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Parent Involvement in the Early Elementary Grades

Introduction

Increasing parents involvement in their children’s schooling has become a considerable focus
of our educationd system in the last three decades. What was once an innovative idea forming the
cornerstone of Head Start is now an integral part of many schools. Researchers have collected a great
ded of cross-sectiond and qudlitative data reveding a positive relationship between various types of
parent involvement and children’s educationa achievement (Epstein, 1983, 1986; Henderson, 1987;
Lightfoot, 1978; Muller, 1995a, 1995b; Powell, 1989; Snow, Barnes, Chandler, Goodman &
Hemphill, 1991). However, the defining characterigtics of parent involvement have been
conceptuaized in various ways. reform movements call for implementation of partnership models (see
the specid issue of the Harvard Educationd Letter; Lynn, 1997) while at the same time policy makers
are beginning to question the wisdom of stronger emphasis on involvement (Finn, 1998; Cavarretta,
1998). We investigated parent involvement in schools and at home for a sample of low-income
children who have participated in alongitudinad study over eight years, as well astheir dementary

school teachers expectations of parent involvement, by asking:

1) Wha are the primary involvement activities of mothers during preschool and early
elementary school ?

2) What are teacher expectations for parent involvement across the primary grades?

3) Are maternal reports of parent involvement related to teachers assessment of parental
support and commitment to the child's education?

We emphasi ze the ways that mothers get involved at the school ste and form relaionships with

their children’s preschool and early dementary school teachers, because these first few years are
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crucid in establishing patterns of involvement that have implicationsin the later grades for parents
relationship to the schoal (Zigler & Muenchow, 1992). School-based parent involvement may help
boost achievement for children dready doing well and may foster parent-teacher relationships
necessary for fair and effective interventions for children with academic concerns. Thisis particularly
relevant to this sample, as gpproximately one-fourth of the children have been retained and/or have
recelved some type of specid education services.

From the mothers perspective, parent involvement activities include interactions with school
personnel, as well as home-based activities, such as bookreading and other literacy-related
experiences. We take aparticular look at the types of involvement that happen in the schools because
in the preschool and early dementary grades a parent’ s vigibility is often regarded by teachers asthe
only mgjor evidence that they care about the child's education. These early experiences of involvement
can set up expectations and patterns for later years.

Research suggests that teachers make quick decisions about children’s ability based on first
impressons with little atention to careful and systematic observation (Seligman, Tucker & Lambert,
1972). Children’sinitid ability grouping assgnments can have tremendous implications for future
academic achievement (Oakes, 1985); therefore an effective partnership between parents and teachers
can fadilitate the exchange of information about children’slearning styles and abilities. Good parent-
teacher relationships are important because in their absence teachers may infer that children will have
inadequate encouragement or assistance in the home, further supporting the placement in lower ability
groups (Epstein & Becker, 1982; Moles, 1993). Stevenson and Baker (1987) report that children
with more involved parents had higher teacher ratings of school performance, dthough it is unclear

whether parent involvement activities caused children’s higher achievement or whether involvement led
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teachersto view the child more favorably.

As the teachers in our sample described parent involvement, their emphasis tends to be more
on home-based literacy and skills activities than on volunteer involvement at the school. We examine
the intersections and contradictions between the views of teachers and parents and attempt to illuminate
the changes that take place in both of these sets of expectations as children progress through

elementary school.

Methods

Thisanadydsis done within the context of the Home-School Study of Language and Literacy
Development. Snow (1991) and colleagues designed this longitudind study to investigate the
precursors of language and literacy development for low income children. Eighty-two children were
recruited a age 3 and now approximatdy 55 are currently being followed into their freshman year of
high school. Data has been collected amost every year from ether the homes, the schools, or both and
will continue to be collected from these settings for the duration of the study. As the project has
progressed through the years, researchers on the study have moved from analyses that focus only on
home data or only on school data, towards attemptsto link these two domains. Oursis a preliminary

investigation of the way that home and school data are related in the area of parent involvement.
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Sample

Children and Mothers. This sample of low-income children and their families has participated over

eight yearsin thislongitudina study. The mgority are White (66%), afifth are African American or of
African descent, and severd are Higpanic (English gpesking). Almogt haf of the sample familiesare
headed by sngle mothers. The average maternd education levd is high school graduate.
Approximately two-thirds of the children were digible for free lunch throughout preschool and the

elementary grades. (See Table 1 for descriptive Satitics.)

