last family session together, “We conquered this
thing together and not as individuals, and that’s what I’ve been looking for this
whole school year.” Participant families were unsure whom to talk to and how
to ask questions. Most importantly, some families were afraid and concerned
they would offend or upset the teachers. Initially, participants reported not understanding their role in student learning. As Mrs. A. said, she wanted a person
with whom she could connect: “I just…I need somebody to turn to cuz I don’t
know what to do.” Another participant shared, “27 kids…yeah, there’s no way
she [teacher] can be present for every parent that comes by, so I greatly appreciate your being able to work with us one on one.” Similarly, Mr. & Mrs. S.
were searching for connections and an opportunity to collaborate as well. For
many families, having a person from school to communicate with was invaluable. Sometimes this person could be the co-collaborator with the family, and
sometimes they could be the first voice for the family serving as support while
families begin to feel like they can contribute to the conversation. For example,
Mr. and Mrs. S. shared that they were searching for a person to work with and
expressed their feeling about collaborating during the family sessions:
I feel like (chuckles) we’ve got someone on our side, and someone’s helping us out here, because before it was just mayhem; we’re forearmed now.
Like before I’d sit there and say…I don’t know how to do this, but now
I do.
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Many of the participants searched for a person to work with and expressed
similar feelings about collaborating during the family sessions.
The data suggest that actual and perceived barriers of time, human connection, and fear of upsetting teachers often impeded family involvement. A lack
of understanding and communication between the school and the families influenced family participation and connectedness to the school and their child’s
learning. Serving as the binding force, the current infusion of time and human
connection due to the study activities helped families increase their involvement in school. At some level, there appears to be a stalemate as to who will
begin the conversation first—the families or the school. Ultimately, families reported that they wanted to collaborate with school personnel, but barriers were
impeding that involvement.

Discussion and Implications
In analyzing the data, I found that families wanted to be involved in their
child’s learning beyond peripheral participation. Families were frustrated by
a lack of understanding of what was happening in the school and, in particular, with their child’s learning. The families learned about the RtI process
and the school jargon (i.e., terms) associated with RtI and problem solving.
Through this study, families became teachers in the home, and—more importantly—they became advocates for themselves and their children. Families
became involved in their child’s learning because they believed that they could
help their children (Hoover-Dempsey, & Sandler, 1997). I also found that by
encouraging family engagement through the problem-solving process, efficacious behavior grew. As one participant, Ms. P., specified, “Families should
play a major role if they want their student to succeed.” Families in this study
became more comfortable in their new roles, and, significantly, became collaborative partners.
Initially, families reported interactions superficially, for example, “spending time together;” however, as families were provided with concrete activities
and skills they could use, their involvement and interaction with their child
changed. Many of the families revealed that they were stymied by the school
work that was being sent home. The findings revealed that families needed
support to be able to help their children. Lack of time and not understanding materials sent home fueled the lack of engagement. Two of the families in
this study were bilingual (speaking Laotian and Spanish, respectively). A considerable amount of their educational perspectives were filtered through their
own cultural beliefs and personal educational experiences. As a result, personal
experiences influenced how these families initially chose to be involved. For
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example, several of the families were interested in learning more about RtI and
what was expected of their children, but because of their own unsuccessful
experiences while in school or their preconceived expectation of family engagement, they were initially hesitant to become more involved. This interest was
a significant finding because people in the school environment often assume
that families do not want to be involved, but in reality, families do want to be
involved (Henderson & Mapp, 2002; Jeynes, 2012). Personal educational experiences or fears may hinder family involvement. However, using student data
and collaborative problem-solving at the forefront of all conversations, schools
can help bridge barriers by using data to engage families in educational discussions and problem-solving.
Results of this study mirrored previous studies. Chrispeels and Rivero
(2001) found that, in working with Latino families, there was a disconnection
between the home and the school. Specifically, many of the families believed
that the role of the family in a child’s learning was secondary concerning the
school and that the family role was to be peripherally involved. The participants in Chrispeels and Rivero’s study similarly discovered the importance of
family involvement in a child’s learning. Findings from the current study suggest that family–child interactions are improved when families find a common
objective through data and then are given the opportunity to collaborate and
problem solve. Time at home is not something that can be controlled by the
school; however, as families were engaged in helping their child and were actively reviewing data, the amount of time that they spent “working” with their
child was reported as increased.
The current study also revealed that as families became more involved in
learning about their child’s academic needs and the school expectations of student achievement, they were more actively involved in their child’s learning
to the extent of serving as “teachers in the home.” The theme families as teachers emerged after families became invested in problem-solving and in using
their child’s data as a focusing event. Many family participants reported a lack
of skills or background knowledge to help their child. The findings from this
study revealed that once provided with support and jointly created goals, activities, and opportunities to collaborate with a teacher, the shift into the role
of teacher at home appeared promising as families were reporting being more
involved and progress-monitoring data was reflecting a positive trend. Similar to this study, Fishel and Ramirez (2005) found that parent tutoring on the
single subject of reading was considered promising. Their study validated their
tutoring strategy for improving student learning, which suggests that providing
families with skill-specific activities with a definite start and stop are beneficial
to families as they work with their children.
104

TIER 2 COLLABORATION WITH FAMILIES

The theme families as advocates was a valuable finding because it revealed
that as families were collaborating and being supported through the problemsolving process, they were beginning to “own” the responsibility for their child’s
learning, and, consequently, advocacy skills developed. This finding suggests
that advocacy might be due to the opportunity to safely practice activities with
another person (the researcher) before engaging with the child, as well as families having a clearer understanding of their role in student learning which is
tightly connected to collaboratively reviewing student data and developing instructional goals.
Similarly, Harrison (2008) found that families were more connected to the
problem-solving process when they better understood their role in collaborating with the school-based team. When communication barriers were averted,
families became more “connected” to the problem-solving process, although
the family voice was missing from the Harrison study. The opportunity for
family voice highlighted in the current study provided great insight into the
ideas and perceptions that many of the families felt and believed.
The theme of frustration was common among the participants in the current
study. Many of the participants identified feeling frustrated by methods used
by the school for communication with families. Families identified communication through the backpack as a significant frustration. I initially made the
same mistake when attempting to gather participants for this study. I assumed
that sending a note in the backpack was a quality mode of communication
with families as it was general practice at Tree Grove School. However, after a
lack of response, I had to alter how I reached out to families and communicate
in a more personal way through phone calls. This finding suggests that families want and need a personal connection rather than countless pieces of paper
sent home. Families in the current study indicated that they wanted to talk to
someone who could directly answer their questions. Some of the families perceived that there had been a lack of communication and felt blindsided when
we first met to look at CBM data. These families reported not knowing what
was being taught at school and lacking an understanding of what was expected
of students. Furthermore, many of the families identified that they were unaware that their child was receiving tiered instructional supports in reading.
In a parallel study, Drummond and Stipek (2004) found that when families were less familiar with the school curriculum or the strategies used to
teach their children, they were less engaged in teaching at home. My study
found that although families wanted to be involved, they were hesitant because they lacked skills to support their child or they did not even realize that
their child needed support because of poor communication. Family involvement hinges on collaborative communication opportunities achieved through
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family–school problem-solving events. It is imperative that schools move away
from the isolative approaches used in the past and engage families in dialogue
centered on solutions found together to reduce frustrations.
Families identified a variety of challenges, but common challenges included communication barriers and timing barriers (e.g., school schedule, family
schedule). Families also revealed that it was difficult to be involved in their
child’s learning because often they did not understand what was being taught
or how to support their child’s learning best. Researchers such as Christenson
and Sheridan (2001) and Sheridan and Kratochwill (2010) argue that establishing open, reciprocal problem-solving can mitigate the challenges that many
families face in working with schools. In light of this finding, schools should
share what subjects are taught, how subjects are taught, and what families can
do at home to support their child’s learning. Such sharing of information was
not occurring regularly at Tree Grove, and families were again isolated from
student learning.
Data and information can be a powerful tool, especially when presented
without comments, allowing the participants to review and think about what
the data might be saying (Sheridan & Kratochwill, 2010). If schools are afraid
of awkward conversations about students struggling in school, then allowing
the data to “speak for itself ” is a meaningful way to garner family support
and involvement. Without a shared responsibility and open communication,
schools will continue to perpetuate the same “learning in a vacuum” mentality. Further, without a shared responsibility, students will likely not achieve
success, and families will continue to participate on the periphery. While most
schools are doing a better job of using data within the context of the school
day, they still can improve by using data to work in conjunction with families.
Families discovered the importance of collaborating. Unfortunately, several
of the participants held cultural and personal beliefs which limited conversations and allowed school personnel to control the communication flow. For
example, several families believed it was the responsibility of the school to
contact and engage families in discussions of student concerns. This familial
assumption resulted in no communication initiated by either the families or
the school. Comparably, Peña (2000) found that language barriers, as well as
cultural differences between parents and schools, impacted parental involvement. This finding suggests that families need to be empowered to collaborate
and that role construction (Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1995, 1997) plays a
significant part in the families entering into a collaborative, problem-solving
relationship. Similarly, Reschly et al. (2007) found that through family–school
collaboration and problem-solving, student learning and achievement were
improved. This study found a dominant common thread among the families
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regardless of social status, educational experience, or ethnicity: they were motivated to be involved in their child’s learning but were unsure how to support or
advocate for their child. Schools engaging families in the act of problem-solving can improve the family–school partnership regardless of the background of
the family.

Implications
There are several lessons learned from this study that directly connect to
recommendations for practice for school districts and schools wanting to authentically engage families to improve student learning and establish a positive
family–school culture.
Engage Families in Problem-Solving
The assumption that families are not interested in academics or learning
more about their children's education presents a myopic view of families.
Schools and school districts should engage families in understanding RtI by explaining the school processes and the strategies for supporting diverse learning
needs in the classroom. Schools can accomplish this by providing opportunities
to families, during convenient times, to learn more about RtI. It is imperative that these learning opportunities move beyond the obligatory letters sent
home via a backpack or through the mail, but instead become face-to-face interactions that provide human contact as well as an opportunity for families
to ask questions, even if the questions are uncomfortable for the teacher or
school staff. Specifically, once a team identifies a student as requiring a Tier 2
intervention, the family should be included in a problem-solving meeting that
shares data as well as provides opportunities for shared collaboration regarding
data and instructional supports. Schools and families should meet every 8–10
weeks to evaluate progress-monitoring data through a variety of means including face-to-face meetings and electronic check-ins. This research validates
that schools engaging families in open dialog and providing a nonjudgmental,
welcoming environment have a more considerable influence in gaining family support. Assigning a grade level team member to be the point person for
families who have children receiving Tier 2 interventions could accomplish
this task. This individual would regularly share progress monitoring data and
facilitate communication between home and school to engage families actively
in the learning process.
Establish Relationships With Families
At the beginning of the school year, schools should evaluate the family–
school partnership, as a standard, to determine what the culture and
understanding are of the family–school connection. Just as schools are now
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regularly benchmarking the effectiveness of general education instruction (e.g.,
reading, math) through the use of CBM and other school-based assessments,
so too must schools engage in assessing family understanding of core knowledge. In the present study, families repeatedly reported they were looking for
a “touch point” person who could serve as an advocate for the family as their
child was receiving tiered supports. This study suggests that schools should provide face-to-face communication with families so they are more likely to feel
invested, accountable, and therefore become more involved. Family–school
collaboration can be achieved through home visits or offering more flexible
meeting times for families. If the child continues to need support, school staff
should meet individually with families to develop and target shared goals as
well as including families in the data teaming process.
Address Barriers
Another lesson learned from this study was the importance of understanding the various barriers that exist in schools or are perceived to exist in schools.
Barriers add to the general lack of communication and can impede family
involvement. Families in this study identified several obstacles that impeded
involvement, including “backpack” communication (number one on the list),
teacher and school jargon, and school time. In this study, many of the families
reported feeling overwhelmed by the daily volume of papers sent home, so they
either ignored them or just never received them because they were “lost.” Several families identified that they did not understand the papers sent home from
school, including homework. If papers are sent home, schools should meter the
volume and frequency. When homework is sent home, teachers should provide
clear examples and resources that can empower families to support their child’s
learning beyond the school day.
Second, families indicated that teachers and schools often used language
that they did not understand. Schools need to reduce the use of academic jargon because it alienates families and creates a culture that is not collaborative
or inclusive. Academic jargon places teachers in the role of expert and parents
in the role of apprentice. The participants reported feeling that they did not belong because they were less knowledgeable than the teachers, and even though
participants desired involvement, these families believed that they had “nothing to offer” to their child’s learning.
Schools should consider personal barriers such as the educational comfort
level of families. Families might feel uncomfortable visiting the school. Just as
teachers meet students where they are academically, schools must also meet
families where they feel most comfortable. Problem-solving together helps to
achieve this. The process of problem-solving gives all parties a role in educating
the student and empowers families to be involved.
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Limitations
Several limitations of this study need to be acknowledged. First, this study
includes self-reported data gathered from family sessions and from field notes
and “brain dump” (Saldaña, 2009) memos, which can be subjective because
self-reporting data cannot be verified through other sources. Although member
checking and intercoder agreement were used as tools to support the data gathered, self-reported data has limitations. Second, this study took place during
the second semester of a school year. Although there were numerous opportunities to problem solve with families, it would have been better to collaborate
with these families for the entire school year. The findings might be different if
the study started at the beginning of the new school year. A third limitation of
this study was the small and unique sample size collected from a convenience
sample of families of children in Grades K–1 who were receiving Tier 2 reading interventions. The study would need to be repeated with more participants,
including a broader range of families with students in higher grade levels to
generalize findings. A fourth limitation is a potential personal bias. I worked at
the school where the study took place, although I did not have direct contact
with the family participants or their children on a daily basis (i.e., I was not the
teacher of record, nor did I provide direct or indirect service to the students);
however, this is a bias that needs to be considered. I made every effort to separate my role as special education teacher from my role as researcher. Finally, it is
essential to consider the qualitative nature of interviews and coding for themes
as this type of research may be subject to different interpretations other than
those presented in this study. Conducting family sessions with a broader audience would be prudent for greater potential for generalization.

Conclusion
As members of a collaborative team, families have incredible value because
they bring crucial information about the whole child. However, schools and
families typically do not collaborate with each other because families are isolated from tiered instructional supports and the problem-solving processes.
This lack of collaboration may be due to family barriers, social status, language
and cultural barriers, or preconceived notions that families do not desire involvement in their child’s learning resulting in families being unequivocally
absent from student learning conversations and then castigated for not being
involved. While schools have frank discussions fueled by data, families are not
at the discussion table supporting or refuting the plans for implementation.
The findings of this study suggest that families need and desire authentic engagement in supporting their child’s learning beyond the school day. Without
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schools providing a supportive environment and encouraging shared problemsolving, it is difficult for families to feel connected or valued in the process.
Consequently, families may disengage or feel that they do not have the “teacher
skills” needed to support their child’s learning. When families supported their
child’s learning at home and actively participated in problem-solving around
their child’s progress monitoring data, families reported feeling more connected
to their child’s learning and sought strategies to extend learning at home resulting in positive outcomes for students and families alike. Families indicated that
they enjoyed establishing a partnership with a designated person and felt that
they were a crucial member of their child’s learning team. Family–school collaboration is essential in empowering families so that they become involved,
active participants and team members on their child’s problem-solving team
rather than peripheral bystanders waiting for school personnel to contact them
or give them solutions.
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Parent–School Engagement in a Public
Elementary School in Southern Arizona:
Immigrant and Refugee Parent Perspectives
Amanda Marie Shufflebarger Snell
Abstract
This project invited parents who spoke languages other than English at
home to share their perspectives (in their native languages) with the elementary school their children attended. The researcher—a volunteer at the school
affiliated with a local university—collaborated closely with school staff on this
project. Using a funds of knowledge framework, parents were asked about their
goals for their children, their children’s strengths, and things they taught their
children at home, as well as things they liked about the school and concerns
they had. Results revealed that parents had high respect for their children’s
teachers and often saw themselves as collaborators with the school. They viewed
themselves as responsible for teaching children respect and manners and the
teachers as responsible for academic growth, which at times caused misunderstandings with teachers, who expected parents to support children in specific,
academic ways. In addition to sharing how much they believed teachers loved
their children, parents expressed interest in maintaining their native languages
and concerns about not understanding communication from the school. The
following article describes themes in the interviews as well as recommendations
based on parent feedback. It also discusses ways the school and the researcher
worked together to address this feedback. This research provides a model for
other schools wishing to solicit immigrant and refugee parent perspectives, as
well as a model for university–school collaborations.
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Introduction
A wide body of literature has explored how relationships between parents
and schools impact children’s academic and social well-being (Barr & Saltmarsh, 2014; Georgis, Gokiert, Ford, & Ali, 2014; Murrah, McFarland-Piazza,
& Harrison, 2015). Not surprisingly, the consensus is that children thrive best
when their parents are positively engaged in the schools they attend. However,
parent–school engagement can be a time-consuming process for schools. Delgado Gaitan (1991) notes that schools are typically not rewarded for involving
parents, and as a result, parent–school engagement is often not a priority. In
addition, parents are often brought into schools only when a problem comes
up, limiting the school–home relationship to emergencies and disciplinary issues (Delgado Gaitan, 1991). When school staff are not aware of immigrant
and refugee parents’ expectations, experiences, and ambitions, they may misinterpret these parents as inadequately involved in their children’s academic lives.
Staff members have struggled to engage with parents of students at Cactus
Grove Elementary (a pseudonym), a high poverty1 Title I elementary school
located in southern Arizona with a high percentage of immigrant and refugee
families. Teachers report that several times a year, they invest a lot of effort into
inviting parents to school events, offering meals and prizes as incentives, only to
be disappointed by low turnout. In the 2015–16 academic year, since the school
did not make “Adequate Yearly Progress” (AYP) as measured by students’ standardized test scores, the school was mandated by the state of Arizona to offer a
certain number of parent outreach hours. Even with this requirement, teachers
did not feel parent engagement increased, reporting that only one or two parents tended to show up for events at the school. This trend was discouraging
to the school staff and teachers, but until the current study began, parents had
not been invited to dialogue with the school about their engagement. In this
article, I present the results of a collaborative project which aimed to discover immigrant and refugee parents’ perspectives on family–school relationships.
The project specifically sought to understand the perspectives, expectations,
and funds of knowledge of linguistic minority families—including refugee as
well as immigrant families—and to promote more equitable relationships and
mutual communication between families and Cactus Grove Elementary.
For this project, I interviewed immigrant and refugee parents at an urban
public elementary school in southern Arizona and then transcribed and analyzed the interviews using a funds of knowledge framework (Diaz, Moll, &
114

IMMIGRANT & REFUGEE PARENTS

Mehan, 1986; Gonzalez, Moll, & Amanti, 2005). The following article describes important themes taken from the parent interviews, which a team
including staff and parents subsequently used to develop a family–school–
community engagement plan that privileges immigrant and refugee parents’
voices, ideas, and funds of knowledge.

Theoretical Underpinnings
Funds of Knowledge Framework
In their 2005 edited book Funds of Knowledge: Theorizing Practices in Households, Communities, and Classrooms, Gonzalez (an anthropologist), Moll (a
scholar in education), and Amanti (a teacher) introduced the construct of funds
of knowledge as “based on a simple premise: People are competent, they have
knowledge, and their life experiences have given them that knowledge” (pp.
ix–x). As a theoretical construct, a funds of knowledge approach seeks to bring
immigrant families’ wide variety of knowledge to classroom settings. Family’s
funds of knowledge, cultivated through their social and economic histories,
can become cultural resources for teachers, who can “include parents and families in the formula for educating children and seriously listen to and value
their funds of knowledge” (Gonzalez et al., 2005, p. 150). Funds of knowledge
include families’ strategies for survival in everyday life, including sharing family chores, economic strategies, household knowledge, religious ceremonies,
transborder knowledge and travel, extended family networks and social life,
formal and informal literacy customs and practices, intergenerational interactions, and ethnic identity. In sum, life experiences are the basis of these funds
of knowledge, and teachers can build curriculum and relationships based on
the knowledge of the children in their classroom. Gonzalez, Moll, and Amanti
collaborated to train teachers to follow this framework by interviewing families
and constructing curricula based on students’ funds of knowledge. However,
few studies have used the framework to consider parent engagement (Yamauchi, Ponte, Ratliffe, & Traynor, 2017).

Defining Parent Engagement and Agency
As Carreón, Drake, and Barton (2005) began a case study of how three
immigrant parents in a high-poverty urban setting were involved with their
children’s schools, they realized that researchers and participants lacked a common understanding of parental involvement. Carreón et al. distinguished
between parent involvement, that is, the specific things parents do, and engagement, or parents’ orientations to the world and how those orientations frame
the things they do. Parent involvement typically refers to parent participation
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in school-organized activities, such as parent–teacher conferences, Parent
Teacher Association (PTA) meetings, and field trips, in which parents typically have “minimal opportunities to help make decisions, voice concerns, or
effect school change” (Carreón et al., 2005, p. 468). Parent engagement, on
the other hand, includes not just what parents do in the school, but describes
“parent school involvement practices embedded in cultural spaces” (Carreón
et al., 2005, p. 468). In other words, engagement is a more equitable type of
involvement which takes into account the perspectives and ideas of parents as
well as school staff.
Parent agency or efficacy, defined as “a parent’s belief that he or she is
capable of exerting a positive influence on children’s school outcomes” (HooverDempsey, Bassler, & Brissie, 1992, p. 287), has been found to influence parent
engagement in elementary schools. But even when parents feel motivated to
engage with their children’s school, they may not have the opportunity or “institutional legitimacy” (Kramsch, 2016) to do so. Carreón et al. (2005) pointed
out that immigrant parents may find that “the space for engagement is not
equitable” (p. 470) and their social capital is not recognized. Other focus
group data (Barr & Saltmarsh, 2014; Delgado Gaitan, 1991) has concurred
that members of marginalized or minority groups (such as indigenous parents)
experience feelings of being “an outsider who is expected to ‘fit’ with the demands and expectations of the school” (Barr & Saltmarsh, 2014, p. 499).

Overcoming Barriers and Building Equitable Relationships
Sometimes, immigrant and refugee families’ circumstances can lead to barriers to their participation with their children’s schools. Carreón et al. (2005)
reported that “adaptation to life in the United States is particularly challenging for poor and undocumented parents who have difficulty finding a job that
pays a living wage and must cope with the physical and emotional stress of establishing a new life in a culture that welcomes their labor but rejects, openly
or covertly, their presence” (p. 469; see also Hayes, 1989; Yoshikawa, 2011).
Other barriers include racism (Murray et al., 2014) and lack of understanding about how minority families already engage (Latunde & Clark-Louque,
2016). Lawson and Alameda-Lawson (2012) suggested that educators “can
help address non-school-related barriers to learning” (p. 679) by leveraging social resources and collaborating with community-based institutions.
Though it is important for educators to be sensitive to challenges parents
may face, a sole focus on parents’ barriers to engagement with schools can be
problematic and disempower parents. A focus on deficit models, which Delgado Gaitan (1991) defines as “depict[ing] inactive parents in the schools as
incompetent and unable to help their children because they have a different
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language, work long hours away from home, belong to different ethnic groups,
or are just not interested” (p. 22), may belie immigrant parents’ deep investment in their children’s education.
Ultimately, along with the considerations described above, building relationships with schools requires a lot of work. In a community–school partnership
that Lawson and Alameda-Lawson (2012) described, parents attributed the
program’s success to the sense of trust (confianza) that they developed while
participating. Taken together, the current literature shows that although
schools often try to involve parents, they do not always succeed in engaging
with parents and giving them equal power as decision makers (Carreón et al.,
2005). More research is needed on how to give parents positions of power
and decision making within schools. Interviewing parents in their native languages might be an avenue for bringing parents’ voices into decision-making
in schools and help educators gain a deeper understanding of families’ perspectives, cultural capital, goals, and concerns related to their children’s education.

Gaps
Through this literature review, I have identified several gaps in the body of
research on engaging families with immigrant and refugee backgrounds. First,
little literature is available that includes the voices of families with refugee backgrounds, a growing population in the U.S. Though refugee background families
may share linguistic minority status with immigrant background families, their
experiences may be categorically different. In this context, for example, immigrant, Spanish-speaking families have an established network and connections
with their home countries, while refugee background families may be the first
generation to live in the community (see Sanchez 2014, for a discussion of
the categorical differences between immigrant and refugee families). Second,
though the literature on barriers to engagement is enlightening, strengths-based
research could help schools more effectively collaborate with parents. Previous
funds of knowledge studies have highlighted immigrant family strengths but
have usually applied the knowledge to curriculum for children, rather than to
parent relationships. Finally, many of the parent engagement studies were conducted with federal funding or through grants, rather than through grassroots
efforts. Grassroots explorations of family engagement can help schools inquire
into these issues even without grant funding. In addition to data about parent
perspectives, a framework is needed that would allow schools and communities to conduct similar research in their own variable contexts without the need
for substantial additional resources. If schools conduct their own research using such a framework, they will not only learn about perspectives in their own
unique contexts, but also build relationships with families in the process. The
following study aims to address these gaps.
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Research Design and Methods
Goals and Research Questions
This study adopts a qualitative approach which draws upon a funds of
knowledge framework (Diaz et al., 1986; Gonzalez et al., 2005) to analyze interviews at a public elementary school with families who speak languages other
than English at home. The purposes of this project were (a) to understand parents’ needs and perspectives as shared in native language interviews, (b) to use
the information parents shared in order to develop approaches to better meet
the needs of parents that speak a language other than English at home, and (c)
to develop democratic home–school engagement in the school community.
The following research questions arose from these goals:
• What funds of knowledge do non-English speaking parents have that the
school staff may not be aware of?
• What do parents who speak a language other than English at home like
about the school their children attend, and what concerns do they have?
• How can Cactus Grove Elementary school, specifically, and elementary
schools, in general, more effectively and democratically collaborate with
parents who speak languages other than English at home?

Study Context
The research took place at Cactus Grove Elementary, a public magnet elementary school in southern Arizona. At the time of the study, I volunteered for
three hours a week at the school, organizing lunchtime mentoring groups with
fourth and fifth grade girls and teaching English as a Second Language (ESL)
classes to parents and caregivers of children in the school. I was also affiliated
with a public university, through which I applied for IRB approval and grant
funding to compensate parents for participating in the project. I speak English and Spanish bilingually and had positive relationships with school staff. A
majority of the teachers at Cactus Grove Elementary, including the principal
at the time, were native speakers of English. However, several teachers, instructional assistants, and staff that work in the office, cafeteria, or as crossing guards
were bilingual Spanish–English speakers, and many spoke Spanish at home.
At the time of the study, 86% of Cactus Grove’s student body identified as
Latino/Hispanic, 6% as White, and 4% as African American. In 2014, 85.1%
of students were eligible for free/reduced lunches (National Center for Education Statistics, 2015). The school offers breakfast and lunch daily to children.
Many of the children who attend the school speak Spanish at home. In addition,
refugee families from Africa, the Middle East, and other regions have moved to
the district after being resettled in the city. They tend to live in apartments near
118

IMMIGRANT & REFUGEE PARENTS

the school and speak a variety of languages at home, most commonly Arabic.
Academically, according to the Arizona Department of Education Accountability Division, the school ranked in the fourth percentile compared to other
Arizona schools in 2014. These ranking were based primarily on test scores and
resulted in the school being required to meet strict benchmarks, including a
parent engagement requirement, which mandated the school to dedicate hours
and events towards activities for parents. The parent English class partially fulfilled this requirement. In addition to the engagement requirements, teachers
genuinely wanted to improve communication with parents. Through my volunteer work, I developed a relationship with the school principal and some
teachers who were excited about this project.

Participants
Parents at Cactus Grove Magnet Elementary School who speak languages
other than English at home were invited to participate. The majority of these
parents came from Mexico and other Spanish-speaking countries. Other parents came from Iraq, Democratic Republic of Congo, Sudan, and Russia. I
personally invited adults attending the ESL class at the school as well as parents
of children in the girls’ lunch groups I mentored. In addition, teachers distributed flyers to parent volunteers and parents of children attending ESL classes.
Parents were offered the option of participating in an individual or small
group interview depending on their preference, availability, and, in the case of
non-Spanish speakers, the availability of interpreters. A total of 16 parents or
caregivers of children at Cactus Grove Elementary who speak languages other
than English at home participated. I conducted 11 family interviews (2 focus groups including 7 total participants and 9 individual parent interviews),
plus one interview with a teacher (in addition to informal conversations with
several teachers during parent events), for a total of 12 interviews. Interviews
took place in parents’ preferred language in a private room at the school. Some
participants had arrived in the U.S. within the past few months, and others
had been living here for several years. Some participants were documented,
and others were not. The interviews sought to understand parents’ strengths,
things they appreciate about their child’s school, and any questions or concerns
they had. I personally interviewed parents who speak English or Spanish, and
I used adult interpreters (typically family members or family friends) to interview parents in Swahili, varieties of Arabic, and Kinyarwanda, compensating
parents and interpreters modestly for their participation with the support of a
grant from the university.
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Data Analysis: Immigrant Families’ Funds of Knowledge
After obtaining consent, I interviewed parents using a list of semi-structured questions (see Appendix) based on Gonzalez et al.’s (2005) funds of
knowledge framework. These questions were designed to make parents comfortable and help them talk freely about themselves, rather than feel that they
had to provide “accurate” answers. In addition, the questions listed follow-up
themes that future interviewers can use to clarify or ask for elaboration. I first
asked parents what they believe their children’s strengths are inside and outside
the classroom. Next, I asked what they believed their own strengths are as parents, such as things they have taught or passed on to their children of which
they are proud. Then I asked parents to talk about what they like about their
children’s school and teachers, concerns they had, or things they did not think
are working for their child in the classroom. After conducting the interviews
and transcribing each one, I coded them and identified themes that multiple
participants had raised. I organized these themes according to the funds of
knowledge framework (e.g., family strengths and knowledge, language and literacy practices) and added additional categories as necessary. These themes,
which are reported below, arose commonly from the interviews and are related
to the research goals and questions.

Ethical Issues
Because it was important to ensure that parents as well as school staff understood the research objectives and felt that the results would be helpful to them,
I went through four layers of permission for this project. I obtained permission
from the school principal, the district school board, the university IRB, and
the individual parents participating in the interviews. Parents received consent
documents in their respective native languages. I provided a report of results to
the district administration and teachers, and we discussed them and followed
up with parents. Finally, in order to safeguard my own subjectivity, I made sure
to share the reports with the school staff engaged in the project and, whenever
possible, share my results with participants to verify that the themes that I was
identifying did indeed reflect their perceptions. For example, I approached
participants with whom I had a relationship as part of the ESL classes I taught
and asked them to verify my perception that they felt very grateful for the
teachers’ efforts but found the lack of communication in their own languages
highly concerning, and they confirmed this was the case.
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Findings
Following the research questions and funds of knowledge framework, findings were organized into themes based on the following categories: home and
strengths (family, family activities, family learning, home duties), school engagement, concerns (bullying, language concerns, employment and economic
status, dietary restrictions), school and community relationships (teachers,
volunteering), parent perspectives (what parents want the school to know, gratitude, language), and, finally, teacher perspectives.

Home and Strengths
Family as Strength
When parents were asked what their children’s strengths were, the most
common answer was “family.” Parents cited their children’s participation with
the family, naming “family,” “being at home with us,” and “focusing on school
and family” as strengths. They also listed their children’s interests, including
folkloric dance, mariachi and Christian mariachi, confidence, hard work,
sports, focus on school, and dreams as strengths. Parents often talked to their
children about their dreams and knew what they wanted to do when they grew
up. One parent said, “Tienen sueños, y que bueno. Yo les apoyo lo que ellos
quieren en lo que ellos deciden hacer” [They have dreams, and that’s great. I
support them in whatever they want, in whatever they decide to do].
Family Activities
Families indicated that they considered time spent together to be a strength,
and all of the parents who participated in the study named “going to the park”
as something they enjoyed doing with their family. This may have been a common response because there is a large park within close walking distance of the
school, and the climate of the region makes going to the park possible all year.
In addition, weekend community events are held at the park, typically free of
charge. Parents said they played at the park, hung out, told stories, and picnicked. Parents also described going to church together on the weekends. One
parent said, “En las tardes comemos todos juntos. A veces los fines de semanas
vamos a la iglesia o vamos a algún lugar, pero siempre estamos todos juntos” [In
the afternoon, we all eat together. Sometimes on weekends we go to church or
someplace, but we are always together]. Parents also listed swimming, reading
or helping children with homework, eating together, going bowling, camping
or visiting relatives, going to movies, having family game nights and family
movie nights, baking or cooking together, and cleaning the home together. The
parents described talking a lot to their children. They talk about their friends,
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what they will do when they grow up, and give their children advice. One parent said, “Yo los ayudo hablando con ellos, aconsejándolos, hablando de como
está afuera, saliendo de la casa y hablándoles sobre la escuela” [I help them by
talking to them and advising them, telling them how it is outside, leaving the
house, and talking to them about school].
Learning at Home
Parents described teaching their children a lot of things that they didn’t
learn at school. According to parents, one of the most important things they
teach their children is respect for others. One refugee father said he teaches
his eight children “how to be respectful of others and how to get along with
people, because that’s really important in our culture, we have to respect each
other.” Other parents reported teaching their children self-respect and respect
for others, to value family and friends, and to work hard. Parents also teach
their children their own language and culture. One parent said she teaches her
children to cook because “Imagínate que algún día vayan para nuestro país, y
ellos no sepan ni qué comen allá, y que invitan a alguien” [Imagine if one day
they go to our country, and they don’t know what they eat, and they invite
someone to dinner].
Home Duties of Children
Parents also considered time together doing household tasks as a family
strength. Children of participants were involved in a variety of household duties. The parents saw these chores as an important part of bonding with and
raising their children, not just a way to complete household duties. One parent
said that “Pues en la escuela no van a ser responsables a cien por ciento entonces
también enseñarlos ayudar con la educación en la casa” [In school, (the children) won’t be 100% responsible, so we also have to teach them to help with
educación (manners) at home]. Another parent noted that “Now they are young,
but one day, they will grow up, and they will need to know how to help us.”
Parents described a number of household chores that their children help
them with, including folding clothes, cleaning the living room, cleaning their
room, washing dishes, cooking, and yard work. Parents seem to view these activities as a way to teach their children. One parent said about her daughter:
“She helps me with [folding clothes and cleaning], so it’s good for me because
she’s always with me.” Another parent noted that her children’s responsibilities
are to do well in school and clean their rooms, but “when she has time, or when
she wants to do it, she helps me at home.” The parent noted that even though
the tasks are difficult for her daughter, “I allow her to do it because she needs
to learn, so I allow her to do whatever she wants to do to help me.” Parents also
described how their children help “without hesitation,” enjoyed helping take
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care of younger siblings, and “everything related to the house, to the family,
we’re very close. We’re very close.”
A majority of parents in the study shared that their children help them a lot
around the house. The parents are proud of their children’s willingness to help
out, and they view the chores as a bonding activity and a way to teach their
children useful life skills while spending time with them, rather than a means
to a cleaner house.

School Engagement
Though the school reports very limited attendance at school events such as
conferences and math nights, many parents reported visiting the school twice a
day to walk their children to school. Some parents sit with their children outside or during breakfast before the day begins, sitting on benches or under trees
and watching the children play on the school playground. In addition, parents
report that they particularly enjoy the “fiestas” that the school puts on, including Oktoberfest in September, a rodeo cookout in February, and the Fiesta de
las Flores in May. School staff say that parents who don’t usually participate
in events like conferences and math night attend these events and volunteer
for 15-minute sessions in booths set up in the school courtyard. During these
events, children dress up and perform folkloric dances which they practice for
several weeks at school. The highlight of these events, according to multiple
parents, is seeing their children perform and walking around to see their artwork and writing displayed in the hallways. Extended family members also
come to these events, especially the Fiesta de las Flores event, including family
from Mexico.

Concerns
Bullying
Despite parents’ appreciation for the school, they shared some concerns.
One concern was bullying. A parent shared that her child was bullied on the
bus, for example. In her case, a teacher advocated for the child and helped her
write a letter, leading the school administration to take action on her behalf
and stop the bullying:
A veces ni el chofer puede hacer mucho porque el chofer apoyó a la niña
mía también y el le dijo cuando ella hizo la carta le dijo muchas gracias
dijo porque me ayudaste con esto porque ya no podía con los niños y así
vio que él sentía apoyo con la maestra y así entonces el del bus esta muy
contento también porque pues para él no podía con los niños. [Sometimes even the driver can’t do much because the driver supported my girl
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also, and when she wrote the letter, he said thank you so much, because
you helped me with this, because he couldn’t do it with so many kids,
and you could see that he felt supported by the teacher, and so he was
really content as well.]
Parents acknowledged that some staff at the school, like bus drivers, sometimes
do not have authority to take action alone and need institutional support.
Language Concerns
Parent interviewees also expressed concerns for inadequate staffing, particularly staff members that speak their language. They indicated that they wished
their children’s teachers had more assistants and that more staff spoke Spanish.
Parents explained that they received a lot of communication from the school,
including flyers, letters, emails, and phone calls. However, almost all of this
communication took place in English, leaving parents concerned that they will
not know whether the voicemails that they receive are about emergency situations or normal news from the school. Parents who spoke languages other than
English and Spanish were particularly concerned about communication, as illustrated by the following interview segment:
Interviewer: Do you have communication with the school?
Participant: Yeah, they call.
Interviewer: In your language?
Participant: No, in English.
Interviewer: Do you understand them?
Participant: No.
Employment and Economic Status
Parents also expressed concerns related to their socioeconomic status. Parents were concerned about finding employment, and one shared that she could
not afford the required uniforms for her two children or clothes and shoes
that they wanted. The parents who mentioned their concerns about the uniforms seemed to be not just concerned about the financial burden of affording
the required “uniforms,” khaki pants and navy blue shirts. The school provided her children these uniforms through donations, but the parents remained
concerned that they were unable to meet the school’s expectations for attire.
Parents seemed equally concerned that they were unable to provide their children clothes and shoes that other kids wore.
Another parent shared that she lived too close to the school to qualify for a
bus but that walking her children to school was a hardship for her because it
prevented her from taking a job. In addition, the one-way walk to school took
over a half hour because she was injured, meaning she spent over two hours a
day walking to and from the school.
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School Understanding Dietary Restrictions
Parents had concerns about the cafeteria food which didn’t take into account their religious or dietary needs. One parent mentioned that his children
didn’t know which options contained pork, which they do not eat for religious
reasons. For this reason, he said that his children sometimes did not feel like
they could eat the school food. He asked for the food to be more clearly labeled
so that the children could choose pork-free options. This is also important because nearly 90% of the children at the school received free or reduced lunches,
but some parents felt tension between accepting the subsidized resource and
maintaining the diet their families follow.
In addition to the concerns listed above, individual parents listed a number
of other concerns as well, ranging from concerns that children were required
to change schools each year when they move to a different house to the general
lack of parent engagement and parents not taking advantage of resources that
the school offers. Parents also shared concerns that fights are not resolved by
the principal, or that they did not receive follow-up information about how
a conflict involving their child had been resolved. Furthermore, parents were
concerned that many programs the school used to offer, such as International Baccalaureate (IB) and Spanish classes, are no longer available (partially, a
teacher explained, due to state mandates for meeting AYP, but also potentially
due to the well-documented English-only policies in southern Arizona). In addition, one parent volunteer complained that the playground, which doubles
as a public park on weekends and evenings, was sometimes not suitable for
children. She said that it was often littered with beer bottles and other “things
not suitable for children” on Mondays and requested that it be maintained.

School and Community Relationships
Teachers
Parents spoke extremely highly of their children’s teachers, for whom they
have respect. When asked what they liked about the school, most of the participants’ first answer was “the teachers.” The parents said that the teachers
“take care of ” and “love” their children. Other parents said the teachers “are
so focused on the kids” and “want the kids to be ready to go in life.” Parents
also said they believed the teachers “teach the kids really well.” Parents said that
their children “always talk about their teachers, how nice they are and stuff like
that.” They also appreciated how teachers communicated with parents when a
child was sick and did not tolerate children making fun of other children. One
parent expressed appreciation that teachers make sure that children do not
leave the school or cross the street unattended.
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One refugee mother described her appreciation for teachers as follows:
[The teachers] take care of the kids like their own children, and this
school is secure. It’s safe and a clean environment for the kids, and they
usually get a lot of…um, respect and…behaviors from the school. Like
when they come home, they act, like the way they act, like nice because
they [have been] with those people, like to take care of each other.
Another parent noticed “the way that [teachers] talk to kids and treat them,”
saying that they “treat them like they’re their own kids.” Another parent mentioned that when a family member was incarcerated, the school staff were aware
of the situation and were very supportive of the family. One parent volunteer
described the school as a “big friendly home” with teachers that are “on the
same page” with each other.
Parents were aware that the teachers faced challenges and pressures over
grades and standardized testing. One Spanish-speaking parent and school volunteer described the perceived pressure as follows:
I think passing tests, and just like all teachers, they all want their children
to pass and have good grades, so I think that’s the pressure that they
have. I don’t feel like we’re, like, low on our school here, or you know,
they just, teachers have that instinct, where they want their kids to be
just all, of course, A’s and B’s. You’re not going to have them all like that,
but that’s where the pressure is that I see.
A parent volunteer also recognized that teachers provided a lot of resources
for students from their own pockets, even though they are not paid well. She
noted that teachers invest “a lot of hours and let alone stuff that they don’t get
paid and that they got to take out of their own checks to purchase, like I said,
for the students here.”
Parents did note that they wished that they could go into their children’s
classrooms and see what they do during the day. One parent said,
Sometimes I ask [my daughter], “Oh what did you do in the classroom?”
and she says, “Oh the teacher read a book,” and I’m like, “That’s it, for
five hours?” and she’s like, “Yeah.” So I’m like, “I don’t think so,” but I
don’t really know what they do in the classroom.
This parent would like to know how she can visit her children’s classroom,
not because she does not trust the teachers, but because she wants to have an
idea of what the children do during the school day. Another parent shared
that she wanted to observe the school to understand how to better help her
children. In her words, “La verdad estamos buscando estrategias cada vez para
poder ayudarle a nosotros mismos, a ellos, a los maestros, y a los alumnos.”
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[The truth is, we are always looking for strategies to be able to help ourselves,
them, the teachers, and the students].
Volunteering
A few of the parents participating in interviews had also volunteered at the
school. Parents who had volunteered at the school described their experiences
as very positive. They chose to volunteer so that they could be close to their
children during the day. Sometimes, volunteers were later hired to work as
monitors or aides at the school. The parent volunteers said that they really enjoyed their time and felt like it helped them get to know other staff members at
the school. Parent volunteering duties included making copies and helping in
the cafeteria, but one parent said she would be willing to teach children Spanish if she had the opportunity.

Parent Perspectives on School–Family Engagement
What Parents Want the School to Know
At the end of the interviews, I asked parents what they wanted school staff
to know about them or other families that speak languages other than English
at home. Parents want staff at the school to know that they are grateful for the
teachers, happy that their children are attending the school, and always available to help and support their kids in anything. When asked what they wanted
the school to know, one parent said,
Pues que sepan que siempre estamos dispuestos a ayudar a la escuela,
apoyar a los niños y que pues que cualquier cosa, cualquier problema que
este que haya en la escuela que nos lo comuniquen, y nosotros vamos a
ayudar con eso. Pero que sepan que siempre estamos dispuestos a ayudar
a la escuela, igual si hay problemas por los niños y que nos tengan informado siempre. [Let them know that we are always available to help the
school support the children and anything, whatever problem there is in
the school, communicate with us, and we will help with it. But let them
know that we are always available to help the school, even if there are
problems with the children, and they should always keep us informed.]
Another parent in this focus group added, “Pero siempre en el idioma que
necesita, porque como dice ella si nada mas es una persona imagínense no hay
gente que traduzca y tu tienes una emergencia” [But always in the language
that we need, because as she said, if it is just one person, imagine if there is no
one to translate and you have an emergency]. Another parent also wanted the
school to know that even though she doesn’t speak English, she loves people
and making new friends.
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Gratitude
Many parents expressed gratitude for the school. One refugee father said
he was “excited” and “very happy” that his eight children were able to get an
education, which he never had. His adult daughter interpreted for him, saying,
He is just grateful that his own kids are getting an education, because he
has, like, two come here, and he has actually eight kids, and all of them
go to school except the small one. And, yeah, and he says thank you for
your time, and he’s really glad that you interviewed him.
A few parents observed that, since their children had been attending this
school they are doing better. As one expressed, “they started, like, to learn
more, and they started to have friends…now they are in this school, I don’t
know, they feel more comfortable around others, and they interact more with
the people, and they have a lot of friends, and they feel loved.” They also appreciated extracurricular activities, such as a program that allows children to
walk or run a mile each day, recess, special classes, and the afterschool enrichment program.
Language
Language was a very important theme for parents. They described feeling
that it was difficult to understand their children’s teachers because of language.
They also wished that there were more staff at the school who spoke their language and that they could receive more communication from the school in
their own language. Families’ home language varied. Some parents asked their
children to speak their native language so that they would not forget it. Others
allowed their children to speak English at home. One parent explained, “I don’t
take it away from them because English is very important. I have lost a lot of
good jobs because of lack of English.” Some parents had experienced discrimination because of their limited English proficiency. One woman was not paid
for her work, and when she sought help from the Labor Bureau, the employees
asked her how she expected to come here when she didn’t speak English. Parents with refugee backgrounds also shared that they were proud of their small
children for being able to translate for them.
Parents reported that “the best thing they learn is English” and that they really appreciate how well their children speak English. At the same time, many
Spanish-speaking parents expressed a desire for their children to learn Spanish
at school as well as at home. The parents shared that they wished that the school
still offered Spanish classes, not just because it would allow their children to
learn, but also because “the kids that speak Spanish feel more comfortable”
when they can display their knowledge of Spanish. Parents also considered that
their children could get better jobs if they are bilingual and that one “can speak
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well with everyone everywhere, and it’s a really good thing to know so we just
speak both languages.”
These data suggest that parents really appreciate the English their children
learn at school, but they also really want their children to continue to learn and
use their home languages. This is true for families who spoke commonly taught
languages, like Spanish, as well as for families who spoke less common languages, like Kinyarwanda, which has less instrumental value in Arizona.