Teachers. Sdected data from teachers were compiled from extengve interviews and surveys
administered to teachers of the target children for grades 2, 3, 4, and 6. Because children have
different teachers each year and sample children do not attend the same school, we will present
descriptive information on teachers by grade. Teachers were matched to the target child for severa
overlgpping years for quantitative andyses, while our quditative anayses were conducted on a group
level by grade. We have information from atota of 223 teachers across the four grades. Participating
schools are located in the greater Boston area and represent amix of urban and suburban communities
serving students of low to low-middle socio-economic status. Over haf of the teachers have advanced

degrees and, on average, 19 years of experience teaching. (See Table 2 for descriptive statistics.)
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Table 1. Descriptive satistics for target children and families (n=71).*

n %

Gender

Boys 33 47%

Girls 38 53%
Race/ethnicity of Target Child

Black/African Descent 14 20%

Anglo American 47 66%

Latino/Hispanic 5 7%

Bi-Racial 5 7%
Family constellation

Single mother 29 41%

Two adults present 35 49%

Extended family 7 10%
Income

Less than $10,000 27 38%

$10,000 to $15,000 11 16%

$15,000 to $20,000 11 16%

$20,000 to $25,000 8 11%

More than $25,000 14 20%
Income source

Employment 42 59%

Welfare/AFDC 28 39%

Other (SSI, Alimony, Child Support) 1 2%
Maternal education level

No high school diploma 13 18%

GED or Equivalency Diploma 14 20%

High School Graduate 44 62%

*These gatigtics are gathered from the first wave of data collection reported in this analys's, when the
target children were 4 years old.
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Table 2. Descriptive gtatistics about teachers and their classrooms.

Average class Szeincluding specid
ed students (range)

Percentage of sample children
eigible for freelunch

Percentage of schools serving low
to low/middle SES students

Average years of teaching
experience (range)

Percentage of teachers having a
Master’s Degree or higher

Grade 2 Grade 3 Grade 4 Grade 6
(n=60) (n=53) (n=54) (n=56)
22 23 23 21
(12-33) (6-29) (12-32) (4-31)
66% 65% 69.% Didn't ask
thisyear
74% 80% 81% 64%
18 years 19 years 19 years 19 years
(1-37) (3-38) (1-42) (2-39)
52% 51% 70% 67%

Measures and Protocols

Home Measures. Two measures of school-based parent involvement data were collected from

mothers a four time points: target child ages 4, 5, 7, and 9. A third measure of parental report of the

importance of home literacy activities was aso collected when the children were 7. A fourth messure

of parental help with homework was collected when the children were 9. Narratives from semi-

dructured qualitative interviews conducted when the target children were age 7 were analyzed as well.
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Frequency of Parent-Teacher Contact: Frequency, or estimated average materna reported

interactions with teacher per month, ranges from .25 (conference vigts only) to 20 (daily) vidts

per month. Thisistime-varying at four time points.

Volunteer Activities at School: Type(s) of volunteer activity or respongibility mothers

reported a each interview (target child age 4, 5, 7 & 9), wasranked on asix point scae

representing the amount of influence the mother might have in interactions with school

personnel, ranging from drop-in vists to classrooms to policy council member active in school

decison-making. Thistime-varying volunteer index is a sum score reflecting multiple volunteer

activitiesin agiven year. The categories for volunteer activitiesin ascending rank order are:

1) contributes supplies, vidts classrooms, attends Parent/Teacher Organization (PTO) meetings

2) volunteers for specia events, e.g., fidd trips

3) classroom parent, who volunteers on aregularly scheduled basis in the classroom, or parent
who volunteersin the schodl library

4) classroom ade, who holds a part-time paid position ether in the target child's classroom or
in another classroom in the school

5) schoal gtaff, who may hold afull-time paid position and be colleague to the target child's
teacher

6) policy council member or PTO officer, who helps make policy regarding the school
operation

Thisrange, from 1 to 6, represents the amount of influence the mother might have in interactions with

school personnd, both on a persond leve with the teacher, and in terms of decision-making for the

school's operation. The category ratings were added together to form atotal volunteer involvement

score for each mother for each year data was collected.