Teacher Perspectives on Family–School Engagement
While a comprehensive review of teacher perspectives on parent–school engagement was beyond the scope of this study and could be examined in the
future, I wanted to offer teachers the opportunity to share their perspectives. To
do this, I informally spoke with a few teachers during parent outreach events
and conducted a one-hour interview with one teacher, Samantha (a pseudonym), who had been working at the school for four years and had worked
at another school in the community for five years prior. Samantha noted that
“parent engagement is one of the hardest things here, in my opinion.” She reported that the PTO only had two parent members, and fewer than 50% of
parents in the school attended parent–teacher conferences, even after scheduling them and making multiple attempts to contact parents. However, parents
and extended families attended festivals and events that showcased their children’s talents, such as folkloric dances.
Like the parents, Samantha also reported that one of the school’s biggest
strengths were teachers who “genuinely care about their kids” and “work really
hard to help the kids be successful” at everything from academics to meeting basic needs like food and clothing. She, for example, took her students on
nine field trips that academic year, each one of which required writing an individual grant to cover costs. When parents were informed about these trips,
which ranged from visits to an art museum to hiking, many volunteered to
chaperone. A picnic at the park was one of the most valuable field trips. Fourth
graders went with their kindergarten reading buddies and parents, and Samantha said that she got to speak with and get to know parents during this time.
Samantha identified several strengths of the school’s immigrant and refugee families. She noted that families had a lot of caregivers and cousins, and
they often had grandparents living with them or very close. Samantha thought
that children benefitted from having so many caregivers, although, laughing,
she reported that it sometimes meant that children didn’t know to which of
six caregivers’ homes they should go on a particular day after school. She also
noted that refugee families seem to be particularly grateful and appreciative of
things they got to do at the school, reporting a “noticeable difference” in their
levels of appreciation when compared to non-refugee families.
129

SCHOOL COMMUNITY JOURNAL

However, she also identified some frustrations, the first of which involved
testing: “I think we have a problem here, and I think the family and the culture has something to do with it. I feel like the parents are too trusting that
the teachers will handle everything.” Samantha realized that this trust does not
stem from neglect of parental roles. While in school, she learned that parents in
some cultures view teachers as professionals and admitted that “we want to be
seen that way.” However, she said that when it comes to academics, “it needs to
be more of a partnership.” A lot of kids are struggling academically, and she said
she worried that students would fall behind if parents were not more involved.
Samantha said that she gave out her cell phone number to all her students’
parents, and this has been the most successful way of maintaining communication. “Families may not read English even if they speak it,” she told me, and
materials are only sent out in English and Spanish, anyway, leaving out families
who read other languages. However, some parents have access to text translating apps. She said, “Parents won’t read anything that goes home, but parents
know that they can text about things,” and said she answers texts at home and
even texts parents from school with children to report good behavior instead of
signing behavior sheets. Overall, as Samantha’s remarks indicate, she and the
other teachers recognize parent and family strengths, but teachers and parents
have a different understanding of how parents can most helpfully be involved
in their children’s academic growth. In addition, she acknowledges that the
school can lose funding based on test scores, a fact parents may not realize.

Discussion and Conclusions
Parent interviews revealed that parents are highly invested in their children’s
education and see themselves as collaborating with school staff to educate their
children. Although sometimes teachers did not perceive parents as fully involved academically, this perceived lack of engagement may have resulted from
parents’ respect for teachers as professionals and not understanding how they
were expected to participate in academic activities. Parents’ perspectives on
learning their children engaged in at home suggest that they view themselves
as teaching their children things that they do not learn during the school day
and thereby collaborating with teachers to holistically educate their children.
Parents reported spending a lot of time outside of school with their children,
talking to them, playing, and teaching them household skills and hobbies. A
majority of participants described teaching their children their native language,
respect for others, and appreciation for family. Parents felt satisfied with their
level of participation in school events, even though school staff did not feel
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many parents participated, and parents particularly enjoyed events which displayed their children’s academic and extracurricular skills. Teachers reported
that simple field trips, such as a lunch trip to the park where families spent
time on weekends, provided valuable space to get to know parents. Parents
expressed gratitude for their children’s teachers and concerns for limited communication in their native languages and unclear follow-up about conflicts
involving their children.
This study has revealed ways that the school could privilege parent voices.
After gathering results, I shared them with the school staff and recommended
focusing on engagement events which allow children to display their work
and talents, rather than informational events or education fairs. I also recommended that the school involve parents in planning these events and in
discussing policy. Language policy, in particular, should be addressed. I also
recommended that the school and parents on the engagement team consider
ways to incorporate other languages into school or to capitalize on students’
linguistic knowledge. In addition to these longer-term goals, I recommended
that the school work to share news with parents in their native language and
inform parents about how they will plan to communicate in cases of uncommonly spoken languages, such as Kinyarwanda. Finally, I suggested that the
school address parents’ concerns, even concerns that they cannot “solve” immediately, and that teachers and staff communicate openly about expectations,
rather than assuming parents are not involved or do not care.
The teachers responded positively to this feedback. They addressed concerns
about food labeling in the cafeteria immediately. Though the school offered
pork-free options daily, they were not labeled, so the staff worked with food
services as well as cafeteria staff to make sure the food was clearly labeled.
They also deliberately considered ways to include students as apprentices during classroom tasks and procedures and, particularly, ways to highlight their
multilingualism. This democratic engagement is important because, as Gonzalez (2004) notes, “the funds of knowledge of a community occupy that space
between structure and agency, between the received historical circumstances of
a group, and the infinite variations that social agents are able to negotiate with
a structure” (p. 43).
It is important for teachers to understand how deeply immigrant parents
are committed to their children’s education, even if communication is difficult or parents do not attend school-sponsored meetings or if the children
are struggling academically. For example, this study revealed that teachers
were frustrated at what they perceived as a lack of parent involvement in academics—an area which directly impacts school funding—while parents felt
that they could best support the school by teaching their children respect and
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allowing teachers to focus on academics. Until parent voices—not just their
signatures on permission slips or presence at parent–teacher conferences—are
prioritized and privileged in the school, it is impossible for teachers to understand the complexity of these parents’ experience, struggles, and commitment
to their children. Understanding parents’ experiences is important because
“how power is distributed between the school and family unit affects students’
adjustment and academic achievement” (Delgado Gaitan, 2014, p. 339). As
Trumbull and Rothstein-Fisch (2011) point out, even the idea of achievement
is culturally variable, and elementary teachers benefit when they are trained
to recognize this variability using cultural frameworks such as individualism
versus collectivism (see also Trumbull, Rothstein-Fisch, & Hernandez, 2003).
Future research could examine teacher perspectives and include data from other
schools. However, while data from other contexts is helpful and can illuminate
recurring themes, school staff could ideally conduct their own interviews with
parents in their own teaching contexts, and this study has provided an example
of how to undertake such a project.

Limitations
One anonymous reviewer mentioned that despite these parent concerns,
these results seem out of touch with the tragic anti-immigrant spirit pervasive
in Arizona. A few factors could account for what may seem like an overly positive outlook. One factor may be that, despite anti-immigrant public policies,
parents at this particular school did not view the school as a site of anti-immigrant sentiments and weighed their children’s teachers’ actions and attitudes
more heavily than those of the district board or wider community. Another factor could, of course, be that parents did not feel comfortable discussing these
sentiments, if they felt them, perhaps because they were speaking with a White
interviewer at the school site or even because they recognized that critical sentiments potentially conflicted with their sincere gratitude for other aspects of
the school, such as the way their children were treated. It is also possible that
parents with different backgrounds (such as differing documentation statuses
or different lengths of time living in the U.S.) had varying levels of awareness
of and experiences with very unfortunate institutional and public policies that
promote discrimination and discourage linguistic diversity inside and outside
the classroom. Finally, despite the invitation to articulate concerns, parents
may not be used to an educational culture in which parents express discontents
openly, as American parents are expected to do. In any case, it is important to
note that parents did articulate very direct concerns.
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Conclusions
This study has shown how parents are not just invested in their children,
but also aware of and appreciative of the work teachers are doing to help their
children. Because teachers are under a lot of pressure to teach to standardized
tests and are evaluated based on their students’ performance, they may not
be aware of the high respect parents have for the non-academic ways teachers
care for and love their students. It is important that teachers understand this
in order to decrease the gap between the high investment of parents and the
(sometimes negative) ways teachers perceive parent investment. The truth is,
parents who participated in this study are highly supportive of their children’s
school and teachers and would likely respond positively to clearly communicated suggestions from teachers about how to support children academically at
home. Because many parents come to the school each day to pick up and drop
off their children or to watch them play on the playground, the school staff
could use these times of day to communicate with parents, and the administration could help them to do so. To address parent feedback, school staff could
consider how certain school tasks could also be framed in terms of partnership
and apprenticeship, rather than independent work that children are expected
to complete on their own. In addition, the school administration could consider how to give increased voice and power to other school staff members
(such as bus drivers, instructional assistants, and other support staff working
with children), who may be unable to address bullying or other issues related
to children’s well-being due to being responsible for too many children or not
having a voice in the school. Finally, school and district policy could consider
ways it is possible to simultaneously promote English language learning and
multilingualism, rather than resort to English-only policies at the expense of
bilingual or heritage education.
Although inviting feedback puts schools in a vulnerable position because
parents could raise issues staff were not expecting to address, initiating such
a conversation marks the first step in a relationship. Only when parents feel
they are heard by a trusted authority at the school can some of these concerns
and fears be addressed. An ultimate goal is the equitable distribution of voice
and power because, as Delgado Gaitan (2014) points out, “when parents and
educators share power, meaningful change ensues” (p. 344). This is important
because most teachers enter into education out of love for children, and they
do not want parents to misinterpret or misunderstand their motives to provide
a safe space for all children. Similarly, many parents have undergone tremendous sacrifice in order to give their children better lives, and it is important
for schools to understand the depth of their commitment to their children’s
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futures. Inviting dialogue on these topics puts teachers and parents alike at a
place of vulnerability—parents because they are sharing fears they do not know
will be heard, and teachers because their hard work and good intentions may
be criticized. But this place of vulnerability is exactly where productive, progressive dialogue can thrive.

Endnote

Schools are classified as “high poverty” when 75%–100% of students qualify for free and
reduced lunches (see National Center for Educational Statistics, 2010).
1
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Appendix: Interview Protocol (English and Spanish)
Questions for Parent Focus Groups—English
•

When do you go to the school? How do you feel?
Follow up: Who do you know who works at the school? Do you feel comfortable and welcome at this school? Why or why not? How can the schools make
you feel more welcome? What types of information do you what to receive from
the school?

•

What do you teach your children at home that they do not learn at school? (This
can be language, culture, skills, or anything else.)
Follow up: Do you think that your kids use these skills and knowledge at
school? Are their teachers aware that they have these skills?

•

What is one of the favorite things you do with your children or as a family?
Follow up: Share one positive memory you have with your child.

•

What is one strength your child has? (This can be academic or related to character.) Can you list some responsibilities that they have at home?

•

What concerns do you have as parents/family about the school your children attend? Why?
Follow up: What do your children share with you about what they don’t like?

•

What do you like about the school your children attend? Why?
Follow up: What are the strengths, surprises, or positive aspects of being in this
school? What do your children share with you about what they like?

•

Can you recommend any changes that the school could make in order to improve the quality of your experience with the school?

•

How is this school similar or different to other schools your child has attended?

•

What kind of contact and connection would you ideally want from the teachers and schools your children attend? Do you feel you want more contact? If so,
what kind of contact and information do you want most from the schools? Under what conditions do you expect to be contacted?

•

What do you want the teachers and administrators of the schools your children
attend to know and understand about your expectations? What do you wish
they would ask you about? Why?

Questions for Parent Focus Groups—Spanish
•

¿Cuándo va Ud. a la escuela? ¿Cómo se siente cuando entra en la escuela?
Follow up: ¿Quién conoce en la escuela? Se siente Ud. cómodo y bienvenido/a
en la escuela? ¿Por qué o por qué no? ¿Qué tipo de información quisiera Usted
recibir de la escuela? ¿Cómo preferiría recibir esta información?
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•

¿Qué enseña Usted sus hijos afuera de la escuela? Puede ser lenguaje, cultura,
destrezas u otras cosas. ¿Utilizan sus niños este conocimiento en la escuela? ¿Por
qué o por qué no? ¿Saben los maestros que sus hijos tienen estas destrezas?

•

¿Cuál es una cosa que le gusta mucho hacer con sus hijos o como familia? ¿Cuál
es una memoria buena que comparten con su hijo?

•

¿Cuál es una característica buena de su hijo o algo que su hijo hace muy bien?
(Puede ser académico o relacionado con su carácter). ¿Cuáles deberes tienen sus
niños en la casa?

•

¿Qué dudas o preocupaciones tiene como padre acerca de la escuela que asisten
sus hijos? ¿Por qué? ¿Hay algo que sus hijos les dicen a Ustedes que no les gusta
acerca de la escuela?

•

¿Qué creen que funciona bien en la escuela que sus hijos asisten? / ¿Qué les gusta
en la escuela? ¿Por qué?
Follow up: ¿Cuáles son las fuerzas, sorpresas, o los aspectos positivos de estar en
esta escuela? ¿Hay algo que sus hijos les dicen que les gusta acerca de la escuela?

•

¿Podría decirnos algo que la escuela podría cambiar inmediatamente para
mejorar la calidad de su experiencia con la escuela?

•

¿Qué tipo de contacto o conexión quisiera tener con los maestros y escuelas
de la escuela que asisten sus hijos? ¿Quisiera estar más en contacto con la
escuela? ¿Qué tipo de información quisiera obtener de la escuela? ¿Bajo cuáles
circunstancias esperan ser contactado?
Follow up: Los maestros están trabajando desde un punto de vista cultural
americana acerca de cómo, cuándo, y con qué frecuencia los padres quieren estar
en contacto con las escuelas. ¿Entienden las expectativas de la escuela? ¿Cómo
describiría su punto de vista cultural acerca de estar en contacto con las maestras
y la escuela?

•

¿Qué quiere que los maestros y los administradores (o sea, la directora, la gente
que se encarga de la escuela) sepan y entiendan acerca de sus expectativas? ¿Qué
desean Ustedes que la escuela les preguntara? ¿Por qué?
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Mennonite Country: The Role of School Parent
Liaisons and School Administrators Connecting
With Immigrant Latino Families in North
Central Indiana
Anayeli López, Rubén P. Viramontez Anguiano, René Galindo,
Thomas Chibucos, and Angela Atencio
Abstract
This study examined the role of school personnel on the education of immigrant Latino families and their children in North Central Indiana. An
ethnographic research design was used to examine the relationship between
a Midwestern U.S. school district and immigrant families and its impact on
the education of Latino children. Specifically, over the course of two years, 14
school personnel participated in the ethnography. Findings demonstrated that
school parent liaisons were critical to developing a bridge between the schools
and the immigrant Latino families and to the success of the children. Another
important finding was that school administrators’ proactive involvement in
the education and lives of the immigrant Latino families and their children
had resulted in a positive learning environment for the Latino children. Implications are provided for practice and policy.
Key Words: Latino immigrant families, educational success, parent liaisons

Introduction
The roads had been cleared, and the snow covered North Central Indiana
on a cool, mid-January day. The second author had strolled the hallways of
School Community Journal, 2018, Vol. 28, No. 2
Available at http://www.schoolcommunitynetwork.org/SCJ.aspx
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the different elementary schools and the middle and high school for over two
years learning about how immigrant Latino families and a school district in
North Central Indiana were working together to promote the educational
success of Latino children. His visits and work always brought him back to
one of the elementary schools, which sat on top of a hill at the edge of town.
Mrs. Brenda Ramirez had been the [school] parent liaison for over 12 years,
and she was well known for her dedication to the families at this school and
throughout the district. Brenda often shared her experiences as a parent liaison and how one had to be dedicated seven days a week throughout the year.
She talked about how the other parent liaisons and she often provided familial, educational, and social outreach to the families. Unfortunately, North
Central Indiana lost Mrs. Ramirez to a fatal car accident. Mrs. Ramirez
had been an example of the relationship between the schools and the Latino
community in Mennonite Country. (reflections from the second author)
It was not uncommon to read the different signs in front of the schools in
both English and Spanish. Whether they were promoting summer school, a
parent event, or an assembly, one would believe that this community was in the
Southwest region of the United States; on the contrary, this small community
was nestled in the Amish country of North Central Indiana. A cultural tapestry of European American Mennonites and Amish, other European Americans,
and the Latino population had become commonplace for almost 20 years.
Mennonites are a group of Anabaptists who migrated to North America
from Europe in the 16th and 17th centuries fleeing from religious persecution (Mennonite Church, USA, 1995). The connections between social justice,
service, and faith is congruent with Mennonite doctrine. Based on their understanding of the teachings of the Bible, Mennonites believe that Christ calls
them to work with the poor or marginalized people (Wolfer, 2011). They also
believe that, as a church, they can be “an engine for social change in the world”
(Wolfer, 2011, p. 154). Their internal personal beliefs translate into outward
action for community transformation toward peace and justice. Specifically,
the region in which this study took place had a long history of Mennonite outreach and service to the community. Some of the outreach activities that were
led by Mennonites included offering English as a second language classes for
adult immigrants, advocating for the rights of immigrants, providing urgent
medical care for individuals without health insurance, and distributing food to
low-income individuals and families. Their call to serve others had become an
integral part of the school district’s culture as it attempted to develop a bridge
between the Latino community, the schools, and the larger community.
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Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to examine the role of (school) parent liaisons
and school administrators in the education of immigrant Latino families and
their children. Several research questions were explored: (1) What is the role
of parent liaisons in the educational success of Latino children in Mennonite
country? (2) How do parent liaisons serve as the bridge between the Latino
community and the school system? (3) What is the role of school administrators in the educational success of immigrant Latino families and their children,
and how did they work to enhance the relationship between the immigrant
Latino families and the schools?

Immigrant Latinos and Indiana
Over the past two decades, the Latino immigrant population in the U.S.
has grown significantly. Since the 1990s, the Latino presence in North Central
Indiana began to grow. Most Latinos in that region emigrated from Central
Mexico or other Latin American countries between 1990 and 2008 (Guzman,
Jara, & Armet, 2011). The RV industry in Elkhart County drew many of these
immigrant families which increased the Latino population by 15%.
The Latino population in Elkhart County was very young and comprised
of primarily young couples, ranging from 24–40 years of age, with the majority having children under age 18 living at home. As a result, one of the school
districts in North Central Indiana that was part of this study also experienced a
tremendous growth of Latino children, who made up almost 40% of their total
student body by 2010 (Indiana Department of Education, n.d.). In 2015, this
school district became the corporation with the highest percentage of Latino
students in the state, comprising 51.5% of the total student body (Indiana Department of Education, n.d.). This growth brought about unique opportunities
as well as some challenges for schools and Latino families in the region.
Research conducted in new immigrant destinations, similar to the community where this study took place, showed that educators working in rural
communities may be ill-equipped to work with the influx of Latino children
and adolescents into their schools (Wortham & Contreras, 2002). They may
also not be prepared to address barriers to academic and personal/social development, language needs, immigration status concerns, and working with
parents who do not speak English. However, Latino parents report that teachers and schools willing to work with the Latino community are allies and
contributors to the success of their children (Martinez & Martinez, 2002). In
addition, schools can contribute to the educational experience of Latino children and make their environment more inviting by hiring bilingual staff and
conducting different school activities in the parents’ native language.
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Latino Family Values and the American Educational Context
At the national level, Latino students have continued to perform less well
than White students. For example, in 2008, the high school dropout rate for
Latinos was 18.3% compared to 4.8% for White students. From 1990 to 2013,
the high school dropout rate for Whites declined from 9% to 5%, and the rate
for Latinos declined from 32% to 12%. As a result, the gap between Whites
and Latinos decreased from 23% in 1990 to 7% in 2013 (U.S. Department of
Education, 2015).
Specifically, the graduation rate for one of the school corporations in the
study was 75.5% for Latinos and 87.7% for non-Latino Whites in 2009.
However, by 2015 the graduation rate for Latinos increased by 10%, reaching
an 85.5% graduation rate, while the graduation rate for non-Latino Whites
dropped by approximately .2%, holding at an 85.3% graduation rate (Indiana
Department of Education, n.d.). Thus, Latinos students in the school system
surpassed the graduation rate of non-Latino Whites.
In 2009, 38.7% of Latino high school graduates ages 18–24 enrolled in
colleges and universities, compared to 50.3% of non-Latino Whites (U.S. Department of Education, 2011). Also, in 2009, approximately 13.2% of Latino
adults had a college degree, compared to 29.9% of non-Latino Whites (U.S.
Census Bureau, 2010). Between 1990 and 2014, the percentage of individuals
between the ages 25–29 years old who attained a bachelor’s degree or higher increased from 8% to 15% for Latinos (U.S. Department of Commerce, 2014).
Despite the statistics and the challenges Latino families face, they have demonstrated resiliency through their values and beliefs. Among Latino families,
familismo—a cultural, social, economic, and spiritual support network within
and outside the family—serves as the foundation for Latino families (Delgado
Gaitan, 1992). A major aspect of this value is the concept of educación, defined
as being morally grounded. Children are expected to be respectful and cooperative with their teachers and peers (Delgado Gaitan, 1992). Furthermore,
Latino children recognize the sacrifices their parents have made for them,
which often serves as motivation to become high achievers in their education
(Stacciarini, Smith, Garvan, Weins, & Cottler, 2015).
Although Latino families have demonstrated resilience through their social
networks, the reality of cultural discontinuity between the schools and immigrant Latino families has continued (Habermehl, 2006). One of the main
barriers for Latino families to become involved in their children’s education
is the misalignment of cultural values and beliefs between the parents and
the school system (Habermehl, 2006; Stacciarini et al., 2015). Studies have
confirmed that Latino parents have reported feeling unwelcome in schools
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and have experienced various levels of racism and discrimination, especially in communities that are unfriendly to immigrant populations (Alexander,
Cox, Behnke, & Larzefere, 2017; Stacciarini et al., 2015). Heightened fears
of deportation make transportation a significant barrier for Latino family involvement in schools, as parents try to limit the amount of time spent driving
to avoid unintended contact with the authorities (Alexander et al., 2017; Stacciarini et al., 2015). Lack of parental involvement can be perceived by school
staff as parents not caring about their children’s education, when in reality, the
opposite is true (Alexander et al., 2017).
Family liaisons play an important role with Latino families, often serving
as a “cultural brokers” between families and schools to help break down barriers. Family liaisons may be bilingual and are skilled at making families feel
welcomed and valued in school settings, serving as a bridge for linguistic and
cultural gaps (Dretzke & Rickers, 2016; Han & Love, 2015; Howland, Anderson, Smiley, & Abbott, 2006; Martinez-Cosio & Martinez Iannacone, 2007;
Sanders, 2008). They help families uncover the “hidden curriculum” of schools
and help them navigate a school system that is unfamiliar, empowering parents to become advocates for themselves and their children (Martinez-Cosio
& Martinez Iannacone, 2007; Sanders, 2008). Family liaisons educate teachers and administrators about the cultural barriers that exist and help them
improve their relationships with parents, often serving as an equally valuable
resource for staff as they are for parents (Dretzke & Rickers, 2016; Howland et
al., 2006; Martinez-Cosio & Martinez Iannacone, 2007; Sanders, 2008). Research shows that family liaisons are effective in building trusting relationships
with schools (Dretzke & Rickers, 2016; Howland et al., 2006; Martinez-Cosio
& Martinez Iannacone, 2007; Sanders, 2008). Parental involvement in school
positively affects academic outcomes for children (Alexander et al., 2017) and
is important to consider if schools intend to close the achievement and opportunity gaps that exist for Latino students.

Method
This study was part of a larger research project that examined how different
ecological factors—including familial, social, educational, and economic—
have impacted the lives of immigrant Latino families. The current study
specifically explored the role of school personnel including (school) parent liaisons and school administrators on the education of immigrant Latino families
and their children.
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Participants
The school sample in this study was comprised of seven parent liaisons and
seven principals. The parent liaisons ranged in age from 23–62, with most of
them being between 23–30 years old. All the parent liaisons were female. Six
of them were Latinas, specifically, four of Mexican background, one Puerto Rican, and one Columbian. The remaining liaison was European American. The
liaisons varied in experience from 3–17 years and education from two years of
college to a bachelor’s degree. They worked in elementary, middle, and high
schools. All the liaisons were Spanish–English bilinguals.
The seven principals were two females and five males and worked in elementary, middle, and high schools. They ranged in age from 37–64 years. All
of them were European Americans, and they ranged in experience from five to
over 20 years. They all had a master’s degree or higher. Furthermore, because
of the nature of on-site observations, the authors also observed and interacted
with other school personnel including teachers, counselors, and nurses to better understand the role of the parent liaisons and school administrators in the
education of Latino children.

Research Design and Data Analysis
The purpose of the ethnographic research design employed in this study
was to provide a holistic understanding of the role of parent liaisons and school
administrators in the education of Latino students. The first and second authors conducted observations of the parent liaisons’ interactions with children,
families, and other school personnel across two years. The parent liaisons and
administrators were recruited as part of the larger study. Data were collected
through interviews, on-site observations in the schools and community, and
participation in school events (Creswell, 2003). Interviews were conducted in
the language preferred (Spanish or English). The interviews were semi-structured, individual interviews and lasted approximately one hour. The interview
protocol explored multiple ecological factors regarding the intersection between immigrant Latino families, schools, and communities. The protocol was
based on the previous literature that focused on immigrant Latino families
and school systems (Delgado Gaitan, 1992). The interviews addressed the relationship between the schools and the immigrant Latino families, cultural and
language issues affecting the families and the schools, parental involvement,
visibility of the schools in the Latino community, and the strengths and challenges of the families.
In the data collection process, the interviews with the parent liaisons and
principals were conducted first and provided an introduction to the work the
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schools were doing with the immigrant Latino families. This information informed the on-site observations and participation in school events. Data
analysis focused on ecological factors in the school environment. The authors
triangulated the observation and interview data with multiple school visits and
follow-up conversations with the school liaisons and principals. Themes were
identified through the analysis of the field notes and transcriptions of the interviews (Miles & Huberman, 1994). The preliminary analysis was cross-checked
with the liaisons and principals.

Findings
Four key themes emerged from the data. The first theme, “Building Trust,”
revealed the critical role parent liaisons played in establishing and building relationships with Latino families that would foster trust between families and
the schools. The second theme, “Connecting Families to School and Social Resources,” illustrated how liaisons connected families to needed resources. The
third theme, “Cultural and Language Brokers,” identified the different ways liaisons acted as intermediaries. The fourth, “Victorias y Batallas” (Victories and
Challenges), examined how school administrators worked toward the educational success of Latino children.

Building Trust
A critical aspect to the interrelationship between the immigrant Latino families and the schools was the role of the (school) parent liaisons. As observed
by the first author over the course of two years, it was not uncommon to see
the parent liaisons making every effort to establish and build relationships with
the families that would foster trust between families and the schools. Parent
liaisons understood that this building relationships and trust with the families
was one challenging task, yet crucial to be effective in their position in working
with Latino families. This was not unique to one particular school, rather it was
common practice throughout the district. The parent liaisons utilized various
strategies such as conducting home visits, calling parents personally to inform
them about different school events, conducting outreach activities such as delivering Christmas gifts, and being available to families and listening to the
difficulties they encountered. The trust that parent liaisons built over time with
parents lasted even after their children had left the school to go on to middle
school, high school, and beyond. One parent liaison described her experience:
The families know that they can call me at any time regardless of the
day. I have been doing this job for over 10 years, and the families know
that they can trust me. Even after the children have left our school and
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entered middle and high school, I have let them know that I am available to help them. When I first arrived, I spoke Spanish with a different
accent; I made it a point to learn the Mexican dialect and worked on my
accent. I always encourage the parents to get involved in their children’s
education and that our school welcomes them.
Another parent liaison discussed how families would not come to school events
at first, but after years of building trust, families would come to the different
meetings and events:
I have been working with some of the families for almost 18 years. At
first, when there were programs and events at the school, it was difficult
because most families did not come. Now that the families are accustomed to working with me and the school, they attend the different
events and meetings that the school holds. I call to let them know that
there is an important event or meeting, and they make it a point to come
and contact other families.
A third parent liaison also shared how she built trust with the families by
conducting outreach activities such as delivering Christmas gifts to families in
need and listening to the difficult realities families encountered. She stated:
On Christmas, I delivered gifts to families who may not be able to give
their children anything this year. On the same day, I was on the phone all
morning with a family listening to the mother talk about some difficult
realities that she was dealing with her family.…I always tell the families
to get involved. We did a program last week, and we had more Latino
families attend than the mainstream families. We have worked hard with
the Latino families and their community to assure them that the school
cares about their children.
Whether it was traveling with students to the Southwestern region of the
U.S. to visit universities or participating in the birth of a child of one of the
families, the parent liaisons were well known in the community for being on
the “frontlines 24/7” in serving the families. The reputation of serving families
that they had gained over time built a foundation of trust between Latino families and the schools, which impacted other school personnel and their efforts to
work with the families and their children.

Connecting Families to School and Community Resources
The second theme that emerged from the study illustrated that another
key role of the parent liaisons was to help families access school and social resources. The parent liaisons discussed that many of the families they served
were low-income families who struggled to make ends meet. As a result, some
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of these families could not afford to pay fees associated with school activities.
Thus, it was important for the parent liaisons to link families to school resources, making it possible for children to participate in school activities regardless
of their socioeconomic backgrounds. One of the parent liaisons described in
the following quote her experience of helping one family access resources in the
school so that a student could participate in band:
For example, one girl who was in sixth grade, and she is in eighth grade
now—when she was in sixth grade, her mom told me, “We don’t have
money, so I want to take her out of band.” So I asked, “Why don’t you
want her to be in band?” I always try to understand what is happening.
It turns out that the mom told me that they did not have money, and she
could not afford to rent the band instrument. I told her that there were
options, that the school could help her with that. We were able to work
it out so that the mom would only pay the minimum.
This is an example of the critical role parent liaisons played in helping families
access and utilize school resources, making it possible for children to participate in school activities. The parent liaisons understood that extracurricular activities contributed to the academic success of students.
In addition, parent liaisons also played a key role in connecting families to
community resources. The parent liaisons that had been in the school district
the longest described how their role changed over time. Initially, their jobs consisted of primarily serving as interpreters in the schools. As they gained trust
with the families, they began to learn more about families’ needs. One of the
parent liaisons described how her role as a parent liaison evolved overtime:
First, it was about “my child is sick,” then the phone calls started getting,
“Well, we have to move because we don’t have enough money to pay,”
then I help them connect with resources. So that’s my job—connecting
people with resources. It can be with Medicaid, first is that, either food
stamps or just Medicaid. I was helping them with their basic family needs.
In the quote above, the parent liaison described how she saw the importance
of her role as connecting the family to community resources. Another parent
liaison also described through the in-depth interviews how she helped a family obtain financial resources for a student’s cornea transplant. Thus, whether it
was helping families apply for food stamps or Medicaid, find resources to pay
their rent, obtain food from a food pantry, or seek other financial resources for
medical care, the parent liaisons were known to help families meet their social
and economic needs. The parent liaisons understood that the Latino children’s
educational success was also impacted by contextual factors beyond the school
setting. They saw the relationship between home factors and school success.
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Thus, through observations and in-depth interviews, it was found that a key
role of parent liaisons was connecting families to school and community resources, helping students succeed academically.

Cultural and Language Brokers
The third theme that emerged was that parent liaisons also served as cultural
and language brokers for Latino families in the school system. The parent liaisons functioned as translators who not only provided interpretation services
but also the expertise needed to work with Latino families. One liaison noted
the educational experience needed to function as a liaison was its own skill
separate from translation work. Across time, the district hired a translator in
their central office who translated districtwide materials. At the school level,
translation took much of the liaison’s time. They became selective in what was
translated, such as the principal’s monthly newsletter or interpreting at large
meetings of parents. Liaisons also played a pivotal role in helping parents learn
the school terminology for reading levels and explained test scores to them.
This information helped one parent understand their child’s difficulties with
reading during a parent–teacher conference.
While translation was a central aspect of the work, one liaison proposed
that the central element of their work was to help and educate parents. This
work included a different type of translation not limited to language, but
which helped parents adjust to their new surroundings and learn about the
new educational system. They helped parents transition through what one liaison termed “un choque cultural constante” or a constant cultural shock:
One child, I had last week that just came from Mexico…with no English. I try to check in to see how things are going, but it is more than just
sitting here and learning the language—a brand new culture, brand new
language, it’s freezing outside; everything is new, so “un choque cultural
constante.”
This shock included unfamiliar extracurricular activities, security measures
such as locking school doors, and even the hard-cold winters. One parent liaison started monthly meetings for parents of first graders who were struggling,
providing them tools to work with their children. The teacher attended the
meetings, but the parent liaison did the preparation and presentation.
An extracurricular activity unfamiliar to the parents discussed by one liaison
was a Girl Scout group she started at the school:
[a parent wondered] “someone’s going to be with my children? It’s not
going to cost me anything? And they’re going to give them a snack? That
sounded strange to me.” That is when I had to explain to the parents that
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yes, that’s what we do through this organization. I saw a great change in
the girls; the parents came and videorecorded. One of the barriers that
I encountered was the language. The parents sometimes want to come
and participate, and they don’t know, but once they know the person
[liaison], there is more communication.
Originally the girls were not participating as parents wondered who would
take care of the girls and whether there were costs to the family. To gain the
trust of parents and explain the program, the liaison went door-to-door requesting permission for the girls to participate. Once the girls started attending
the meetings, their parents came for special events that they videorecorded.
The liaison commented that, as a result of experiences like these, parents became more accustomed to visiting the school in spite of language barriers.
Parent liaisons occupied a variety of roles in the school and in their work
with families, including serving as a member of a school collaborative team that
reviewed cases of individual students. The liaisons contributed their knowledge
of the families at these meetings and offered their services as mediators between the school and community. One liaison in particular clearly recognized
the variety of roles she occupied and was familiar with the terminology used in
schools as a result of her social work background. She advocated for families,
connected them to community resources, and offered advice and counsel to
both the parents and children. For example, she advised parents regarding the
disciplining of their kids.

Victorias y Batallas (Victories and Challenges)
The fourth major theme that emerged from this research was Victorias y
Batallas, which explored the victories and challenges experienced in the school
district in the effort to serve Latino students and their families. Interviews and
observations of school administrators revealed that the school system had experienced success in serving Latino children and their families over the last
20 years. The school district leaders at all levels were very proactive before the
community began to experience a demographic shift. Administrators continued to look to the future to make improvements and overcome some of the
challenges they faced in serving the Latino population.
Administrators were very supportive of programming and services that
were culturally appropriate and benefited the Latino community. Among the
services they provided for Latino families, the overwhelming majority of the
administrators expressed the view that one of their most important triumphs
had been the success of the (school) parent liaisons. In an interview with one
of the school administrators, he stated:
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She is probably the biggest triumph we have had. She is our greatest
strength among our support staff and in general when it comes to the
ELL population when it comes to our school district. She is like the
grandmother. She has been around; I first met her in ELL in the early
90s. She has been here in the community, and so she knows what is going on with the families. Not just my school, but across the board. She
is our greatest strength.
Similar to this administrator, most school leaders also emphasized that
the parent liaisons had been a great asset to their schools. As reported by all
the school administrators and noted through observation by the first and second authors, the parent liaisons were seen as a critical link between the school
district in the study and the Latino community. As reported by the school administrators, Latino families felt more comfortable in coming to the school
and the family involvement had begun to increase overall as a result of the liaisons’ bridge-building efforts.
Overall, one of the school districts examined in the study had many victories over the years; however, administrators acknowledged that they needed
to make improvement in different areas. For example, for the most part, the
Parent–Teacher Organization (PTO) did not reflect school demographics. Research has demonstrated that Latino and other multicultural families do not
get involved in the PTO because they do not believe that they belong (Viramontez Anguiano, 2004). In one of the communities in the study, linguistic
challenges, cultural barriers, and the lack of knowledge about the school system were among the factors preventing Latino families from being involved in
some of the events in the schools. School administrators were trying to work
with the parent liaisons to help increase the participation of the families in all
the different school events. One school administrator expressed her concern
and hope for participation:
Our parent liaisons have been great to work with. Some Latino families
are very involved, but I know one goal is we want to find ways to: number one, communicate better; number two, to involve families better,
and the bottom line is some of our programs don’t reflect our demographics. Like, we have half Hispanic families, but then we don’t see half
involvement. That should match up; we would think. Our PTO should
represent our demographics of our school.
As a result of administrators’ commitment to address these cultural and
linguistic challenges, true efforts to develop partnerships with the Latino
community were undertaken. The goal was to develop programming that
was Latino-centric and culturally appropriate and that went beyond merely
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providing translation services. Thus, the school partnered with the Latino community to promote family involvement and make more culturally appropriate
programming for children and their families. At the elementary level, the parent liaisons, teachers, and the Latino community worked with the fourth and
fifth grade students in setting goals for the future, encouraging success in the
classroom and participation in extracurricular activities, preparing for the standardized exam in Indiana (ISTEP), and preparing for their transition to middle
school. At the middle school level, the programming focused on career exploration, preparation for high school, and understanding the benefits of college.
One of the most important successes for this community and the North
Central Indiana region was an initiative to help Latino families better understand the preparation process for going to college. One of the key administrators
at the high school level realized the importance of this culturally specific programming and was very supportive of this event. The event, coupled with
follow-up meetings with the families, was very successful in both the first and
second year of the program. Almost 300 individuals came to this event, many
prestigious public and private universities were present, and students received
over a million dollars in scholarships from these institutions. As a result of the
success of this Latino-centric programming, other administrators in the area
were open to having similar events in their schools that targeted the Latino
families and their children’s educational success.
Another concern that the administrators expressed was that most of the
Latino students were not in the honor classes in middle school and then were
not in the advancement placement (AP) and international baccalaureate (IB)
courses in high school. This was apparent for the second author when he was
invited to attend an honors banquet for high school students. The number
of Latinos in attendance was very low, and the number of Latino males was
even lower. The key leaders of a school district in the study recognized this as a
problem, and they believed that they should strive to improve this issue. When
interviewed, one of the administrators expressed this concern:
Don’t get me wrong, I think the honors dinner is a great event; however,
I have a real concern that there were very few Latinos honored this year
in the different grades, and even less in the 11th–12th grades. I do see
that the Latina numbers are higher in the honors classes and in the IB
program; however, my goal is to see more. I am really concerned about
not seeing Latino boys in the honors classes and IB program. I see all the
potential in the boys, but they are not succeeding. I struggle with this
because at the elementary level, I see the Latino boys being on the honor
roll, but something happens before they get to high school. I see for different reasons they lose motivation, and sometimes they get in trouble.
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This is one my biggest struggles as I want to see the Latino girls and boys
succeed. I want to work to see their success. I want to see more boys succeed like the Latino boy who was honored tonight for being one of the
highest ranked students in his senior class.
Research shows that schools in every U.S. region have struggled with partnerships with Latino families and their communities because of the cultural
and linguistic barriers (Viramontez Anguiano & Lopez, 2012); however, in
this region, school leaders were out to change that. School leaders in this study,
across the board from the central office to every level of leadership, had the
foresight to serve the Latino population and develop a relationship 20 years
ago, even before they had a large influx of Latino students. School leaders in
the region were open to multiculturalism and believed that it was important
to prepare the next generation of Latinos to be successful. As a result of their
efforts in elementary through high school, this high school in North Central
Indiana that served Latinos was highly ranked by The U.S. News and World Report, being recognized as one of the top 10% of high schools in the nation. This
triumph was celebrated in the Latino community as they saw their children
obtaining a quality education.

Discussion
Classic scholarship by Delgado Gaitan on the interface between schools and
immigrant Latino families and their communities has found that the fragile
ecological relationship between schools—including teachers, school administrators, and other school personnel—and Latino families is critical for the
educational success of Latino children (Delgado Gaitan, 2001). In the current
study, this relationship had developed over the course of the 20 years since the
Latino population had begun to grow significantly in the region. Moreover, as
documented through the ethnography, the (school) parent liaisons and school
administrators demonstrated that they were dedicated to the educational success of immigrant Latino families and their children.
The first major finding that emerged, building trust, was evidenced by all the
parent liaison respondents reporting how difficult it was to forge a partnership
between the families and the schools. However, as demonstrated in the data,
the parent liaisons explained that despite the difficulties of doing social and
educational outreach, they had developed trust with the Latino families and
their children, serving as a foundation for their work and the work of other
personnel with Latino families. Similarly, previous findings have found that
when schools have developed a formative relationship with Latino families, the
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school environment tended to be more conducive to learning for the Latino
children (Delgado Gaitan, 2001). This finding is also consistent with previous
research that shows that family liaisons are effective in helping build trusting
relationships between families and schools, positively influencing the educational success of Latino children (Dretzke & Rickers, 2016; Sanders, 2008).
In addition to working in the schools, in the second theme it was found
that liaisons connected families to school and social resources and contributed to the families’ overall well-being which supported students’ educational
success. Families had limited economic resources and were unfamiliar with
school-related expenses such as required fees for extracurricular activities. The
parent liaisons helped families locate the needed economic resources for the
fees because they recognized the importance of students’ participation in extracurricular activities. The role of the liaisons in helping locate resources for
school-based and other needs developed across time as they got to know the
families better. One liaison described the process of mutual familiarity starting with translating for families, to gaining the trust of the families, to learning
more about family needs, to families communicating their economic and medical needs to the liaisons, to the liaisons taking on the additional role of resource
locator. The liaisons provided this type of help to support the families and to
help ensure the students had what they needed to continue their schooling.
The findings on the parent liaisons’ role as cultural and language brokers
illustrated the complex role that liaisons assumed that extended beyond functioning as merely linguistic translators. They functioned as cultural brokers
who helped parents learn how schools operated in general as well as the particular ways that instruction took place. The families also found themselves in
an entirely unfamiliar environment represented by the long, cold winters of
northern Indiana and where they encountered extracurricular activities that
were new to many of them. The liaisons served as guides to both the students
and parents in this new cultural, geographic, and educational context by drawing upon their work knowledge, experience living in the U.S., and skills that
went beyond the English language, including how to obtain school and social
resources. This finding is also congruent with previous research findings that
show that family liaisons play an important role with Latino families, often
serving as “cultural brokers” between families and schools to help break down
barriers (Dretzke & Rickers, 2016; Han & Love, 2015; Howland et al., 2006;
Martinez-Cosio & Martinez Iannacone, 2007; Sanders, 2008).
The findings concerning victorias y batallas (victories and battles) clearly illustrated that school administrators were deeply committed to encouraging the
immigrant Latino families to participate at all levels of their children’s education.
Another key aspect of this finding, as observed through multiple interactions
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with the administrators and agreed upon by the majority of them, was that
there needed to be more Latino-centric, culturally appropriate programing that
could promote the partnership between the Latino community and the school
to enhance the educational success of Latino children. These findings were in
agreement with previous research showing that school leaders who promote
more holistic-based avenues for diversity have had more success with culturally
and linguistically diverse families and their children (Griffith, 2001).
One major aspect that the administrators at every level agreed upon was the
educational gap between Latino students and European American students.
Most administrators said they wanted to see more Latino students in the honors and IB programs. Finally, through multiple observations and interactions,
the authors saw that the administrators and other school personnel including
teachers, counselors, and others were concerned about an even wider academic
gap between the Latino girls and boys especially at the middle and high school
levels. The present research reinforces the finding that Latino girls outscore Latino boys at every level in other regions of the U.S. (Sáenz & Ponjuan, 2009;
Swail, Cabrera, Lee, & Williams, 2005).

Strengths and Limitations
A strength of this study was the utilization of the ethnographic method that
provided a thorough window of understanding about the school system and
how the (school) parent liaisons and school administrators worked to improve
the education of Latino children. The 25 years of experience accumulated by
the first and second authors in the schools served as a bridge to create a relationship between the researchers, the schools, and the families. The researchers’
fluency in Spanish and their understanding of the different Latino cultures
served as strengths. Allowing administrators and personnel to participate in
this study and their support for researchers to explore the school system were
also critical to the success of the study.
A limitation of the study was that the authors were not able to explore the
role of the school counselors and their relationship with the parent liaisons and
how they served Latino families and Latino children. Another limitation was
that the authors were not able to explore in greater detail how other neighboring school districts worked with Latino families and their children.

Implications for Policy and Practice
Our research, focusing on a population of immigrant Latino families, their
children, and their schools, provides a clear example of the importance of personal commitment to the educational, developmental, family, and community
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needs of one of the fastest growing population groups in America. Strong leadership along with caring and competent service providers can clearly go a long
way to addressing the educational and other needs of Latinos just as they can
for other populations of children.
However, it is important to note that policies in individual schools, local
communities, and school districts, as well as at state and national levels, are essential to maximizing the positive effects resulting from the intense personal
commitment evidenced in this ethnographic study. Policies interact with and
support the kind of intense effort and commitment exhibited by individuals
who worked with us in this ethnographic study. Specifically, the foresight that
school leadership had to develop inclusive policies that championed Latino
culture and the strengths of changing demographics were critical to the success
of Latino students in the region.
As shown by this research, school personnel, social workers, and other professionals who provide services to Latino families and children should work
in partnership with schools to develop programs for Latino parents to inform
them about the school curriculum, the educational system, and preparation for
college. Another implication from this research is that school districts should
continue to develop partnerships with Latino communities and leaders to help
diminish extant educational gaps. To ensure best practice with Latino families, school personnel would benefit from explicit, rather than ad hoc, policies
aimed at specific groups of students.
Additional research exploring how schools can help develop the capacity of
Latino parents to be leaders in their schools is needed. One way to do this is
to develop clear, focused policies, apply them, and then assess their usefulness
in an ongoing manner. This approach would likely increase the continuity of
practice for Latinos, as it would for other groups of families and children.

Conclusion
As our nation’s schools continue to become increasingly diverse with Latino
children numbering 1 out of 5 students in the classroom (Fry & Gonzales,
2008), it is critical to understand how school personnel can impact the education of Latino families and their children. In summary, the present study
evidences the strengths of parent liaisons in schools and how they serve as an
important bridge between immigrant Latino families and the schools. Moreover, the current research further documents that school leaders at all levels can
be proactive in serving immigrant Latino families and their children despite
the ecological challenges they may face. As such, this study provides valuable
insight into how school personnel can work towards culturally competent
practices when serving Latino populations. Finally, this study enhances the
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literature by providing important insights into how to better research and serve
Latino families in educational settings.

Endnotes

The term European American is used for this study, rather than White, because this region
of the U.S. seems to have more members of subgroups still identifying with their respective
European countries of origin compared to other regions.
2
The larger study was conducted across two years by the first and second authors who have a
combined 25 years of experience working with Latino families. The full sample consisted of
40 Latino families (63 parents). Findings from the larger study may be found in Lopez and
Viramontez Anguiano (2013) and Viramontez Anguiano and Lopez (2012). A subsample of
these families was included in this study.
1
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“It’s Pretty Bad Out There”: Challenging Teacher
Perspectives Through Community Engagement
in a Mentor Training Program
Kathryn McGinn Luet, Brianne Morettini, and
Lisa Vernon-Dotson
Abstract
Though a variety of studies have considered the impact of mentoring on beginning teachers, there is little research that explores effective ways to support
their work. This qualitative study addresses that gap in the literature by describing how one mentoring program sought to develop mentors’ understanding of
their local context by sharing elements of asset-based pedagogies and by engaging community members in the training process for new mentors. Initial
interviews revealed that most mentors viewed the community through a deficit
lens. Even after engaging in conversations with local stakeholders and learning
about community resources, mentors indicated that little changed with respect
to their perspectives of—and practices in—the community. We consider reasons for the program’s limited success and discuss implications for programs
that seek to develop mentors who actively engage with the school community
in ways that value stakeholders’ assets and experiences.
Key Words: mentoring, community engagement, asset-based pedagogy, teacher perceptions, practices, mentor training program, communities

Introduction
Researchers have documented positive outcomes associated with mentoring programs for beginning teachers, including higher teacher retention rates
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(Ingersoll & Smith, 2003), increased student achievement (Ingersoll & Strong,
2011), and improved classroom- and time-management skills (Lindgren,
2005). However, researchers emphasize that these gains are not the automatic
result of simply pairing a mentor with a beginning teacher. Rather, researchers
highlight the necessity of properly training mentors in order to carry out the
goals defined by induction programs (Carver & Feiman-Nemser, 2009; Gasner, 2002; Hobson, Ashby, Malderez, & Tomlinson, 2009).
A recent body of literature focuses on mentoring programs that are designed
to support beginning teachers who work with diverse student populations
(Achinstein & Athanases, 2005; Hammerness & Matsko, 2012; Lopez, 2013).
Though this work details the knowledge base that mentors must possess in
order to help beginning teachers understand their context and build upon
students’ assets, it does not explicitly consider the process by which mentors
develop this knowledge. In fact, in a comprehensive review of current mentoring practices, Bullough (2012) finds that “rather little research has been
conducted on the problem of mentor induction—the transition from teacher
to mentor and how teachers become effective mentors” (p. 70). This article addresses that gap in the literature by describing how one mentoring program
sought to develop mentors’ understanding of their local context by engaging
community members in the training process for new mentors. In particular, we
consider how mentors responded to structured interactions with a wide variety
of local stakeholders, including parents/guardians, grandparents, members of
local nonprofit and/or religious organizations, and school staff members who
serve as community liaisons.
To that end, this qualitative study, situated in the Smithville Public School
District (Note: all names of places and people are pseudonyms) examines the
work of a district–university partnership as it implemented a new mentoring program in a high-needs district. While the partnership sought to provide
mentor training in a variety of areas, this article focuses on efforts to enhance
mentors’ knowledge about the community. When we reference “community” throughout this article, we are referring to both students’ families and the
neighborhood. Though we acknowledge that families and neighborhoods are
each complex entities, we explore them both through the lens of community
because we are focused on the wide range of cultural wealth on which teachers can draw in their practice—the collective knowledge, skills, and material
resources that are available both in students’ homes and in local Smithville organizations.
Specifically, this article describes the impact of the Smithville Community
Board, a group of parents and community members, whose purpose was to
share information about Smithville with mentors. Thus, in order to provide
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context for our findings, we begin with some framing questions, including:
What are mentors’ initial perceptions of their students, their students’ families,
and the city where they work? How do mentors describe their involvement
with the community, and what is the purpose of this engagement? From there,
this study focuses on what happens when community members work with
mentors to share insights about their children and their city. Therefore, our research questions are: How do mentors’ perceptions of the community change
(if at all) after structured opportunities to engage in dialogue with local stakeholders? How do mentors share their understanding of the community with
beginning teachers?
We begin by reviewing the theoretical frameworks that guide this study; in
particular, we draw on work that highlights the necessity of approaching students from an asset-based perspective. We then discuss literature that describes
mentoring programs designed to nurture this stance in beginning teachers.
In our methods section, we describe how our program tried to prepare mentors to support beginning teachers in developing asset-based perspectives, and
we detail how we utilized qualitative methods in order to collect and analyze
relevant data. Finally, we share our findings based on our analysis of mentor
interviews, surveys, and participant observation. Though mentors had some
positive perceptions of Smithville and its residents, most mentors approached
the community through a deficit lens. Even after engaging in conversations
with community members and attending professional development sessions focused on culturally relevant pedagogy, mentors indicated that little changed
with respect to their perspectives of and practices in the community. In our
conclusion, therefore, we consider reasons for our limited success and discuss
implications for programs that seek to develop mentor teachers who actively engage with the school community in ways that value their assets and experiences.

Literature Review
Pervasiveness of Deficit-Based Perspectives
Due to changing demographics, teachers are increasingly working in classrooms with students whose racial/ethnic and economic backgrounds differ
from their own. Data from the National Center of Education Statistics demonstrate the increasing racial/ethnic diversity in public schools in the United
States. In 2000, 38.8% of public school students enrolled in elementary and
secondary schools belonged to a racial/ethnic minority; by 2010, 47.6% of the
of public school students enrolled in elementary and secondary schools belonged to a racial/ethnic minority (Synder & Dillow, 2013, p. 86). At the same
time, however, the teaching force does not reflect this growing diversity. Results
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from the 2007–08 Schools and Staffing Survey showed that 83.1% of teachers
in public schools were White (Coopersmith, 2009). In addition to a growing
racial divide between teachers and students, many public school teachers lack
prior experiences with low-income communities—and these communities are
home to some of the most difficult-to-staff schools where beginning teachers
are often placed (Cochran-Smith & Villegas, 2016; Ullucci & Howard, 2015).
Despite the growing need for teachers who are prepared to work with diverse student populations, research has demonstrated that teacher education
programs do an inadequate job in preparing candidates for this task (CochranSmith et al., 2015; Gay, 2002; Howard & Milner, 2013; King & Butler, 2015;
Ladson-Billings, 1995; Villegas & Lucas, 2002). As a result, many teachers
harbor deficit-based views of—and lowered expectations for—students who
come from low-income and/or minority communities, rather than valuing the
knowledge and skills that marginalized students bring to the classroom (García
& Guerra, 2004; Paris & Alim, 2014; Ullucci & Howard, 2015; Yosso, 2005).
These perspectives make it difficult for teachers to maintain high expectations
and shape instruction that values their students’ backgrounds, which may lead
to lower levels of student achievement (Ladson-Billings, 1995; Paris & Alim,
2014; Ullucci & Howard, 2015).

Asset-Based Pedagogies
In order to work against this type of deficit thinking, researchers have increasingly emphasized the value of approaching culturally and linguistically
diverse students from an asset-based perspective. Asset-based pedagogies take a
variety of forms, and while there are differences among these approaches, they
each emphasize the importance of educators learning about the students and
communities where they teach.
To start, Moll, Amanti, Neff, and Gonzalez (1992) argue that teachers
must develop an understanding of students’ households in order to appreciate their students’ “funds of knowledge,” or the “historically accumulated and
culturally developed bodies of knowledge and skills essential for household
or individual functioning and well-being” (p. 133). In this way, teachers may
come to better recognize—and draw upon—the resources that students bring
to the classroom. Building in part on this work, Yosso (2005) outlines a theory of community cultural wealth and highlights forms of capital that that
exist in “Communities of Color,” including: aspirational, linguistic, familial,
social, navigational, and resistant capital (p. 77-81). Yosso (2005) argues that
researchers and teachers must move beyond the (often implicit) goal of advancing White, middle-class values and should instead recognize the cultural capital
that “marginalized groups bring to the table” (p. 77).
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Culturally relevant pedagogy is another form of teaching that is grounded
in recognizing students’ assets, with researchers emphasizing the importance
of integrating students’ home culture into both the content and delivery of
lessons (Brown-Jeffy & Cooper, 2011; Gay, 2002; Howard, 2003; LadsonBillings, 1995; Paris & Alim, 2014). In order to implement culturally relevant
pedagogy effectively, teachers must reflect on their own identities and endeavor
to learn more about their students’ identities (Howard, 2003). Teachers must
move beyond generalities and acquire specific information about their students’ cultures, such that they have a clear understanding of “values, traditions,
communication, learning styles, contributions, and relational patterns” (Gay,
2002, p. 107).
Not only does focusing on students’ assets help teachers develop classroom practices that are more engaging, but it can also lead to greater academic
success for students (Gay, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 1995). In addition, some
studies have found that beginning teachers are more likely to stay in a district
when they experience community support (Donaldson, 2009). When teachers appreciate the resources in their school communities, they are less likely to
blame students or families when they encounter challenges in their classrooms.
Instead, teachers engage in self-reflection and work to improve their own pedagogy (Quartz & the TEP Research Group, 2003).

Asset-Based Mentoring
While learning about the community in which one teaches is essential for
approaching students from an asset-based perspective, research demonstrates
that teacher education programs provide few opportunities for preservice
teachers to work with parents of culturally and linguistically diverse students
(Shirley et al., 2007). Though some beginning teachers arrive at their initial
placements well-versed in elements of multicultural and/or culturally relevant
pedagogy, these teachers may have little concrete experience in connecting with
their students and their families outside of the classroom, especially when the
context in which they teach is different from where they were raised (Emdin,
2016). To address this problem, some mentoring and induction programs now
focus on supporting new teachers in meeting the needs of their culturally and
linguistically diverse students.
Research in the area of asset-based mentoring focuses on the knowledge and
skills that mentors must possess in order to help beginning teachers engage in
self-reflection and to work with members of the community. Some programs
emphasize that mentors must be able to explore issues of equity and diversity
through a critical lens. For instance, describing a “collaborative mentorship”
model, Lopez (2013) argues that mentors should understand that cultural
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diversity encompasses more than simply the “celebration of holidays and food”
(p. 303). Mentors must be familiar with research and theory relating to issues
of equity, and they must know how to engage in dialogues where mentees feel
comfortable discussing potentially risky topics such as race and class.
Moreover, mentors should have experience in developing lessons that incorporate their students’ cultures, and they must know how to hold all students
to high expectations (Achinstein & Athanases, 2005). In order for mentors to
help beginning teachers construct their own culturally responsive lessons, mentors must be familiar with the context in which their mentees are teaching. In
a case study exploring an induction program that is part of an urban teacher
preparation program, Hammerness and Matsko (2012) argue that mentors
must approach the context of their work not merely as a “setting,” but rather as
“important and unique content” to explore with beginning teachers (p. 561).
To that end, mentors must have knowledge of a wide variety of contexts, from
the overall policy environment to the specific neighborhoods in which schools
are located.
Researchers agree that mentors must be supported in this work (Alkins
et al., 2006; Hammerness & Matsko, 2012); however, there is little literature detailing what this support should look like (Bullough, 2012; Hobson
et al., 2009). While there is some research that broadly outlines the form that
mentoring support may take (Achinstein & Athanases, 2005; Moir & Bloom,
2003), this literature does not systematically consider the impact that these
supports have on mentors’ work. In this article, we begin to address this gap by
describing mentors’ perceptions of the community in which they teach and by
exploring how engaging community members in a mentor-training program
impacts those perspectives.

Methods
Study Context
This study developed out of a grant-sponsored, district–university partnership. The purpose of the grant, as outlined by the state department of education,
was to pair institutions of higher education with high-needs districts in order
to create partnerships that would “develop and implement innovative plans for
training teacher leaders to be mentors who will support beginning teachers”
(Notice of Grant Opportunity, April, 2015). After receiving the grant notice,
administrators from the Smithville School District contacted the college of education where we are faculty members, and we began working with the district
in Spring 2015.
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The Smithville School District is comprised of nine schools, serving students in Grades preK–12, with approximately 5,000 students total. Smithville
qualifies as “high-needs” as determined by the state grant requirements, with
at least 20% of its families below the poverty line and a high percentage of
teachers with emergency, provisional, or temporary certification. The city of
Smithville has recently undergone an economic decline; once home to a variety of industries, Smithville lost many of its manufacturing jobs during the
last 30 years. Smithville still has a strong agricultural base. As a result, the town
is home for many seasonal farmworkers, and 44% of the population are nonnative English speakers. According to the 2015 American Community Survey,
Smithville has an unemployment rate of 13.1%, and 32.0% of the population
lives in poverty. In terms of racial diversity, 14.6% of the population is White,
33.6% is African American, and 48.9% is Hispanic or Latino.
For the first year of the grant, district administrators selected a cohort of
24 teachers (from a pool of 35 applicants) to serve as mentors to beginning
teachers (those in their first through third years of full-time teaching). Applicants for the program were evaluated in terms of their overall effectiveness
rating based on the Danielson Evaluation Instrument (Danielson, 2014), their
attendance, their contributions to the district, and their years of teaching experience. The mentors represented six of the district’s nine schools and included
teachers from Grades preK–8, reading specialists, special education teachers,
and bilingual instructors. The mentors were primarily female (only one mentor was male), though somewhat more diverse in terms of race, with 15 White
mentors (62.5%), 5 African American mentors (20.8%), 3 Hispanic mentors
(12.5%), and 1 Multiracial mentor (4.2%). These numbers are somewhat representative of the overall racial distribution of teachers in Smithville: according
to data posted on the state department of education’s website, the teaching staff
in the district was 77.1% White, 11.4% African American, 10.4% Hispanic,
and 0.4% Multiracial in 2015–16. However, the composition of the mentors
is clearly not reflective of the student population of Smithville. For a detailed
list of the mentors, including race, sex, and years of teaching experience, see
Table 1.
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Pseudonym

Sex

Race

Grade(s) Taught

Years in Smithville

Years in Other District(s)

Aguda

Female

African American

5

10+

0

Becker

Female

White

2

10+

0

Bowen

Female

White

5

<5

5+

Briggs

Female

White

4

10+

1–2

Butler

Female

White

2

10+

1–2

Carson

Female

White

3

10+

2–4

Cole

Female

White

4

10+

2–4

Crawford

Female

White

K–8

10+

5+

Flores

Female

Hispanic

K

10+

0

Foster

Female

White

5

10+

0

Glover

Female

African American

PreK

5–9

0

Griffith

Male

White

6–8

5–9

0

Leonard

Female

White

3

10+

0

Lowe

Female

White

4

10+

0

Maxwell

Female

White

PreK

10+

0

McGee

Female

White

1

10+

0

Medina

Female

Hispanic

PreK

5–9

0

Moreno

Female

Hispanic

Payne

Female

Multiracial

Reed

Female

Shelton

Female

Steele

1

<5

5+

6–8

10+

0

White

3

10+

0

African American

5

5–9

5+

Female

White

2

10+

0

Thompson

Female

African American

4

10+

0

Wood

Female

African American

5

10+

0
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Related Grant Activities
During year one, grant activities focused exclusively on working with
mentors and community members on the Smithville Community Board, an
advisory board created as part of the grant initiative. Mentors met once per
month from January to June of 2016 for professional development sessions
that covered topics including teacher leadership, critical friends groups, culturally relevant pedagogy, and anti-racist pedagogy. Each meeting was three hours
long and was facilitated by outside presenters who provided opportunities for
mentors to engage with current research and to explore data from their own
classrooms. Outside of these sessions, mentors were asked to post monthly responses to questions posed on the “Teacher Leader Blog,” a password-protected
forum (housed on edmodo) through which teachers engaged in online conversations relating to topics covered in the professional development sessions.
The Smithville Community Board was created for the purpose of working
with mentors to develop and/or support asset-based perspectives of Smithville
students and families. In this way, mentors would be able to share positive
perceptions of the community as well as strategies for engagement with future
mentees. The board met three times during the spring of 2016. Members were
recruited from the community, and while attendance at board meetings varied, in total the group consisted of 17 members, including: seven parents, two
grandparents, three district employees (two parent liaisons and a grant administrator), and five representatives from community organizations. The board
focused on developing a Community Resource Guide to share with mentors.
Board members gathered relevant information about local community organizations, including services available for both parents and teachers. Additionally,
the board created an open-ended survey in which they asked parents to share
their goals for their children, positive and negative experiences they have had
in Smithville schools, and advice for teachers. Mentors were invited to distribute surveys (in both English and Spanish) to their students’ parents and then
return completed surveys to the board. While the overall response rate was low,
over 70 surveys were collected.
Ultimately, the Smithville Community Board produced a 12-page booklet
which was assembled by a graphic designer. The Community Resource Guide
presents information from community organizations, including specific educational resources available to schools. Responses from the parent surveys
comprise the bulk of the Community Resource Guide in a section entitled
“Debunking the myths about the city of Smithville through sharing parents’
experiences.” In these pages, the board presents common myths they have
heard about their city, including: “Smithville parents do not care about their
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children’s education,” and “Teaching in Smithville schools is a punishment.”
After each myth, the board wrote a response, offering their perspective and
sharing a selection of direct quotes from parent surveys. For instance, after the
myth, “Smithville parents are difficult to work with,” the board wrote, “Parents
want to work cooperatively with teachers, but teachers need to do their part, as
well.” They listed tips teachers could follow to help make parents feel welcome
in schools, such as inviting parents to participate in activities and making an
effort to understand parents, even when they do not speak the same language.
The board shared the Community Resource Guide with mentors at a joint
meeting at the end of the 2016–17 academic year.
While this study focuses on year one of the grant, it is helpful to note the
trajectory of year two. During the second year, the first cohort of mentors engaged in “turnkey training,” teaching concepts discussed in the first year to
the second cohort of mentors during professional learning sessions. Beginning
teachers were also invited to the second half of professional learning sessions, to
meet with the mentors to discuss the focus topic, as well as any specific issues
they encountered in their classrooms. Because of recent layoffs in the district,
the number of beginning teachers was small (n = 6), so during year two, beginning teachers often met with groups of five or six mentors.

Data Collection and Analysis
For this study, we employed qualitative research methods, including
interviews, observations, open-ended surveys, and document analysis. We interviewed each of the 24 mentors participating in the program. Interviews were
semi-structured and focused on the mentors’ teaching background, goals for
mentoring, and their perceptions of and involvement with the community (for
the complete interview protocol, see Appendix). These questions were developed by the authors in order to elicit general information to assist in the overall
implementation of the grant, and—with respect to this particular study—to
establish an initial understanding of mentors’ levels of engagement in and perceptions of the community. This baseline was used to help us to determine if
and how mentors’ engagement and/or perceptions changed as a result of working with local stakeholders through this grant. At the beginning of year two,
we sent mentors a brief survey (through the group blog and over email) asking
them to detail what (if anything) they learned about working with the Smithville community and how their engagement had changed (if at all) as a result
of participating in the grant.
In addition to interviews and surveys, we attended relevant meetings (often serving as facilitators), including the professional learning series and the
Smithville Community Board meetings, and recorded field notes. We also had
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access to a variety of documents that provided further context for our research.
Mentors posted monthly responses on a group blog, a platform that was used
for the purpose of sustaining conversations outside of formal meeting times. In
addition, the Community Resource Guide is an important artifact that reflects
the perspectives of the members of the Smithville Community Board. Finally,
per the grant requirements, we hired an external evaluator. Her quarterly reports provide a helpful outsider perspective with respect to how well we met
our objectives as outlined in our grant narrative.
Data were analyzed using grounded theory, and we used the computer program atlas.ti to assist in coding interviews, field notes, and surveys (Corbin &
Strauss, 2008; Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995). We relied on a system of open
and then axial coding (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). In our first round of open
coding, we broadly categorized the mentors’ responses to the interview questions, focusing solely on the issue of community engagement for this study. We
noted the various forms of community engagement they described, different
perceptions that they had about Smithville, and how they conceptualized the
purposes of working with parents and families. While we focused on responses
relating to questions about community engagement, we analyzed the interview transcripts in their entirety, as ideas and issues relating to working with
the community sometimes emerged in response to more general questions.
In our second round of axial coding, we aggregated the base codes according
to broader themes and tallied mentor responses in different categories, creating tables that illustrate perceptions of the community and different forms of
engagement (discussed below). In addition, during year two, we revisited the
topic of community engagement with the mentors, asking them to reflect on
the blog about how their engagement with or perceptions of the community
had changed as a result of their participation in the grant. Twenty of the 24
mentors responded, and these responses were coded and tabulated, as well.
We undertook a variety of measures to ensure the validity of our data (Maxwell, 1996). First, we triangulated our data by utilizing different data collection
strategies (interviews, surveys, observations, document analysis). Furthermore,
by working with an external evaluator, we received regular feedback (through
conference calls every three weeks and reports each quarter) about successes and
obstacles we encountered in our grant activities’ implementation. In particular,
the quarterly reports contain aggregated data that illustrate mentors’ satisfaction with grant activities, as well as de-identified quotes that demonstrate what
mentors had—and had not—learned from their engagement in the project.
Finally, we must account for our positions and identities with respect to the
research. Certainly, as principal investigators, we were invested in the success
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of the grant-related activities. However, we firmly believed that we could ultimately achieve more success if we looked at our work through a critical lens,
and therefore we invited constructive feedback from each other and from our
district partners, with whom we spoke every three weeks. In addition, as three
White women who do not live or work in Smithville, we were also acutely
aware that we were by no means experts about the community. Thus, as we engaged with members of the Smithville Community Board as well as with the
mentors, we endeavored to take a listening stance, facilitating conversations in
which we were partners in learning. Practically speaking, this meant that we
tried to create fairly open-ended agendas for board meetings in order to be responsive to community input, and we explicitly shared the belief that we do
not know nearly as much about Smithville as the people who live there.

Findings
In this section, we first review the mentors’ initial perceptions of the community, categorized as neutral, positive, and negative. Next, we describe the
specific forms that mentors’ engagement takes, before considering if/how the
mentors’ perceptions and engagement practices changed as a result of their participation in this grant.

Initial Perceptions
In order to consider how, if at all, mentors’ perspectives about the community changed as a result of their participation in this grant, we had to determine
their initial perceptions. Therefore, during initial interviews, mentors were
invited to share what they knew about the Smithville community and were
asked to consider what beginning teachers should know about working in the
Smithville School District. Their responses were coded, and each code was
categorized as “positive,” “negative,” or “neutral.” To be classified as “positive,”
the code had to address elements of the community that teachers believed supported them in their classroom practice. In this category, four codes addressed
characteristics of families in the city (close-knit and caring, culturally/linguistically diverse, hard-working, supportive) and one addressed the town itself
(rich in history and local landmarks). To be classified as “negative,” the code
had to address elements of the community that the teachers believed hindered
or complicated their ability to provide instruction. Four of these codes encompassed characteristics of families (culturally/linguistically diverse, difficult
home lives, lack of education, low socioeconomic status) and one addressed
the town more generally (unsafe environment). In some cases, mentors simply
shared demographic information without discussing any perceived impact on
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Table 2. Mentors’ Perceptions of Smithville
Positive
Pseudonym

Caring

C./L.
Diverse

Hardworking

Negative
Supportive

Landmarks

C./L.
Diverse

Aguda

Difficult
home lives

Lack of
education

Neutral
Low SES

Unsafe

x

Becker

C./L.
Diverse

Low SES

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

Bowen

x

Briggs

x

x

Butler

x

Carson

x

Cole

x

Crawford

x
x

Flores

x

x

x

x

x

Foster

x

x

x

Glover

x
x

Leonard

x

x

x

Lowe

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x
x

x

Maxwell
McGee

x

x

Medina
Moreno
Payne
Reed
Shelton

x
x

Steele

x

x

x

x

x
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Thompson

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

12

11

x
x

x

x

Wood
TOTAL

x
x

x
5

1

1

7

Note: SES = Socioeconomic status; C./L. = Culturally/Linguistically

4

6

11

1

4

6
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their teaching practice. In these cases, the code was categorized as “neutral.”
Table 2 provides an illustration of teachers’ responses.
As evident in Table 2, many mentors had mixed opinions about the community and the families who live there. Overall, there were 23 comments coded
as neutral from 13 different teachers, 18 comments coded as positive from 10
different teachers, and 28 comments coded as negative from 15 different teachers. While these numbers provide a general sense of mentors’ perspectives, the
qualitative data paint a fuller picture.
Neutral Perceptions
First, in response to the question, “What do you know about the Smithville community?” many mentors shared perceptions about the town with no
judgments immediately attached. In particular, mentors frequently described
the population of Smithville as racially diverse and as working class or “poor.”
Comments such as, “It’s a low socioeconomic area. It’s got a lot of immigrants”
(Ms. Carson, Interview, 3/10/16) or “It’s a depressed community, economically” (Mr. Griffith, Interview, 4/21/16) exemplify this sort of neutral response.
Certainly, these observations mesh with census data regarding the city. Typically, however, mentors shared more than simple demographic observations of the
town; the majority of the mentors (11 of 13) who shared neutral observations
also shared positive and/or negative perceptions they held regarding Smithville.
Positive Perceptions
In terms of positive characteristics of the community, five mentors described
students’ families as close-knit and caring. For example, Ms. Briggs discussed
how Smithville residents supported one another after members of a student’s
family were involved in a fatal car crash. Ms. Briggs worried about how she was
going to approach her students with the news, but when she arrived at school
the next day, her students were waiting to share support and information with
her. She explained, the “community is very close, and they take care of each
other, and they already are arranging a fundraiser [for the student’s family]”
(Interview, 2/18/16). On a related note, Ms. Bowen said she was impressed by
the way in which her students’ entire families support their efforts in school,
noting that at back-to-school night, “every member of the family shows up…
the mom, the dad, grandma, grandpa, brother, sister, aunts, and uncles” (Interview, 2/22/16).
Mentors also described parents as being supportive of the work of teachers
in school. Seven teachers explained that parents provide either moral support
to them by emphasizing the value of education to their children or material
support in the form of resources or gifts. Ms. Shelton said she “gets presents,
cards, handmade everything….[Parents are] just so appreciative.…You know
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they don’t have a lot of money, but I see the support from the families from everyday little things” (Interview, 4/21/16). Notably, three of these seven teachers
expressed the belief that Hispanic parents were more supportive than other
parents in the district, as they generally “tend to value the education more…
and participate more than other people do” (Ms. Cole, Interview, 3/23/16). In
this case, these mentors’ positive perceptions of one segment of the community
contained an implicit critique of other parents.
There were a few other positive comments. One mentor described her students’ parents as “hard-working” (Ms. Bowen, Interview, 2/22/16), and four
mentors referenced specific community resources they appreciated, from good
Mexican restaurants (Ms. Lowe, Interview, 3/17/16) to “300 years worth of
architecture” that serves as the basis of community-based art lessons (Ms.
Crawford, Interview, 2/22/16). Finally, while 18 of the 24 mentors referenced
the cultural and linguistic diversity of their students and their students’ families, only one mentor discussed this diversity in specifically positive terms.
Ms. Payne noted that—unlike other teachers—she does not discourage her
students’ use of Spanish in her classroom. Though acknowledging that her students must become fluent in English, she also wants them to continue to speak
their first language, explaining, “If it’s not disrupting class, I’d leave [speaking
Spanish in class] alone, you know? We don’t want them to feel bad about it
either, you know? Because actually, they have more of a skill than we do” (Interview, 2/18/16).
Negative Perceptions
On the other hand, six mentors approached their students’ linguistic and
cultural diversity from a negative perspective, noting how at times a “language
barrier” makes communication with families challenging. Ms. Reed said, “It’s
hard.…I think I have five or six families that are not Hispanic, and some of
those Hispanic parents do speak English, but the majority don’t, so it’s hard to
communicate” (Interview, 3/10/16). Ms. Reed explained that she would like
to learn more Spanish in order to be able to speak with her students’ parents,
indicating that she accepts some responsibility for communication challenges.
In addition to referencing a language barrier, some mentors spoke in more
oblique terms about the culture and socioeconomic status of their students and
their families, using somewhat coded language to convey that students come
from families who do not value school or support the work of teachers. For
instance, Ms. Butler noted, “Sometimes it’s really hard to move to make a connection with these types of kids.” While it was not immediately apparent what
she meant, she went on to explain that, in general, her students have limited
experiences outside of school, adding:
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Because once you’re working with the kids, then it’s like a light bulb
goes off, and you’re like, okay, wait, these kids have never been exposed
to this, this, and this. But I try to show [beginning teachers] other ways
of how we can expose [students] to it without [students] being naturally
exposed. (Interview, 3/23/16)
In a similar vein, Ms. Foster explained, “the main thing I notice is what comes
into the classroom is the very large households, just a whole different culture
in this area.” When asked how that impacts her work as a teacher, she conceptualized the “culture” in terms of what her students are lacking, explaining,
“They come with all different kinds of needs.…You have hunger, you have
just getting enough sleep…there’s not much follow-up, and there’s no real core
structure for what they’re expected to do” (Interview, 2/18/16).
Frequently, mentors’ comments focused on their students’ difficult home
lives, with mentors citing overcrowded houses, transitory families, and abusive
or neglectful parents. In many cases, mentors positioned themselves as the only
positive influence in their students’ lives. For instance, Ms. McGee explained
that her students “love to come to school” because:
for some of them, that’s when they get the most, I wouldn’t say attention,
but…sometimes their parents work a lot of hours, or they come from
broken homes, so when they come to school, they sometimes often refer
to you as their mother. (Interview, 4/21/16)
Mr. Griffith warned that teachers should be careful about how they approach
students who do not do their homework, “because they might not have had
a bed to sleep in the night before—and it’s all this cliché stuff you see in like,
Hilary Swank movies, but it’s true; it’s real” (Interview, 4/21/16).
Six mentors also described the Smithville community as “unsafe.” According to the state police website, Smithville’s crime rate is higher than the state
average: in 2014, Smithville had a violent crime rate of 10.2 per 1,000 inhabitants (compared to the state average of 2.6 per 1,000) and a nonviolent crime
rate of 39.0 per 1,000 inhabitants (compared to the state average of 17.4 per
1,000). However, mentors’ comments relating to safety were coded as “negative” because the teachers emphasized the detrimental impact of the unsafe
environment on their teaching practice. For instance, Ms. Wood explained
that the community “is not as safe as we’d like it to be,” and, as such, “to…go
to [students’] homes just by yourself, I wouldn’t recommend that” (Interview,
3/17/16). Ms. Lowe described the town as “rough,” noting, “there’s a couple
of my high school students that I wouldn’t want to meet on the street” (Interview, 3/17/16). And while Ms. Shelton emphasized a lot of the community’s
assets in her interview, she offered the following assessment of the town: “You
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don’t wanna think it, but it’s pretty bad out there. It’s dangerous” (Interview,
4/21/16).
In sum, mentors’ initial perceptions of the community were mixed. We
do not want to mischaracterize mentors who cited valid statistics about the
town as having deficit perspectives, and therefore the context was scrutinized
in order to accurately categorize mentors’ remarks. When a mentor’s comment
was neutral, it was coded as such. Taking that into account, mentors’ descriptions of Smithville were more negative than positive. While 12 teachers did
share positive descriptions of the town, eight of those same teachers shared
negative perceptions as well. Moreover, the qualitative data demonstrate that
while mentors’ positive descriptions tended to be brief (e.g., describing parents
as “hard-working”) or sometimes superficial (e.g., complimenting Smithville’s
Mexican restaurants), mentors’ comments regarding negative aspects of Smithville were more detailed and more pervasive throughout the interviews.

Practices and Purposes of Engagement
In addition to exploring how mentors perceived Smithville, we also asked
mentors to share ways in which they have worked with members of the community. Mentors discussed seven main ways they interacted with the Smithville
community—primarily parents—and these forms of engagement are outlined in Table 3. While some of these interactions took place outside of the
schools, the majority of the exchanges between teachers and students’ families
occurred in schools and often at events that teachers were contractually obligated to attend. Mentors emphasized that they valued these interactions because
they provided opportunities to build rapport and to improve classroom management. With a few exceptions (discussed in more detail below), mentors
generally explained that the purpose of these interactions was to share information with parents; occasions where teachers engaged with the goal of learning
from members of the community were rare.

175

Attend Student
Events

Contact Students’
Homes

Work with Families in School

Church/Charity/
Volunteer Work

Aguda

x

x

x

x

Becker

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

Pseudonym

Bowen
Briggs

x

Butler

x

x

x

x

x

x

Cole

x

x

x

x

x

x

Flores

x

x

Foster

x

x

Glover

x

x

x

x

Leonard

x

x

Lowe

x

x

Griffith

x

Maxwell

Additional
Employment*

District-Sponsored
Activities
x

x

Carson
Crawford

Visit Community Sites

x

x
x
x

x

McGee

x

x

x

Medina

x

x

x

x

x

Moreno
Payne
Reed

x

Shelton

x

Steele

x
x
x

x

Thompson

x
x

x

x

Wood

x

TOTAL (out of 24)

11

x
20

*That Provides Opportunities to Interact with Families

18

7

1

3

4
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Table 3. Smithville Mentors’ Forms of Engagement
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The most frequent form of engagement that mentors referenced was reaching out to students’ parents/guardians at home, with 20 out of the 24 teachers
describing contacting families in this way. Teachers shared a variety of strategies they employed to contact parents, including calling home, sending letters,
creating newsletters, and using ClassDojo (a phone application through which
parents and teachers can text each other). Two teachers, both employed at
the early childhood education center, explained that they were required to
complete home visits, so they “do get out” into the community (Ms. Glover,
Interview, 2/16/16). Mentors said that they used this contact to check in with
parents regarding students’ academic progress and to share their general classroom expectations. Moreover, several teachers mentioned that by proactively
contacting parents, they had fewer classroom management issues. For instance,
Mrs. Aguda said that by reaching out to parents early in the year, it mitigated
future problems: “When maybe a bad situation comes up, the parent will be
more…on your side, rather than being defensive” (Interview, 2/22/16).
Mentors also shared ways that they work with parents in the school. Most
frequently, mentors referenced meeting with parents at conferences and backto-school nights. In general, mentors reported a good turnout for these events,
though a few mentors noted that “sometimes it’s the only time you’ll see [the
students’] parents” (Ms. Medina, Interview, 2/17/16). As with contacting students’ homes, mentors used these events to give updates regarding students’
progress. In addition, some mentors took advantage of the opportunity to
share resources with parents; for example, Ms. McGee explained that she used
conferences to encourage parents to visit the free library in order to access online programs that can help students in reading or math (Interview, 4/21/16),
and Ms. Foster noted that parent nights can be a good occasion to help parents
sign up for ClassDojo (Interview, 2/18/16).
Parents were also invited to take part in educational activities at the school;
typically, parents were positioned as the learners, with the mentors sharing
skills and knowledge. For instance, Ms. Maxwell described hosting an “ornament making day” every December, in which parents were invited so that
teachers could “show them how to teach their child” by discussing concepts
such as patterning and counting (Interview, 2/19/16). Ms. Glover listed several
different workshops that the schools offer parents, including an “eating healthy
program” and a “creative arts workshop” (Interview, 2/16/16). At the same
time, Ms. Glover also has welcomed parents to act as teachers, noting that she
extended invitations to “families that have talents,” creating an “open door policy” for parents who want to participate in class activities (Interview, 2/16/16).
Likewise, Ms. Aguda invited parents’ knowledge into her classroom—albeit
one step removed—through their children. She explained how she invited children of Mexican immigrants to share their parents’ expertise:
177

SCHOOL COMMUNITY JOURNAL

Some of the parents have been to the university, and I challenge [the
students]. They will tell me, “Oh, my mom taught me differently.” I will
tell them, “There is a smartboard, there is the computer.” Let them create
a PowerPoint, and “You teach us.”…They have knowledge, so let’s share.
(Interview, 2/22/16)
Notably, these examples from Ms. Glover and Ms. Aguda are the only two occasions in which any of the 24 mentors described situating parents as experts
in their classrooms. At the same time, it is important to note that Ms. Aguda
privileges the knowledge of parents who have “been to the university,” which
indicates that even in some promising cases, certain forms of cultural capital
are still more valued than others.
Mentors also described attending student events as a way of engaging with
the community; 11 of the mentors shared how they used these activities to
make connections with students and/or their parents. For example, Ms. Becker noted that she attended many of her second graders’ first communions as a
way of showing her students that she cared about them outside of school (Interview, 3/10/16). Beyond building rapport with the students, these events
also helped mentors show parents they were invested in their students’ success.
Ms. Carson said that when she goes to various sporting events, “it builds a relationship with [the student’s] family…it shows you care about their child as a
whole” (Interview, 3/10/16). In fact, Ms. Carson hypothesized that attending
one of her student’s sporting events helped her have a “better relationship” with
a parent who had a reputation for being “very difficult” (Interview, 3/10/16).
There were a few additional ways in which mentors said they were active in
Smithville. Seven mentors discussed how involvement in their church or local volunteer organizations helped them interact with community members
or “give back” to the community, such as donating blood, buying Christmas
gifts for students whose families cannot afford them, and participating in book
and food drives. Three mentors explained that they had opportunities to engage with the community through their work in grant-funded initiatives or as
coaches. One mentor noted that when she was first hired in the district, she
tried to go “to all the different places” in the area, including the local zoo, historical sites, and restaurants, in order to “to try and see about the area” (Ms.
Foster, Interview, 2/18/16).
Finally, four mentors described district-sponsored events that were designed
with the purpose of connecting teachers with the community. In years past, the
district offered a bus tour of the community; however, mentors only recalled
the tour in vague terms, sharing comments such as, “[it] was so long ago, I don’t
remember…we went around…to see where all the different schools were” (Ms.
Reed, Interview, 3/10/16). The district also sponsored a “community walk” in
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which teachers canvased local neighborhoods during the summer to share information about the first day of school. This event produced mixed reviews:
while Ms. Steele said it was “interesting to…see what the kids are up to in the
summertime” (Interview, 3/17/16), Ms. Lowe shared the story of her colleague
who attended the walk and was flagged down by Smithville police who said,
“you should not be walking out here alone” (Interview, 3/17/16).
In general, most forms of community engagement shared by mentors can be
conceptualized as occasions that mentors used to impart knowledge to parents
and to build rapport with students and their families, largely for the purpose of
improving classroom management. In a few instances, mentors noted that they
were able to improve their teaching practice by learning more about their students’ families and culture. For example, Ms. Aguda explained that in her class:
We talk about culture…I get to know the kids, where they are academically. I tailor their work based on where they are….In the morning…[I]
bring in something interesting—music, a poem, the headline news [and
ask], “What do you think?” (Interview, 2/22/16)
Ms. Shelton said that in her classroom, they “talk about racism.…Like I’m
not afraid to talk to them about that stuff. Like today, we just, we listen to
everyone’s music. We’re listening to Spanish music…right now” (Interview,
4/21/16).
On the other hand, some mentors reported lowering their expectations in
response to learning more about their students’ lives. Ms. Reed talked about
the importance of being “realistic” in terms of being able to reach every student, explaining, “You have to be aware, and you have to be diligent in looking
for certain things. If a kid is not doing his homework, [don’t just say], ‘Do your
homework, do your homework.’ Maybe there’s a reason” (Interview, 3/10/16).
Mr. Griffith noted the importance of having a lot of patience with students
who do not do their work or who have behavioral problems:
[The students] don’t wanna come [to school] to get yelled at because
they’re getting beat when they’re at home. Beaten, beaten. Not like
slapped in the face, like, beaten with [a] closed fist. I didn’t experience
that growing up, so it was culture shock. Not just being White, not just
coming from a middle-class family, but just, the way they’re raised—and
I don’t mean all of ‘em, obviously, but you need to have patience. They
hate it when you yell, some of them will break down into tears because
you remind them of their dad, or their uncle, or their grandpop, when
they get drunk or mad. (Interview, 4/21/16)
Mr. Griffith went on to explain that he does not “make excuses for the kids,”
but it was not clear how he framed his expectations for his students, as he did
not elaborate (Interview, 4/21/16).
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In sum, the engagement practices of the mentors largely positioned the
teachers as experts who share information with parents regarding their children
and educational support strategies. A few mentors discussed ways in which they
learned from their students and their families in order to invite their knowledge and experiences into the classroom; notably, all three of these teachers
(Ms. Aguda, Ms. Glover, Ms. Shelton) are African American. However, many
other teachers emphasized perceived deficits they identified in their students’
families, for which they believed they had to compensate in the classroom.