Importance of Home Literacy Activities: When the children were 7 years old, mothers were
asked how important the help they provided a home was to their child's early learning of how

to read and write. These were coded into four categories: “not important,” “somewhat
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important,” “asimportant as that provided a school,” and “more important than that provided

at schoal.”

C Maternal Reports of Help with Homework: When the target children were age 9, we began
to ask mothers questions about their practices of helping with homework. A composite
variable was created from the following set of questions, which mothers answered as either
“yes=1" or “no=0" including: “Do you help with your child’'s homework,” “make surethet it is
complete” “go over it when it isfinished,” and st down and work on it with child.” Scoresfor
this variable ranged from 1 to 4, with an average of 2.25.

C Narrative Data From Interviews From the interview data collected when the children were 7
years old, narrative sections were andyzed that related to parent involvement and the mother’s
beliefs about her role in the educationa development of her child. The following prompts from
the interview protocol provide the framework for understanding maternd involvement at school
and in the home and the mother’ s beliefs about the connection between home and school:

1) Tdl me about the last time you taked with your child' s teecher.

2) Thinking back over your child's school experience can you think of atime that you felt
you were able to get the schoal to listen to you/intervene/make changes that you
thought were important for your child’'s education.

3) Thinking back, can you recdl an experience where you tried to make a difference with
your child’s schooling and either the teacher, administration, or others connected with
the school did not listervhel p out/take you serioudy?

4) Were there things you did with your child to help him/her learn how to read?

The first three prompts alow the mother to describe her relationship with the teacher and tell stories

about particular opportunities for cooperation and deding with conflict. The fourth prompt pulls for

information about home-based involvement that reflects specific practices and beliefs about the mother

as educator. Our god in exploring these sections of the interviews was to uncover the different
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meanings that mothersin the sample have about their involvement, both at school and in the home, and

to describe the qudlity of the relationships between mothers and teachers, and the quality of materna

involvement.

School Measures. Teacher data was collected when the children were in second, third, fourth and sixth

grade. For grades 2, 3, and 4, teachers completed pencil and paper surveys, while sixth grade data

was collected in a structured interview format, which was tape recorded and transcribed. Survey and
interview protocols included awide variety of information about educationd experience, teaching
practice, and curriculum, as well as information on the target child's progress. For this paper we limit
our andydsto the following variables

C Expectations about Parent Involvement: Teachers of grades 2, 3, 4, and 6 were each asked
this open-ended question: “What do you think is the parent’ s role with regard to involvement in
achild s educatior/schooling?.” Answers were compiled and content coded by each of the
authors. Therewas an initid 85% agreement between the raters. Discrepancies were
reviewed and corrected, alowing more precise criteriafor categories.

C Teacher Assessment of Parental Support for the Target Child’s School Achievement:
When children were in grades 2, 3, and 4, teachers were asked to “ characterize the role of the
target child’ s family in supporting his’her school achievement.” Teachers were asked to
respond on afive-point rating scale from “strong and positive’ to “negative.” These measures
are used to test whether mothers who do more at school are viewed by teachers as more

supportive of their child’s education.
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Analysis

To answer our first research question, we coded data on parent-teacher contact and mothers
involvement activities and determined frequencies for each year we collected that data (target children
ages4, 5, 7, and 9). We conducted an exploratory quditative andlyss of the maternd interview
administered when the target children were seven years old (containing retrospective data). The
interview data includes attention to the context in which involvement takes place through the following
variables: range of opportunities for parent involvement, flexibility of school personnd as reported by
mothers, flexibility of parent (in terms of employer, own school commitments, family responsbilities),
and mother's assessment of the school Ste environment for parent involvement. The interviews
conducted in this year were audio-taped and transcribed. We used a content andlysis (Huberman &
Miles, 1994) to identify various areas of parent involvement and mother-teacher reationships. Agangt
this backdrop, we highlight mothers' beliefs about their roles in terms of involvement in preschool and in
elementary school.