Perspectives After Participating in Grant Activities
As discussed above, there were two major grant activities geared toward
helping mentors develop more asset-based perspectives about the community.
First, mentors participated in a monthly professional learning series that focused on a variety of topics. In March 2016, the session focused on culturally
relevant pedagogy, and a presenter shared key ideas as outlined by Gay (2002),
Rychly and Graves (2012), and Ford, Stuart, and Vakil (2014). Discussions focused on how mentors could employ culturally responsive pedagogy to build
bridges between students’ homes and school (field notes, 3/17/16).
Second, members of the Smithville Community Board met with the mentors during one day of the Mentor Summer Institute in June 2016. During this
two-hour meeting, board members shared the Community Resource Guide
they created with the mentors, and they engaged in discussions based on topics
raised in it. In particular, there were six groups composed of three to four mentors and three to four board members. Each group explored one of the “myths”
that was debunked in the guide, then groups were asked to engage in discussion regarding how they could encourage beginning teachers to reach out to
parents and to make use of Smithville’s resources.
In order to consider if and how mentors’ engagement with and perceptions of the community changed as a result of any of their experiences in year
one, we consulted various sources. First, during year two of the grant, mentors
were sent a brief survey (through the group blog and over email), asking them
to detail what (if anything) they learned about working with the Smithville
community and how their engagement had changed (if at all) as a result of
participating in the grant. Of the 24 mentors, 20 responded to the survey, and
their responses indicate that engaging with the Smithville Community Board
did not have a significant impact on their work with the community. Table 4
summarizes their replies. Nine respondents noted that their engagement did
not change appreciably because they were already actively involved in the community. The majority of respondents (13 out of 20) emphasized the value of
the list of community agencies in the Community Resource Guide, which
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Table 4. Smithville Mentors’ Self-Reported Changes Through Involvement in Program
Pseudonym

Already Involved in/ Knowledgeable of Community

Learned More About
Community Resources

Gained Resources to Share
with New Teachers/Parents

Gained New Perspectives
about Students/Families

Aguda

x

Becker

x

x

x

x

x

x

Reinforced Negative Beliefs

Bowen
Briggs
Butler

x

Carson

x

Cole

x

Crawford

x

Flores

x

x

Foster

x

x

x

x

x

Glover

x
x

x

x
x

x

Griffith

x
x

Lowe

x

x

Maxwell
McGee
Medina

x

x

Moreno

x

x

Payne

x

Reed

x

Shelton

x

Steele

x

x

x
x
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Thompson
Wood
TOTAL (out of 20)

x
9

Note. Shaded = Did not complete survey.

13

8

8

3
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was “helpful because the resources were in one place” (Ms. Shelton, blog post,
1/19/17). Eight mentors mentioned the guide would be helpful to share with
parents or with new teachers.
However, fewer of the mentors indicated there was a change in their perceptions of students or in their actual practices. Eight respondents said that the
work with the Smithville Community Board provided new perspectives about
students. Some mentors discussed these perspectives in general terms, noting
the parents’ comments were “enlightening” (Ms. Payne, blog post, 1/19/17)
and provided “new insight into the lives of my students” (Ms. Becker, blog
post, 1/19/17). Two mentors shared more specific changes in perceptions. Ms.
Wood said that she “learned that people in the Smithville community really
do care about their children and their education.” As a result, Ms. Wood reported that she is “more patient and caring” in her interactions with parents
(blog post, 1/19/17). Ms. Briggs shared that she “learned that at times, we can
be unintentionally unwelcoming to the community, especially the Spanishspeaking members,” and she found that some of the training around culturally
responsive pedagogy provided help in addressing that issue (email, 1/19/17).
As a final note about the survey, three mentors said that they learned about
the community through their engagement in the program; however, rather
than offering new perspectives about community assets, these teachers shared
deficit-oriented views of their students and their families, views our program
sought to challenge, not to reinforce. For instance, Ms. Crawford said:
I learned that urban youth in Smithville face hardships [that] other students may not face due to their immigration status, ethnicity, economic
status, gang influence, drug addiction, violence, high temptation to drop
out, unemployment, [and] lack of stability in their family to name a few.
(blog post, 12/18/16)
Ms. Reed spoke in more vague terms about being appreciative of the opportunity to “gain insight into…what our students are going through” (blog post,
1/18/17). Mr. Griffith felt that discussions about the community helped him
“[get] a sense of what teachers at all schools in town are dealing with” (blog
post, 1/12/17). Phrases such as “going through” and “dealing with” indicate
that these mentors focused on perceived deficits of the community. These three
mentors all shared predominantly negative perceptions of Smithville in their
initial interviews. In this respect, it is not necessarily surprising that they maintained deficit views even after engaging in the program, but it is particularly
disappointing as these were precisely the views the Smithville Community
Board wanted to challenge.
Additional data highlight the mentors’ lack of growth regarding community engagement. For instance, during year two, the external grant evaluator
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asked mentors to complete surveys regarding their perceived skill levels with
respect to various attributes associated with effective mentorship. The majority of mentors indicated they were only “somewhat skilled” or “not skilled” in
seeking out and providing additional community resources to beginning teachers. Moreover, when the evaluator asked mentors about how they intended to
apply the knowledge and skills related to participation in the program, no one
discussed the intent to draw on more community resources in their classroom
practice (external evaluator, second quarterly report, 2/26/17).
Though our data consists largely of self-reports from the mentors, we did
have one opportunity to see mentors share their knowledge about the community with a new cohort of mentors and beginning teachers. During year two
of the grant, mentors were invited to facilitate the professional learning series,
drawing on what they learned during the previous year to share that information with a new cohort of mentors through a “turnkey” approach. In October
2016, three mentors created and presented a session about working with families, entitled “Contacting parents: Your options, your obstacles.” Hoping to
empower mentors to become teacher leaders, we played a limited role in planning this session, helping them to brainstorm some initial ideas but leaving the
details to them. In retrospect, this was a mistake. The three mentors created
a PowerPoint that emphasized traditional means of reaching out to parents,
including phone calls, emails, and progress reports, as well as the importance
of documenting this contact, so “if the parent had a gripe, you can show [the
administration] that they had an opportunity to speak to you” (field notes,
10/20/16).
After sharing the PowerPoint, the facilitators broke the teachers into groups
and asked them to discuss six different “common” scenarios involving parents
and brainstorm “positive” ways to approach the situations. The six scenarios
included: (1) angry parent, (2) a student without book bag/school supplies,
(3) concerns of neglect/abuse, (4) parent who goes straight to the principal, (5)
a non-English speaking parent, and (6) parents’ phone number is not listed.
Indeed, as the title of the presentation indicated, in all of these scenarios, parents were positioned as “obstacles” to success in the classroom. Rather than
sharing any of the available community resources or asking the group to think
about parents’ perspectives (two areas of focus with the Smithville Community
Board), the presenters emphasized strategies regarding how to deal with various
perceived deficits of Smithville families.
In sum, while there were some self-reported signs of positive change, most
data indicate that the grant activities involving the community did not expand
mentors’ asset-based perspectives nor their willingness/ability to draw on local
resources. This finding is especially problematic as a large number of mentors
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(15 of 24) shared deficit perspectives of Smithville and its residents in their initial interviews.

Discussion and Implications
Similar to what has been reported in much of the literature (García & Guerra, 2004; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Paris & Alim, 2014; Ullucci & Howard, 2015;
Yosso, 2005), we found that many of the teachers involved in our program held
deficit perspectives regarding their students and their students’ families. In an
attempt to change these beliefs, we engaged community members to share their
experiences with the mentors in order to highlight the various assets that exist
both within families and within the neighborhood at large in Smithville. Our
data illustrate that our interventions—including the creation of a Community
Resource Guide and structured interactions with community members—were
largely ineffective, and mentors continued to discuss their students and the local community in terms of perceived deficits.
After reviewing our findings, we considered what we could have done differently in order to change some of the mentors’ negative beliefs regarding
Smithville students. First, we believe that mentors would have benefitted from
spending more time with local stakeholders, preferably in a setting more integral to the community. Our professional development sessions occurred
in a meeting room at a local restaurant; instead, we could plan to host future meetings at some of the local community organizations represented in
the Smithville Community Board, such as the public library or adult literacy center. In this way, mentors would gain firsthand knowledge of at least
one community resource and perhaps be more inclined to work with them in
the future. In addition, these meetings should be linked with more instruction relating to asset-based pedagogies. While mentors had the opportunity to
learn about culturally relevant pedagogy, they could also benefit from discussing concepts such as funds of knowledge and community cultural wealth. This
theoretical grounding could make mentors more receptive to listening to what
community members have to teach them.
Moving forward, we also suggest looking critically at the recruitment and
selection process for mentors. While our mentors were representative of the
racial diversity of the teaching force in the district, they were not representative of the student population. Though we did not note any strong patterns
linking the mentors’ race and initial perceptions of Smithville, we did find
that the three teachers who invited students’ knowledge and culture into their
classrooms were all African American. Though anecdotal, this connection between the teachers’ race and openness to community input meshes with other
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research that advocates for selecting mentors who reflect the diversity of the
student population (Achinstein & Anathases, 2005).
In addition, we believe that district administrators would be wise to reconsider the weight they place on various selection criteria. Currently, “years in the
district” is one of four criteria used to choose mentors in Smithville. Though it
is important for experienced teachers to serve as mentors, there is also the possibility that after several years in the community, teachers become entrenched
in their views of students and their families. Additionally, the district does not
have any criterion that screens for asset-based perspectives. While administrators currently evaluate applicants based on their “contributions to the district,”
it would also be helpful to think about how teachers invite the community to
contribute to their classrooms. To that end, potential mentors could respond to
a question on their application that asks them to share their perceptions of the
community and their experiences in working with local stakeholders.
Finally, while it is important to look critically at our work, we also want
to acknowledge successes upon which we can build in the future. Given that
over 60% (15 of 24) of the mentors started the program with some negative
perceptions of the community, perhaps we should expect change to happen
slowly. After the joint Smithville Community Board and mentor meeting that
occurred at the Mentor Summer Institute in 2016, we asked mentors to reflect briefly in writing about what they learned from talking with community
members. Many mentors wrote comments such as, “Parents want to be part of
the educational process” and “Parents do care about their children’s education”
(questionnaire responses, 6/29/16). Though it is a bit alarming that mentors
did not hold these beliefs after years of working in the district, it is encouraging
to know that some of their negative perceptions were challenged by engaging
in conversation with local stakeholders—even if their new perspectives did
not immediately translate into changes in their classroom or mentoring practices. Thus, we believe that engaging the community in the process of mentor
training has the potential to help mentors approach their students from an
asset-based perspective. However, this community–mentor collaboration may
be more productive when mentors are selectively recruited and if joint meetings with stakeholders occur more frequently, are grounded in theory, and take
place in locations that are important to the life of the community.
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Appendix. Interview Protocol for Mentors
1. Describe your teaching background:
a. How long have you worked in Smithville?
b. Have you worked in any other schools/districts? If so, where and in what capacity?
2. How prepared do you feel to mentor new teachers in Smithville Public Schools? Why?
a. What past experiences do you have as a mentor or teacher leader?
b. What prior training have you received in mentoring or teacher leadership?
c. What type of training would you find most helpful for your current role as a mentor/
teacher leader?
3. Reflecting on your experience in Smithville, has the district offered any mentoring or
teacher leadership programs that have been particularly successful or unsuccessful? What
do you think made these programs successful/unsuccessful?
4. How do you see your role as a mentor/teacher leader in the district? What goals do you
have for yourself and the new teachers with whom you work?
5. What do you think are the most important things new teachers need to know in order to
be successful in general and to be successful in Smithville public schools in particular?
6. Tell me what you know about the Smithville community. From what sources did you learn
about the community?
7. In what ways, if any, do you work with the Smithville community in your role as a classroom teacher? If you do not work with the community, why don’t you?
8. What advice would you give new teachers about engaging with the community in general
and with their students’ families in particular?
9. Is there anything else you think we should know about supporting teachers and teacher
leaders in the Smithville Public School District?
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Mining Gems, Nurturing Relationships,
Building Teacher Practice
Simona Goldin, Debi Khasnabis, and Susan Atkins
Abstract
This report from the field presents a field-based program designed to prepare teachers to serve diverse children and families by emphasizing the actual
practices that inform family–teacher partnerships. We argue that collaborative
relationships across and among families and teachers can result in “mining gems” of knowledge that reside in students, families, communities, and
schools for the enrichment of teaching and learning. We elaborate on the design of case-based, simulated parent–teacher conferences that provide teacher
candidates with opportunities to learn to enact productive partnerships with
families. Our design process resulted in a fictitious case featuring a Mexican
American student, Marco, and his mother, Mrs. Silva. We designed the case
such that Marco’s academic knowledge is related to his home-based experiences to emphasize that such experiences can support academic learning. To
create this authentic case—a goal of this report from the field—we drew upon
school-based observations to describe Marco’s academic and social experiences.
To authenticate the case, we interviewed informants who had characteristics
in common with that of Mrs. Silva or whose professional experience aligned
with the teaching scenario. The case includes descriptive information gleaned
from the perspective (a) of a teacher who observes the student in her class, and
(b) of a mother who knows the child holistically. This information is used by
a teacher candidate (playing the role of the teacher) and an instructional team
member (playing the role of Mrs. Silva) during a 10-minute simulation of a
parent–teacher conference.
School Community Journal, 2018, Vol. 28, No. 2
Available at http://www.schoolcommunitynetwork.org/SCJ.aspx
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Introduction
Educators commonly acknowledge the important resource to teaching and
learning that is children’s prior knowledge (see, e.g., Gonzalez, Moll, & Amanti, 2006; Lee, 1992; Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992). Prior knowledge
allows for young learners to anchor new learning in already solidified understandings and thus more easily make connections with new information.
Teachers, thus, should recognize that all learners come to school with sets
of experience that can be leveraged as prior knowledge. We argue here that
teachers of English Learners (ELs) must also acknowledge that their students
possess significant, instructionally salient knowledge, even when the knowledge bases of EL children in particular are not fully visible in schools (Moll
et al., 1992). Teachers must be learners and boundary-crossers to access that
knowledge—all so that they can ultimately learn to integrate children’s cultural
home-based knowledge into their classroom teaching. We further argue that
teachers should build and leverage relationships with families in order to learn
about their students’ cultural home-based knowledge. In order to learn from
children’s parents, teachers must actually interact with them—despite whatever
cultural and linguistic barriers exist.
In this report from the field, we build on the work of scholars in the field of
Teaching English to Speakers of Others Languages (TESOL), who write that
families of ELs have substantial knowledge about their children (i.e., Amanti,
2005; Hawkins, Johnson, Jones, & Legler, 2008; Kahn & Civil, 2001; Moll
et al., 1992; Tenery, 2005) that can be significant resources for learning. But
what are the discrete practices that teachers should use to listen to and interact
with parents in order to learn from them? How and where do beginning teachers learn to have these conversations with parents, in particular parents whose
identities are different from their own? While it is true that beginning teachers
may have opportunities to learn about the theoretical construct of “funds of
knowledge” (Moll et al., 1992), it is rare that they learn the interactive practices
to actually identify these funds. Instead, teacher educators often assume that
beginning teachers can, themselves, move from theory to implementation and
practice without scaffolds, without examples of the possible, and without opportunities to practice with the guidance of others.
In order to respond to this issue, we elaborate upon our program design and
scholarship which draw upon home, community, and cultural contexts. How
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might a teacher interact with a student’s mother to learn about her daughter’s
deep and meaningful body of scientific knowledge? How could we, as teacher
educators, ensure that teacher candidates are equipped to design lessons that
build on all of their students’ cultural and community-based knowledge? And,
could we work with teacher candidates to increase the likelihood that when a
student offered a response or an answer that illustrated their cultural and community-based knowledge, our candidates would be equipped not only to hear
and recognize this, but to build upon the students’ knowledge in instructionally salient ways? These questions inspired our design of a case study about a
young boy and his mother: Marco and Mrs. Silva. We begin, however, with a
narrative: a snapshot of a classroom lesson that inspired this case design.

A Classroom Snapshot: English Learners’ Cultural Knowledge
as Content Knowledge
Ms. Martin, a student teacher in an elementary teacher certification program, was teaching a science lesson focused on plant biology (Note: all names
used in this article are pseudonyms). She designed the lesson so that her first
graders would have ample time to be scientific inquirers, taking care to position
them as the agents in the lesson—the actors who would examine, question,
and make hypotheses about the picture cards of the various seeds they were given. She also designed the lesson to enable the children to work toward a Next
Generation Science Standard (NGSS): “All organisms have external parts. Different animals use their body parts in different ways to see, hear, grasp objects,
protect themselves, move from place to place, and seek, find, and take in food,
water, and air. Plants also have different parts (roots, stems, leaves, flowers,
fruits) that help them survive and grow” (NGSS Standard 1, Living Sciences
1–1). The students were to make observations about the features of the seeds
and then state a hypothesis about whether each of the seeds was likely to be dispersed by wind, water, or animals. The children sat in small table groups, each
group with three plates labeled “wind,” “water,” and “animal,” as Ms. Martin
walked around the classroom handing each group a set of picture cards of different seeds.
The students at table 4 enthusiastically got to work as soon as they were
given the cards. Students mostly chimed in and quickly came to agreement,
often with one student claiming their opinion, and others voicing agreement.
For example, one card showed a maple tree wing. The students, all residents of
Michigan, chimed in “wind!” The seeds were regularly seen floating through
the air, beckoning to the wind, in the spring. The classmates often played with
them, calling them “helicopters” and sending them off floating through the air.
191

SCHOOL COMMUNITY JOURNAL

Thus, when the next picture card of a coconut was raised, the children again
enthusiastically called out “wind!” perhaps imagining the wind knocking a coconut out of a palm tree. One young girl, Gabriela, an English learner who
had moved to the U.S. from Mexico just over two years ago, interjected in disagreement: “No, it’s water! The coconut falls out of the tree into the water and
the water moves the coconut.” She shrugged her shoulders as if exasperated by
the fact that she had to explain this to her peers. Gabriela’s peers accepted her
confident explanation without question and placed the coconut on the “water”
plate. This was a small moment—one that could easily have gone unnoticed
and invisible—but one of great significance that was witnessed by the second
author as she observed Ms. Martin’s lesson. In this moment, Gabriela was able
to draw upon her lived experience in service to her own and her fellow students’
learning; her home-based knowledge here complemented the content knowledge that the teacher had designed the lesson around. Though Ms. Martin had
not designed this lesson to intentionally draw out and capitalize upon Gabriela’s particular knowledge bases, by happenstance, she had. Ms. Martin was
not necessarily looking for students to make hypotheses and problem solve by
building upon their home-based knowledge. But this is, in fact, what Gabriela
did when she brought her knowledge of coconuts, and what the other students
were doing when they connected the “helicopters” to maple tree dispersal.
As researchers and teacher educators, this is one of many moments that we
hold onto for inspiration. Gabriela’s moment of success was one that we returned to, analyzed, and integrated into our ongoing research over the course
of the following year. We noted that Gabriela’s confidence in her response
about the coconut seed was similar to the confidence the children had in their
mutual decision about the maple seed. She and her classmates, in their Midwestern community, had seen, touched, and interacted with maple seeds. Their
community-based knowledge about these particular seeds positioned them to
have content-based knowledge in the discipline of science. We inferred that
Gabriela had additional cultural capital (Yosso, 2005) that was related to the
knowledge she had as a result of her cultural experience. As a young child, she
had lived in a tropical climate, likely having seen palm trees with coconuts that
typically fell in the water with far greater regularity than a typical Midwestern family. We were excited by the fact that, in this particular lesson, a young
child’s cultural knowledge, founded in her geographical and ecological awareness of the tropics, positioned her as having salient and advantageous content
knowledge in a first-grade science lesson, related to the NGSS standard that
Ms. Martin had targeted in her lesson.
Schools privilege the social and cultural capital of children of higher socioeconomic status and value their prior knowledge, positioning them as having
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significant advantage (see, e.g., Bourdieu, 1977; Lareau, 1987, 2002; Lareau,
Adia Evans, & Yee, 2016; Lareau & Horvat, 1999; Weininger & Lareau, 2003).
In particular, “teachers, it is argued, communicate more easily with students
who participate in elite status cultures, give them more attention and special
assistance, and perceive them as more intelligent or gifted than students who
lack cultural capital” (DiMaggio, 1982, p. 190). We wondered, what bodies of
knowledge do EL children bring from their communities to their school-based
learning that, rather than being capitalized upon, are rendered invisible by the
institution of schooling? This question led us to wonder: Are there ways that
teachers can learn about these bodies of knowledge and more regularly and
purposefully integrate them into the school lives of EL children? What would
be needed for this to happen?

Learning About Children’s Knowledge Bases From Their Parents
These questions, and our learning from children and teachers in schools,
motivate our research and inform this report from the field. While Gabriela
had the confidence, as a seven-year old child, to identify and articulate her
background knowledge to her peers, many children would not have been able
to do so. Teachers must be equipped to consistently recognize that every child,
including an EL, comes to school with a wealth of cultural knowledge, a context from which specific bodies of instructionally salient knowledge have been
developed. Many researchers have recognized this and have articulated ways
that community- and family-based knowledge can be taken up in classroom
teaching (Amanti, 2005; Conant, Rosebery, Warren, & Hudicourt-Barnes,
2001; Kahn & Civil, 2001; Moll et al., 1992; Tenery, 2005). For instance,
a compelling set of examples is offered in the TESOL volume Revitalizing a
Curriculum for School-Age Learners (Hayes & Sharkey, 2008). In their chapter, Hawkins, Johnson, Jones, and Legler illustrate what we believe is the first
critical step in developing relationships with families of EL students that acknowledge their community-based knowledge: reaching out to families in an
effort to learn—to learn about their children, their lives, their goals, their challenges, and their disciplinary knowledge.

What Does It Take for Beginning Teachers to Be Able to Learn
From Parents?
In our elementary education teacher certification program, we use these
pieces of scholarship to demonstrate how teachers can learn about ways to
cross boundaries between the home and the school to identify significant bodies of knowledge that are typically unacknowledged in schools. Our program’s
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design reflects a growing recognition of the pressing need for beginning teachers to learn about family engagement and for teacher educators to design and
support this learning. Over two decades ago, a survey of 60 preparation programs across 22 states found that less than one-quarter of programs required
candidates to interact with parents and families during student teaching experiences (Shartrand, Weiss, Kreider, & Lopez, 1997). More recent research
indicates a growing integration of opportunities for teacher candidates to learn
to engage families but a continued need to improve upon the design of these
opportunities. In 2006, Epstein and Sanders reported on a study of 161 colleges, departments, and schools of education, where approximately 60% offered
a course dedicated to family engagement. However, few respondents (7.2%)
felt that new teachers were prepared to work with all students’ families and
communities. These findings confirm the need for improved teacher education
pedagogies that support teacher candidates to learn to engage with families.
It is within this context that Gabriela presents us, as teacher educators, with
a rich case example. As teacher educators, we recognize that Gabriela’s knowledge of the life sciences was robust, but we are aware that beginning teachers
are unlikely to easily see this. Gabriela knew how to draw upon her knowledge
of palm trees and coconuts when it aligned with her teacher’s science lesson.
We aim for teacher candidates to begin to wonder: What is there to know
about Gabriela and EL students like her? What knowledge rises above the surface and what knowledge lays dormant, untapped and hidden by the invisible
barriers between schools and homes, and by the varied experiences of those
who hold the power in classrooms and determine what will be studied, as well
as what questions will be asked, and what will be deemed worthy? As teacher
educators, we see our role in this quest to be of paramount significance. Educators must be primed to acknowledge that Gabriela, and EL students like her,
possess a mass of knowledge, but that it may very well be invisible to them,
especially if they do not share cultural identities with their students, and that
they must work skillfully to cross boundaries into the community and position
themselves as learners. This is no small charge.

Designing Marco and Mrs. Silva
This one classroom example—Gabriela’s fascinating and lovely answer—
provided rich and fruitful inspiration for our work as teacher educators,
especially towards our goal of building an authentic case. Drawing from this
instructional segment, we designed an opportunity for teacher candidates to
learn from a school age child’s parent about her child’s knowledge bases via a
very typical context: a parent–teacher conference. Despite their ubiquity in the
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life of schools, teacher candidates do not necessarily receive robust preparation
to engage in parent–teacher conferences during their teacher preparation programs (Shartrand et al., 1997). Thus, we built upon this classroom observation
to influence our design of a learning opportunity that teacher candidates need.
In the reality of schools, parent–teacher conferences are contexts in which parents and teachers regularly interact, but even so, too often the majority of the
time is spent updating a parent on the child’s progress in the classroom, without harnessing the opportunity to learn from the parent/caregiver about the
child’s home life, interests, and lived experiences (Minke & Anderson, 2003).
We sought to enable teachers to conduct a different kind of parent–teacher
conference—led by a teacher who is skilled at positioning both herself and the
family as learners and as resources, where teachers update parents but also learn
from them. Further, we sought to provide teacher candidates with scaffolded
opportunities to participate in a simulation of such a parent–teacher conference, one where the teacher candidates would interact with an actual person
playing the role of a parent and have the opportunity to share information with
that parent and also experience the potential to learn from that parent. In order
to realize these imaginings, we crafted a case about a mother, Mrs. Silva, and
her son, Marco, creating rich and detailed descriptions of his life in school (for
our candidates) and his life with his family in his community (for our simulated parents).
In an earlier pilot program, we had asked ourselves what teachers would
need to know in order to build partnerships—reciprocal relationships—with
parents (for an elaboration of this, as well as findings regarding candidates’ developing facility with partnering practices, see Khasnabis, Goldin, & Ronfeldt,
2018). We hypothesized that the following five competencies were skills that
would be critical for teachers to enact in order to build such a relationship.
Teachers would need to:
1. Communicate appreciation for the learner, as a student and as a child.
2. Help the parent to understand the child’s academic work from the point of
view of her teacher.
3. Ask questions that show respect for the parent and elicit her thinking and
insight, drawing upon her knowledge as the child’s parent.
4. Determine resources that the child’s family brings to her education.
5. Specify a range of next steps that harness those resources.
When we reflect upon what we knew about Gabriela, we knew that she
had a wealth of knowledge that was linked to her life experience in Mexico
and likely had been nurtured through interactions with her family about her
surroundings. In Ms. Martin’s lesson, Gabriela had revealed this knowledge
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by happenstance, but we surmised that if a teacher had engaged in a deliberate set of interactions with Gabriela’s mother and other family members, then
Gabriela’s knowledge would have become more transparent, a resource not
only for Gabriela in the lucky moments that connected with this knowledge,
but for the teacher in all aspects of her teaching and instructional design work.
We believe that these skills can be taught and can ultimately serve to reveal the
very knowledge bases that EL children possess but are often unrecognized or
silenced in American schools.
We drew inspiration from many places as we embarked on this work. The
Harvard Family Research Project (HFRP; now Global Family Research Project, n.d.) cases provided strong examples of the use of cases for the support of
substantive teacher candidate learning. The use and flexibility of these cases
highlighted to us the key ways in which cases can provide significant support
for candidates’ learning and practice. However, what the HFRP cases did not
provide were details about how to write cases that center on racial and ethnic
identity. Thus, for conceptual and theoretical inspiration on these critical aspects of our design work, we drew from the work of Delgado and Stefancic
(2012) and Asimeng-Boahene (2010) and their work on counterstories. Counterstories allow us to problematize and decenter narratives about marginalized
groups that arise with frequency in public discourse and that are typically told
by dominant groups. Counterstories explicitly position members of marginalized groups as the narrators of their own stories, highlighting their perspectives
and experiences, identifying and elevating, in turn, their assets to constitute asset-based frames. What follows is a description and analysis of our methods to
build a case that would provide the instructional scaffolds that the HFRP cases
provided and that would also give voice to groups who are often marginalized
in schools, drawing upon scholarship on counterstories.
We thus set out to craft a simulation and a set of narrative documents for
our teacher candidates and for the women who would play the role of Mrs.
Silva as a simulated parent so she could reveal the extensive knowledge she
has about her child. In order to do this in a way that would be authentic and
would not trivialize or essentialize, we needed to construct an elaborated, rich
case that would complement the knowledge that a teacher would have of one
of her students. Working in collaboration with informants, we crafted a case
that included information about the school life as well as the home life of the
child. We decided that the child, Marco, would be someone who exhibited familiar challenges of EL children early in their time in the U.S. We wrote that
Marco was well-liked by classmates but shy and struggling to get comfortable
in the classroom setting, in particular in the morning after being dropped off
at school. We decided also to vary features of the case child from features of
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Gabriela, in order to ensure that the story was inspired by an authentic, lived
experience, but also ensuring that Gabriela’s anonymity itself would be protected. We built in moments of challenge and strength for the teacher candidates
to discover and grapple with to maximize the learning potential provided by
the case simulation.
We changed the gender and grade level of the child to that of a young third
grade boy, Marco, and we began to name and specify Marco’s ample knowledge
about coconuts, plants, and gardening, suggesting this knowledge base would
have resulted from both his experience on the beaches of Mexico as well as
working in the family garden with his mother and grandmother. We combed
through our experiences of interacting with Mexican families, in particular
the experiences of the second and third authors who were former and current
teachers of Mexican students. Building on what we had learned in our work
as educators, as colleagues, and as scholars, and in deep collaboration with
others, we developed a fictitious family profile, in which we fleshed out many
more details about Marco, his mother Mrs. Silva, his father, and extended family. These details included information on the occupations of family members,
favorite pastimes, schooling experiences, and the relationship Marco had with
his former preschool teacher. All of these details were incorporated into a set of
materials that included information that only a parent would know.
While we elaborated an extended narrative about Marco, his mother, and
their home life that described Marco and his family, we did not share all of
these details with our teacher candidates. Those were meant to be knowledge
held by the family, rich details that the teacher candidates could learn in the
parent–teacher conference, to the extent that they elicited this information.
But, just as families see and know their children in particular ways, so too
do teachers see and know these same children in particular and also different
ways—as students. Thus, we built complementary narratives into documents
about Marco for the teacher candidates. We told our teacher candidates at
the start of the simulated parent–teacher conferences that the purpose of the
conference was for them (1) to communicate to Mrs. Silva their assessment of
Marco’s development in scientific understandings and his behavior, and (2)
to learn from her what family-based practices and resources support Marco’s
learning. The packet that teacher candidates received contained elaborated descriptions of Marco as a student—knowledge that a teacher would have of a
student in their class. Thus, while we stitched some information about Marco
and Mrs. Silva’s home life into this packet, detailing that “Mrs. Silva has lived
in the United States for 2.5 years and is able to speak basic social English,” we
limited this information to what a teacher might know about one of their students, what might have been gleaned from brief greetings at drop off and pick
up and from Marco in the classroom.
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What we elaborated for the teacher candidates were details about Marco as
a student—and, even more, information that a teacher would have the professional responsibility to share in ways that a non-educator could understand,
free from jargon. Thus, we crafted a portrait of Marco as a student—his easy
friendships, his progress in English language development, his reading level.
We layered in a “behavioral problem,” telling the teacher candidates:
He can at times struggle to settle in the morning after drop off. Mrs.
Silva, Marco’s mother, is one of the only third grade parents who walks
her child to his locker and then the classroom. Mrs. Silva’s departure is
often difficult for Marco and results in him becoming teary eyed and
withdrawn, often requiring you to check in with him or ask another
child to be a morning buddy for Marco. This is sometimes difficult to
manage on a hectic morning. As the day progresses, Marco gets comfortable and is able to complete his work
This was carefully constructed, an open space for teacher candidates who might
interpret this—and relay it to his mother—as purely problematic, or who conversely might seek to better understand the family’s drop off routine and what
she might do to ease the teary eyes and withdrawn nature of Marco who was
also described as a “sweet third grade student who is friendly and well-loved
by classmates.” If the teacher candidate did ask this of Mrs. Silva, then the
simulated parent would be able to draw upon information provided in the simulated parent packet of information, information that the teacher candidate
would not yet know: “The morning is often the only time that Marco is able to
spend with his mother on a weekday, as Mrs. Silva is at work cleaning offices
when he returns home after school, and she does not return until after Marco
is already asleep. Marco often struggles to settle after drop off, sometimes becoming teary-eyed and withdrawn.” Through focus group meetings, rehearsals,
and pilot enactments, detailed below, we enumerated a set of four varied ways
that the teacher candidate might ask Mrs. Silva about drop off, and the varied
ways that Mrs. Silva might respond. We included these “decision rules,” as well
as many others in the standardized parent packet. In the interactive setting
of a parent–teacher conference, much rich information could be gained; and,
much could remain hidden and invisible.
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Table 1. Decision Rules Around Marco’s Behavioral Challenge
If the teacher candidate…
Shares concern about Marco’s behavior
in the morning, i.e. need for extra emotional support.
Makes comment that suggests judgment
of his “overly sensitive” behavior.
Asks if Mrs. Silva has ideas for why
Marco might be behaving this way.
Asks Mrs. Silva if she has ideas for how
to help Marco.

Then Mrs. Silva will…
Listen and say that she will talk to Marco about this.
Say, “I’m sorry. We work a lot. Maybe
it’s because he needs more from me.”
Explain that she is gone all day and
Marco misses her.
Say she doesn’t know and ask the teacher what she should do about this.

Just as we layered in a behavioral issue, we also described Marco’s academic
abilities, indicating both spelling challenges that are typical to second language
learners and content-based understandings that we drew from our observations of Gabriela. So too did we describe in the teacher candidate documents
instructional examples that highlighted Marco’s enthusiasm and content-based
knowledge. For example, we wrote:
…though Marco has made good progress in his oral English, he still
struggles to write in academic English, as evidenced by a recent writing prompt that he responded to in science regarding seed dispersal.
He misspells some science words (such as “coconut”) that are displayed
accurately on the science word wall. He did, however, have a strong understanding of the central science topics in the recent unit on plants.
During a recent activity, the students were asked to work in their table
groups to sort pictures of several kinds of seeds. They were asked to
distinguish whether each of the seeds were dispersed by wind, water or
animal. Marco eagerly participated in this activity, enthusiastically examining the photos and sharing his ideas with the other children.
At the end of the activity, each child was asked to complete a writing
prompt where they explained how any one of the seeds was dispersed.
Marco’s classwork, which is attached [to your packet], reads in the following way:
My cockinot seed is dispersed by water. I think this because when it falls, the
cockinot cracs then they fall on the water and water bushis the see.
His response in conventional spelling reads as follows:
My coconut seed is dispersed by water. I think this because when it falls, the
coconut cracks then they fall into the water and water pushes the seeds.
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Figure 1. Student work.
Here, the teacher candidate’s packet conveys Marco’s enthusiasm exhibited
in the teacher candidate’s classroom and his detailed knowledge about coconuts and the plant cycle. We also included in the teacher candidate packet a
mocked-up work sample from Marco that was modeled after Gabriela’s actual
work in the observed lesson (see Figure 1) including both her written response
and drawing.
200

MINING GEMS

Again, working with informants in focus groups, we developed a set of possible questions the teacher candidate might pose and the responses Mrs. Silva
might tender. We included these also as decision rules in the standardized parent packet (see Table 2).
Table 2. Decision Rules Around Marco’s Home-Based Cultural Knowledge
If the teacher candidates…

Then Mrs. Silva will…
Report briefly that Marco plays on father’s
phone, watches TV, plays outside, plays with
Asks “What does Marco do at
neighbor’s dog, draws, and likes to work in
home?”
the garden with his mother. Also shares that
he likes to talk with her grandmother.
Provide more information about Marco’s uncle who was a farmworker, gardening with his
grandmother, planting hibiscus and his desire
to plant sunflowers.
Mrs. Silva can add that in the summer time,
Teacher candidate continues to ask
they grow more flowers. Marco accompanies
questions about Marco’s interests
Mrs. Silva to the store to buy seed packets
in plants/gardening.
that he likes, using the pictures to help him
make a decision about what to buy.
If Mrs. Silva refers to the hibiscus, she says,
“I don’t know how to say it in English. It’s
hibisco in Spanish.”
Shares specific positive observaRespond enthusiastically saying, “Yes, Marco
tions about Marco’s work in the
really likes to work in the garden.”
plant unit
Using the writing sample, asks
Respond positively, saying, “I can see how
Mrs. Silva to review Marco’s work
he’s learned so much.” Laughingly adds,
and/or asks for any feedback from
“Look at this beautiful picture! He has always
Mrs. Silva regarding what she is
loved plants!”
noticing about the writing.
Provide information about Marco’s exposure
Asks follow-up questions of Mrs.
to plants in both Mexico and US and specifiSilva about Marco’s work
cally to palm trees and coconuts.

Authenticating the Case
As we have noted, crafting an authentic case was an essential goal of this
work. In order to assure that Marco’s family story, educational history, and cultural knowledge was realistic, once we had written an initial draft, we circulated
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the case amongst various people for review and engaged in several rounds of
iterative revisions. We started with the experience of the third author, a practiced teacher of English learners who was familiar with the English language
development of students such as Marco. She helped identify typical errors that
would likely show up in a written sample of an EL student’s work. The sentences in Marco’s science work were based on the original work of Gabriela
but modified to reflect both intentional examples of progress and areas for
further language development (namely English spelling patterns) that teacher
candidates might notice and choose to comment on during the parent–teacher
simulation. This was critical as we aimed to create a case that would be both
(a) authentic and respectful, and (b) instructionally useful, a real resource for
expanding and supporting teacher candidates’ learning.
Multiple elementary school teachers also reviewed the written work sample.
During one conversation with a first grade teacher, we learned that Marco’s
misspelling of coconut with a “k” felt authentic to her because many of her
students with Spanish language background overused that letter to represent
a hard-c sound. Another teacher noted that the morning separation anxiety
that Marco exhibited felt like something that she had faced in her own career.
She commented that she often struggled with how to best navigate this situation herself and that providing teacher candidates an early opportunity to
experience and learn from this was a good choice. They would have, here, the
opportunity to practice this in simulation before enacting it with the parents
and caregivers of their students in placement, thus increasing the likelihood
that they could navigate these complex conversations respectfully and supportively. The teacher also shared that she had expectations for students to be
dropped off outside of the classroom space but had often felt uncertain about
interfering when parents chose to escort children through the morning routine. She noted that when one has a limited relationship with a parent and a
difficult time communicating, it is uncomfortable to be corrective. Again, the
real challenge this practicing teacher shared with us emanated from her own
work in her classroom. We drew upon this and other real challenges as we
aimed to choreograph an opportunity for our teacher candidates to practice
navigating an authentic problem that occurs with some frequency in the context of a simulated, scaffolded case.
A final move to ensure the authenticity of the case was to share it with
Mexican mothers. We leaned on familiar, collegial, and personal relationships
to identify women that could relate to our fictional Mrs. Silva. During these
conversations, we heard stories that helped confirm our portrait of both Marco
and Mrs. Silva. One Mexican mother commented that Mrs. Silva seemed “just
like her mom” because her mom was always trying to help her with school but
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did not have the experience of American schools to draw upon. Another Mexican mother appreciated that Mrs. Silva had a “special shared knowledge” with
Marco (gardening) because she had experienced that in her own childhood as
she learned to cook from her own mother. Another Mexican mother helped us
to understand how technology is shaping students’ experiences, which drove
us to revise our case to be more contemporary. She explained that our initial
characterization of Marco as being forlorn because of the distance from his
grandparents reflected her experience as a child, but now access to cell phones
often helps immigrant children to stay in better contact with family back in
Mexico. Accordingly, we updated our scenario to incorporate this valuable experiential knowledge.
In addition, we wrestled with fleshing out Mrs. Silva’s persona, as it intersected with her linguistic knowledge. Mrs. Silva would have rich familial
history about her son, but we questioned the degree to which she should readily offer up that information to a teacher during a parent–teacher conference.
To address this question, we requested the feedback of multiple informants,
including the Mexican mothers we had interacted with, as well as a set of women of various Latina identities who ultimately played the role of Mrs. Silva as
standardized parents. Most of these women were graduate students of various
nationalities. Overall, there was consensus amongst our informants indicating
that Mrs. Silva would likely first offer detail sparingly, given her limited exposure to English. Further, most indicated that parent–teacher interactions were
often deferential on the part of parents, as Mexican culture typically positioned
teachers in highly respected roles where teachers tended not to be questioned.
Thus, in our design of the simulated parent decision rules, we indicated brevity
in Mrs. Silva’s initial responses, and greater detail only when a teacher candidate
pressed for more information in welcoming ways. These things are exemplified
in Tables 1 and 2; as can be seen there, Mrs. Silva’s first responses to the teacher’s questions—across potential topics of discussion—are to thank the teacher.
Only when the teacher probes more deeply does Mrs. Silva open up and share
more information with the teacher. Another way to see this, in addition to being reflective of Mrs. Silva’s deferential relationship with the teacher and her
language proficiency, has to do with the devaluing of home-based knowledge.
It is possible that Mrs. Silva—and our teacher candidates as well—might not
recognize the pedagogically salient and fundamentally content-based knowledge that she, Marco’s grandmother, and her son possess.
We realize also that Mrs. Silva cannot represent all families whose English language proficiency is limited. Mrs. Silva is a mother with some limited
English language proficiency, but some families will have less ability to communicate in English. For such cases, we recognize that teacher candidates would
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need to learn to communicate with families through interpreters. While we do
not address this need in the parent–teacher conference simulation, we do provide teacher candidates with some orientation to working with interpreters in
other components of our teacher education program.

The Simulation in Practice
As part of our teacher education program, teacher candidates provided
passive consent to have all aspects of their coursework, including their simulations, included in ongoing research. We provide here a few excerpts of their
simulations, using pseudonyms.

The Behavioral Issue
We now offer a few images of the simulation, as enacted by teacher candidates and simulated parents. We first examine excerpts focused on the
behavioral concern in the case, Marco’s tearfulness in the morning. In the case
of candidates such as Joan, who did not ask for Mrs. Silva’s feedback on this issue, they gathered little information from her:
Um, one thing that I wanted to talk about was just that he, when he’s
dropped off in the morning, sometimes he has a hard time just like getting into the flow of things. You know, gets a little upset to be leaving
you in the morning. Um, so, I don’t know what, he, a lot of times we’ll
pair him with a buddy. You know, it like helps him calm down, helps
him, you know, get into the flow of things. Um, so, I just, regarding
that, um, for, you know, to make his flow into the classroom easier and
to make drop off a lot easier, um, I would suggest, like, rather than walking him to his locker and everything, dropping him off at the door. Um,
just to help him see school as more of an environment where he’s with
his teachers and he’s with his friends and doesn’t, you know, um, see it as
somewhere where he has that like interaction as much with, you know,
his home life and his parents and everything.
Given the lack of invitation to Mrs. Silva to share her insight, Mrs. Silva did
not offer Joan any thoughts or explanation of Marco’s behavior.
In contrast, Karen engaged in this topic in a more elaborated way. She started by asking for Mrs. Silva’s confirmation that she brought Marco to his locker
every day. She then stated, affirmingly, “And then you bring him to class. And
we’ve been finding, I can tell that Marco has a great relationship with you.”
These affirming statements preceded Karen’s sharing of the challenges Marco
was having in the classroom, and she explained that “he does have a really difficult time settling into class, getting ready to learn, often he has tears, and it
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takes, it takes away from his learning time then at that point.” Mrs. Silva then,
as laid out in the decision rule, responded that she is sorry, to which Karen responded, “No, it’s not your fault at all” before proceeding to offer a number of
possible solutions, involving either a buddy offering to help Marco transition
into the day, or Karen’s help herself. Karen then checked in with Mrs. Silva,
asking, “Would you feel comfortable with that?” thus offering Mrs. Silva space
to voice her concern that she didn’t know which kids could be a buddy for
Marco, to which Karen responded with particular suggestions. Thus, Karen’s
collaborative approach to sharing the concern about Marco’s difficult morning
drop offs varied dramatically from Joan’s approach and opened up new possibilities that were more inclusive of Mrs. Silva’s input and concerns.

The Academic Issue
We now examine simulation excerpts focused on Marco’s academic work.
Many candidates, like Teresa, shared Marco’s work, but never asked for Mrs.
Silva’s feedback on his work nor followed up on Marco’s interests. Teresa elaborated on the spelling challenges shown in Marco’s writing and explained that
she would instruct him to use the word wall in the classroom to check his
spelling. She later asked if Mrs. Silva had any concerns, which Mrs. Silva responded simply, “No, I just want to know if he is being good and if he is doing
his work.”
This example lies in contrast with that of another teacher candidate, Stacey. Stacey shared Marco’s work sample and, while she noted his spelling errors
and the ambiguity in his drawing, she also commented at length on Marco’s
conceptual understanding of the plant cycle. Stacey then pressed on, asking
many questions of Mrs. Silva to try to understand the nature of Marco’s academic work at home. The following query, voiced by Stacey, opened up a new
area of sharing from Mrs. Silva: “And then I was just wondering if there was
anything else you do with Marco at home, in terms of activities, what education, um, I know you mentioned he talks about his reading a lot, is there any
other games that you play when you have the time with him?” At this point,
the standardized parent playing the role of Mrs. Silva offered up details about
Marco’s experience in gardening, as directed by the decision rules shown in
Table 2: “Uh, when we’re home on the weekends, uh, we like to plant, we have
a garden, so he, he loves plants. Um, so we garden together, um, and what,
um, he loves to talk with his grandmother in Mexico, um (pause) those are
the things that he likes.” Stacey immediately followed up on this by asking
questions about what plants the family grew and for what purposes. She also
reported that she would talk with Marco more about his interest in plants and
gardens. In this way, Stacey’s interactions with Mrs. Silva were indicative of her
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recognition that Mrs. Silva had knowledge about her son that could be helpful
to her as his teacher.
Thus, the teacher candidate document contained glimmers of Marco’s rich
experiential and subject-matter knowledge, and the simulated parents had a
set of cultural and familial experiences to share that increasingly uncovered the
knowledge and expertise that could be used in instructionally significant and
useful ways to support Marco’s learning. If the teacher candidate pursued these
glimmers, the simulated parents had ample and extended accounts of their
lives with Marco to offer in return.
Our most important goal in all this was to simulate authenticity; to create
a case that would offer rich opportunities for our teacher candidates to learn
from a parent and to show them that bringing fascination and curiosity to
interactions with children and their families and communities would reward
them. Around every corner, real gems lie, barely hidden, within reach of the
teacher candidate if she worked to enact the practice we taught and scaffolded
in class—a partnering practice characterized by asking and listening, all with
the trained eye of a teacher. Behind every thread of conversation there lies
more: if the teacher candidate were to share positive observations about Marco’s work in the plant unit, Mrs. Silva would respond enthusiastically, saying
“Yes, Marco really likes to work in the garden.” This is good and useful knowledge for the teacher to have. But, if she were to pursue this further, continuing
to ask questions about Marco’s interests in plants/gardening, she would uncover even more nuance, as Mrs. Silva would then provide more information
about Marco’s uncle who was a farmworker, about how Marco gardens with his
grandmother when they are together, about buying seed packets from the local
gardening store, planting hibiscus, and his desire to plant sunflowers. Each of
these additional details, if uncovered, would help the teacher to plan skillfully
and build purposefully in her work with Marco, leveraging his home-based
knowledge and practice in the service of his work in school.

Tensions We Faced
Building a case with hidden gems and rich detail is not easy work. It is work
that could, in its worst enactment, be reductionist, or work that could reinforce
stereotypes and divisions. Thus, we elaborate here on how we managed these
real dangers. We aimed to create a case that would simulate authenticity and not
reproduce deficit views of families and communities. Throughout the development of the case, we sought to manage a set of tensions or problems, each of
which were critical to the development of a case that would enable us to choreograph an opportunity for our teacher candidates to learn to design instruction
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for and support Gabriela and all the children they would come to serve when
they took full responsibility for the education of their future students. Here we
discuss three especially salient tensions and the ways in which we worked to
manage these, in design and in extended consultation with informants.
The first problem we confronted had to do with gender. As we wrote above,
this case was inspired by a real child and her content and cultural knowledge,
Gabriela. Perhaps because of this, when we set out to write this case, we began with the vision of a girl and her mother. However, when we took that case
to our informants in our focus groups, we could see together that there was
a danger that we would be reinforcing gendered stereotypes about girls being
overly sensitive or easy to cry. We worried that the behavioral problem that we
sketched above, when tied to a girl, was problematic. Thus, the fictitious child
became Marco.
A second tension that we managed had to do not with the case but with
the enactment of the case. As we’ve detailed here, Mrs. Silva’s limited exposure to English was a key component of the case; we wanted very much to
put our teacher candidates into conversation with a parent and have them
practice learning from this parent and sharing information about her child as
a student. The simulated parents who played Mrs. Silva shared many aspects
of their identities with that of Mrs. Silva’s, but there were also important ways
in which their identities diverged. Many had high linguistic knowledge, enjoyed socioeconomic or educational privileges, and were English proficient.
How could they learn to play the role of a person whose first language is not
English? We took a number of steps in our efforts to manage this problem: we
assembled many sets of feedback and wrote detailed guidance, much of which
was meant to manage these problems, and we practiced enacting the parent–
teacher conference with each other and with undergraduates who were not
teacher candidates and thus would not be participating in the simulation. Last,
after the first round of enactment, we studied video records of the enactments
with simulated parents, using these to practice what to say, when, and how.
In addition, we recognize that there are always risks associated with constructing cases that highlight the experience of people of marginalized identities,
in particular, people of color. Through our case about Marco and Mrs. Silva,
we have told one story about a Mexican American immigrant family, and some
would likely argue that the case is too limited or, potentially, that it inadvertently reinforces stereotypes about immigrant families. We see the merit in this
critique and have attempted to address it, first by consistently integrating the
voices and feedback of many informants, including those with identities similar to those of the individuals portrayed in the case and, secondly, by working
over time to increase the number of cases we have written. To date, we have
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written five cases, each featuring children and parents of different marginalized
identities. We believe that while each of the cases offers great utility in that each
highlights assets and knowledge of a different family of a different identity,
teacher candidates need to be offered experience with many cases in order that
we do not run the risk of reinforcing the stereotypes that teacher candidates
may have of varied communities.
We also are purposeful about inserting the possibility that teacher candidates
can confront their stereotypes and, through the experience of the simulation
and coursework in our program, learn to disrupt those same stereotypes. For
example, we realize that racial identifiers are often accompanied by assumptions about class; in this case, Mrs. Silva is a Mexican mother who is of working
class. There is great danger that teacher candidates enter teacher education programs with problematic assumptions, for example that Latino families are poor
and, even worse, lazy or uninvolved in their children’s education. These stereotypes, or “single stories” (Adichie, 2009) about Latino identities have been
confirmed by other scholars, such as Olivos (2006), and Ada and Zubizaretta
(2001) who indicate their frequent encounter with teachers who assume Latino parents do not value education.
Mrs. Silva, one could argue, could reinforce this stereotype. But through
simulated experiences, we aim for teacher candidates to learn that parents, regardless of race and class, should be seen for the resource they provide to their
children, the knowledge they have about their children, and the great potential for partnership that teachers can develop when they see parents from this
frame. Through their experiences with Mrs. Silva, in particular, teacher candidates can learn to address, test, and disrupt assumptions they have about
Latino parents. Like other Latino parents interviewed by Ada and Zubizaretta
(2001), Mrs. Silva’s engagement with her child’s education is evident in her
great aspirations for her child—she possesses what Yosso (2005) refers to as aspirational capital—high hopes for her son’s future that are a guiding force, even
in the face of challenge she and her family have endured. Alfaro and colleagues
(2014) also documented the ways that Latino parents use “consejos” (“advice;”
see Delgado Gaitan, 1994) to instill optimism, determination, disposition toward schooling, and motivation in their children, all in the hopes for a better
future. Thus, our intention in the design of Mrs. Silva as a working-class Latina
mother is that teacher candidates will recognize the tremendous knowledge she
has about her son as well as her engagement in his learning through her aspirations for him, her support for his needs, and her efforts to help her family
thrive economically despite great difficulty.
Instead of denying the existence of this stereotype, we address it as a tension in our simulation design. We would rather support teacher candidates to
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interrogate stereotypes, including their own biases, than deny their existence
altogether. We do this in multiple ways, including in and through reflection—
candidates analyze and reflect on their enactments in writing, as well as in class
in small- and whole-group discussions (see Kyle, McIntyre, Miller, & Moore,
2005). It is likely that many teacher candidates will work with working-class
Latino children and families and other marginalized communities; we therefore
believe that our efforts to support teachers in seeing all community members
holistically and from an asset-based perspective are needed and worthwhile.

Conclusion
The goal of our program is to develop rich opportunities for our teacher
candidates to learn with and from families, to learn to see, hear, and leverage
children’s and families’ knowledge. This goal arises from the recognition that
the knowledge bases, values, and beliefs of marginalized families and communities—including immigrant communities—are typically not visible within a
dominant school-based setting, or worse, seen as problematic. Purcell-Gates
and colleagues (2014) elaborate on the tendency for North American teachers to see the parent as the child’s “first teacher” of literacy, a role envisioned
typically as parents “working with a child in the home to develop the child’s
literacy knowledge and skills” (p. 18), perhaps through pointing out print and
sound–letter correspondence in the child’s environmental print. Instead, they
advocate for an orientation to the notion of parents as children’s first teachers of
literacy through the mediation of life activities. Along these lines, we note that
the ongoing life activities of Marco and Mrs. Silva would create opportunities
for engagement in literacy practices, perhaps through oral and written interaction with their family members or through decision making about which seed
packets to buy when planning a garden.
Purcell-Gates and colleagues (2014) state,
We believe that the ability to see one’s own beliefs, values, attitudes, and
knowledge as culturally constructed is key to learning about and working with children and families from differing cultural groups. Without
understanding our own cultural constructions, we will continue to see
those who are different from “us” as the “Other.” (p. 21)
We are influenced heavily by this notion that beginning teachers must learn to
gauge and analyze their own beliefs as they listen to and learn from children
and families. We also believe that teacher candidates must learn to do this in
an applied way, gaining insight into the actual conduct of interactions with
families. Other scholars (Symeou, Roussounidou, & Michaelides, 2012) have
advocated for and laid out a set of practices that are critical for meaningful
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parent–teacher interactions—for example, noting the need for active listening, when teachers observe the parent’s behavior and body language before
responding. We too advocate for an attention to practice. We build upon the
work of Symeou and colleagues by noting that listening and learning from
families should ultimately enable teachers to return to the design of their instruction in ways that are enlivened by what they have learned.
We join other scholars, who have found that substantive coursework focusing on the development of partnerships between teachers and families can have
important consequences for both beliefs and practice. Warren and colleagues
(2011) identified changes in teachers’ knowledge, skills, dispositions, and relationships with families, including the finding that focused work on family
engagement led to many participants shifting “from holding negative assumptions about students’ families to valuing their contributions” (p. 104). We
agree that attending to beliefs such as these are critical, as is practice. Our work
allows the opportunity for teacher candidates to examine both their practice
and their beliefs as they evolve and as they are influenced by their interactions
with Mrs. Silva. Our work is ongoing, and we believe that the development
of more cases portraying families of various backgrounds can offer our teacher
candidates ample experience in learning to interact with parents and to recognize and build upon the home- and community-based assets of their students.
We emphasize that the development of simulations requires an orientation
to both process and ethics. Our process integrated an approach to ensuring authenticity; ensuring that children’s authentic ideas and classroom-based work
remain central was critical to our process. As we departed from the real, lived
observations we had of children’s work, we crafted fictitious details about a
child and family through an iterative approach that drew repeatedly from the
knowledge and critique of many informants. This required a consistent commitment to highlighting the assets of a marginalized group and to integrating
an informant validity check to every step of the process of creating the case. We
recommend this process to other teacher educators who share our goals, but
advocate that each step of ensuring authenticity and ethics must be attended
to with care.
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Teaching in a Culture of Love: An Open
Dialogue About African American Student
Learning
Jane Bean-Folkes and Tisha Lewis Ellison
Abstract
Building relationships between teachers, school administrators, parents, and
students is an ongoing process, and the core component of such relationships
is teaching and learning. There is much to learn about developing supportive
relationships that encourage today’s diverse students and their parents in the
U.S. However, there is an ongoing argument that few schools adequately equip
preservice and in-service teachers with the necessary tools to prepare students
to function in today’s literate and global societies. For instance, some teachers
mirror the dominant culture, which often follows a White savior mentality of
seeking to “save” students who are considered less fortunate, or they subscribe
to a deficit view model that perceives stereotypical biases and creates low expectations of students of color. In this article, we introduce the term “teaching
in a culture of love” to debunk these models and instead seek to value diverse
students and families’ lives both within and outside school communities. Situated in Yosso’s community cultural wealth framework, this work brings an
awareness of the cultural capital that Black and Brown students already employ to leverage and improve their experiences in schools around the use of
technology and literacy. This article combines community cultural wealth with
recommendations for educators concerning (a) culturally appropriate pedagogical practices, (b) diverse and global literature for student development and
engagement, and (c) digital literacy practices that create cultural relationships
for 21st century learners.
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Introduction
“I speak to the Black experience, but I am always talking about the human
condition—about what we can endure, dream, fail at, and survive.”
—Maya Angelou
In today’s social climate, many teachers ponder how to genuinely embrace
Black students in their classrooms. Though teachers speak about students as
people they should love, one often wonders: “What’s love got to do with it?”
Additionally, teacher educators work with teachers to expose them to the Black
experience, but, in reality, what do these teachers do with that knowledge? Do
they recognize and value these culturally specific experiences?
In this discussion, we focus on personhood as it relates to the ethics of
caring (Noddings, 1992) and to one’s abilities to understand the human condition and how to care. One of our goals is to create a sense of community
within the school by helping teachers better understand how to move beyond
caring into a culture of love by creating a sense of community for students
and their families. Based on Bourdieu’s (1986) work around different forms of
capital—specifically economic, social, and cultural capital—and Yosso’s (2005)
community culture wealth framework, this work demonstrates how the notion
of love draws on the rich resources of Black students as its true capital.1
According to Yosso’s (2005) definition of the community cultural wealth
framework, which draws on the knowledge students of color bring with them
from their homes and communities into the classroom, students possess six
forms of capital: aspirational, familial, linguistic, navigational, social, and
resistant. As Yosso (2005) explains, these forms of capital are not “mutually
exclusive or static”; instead, they are “dynamic processes that build on one another” (p. 77). This work brings an awareness of the cultural capital that Black
and Brown students already employ to leverage and improve their experiences
in schools. In a hierarchical society like the United States, the knowledge and
culture of the upper/middle class are often valued above others. According to
Coleman (1988), and later illustrated in research by Caldas and Cornigans
(2015), parents play a role in fostering the cognitive and social development
of their children. This development is enhanced by the funds of social capital
used to prepare their children to interact more seamlessly and productively
among other middle-class, like-minded social worlds of schooling. Moreover,
knowledge and culture are passed from generation to generation and could be a
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leading reason why inequalities are reproduced over time. In this sense, schools
are vital, because teachers can teach students about valued forms of knowledge
and culture beyond what they have been taught elsewhere and, in so doing,
reduce inequality.
We define the “culture of love” as a school culture that seeks to encourage
both school personnel and families to take advantage of the resources found
in the lives of students and families in the community. This approach can
occur by utilizing the community cultural wealth framework (Yosso, 2005),
which is grounded in the knowledge, skills, and abilities found in each community. In this article, we discuss how teachers and other school staff can use
the framework to explore aspects of community cultural wealth and bring an
awareness to the cultural capital that African American students already possess
as a means to empower them from a strengths-based perspective, rather than a
deficit view, and thus strengthen their school communities.
In 2015, Black students in U.S. public schools made up 16% of the student body in elementary and middle schools; by 2026, they are expected to
comprise 15% (U.S. Department of Education, 2015). Yet an overwhelming
84% of teachers are White women (Hrabowski & Sanders, 2015), while only
7% are Black teachers of any gender (5% females; 2% males; U.S. Department
of Education, 2016). These demographic gaps raise concerns, not because
these teachers are bad instructors, but because, for Black students in urban settings specifically, learning is different, and students benefit from collaborative
learning (Emdin, 2016, 2017). For instance, one of the underlying tenets of
multicultural education is that all students benefit from information about individuals with related economic, racial, and cultural backgrounds (Manning &
Baruth, 2004). In discussions with teachers about their preparation, Villegas
and Irvine (2010) found that many teachers lack specific knowledge of African American students who live in urban communities. Many teachers think
they understand but may, in fact, misunderstand the social, psychological, and
cultural differences that these students possess and bring to their classrooms
(Michie, 2007; Neely, 2003). This lack of understanding consistently undermines the efforts of White teachers in many classrooms to adequately enter
into a loving collaboration that prepares Black students for the future.
This discussion is organized around two key questions and a framework for
how to respond to them. As former classroom teachers of Black students and
other students of color and as current literacy researchers and teacher educators of predominantly White female teacher candidates, we asked the following
questions: What is the road to successful Black educational instruction through
an awareness of “White” cultural practices? How can we help practicing teachers and teacher candidates embrace the “funds of knowledge” (Moll, Amanti,
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Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992) that students bring into the classroom and move
those teachers to broadening their theoretical perspectives for “culturally relevant teaching” (Gay, 1995), “culturally relevant pedagogy” (Ladson-Billings,
1995), and “culturally sustaining practices” (Paris, 2012)? In an effort to challenge teacher consciousness, we ask, “Whose culture has value?” (Yosso, 2005).
We question how the desire to achieve academic success in elementary and
middle school settings often shifts the debate to a deficit perspective around
family involvement, a lack of support, and economic concerns, as teachers
struggle with getting to know students of color and finding ways to reach
them. These inquiries are important when considering ways to improve African American children’s literacy outcomes, inform practices and programs,
enrich academic research, and transform policy (Lewis Ellison, 2017; Smagorinsky, Guay, Lewis Ellison, & Willis, in press). Furthermore, we want to
avoid the “shame blame” perspective (which marginalizes the poor; Howard,
2016) and the “White savior industrial complex” (the White person who acts
to help non-White people from a presumed position of complete privilege;
Cole, 2012)—both of which White teachers encounter when entering these
types of inquiries. Kirkland (2010) and Ladson-Billings (2006) argue that, in
measuring the outcomes of Eurocentric curricula, instruction, and assessment,
we erroneously measure all students by the same cultural perspective. Thus, it
is imperative that educators address and learn to recognize the instructional,
familial, and social needs of African American students in order to reduce the
educational gap between Black and White students.

Critical, Cultural, and Capital Lens in Teaching
Critical Race Theory (CRT) in education is framed by the study of power
and oppression, and it draws from multiple disciplines, including law, sociology, history, ethnic studies, and women’s studies, to examine issues around
schooling (Delgado & Stefancic, 2000). Among the vast issues addressed by
CRT are deficit perspectives, Eurocentric curricula, limited resources, and standardized testing (Berchini, 2016). Yosso (2005) explains that, as a framework,
CRT “can be used to theorize, examine, and challenge the ways race and racism implicitly and explicitly impact school structures, practices, and discourse”
(p. 70). According to Solorzano and Yosso (2002), critical race theorists speak
to the ways schools at all levels contradictorily oppress and marginalize people
of color, even in the midst of potentially liberative and transformational pedagogies. Historically, African Americans—particularly Black males—have had
volatile relationships with education and schooling. Indeed, there is a lineage
of deficit-view approaches in education, such as the prevention of slaves from
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learning to read and write and consistent stereotypical biases and assumptions
from teachers, administrators, faculty, and policymakers about Black students
as underperformers in academic grades and test scores (Bohrnstedt, Kitmitto,
Ogut, Sherman, & Chan, 2015; College Board, 1999; Lewis Ellison, 2017;
Meiners, 2015; Williams, 2005).
CRT offers a practical and relevant lens for teachers to analyze and interpret the counterstories of students of color in their classrooms. A major tenet
of CRT centers on the experiences of the marginalized and oppressed (Delgado
Bernal, 2002; Delgado & Stefancic, 2000; Solorzano & Yosso, 2002). These
counterstories are spaces for resistance and reframed thinking by addressing
dominant ideologies that fail to acknowledge systemic realities routinely faced
by people of color. Solorzano and Yosso (2002) define counterstory as “a method of telling the stories of those people whose experiences are not often told
(i.e., those on the margins of society)” (p. 32). These counterstories are also
often corrective in their challenges to resist adherence to “majoritarian” White
perspectives. Counterstories are comprised of voices that speak to and validate
life circumstances. Similarly, Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) point to these
stories as a form of “psychic preservation” (p. 57) to counter the demoralization of Black people.
Frameworks such as culturally relevant pedagogy (Au & Jordan, 1981; Ladson-Billings, 1995) call for an affirmation of cultural experiences, identity, and
relevance for students. Culturally relevant teaching is defined as “using the cultural knowledge, prior experiences, frames of reference, and performance styles
of ethnically diverse students to make learning encounters more relevant to
and effective for them” (Gay, 2010, p. 31). It explores how students are empowered academically, socially, emotionally, and politically. Finally, culturally
sustaining practices (Paris, 2012) capitalize on the sustainment of a “linguistic,
literate, and cultural pluralism as part of the democratic project of schooling”
(p. 93). However, as educators of Black students, we argue that a reality-based
pedagogy, which brings what is happening outside the classroom into the classroom (Emdin, 2016), needs to be addressed. We have personally observed too
often how White teachers embrace these community cultural wealth frameworks and address true student achievement within this population, but many
have reduced them to checklists rather than strategies to understand, teach,
and embrace students’ cultures, learning needs, experiences, and languages
(Goldenberg, 2014). It is important for teachers to listen to the narrative accounts given by Black members from the community (e.g., the stories students
write or orally share). Indeed, it is through listening to the stories, increasing
awareness for reading and sharing stories, and using digital tools (i.e., iPads, etextbooks, digital stories) that teachers are able to capture counternarratives of
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student success (Beach, 2012; Dooley, Lewis Ellison, & Welch, 2016). Thus,
we argue for teachers to develop an awareness to reshape teaching and open dialogues about the kinds of literature and practices needed for African American
students’ educational advancement (Bean-Folkes, 2012, 2015; Haddix, 2017).
We consider Bourdieu’s (1977) theory of cultural capital as pivotal in the
explanation for Black students’ success. Cultural capital examines the “unequal
scholastic achievement of children originating from the different social classes”
by “relating academic success, i.e., the specific profits [which] children [from]
different classes and class fractions can obtain [in the] academic market, to the
distribution of cultural capital between the classes and class fractions” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 47).
Research has demonstrated how parents provide cultural capital to their
children, which can lead to their educational achievement and success (Dumais, 2002; Lee & Bowen, 2006; Martin & Spenner, 2009; Smagorinsky
et al., in press). According to Bourdieu (1986), cultural capital refers to an
accumulation of cultural knowledge, skills, and abilities possessed and inherited by privileged groups in society. Bourdieu asserts that cultural capital (i.e.,
education, language), social capital (i.e., social networks, connections), and
economic capital (i.e., money, other material possessions) can be acquired in
two ways: from one’s family, and/or through formal schooling (Yan, 1999).
The dominant groups within society are able to maintain power because of
their access to strategies for social mobility (Yosso, 2005). However, the traditional perspective of cultural capital is too narrowly defined towards White,
middle class values—hence, we turn to Yosso’s (2005) community cultural
wealth framework, which employs the six aforementioned alternative forms
of capital. This framework is relevant because it helps us understand and map
lived experiences in the narratives of students. It is also important in helping
teachers focus on the educational and cultural needs of students. For instance,
as Yosso (2005) argues:
the knowledge of the upper and middle classes is considered valuable to
a hierarchical society. If one is not born into a family whose knowledge
is already deemed valuable, one could then access the knowledge of the
middle and upper class and the potential for social mobility through
formal schooling….The assumption follows that People of Color “lack”
the social and cultural capital required for social mobility. As a result,
schools most often work from this assumption in structuring ways to
help “disadvantaged” students whose race and class background has left
them lacking necessary knowledge, social skills, abilities, and cultural
capital. (p. 70)
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Yosso’s community cultural wealth framework shifts the lens away from a deficit view of communities of color “as places full of cultural poverty and other
disadvantages, and focuses instead on the array of cultural knowledge, skills,
abilities, and contacts possessed by socially marginalized groups that often go
unrecognized and unacknowledged” (p. 69).
The community cultural wealth framework is comprised of six forms of
capital, which Yosso purposefully distances from dominant and economic barometers of capital, merit, and value in order to give the often-missed intrinsic
and communal merits of communities of color precedence and privilege (Yosso, 2005). The first form is “aspirational capital,” or “the ability to maintain
hopes and dreams for the future, even in the face of real and perceived barriers”
(Yosso, 2005, p. 77). The second form is “linguistic capital,” which refers to
“the intellectual and social skills attained through communication experiences
in more than one language and/or style” (Yosso, 2005, p. 78). “Familial capital”
relates to the knowledge that is produced and nurtured through kinship that
extends beyond traditional notions of what “family” means, accounting for
historical and communal bonds with others (Yosso, 2005). The fourth form is
“social capital,” which refers to “networks of people and community resources”
that exist to help communities of color navigate social systems (Yosso, 2005,
p. 79). “Navigational capital” is a cultural form that represents the possession
of skills and knowledge to strategically move through systems and structures
neither originally designed nor intended for people of color (Yosso, 2005). The
last form is “resistant capital,” which relates to the increasing competence and
skills that are accessed and enacted through persistent stances against the systemic inequality experienced by people of color (Yosso, 2005).
Other scholars (Farmer-Hinton, Lewis, Patton, & Rivers, 2013) have also
found community cultural wealth appropriate because of its capacity to provide
space for us to name racism as a key determining factor that continues to influence the policies and processes that negatively affect schooling in communities
across the country. Yosso’s (2005) framework is useful in addressing inequitable schooling in classrooms with students of color as part of a larger dominant
script that promotes a cultural difference that blames those students for the
educational inequities they face, rather than acknowledging racial disparities.
For example, Hilgendorf (2012) noted that increased understanding and influences of notions of family, the roles of families, and the relationship between
familial race/ethnicity and socioeconomic class has implications for how teachers prepare to teach. The community cultural wealth framework is valuable
because it allows teachers to engage in acts of agency and self-empowerment to
bring their students’ stories to the center, to resist dominant and deficit ideologies, to insert perspectives that defend and give voice to the students in their
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classrooms, and to tap into the cultural wealth students attained through their
schooling (Yosso, 2005). Teachers who become knowledgeable of the framework can potentially deprogram biases that arise from the variance in their
lived experiences in order to include the students’ funds of knowledge, culturally relevant practices, and culturally sustaining practices into the classroom.

Reframing Teacher Perspectives
Based on our work in teacher education classrooms, Yosso’s (2005) community cultural wealth framework was used to create a possible outline for teachers
to use in Grades 3–8 to approach literacy with a digitally accessible population
of students in formal or informal classroom settings (as outlined in Table 1 near
the end of the article). Also, in the framework, we illustrate how teachers might
bring students’ aspirational, social, and familial capital into the classroom to
ensure that all students feel they are loved and a part of the community.

Using Diverse and Global Literature to Engage and Motivate
Teacher and student selection of relevant and compelling literature that is
full of rich language allows students to experience a variety of communication styles as well as ways of living and communicating in the world (Berchini,
2017; Emdin, 2016). Research suggests that White teachers’ engagement with
Black students’ linguistic and social culture can be a significant factor in their
academic success (Douglas, Lewis, Douglas, Scott, & Garrison-Wade, 2008).
The sociocultural perspective of literacy is viewed as a set of practices that
comprise specific ways of using language and interacting with people (Street &
Street, 1995). African American students benefit from opportunities to make
choices about how they learn, especially concerning the type of literature they
read. It is important for students to see characters like themselves, and to read
about places and people from their own cultural backgrounds and perspectives. The gap which divides White teachers and Black students is influenced
by powerful social conditioning that cultivates negative attitudes towards Black
students; researchers (Douglas et al., 2008; Emdin, 2016; Howard, 2016) have
argued that many White teachers work from within a hegemonic, Western
epistemological framework. Therefore, this often predisposes them to have
lower expectations of Black students and a lack of respect for the students’ familial capital and primary social capital (Ogbu, 2003). Oftentimes, students
experience schooling as skills-based and Eurocentric, which can lead to a lack
of motivation for learning (McCombs, n.d.).
One way that educators might engage students in the classroom is to investigate diverse, multicultural, and international literature that resembles their
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communities. Establishing the habit of reviewing websites or blogs such as
“We Need Diverse Books” (https://diversebooks.org/) to expand one’s knowledge of diverse and multinational literature is an excellent way to start. Another
tactic is the consideration of establishing dialogue in one’s school community
about transparent (Akhavan, 2008), explicit literacy instruction. This approach
may help to increase teachers’ knowledge and literacy strategies for readers who
struggle with reading. In addition, motivating students with texts that enable
them to see and hear the familial, aspirational, navigational, and resistance
capital in the literature shared in the classroom shows students that they are
valued. In general, the use and selection of relevant literature gives students the
opportunity to have their voices heard.

Using Digital Literacies to Create Cultural Relationships
Pedagogical approaches used to engage today’s students must include digital literacies and culture. Digital literacies involve “multiple and interactive
practices, mediated by technological tools [that imply] reading, writing, language, and exchanging information in online environments” (Lewis, 2013, p.
1). For African American students moving beyond pen, paper, paint, and clay
to digital tools (e.g., iPads, cell phones, video games), this provides a more
contemporary way for them to create meaningful practices, exert agency, and
construct identities that will dismantle the cultural-deficit representations that
have been revealed in previous research (Lewis Ellison, 2014b; Lewis Ellison,
2017). Embedding culture from students’ home/community-based literacy
practices (e.g., digital storytelling, spoken word poetry, hip-hop) as a welcome
addition into school-based literacies can reduce marginalization in school contexts (Alim, 2011; Haddix & Sealey-Ruiz, 2012; Lewis Ellison, 2017; Petrone,
2013; Vasudevan et al., 2010). Examining the connection of digital literacies
with culture among African American students is significant when thinking
about new approaches and paradigms for pedagogy in the 21st century (Lewis
Ellison, 2017; Smagorinsky et al., in press).
While many may focus on the digital divide or claims of disproportionate
numbers of low-income Black students and their access to digital tools, Tisha’s
work examines the digital literacy practices of low- to middle-income African American families that debunks this myth and has focused less on deficit
perspectives and more on investigating what these populations do with the
digital literacies and tools in their everyday lives (Lewis, 2011, 2013, 2014a;
Lewis Ellison & Solomon, in press; Lewis Ellison & Wang, 2018). In addition, entities such as the Pew Research Center (Smith, 2014) report a high
rate of technology/digital use at home and broadband adoption across technology (e.g., cell phones) and social platforms (e.g., Twitter, Facebook) among
221

SCHOOL COMMUNITY JOURNAL

African American youth and their families. Thus, it is imperative to recognize
the already existing digital literacy practices that African American students
consume and produce in the home; it is also relevant that teachers consider
how these home literacy practices can and should be incorporated into the
classroom (Lewis Ellison, 2017).
To speak to the culture of love as a means of engaging students, we suggest
ways in which teachers can build different types of capital to support African
American students’ learning with digital tools. Scholars have spoken to the
ways culture and digital tools/media need to be included in today’s pedagogy as
a means for social justice through empowerment and dialogue (Morrell, Duenas, Garcia, & Lopez, 2013); for agency, apprenticeship, and affinity (Lewis,
2014a, 2014b; Lewis Ellison & Wang, 2018); and for transforming learning
in urban schools (Mahiri, 2011). For example, Yosso’s (2005) framework illustrates how literacies, cultures, and learning for African American students help
“capture the talents, strengths, and experiences that students of color bring
with them” (as cited in Murphy, Redding, & Troyman, 2016, p. 190). We
consider these to be capital, coupled with multimodal literacy practices and
strategies, to provide ways that teachers can interact collaboratively and collectively with their students of color to engage them in learning (see Table 1).

Final Reflection
Table 1 highlights Yosso’s framework alongside literacy and outlines the
types of learning that might occur in classrooms that work in loving, collaborative ways. It also aims to illustrate how teachers of students of color might
abandon deficit views. Our goal is to help teachers rethink their teaching so
that, instead of Black–White gaps in learning, teachers can experience learning
in ways that are culturally appropriate and create concrete strategies that benefit students of color. We have provided a small sampling of tasks in Table 1
designed to encourage teachers to expand upon these forms of capital in their
classrooms to enhance pedagogy for students of color.
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Table 1. Yosso’s Framework and Literacy Practices/Strategies
CCW
Framework

Definitions

Digital Practices/Strategies

Broader Impact
Some students are not challenged to dream or aspire
for fear of disappointment or lack of resources. This
visual practice will allow students to become agentive
creators of what they envision their future to entail.
Such activities during early years may provide greater
success.

Linguistic
Capital

Linguistic and
communicative
practices students
bring into the
classroom

Accepting students’ varying forms of language and
communicative styles by signifying their identifications
via written texts, images, and music (e.g., participating
in a Twitter chat; creating a blog; establishing a podcast; see https://studentvoicepractitioners.com/).

This activity teaches students that their home and
community discourses are valid and valued in schools,
communities, and societies. Students can capitalize on
multimodal practices to acknowledge their linguistic
and communicative capital to be accepted.

Familial
Capital

Acknowledging
familial resources
(stories, wisdom,
beliefs) students
draw from home

Allow students to plan/develop a digital story activity
at school. Students will create questions and interview
family members about their narratives. Students and
family members can collectively create a digital story
and present to family members and peers.

When students understand their cultures from their
family genealogy and can utilize digital tools to capture
their family’s narratives, they learn about themselves
and also learn how to work together with family members to extend family dynamics in the home.

Social
Capital

Student and peer
social contacts
and networks

Create a Facebook/Twitter group for students. Allow
them to engage with peers about curricula, respond to
group members about a reading, etc.

Students may already engage in this practice; however,
when teachers create these opportunities to engage in
connected learning, it makes learning student-centered.

Navigational
Capital

Structures for
students to navigate in education/community

Have students develop and create websites or blogs on
social justice issues (e.g., navigating police within your
community; creating ways to discuss racism in curricula).

Students need to know how to use digital tools to
navigate society. By allowing students to digitally voice
their views and create choice about social justice issues,
it creates a sense of shared classroom community.

Resistance
Capital

Securing equal
rights/collective
freedom

Create videos on ways to collectively create a diverse
democracy and post on social networking sites and use
for class assignments.

Providing support to students to create autonomy by
creating videos about issues that affect them will allow
them to resist and/or sustain their democracy.

Hopes and
Aspirationdreams students
al Capital
have
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Allow students to use camera phones to take photos
of five or more artifacts/locations (in and outside their
communities) that they hope to accomplish or visit
(e.g., career, home, academic, etc.) within a school semester/year. Students will download their photos to use
for online journaling (i.e., Google docs; Penzu).
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Truthfully, all teachers have biases. However, recognizing them enables us
to be more understanding of the learning needs of African American students
and, as educators, we are committed to the goal of creating a sense of community within schools. As Dewey’s (1897) well-known quote states, “Education
is a social process; education is growth; education is not preparation for life,
but is life itself ” (p. 77). These words resonate with us because we understand the importance of educating ourselves about our students beyond the
classroom and into the community. In addition, we agree with recent scholars
(Emdin, 2016; Haddix, 2017; Milner, 2006; Sealey-Ruiz, 2011; Souto-Manning & Martell, 2016) who actively engage with diverse students and hone in
to their voices and agencies both within and outside the classroom. Like us,
these scholars also work with White preservice and in-service teachers and suggest other implications for how specific educational tools should be used for
diverse students. Emdin (2016), for instance, states that teachers can follow
the realities of youth experiences by having “co-generative dialogues” (conversations with students outside of school) to engage with students about their
learning and the teachers’ instruction in an effort to revise the plan of action
for future instruction (Emdin, 2017). In this way, teachers invite students to
participate with them in the process of creating pedagogy, and teachers’ listening to their input makes a culturally responsive and sustaining classroom. This
kind of teacher is more concerned with the student as a learner and a member
of today’s global societies than merely fulfilling pre-set educational standards.
Indeed, a truly effective teacher understands and genuinely values what students bring to the classroom and works to supply them with their educational
needs for school and beyond. In light of the current social climate, to teach in
a true culture of love calls for a renewed sense of urgency for teacher educators/
practitioners to become more informed about and better support our rapidly
expanding, diverse population of students.

Endnotes

It is important to point out Yosso’s (2005) critique of Bourdieu’s work; that is, Yosso argues
that many interpretations of Bourdieu assume that diverse populations lack the necessary capital to be successful.
2
The terms “African American” and “Black” are used interchangeably.
1
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Seeing Mathematical Practices in an African
American Mother–Child Interaction
Amy Noelle Parks and Sarah Bridges-Rhoads
Abstract
This article provides an in-depth analysis of the mathematical ways of thinking present in a 15-minute interaction between an African American mother
and her preschool son as they worked together on a craft project as part of a
family involvement activity. This analysis, which was conducted as part of a
broader ethnographic research project, showed that the mother supported her
son in working with a variety of mathematical concepts by making directive
statements and referring him to the provided diagram. By engaging in these
practices, the child had opportunities to engage with a variety of mathematics
described in the kindergarten Common Core State Standards, including solving
problems, recognizing and naming 2-dimensional figures, orienting shapes, and
attending to precision. This study contributes to recent work that has sought
to reconceptualize previous characterizations of family support in mathematics—particularly in relation to low-income and minority families—as lacking
and in need of remediation. The purpose of the analysis is not to make broad
generalizations about parents and other caregivers, but to provide a model of a
strengths-based analysis of a parent–child interaction in mathematics.
Key Words: early childhood, families, mathematics, rural education, parents

Introduction
While much has been made of early achievement gaps in relation to mathematics in both research (Clements & Sarama, 2007; NRC, 2005, 2009;
School Community Journal, 2018, Vol. 28, No. 2
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Starkey & Klein, 2000) and the popular press, a significant strand of work
on early numeracy (Baker, Street, & Tomlin, 2006; Seo & Ginsburg, 2004;
Street, Baker, & Tomlin, 2008; Tudge & Doucet, 2004) has argued that the
differences among different demographic groups of children before school are
relatively small. As Street et al. (2008) point out, this raises the question of
“why some groups fall behind once they are in school” (p. 6). Some mathematics education researchers have argued that the gap in performance between
minority and low-income students and their majority and economically privileged peers may result from different mathematical values and practices in
homes and schools as well as educators’ inability or unwillingness to capitalize
on the mathematical strengths children bring from home (Anderson & Gold,
2006; Baker et al., 2006).
The purpose of this article is to build on this line of work by providing an
in-depth analysis of the mathematical ways of thinking present in a 15-minute
interaction between an African American mother and her preschool son as they
worked together on a craft project as part of a family involvement activity in
a rural school. To do this, we draw on the theoretical frame used by Baker et
al. (2006) and Street et al. (2008) which focuses attention on mathematical
practices, defined as social interactions in which mathematics is the object of
attention. Their framework, which they used to examine mathematical learning in the United Kingdom, grew out of work in literacy aimed at recognizing
the literacy practices of diverse groups of people (e.g., Heath, 1983). We believe this theoretical frame can be used to analyze mathematical learning to
highlight the diverse practices involved in competent mathematical performances as a way of understanding caregivers’ mathematical engagements with
their children from a strengths-based perspective.
In closely examining the interaction between one mother and her child, the
goal is not to generalize to all interactions between African American mothers
and their children. As Geertz (1973) has written, the point of ethnographic
work is not to show “the world in a teacup” (p. 23). Rather, the goal here is
to provide an analytic model for examining informal conversations in order
to identify productive mathematical practices caretakers engage in with their
children as ways of considering family strengths that may be leveraged for early
mathematics learning.

Conceptualizing the Role of Families in Early Mathematics Learning
Historically, researchers concerned with the mathematical development of
low-income and minority preschoolers wrote primarily about interventions
that were designed to teach parents successful ways of developing the mathematical thinking of their children (Baker, Piotrkowski, & Brooks-Gunn, 1998;
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Bryant, Burchinal, Lau, & Sparling, 1994; Starkey & Klein, 2000). Although
these studies demonstrated some success improving preschoolers’ performance
on math assessments, the studies also began with the assumption that researchers and teachers had little to learn from low-income and minority parents.
For example, Bryant et al. (1994) compare children from “better” home environments to those in “poorer” home environments. The line between these
two kinds of homes was determined by a survey, which asked about things
like number of books in the home, organizational schedules, and family activities. The report about the survey did not address the possibility that families
identified as having “poorer” home environments might have had alternative
strengths and resources that were not measured by the survey. The authors of
the study concluded that “determining how to improve the quality of Head
Start child care and home environments are major challenges that still need to
be addressed” (Bryant et al., 1994, p. 306). This notion that researchers must
work to “improve” family lives makes it difficult to think about low-income and
minority families as having strengths that researchers and teachers might tap.
Similarly, other research has focused on discrepancies between the performance of children in low-income and middle-income families, reporting that
low-income families do fewer mathematical activities with children (Starkey
et al., 1999) and that they play fewer mathematical games (Ramani & Siegler,
2008). Research beyond the fields of mathematics education (e.g., Delpit,
1995; Valencia, 2010) has documented the ways that these sorts of deficit-oriented discourses “systematically marginalize or pathologize difference” (Garcia
& Guerra, 2004, p. 154) and has suggested that educators and researchers
move toward more strength-based conceptions of children and families.
For example, in social work, Early and GlenMaye (2000) advocated a
strengths-based approach to working with families, rather than a problembased one. While not denying the real challenges of living in the U.S. if you
are poor or minoritized, this stance argues that professionals engaging with
families are most productive if they begin by recognizing and working from
families’ strengths. Working from this perspective, Dempsey and Dunst (2004)
described positive impacts from interventions based on relationships and
shared participation. In mathematics education, Anderson and Gold (2006)
in a study of the mathematical practices of low-income, minority children in
informal settings, such as game-playing at home and school, wrote:
Too often, teachers and schools fail to recognize or credit the knowledge,
skills, and strategies that children bring with them from home—especially when a child comes from a family background that differs from
that of the teacher’s in social class, race, or ethnicity. (p. 262)
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Researchers are only just beginning to identify home-based knowledge,
skills, and strategies that may be useful in early mathematical learning. Studies
have identified some funds of knowledge (Gonzalez, Moll, & Amanti, 2005)
that families possess which may be drawn on in mathematics classrooms, such
as knowledge of gardening (Civil, 2001; see also Goldin, Khasnabis, & Atkins,
2018, in this issue). In addition, Mistretta (2017) found that with support,
preservice teachers could learn tools for supporting productive conversations
with family members around mathematics. Jay, Rose, and Simmons (2017)
found that workshops supported parents in recognizing mathematics in their
children’s everyday experiences and in questioning narrow, school-centered
views of mathematics. However, more work needs to be done that looks not
only at the particular knowledge and skills that families in communities may
have as a result of their work or home lives, but also at how ways of speaking
to and interacting with children in non-majority communities can be seen as
sites for building mathematical competence.
More broadly, work on family involvement has found that higher levels
of engagement with schools can be particularly protective for minority children and that the best predictor of involvement is the extent to which families
feel welcome in schools (Bryan, 2005; Milner, Murray, Farinde, & DelaleO’Connor, 2015; Overstreet, Devine, Bevans, & Efreom, 2005). However,
researchers in urban schools have found that when schools emphasize the importance of educational expertise in decision making, many family members
feel unwelcome in school buildings (Trotman, 2001; Weiner, 2003). “Often
[families] feel as if they lack the knowledge and ability to work effectively with
school faculty who are sometimes viewed as unapproachable, hostile bureaucracies,” (Trotman, 2001, p. 279).
In contrast to these expert-based conceptions of family involvement, Souto-Manning and Swick (2006) have recommended that schools focus family
involvement practices on recognizing strengths and building relationships.
Overstreet et al. (2005) found that when schools organized activities for families, they increased caregivers’ perceptions of whether they were welcome in the
school. The family involvement activity described in the current study provides
an opportunity to closely examine caregivers’ participation in a school-based
event from a strengths-based perspective.

Theoretical Framework
We ground our descriptions of resources available in non-majority families in the theories described by Street et al. (2008) in their work describing
numeracy events and practices. Drawing from research in literacy (e.g., CookGumperz, 1986; Heath, 1983) that has sought to document the “boundaries
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and barriers [marginalized] children face between formal and informal literacy
practices” (2008, p. 18), Street, Baker, and Tomlin used the concept of numeracy practices to focus on the social practices participants bring to bear when
engaging with mathematics.
In our study, we use the slightly broader term mathematical practices to
indicate a concern with geometric and spatial reasoning as well as thinking
related to number. Street et al. (2008) emphasized that describing literacy practices requires not just observation, but ethnographic engagement that allows
researchers to make sense of various meanings that participants bring to interactions. Our study, which is located in a broader research project with the
community that spans five years, includes three years of preschool observations,
observations of afterschool family events, documentation of home mathematics
activities, and parent focus groups and interviews. Data collected in these varied contexts provided us with important background information with which
to read and interpret the data presented in the current analysis as we sought to
understand how the mathematical practices that we observed made sense for
our participants given the particular context in which they were enacted.