To answer our second research question, we reviewed teacher surveys in which teachers were
asked to describe the role of parents’ involvement in their children’ s education and schooling. Open-
ended responses were compiled from teachers across the four grades (2, 3, 4, and 6) and categorized
into 15 types of involvement (or responses about involvement). We used atime-ordered matrix to
andyze these data using content andys's (Miles & Huberman, 1994) to determineif and how
expectations for parents change as children move into the later grades. This quditative andysisis
contrasted and compared to results from maternd interviews. 1n addition, we caculated percentages of

responses in each category at each year to examine the relative importance teachers as a group
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attributed to these various forms of involvement and to examine how these expectations changed across
the four grade levels.

We used a quantitative anadlysis to answer our third question. Data from the mothers has been
coded from four years of maternd interviews (when children were ages 4, 5, 7, and 9). Our predictors
include two variables of parent involvement. Thefirg is frequency of contact with teachers ranging from
once ayear (annua conference only) to every school day (regular contact at drop-off and pick-up).
The frequency variable is caculated as a monthly average based on maternd reports. The secondisa
rank-ordered parent volunteer involvement score, dso based on materna reports. The volunteer
variable ranges from 1 (vigting the classroom, contributing supplies) to 6 (serving on governance body
for school and helping to develop policy regarding the school's operation, e.g., PTO officer or Head
Start Policy Council Member). These categories are ddliberately ranked to reflect the power dynamic
between the mother and the teacher, or other school personnd. Finaly, we tested for the relationship
between maternd reports of parent involvement and teacher assessment of the family’s support of their

child's school achievement for the years of overlgpping data collection, using correationd tests.

Results

Question 1: What are the primary involvement activities of mothers during preschool and early

elementary school ?

In the preschool and earliest years of eementary school, mothers spoke primarily of thelr

contacts, or communication, with their children’s teachers when asked about parenta involvement.
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Because the focus of the Home-School Study is on language and literacy development, we dso

gathered information about language and literacy practices for each wave of home data.

Frequency of Parent-Teacher Contact: The frequency variable for teacher contact in preschool (target
child age 4) had abimoda distribution, with a third of the mothers meeting with teechers daily while a
third averaged monthly meetings. Over the years this split became more pronounced as fewer mothers
continued to maintain a high frequency of contact with their child’ s teacher, while more of the mothers
had minima contact (forma conferences only). Even as some mothers continued a pattern of frequent
contact, the overall pattern of participation for the sample is one that diminishes over time. For target
children at age four, mothers reported an average frequency of teacher contact of 8 times per month.
This dropped down to 6.4 on average when children were age five, an average of 3.5 for children at

age seven, and 2.8 times per month by the time the children were nine years old (Table 3).

Volunteer Activities When the children were four, mothers tended to participate in a gregter variety of
ways, such as vigting the classrooms, volunteering for field trips and other specid events, aswell as
coming in regularly to fulfill duties as classroom parents. Astarget children grew older, mothers tended
to limit their participation activities to classroom vidts and contributing supplies. Overdl, most mothers
have limited responghilities and the few that do more in the preschool classrooms continue to do so as
their child gets older (Table 3). What this may be telling usis that there are more options for parents of
younger children and that as children get older there are limited opportunities for parenta volunteer
involvement at the school. As children move into the later grades, the focus begins to shift as teachers
place greater emphasis on parenta rolesin helping with homework, as opposed to frequent contact or

school-based activities.
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Table 3. Maternd reports of parent involvement activities.

Taget Child  TagetChild  Target Child  Target Child

Aged 4 Aged 5 Aged 7 Aged 9
Average teacher contact 7.9 6.4 35 2.8
per month
Average levd of volunteer 31 2.0 24 12
activities

Using content analysis (Huberman & Miles, 1994) we explored the types of ways that mothers
were involved a the school ste. While few mothers advocated for academic changes and services for
their child, many mothers spoke of working with school personnel to respond to non-academic or
socid problems, for example, trangportation concerns or playground disputes. Descriptions of the
quality of the relationship between mothers and teachers ranged from close friendship, empathic
understanding, cooperative problem solving and communication, to minimd interactions, distrugt, or
adversarid conflicts.