Creating an Opportunity to Learn from Caregivers
As a result of our theoretical commitment to identifying the resources that
young children and their families brought to mathematical learning, we wanted to design an opportunity for us to learn as researchers about how family
members at one rural school scaffolded their children’s learning in mathematics. To explore caregivers’ mathematical practices, we organized a parent math
night for the families in the preschool. Our goal in doing so was to present
some engaging activities that were likely to allow mathematical concepts to
emerge during parent–child interaction with very little support from the teachers and the research team. Our goal was not to teach parents how to recognize
mathematics in these activities or to model for them appropriate ways of structuring children’s thinking. We chose four activities that we believed would both
allow us to see mathematical thinking and would feel familiar to parents: Lego
blocks, a scarecrow craft, puzzles, and a math game. In this article, we focus on
interactions around the scarecrow craft activity.
We were introduced to this activity in the first year of the study when high
school students led a family involvement activity for the preschoolers during
the school day. We noticed that the craft offered opportunities to talk about
shape names and orientation and provided a chance for children to read a
diagram to design their scarecrows. In addition, family members were able to
successfully support their children in the making of the craft with little help
from either the high school students or the teacher and paraprofessional who
worked in the preschool.
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Modes of Inquiry
The data reported in this paper comes out of a larger study located within
interpretive ethnographic traditions (Eisenhart, 1988; Geertz, 1973). For three
years, we studied the mathematical learning of children in a preschool classroom located in one of the most rural counties in the southern United States.
The school where the study was located was in the least populous county in the
state in a town that was more than an hour’s drive from major urban centers.
Oliver County Public School was a PK–12 school with fewer than 300 students. Most of the students were African American (approximately 85%), and
nearly all students qualified for the free lunch program (approximately 95%).
These characteristics made it an ideal setting to study the mathematical learning of underrepresented students in a rural context. All of the names of the
participants and of the county and school itself are pseudonyms.
Over three years, we visited the classroom weekly to observe both formal
instruction and center time when children engaged in more open-ended play.
In total, we observed three cohorts of preschoolers, all of whom turned 4 before August 31 of the year they entered preschool. During these visits, we wrote
fieldnotes, audiorecorded conversations, took digital pictures, and collected
student work. In the final year, we also took video of children in the classroom. To supplement the written fieldnotes, all audio files were transcribed. All
teachers and parents consented to being video- and audiorecorded. Children
were asked for assent when they were individually recorded, and the project
was approved by our university’s Institutional Review Board.
In addition to our work in the classroom, we also organized a parent night
during the third year of the study and documented parent–child interactions
during that event with video cameras. After the event, we invited parents to
do one-on-one interviews at a later date with a member of the research team.
The primary data analyzed for this article includes transcripts and fieldnotes of
parent–child interactions during the scarecrow activity for two cohorts of children. One cohort (N = 15) completed the activity during the school day with
the parents and high school students, and the other cohort (N = 12) completed
it in the evening as part of the parent night. We noticed no significant differences between the two cohorts.
To frame our argument for this article, we present a single transcript of a
15-minute interaction between a mother, Patrice, and her four-year-old son,
Markus. In doing so, our goal is to offer readers a deeper sense of the interaction by providing a single conversation, rather than unrelated excerpts.
However, we used transcripts of other parent–child interactions as well as some
of the interview data to illuminate significant moments in our focal transcript.
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Little (2002) did similar work when she chose a short segment of conversation
to analyze in her study of collaborative learning in teacher study groups. She
noted that “there is crucial strategic value in looking closely at bounded segments of text” (Little, 2002, p. 920) because the “mundane exchanges” of any
moment reveal interaction patterns, ways of speaking, and shared values and
expectations.
As stated earlier, the goal of this analysis is not to make sweeping generalizations about how parents interact with their children around mathematics.
Instead, the goal is to provide a model for identifying productive practices
that caregivers used with children to support other researchers in looking for
strengths in family interactions. To meet this goal, we began our analysis by asking the following research question: What mathematical practices did children
engage in during this craft-making experience, and how did parents support
this engagement? (Although we use the more inclusive terms family members
and caregivers in many places in this article, all of the interactions we recorded
occurred between parents and their children).
Drawing on both transcript and video data, we did a content analysis of the
mathematical knowledge and skills represented in the interactions we documented at the family math night, as well as a conversational analysis of the
conversational moves used by the parents and children. To complete the analysis we used a qualitative software program to code first for mathematical skills
and practices. Then we identified a small set of focal transcripts for closer conversational analysis. Drawing on Tannen (1984), we broke all parent–child
conversations into conversational episodes, identifying new episodes primarily
through pauses and changes of topic. Within episodes we focused on questions
and statements made by parents, coding for different kinds of questions and
for the purposes of statements. We also identified and coded for the purposes
of gestures used in the communication. We use the focal transcript below to
describe the most common content and conversational moves.

The Activity
The scarecrow project was a purchased craft kit that included a paper plate
with a smile drawn on and a variety of foam pieces intended to be used for facial features, a hat, and a decoration. The kit included one page of directions
(see Figure 1) along with a black-and-white drawing of the finished product.
The directions used vocabulary and sentence structures appropriate for adults,
rather than young children.

235

SCHOOL COMMUNITY JOURNAL

Figure 1. Directions for scarecrow craft.
Although the foam cut-outs themselves supported some mathematical
content, such as the spontaneous identification of shapes and comparisons of
length, much of the mathematical content came from negotiating the diagram,
which encouraged children to think about the orientation of shapes, spatial
reasoning, and recognizing important similarities between the black-and-white
diagram and the full-color materials.
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The Conversation
Below is the majority of the transcript between one mother and her son. We
chose this transcript to highlight for a variety of reasons. First, it included all
of the mathematics and conversational moves that we identified across the data
set. Second, it was one of the clearest audio recordings we had. Third, it had
few unrelated interruptions—such as questions from siblings or conversations
among adults. Some parts of the conversation have been summarized instead
of quoted.
Patrice showed Markus the black-and-white paper with the directions on it. He
looked at it in her hands as she talked.
Patrice: See this page?
Markus nodded.
Patrice: See what’s supposed to go at the top? See that triangle?
Patrice pointed to the drawing of the triangle on the paper. Markus looked at it
and then at the foam pieces spread out in front of him. He reached for the large
brown triangle that was the biggest part of the hat and was supposed to be glued
on top.
Patrice: (Pointing to directions.) You see how that goes at the top?
Markus put the piece on the top of the scarecrow’s head. Patrice picked up the
piece that was supposed to serve as the brim.
Patrice: And this. (Holding the brim piece.) This goes like that. (Pointing
to the directions.)
Patrice: (Picking up a rectangle of perforated yellow foam.) See this? This
is the hair. We got to take these apart. I guess. (Looking back at the diagram and pulling one of the pieces off.) Here, you can help me. (Handing
Markus some of the foam.)
Markus: Where the hair go?
Patrice: Look on the picture and see. (Handing him the diagram.) You
see? Up under there? (Pointing to the hair.)
Markus put down the foam and pickeds up the diagram to study it.
Markus: Under the hat?
Patrice: Yeah. I’ll take it apart for you and you can put it on.
Patrice took back the foam and quickly ripped it apart while Markus laid three
pieces of foam down over the forehead of the scarecrow and tucked them up under
the hat, just like in the picture. He sat back.
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Patrice: That’s all the hair you want?
Markus: Uh-uh. (Starting to put more pieces on.)
Patrice put the strips she had separated into two piles in front of Markus.
Patrice: They got long hair and short hair. (Picking up the directions). You
can use them so it can look like this, with the short hair in the front and
the long hair can go on the back.
Patrice took off the hair that Markus had put on, got a glue stick, and spread glue
on the top. She then started to replace the hair.
Patrice: You see. You do the rest of them.
Markus started to lay down more strips of foam across the forehead of the scarecrow.
Patrice: Make sure it sticks now. Press it down.
Markus pressed on the hair.
Patrice: Can you get one more on there?
Markus picked up another strand of hair and placed it in line next to the others.
Markus: Now, you’re going to put the long hair on the sides, but you
need more glue.
While Patrice got glue from another parent, Markus picked up the paper with the
directions on it and traced the long hair on the sides with his finger. Then he looked
back at his own scarecrow. Patrice took the glue stick and spread it on the sides and
then put more glue on the top of the plate above the hair that had already been
glued down.
Patrice: Look at your picture. Remember.
Markus picked up the directions and studied them.
Markus: The triangle goes on top?
Patrice: Uh-huh. How?
Markus pointed to the top of the scarecrow.
Markus: Like that.
Patrice: Uh huh. You show me.
Markus picked up the triangle top the hat and placed it on the scarecrow to match
the picture.
Patrice: And then…this. (Picking up the brim of the hat).
Without prompting, Markus picked up the directions and looked at them. After a
moment he pointed to the bottom of the hat.
Markus: It go right there.
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Patrice: Okay.
Patrice put glue on the bottom of the hat, and then Markus put the brim on.
Patrice: What else we got there? (Picks up directions.) We need a nose,
don’t we? You got a nose?
Markus looks at the directions.
Markus: Uh-huh.
Patrice: What kind of nose?
Markus picked up the triangle piece that matched the black-and-white drawing in
the directions.
Markus: Orange.
Patrice: Okay. And what kind is it?…What it look like?…Shape.
Markus: That way. (Holding the triangle so it was oriented the same way as
in the picture.)
Patrice: Triangle, right?
Markus nodded. Patrice put glue in the center of the face, and Markus put the
triangle on. The conversation continued as they finished the project.

Mathematical Competencies
This section of the article describes the content of the mathematical thinking in which Markus engaged during his conversation with his mother. The
next section will describe the mathematical practices Patrice used to support
her son’s learning.
Throughout this conversation, Markus demonstrated competencies related
to geometric vocabulary, shape recognition, spatial reasoning, and representation. The Common Core State Standards ask that kindergarteners “describe
objects in the environment using names of shapes, and describe the relative positions of these objects,” “correctly name shapes regardless of their orientations
or overall size,” and “analyze and compare two- and three-dimensional shapes,
in different sizes and orientations, using informal language to describe their similarities, differences, and parts” (National Governors Association, 2010, p. 12).
In addition, all students are expected to make sense of problems and persevere in solving them and attend to precision. Repeatedly, Markus studied the
written diagram presented in the directions to place objects on the paper plate
circle that represents the scarecrow’s face. He began by placing the large triangle that represented the hat on the top of the paper plate, not only putting it in
the correct place, but also orienting the triangle to match the diagram. He went
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on to place the brim in the correct place, as well as the hair, the eyes, the nose,
the mouth, a flower, and a bow tie (some of which happened in the portion of
the transcript not reported).
Making these placements was not simple work for a four-year-old. In the
written representation, the picture of the scarecrow was complete, in black-andwhite, and much smaller than the craft Markus was making. Thus, to identify
the correct piece among the foam cut-outs, Markus had to mentally scale up
the black-and-white image, disregard the color, and often transform the orientation of the cut-out to match the image in the diagram. This demonstrated
not only competency in reading a written diagram, but also in visualizing to
solve geometric problems. In order to make his own scarecrow match the one
in the diagram, Markus had to attend to details in order to ensure that the orientation of each shape and the placement of all figures was correct.
Some of the foam cut-outs were regular 2-D figures that preschool children
are commonly asked to identify—the center of the flower was a circle, the nose
and hat were triangular, and the long and short hair were rectangular. When
working, Markus occasionally used the names of these shapes. When talking
about the hat, he asked if “the triangle goes on top,” and in the unreported part
of the conversation, he described the center of the flower as a circle. However,
when his mother asked him to identify the shape of the nose, he did not use
the word “triangle.” He talked instead about its orientation. Because this question is prominent in the conversation (and most closely resembles the kinds of
questions preschool teachers typically ask), one might assume that Markus had
difficulty using shape names. However, his casual use of the terms in context,
as when he asked if the triangle went on top, suggests that this is not the case,
and rather, that it was the problem of orientation that he found more interesting at the time.
Another emerging competence demonstrated by Markus in this conversation was his use of the written directions and the visual diagram to direct
purposeful activity. In both prompted and unprompted moments, Markus
returned to the written directions to make decisions about his craft. This
demonstrated his expectation that directions are meaningful and that he was
competent to interpret them. This meaning-making around visual images can
be seen as a literacy that is increasingly important in an age of technical diagrams and machines. Despite its value, the interpretation of visual images and
diagrams is a literacy rarely measured in most standard assessments of preschool and kindergarten readiness.
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Caregiver Scaffolding Through Mathematical Practices
Throughout the conversation, Patrice scaffolded her son’s emerging mathematical competence in a variety of ways. One practice she used was the making
of “see” statements to direct Markus’s attention and to model ways of thinking
about and performing a task. She introduced the written directions by saying
to Markus: “See this page? See what’s supposed to go on top? See that triangle?”
In the complete transcript, she told Markus to “see” a dozen times. These
statements communicated to Markus what was important. Often, even when
the statement was phrased as a question, Patrice did not expect Markus to
answer, but instead looked at him to make sure that he understood what she
was saying. In that opening question series, after asking Markus “See what’s
supposed to go at the top?” she did not allow him to reply but continued by
directing his attention to triangle. She reinforced this move by pointing to the
triangle on the written diagram. She then remained silent while he looked for
the corresponding piece among the foam cutouts. When he located the correct
piece, she reinforced the connection between the foam cutouts and the diagram by saying: “You see how that goes on top?” which was another question
that Markus was not intended to answer (and, in fact, did not answer).
Some might critique Patrice’s questioning here as not being sufficiently
open-ended or as taking over the thinking for the child. However, her prompts
can also be seen as promoting opportunities for Markus to make connections
between the black-and-white pictoral representation and the colorful cut-outs
and to think about how to arrange his own pieces to mirror the image in the
diagram. Later in the conversation, Markus picked up the diagram to decide
where to place the hair on his own. It seems likely that he did this because his
mother encouraged him to see the diagram as a source of information and
provided him with the necessary support he needed to interpret it. In a conversation after the activity, Patrice confirmed that she saw helping Markus read
the diagram as an important part of the activity, saying that she didn’t want to
“just tell him what to do.”
Patrice also modeled her work interpreting the written directions as a way
of figuring out what to do next. After she picked up the yellow foam that was
to be taken apart to make the rectangles for the hair, Patrice looked back at the
written directions to make sure her actions were correct. She did not explain
this to Markus, but simply engaged in the practice of using a diagram for information. This is a different kind of modeling than the sort often done by
teachers of young children. Patrice did not overdramatize her actions, narrate
each step, or quiz Markus about what she was doing. Instead, she used the directions for information as an adult. Again, this could be seen as problematic
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because the modeling was not made explicit or because she was taking over the
work of interpretation for Markus. However, Patrice’s practice can also be seen
as productive. Patrice’s actions demonstrated to Markus that the reading of
directions and the interpretation of a diagram is genuinely useful in the adult
world, rather than acting as if this was the case. It is in many ways a much more
genuine modeling of how adults solve problems in the world.
In addition to examining the mathematical practices present in the interaction, it is also worthwhile to think about the kinds of practices that are not
represented here, particularly those that mathematics educators and preschool
teachers might expect to see in such an activity. For example, Patrice never
asked Markus to count any of the foam cutouts in the project. The only reference to enumeration was when she asked Markus if he could add “one more”
hair. (He did.) Stopping to quiz Marcus about how many of each shape he had
would have presented an opportunity to practice counting but would have also
distracted Marcus from the primary task at hand.
During this activity, both the teacher and the paraprofessional, who were
helping children whose parents could not attend, repeatedly asked children to
count eyes, noses, and hair. This emphasis is understandable given the focus
on counting in many preschool standards and in many of the assessments that
are used to make judgments about children. In some ways, Patrice missed an
opportunity to help her son practice these often-assessed skills; however, by
focusing on the kinds of mathematical practices necessary for the task, she presented an image of mathematics aimed at purposeful activity rather than as one
imposed unnecessarily on the world. In similar ways, Patrice did not ever ask
Markus to explain his thinking, as many educators might do. There are certainly drawbacks to this; however, it is important not to confuse the articulation of
thinking with thinking itself in considering Patrice’s ability to support her son’s
developing mathematical competence.
Another difference between the ways that parents and the educators interacted with children involved the degree of specificity in the directions given
to children. For example, like Patrice, most family members directed their
children to the diagram when children asked about where to place particular
figures, such as the hair or the flower. In contrast, the teacher and the paraprofessional were far more likely to say: “You can do it however you want” or
“It’s up to you.” Like many early childhood educators, both of these women
had commitments to supporting children’s creativity; however, in this case, the
freedom from constraints provided both fewer and less rich opportunities for
mathematical thinking.
Children who completed the task with the support of the educators rather
than parents were far less likely to be referred to the diagram and thus missed
opportunities to both read the diagram and to solve problems such as ensuring
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that the orientation of the triangular nose was the same as that on the diagram.
Instead, the mathematics that these children engaged in tended to be more rote
and less related to the completion of the task, such as naming shapes or counting pieces of hair when prompted to do so. Indeed, the task itself, because of
its structure and detailed directions, provided opportunities for a particular
kind of mathematical thinking, which may not be present in the art activities
often used in progressive classrooms. This is not an argument against the use of
open-ended activities, which provide children with many important opportunities for learning, but instead a suggestion that in an effort to value diversity
we remain open minded about the possibilities of a variety of tasks and interaction styles.

Conclusion
In discussions of the early achievement gap, the emphasis on counting,
reading numerals, sequencing, comparing, and shape identification has created a narrow view of early mathematics. In addition, comparisons between
predominantly middle-class teachers and working-class families have led to
deficit-oriented understandings of the kinds of supports that some families are
able to provide for their children. However, this study demonstrates that family
involvement activities that are based on valuing and recognizing the strengths
caregivers already have in terms of supporting their children’s engagement can
both support young children’s mathematical growth and can create welcoming
environments for families in school buildings.
In terms of research, broader lenses must be used so that we can appropriately value and assess the mathematical competencies that all children bring
to school and the mathematical practices used by family members to support
their children. The mathematics competencies demonstrated by Markus in this
episode were in many ways more sophisticated than those required by many of
the preschool assessments often used to label low-income and minority children as behind.
Because making sense of problems, perseverance, and attention to precision are challenging to assess and require close observation to document, they
are often less emphasized than practices that are easy to see and assess, such as
counting and naming shapes. In addition, the practices his mother engaged in
allowed Markus to focus his attention on significant mathematical problems,
even though those practices looked and sounded different than the instructional practices typically used by preschool teachers. Systematically looking for
diverse mathematical strengths may both broaden our conceptions of young
children’s mathematical competencies as well as challenge our notions about
who is capable of supporting their children’s learning.
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SPARK Early Literacy: Testing the Impact of
a Family–School–Community Partnership
Literacy Intervention
Curtis Jones
Abstract
This report presents the SPARK literacy model, an innovative approach
developed by Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee, for addressing the
literacy needs of low-income and minority schools in Milwaukee. It also presents the results of a two-year randomized control trial evaluation of the SPARK
literacy program’s impact on reading achievement. Through a family–school–
community partnership model, SPARK attempts to both build student literacy
skills and develop natural supports in the student’s family and community that
promote a sustained programmatic impact. SPARK was awarded an Investing
in Innovation (i3) Department of Education grant to develop the program and
test its impact in six Milwaukee Public Schools (MPS). While SPARK was still
being developed, 251 students were randomly assigned to receive SPARK for
two years and 245 were assigned to the “business as usual” control condition.
The study found that SPARK had a small but statistically significant positive
impact on student reading achievement, but no impact was found on regular school day attendance. Although the results of the study were somewhat
mixed, the family–school–community partnership approach employed by
SPARK holds great promise for having a sustained impact on student literacy.
Key Words: literacy intervention, RCT, urban education, one-on-one tutoring,
impact evaluation, family–school–community partnerships, SPARK
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Introduction
The ability to read fluently and for meaning is essential to functioning effectively in society. Third grade is a critical benchmark that marks the shift
from students learning to read to students reading to learn. Students without
a basic level of reading competency by third grade are more likely to struggle
academically as well as to have social and behavioral issues in subsequent grades
(Fiester, 2010). Research demonstrates that these students are four times as
likely to drop out of high school as proficient readers, and dropouts are more
likely to experience negative outcomes than their counterparts, including lower
annual earnings and higher potential for mental and physical health problems
(Center for Labor Market Studies, 2007; Fiester, 2013). Further, early intervention is key: the likelihood of student dropout can be predicted with up
to 70% accuracy by third grade, based on reading ability and prior retention
(Hernandez, 2012). Given the potential negative long-term consequences of
low reading proficiency, the fact that only 36% of fourth graders across the
country are proficient in reading underscores the magnitude of the problem on
a national scale (U.S. Department of Education, 2016).
While the low rates of literacy represent a national crisis, it is the literacy
rates for low-income Americans that represent the biggest challenge. National
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) reading test scores reflect persistent achievement gaps between students eligible for the National School Lunch
Program (NSLP) and their non-NSLP counterparts. Of NSLP-eligible 4th and
8th graders, 80% are rated below proficient in reading, as compared to 50% of
students not eligible for NSLP (U.S. Department of Education, 2016). With
poverty rates rising among public school students, there is a clear and urgent
need for research-based, effective literacy interventions that promote sustained
literacy growth for all students.

Literacy in the Milwaukee Public Schools
As is true across the country, the Milwaukee Public Schools (MPS), a district serving nearly 80,000 mostly low-income and minority students, faces a
significant challenge to teach its students how to read and write. Assessment
results for MPS show that students across all demographic groups have even
lower literacy rates than are seen nationally (MacIver Institute, 2013). According to the Wisconsin Knowledge and Concepts Examination (WKCE), only
15% of MPS students were proficient in reading in 2011 compared to 35%
statewide. The results of the WKCE are consistent with results of the NAEP
and the ACT, which show that MPS students struggle with literacy throughout
their education; only 15% of 4th grade MPS students are proficient in reading
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(NAEP, 2013), and only 14% of MPS 11th graders scored at least 21 on the
ACT Reading Test, the benchmark identified for college readiness. The results
of the NAEP further show that there are significant achievement gaps for minority and low-income students; 38% of 4th grade White MPS students are
proficient in reading compared to 9% of Black and 14% of Hispanic students,
and 11% of 4th grade low-income (free/reduced lunch participants) MPS students are proficient in reading, compared to 39% of non-low-income students.
These statistics demonstrate that the need for increased literacy opportunities in Milwaukee is urgent and that this need is even more pronounced for
low-income and minority students. SPARK was created in 2005 by Boys &
Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee (BGCGM) to address this need through an
innovative combination of in-school tutoring, parent engagement, and afterschool programming. In 2010, SPARK received a Department of Education
Investing in Innovation (i3) grant award to further develop SPARK and expand it to six predominantly low-income and minority Milwaukee elementary
schools, all designated as “persistently low achieving” by the state.

The SPARK Model
With the i3 grant, Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee committed
to developing the SPARK program so that it could better leverage community,
family, and school resources to address the literacy deficits observed in Milwaukee students. The SPARK model and approach to literacy development (see
Figure 1) accounts for skill deficits while also addressing the reasons why students are unable to read by third grade. SPARK was developed in response to
the mixed evidence about how well skill-based program impacts are sustained
after students leave a program (D’Agostino, Lose, & Kelly, 2017; Hurry &
Sylva, 2007). After an intervention helps a student get back on track in their
literacy development, there is a risk that the same family, school, and community factors that led them to fall behind originally will again begin to interfere
with the student’s education. SPARK accounts for this by not solely focusing
on literacy skill development but also working to build an environment around
students that is more conducive to students learning to read and to maintaining their literacy development beyond their participation in SPARK.
By using in-school tutoring, afterschool enrichment, and family engagement in concert, SPARK works both to develop the literacy skills of early-grade
students and to engage families as they learn to support the literacy development of their children. It is through this family–school–community partnership
strategy (Epstein et al., 2002) that SPARK seeks to have a lasting impact on
students and set them on the course to long-term school and life success.
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Figure 1. SPARK logic model

SPARK EARLY LITERACY

In-School Tutoring
In SPARK, one-on-one tutoring is typically planned and administered by
college students and community members. Participating students are pulled
out of non-core classes during the school day for 30 minutes up to three times
per week. Each tutoring session includes five research-based literacy activities,
comprising a standardized lesson plan template used with all SPARK students:
Familiar activity is a brief element that gets students ready for learning
by reviewing a skill they have recently learned.
Word Play is a key element in the lesson where students receive targeted,
differentiated instruction on foundational reading skills including phonics and phonemic awareness (Wasik & Jacobi-Vessels, 2016). Word
play is individualized to focus on students’ needs. It is centered on two
main activities: Word Sorts and Making Words. These activities combine
both constructivist learning and structured instruction. Each of these activities focus on specific skills, and tutors are explicit with students about
the lesson’s foci. Word Sorts involve students sorting words into various
categories to increase their understanding of the structure of sounds and
letters (Zutell, 1998). Making Words involves students using different
letters to make words and provides a structured way for students to learn
how the sounds of language are put together (Cunningham, Hall, &
Defee, 1998). Students also read phonics-based books during Word Play
time and do enrichment activities to cement their understanding of the
focus skills.
Reading at the instructional level involves tutor-assisted reading of a leveled book. For example, students do a “book walk” to familiarize themselves with the content and vocabulary of the book. The tutor asks the
student questions about the story to activate prior knowledge and get
the student thinking about the book before they begin reading it. As
students read, tutors use a variety of strategies to help students decode
and make meaning of the text.
Running Records (Fountas & Pinnell, 2010) are used every second or
third lesson to track student progress throughout a student’s participation in SPARK. Running records are done on the books the students
have previously been reading during their lessons. These are assessments
of student reading ability independent of tutor assistance.
Writing. During this activity, students spend time writing sentences connected to their Word Play skill or their instructional reading book. Tutors help students correctly spell the words in their sentence(s). Elkonin
boxes are a central piece of SPARK writing and are used to help students
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encode words (Keesey, Konrad, & Joseph, 2014). Elkonin boxes are an
instructional method used in early elementary grades to build phonological awareness by segmenting words into individual sounds/boxes.
Students may also use graphic organizers related to their book to build
comprehension skills.
The lesson ends with a brief opportunity for students to hear their tutors
read aloud. This allows students to listen to their tutor read fluently and
with expression. An important part of learning how to read is listening
to what good reading sounds like.
At each site, a program manager, who is also a certified teacher, oversees
and supports the tutors and coordinates the collaboration between the SPARK
team and school staff. Tutors participate in a series of all-program training
at the beginning of the year, which includes the implementation of the lesson, how to develop a lesson plan, and how to administer and use literacy
assessments. At the site level, other individualized training opportunities are developed throughout the year as needs arise. These are more specialized trainings
that reflect the different components of the lesson plan. Tutors are informally
observed and supported while they provide tutoring. They are also formally
observed, using a structured observation instrument, at least once monthly
by their program manager and receive feedback following these observations.
All students are assessed with the Phonological Awareness Literacy Screening
(PALS) at the beginning and end of the school year. The PALS is used to determine each student’s needs and help create individual lesson plans.
Collaboration between SPARK and each school occurs in a variety of ways as
teachers are encouraged to participate in SPARK activities, observe lessons, and
leverage SPARK to meet the needs of students. A communication log is maintained for each teacher in which student progress, challenges, and questions are
shared and documented. School ownership of SPARK is particularly important
since students are pulled out of non-core classes to receive tutoring. The idea
is to work to align SPARK with the approaches and literacy activities occurring within the school so that gains students make are consistent with what the
school is attempting to accomplish. In fact, schools with SPARK generally view
SPARK as an extension of the school rather than as a separate program.

Family Engagement1
To execute the family engagement component, each site has a parent partner who works with participating students’ families. Their work is designed to
bridge the divide between school and home by translating literacy concepts,
educating families about a variety of literacy activities, and validating the literacy practices already happening in the home. Involving families in tutoring
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programs can improve children’s academic knowledge, skills, and confidence
(Bryan, 2005; Little, 2009). Encouraging family involvement in educational
programs traditionally focuses on families attending events, receiving information from staff, volunteering (Epstein, 2001), and generally exhibiting “good
parent” behaviors (Li, 2010). Getting to know families and the ways that their
lives are structured outside of the educational setting may lead to a reciprocal
relationship that can increase involvement (Graue & Hawkins, 2010).
While outcomes for all students improve with additional family engagement, a demonstrated positive working relationship between the home and
school is shown to have an added literacy benefit for low-income children with
less-educated parents (Carroll, 2013; Dearing, Kreider, Simpkins, & Weiss,
2006; Lin, 2003). Not only does increased family engagement lead to increased
positive feelings about literacy—which in turn improves literacy performance
(Dearing et al., 2006)—but family engagement is closely connected to student
attendance, and research has shown school, family, and community partnership practices can decrease the likelihood that students are chronically absent
from school (Sheldon & Epstein, 2004). Fundamentally, for literacy instruction to work and for student literacy levels to improve, children first need to be
in school to receive instruction.
SPARK parent partners help families understand how they are already incorporating literacy into their children’s lives and support them as they learn to
better promote literacy at home. Parent partners stay connected with families
through a monthly newsletter, monthly family events at each site, phone calls,
and emails. These communications are designed to keep families aware of student progress in SPARK, help families promote literacy at home, address any
school attendance issues that arise during the program, and to communicate
with parents the successes of students. Parent partners also conduct home visits
for all students twice during the summer between their first and second year of
participation and as needed during the school year. These visits are viewed as
opportunities to connect with families in their own space and learn about the
literacy activities already taking place in the home. Parent partners may also
address other needs of families that may interfere with their ability to support
the literacy development of the child. This could include connecting them to
an energy assistance program or a tenant’s rights center. Finally, SPARK also
provides students with books to take home each month so that students begin
to develop a home library.

Community Afterschool2
During the afterschool hours, SPARK leverages Boys & Girls Clubs programming to offer academic enrichment activities to strengthen social and
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emotional learning and to make connections between literacy and everyday experiences. SPARK sites carefully select books and activities that directly balance
teaching reading skills with character-driven stories to encourage empathy for
and connection with characters. During the 2012–13 school year, SPARK created lesson plans around themes and selected books that the Clubs could use
with SPARK participants after school. This ongoing student engagement and
emotional support is intended to sustain SPARK’s impact after the student’s
participation has ended and to promote family engagement in Club activities
throughout elementary school.

Evaluation Methods
The study of SPARK utilized a randomized control trial selection framework
at the student level. In September 2011, informed consent was obtained from
496 parents for their students to participate in the study. In October and November of 2011, a random sample of 251 kindergarten, first, and second grade
students in six MPS schools were assigned to SPARK and 245 to the control
group. Stratification was done by grade level within school. The specific number of students assigned to SPARK within each strata was determined both by
the number of consented students and the capacity to serve students within
each site. Students with a reading-related IEP or who were English Learners
were not eligible to participate in the evaluation but were eligible to receive tutoring. All other students were eligible to participate in the evaluation.

Instruments
Reading Achievement–Measures of Academic Progress (MAP)
The MAP (Northwest Evaluation Association, 2009) is a norm-referenced,
adaptive assessment of reading achievement. The technical reference manual
reports an internal marginal reliability of .95. Test–retest reliabilities were reported as between .76 and .89. It also is reported to have high concurrent
validity with a variety of other reading assessments including the Iowa Test of
Basic Skills and the Stanford 9 achievement test. At the time of this study, MPS
administered the MAP each fall, winter, and spring to all students.
Regular School Day Attendance
The number of days students attended school was obtained from MPS.

Modeling Strategy
The primary analytic strategy followed an Intent to Treat Model (Becker &
Ichino, 2002), where students selected to participate in SPARK were included
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in the analysis regardless of how much tutoring they received. This was done
to maximize the internal validity of the study. However, due to missing data,
both participant and control students who moved away or were identified as
having a disability that prevented them from receiving literacy tutoring were
excluded from the analysis. The evaluation used separate generalized linear statistical models with robust standard error estimators to compare the reading
achievement growth and regular school days attendance of participants and
controls for kindergarten, first, and second grade students. The results of the
three models for each outcome were then pooled to estimate the overall impact
of SPARK.
All three MAP models controlled for the separate interactions of school effects with both baseline Fall 2011 MAP/MPG reading and MAP/MPG math
results. Gender, race, disability status, and free/reduced lunch eligibility were
also tested in the model. Ultimately, of these, only the main effect of race was
found to uniquely predict MAP/MPG reading results and was included in the
model. The rest were excluded because they were not found to uniquely predict post-test reading achievement. Spring 2013 reading achievement scores
were standardized to improve interpretability. The methods used to measure
the impact of SPARK on school attendance mirrored those used to measure the
impact on reading achievement.

Sample Characteristics
Initial Sample
Table 1 presents the demographic characteristics of both participant and
control students. The vast majority of students were Black and eligible for free
or reduced lunch.

Final Sample
Attrition was a problem during the two years that students participated in
SPARK. Too much attrition can seriously affect the internal validity of a study
(Jurs & Glass, 1971). In this study, 223 students were excluded from the final
analysis, which represents a 45.0% overall attrition rate. However, it is important to note that students were excluded for exogenous reasons, like not taking
the pre-test (5 students), moving away (186), being identified for a reading disability (30), and not taking the post-test (2). When the reasons are not related
to the program, attrition does not pose as much of a threat to the internal validity of the evaluation (Dumville, Torgerson, & Hewitt, 2006).
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Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of Consented Students
Control Group

SPARK Participants

Total

200
30

204
27

404
57

21

14

35

127
124

128
117

255
241

Not eligible

10

6

16

F/R lunch
K5
1
2
Total

241
85
85
81
251

239
80
92
73
245

480
165
177
154
496

Black
Hispanic
White/Asian
Female
Male

Differential attrition can also affect the validity of a study (Graham & Donaldson, 1993). This occurs when more of either the participant or control
group dropout. In this study, 107 (43.7%) participants and 116 (46.2%) control students dropped out. The 2.5% differential attrition rate, along with the
45.0% overall attrition rate, and the exogenous nature of why students were
dropped, suggests that the internal validity of the evaluation remains intact.
Table 2 depicts the characteristics of the final sample.
Table 2. Demographic Characteristics of Final Sample
Control Group

SPARK Participants

Total

102
25

112
18

214
43

8

8

16

Female
Male

74
61

72
66

146
127

Not eligible

10

5

15

F/R lunch
K5
1
2
Total

125
60
41
34
135

133
47
49
42
138

258
107
90
76
273

Black
Hispanic
White/Asian
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Participation
Implementation is measured according to the SPARK logic model (see Figure 1). Students are tutored 30 minutes at a time, three times per week for
approximately 60 weeks across two school years. However, due to holidays,
teacher planning days, field trips, and so on, 180 sessions were not possible.
The most sessions a student could possibly receive was 155. Based on this, students tutored fewer than 90 times were considered to have received a low level
of SPARK tutoring, students tutored 90 up to 120 times received a moderate
level, and students tutored at least 120 times were considered to have received
a high level of tutoring.
For the family engagement component, each family should receive two or
more home visits, 12 additional contacts throughout their participation, have
monthly newsletters sent home, and have monthly family events available at
the school. Although each SPARK site did document that they sent home
the required number of newsletters and held monthly family events, specific participation and communication data were not maintained and thus not
available for this study. It is therefore unknown exactly how many families
participated in family events and how many other contacts SPARK made to
families. SPARK afterschool was also being developed during the course of this
project, so specific participation numbers were not recorded.

Results
Implementation
In-school participation data were available for 130 students across the six
SPARK sites. Data for eight students that moved away then returned to the
school are included in the impact analysis but not in the implementation analysis. These 130 students averaged 120.7 tutoring sessions out of 155 possible
sessions, with 64.5 in the first year and 56.3 in the second (see Table 3). Although kindergarten students received more tutoring on average than students
in other grade levels, the difference was not statistically significant (p = .223).
Table 3. Descriptive Statistics of Tutoring Sessions by Grade Level
K to 1st
1st to 2nd
2nd to 3rd
Total

Mean
124.2
119.7
118.0
120.7

SD
14.7
20.6
16.9
17.6

Min
87
61
72
61

Max
155
151
155
155

N
45
44
41
130
257
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Further, the distribution of total tutoring suggests that most participants
received a high amount of tutoring (see Figure 2). Seventy-six (58%) participants received a high level (120 or more tutoring sessions) of tutoring, while
45 (34%) received a moderate level (90 to 119), and only nine (7%) received
a low level (lower than 90).

Low

Moderate

High

Figure 2. Distribution of total tutoring sessions received for each SPARK participant

Sites ranged from an average of 114 sessions per student to 129 sessions (see
Table 4). These differences were statistically significant (F = 2.29, p = .049),
suggesting that students in different schools received differing levels of tutoring.
Further, the breakdown of site-specific implementation (see Figure 3) suggests that two sites provided a high level of tutoring, with more than 70% of
participating students receiving at least 120 tutoring sessions. The finding that
all six sites provided at least a moderate level of tutoring to the great majority
of students suggests that SPARK was successfully integrated into each school.
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Table 4. Descriptive Statistics of Tutoring Sessions by School
School 1
School 2
School 3
School 4
School 5
School 6

Mean
125.1
129.3
118.6
114.3
116.7
119.2

SD
15.1
15.1
20.4
15.7
19.2
17.0

Min
88
102
65
83
61
84

Max
146
155
140
147
144
151

N
19
24
18
18
22
29

Figure 3. Tutoring implementation levels by site

Impact
Table 5 presents the results of the grade-specific statistical models and the
pooled results testing the overall impact of SPARK on MAP reading achievement. Overall, SPARK was found to have a significant impact on reading
achievement of 0.12 standard deviations. This finding is significant at the 5%
probability level. If you adjust this observed impact using a treat-on-treated
approach (Becker & Ichino, 2002) that assumes all students received the full
program dosage of 155 tutoring sessions, considering the average student only
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received 78% of the 155 planned tutoring sessions, the resulting estimated effect size of SPARK was .15 standard deviations.
Table 5. Adjusted Standardized MAP Results
Standardized
Effect
SPARK Kindergarten
SPARK First
SPARK Second
Overall Impact (Weighted Pooled Results)

0.012
0.118
0.288
0.122

Robust
Standard
Errors
0.123
0.143
0.138
0.061

pvalue

<.05

Table 6 presents the results of grade-specific statistical models and the pooled
results testing the overall impact of SPARK on regular school day attendance
(number of absences). Although SPARK participants were absent from school
three fewer times, this difference was not statistically significant. The lack of a
significant impact on attendance is not surprising since much of the family engagement component of SPARK was designed during the course of this study
and was not fully or consistently implemented.
Table 6. Adjusted Attendance Results
Effect
SPARK Kindergarten
SPARK First
SPARK Second
Overall Impact (Weighted Pooled Results)

3.239
-1.545
9.786
3.33

Robust
Standard
Errors
4.5372
5.2818
6.0078
2.99

pvalue

>.05

Summary Findings
The first purpose of this article was to present a new literacy intervention
program model that leverages school, family, and community resources to have
a sustained impact on students. The SPARK model was developed by Boys
and Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee, with support from an i3 Department
of Education grant, in response to research that shows that the impact of skillbased literacy interventions often diminishes as students leave a program. Once
participation has ended, students are back in the same environment that may
have contributed to them falling behind originally, and the progress students
have made may degrade. In the Milwaukee Public Schools, this environment
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has resulted in precious few students being able to read by third grade. SPARK
attempts to change this by developing a student’s out-of-school environment
as well. This is done by creating a literacy support structure around students by
also engaging families in literacy activities and involving students and families
in Boys and Girls Clubs afterschool activities. In this model, literacy deficits are
not viewed as an individual deficit but as a result of ecological processes (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Literacy development occurs as a result of variable social
processes that either successfully or unsuccessfully result in the development
of student literacy skills. The school, community, and family microsystems all
have important parts to play in whether a student is able to read by third grade.
As such, SPARK is designed to address all three systems, allowing students to
benefit beyond their participation in the program.
The second purpose of this article was to present the results of a rigorous
evaluation of SPARK testing its initial impact on reading achievement and
school attendance. SPARK students who did not move away during the two
years of the study received a high intensity of tutoring (mean = 120 sessions).
This intensity of tutoring was seen in all six schools participating in the study.
The results of the randomized control trial evaluation found that SPARK had a
significant, positive impact on student reading achievement but not on regular
school day attendance.

Discussion
Although the results of this study were somewhat mixed, considering that
both the afterschool and parent engagement program components were being
developed during the course of the study, the potential impact of the fully implemented program is not yet known. Even considering that SPARK was still
in development during the course of this study, the results demonstrate the potential for pairing effective skill-based literacy instruction using volunteers with
family engagement. While one-on-one tutoring with a certified teacher has
been shown to be effective in programs like Reading Recovery (McGee, 2006)
and Success for All (Borman & Hewes, 2003; Borman et al., 2007), the results
of the current study show that positive program effects can still be achieved by
using paraprofessionals and volunteers as tutors. Future research on SPARK
will present a more complete picture of its implementation and impact when
leveraging family and community literacy resources.
There are several limitations to the current study worth considering. First,
it is important to consider that the results of this study are specific to the MPS
context. It is not clear to what extent these results might generalize to other
school districts. Further, the study was only conducted in six MPS schools, and
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these schools were chosen through a convenience sampling method. Thus, it is
not clear that the results would generalize to the whole of MPS. Also, the reduction of our sample by almost one-half through attrition both reduced our
statistical power and may represent a threat to the internal validity of our study.
However, the program effects were large enough to overcome the reduction in
statistical power, and the reasons for student attrition were mostly exogenous
to the program, that is, students moving away. Finally, although SPARK is designed to have a sustained impact on student reading achievement, the current
study does not follow up with students after their participation in SPARK has
ended. Thus, it is not clear to what extent this goal is being achieved. Future research will follow SPARK participants as they progress in elementary school to
see if SPARK students continue to demonstrate improved reading achievement.

Endnotes

The SPARK family engagement approach described below was in development during the
period of the current study. Thus, the impact of the approach described here was not testing
in the current study.
2
The specific after-school activities and approach developed by SPARK was offered to SPARK
students after the completion of the current study. Future research on SPARK will focus on
this aspect of the program.
1
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Superintendents Building Public Trust and
Engagement in Five Public School Communities
John Poynton, Rena Kirkland, and Carole Makela
Abstract
To increase capacity for public participation and improve problem-solving practices, some public school districts have launched stakeholder-training
programs. This mixed methods study examined the impact of five school district parent training programs (four in Colorado and one in Illinois) designed
to increase trust and engagement. Data were collected from 67 trainee surveys, 21 trainee interviews, and five superintendent interviews. Quantitative
analysis examined five domains: knowledge, relationships, willingness, efficacy,
and action. Using qualitative thematic analysis, we examined stakeholder and
superintendent interviews. Stakeholders (parents and community members)
reported increased knowledge about school district operations and improved
relationships with district leaders. Four main themes emerged from the superintendent interviews: building trust, advocacy, community engagement,
and sharing power. Findings converged indicating that trainings increased engagement, knowledge, advocacy, and trust for district administrators. Findings
suggested school superintendents can increase stakeholder trust, build capacity for public participation, and narrow the engagement gap in district affairs
through stakeholder training programs.
Key Words: public education, public participation, public deliberation, parent
engagement, training, organizational change
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Stakeholder Engagement in Schools
…our institutions need to develop more effective ways of helping citizens
work through the issues and move steadily along the learning curve.
– Daniel Yankelovich, 2010
At public school districts across America, administrators and school board
members are routinely faced with issues and decisions ripe for controversy and
conflict—decisions related to standardized testing, LGBT rights, bullying,
curriculum, and freedom of expression to name a few. Controversial issues
like these can highlight differences in stakeholder values, activate parents and
special interest groups, and create tension between a school district and its
community. When educators include parents and other stakeholders (e.g.,
profit and non-profit businesspersons, directors of educational foundations,
and other citizens with an interest in school district operations) in thoughtful,
well-run deliberations, the process can pull people together, generate innovative solutions, strengthen buy-in, and build trust.
To navigate hot-button issues, education leaders typically rely on a combination of administrator expertise, legal counsel, industry experts, and other
institutional insiders to inform their decisions. This method of decision-making, often intended to avoid uncomfortable public meetings, can actually stoke
the public’s ire rather than dampen it. With the law on their side, administrators and boards will regularly choose to sidestep public deliberation, render a
decision, and endeavor to move on.
An unfortunate reason for excluding community input is the belief that professional educators, unlike “non-expert” stakeholders, are uniquely qualified
and know how to address complex education issues. But while many administrators believe they alone have the knowledge and expertise to determine what
is best for students (Gurke, 2008), research shows that other stakeholders can
make meaningful contributions to complex problems when given information
and other tools (Hartz-Karp, 2007; Heath, Lewis, Schneider, & Majors, 2017;
Yankelovich & Friedman, 2010).
There are compelling reasons for district administrators and school boards
to cultivate a district culture that actively engages stakeholders in deliberative problem solving. The deliberative process includes citizens collaborating
with public administrators to expand public participation and contribute to
problem solving (Gudowsky & Bechtold, 2013; Nabatchi, 2010). Increased
stakeholder participation in school business has been linked to better solutions
to shared problems (Fung, 2004) and increased levels of stakeholder agreement and trust (Langsdorf, 2003). Yet another benefit of increased stakeholder
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engagement in schools is improved student achievement (Rice et al., 2000).
Bryk and Schneider (2002) reported that student learning improved most in
elementary schools with high relational trust. Importantly, building relational
trust in public schools requires commitment from school staff and community
leaders to collaborate with the broader community, which positively impacts
the day-to-day routine work of schools (Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Van Maele,
Forsyth, & Van Houttle, 2014). Additionally, research suggests that parents
who step into school and community leadership activities serve as role models
for children and for other parents to become involved (Cunningham, Kreider,
& Ocón, 2012).
The long-term implications for not engaging stakeholders and actively deepening relationships with them are substantial. This is particularly evident when
ballot initiatives are put before the public to fund school operations and capital construction. When educators opt to exclude the public from discussions
pertaining to controversial issues, stakeholders are quick to mobilize against tax
initiatives or withhold other forms of support such as volunteering, serving on
committees, or advocating for the district in the public square.
Disengaged stakeholders are prone to grow actively adversarial toward their
school districts. The lack of proactive public engagement has been described
as problematic by several authors (Auerbach, 2007; Coleman & Gotze, 2001;
Putman, 2000). In one study, school leaders reported that promoting parent
engagement was an important goal, but little effort was made towards strategic planning for authentic engagement (Auerbach, 2007). Although symbolic
efforts were made by some school leaders, no efforts were put forth for a comprehensive approach to public engagement. In the absence of deliberative
processes that are well-planned and well-facilitated, stakeholders can become
enmeshed in “a web of suspicion, extreme partisanship, competitiveness, and
poor communication” (Mathews, 2006, p. 35).
Getting a broad representation of stakeholders to participate in meetings
and group discussions about shared problems is often challenging. Many educators and other institutional leaders have not been exemplary performers in
advocating for better public participation. However, because citizens do not
naturally come together to improve their skills in public participation and
deliberation, it is important for today’s leaders to intervene and engage their
constituents in this work (Fusarelli, Kowalski, & Petersen, 2011).
Some researchers have turned their attention to the impact of shared educational leadership, which is a leadership style focused on building community
engagement by including community members in decision-making and organizational learning (Daly & Finnigan, 2012; James, Mann, & Creasy, 2007;
Leech, & Fulton, 2008). With deliberate effort, shared educational leadership
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has been successful in reshaping school culture and building trust (Forsyth,
Adams, & Hoy, 2011; Murphy, Smylie, Mayrowetz, & Louis, 2009).
Engaging the public requires resources and skills. Feldman and Khademian
(2007) said the role of a public administrator must be recast as a facilitator of
community involvement, and Fischer (2009) advocated for “a new breed of
participatory professionals” skilled in convening and facilitating deliberative
problem solving and decision-making (p. 71). These skills include relationship building and the ability to deal with conflict in a constructive, open
environment (Boyte, 2009). Fitzgerald and Militello (2016) underscore the
importance of school leaders learning to “listen to and dialogue with families
and communities” (p. 112).
In 2012, the lead author studied a stakeholder training program designed
to increase trust and participation of parents and other stakeholders in the affairs of a large Colorado public school district (Poynton, 2012). Findings from
that mixed method study suggested that the training increased participant trust
and capacity for public participation across five study domains (knowledge, relationships, willingness, efficacy, action). In this article, we summarize findings
from a study of five school districts (named herein with permission) including
the district in the original study and four new school districts (three more from
Colorado and one from Illinois) that subsequently launched similar training
programs in their communities.