Reviewing the various instances in which each mother discussed her involvement in the schoal,
we were able to see that mothers give different meaning to Smilar involvement activities. For instance,
helping out in the classrooms might be an opportunity for one mother to observe her child’s behavior
and for another mother it might be afun and sdf-fulfilling activity that need not even take place in her
own child’s classroom. For some mothers, participating in specid events or accompanying children on
fidd tripsisachance to build the child' s self-esteem by sending a message that the mother redly cares

about hisor her school experience. Below, we provide some examples of the way mothers talked
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about communication, volunteering, and literacy activities.
Communication Spesking with their children’s teachers was an important component of involvement
for many of the mothers, especidly during preschool and the earlier dementary school years. Mothers
reports of these practices reflected the positive aspects of parent-teacher relationships. This mother of a
second grader reports how she and her child's teacher work together to help her daughter with
homework:
| talk to her teacher all the time, [my child] has some what of a problem getting her
homewor k from home to school so we communicate quite often on that... the teacher and
| had made a pact that if she doesn't sit down, you know, if her attention span wanders,
you know, | would go to school, or the teacher would come here.
But many mothers revedled a more problematic nature of these rdationshipsin which they felt
disenfranchised by teachers and other educationa staff. One mother recounts her distress when her
son is sent home on the wrong bus:
| didn't feel like they helped me at all. There was like one person in the office, and she's
like, * Call me back in 10 minutes if he doesn't comein. Call me back in 10 minutesif he
doesn't comein.’” | called the school bus company, and they were like, ‘ They dropped a
bug[ load] off at [that stop] already, | don't know why your son's not there.” It'slike
[ sound of sighing]. What do you do from there? You know, you panic. So | didn't have
the car, so | started walking around, and stuff. | didn't see him nearby, so | came back up
to make sure that he wasn't here. [He was found within the hour.] But, then the next day,
itwaslike. . . there was no communication, | mean | told -- | even sent another note into
the teacher, and | said, ‘ Can you please call me so we can talk about this?’
Too often, mothers felt that their concerns were not addressed adequately. While the concerns that
mothers expressed tended to be less about academics and more about socio-emotiond, behaviord, or
logistical issues, severd mothers dso described conflicts when trying to advocate for their children’s
academic needs.

One particularly involved mother described how important her own knowledge about her child
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isand how it was discounted. This mother was particularly concerned about keeping a close watch on
her son’'s progress because he was “tagged for remedid” reading by his kindergarten teacher a the end
of theyear. It wasonly asaresult of this mother’ s repeated and strenuous objections that he only spent
two weeks pulled out of hisregular classfor “remedid” ingtruction before she put astop to it. She had
ahigh assessment of his reading abilities, and when she turned to us for confirmation, researchers a the
Home-School Study were able to assure her that his reading and language test results were quite high.
If this mother had not intervened, her son might have spent years with lower ability groups rather than

being a member of the first grade honor roll.

Volunteering.  When mothers were asked about their involvement in generd they often conceptudized
involvement as some sort of volunteer activity they engaged in at their child's school. Those who didn’t
participate in those ways usudly described barriers (time, younger children a home, work
respongbilities) to school-based involvement and evauated themselves as having low levels of
involvement. Mothers who were consigtently active at the schools often criticized other parents who
were not as active because they felt these mothers did not care enough:
Mothers need to get more involved. | mean, | realize we all have to work. But their
children need more of their time. You know, quality time. | mean some teachers don't see
the parents unless there's a meeting, you know. And then if there's five meetings a year
they'll only show up at two... and they just don't get involved -- they don't know what’s
going on and they need to know what’ s going on -- they need to come and look at the
child's classroom and see what's going on, come spend the day.
Although the impetus for increased involvement is linked to the promise of improved

achievement for children, volunteer activities are not in themsdlves organized around classroom learning.

Mothers explanations of the different activities they engage in a the school are overwhelmingly devoid
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of tiesto the children’s academic activities.

We would help, you know, do different projects with the kids. . . . make sure there was no
disputes with them.

They needed the volunteers... you would go in and you would ride the bus. | rode the bus
in the morning, rode the bus on the way home. Did all the bus stops, |etting kids on and
letting kids off.

I've participated in the seasonal activitiesthat they had. And 1, | enjoyedit.. . .
fundraisers, like maybe book-selling things. 1've done that but to be in the school and
help out, | never did that there.

They had a policy council where you -- if you wanted changes you would bring it up to
the board for different things like field trips, and educational stuff, but | never did.

Even mothers who did not want to get involved, described helping out at the school as a non-academic

activity:

There are parents that have to do what their kids are doing every single day. | didn't do it
[with my son, or] when my daughter was in school either. | never volunteered, | went to
the, you know, the concerts or the shows or the plays. . . there are visits where you
could visit and stuff, but | don't. Becausel think. .. my son goesto school and that's his
business, in that, he doesn't need me there to take care of him.
Volunteering in the schools, for most of the low-income parentsin the sample, isat best limited to a
caregiving opportunity, albeit an important one. Pogtive results from volunteer involvement would be
expected, but more likely limited to socio-emotiona outcomes and not academic achievement. Recent

research on parent involvement in Head Start found that involvement in the program led to improved

relationships between mothers and children, greater parenta involvement in kindergarten, increased
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maternd self-sufficiency, and increased socia competence of the child at posttest one year after Head
Start participation (Parker, Piotrkowski et a., 1997).

Similar to school-based involvement activities, the mothers' early book-reading activities with
the child were assessed for the meaning they made of those home-based involvement activities. All
mothers engaged in some sort of early pre-literacy activities with their child, athough they did not al
agree on ways those activities had an impact on the child. Some fdlt reading books was merdly a
playful digtraction, othersfdt it was a chance to promote the love of books and reading, and afew
mothers stressed the importance of actively teaching their child how to read and write so that the child
entered dementary school fully prepared.

Parent Involvement at Home: The Importance of Teaching Early Literacy. The mgority of the

mothers gave high ratings for the help they provided a home for their children’s early learning of how to
read and write: only 6% of the mothers replied that their help was “not important”; 19% claimed it was
“somewhat important”; half (51%) said it was “as important asthe help provided a the preschool”;
and about a quarter (24%) said it was “more important than the help provided at the preschool.”
Mothers who give more credit for contributing to early literacy training, report engaging in various
literacy activities and characterizing those activities as part of a partnership in the child’s education. On
the other hand, mothers who claimed their efforts were of less importance tended to describe the ways
that they deferred to professona school staff for early literacy.

In order to better understand the meaning of these responses, we provide severa examples
from mothersin the sudy. Mark’s mother! gives the most striking example of amother in the sample

who felt she could not provide much in the way of early literacy indruction, rather deferring to her

!Psaudonyms are used to protect confidentidity of families.
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child’ s teacher to teach him about literacy.

| used to read books to him and stuff when he got into Home Based [Head Sart]... He
was more into cars and little men and stuff like that. When he was that age he wasn’t
really into books that much.
When [he] first started Head Start | told the teacher | don't like to be a conceited mother
or something. | told them, | says he’stoo smart for this program - he don’t even have to
go really because he was a year and a half when he talked and he talked sentences and
he was 13 months when he walked. | let him go just so he has playtime.
On working with him using flashcards. “ It seemed like instead of teaching him | was more
amazed at what he knew. What he' d say and things he’ d do. | was more amazed at that.
Like you' d hear him say words that you wouldn'’t think someone his age would know.
Like you'd think - he'd act like a teenager, you’ d think he was a teenager with things
he'd say. So it was like | was getting more educated listening to him then he was, you
know, learning from me. It was weird.
Mark’s mother has little confidence in her own teaching abilities and is surprised by what she learns
from her seven-year-old. She was one of the few mothers who thought the help she provided a home
was “not important” because “he knew hiswords” Because she dready thought he was a bright child,
“too smart” for Head Start, she did not fed it was necessary to work with him on early literacy <Kills.
Mark might have indeed been a*smart” preschooler, but better home support might have provided the
help he needed in order to avoid his Chapter One placement by the time he reached third grade.
Asapoint of contrast, we present a mother who felt that the help she provided was “more
important” than that provided by the preschool. Her son, Bobby, is one of the highest achieversin the
sudy. His mother does not have frequent involvement at the school, but in her encounters with
teachers she takes on a partnership role, addressing her concerns about how his curriculum does not

chdlenge him enough. Since he was an infant, she has promoted reading.