Parent and Community Training Program
In 2009, St. Vrain Valley School District (SVVSD) formalized and launched
a stakeholder-training program called Leadership St. Vrain (LSV). The purpose
of LSV was to build trust and increase public participation through two key
strategies: (a) to provide stakeholders a working knowledge of how their district operates; and (b), to build relationships between stakeholders and district
administrators. The rationale is that when provided with operational knowledge and when social relations are strengthened, stakeholders will be more
willing, available, and effective participants in school district business.
The training program was publicized several ways across the five school districts. In some districts, principals of local schools made announcements at
back-to-school-nights; recruitment was also publicized through district Facebook pages, and one district listed the training on a handout advertising several
events and volunteer opportunities to parents. Word of mouth was the most
effective recruitment method for all districts; consequently, each year the training programs were offered the number of participants increased. Training
included eight 2.5-hour sessions, meeting one time per month over the course
of the school year. Most of the districts held meetings on Friday mornings, but
268

SUPERINTENDENTS BUILDING TRUST

one district held meetings in the evenings, while another district experimented
with both day and evening meeting times.
The topics covered varied to some degree, but the following topics were
covered across all districts: assessment, budget/school finance, curriculum, governance, state and federal laws, technology, and safety and security. Based on
interest and feedback from stakeholders, other examples of topics that were
presented included gifted and talented education, growth and construction,
special education, and student services. The presentations of specific topics
were made by appropriate administrative leaders. For example, the district’s assistant superintendent of assessment and curriculum presented on assessment.
The respective superintendents were present at all sessions and gave a brief
superintendent report at the beginning of each meeting. In most districts, a
parent liaison facilitated the trainings by introducing the respective speakers
and fielding questions after the presentations. In some districts, the meetings
were facilitated by the director of communications. To facilitate attendance
and diversity, the training program provided childcare, and some districts included live translation from English with the use of headsets.

The Current Study
The decline in public participation has been regarded as a factor contributing to the distrust surrounding public education and misunderstandings
surrounding educational policy (McNeil, 2002). To reverse this trend, build
stakeholder trust, and increase participation in district business, other school
districts have followed the lead of SVVSD and have begun offering similar
stakeholder-training programs to their school communities. In the current
study, conducted in 2015–16, we explored the effectiveness and experiences
of five public school districts implementing training programs to build stakeholder trust and raise capacity for public participation.

Research Questions
1.

2.
3.
4.

The research questions for the study were as follows:
As a result of their participation in the training, what gains did participants
make in terms of operational knowledge about the district, enhanced relationships (trust) with key decision makers, willingness to be involved in
education-related activities, and efficacy in deliberative problem solving?
What new education-related actions did participants perform after involvement in the training?
Were there different impacts to participants based on differences in the
respective district training programs?
What did the participating superintendents report about the impact of the
training programs on their respective districts and communities?
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We were interested in examining the combined impact of the domains and exploring the following inquiry: Do stakeholder training programs that provide
operational knowledge and relationship-building opportunities increase trust
and build stakeholder capacity for public participation in public school district
communities?

Method
To answer the research questions, we used a mixed methods approach. This
design allowed for a multiperspective examination of the effectiveness of the
programs by evaluating outcomes of the training through surveys and striving
to understand the experiences of the participants through interviews (Creswell
& Plano Clark, 2011).

Participants
The participants were school district stakeholders and superintendents of
five public school districts (see Table 1). For the quantitative portion of the
study, respondents included 59 district stakeholders (15 male, 44 female). Participant response rate was 53% across the five districts (see Table 1 for response
rate by district). Most participants were parents of children in the school district; however, non-parent business owners and individuals involved with local
nonprofit organizations also participated in the training programs. Other
than gender, we did not collect demographic information from the participants. Many participants self-selected for the program by responding to public
announcements/invitations, and others were recruited by central office administrators and school principals.
Table 1. Training Programs, Samples, School Districts, and Locations
Program Name

# of Stake- Sample Response
School District
holders
Size Rate (%)

District
Location
Brighton,
CO

Engage 27J

32

14

44

Brighton

Insider’s
Academy

12

5

42

Eagle Valley

Eagle, CO

Mesa Explore

30

19

63

Mesa Valley

Grand Junction, CO

9

7

77

Peoria

Peoria, IL

32

14

48

St. Vrain Valley

Longmont,
CO

112

59

53

Parents as
Leaders (PALs)
Leadership St.
Vrain (LSV)
Total
270
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For the qualitative portion of the study, we completed 26 interviews. Twenty-one interviews were with district stakeholders (5 male, 16 female). Of the
interviewees, 90% were parents of children in the school districts (n = 19). Five
superintendents, one from each school district, were also interviewed (4 male,
1 female).

Instruments
We used the instrument designed for the initial study (Poynton, 2012)
which included Likert-like items, yes/no items, and open-ended questions (see
Appendix). Five Likert items assessed four (of five) domains (knowledge, relationships, willingness, efficacy) with five response choices (strongly disagree,
disagree, neither agree nor disagree, agree, strongly agree). Internal consistency
of these subscales using Cronbach’s alphas ranged from .77 to .80 indicating acceptable to good reliability (knowledge α = .80, relationships α = .77,
willingness α = .80, efficacy α = .79). There were four open-ended response
opportunities, one for each of the domains, to gather additional information.
For the fifth domain, action, we assessed actions taken by participants after
getting involved in the training. Respondents were asked, “After being involved with [name of training program], I have done these things,” followed
with a list of 10 items for yes/no responses. Example actions were “Shared
knowledge about school district-related information with my school PTO”
and “Submitted a letter to the editor of a local newspaper concerning a school
district-related issue.”

Procedures
After five school districts agreed to participate and IRB approval was granted, each district provided the researchers a list of participant names and emails.
The survey link was subsequently emailed to a listserv of training participants
at each school district. The email with the survey link was sent at least twice
to each school district’s listserv. Qualtrics software hosted the survey. Response
rates ranged from 52%–78% by district.
Of the 59 participants who completed the survey, 40 indicated willingness
to be interviewed. Interviews were successfully scheduled and completed with
21 individuals from the districts who participated in the program. Telephone
interviews were conducted with all but three interviewees, which were held in
person (2 stakeholders, 1 superintendent). The interviews were audiorecorded
and transcribed by a researcher who did not complete the interview.
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Data Analysis
Quantitative
To examine the domains summarized in research question 1, we calculated the percentages of participants who answered “agree” or “strongly agree”
to the survey items relating to knowledge, relationships, willingness, and efficacy. For research question 2, we counted the number of participants who
marked “yes” to each of 10 specific action items they had performed after getting involved in the training. To answer research question 3 examining whether
there were differences between school districts, a multivariate analyses of variance (MANOVA) was run. The average score of the four domains were the
dependent variables (knowledge, relationships, willingness, efficacy), and the
five school districts were the independent variable. First, we examined if the
data met the assumptions of MANOVA. We examined Shapiro-Wilk test of
normality for the dependent variables (knowledge, relationships, willingness,
efficacy). Findings indicated that knowledge and efficacy were not normally
distributed (knowledge Shapiro-Wilk = .86, p < .000; efficacy Shapiro-Wilk
= .97, p =.004); the relationship and willingness domains were normally distributed (relationships Shapiro-Wilk = .96, p = .064; willingness Shapiro-Wilk
= .97, p = .11). However, as MANOVA is robust to violations of multivariate
normality, we continued to examine whether MANOVA might be appropriate.
Box’s test of equality of covariance was non-significant (F(40, 1344) = .781,
p = .835) indicating the assumption of homogeneity of variance–covariance
matrices was met. Last, to check whether there was evidence of multicollinearity among the dependent variables, Pearson’s r and variance inflation factors
(VIFs) were examined. Pearson’s correlations greater than .90 are usually considered problematic (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007), and VIFs above ten, or in
some cases five, may be concern for collinearity (Mertler & Vannatta, 2005;
O’Brien, 2007). Pearson’s r for the current study ranged from .40 to .76 for
the four domains (see Table 2), and VIFs for knowledge, relationship, willingness, and efficacy were 2.48, 3.39, 2.71, and 2.34, respectively. Therefore, the
threshold for multicollinearity was not problematic.
Table 2. Pearson’s Correlations for the Domains: Knowledge, Relationships,
Willingness, and Efficacy
Knowledge
Relationships
Willingness
Efficacy

Knowledge
–
.65
.40
.68

Relationships

Willingness

Efficacy

–
.76
.60

–
.57

–

Note. All correlations were statistically significant at p < .001.
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Qualitative
We conducted a theoretical thematic analysis examination of stakeholders’
interview transcripts for themes that aligned with the five domains (knowledge, relationships, willingness, efficacy, action) identified in a previous study
(Poynton, 2012). Braun and Clarke (2006) described this approach as being appropriate when the researchers have theoretical support for examining
a specific set of identified themes. Hsich and Shannon (2005) described this
directed approach as appropriate when using previous findings to guide the
analysis. Using this method, two researchers independently read the stakeholders’ transcripts and identified quotes which appeared to be representative of
one or more of the five domains. These quotes were coded by domain into a
spreadsheet. Next, we identified all quotes that were categorized into the same
theme by both researchers. A final spreadsheet was created that included the
quotes both researchers coded as being representative of the predetermined
themes. Next, we engaged in the same process for the transcripts of the superintendents’ interviews.
Finally, to answer research question 4—“What did the participating superintendents report about the impact of the training programs on their respective
district and community?”—we engaged in an inductive analysis examining the
superintendent interviews for themes that were not identified prior to this
study. In other words, during this exploratory thematic analysis, we examined
the transcripts for recurring themes not captured in the five domains of knowledge, relationships, willingness, efficacy, and action.

Findings
Table 3 reports the overall percentage of participants who responded
strongly agree or agree to the item inquiring about the four domains. We also
examined the number of yes responses to the distinct actions that participants
engaged in after getting involved in the training program (see Table 4). The
MANOVA indicated there were no significant differences among school districts, F(16, 156) = 1.02, p = .43; Wilks’ Lambda = .74.
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Table 3. Four Domains and Percentages of Participants Who Responded
Strongly Agree or Agree by Training Program
Training Programs
Domain
Knowledge
Relationships
Willingness
Efficacy

Total
Sample
88
67
63
88

LSV

Explore

Insiders

Engage

PALs

87
80
73
91

68
58
42
68

100
80
80
100

79
64
79
100

86
71
57
86

Table 4. Cumulative Percentages (and Totals) of Yes Responses for Actions
Taken
Action
Items
10

Total
Sample
N = 59

Training Programs
LSV
Explore
Insiders
(n = 14)
(n = 19)
(n = 5)
49% (69) 43% (82) 40% (20)

Engage
(n = 14)
67% (94)

PALs
(n = 7)
68% (48)

Domain Findings
Here we report the noteworthy quantitative and qualitative findings that
emerged within the domains of knowledge, relationships, willingness, efficacy,
and action (see Table 3) and qualitative findings from participant interviews.
Knowledge
For the five survey items for the knowledge domain, 88% of the participants (n = 59) responded agree (2) or strongly agree (1; M = 2.00, SD = .62).
In terms of acquiring knowledge, stakeholders consistently reported learning
information about which they were not previously aware. Many participants
shared that they did not anticipate how interesting and helpful the new information would be. To illustrate, one parent recalled being routinely surprised
by her and her husband’s interest in the presentations, “Every night we’d look
at the agenda before the meeting, and my husband and I would look at each
other and think, this is going to be boring, and then we’d get there and learn
something truly fascinating.”
School finance, the most discussed training topic that emerged in the interviews, was regularly reported as being an eye-opener. One stakeholder said, “I’ll
be honest, when I voted for school issues in the past, it was ‘yeah, schools get
enough money, they’re just not using the money wisely.’ Then, when you have
your eyes opened to the truth, it’s like…oh my!” Stakeholders learned about
financial issues and consistently reported surprise regarding the information. A
participant observed,
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You always hear about the schools really having to stretch their dollars
and maximizing on things. You know, I always had the impression of
“yeah, whatever, I’m sure they’ve got plenty of money”…but some of the
financial pieces, and actually kind of seeing the numbers, and for lack of
a better term, seeing how the business stays open, seeing how they keep
the lights on, was pretty enlightening to me.
Learning about budgeting and financial constraints school districts face was
transformative. That is, participants described an increase in knowledge, and
the knowledge shifted their perspective regarding the school district’s operations. Prior to the training, many did not understand the funding processes,
how different funding sources are regulated, and the misrepresentations the
media often portray regarding educational funding. One participant reported,
It kind of enabled you as a parent to look past the media and see a little
bit what the district is dealing with, numbers-wise, information-wise.
Just kind of made you look at the bigger picture. Budget breakdown was
obviously really informative.
Other district policies that stakeholders reported learning about were state
and federally mandated assessments, curriculum development, support services,
instructional practices, technology, and governance processes. Many interviewees shared that the training dispelled myths or misunderstandings they held
regarding school district operations. One participant thoughtfully shared,
The information from [name of training program] gave me the facts
straight from the school district. Really from its core, it dispelled some
of those misimpressions that I had about the school district—things that
I thought that I knew, that I was so convinced of. When I was finished, I
was able to say what I know, and say what I don’t know. But those items
that I might have misrepresented previously, I now have the facts.
Relationships
For the five survey items for the relationships domain, 67% of the participants (n = 59) responded strongly agree or agree (M = 2.30, SD = .69). One
of the primary goals of the training was to develop a sustainable culture of relationship building among district officials, parents, and other stakeholders.
The trainings were designed to introduce participants to key decision-making
individuals and to provide opportunities to build connections with these individuals. Evidence in support of this goal emerged through the relationship
participants developed with the superintendents. One participant reflected, “I
got connected with the superintendent. I’ve connected with him at the training
but after as well.” Participants reported it was important the superintendents
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were present at the meetings, and the participants appreciated how available
their superintendent was. “The superintendent was always there,” stated one
participant, “He’s made a huge effort to reach out to people.” Stakeholders
in each school district reported getting to know the superintendent was a key
component to the success of the program. When asked to summarize her experience, one participant shared, “the superintendent, I was very impressed. He
would pretty much answer any question that was thrown out to him. He was
very candid and was present at a lot of the meetings.” One superintendent noted the training’s relationship building opportunities: “…once you get to know
people, it makes all the difference in the world.”
Similar to impacts from the knowledge domain, the increase in relationship
building was reported to foster trust in district administrators. One stakeholder shared, “As a parent, I felt like they had a very open door, and if I had
additional questions, I could go ask them.” A non-parent reported a similar experience, “Having a stronger relationship helps us to align our goals for youth.”
Participants reported feeling empowered by the deepening personal
connections made possible by the training. “The relationship with [the superintendent’s name] has gotten better, yeah. I’m more empowered by him
after it.” The theme of empowerment emerged within several of the domains,
but it was particularly prominent within the relationship domain. Another
participant stressed enthusiastically, “It’s given me a sense of knowledge, and
knowledge is power. And it’s great to know that I can go and have a conversation with somebody and not feel like I’m a bother.” Discussing empowerment
another person said, “I don’t know that I would have been as confident to have
that interaction or that relationship with these people had that groundwork
not been established for me.”
Stakeholders reported that increased connections with district administrators were important for providing access to the appropriate persons regarding
specific issues. When participants had questions, they knew who the decision
makers were. Participants had formed relationships with key people in the district and felt comfortable approaching them when they had a question. The
importance many participants reported regarding relationships they made during the training was summed up by one:
At the end of the day, if I have a concern, I already have that relationship—to know who I can go to, who I can talk to, who I can get the facts
from, or maybe it’s not even something that pertains to me…but as a
community member it gives me the opportunity to hear first-hand what
happened and what was the cause and resolution.
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Willingness
For the five survey items for the willingness domain, 63% of the participants (n = 59) responded strongly agree or agree (M = 2.29, SD = .71). We
were interested in learning whether the training program impacted the willingness of participants to engage in school district activities. The interview
question that probed willingness was, “Since completing the [name of training
program], would you describe yourself as being more open to being involved
in school district-related activities, less open to being involved, or about the
same?” The overwhelming majority of participants responded to being more
open to involvement.
Many of the participants who reported increased involvement described
their willingness to engage district administrators and others in detail. One
parent said, “Absolutely, I was more likely to pick up the phone and call them
when I had a question relevant to their job, and I did. I reached out to them directly.” Another interviewee discussed several avenues of sharing information:
I shared it with other parents that I’m involved with, that I know in the
community. I’ve tried to talk with some other people, with neighbors
that don’t necessarily have kids in the district that happen to live in the
community. I’ve shared things on Facebook, as often as I can, important
information, so that the public can see what some of the challenges are
and what some of the needs of the district are.
The participants’ willingness to share information extended beyond communicating with other parents and school staff. A participant discussed how it
was clear from the onset that part of the goal was for parents to take what they
learned back to their schools; however, she emphasized they have made it their
job to do more, “Let’s have a dialogue about this. It goes back to what I said at
the beginning…it just makes our community a better place, and I’m forever
grateful we were a part of that.”
Many participants described their willingness to engage in conversations regarding district business and demonstrated their commitment to advocate for
the district. Some participants explicitly talked about this, while others hinted
at advocacy. In response to a follow-up question regarding why the information
she learned was valuable, a participant elaborated on being an active advocate:
When we hear these questions and discuss it when we go back to our
schools, we can be an advocate for the district, not necessarily “yes” or
“no” on some issue, but to say “that’s really a good question. I would suggest you contact this person,” or say, “that issue was addressed at [name
of training program], and maybe there’s more information to consider
than what we know.”
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Beyond sharing information, participants discussed other ways they were
willing to become involved. After being asked whether she was more open to
being involved after participating in the training, one interviewee responded
emphatically about having started volunteering. “It wouldn’t have occurred to
me to volunteer before my kids were in school, maybe after but not before, not
if I hadn’t gone through the class.”
Efficacy
For the five survey items for the efficacy domain, 88% of the participants
(n = 59) responded strongly agree or agree (M = 1.86, SD = .57). The efficacy
domain examined whether participants increased their understanding of the
importance of working with others to find solutions to difficult problems. This
included whether participants reported an increased capacity for engaging in
productive conversations with people with whom they might not agree. In being more open to engaging others and listening to alternative points of view,
many interviewees acknowledged the importance of having dialogue with others, especially when there are differences in opinions. One interviewee stressed,
“it’s put me in a position where I have very engaging conversations. Sometimes
those conversations are in a positive light, and sometimes they’re in a negative light.” One interviewee remarked, “It was just very eye-opening. Even in a
small room, opinions were very diverse.”
In addition to gaining perspectives regarding differences in opinions, participants said they felt comfortable sharing perspectives with others, including
district administrators. “It makes me feel like I can speak my mind and not be
judged.” We believe it noteworthy to report how participants felt regarding interacting with district administrators. A parent enthusiastically stated, “…and
I can go to my home school administrator and say ‘look, this is what’s happening’ and not feel intimidated, and if I have facts and know what I’m talking
about, it makes it such a better conversation.”
The same parent said, “People have different opinions, but the bottom line
is that people have to work things out.” At the end of the interview she stressed,
“You have to be open to all kinds of experiences and perspectives, not just your
own.” Several participants specifically espoused the importance of hearing a variety of perspectives as necessary for effectively moving forward. One said, “If
it’s not difficult, it’s not worth doing.” Another participant recognized the value
of discussing issues with people with different beliefs:
Not everyone agreed in there. If you have everyone nodding their head
with you all the time, you’re not always going to get the best dialogue. I
think it’s good to have some people who don’t like stuff that’s going on.
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To teach attendees about the theory and practice of deliberative problem
solving, a communications professor experienced in public participation facilitation (Martin Carcasson, Ph.D.) presented at the first and last sessions in
two of the five district training programs. His presentation was strategically
included in the first session to set the stage regarding the importance of understanding the deliberative process. Most interviewees appreciated this training,
and one brought up this presentation without being prompted:
We did a lot of work with Martin Carcasson; having that at the very
beginning of the year I think is valuable because they were talking about
“wicked problems,” and its differing perspectives and opinions are just
that. You may never fully agree, but you don’t have to disagree.
When asked about the most beneficial content of the training, another participant disclosed that he appreciated the presentation about the deliberative
process, “The one that I found most valuable, that resonated with me the most,
would have been with…Dr. Carcasson.” This same individual, when talking
about the value of the deliberative process, discussed how several presenters did
not slant the discussion with a certain viewpoint. This perspective of the presenters seemed to be a key aspect for developing a culture that was conducive
for the deliberative process within the trainee group.
Some participants indicated they experienced a shift regarding their efficacy
in the deliberative process, as they did not necessarily feel comfortable working
through difficult issues before the training. One representative comment was
“There were times when I would not have been prepared to have conversations
about…how schools were funded or how those funds were dispersed.”
Action
For the 10 items about specific, education-related actions participants did
or did not do after getting involved in the training, the participants (n = 59)
responded yes to 53% of the items. Overall, the 59 respondents indicated performing 313 actions. See Table 4 for percentages of actions taken by district
cohort. The actions stakeholders participated in as a result of the training varied greatly. Some examples included sharing information, volunteering at the
classroom level, relaunching a defunct PTO, running for school board, and
supporting ballot campaigns.
There is overlap with the action domain and other domains. For instance,
in the knowledge domain we discussed how participants reported sharing information with others in the community. One of the actions reported most
frequently was disseminating information in various formats. One participant reported sharing through “social media, neighbors, Facebook…all of the
above. I passed along information to the PTO president.” Another stakeholder
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discussed that she was committed to sharing the information because she believed this was one of the program’s main purposes: “Each meeting I took the
information and reported back, absolutely. That’s the whole idea...I would talk
with the principals and ask about what was happening, then I would talk with
other parents.”
Several participants discussed a progression of increased involvement, and
one said “because I served on [name of training program], I’m on the PTO.
I did this pattern that I think they want most to see happen. I did [name of
training program] first, and then I went on the PTO board for my school.”
Training spurred another to become more involved over time. She emphasized
her growing involvement, saying, “our daughter, last year, was a junior, and
she decided to graduate early. So, she’s done, and my husband’s term is over,
but where were we last night? At the school board meeting! Because we see the
value, we’re taxpayers.”
Several interviewees talked about engaging in activities at the community
level. “We were told to take it back to the schools, but we’re no longer in the
schools, so we’re going to take it a step farther. We’re going to take it to the
community.” Others reported increasing involvement after the training program. One participant stated,
Immediately after [the training program] ended, I got involved with the
bond measure. I was deeply involved in the structuring and planning
for that. My involvement with [the training program] gave me a better
understanding of how these dynamics worked.

Superintendent Voices
For the superintendents of schools, we investigated themes that emerged
from their interviews. These were trust building, advocate building, power
sharing, and community building. The following section describes each of
these themes.
Trust Building
From the perspective of the superintendents, one of the consistent benefits
of the stakeholder-training program was increased public trust surrounding the
school district. This theme emerged when asking several questions, including
the main purpose for hosting the program. A superintendent answered,
Building a trustful relationship with the community. Because whatever
the challenges that public education is facing, whatever they may be, and
there’s certainly a myriad of them, but they’re only going to be solved
if communities work together. There’s no silver bullet, there’s no magic
fairy dust, it’s not one charismatic person or two. It’s the community
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coming together to say we’ve got a problem, to work together and see
how we’re going to fix it, how are we going to work together to make
things better. That’s it – that kind of relationship.
We asked superintendents what they would like other superintendents and
administrators to know about the benefits of establishing a stakeholder-training program. One superintendent succinctly said, “It develops the relationship
and trust you need to make informed decisions.” The potency of the increase
in trust is observed when a few of the superintendents specifically addressed
stakeholders who moved from having high levels of skepticism to becoming
champions. A superintendent enthusiastically described one community member in particular who became highly involved and was previously an antagonist:
One of the gentlemen…he wasn’t always happy with us. He was on the
outside looking in, and he was regularly questioning things. We brought
him into [the training program], we were able to tell him our story, and
we couldn’t have a better champion—because he [now] understands the
challenges that we have, he has access to myself and other staff members
in terms of questions for himself and for others. But really and truly, he
was the one throwing rocks on a regular basis.
The critical aspect is the stakeholder shifted from not understanding the circumstances to becoming informed of the facts and parameters the school district faced. The training program allowed individuals to build relationships and
to see that administrators really do care about students, teachers, and providing
the best education possible. The importance of having a deepened relationship
with the public is demonstrated in the following statement,
When you don’t know someone, it’s really easy to be critical and throw
rocks. But if you know someone, it’s a human business in terms of dealing with people, and we’ve gotten so far away from that, and it’s easy to
demonize people you don’t know.
The superintendents conveyed that the only sincere path to building trust is
through engaging with the public proactively. That is, public engagement must
build trust so it exists before a crisis hits. Their position was that public engagement must be a continuing process. Describing past engagement practices, one
of the superintendents shared this analogy:
What I observed before was this “circle the wagons and protect yourself,”
because there was this view that the community was hostile, and they
probably were, because the school deserved it, and when I say schools I
mean administration. And what they didn’t realize was that by circling
the wagons and avoiding the conflict, avoiding the tough conversations,
it just intensifies, because the more you hide, the worse the trust gets.
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Importantly, trust was a theme consistently heard in the stakeholder interviews. One parent thoughtfully summarized,
Before I went through the program, we would have left the district for
lack of faith, lack of trust in the district. But after engaging in that process, it wasn’t a matter of lack of trust, or lack of faith, or lack of effort
from the district leadership.
The theme of trust was also observed across the domains examined in the
stakeholders’ interviews. For instance, the increase in information learned (i.e.,
knowledge) often shifted the stakeholder’s understanding of operations and
provided more awareness regarding constraints the districts worked within, as
described above. Even participants who began the program with a high level
of trust reported a positive impact regarding their knowledge and confidence
in school district operations. A participant stressed, “These kinds of programs
can do a lot to build trust and develop a core group of individuals within the
district to work with.” Several participants described a renewed trust in district
staff in this way: “Increased level of trust, yes. The overall morale of our community was down, but now there’s much more respect for the superintendent.”
Advocate Building
The theme of advocacy building was found in each of the five superintendent interviews. Although related to trust building, advocacy is a step further
in the continuum of stakeholder engagement. As a result of the training program, superintendents consistently reported an increase in explicit supporters
for their district. One superintendent stated thoughtfully that the training program was, “an opportunity for us to tell our story. We were trying to deputize
folks to go out and share our story. Arm them with information. They could be
deputized, unpaid PIOs [public information officers].” This goal was emphasized by another superintendent who indicated that his motivation to begin
the program was to “build over a period of years, a large and informed cadre
of public education advocates who were very knowledgeable and were well acquainted with the approach to improving schools in our district.”
Notably, advocacy building was a goal that extended beyond developing
supporters for their specific school district. Their interest included creating
informed supporters of public education in general. When asked about what
inspired them to begin the training program, one superintendent said,
To create a group of ambassadors that would be able to communicate effectively and accurately with other parents, business leaders, with elected
officials, with the media, because one of the things we found out was
that a lot of information that was out there was not just accurate, not
only about our school district but public schools in general.
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Superintendents do not view the training program as a one-year engagement process. Instead, it is a long-term process which, over time, will provide
exponential benefits. In this regard, the impact of advocacy becomes heightened over time, as stated in the following comment:
We’re averaging 20 to 25 [attendees] a year, so over time it’s building an
informed and activated community school group for our public schools,
which we think is critical to having the district supported from the community and impacting tax questions that there might be a ballot for and
defending the district from attacks from various philosophies that could
undermine or redirect public education in a different way.
The superintendents reported that stakeholders participated in advocacy
roles ranging from quelling rumors to advocacy at the state level. Some of the
school districts have had community groups emerge from the training programs. One of the most prominent organizations is Grassroots St. Vrain (GSV),
which is a volunteer-based nonprofit that promotes informed decision-making relating to state and local school funding. A few parents who completed
the LSV training program founded GSV. Several years later, graduates of the
training continued to be primary leaders driving GSV. The superintendent
summarized the new roles these stakeholders have assumed in governance and
advocacy after completing the program:
Some of the parents have become board members, some have moved
from the role of parent advocate to the governing body. I think we
have…1, 2, 3, 4 out of 7 board members of LSV. Others have gone on
to Grassroots St. Vrain and partner with us down at the Capitol.
Power Sharing
The superintendents described how the training programs helped to create
a shift in how their leadership team engages with the public. Instead of defending decisions, they are vested in a collaborative process with the public. “Most
people engage in communications when there’s a crisis, and then they go into
damage control mode, and then it’s too late.” Similarly, another superintendent
conveyed, “It’s a bad way to do business when the only time you’re interacting
with the public is when there’s a crisis, and I see that sometimes around the
state.” This comment is suggestive of the outdated approach many district leaders subscribe to, which is to stay close and protect the internal operations rather
than venturing out to engage with the public.
When asked about the purpose of the program, one superintendent said,
We also wanted to make sure that our parents had a vehicle to share
in the leadership in this district and to give us their feedback, and it
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was sincere. It wasn’t just “we want to hear from you” and nothing ever
comes from it, we really wanted to hear from them as to how we could
become a better school system.
This theme of power sharing reflects a change in school district leadership practices, a fundamental shift in philosophy as to how district leaders involve the
public. One of the superintendents described the shift with this perspective:
I would say it’s very much changed the way we conduct business. The
very fact that we’ve initiated this program, we’re reaching out to parents,
giving them an opportunity to know us better, and to me that’s fundamentally different from what we’ve done in the past.
The superintendents acknowledged a deliberative process is an effective and
necessary part of decision-making processes. This suggests these administrators
approach issues with a perspective that they can obtain valuable insights about
issues important to the public. Critically, this means district leaders must acknowledge that they may not have all the answers. This attitude is observed
when a superintendent responded to a question about the impact the training
program has had on his staff. He stressed,
It takes a leadership team that’s willing to let go. You have to be willing to
let go of any perceived control or power and have that truly be a shared
piece…power, influence, vision-making, all truly has to be shared, and
legitimately shared with parents in the community.
The superintendent emphasized “perceived control” in his comment, which
indicates a shift in perspective from the status quo version of school district
leadership. An integral part of this theme of power sharing is that efforts must
be authentic. The superintendents shared that without real intent to take the
public’s point of view into consideration, their efforts would backfire. In other
words, administrators must be prepared and sincere to take into consideration
the public’s views when making decisions. One superintendent said, “For
me, it’s the empowerment, the sharing of information, and the collaboration
around decision-making.”
Community Building
The final theme that emerged from the superintendent interviews was a
strong sense of community building through district outreach and engagement. A superintendent shared that their approach regarding how they ran the
training sessions was key to cultivating a sense of community. “We also had it
facilitated by community members with staff present to answer questions so
that it wasn’t just district employees talking to them the whole time. We had
a community member lead the discussion…that’s been a good move.” One
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superintendent specifically emphasized their district seeks to reach stakeholders
other than parents. He emphasized,
Our program is broader that a parent training program; it’s a community
training program heavily attended by parents. But we’ve had teachers,
we’ve had retirees, we’ve had community leaders and…citizens show up.
What I would hope other school leaders would see in this is an opportunity to authentically engage and build relationships with the community.
Within community building, the importance of creating multiple avenues of communication with the broader community was emphasized. When
discussing the primary goal of the training program, this superintendent consistently emphasized the issue of community engagement:
The most important goal is engagement and having the hope over time
that hundreds of community members that are very much more aware of
the school in their community other than when they see a school bus go
by. They understand what’s happening inside the schools, the challenges
that schools are facing. The victories, the wonderful things that are happening in the schools, the increased level of engagement beyond just the
staff we have in the schools and parents with kids.
As evidenced by the above quote, community engagement consistently involves
communication between school district leaders and community stakeholders.
This was explained as:
To communicate effective information, and that’s two-way communication, and then it evolves into multiple communications. It starts at
our communication with the parents, then it evolves into all kinds of
communication…You’re trying to give people high quality, real time information, then you’re involving them in decisions and they’re informed
and so they can now really make informed decisions.
An important component of community building facilitated by the training is active listening among participants, administrators, and other presenters.
Awareness of this emerged in the participant interviews. When asked about
being heard, one participant emphasized, “It was definitely a two-way communication, delivering information to us, but they were willing to listen and
interact with us on a dialogue level, which I think was beneficial to both sides.”
Dispelling rumors was another positive aspect of community building.
When asked about this issue, one superintendent reported, “Yes, if we’re having a meeting at the same time that something’s occurred in the community
and the group wanted to talk about it, then we’d talk about it right then.” Ultimately, the theme of community building overlaps with the other three themes
of trust building, advocacy building, and power sharing.
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Discussion
The main goal of our study was to examine whether district-facilitated training programs that provide knowledge about district operations and relationship
building opportunities with school administrators increase stakeholder trust,
build capacity for public participation, and narrow the engagement gap in district affairs. At the end of the year-long training program, data were collected
through online surveys, interviews with stakeholders, and interviews with superintendents of schools. The findings across districts suggest consistency of
the impact of the trainings on their respective participants. The multivariate
analysis of variance examined whether there were differences among five school
districts and five domains (knowledge, relationships, willingness, efficacy, action). While we had no reason to believe that differences among the school
district training programs would result in differential outcomes, it is reassuring
to find no interaction effects among the domains and the districts.
Support for the five domains emerged from the stakeholder interviews,
which suggest the stakeholder training programs increased capacity for public participation related to the areas of knowledge, relationships, willingness,
efficacy, and action. For instance, the majority of participants interviewed
stated they were more willing to be involved with district- and other education-related issues after the training. This trend was evident when stakeholders
provided examples of new actions they had taken after the training. This included sharing information learned in the training with other stakeholders
and acquaintances, volunteering at school, joining the PTO, writing letters to
the editor about education-related issues, and running for school board. The
stakeholder interviews also revealed that many participants shared their newly gained knowledge with other stakeholders in their social circles. The most
consistently reported knowledge gain was related to education funding, such
as state contributions and legislative constraints regarding the use of funds. In
addition, personal relationships among participants and administrators were
strengthened. These findings align with Cooper and Christie’s (2005) belief
that establishing relationships between parents and educators is essential to district operations. They observed, “Establishing true partnerships with parents
entails educators acknowledging and validating parents’ views and ultimately
sharing power” (p. 2271).
Four main themes emerged from our interviews with superintendents: trust
building, advocate building, power sharing, and community engagement.
From these, one dominant finding emerged—a fundamental shift in their
school district’s recognition of the need for and the capacity for public participation after the training program. One of the key components of the success
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reported by participants was that the superintendents made sensitive school
district issues transparent. They were open to explaining district challenges in
detail. This authentic approach to information sharing helped build trust in
the district and in its leaders.
These qualitative findings address previous concerns about a lack of trust and
need to build public participation in school districts. For instance, Friedman
(2010) emphasized the important role that leaders have in cultivating deliberative problem-solving skills among stakeholders. Auerbach (2007) stated, “If
administrators are to engage [the public] in meaningful ways, data are needed on
the beliefs and practices of leaders with expertise and commitment in this area.
Specifically, how do they shape a vision of parent engagement and construct
their role in furthering it?” (p. 700). Our findings suggest a training program is
an effective way to build relationships between stakeholders and administrators.
Further, the superintendents demonstrated expertise in, and commitment to,
increasing stakeholder engagement through stakeholder training.
The impetus for this study is rooted in Yankelovich and Friedman’s (2010)
call for community-based action research to engage citizens in issues relevant
to their world, and Fishkin (2009) who stressed that institutions have a duty to
convene the public. Given the prominence of conflict and controversy linked
to public education—from state funding cuts to headline stories on school
safety—school districts are in an optimal position to explore how citizens and
administrators might systematically increase their capacities for continuous,
meaningful engagement and participatory decision-making.
Regrettably, there are teachers and administrators who must also take responsibility for alienating the public. Some have insisted that because they
are the education professionals, they alone have the expertise for what’s best
for students (Gurke, 2008). In some cases, rather than being trained to work
with stakeholders, administrators reported being trained to counter the public’s influence on education (Mathews, 2006) or to keep outside influences
from “messing with their plans” (Boo, 1992, p. 24). After taking steps to participate in school district affairs, some stakeholders report feeling ignored and
unappreciated (Gurke, 2008).
Based on the positive responses from the participants in our study who
were exposed to training on the deliberative process, we believe other school
districts would benefit by including this information in their training curriculum. Understanding the theory and practice of public deliberation helps
stakeholders strengthen their confidence in participatory problem solving and
decision-making. This component of the training empowers stakeholders with
critical relationship and engagement skills and narrows the engagement gap
with problem solving and decision-making activities.
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Implications for Practice
It cannot be assumed that administrators have the necessary skill sets for
initiating a formal, open, and sustainable public engagement process (Johnson
& Gastil, 2015). Building a sustainable culture of public participation in education is dependent upon having district leaders who are trained in the theory
and practice of public participation tools to effectively implement stakeholder training and to facilitate deliberative forums. We recommend at least one
member of the executive leadership team receive formal training in public participation. In this way, the leadership team will have access to state-of-the-art
planning and facilitation skills and have access to a growing community of professional practitioners who can assist as independent facilitators when needed.
District administrators should receive public participation training through
a reputable organization, such as the International Association for Public
Participation (IAP2 USA) or the Center for Public Deliberation (CPD) at Colorado State University. There is no one-size-fits-all approach when it comes to
engaging in deliberative processes. The more quality instruction administrators
have, the more likely they will implement empowering stakeholder training,
build highly participatory district cultures, and continue to narrow the engagement gap with the public.
Engaging stakeholders in deliberative processes addressing shared problems
is challenging, particularly when there are strong opposing ideas and political
beliefs (Pew Research Center, 2016). To increase the capacity of stakeholders to engage in meaningful and productive deliberations, training modules
that teach the theory and practice of quality public participation should be
included. In this way stakeholders would become familiar with the benefits
of information sharing, active listening, deliberative problem solving, and decision-making. As with district staff, stakeholders should have this material
presented by an expert practitioner who can teach the skills that support quality public participation. These skills include “relationship building, tolerance
for ambiguity, ability to deal with conflict constructively, and the capacity to
work in open environments with no predetermined outcomes” (Boyte, 2009,
p. 26).
Other venues of implementation and research for stakeholder training
programs could be community college systems, state colleges, and universities. Education leaders are uniquely positioned to help stakeholders become
more effective participants in education-related issues. In today’s increasingly politicized environment, the role of education officials requires their active
participation to reduce the engagement gap, keeping the mission of education clearly at the forefront. As problems grow in complexity and impact,
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stakeholder trainings can advance the community’s capacity for engagement,
change, and resilience in uncertain times.
Notably, the skills of information sharing, building relationships, and proactively seeking public input has an important role in school district leadership
even if a formal training program is not launched. Administrators who strive to
build a culture of active listening with a cross section of community members
are better equipped to navigate complex issues related to district operations,
policy, and governance. This requires creating avenues for citizens to communicate with district leaders. When district administrators are accessible and
avenues for communicating are made available, districts benefit in many ways.
For instance, the presence of trust and inclusive leadership styles of school
leaders predicted lower levels of threat by teachers and administrators (Daly,
2009). Other researchers have reported findings supporting the benefits of
school leaders engaging in authentic leadership (Bird, Wang, Watson, & Murray, 2009), distributed leadership (Leithwood et al., 2007), and relationship
building (Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 2005). A meta-analysis that examined characteristics of effective schools found a significant relationship between
district leadership and students’ academic achievement (Waters & Marzano,
2006). One prominent finding reported in the meta-analysis was that effective
superintendents involved many levels of stakeholders when establishing goals
for their district. Therefore, the benefits of engaging with the public should be
considered regardless of implementation of a stakeholder training program.
The value of training future education leaders in public engagement has
been demonstrated (Darling-Hammond et al., 2007; Leithwood & Jantzi,
2005); however, Levine (2005) reported that one-third of school administrators indicated their preparation programs did not adequately prepare them to
communicate with parents and stakeholders. Auerbach (2007) described that
school leaders reported missed opportunities in their preparation programs for
training in community relations. Thus, we recommend that public participation skills be taught in university courses preparing educational leaders and
administrators. Building a culture of public participation and the deliberative process are skills that take time and practice to develop (Turner, 2014);
therefore, training in public engagement should be introduced in graduate
curriculums. To improve preparation programs, universities should collaborate
and develop partnerships between graduate school programs and school districts for field-based internships focusing on teaching public engagement skills.
Intensive, experience-based internships have been emphasized as a cornerstone
of quality preparation programs (Orr, 2006; Orr & Barber, 2006). We view
this as essential for preparing future school leaders.
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Limitations and Future Research
The current study has limitations to consider. First, the five school districts
differed in the number of years of experience with stakeholder-training programs. One district was in their second year of the program, while another
district had been engaged with the stakeholder training for eight years. The
differential years of experience between programs are likely to have had an impact on the district’s staff and the level of community engagement. However,
we examined the interviews across all five school districts rather than exploring
specific trends in each school district.
Second, one of the challenges of the training programs is finding an ideal
time for the meetings, which limits who may attend. Morning training sessions
exclude individuals who do not have flex time at work, and evening training sessions exclude families who have extracurricular commitments. Districts
have to consider their communities. Some might explore the potential for podcasts of sessions to create more opportunities for participation.
Third, neither survey respondents nor interviewees were necessarily a representative sample of training participants. Whether or not the volunteer
respondents were those with more positive experiences, we can only speculate.
As the districts continue training, a regular sampling of current and past trainees may provide better representation as well as address use of the gained skills
in dynamic educational contexts.
A suggestion for future research is to conduct action research in which the
stakeholders help shape the development of the program for future cohorts.
This would require seeking responses from stakeholders and presenters during
the training to learn how to increase the value of the training program. Using
an action research model, administrators would have an opportunity to learn
the stakeholders’ perspectives regarding improving the training program with
the goal of increasing engagement and shared power.