| read to him almost every day, in the morning when he was an infant, | read to him
every night before he went to bed um, | till will read to him... now he reads a half hour a
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night for home work, his teacher gives himreading. Um, so we both sit at the kitchen
table and we read for a half hour, | read my book, if he has any questions | stop reading
and | help him, I've always talked to him like a grown up you know not like a child which
| think helps a lot it helps them under stand faster um, taking walks, we used to talk a lot,
um sometimes about things he saw on things he saw on Sesame Street, sometimes just
about the world around him, so that made him | think very verbal. Probably the best
thing | could have done was started reading to himin the morning when | -- I'mnot a --
I'm not a morning person, so when | went to feed him his bottle, hisfirst bottle of the day,
| had nothing to say to him. And so I'd grab one of the little books that | got from people
and I'd read to him so he'd hear my voice and it just sort of worked out, that he started
reading fast and furious now that he knows how. You know, and | can leave him notes
around the house it's kind of nice, and helping him spell and print and anything he asks |
try my hardest to answer.
Bobby’ s mother not only understands the importance of reading to her son, early and often, but also the
importance of building his language skills. She teaches him how reading is connected to everyday life
by connecting storiesin books to the world around them. Reading is emphasized as atool for learning.
Whenever Bobby has a question she can't answer, she takes him to the library to do research. During
his preschool years, Bobby’ s mother fdlt that fostering his language and literacy skills was her “job” and

she “enjoyed” daoing it.

Question 2: What are teacher expectations for parent involvement across the primary grades?

Wefdt it was important to get an understanding of teachers expectations for parent
involvement in their own words rather than asking them to respond to forced choices or to provide
rankings of possible types of involvement. This alowed usto gain an understanding of a broader range
of the ways that parents can be involved, which we can in the future collgpse into established theoretical
categories of involvement (e.g., Epstein, 1995). As stated above, we asked the teachers to provide

their expectations about the parents’ role in children’s education and schooling. This question was
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meant to be generd and not necessarily about the particular target child' s parents.

We established 15 categories of involvement (see Table 4 for coding criterid). Of those, we
grouped 13 categories into four congtructs. The first construct we named School Focus because it
describes the ways that teachers would like parents to be involved with, or at, the school. Thisincludes
the following five categories: Communication, Awareness, Teacher Support, Partnership, and VVolunteer
Involvement. The second construct, Academic Reinforcement, describes the wish for parentsto be
actively engaged in concrete learning/academic activitiesin the home. Thisincludes three categories
Reinforce Skills, Literacy, and Enrichment. The third construct, VVaue of Education, encompasses a
more abstract idea that parents communicate to their children the importance and priority of educeation,
which children will interndize. Thisindudes Love of Learning and Responsbility. The finad congruct,
Non-Academic Home Support, refers to parents providing caregiving in the home, which includes
Socio-Emotional, Basic Needs, and Behavior. The other two categories were 1) Genera, which did
not fit into a specific congtruct because teachers were unclear about their expectations concerning
parent involvement; and 2) “Needs Improvement,” which reflected both criticisms and empathy for
parents who did not fulfill teachers expectations of involvement. We call thislast category Needs
Improvement because often teachers expressed a desire for increased or improved parental

involvement. Needs Improvement often overlapped with the 13 categories in the four constructs.
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Table 4. Teacher Codes for Involvement Practices

School Focus

Communication

Communication between parent & teacher that can be either parent or teacher initiated and may include
advocating on the child’ s behalf. Form of communication could be direct contact (dropping by or
scheduled conferences/meetings), written contact, phone conversations, etc...

Awareness

Parent communication with their child about what is going on in their classroom/school & about their daily
activities. Parent expression of concern and interest about what is happening at school. Checking child’s
bookbag in an effort to be more aware of notices and schoolwork that the child brings home.

Teacher Support

Refers to general support of classroom practices & school policies. Some teachers request this type of
support because it enables him/her to do his/her job more easily. Also includes teacher requests for
compliance and deference to teachers/school officials.

Partnership Teachers and parents working together (positively, collaboratively) as educators. Cooperative effort
between home and school that involves mutual respect. Parents as educators equal in importance to
teachers, work as ateam, parents are the child’ s first teachers. Anindication that the teacher values the
parent as an educator.

Volunteer Refersto parent donating time/resources to classroom (specific) or school (general). Includes audience

Involvement participation for special events.

Academic Raeinfor cement

Reinforce Skills

Helping with homework, reinforcing skills (academic/organizational) related to classroom activities.
Assessment of academic needs (knowing child’s strengths & weaknesses). Monitoring/checking to make
sure child’s homework is done.

Literacy

Parent reads with child, provides exposure to literacy materials and conversation about books or literacy.