Conclusion
In summary, five school districts conducted formal training programs to
provide stakeholders with knowledge of district operations and the opportunity
to build personal relationships with district administrators and other key influencers. Collectively, robust quantitative and supporting qualitative evidence
was found supporting these goals. The overarching purpose of the stakeholder
training was to reduce the engagement gap by increasing stakeholder trust and
building capacity for public participation in school district issues. Each of the
five training programs were effective in increasing knowledge, relationships,
willingness to participate, efficacy, and actions taken related to their school district or education-related issues in general. Stakeholder trainings that include
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operational knowledge and relationship building opportunities increase trust,
build capacity for public participation, and narrow the engagement gap in district affairs.
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Appendix. Participant Survey
INSTRUCTIONS: Read the introductory statement at the top of each section then
read the concluding statements that follow and click on the level of agreement that
best reflects your experience. At the end of each section you will have an opportunity
to provide written comments.
Note: For sections I-IV the answer choices for the first five items were: strongly agree, agree,
neither agree or disagree, disagree, or strongly disagree
I. [Name of training here] has significantly improved my knowledge of:
1. The school district’s organizational structure.
2. The school district’s instructional programs.
3. The school district’s overall policies and practices.
4. The school board’s role in the district.
5. The State of Colorado’s role in school funding.
In the box below, please share additional comments related to the topics mentioned
in this section.
II. Because of relationship-building opportunities available to me in [name of
training here]:
6. I am more likely to contact a friend or acquaintance about an educationrelated issue.
7. Friends and acquaintances are more likely to contact me about an educationrelated issue.
8. I am more likely to contact the superintendent about an education-related
issue.
9. I am more likely to contact a member of the Board of Education about an
education-related issue.
10. I am more likely to contact a state legislator about an education-related issue.
In the box below, please share additional comments related to the topics mentioned
in this section.
III. Because of my participation with [name of training here]:
11. I am more likely to participate in informal conversations with others about
education-related issues.
12. I am more likely to participate at Parent Teacher Organization (PTO) or other
school committee meetings.
13. I am more likely to participate at Board of Education meetings.
14. I am more likely to participate at legislative hearings in my community or at
the state capitol.
15. I am more likely to seek a leadership position on a school- or district-related
committee.
In the box below, please share additional comments related to the topics mentioned
in this section.
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IV. To some degree, it is from my experience with [name of training here]:
16. I know that finding solutions to school district-related challenges frequently
requires making very difficult choices.
17. I have a greater understanding of parents and other stakeholders whose
perspectives on education-related issues are different from mine.
18. I believe that if parents or other stakeholders with different perspectives
are involved in solving school district-related challenges, we’ll get better
resolutions.
19. Even though another parent or stakeholder might have a completely different
position from mine about an education-related issue, I believe we could reach
a consensus.
20. I understand that finding solutions to controversial problems frequently
means having uncomfortable conversations with people that I disagree with.
In the box below, please share additional comments related to the topic mentioned in
this section.
Note: For section V, the answer choices were yes or no.
Please answer yes or no to the following questions:
V. After getting involved with [name of training here], I have done these things:
21. Shared knowledge about school district-related information with my school
PTO.
22. Written about a school district-related issue on Facebook, Twitter, a blog, or
another social media site.
23. Submitted a letter to the editor of a local newspaper concerning a school
district-related issue.
24. Was involved in an education-related state legislative initiative.
25. Communicated with the superintendent or member of the Board of
Education about an education-related issue.
26. Volunteered my time at a school or district event.
27. Made a financial contribution to a school or district-related initiative.
28. Asked another parent or community member to participate in a school or
district-related initiative.
29. Asked another parent or community member to make a financial contribution
to a school or district-related initiative.
30. Supported the campaign of a candidate based in part on education-related
issues.
In the box below, please share additional comments related to the topics mentioned
in this section.
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Perceptions of Expanded Shared Use of Schools:
A Mixed Method Examination of Pathways and
Barriers to Community Well-Being
Craig A. Talmage, Holly L. Figueroa, and Wendy L. Wolfersteig
Abstract
Local schools can promote positive social change through expanding shared
use of their facilities and campuses. This study investigates the merits of expanding shared use in an urban community in Phoenix, Arizona. Shared use—the
use of schools during off-hours—can provide pathways to greater community
well-being, specifically through supplying space and amenities for physical and
social activity for children, adolescents, and adults. Schools must overcome
barriers when expanding shared use, such as safety and supervision; liability,
maintenance, and operating costs; as well as communication issues between
districts, schools, and communities.
Key Words: school–community partnerships, recreation, physical activity,
public services, shared use, districts, communities, facilities, communication

Introduction
Schools can serve as unique laboratories for social change, helping communities address issues concerning community health and well-being, while
also enriching the lives and talents of principals, pupils, teachers, and local
community members and organizations (Ogilvie, 2014; Pstross, Talmage, &
Knopf, 2014; Talmage, 2015). The particular impact of schools on communities often extends beyond normal school hours. For example, an estimated
School Community Journal, 2018, Vol. 28, No. 2
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8.4 million children in the U.S. attend afterschool programs, but 18.5 million
more children would attend if these programs were more accessible (Bassett et
al., 2013). Answering this call, many schools share the use of their campuses
and resources with their surrounding communities; however, this pursuit has
developed slowly in recent years, especially in communities of lower socioeconomic status (Spengler, 2012). Some states such as Mississippi have provided
toolkits for schools and communities seeking to engage in shared use (e.g.,
Sutton & Clements, 2012); however, further evaluation of these practices and
strategies are still needed.
Local schools have a long history of opening their doors to community
members for recreation and educational activities; the Teacher Corps projects
of the 1970s and 1980s serve as one example (Mahan, Fortney, & Garcia,
1983). Shared use, also termed joint use, is a strategy implemented by schools
and districts. It is defined as “opening school buildings and grounds during
non-school hours for community use” (Young et al., 2014, p. 1586). School
campuses and facilities can provide ample indoor and outdoor recreational and
gathering spaces for adults and children to congregate, exercise, and learn together. Shared use applications may vary, but consistent benefits and concerns
for local stakeholders have been identified (Young et al., 2014).
This article explores community members’ perceptions regarding an expanded shared use policy within a large, low socioeconomic status and high
ethnic minority school district in Phoenix, Arizona. The concepts of pathways
and barriers are used as frames for explaining how shared use might best contribute to improved community well-being. These concepts are borrowed from
Pstross and colleagues’ (2014) research on a school district and community in
Phoenix, Arizona, close to the community where the current study was conducted. Pstross and colleagues (2014) asked, “What can people do together to
clear the pathways of the barriers and strengthen the pathways?” (p. 531). Barriers, benefits, and those involved in addressing both (i.e., barriers and benefits)
must be considered if the shared use of schools in communities is to succeed
and be sustained (Burbage et al., 2014).
The aims of the study were two-fold:
1. Identify the pathways created by shared use and how to strengthen them.
2. Identify the barriers to those pathways and how to clear them.
Two major pathways have been identified among the research (see citations
in Table 1) on the shared use of schools in communities. These pathways include improvements in: (1) physical activity facilities and programs, and (2)
before- and afterschool community programs. The three barriers include perceptions of: (1) safety and supervision issues during off-hours; (2) liability,
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maintenance, and operating costs; and, (3) inadequate communication channels between districts, schools, and communities. All three barriers have been
shown to hinder the success of shared use in empowering communities. The
descriptions of the shared use pathways and the barriers are shown in Table 1,
and citations for these pathways and barriers are provided for reference.
Table 1. Pathways and Barriers
Pathway and
Barrier

Description of Pathway or Barrier

Citations

Pathway
Physical Activity
Facilities and Programs

Indoor gyms and outdoor fields can be used
for physical activity and physical activity
programs.

Schools provide sufficient facilities for
Before- and Afterbefore- and afterschool programs (e.g., recschool Community
reation, nutrition, education, community
Programs
meetings, etc.).

Lafleur et al., 2013;
Totura et al., 2012
Beighle & Moore,
2012; Blair, 2009;
Vincent et al., 2010

Barriers
Parents and students may see their schools
and neighborhoods as unsafe due to runSafety and Supervidown equipment, poor lighting, vandalism,
sion Issues During
or lack of supervision. This may prevent
Off-Hours
them from walking to and from school or
going to off-hours programs.

Burbage et al., 2014;
Spengler et al., 2011;
Kerr et al., 2006;
Warren, 2005; Warren et al., 2009

Schools may avoid shared use because of the
Liability, Maintecosts of insurance, maintenance, cleanup,
nance, and Operat- repairs, sanitation, staff, security, and utilities
ing Costs
(utilities are usually less costly than repairs or
upgrades).

Burbage et al., 2014;
Kanters, 2014; Spengler, 2012; Warren,
2005; Young et al.,
2014

Inadequate Communication Channels Between Districts, Schools, and
Communities

Anderson-Butcher,
Stetler, & Midle,
2006; Lees et al.,
2008; Spengler et al.,
2007

Regular and frequent communication, specifically in regard to decision-making, appears
necessary between all parties for partnerships
with local community organizations and
members to succeed.

Shared Use Pathways
Physical Activity Facilities and Programs
Physical activity is the most researched topic associated with shared use,
especially shared use’s potential to increase the physical activity of youth in
under-resourced communities (Spengler, 2012; Spengler, Connaughton, &
Carroll, 2011; Young et al., 2014). Physical activity is essential to the prevention
299

SCHOOL COMMUNITY JOURNAL

of obesity, hypertension, heart disease, colon cancer, and diabetes (Spengler,
Young, & Linton, 2007), and community spaces are the primary facilitator of
physical activity in urban areas. Schools may work as worthy substitutes for
communities that lack sufficient recreational spaces for physical activity (Cavill
et al., 2015; Spengler, 2012; Spengler et al., 2011; Totura et al., 2012). Lafleur
and colleagues (2013) noted, “Joint-use agreements are a promising strategy
for increasing moderate to vigorous physical activity among adults and children in under-resourced communities” (p. 1); however, best practices for these
agreements have not been discussed much in the literature (for an exception,
see Bodick, 2011).
Before-School and Afterschool Community Programs
Shared use has often been a means to garner goodwill among residents
through the offering of access to additional spaces for recreation, education, and
gathering in the community (Young et al., 2014). Additional meeting spaces
provided through shared use have been noted as attractive benefits to communities (e.g., Portland Development Commission, 1995). Shared use enhances
schools’ abilities to serve as community lifelong learning centers (Moseley,
2000; Young et al., 2014). These centers may provide learning opportunities
for adults, children, and youth focused on nutrition, healthy cooking or eating,
and gardening (Ogilvie, 2014). It must be noted that while this study did not
particularly address summer programs, shared use can and does occur in the
summer (Lauer et al., 2006).

Shared Use Barriers
Safety and Supervision Issues During Off-Hours
Lack of security and safety and the presence of crime, specifically vandalism,
have been consistently cited as barriers to the success of shared use (Burbage
et al., 2014; Spengler, 2012; Young et al., 2014). Perceived safety and security issues have been linked to lower property values and higher vacancy rates
(Sampson, 1996), whereas the organized presence of community members on
school property through shared use may decrease vandalism (Markowitz, Bellair, Lisak, & Liu, 2014). Proper maintenance and school design can improve
perceptions of safety (Spengler & Baber, 2014), as can staffing and supervision
during off-hours (Warren, 2005).
Staffing and supervision may include an increased presence of community groups or policing (Spengler et al., 2011; Zieff, Guedes, & Eyler, 2012).
Parents, community organization staff, or school staff may share these responsibilities, but many schools source individuals who are paid, which can be costly.
While staffing can be an expensive barrier to shared use, recruiting volunteers
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from the local community, the school staff, or parents of students can be arduous, complicated, or difficult to coordinate as well (Warren et al., 2009).
Liability, Maintenance, and Operating Costs
Schools and districts hold great responsibility for their properties and the
activities on those properties which can raise concerns about liability, maintenance, and operating costs. These concerns may even be greater than those
regarding safety or vandalism (Burbage et al., 2014; Spengler, 2012). These
varying costs do not doom all shared use efforts, though, because incrementally, these costs do not have to be high (Warren, 2005). Schools have worked
to address these costs by sharing them with community organizations and by
recruiting volunteers to staff activities during non-school hours (Lees, Salvesen,
& Shay, 2008; Spengler, Frost, Connaughton, & Prince, 2013; Warren, 2005;
Warren et al., 2009). Moreover, some schools/districts reported seeing only
minimal or insignificant increases in expenses after enacting shared use policies
(Kanters, 2014).
Inadequate Communication Channels Between Districts, Schools, and
Communities
Although not as widely researched, communication issues between districts,
schools, and communities (i.e., organizations and individuals) can present
additional challenges when implementing shared use (Spengler et al., 2011;
Young et al., 2014). Schutz (2006) discussed the current disconnect in communication: To improve “school–community relations…[schools, districts, and
policymakers] will need to become more deeply informed about community
forces and structures and more directly involved” (p. 691). Common communication complaints regard timeliness, awareness of events or activities,
channels and links to administrators, and communication form/technology
(Baker, Wise, Kelley, & Skiba, 2016; Mutch, 2016; Obeidat & Al-Hassan,
2009). Congruently, trust and open communication are also needed to maximize use of facilities and campuses (McShane, 2006). In the end, clearing the
barriers to the aforementioned pathways is not an easy task for any community,
but the results and outcomes may be worth the efforts, as this study explored.

Methods
Research Design
This community case study heavily relies on qualitative data, which are
complemented by quantitative data. The methods employed (discussed below)
consisted primarily of qualitative questions; quantitative questions were used
to corroborate qualitative findings. Because this study was primarily focused
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on the perceptions of school and district staff and community members, a
mixed methods design collecting both qualitative and quantitative data was
deemed most appropriate to capture fully the nuances of the perceptions elucidated. The mixed methods approach developed was based on the researchers’
beliefs that the findings of this study may provide lessons for others to use in
their work with school–district–community partnerships.

Demographics
The school district encompasses a high ethnic minority and low-income
neighborhood area (see Table 2). Around the time of the study, the total population of the district was 101,313 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2013). Median
household income was $40,806; mean household size was 3.38 persons. The
median home value was $112,900, and the median monthly rent was $870;
only 68% of district residents have a high school degree equivalent or higher,
which was 18 percentage points lower than the state average (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2013). There were 19 early education and elementary schools in the
district, which collectively served over 10,000 students each year, 80%–96%
of which qualified for free and reduced lunch in school year 2013–14 (statewide average: 55%; Arizona Department of Education, 2014a). The majority
of students in the district were not meeting the state’s objectives for reading
and mathematics proficiency. The two public high schools for the feeder elementary school district had graduation rates of 66% and 81%, respectively
(Arizona Department of Education, 2014b). Additional summary characteristics are included in Table 2.
Table 2. Summary of School District Demographics (U.S. Census, 2013)
Category
Married persons
Hispanic/Latino persons
Black/African American persons
White/Caucasian persons
English-speaking only
Spanish-speaking at home
Persons between 3 and 17
Children below 100% federal poverty level
Children between 100 and 199% federal poverty level
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50%
63%
18%
15%
50%
45%
26%
38%
29%
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Sampling and Recruitment
Eligible participants for this study, termed community members, were defined as individuals who reside in the school district (“residents”) or work for
nonprofit or government agencies that serve the community bounded within
the school district. These individuals were solicited to participate in the study’s
multiple methods (i.e., mapping sessions, focus groups, interviews, questionnaires) through flyers, email distribution lists, and referrals. The sampling
strategy was purposive; it took advantage of snowball and convenience sampling methods to replicate closely the characteristics of the population. Arizona
State University’s Institutional Review Board approved the study, and all participants provided written consent prior to data collection.

Qualitative Data Collection Methods
Community Mapping Sessions
Currently, no codex for community mapping has been developed yet for
use in low-income and high ethnic minority communities, although some
recent examples do exist that can be used for reference (e.g., Brann-Barrett,
2011). Thirty-nine community members (i.e., residents within the school district boundaries) participated in the community mapping component of the
study, which involved sitting at tables with two to five other people where
large-scale (4’ x 6’) maps of the school district had been printed and displayed.
A single facilitator guided the sessions with assistance from three additional members of the research team. Participants answered a series of questions
about their behaviors, their families’ behaviors, and their community using
various shapes and colors of toy pieces to mark different locations found (or
not found) on the map. Example questions included: Where do you go to learn
new things in this community? Where do kids in this community go to play? What
areas in your community do you feel need the most improvement? Answers were
recorded by taking two digital photos of each table’s map. Figure 1 gives an
example of a map where participants indicated which school their children attended and/or the school closest to where they lived. Participants were asked to
explain further and contextualize their mapped responses on a corresponding
questionnaire. Follow-up questions included: What are the names of the places
you marked? How often do you go there? How do you get there (e.g., walk, bike,
drive, etc.)? Please list any particular reasons you feel these areas need improvement.
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Figure 1. Example community map
Focus Groups
Two focus groups with a total of 13 adult participants were conducted: one
in English (n = 7) with an English-speaking only facilitator and a note-taker
from outside the community; the other in Spanish (n = 6) with a bilingual facilitator and note-taker who were both well known to the Spanish-speaking
community within the district. Each group lasted no more than 90 minutes
and followed a protocol that was reviewed and approved by members of the
study’s insight committee. To capture community input on the broad range of
components related to shared use, the focus group leader asked participants
about: (1) healthy eating behaviors; (2) physical activity; (3) neighborhood
characteristics and perceptions; (4) school–district–community collaboration;
and (5) support for an expanded shared use policy. The researchers manually
recorded participant responses.
Key Informant Interviews
Key informants (n = 18) included 11 individuals who completed an online
questionnaire, five individuals who were interviewed face-to-face, and two who
were interviewed via telephone. Seven of the key informants represented city
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or county services related to community health and safety. Four of the key informants represented school district personnel (i.e., administrators, teachers).
Seven of the informants worked or volunteered in the community for local
nonprofits. The interview questions centered on three areas: (1) existing conditions and resources within the school district; (2) current relationships and
collaborations with the district; and (3) expanding the use of district-owned
properties for community activities.

Trustworthiness
To establish trustworthiness, the research team employed several strategies
for rigor. Researchers utilized reflexivity during data analysis (Creswell, 2000;
Horsburgh, 2003) and kept an audit trail that was reviewed by other members of the study team to ensure alignment in decision-making throughout the
coding process (Lietz & Zayas, 2010). Peer debriefing with the research team
occurred at least weekly during coding (Creswell, 2000; Padgett, 2008). To
ensure that terms were relevant and interpretations were appropriate, researchers used member checking with the points of contact in the school district and
surrounding community. Participants were also encouraged to give detailed,
thick descriptions (Lietz & Zayas, 2010) in their responses. Additionally, the
researchers used the strategy of data triangulation (using multiple methods to
corroborate findings) to further increase trustworthiness and rigor (Lietz &
Zayas, 2010).

Quantitative Data Collection Methods
Questionnaire
Questionnaires were developed in English and Spanish and were distributed to adult residents within the school district; 225 individuals from the
community completed questionnaires. To capture data on the broad range of
topics associated with shared use, questions concentrated on: (1) social and
neighborhood issues; (2) empowerment; (3) informal and formal community
participation; (4) nutritional knowledge and habits; (5) physical activity; (6)
perceptions of shared use; and (7) demographics. The demographic characteristics of participating community members were aggregated across study
methods to maintain confidentiality; notable sample characteristics of the individuals surveyed via questionnaire are summarized in Table 3.
Single items were used to assess general neighborhood issues and barriers
to community empowerment and well-being. Respondents were asked to indicate the extent to which common community issues (e.g., obesity, graffiti,
trash, noise, etc.) were a problem within their neighborhoods and to indicate
whether any of their specific concerns would increase if shared use were to be
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expanded. Respondents were also able to note any additional concerns that
were unlisted. Respondents indicated whether they supported school properties in their neighborhood being open for public use before or after regular
school hours by circling one of two options: “I support it” or “I do not support
it.” Finally, they were asked how important shared use was to them (ranging
from “not important” to “very important” on a four-point scale).
Table 3. Questionnaire Sample Characteristics (n = 225)
Characteristics of Community Members
Parents of Children Under 18
Female
Hispanic/Latina(o)
Black/African American
White/Caucasian
Average (Mean) Age

Statistical Figures
70%
77%
7%
15%
14%
42 years

Data Coding and Analysis Strategies
All qualitative data were in narrative form as responses had been written
out by the participants themselves and/or by the researchers during the sessions. Responses recorded in Spanish were translated into English for analysis.
The researchers utilized the template coding approach to analyze the textual
data because the aforementioned pathways and barriers had already been ascertained from the literature (Padgett, 2008). Only manifest content—content
that was written by the participants, not their underlying feelings, emotions,
or nonverbal behavior—was coded. Descriptive statistics were used to complement the qualitative data analysis.

Results
Support for Shared Use
A majority of residents (84%) surveyed via questionnaire supported expanding shared use when asked in a yes/no format. In a separate question on
the questionnaire, 40% of those surveyed indicated that shared use was very
important, 33% indicated it was important, 18% indicated it was somewhat
important, and 9% indicated that it was not important. Given this support for
expanding shared use, it was deemed important to the researchers to further
explore the pathways and barriers to success for such expansion.
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Pathways
Physical Activity Facilities and Programs
Community members expressed a strong need and desire for more opportunities and programs for physical activities to be available within the school
district, including more activities for youth, adults, and families, as well as
more sports/recreation opportunities, preferably structured. One focus group
participant stated, “If there were sports, I would take my son every day.” Another stated a desire for more “classes, activities like personal defense, soccer,
basketball.” Physical activity was noted as a considerable benefit of expanding
shared use, especially for youth. Community members, overall, concurred that
shared use might provide more places (in addition to local parks and recreation
centers) for youth to play, especially for those who lived near the schools. One
focus group participant exclaimed, “It would be beneficial if they opened the
[school] gyms.” A teacher advocated for expanded shared use of school gyms,
stating, “If they had a gym available, the kids would be there every day.” Key
informant interviewees noted that expanding shared use would positively benefit children’s physical activity levels as the schools were perceived by some to
be safer than the local parks and streets in the area. One informant commented
that school playgrounds might serve well as places for children “to have somewhere to stretch their legs.” Additionally, some interviewees and focus group
participants noted expanding shared use in the area might help cultivate more
local sporting leagues and activities.
Community members surveyed via questionnaire appeared optimistic that
expanding shared use would improve their own physical activity levels; however, they perceived fewer physical activity benefits for themselves as opposed
to children. Most community members (67%) surveyed via questionnaire indicated that they were already active enough. Among the qualitative methods’
results, some community members stated that they would be unlikely to use
the schools during before- or afterschool hours unless there were structured
activities for themselves and/or for their kids. Community members also qualitatively noted that they would be more likely to engage in physical activity
if the school gym or track was open to them for use. They stated that intergenerational physical activities—activities that adults and children engaged in
together—might encourage more adult physical activity on the campus during
non-school hours.
Before-School and Afterschool Community Programs
Community members reported in the mapping session and focus groups
that there needed to be more spaces within the school district boundaries that
could serve as places for sports and recreation activities, educational events, and
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meetings. They desired more activities for youth, adults, and families; more
sports/recreation opportunities; and more programs, classes, and services for
children and adults. Engaging in lifelong learning was suggested to be a priority of the local community members in the mapping sessions. Additionally, it
might be inferred across the study methods that local community groups and
organizations are ready and willing to utilize the school spaces for their own
programs if shared use were expanded.
Community members also highlighted in the mapping sessions and focus
groups that for community activities and to learn new things in their community they frequently went to a particular local school, which hosted a myriad
of before- and afterschool programs for children, adults, and families. Other
local schools were mentioned, and a few individuals mentioned libraries. Additionally, local churches, colleges, homeowners’ association centers, and human
services centers were noted as places for learning. Finally, parks were also mentioned as places for community activities.
Expanding shared use was thought to benefit adults greatly by providing
them with additional places to gather together. One focus group participant
noted a benefit would be “meeting space for adult groups; it’s more reasonably
priced than other places.” Schools also were noted to be safe places for meetings, especially at night.
Community groups and organizations desiring to work with children,
adults, and families alike indicated that shared use would further increase their
access to community members and leaders and allow them a broader spread of
places to host their programs. The leaders of local community groups and other
community members noted that the most salient advantages the local schools
have are their location (specifically their proximity to community members’
homes), familiarity, and available space. For these reasons, many participants
posited that more community members would attend events offered at schools
than at other locations.
For families (in the focus groups and mapping sessions), expanding shared
use was viewed as a mechanism for increasing access to educational programs.
Frequent topics of mention for possible programs, training sessions, or classes included: exercise; cooking and nutrition; general adult education; English
as a second language (ESL) for parents; computers and technology; general
youth and family programs; peer leadership; drug and alcohol abuse education;
teen pregnancy education; arts activities, theater, and drama; psychological and
spiritual growth; and professional networking and training. All in all, schools
were seen as potentially prime locations for community health promotion and
disease prevention programs. Participants suggested that health advisory councils could meet at the local schools and that health fairs could be hosted on
school grounds as well.
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Expanding shared use was not generally thought by community members
(in the questionnaire and qualitative methods) to strongly promote better
nutritional knowledge and healthy eating. Nonetheless, a few participants suggested the schools might do well as locations for gardens or farmers’ markets.
There was some general interest for community gardening, nutritional classes, and recipe demonstrations, particularly among parents of young children.
These community members appeared especially motivated to be good models of healthy eating for their children, which may benefit gardening efforts
at schools. Additional benefits qualitatively expressed were better-connected
families, enhanced parent–child relationships, enriched school–community
partnerships, and increased parent involvement in schools.

Barriers
Safety and Supervision Issues During Off-Hours
Community members qualitatively noted several community issues that
made their neighborhoods seem less safe. The most frequently reported issues
across the research methods included stealing and theft, litter or trash, graffiti, violence, and selling or using drugs. Concerns related to gangs were also
mentioned but seemed to be limited to specific areas rather than across the
district as a whole. Importantly, schools in general were noted as areas needing improvement in the community in order for community members to feel
that they were safe to visit outside of regular school hours, especially after dark.
Participants expressed concerns regarding safety and supervision at schools
and around the neighborhoods in which they reside, especially during offhours. Over half (52%) of focus group participants were concerned about
community safety (in general) if shared use were to be expanded. One focus
group participant stated, “We don’t let our children go to the schools by themselves, it’s very important that they be safe.” Community members broadly and
parents in particular noted across the methods that adequate lighting and surveillance were necessary for any expansions of shared use. They suggested that
well-designed lighting would help to reduce misbehaviors like drug dealing,
vandalism, and graffiti on school grounds.
Contrarily, some interviewees stated that expanding shared use might make
the community safer and healthier because of resulting community programs
and activities that promote healthy habits and decrease vandalism and drug
and alcohol use. One focus group participant stated broadly, “There could be
benefits [to expanding shared use] because there would be more places to go
out to, but I wouldn’t let my children go by themselves.”
Community members qualitatively suggested that schools as community
hubs for physical activity among children would be especially advantageous in
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areas within the school district boundaries that had limited access to safe and
well-equipped parks. Community members desired an expressed commitment
from the schools and district in alleviating any issues surrounding the safety of
community members, especially children. Before expanding shared use, many
community members noted a need for adequate maintenance, funding, lighting, and security for the schools during off-hours.
Half (50%) of community members surveyed via questionnaire indicated
concerns about supervision when seeking to expand shared use. Community residents, especially parents, expressed they would not want or allow local
youth to use the schools during non-school hours without adequate supervision. They claimed that more crime would occur on school properties and
teens would act out more if responsible adults were not on site at all times
of use. As one focus group participant stated, “Kids would be up to no good
without supervision.” Some examples of probable misbehaviors mentioned included starting fires in trashcans, drug dealing and use, and vandalism and/or
tagging. Finally, community members also wondered whether supervisory responsibility would fall to parents, school staff, community organization staff,
or volunteers and who would pay the costs for the supervision were it not provided in-kind.
Liability, Maintenance, and Operating Costs
Resource competition and scarcity were common in comments by community members who were involved with or worked for the schools, the district,
and local community organizations. Community members noted that while
the district and individual schools were in fact open to community use of
their properties, the schools and the district always got first priority over local community groups or organizations. Community members stated that
collaboration between community organizations and the local schools was
important, but they did not seem to possess much optimism about the sustainability of such collaborative efforts. Drawing on experience collaborating with
local parks, one community organization representative noted, “Collaboration
works fine until there are budget cuts, and then [people] stop reaching out.
Right now the budget is really tight.”
At the time of the study, the prices of meeting spaces on school grounds
appeared to be reasonably balanced, as previously noted above regarding gathering places. Civic meetings for community betterment and polling places for
elections are currently exempted from use charges. Additionally, classes related
to the district’s mission could be held for no charge, despite some classes not
being currently offered at locations already. Examples include school-sponsored
activities, teacher organizations, school clubs, parent–teacher associations or
organizations, Boy or Girl Scouts of America meetings, booster clubs, local
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soccer organizations, or little leagues (i.e., baseball, softball). Local community
groups or associations and nonprofit organizations were charged between $5
and $25 per hour depending on their facility needs, while commercial or forprofit organizations were charged between $6 and $30 per hour.
As might be expected, costs associated with expanded shared use were also a
substantial concern among school administrators. In addition to being important to community members, reimbursement of expenses to schools for shared
use is state-mandated (Section 15-1105, Arizona Revised Statutes). Thus, those
involved in or working for local community organizations expressed concern
that, depending on how such expenses were calculated, the schools/district
might charge fees for using school properties during off-hours that were prohibitively high and would hinder usage for community organizations and
residents. Key informants emphasized a need for free or low-cost programs for
adults and children during off-hours, specifically suggesting that opening up
school fields at a low or no cost might encourage more local sporting leagues.
Inadequate Communication Channels Between Districts, Schools, and
Communities
Community members who did not work for the schools demonstrated a
lack of confidence in the local schools’ and school district’s abilities to communicate adequately with local community members and organizations.
Specifically, community members were concerned that without additional or
alternative staffing dedicated to communication and community involvement
activities, shared use would remain a policy rather than a common practice.
Community members questioned the district’s capacity to handle expanding shared use, especially in regards to the aforementioned barriers. Again, a
lack of confidence was apparent regarding the district’s ability to work with local community organizations to address these barriers. Some key informants
noted great interest in using school facilities more if they were made more
readily available but strongly desired that coordination be simplified and improved. Community members wanted the school district to conduct thorough
planning and establish adequate infrastructure prior to expanding shared use,
while community organization and school personnel desired that any costs of
expanding shared use be clearly estimated and communicated.
School and district personnel stated that any expansion of shared use needed
to move forward with caution. One interviewee stated, “The overall condition, image, and reputation of the district and its schools both academically
and administratively needs to be addressed first before successful expansion of
community access can be done.” A school administrator commented, “We are
easy to collaborate with, but groups do not absorb the costs associated with
hosting [events].” School personnel desired clear statements from community
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organizations identifying the purposes of school use during non-school hours,
which persons in the community would be served, and how the organizations
planned to cover any associated security and maintenance (e.g., cleanup) costs
to avoid creating additional work for school personnel.

Discussion and Future Directions
The extent of support for shared use among community members in this
study was not unexpected. In previous reports (e.g., Duffett et al., 2004), parents and children clearly indicated a desire for meaningful out-of-school-time
programs and activities. The variation in the perceived importance of shared
use among this study’s questionnaire respondents, however, may indicate that
improvements in other areas of the community supersede shared use as a priority and may also be indicative of community members’ concerns regarding
safety and crime within the district. For example, in the community mapping
sessions in particular, participants were able to easily pick out areas needing
improvement to increase traffic safety and decrease criminal activity. Other
participants across the methods noted needed improvements regarding parks
and recreation facilities and community services in general. While this study
did not ask participants to prioritize shared use among other community
needs, the researchers unearthed insights and ideas regarding expanding shared
use and the pathways and barriers anticipated from expansion.

Pathways
Physical Activity Facilities and Programs
Several factors help explain how physical activity facilities and programs
might serve as important pathways to community well-being through expanded
shared use. Schools within the district offered varying levels of physical activity
programming outside of school hours. Often, this programming was available
through collaboration with an outside entity that assumed at least partial responsibility for monitoring activities and safety. While almost all participants
agreed that shared use opportunities offered the potential for expanded physical activity that would benefit the entire community, they expected youth to
benefit the most, especially those without a neighborhood park nearby. They
expressed a clear desire for both indoor and outdoor recreational facilities to
be made available as well as for planned physical activities that were structured
and supported. Thus, consistent with previous research (Cavill et al., 2015;
Lafleur et al., 2013; Spengler, 2012; Spengler et al., 2011; Totura et al., 2012),
schools were perceived as alternative venues for physical activity for both children and adults.
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Before- and Afterschool Community Programs
The findings supported the idea that shared use provides access in a variety
of forms that can be useful for recreational, educational, and other meeting
opportunities, which is also consistent with past research (e.g., Young et al.,
2014). Apart from physical activities, recreational access might take a variety of
forms, including fun opportunities such as movie nights or family/community
picnics. Shared use might also increase access to schools as locations for community meetings and gatherings.
Interest in community gardens was low among the community members.
At least four community gardens already existed within the district boundaries
(not including gardens hosted on school grounds), and while youth expressed
interest in becoming involved, few adults were interested in working in or receiving food from the gardens. Cooking and healthy eating classes were also
available, as were places within the area to purchase healthy foods. The low
interest in nutrition-related courses is worthy of further investigation. Additionally, the higher cost of healthy foods and the wide availability of unhealthy
foods would not necessarily be overcome through expanding shared use unless
these were specifically targeted by programming, events, community actions,
or other strategies that do not currently exist in the area.

Barriers
Safety and Supervision Issues During Off-Hours
The findings of this study suggested that shared use should not be expanded
without addressing safety, security, and crime issues. Policies and procedures related to these topics need to be established prior to opening facilities for shared
use, incorporating input from parents, community members, and public safety
personnel. Likewise, shared use should not be expanded without supervision
and coordination plans for off-hour use. While ultimately the responsibility of
the district and school, strategies for sharing responsibility among parents, volunteers, community organization staff, and/or school staff must be arranged
prior to holding activities. Developing such policies and procedures in a cooperative manner between the district/school and community members enhances
communication, trust, buy-in, and follow-through (Ferreira, Grueber, & Yarema, 2012; Hands, 2005), all of which are essential to ensuring the safety,
security, and utilization of school grounds and facilities during off-hours.
Liability, Maintenance, and Operating Costs
Shared use should strive to strike the right balance in addressing liability,
maintenance, and operating costs (Lees et al., 2008; Spengler et al., 2013; Warren, 2005; Warren et al., 2009). Moreover, there are local policy issues that
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may need to be addressed in order to allow for off-hours use and to manage the
costs associated with such use (e.g., recuperation of usage costs). A larger investigation into the insurance and risk intricacies of off-hours use falls outside
the purview of this study but would be a helpful addition for others seeking to
expand shared use in their communities.
As previously mentioned, the cost of equipment and space could be recovered through rental fees; however, this strategy does not appear to align
with the spirit of shared use (e.g., Spengler, 2012). Additionally, nonprofit
and community groups that use the spaces during off-hours may be tasked
with bringing their own equipment and resources. Volunteers, rather than paid
staff, can also monitor off-hours activities; however, as some study participants
indicated, schools may still require a paid staff person to be on-site during
programming. Beyond liability issues, utilities remain the primary cost-related
barrier, with electricity likely costing the most, depending on the amounts and
types of lighting, heating, and cooling required. Water use from bathrooms
and outdoor water hose use would have costs as well, but were not noted as
often as electricity. The high concern regarding the cost of electricity is likely
due to the high temperatures experienced in Phoenix, Arizona, leading to high
central air conditioning costs. The question remains, “how significant are such
increases?” Further investigation into the actual levels of increased costs is warranted in future evaluations of shared use.
Inadequate Communication Channels Between Districts, Schools, and
Communities
Establishing successful school–district–community partnerships requires
creating adequate and clear, two-way communication channels between school/
district personnel and the community (Hands, 2005). Community leaders in
this study showed much interest in collaborating to host classes and events
in partnership with schools during or after school hours. Such efforts were
perceived as potential openings for improved communication among local
schools/administrators and community members and organizations. Collaboration and partnership between community leaders and schools were highly
desired by study participants and could help inspire a sense of shared purpose
and ownership over the school spaces (Ferreira et al., 2012), particularly if both
school and community members are included in the decision-making process
(Hands, 2005). School-based collaborations between families and school staff
may also translate into higher student academic achievement via improved family–teacher relationships and increased parent involvement in their children’s
education as families become more comfortable with the school environment,
school staff, and the education system (O’Donnell & Kirkner, 2014).
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Using standard school-to-home communication channels (e.g., newsletters,
emails, flyers sent home, etc.) is helpful, but expanding that reach via additional electronic media (e.g., Facebook, text messages, etc.), personal outreach
strategies, and word-of-mouth is particularly important for successfully involving parents and community members in low-income, urban areas (O’Donnell,
Kirkner, & Meyer-Adams, 2008). Hands (2005) suggested that, while initial
contacts between schools and community members in the partnership development process were often not made in person, face-to-face communication
was key as stakeholders worked to further define and negotiate the terms of
their partnerships. Meaningfully involving community members and other
stakeholders in planning and decision-making requires significant effort and
often lengthens the process, which can be a challenge for time- and resourceconstrained schools/districts. However, as Bosma et al. (2010) found in their
examination of the core elements that contributed to a successful school–community–university partnership in Minneapolis, Minnesota, the additional
buy-in and trust gained by the collaborative work can greatly enhance implementation and may serve as worthwhile outcomes of their own, over and above
the specified policy or program goals.

Conclusion
If local schools are to be schools of, for, and with the community, they must
be more open to the community members. Budgets and planning must also
address the barriers so that the pathways of shared use may be accessed. Such
efforts will of course need political support and engagement on the behalf of
both community members and school administrators.
This study’s collaborative research efforts have stimulated progress within
this district and within other districts, city and county governments, and nonprofit organizations. Local entities have begun to examine how they too might
begin the process of seeking opportunities for shared use, which is now more
readily seen as a viable means of promoting improvements in physical and
community health at the local level. Indeed, small local grants have been distributed to other districts and organizations to establish shared use projects and
partnerships. The hope is that this study helps other schools and communities
in their efforts to understand and expand shared use, specifically its pathways
and barriers to community improvement and empowerment.

Endnotes

This study is derived from the overall Shared Use Roosevelt (SHUR) Health Impact Assessment (HIA) completed and published by Maricopa County Department of Public Health in
April 2016.
2
Data collection instruments are available from the authors upon request.
1
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Book Review

Book Review of Exploring the Community
Impact of Research–Practice Partnerships in
Education
Manuelito Biag
Traditional research models in which academics on their own identify the
primary areas of inquiry, define the methods and measures, and decide which
outcomes are important to track and analyze have fallen short in addressing the
needs and concerns of teachers, administrators, and other practitioners engaging with students on a day-to-day basis. As a result, there is a growing call for
more collaborative and participatory approaches to ensure meaningful research
is conducted that promotes equitable educational opportunities and outcomes
for all students. Chief among these approaches are research–practice partnerships or RPPs (Coburn, Penuel, & Geil, 2013).
Coburn and colleagues characterize research–practice partnerships as a
“long-term, mutualistic collaboration between practitioners and researchers
that is intentionally organized to investigate problems of practice and solutions
for improving district outcomes” (Coburn et al., 2013, p. 2). Research–practice
partnerships are characterized by a sense of “mutualism” and collective ownership and accountability, which enables reforms to take root, sustain, and
eventually become standard practice. While partnerships between researchers
and practitioners afford a myriad of opportunities, they can also pose a range
of challenges such as conflicting organizational norms and values, misaligned
expectations and incentives, and a need for ongoing resources to support the
evolution and changes inherent in long-term partnerships.
Edited by R. Martin Reardon and Jack Leonard, Exploring the Community Impact of Research-Practice Partnerships in Education is a comprehensive
volume comprised of 11 chapters. Penned by authors ranging from higherSchool Community Journal, 2018, Vol. 28, No. 2
Available at http://www.schoolcommunitynetwork.org/SCJ.aspx
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education faculty to K–12 practitioners and superintendents, the volume
describes emerging and long-established research–practice partnerships across
the country, including the enabling and constraining conditions that shape
their success.
Reardon and Leonard divide the book into four sections. The first section is
comprised of three chapters and highlights research–practice partnerships that
are designed to develop learners and educational leaders, particularly those from
minority and historically under-represented groups. These opening chapters
illustrate the importance of relationship building in research–practice partnerships to cohere collective efforts around a shared aim. These chapters also draw
attention to critical organizational factors (e.g., opportunities and scaffolds for
productive collaboration, access to different data sources for systemic improvement) that influence whether partnerships are effective in developing the types
of leaders able to address complex problems of practice.
Two chapters make up the second section of the volume. They describe
larger scale research–practice partnerships that target the “whole child” and involve different stakeholders from various parts of the educational system (e.g.,
at the state, district, community, and school levels). These research–practice
partnerships include the School–University Research Network and University
Assisted Community Schools. The authors of these chapters stress the essential
role leaders play in the operations and success of research–practice partnerships. They also highlight the need for practitioners and researchers to “see the
system,” including how interrelated structures, norms, and processes, as well as
out-of-school factors (e.g., poverty), interact to shape the learning and healthy
development of vulnerable children and youth.
The third section, which is made up of four chapters, focuses on the qualities
of place-based, context-specific research–practice partnerships. In this section,
readers learn about the iterative nature of research–practice partnerships, including how practitioners bring their knowledge and expertise to bear in how
researchers examine their data (e.g., propensity score matching) and conduct
their work to inform local policy and action. These chapters demonstrate the
potential of research–practice partnerships in being able to respond directly
and in more nimble ways to pressing local community needs and concerns, as
well as the political forces that shape them.
Lastly, the fourth section focuses on boundary spanning research–practice
partnerships, including one partnership between a U.S. school district and
university and their counterparts in Mexico. This final section also includes
a conceptual chapter that draws attention to the role of boundary spanners—
intermediaries who are able to fluidly navigate roles and responsibilities and
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effectively incorporate and use information from different contexts—in spurring collaborative work in research–practice partnerships.
In all, the four sections of this volume will prove valuable to both researchers
and practitioners interested in joining forces with their colleagues to strengthen connections across institutions and communities in service of democratic
schooling and equitable outcomes for all children. These chapters are diverse
and offer in-depth descriptions and insight into, among other dimensions,
the political dynamics of research–practice partnerships; the ways in which
they enable continuous improvement efforts; and the need for researchers and
practitioners to develop common language, norms, and methods in tackling
persistent problems of practice.
Still, several questions about research–practice partnerships remain underexplored in this volume. For example, in what ways, if any, do the individuals
engaged in research–practice partnerships experience shifts in their identities,
beliefs, habits, and connection to their role and practice, including how they
tackle complex problems (e.g., the achievement gap) in their daily work? What
types of tools, routines, and processes influence these types of shifts? In what
ways are these shifts related to the type of partnership or to the specific problem being tackled in the research–practice partnership?
Another area under-explored in this volume is the dynamics between researchers, school practitioners, intermediary organizations (e.g., youth-serving
institutions that support schools), and funders. To what extent does the funding
source of the research–practice partnership—whether it be private foundations
or a federal agency such as the Institute for Education Sciences—determine
the research and course of action the partnership pursues? How might funding
mandates, such as reporting and other accountability requirements, influence
the work and impact of research–practice partnerships?
In addition, this volume falls short in providing in-depth discussions of
how and what types of data are used, and when, to effect organizational and
system-wide change in the different stages of the research–practice partnership. Given how an accountability lens continues to shape how educators and
administrators perceive and relate to data, greater understanding of the mechanisms and conditions that allow school practitioners to uncouple data from
compliance, connect them to strategy, and ultimately use them for continuous
learning and improvement would prove valuable in informing the design of
future research–practice partnerships.
Finally, I believe readers would appreciate reading about the ways in which
these and other partnerships failed along the way. There continues to remain a
publication bias when it comes to research–practice partnerships in that most
published articles are accounts of those alliances that experienced success. As
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more and more practitioners and researchers pursue collaborative work to tackle persistent and thorny problems in education, understanding how, where,
and when research–practice partnerships fail—and how these failures were addressed and overcome—may help future partnerships accomplish their goals.
Despite the above gaps, Reardon and Leonard have organized a rich and
diverse collection of cases documenting how different research–practice partnerships, both emerging and established, can support the achievement and
positive development of students, particularly those from low-income, ethnic,
and linguistic minority backgrounds. This volume makes a significant contribution in advancing the empirical knowledge base about how research–practice
partnerships work, for whom, and under what conditions.
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