Enrichment

Refers to parent initiating learning experiences for their child outside of the school context such asfield trips
to museums & cultural events.

Value of Education

Loveof Learning

Pass along educational values, be a good role model, talk about/show that education isapriority.
Communicate positive attitude about school and learning, motivate children, place importance on making an
effort/trying, and have expectations for their children.

Responsihility

Teach child to take responsibility for his/her education. Promote independence, goal setting, and self-
management.

Non-Academic Home Support

Socio-Emotional

Provide emotional support & foster self-esteem. Could include overt praise, positive reinforcement,
acknowledgment, and general encouragement. Assessment of emotional needs (knowing child’s strengths
& weaknesses).

Basic Needs Parental responsibility for providing proper care & nourishment. Getting them ready for school & for
learning. Provide the child with a safe and quiet place to study.
Behavior Refersto parents teaching their children about appropriate behavior and expecting them to exhibit these

behaviorsin school. “Instilling in them arespect for adults”.
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Other

General

Teachers not very clear about their expectations concerning parent involvement. “Focus on child doing
best quality work”. This category is used when the teacher doesn’t give information about “how” the goal
isachieved or when there’s no elaboration on a general statement. This codeis usually a stand alone code.

Needs

Teachers highlighting areas that parents need to improve upon. Could include comments about not

Improvement receiving help, support, or involvement from parents. “Everyone seems busy lately”. These comments

could be expressed negatively, neutrally, or positively.

Teacherstypically mentioned two to three categories in their open-ended responses. In some
cases, responses were double coded with Needs Improvement, as teachers described what they would
like to see, but ated that parents were lacking in thisarea. In rare instances, teachers a so reported
that they themsalves could do more to encourage or facilitate parent involvement, as this sixth grade
teacher suggests, “ Schools need to do more to connect with parents, especialy with positive
feedback.” In the following examples (see Table 5) from four different teachers (one from each grade

level) we show how several responses were coded.
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Table 5. Examples of coding of teachers expectations of parent involvement.

Response

Coding

Grade 2

Focus this child on doing his best quality work and growth insde class
and outside of class.

Happinessis a parent who comes in contact with a teacher and smiles
with the teacher and does not gpproach the teacher with an attitude
problem.

Generd

Needs Improvement

bake sales, etc.

Grade 3

Support a home for reading. Literacy

Field trip support. Volunteer
Grade 4

Communicate. Ask if something is unclear to them. Communication
Parents should ask the child frequently to see completed schoolwork that | Awareness

has been corrected.

Parents should go over homework with child, helping with directionsand | Reinforce Skills
providing examples.

Parents should read to and with their child. Parents should attend open Literacy

house meetings and try to support other school programs, e.g. field trips, | Volunteer

Grade 6

Wil alot of that isaframe of reference. Just providing an amosphere
where it's clear that education isimportant and that's number one. Asfar
as involvement specificdly in ether school activities or the child, that's
reglly more of an individua kind of athing. I'd like to see parents
supporting ther kids, while promoting independence. Let the kidslearn
how to do things on their own,

but that they provide the atmosphere and support where necessary to
alow that to happen.

Love of Learning

Responghility

Socio-emotiona

For each grade, we compiled the coded responses into the 15 categories in order to determine

the percentage of teachers who gave answers for each category (see Table 6). We found that in each

grade teechers as a group consstently mentioned the importance of 1) helping with homework, which

was coded as Reinforce Skills (ranging from 36% of teachersin grade 2 to 56% of teachersin grade
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6); 2) indilling aLove of Learning (ranging between 18% and 30%); and 3) Communication between
parents and teachers (ranging from 22% to 32%). Other responses were less consistent across the
other 12 categories. In addition, we were interested in whether responses would differ across grade
levels. We found that teachers expectations about Volunteer Involvement were relatively low and
declined as children advanced through eementary school (18% in 2™ grade down to 6% in 6™ grade).
On the other hand, a higher percentage of 6™ grade teachers wanted parents to reinforce skills,
encourage children to take respongbility for their own learning, and were more critica of parent
involvement, compared to teachersin the earlier dementary grades.

Over hdf (58%) of the Sxth grade teachersin this sample taught in middle schools, while the
rest (42%) taught the final year of elementary school. We interpret 6™ grade teachers emphasis on
socio-emotiona needs, responsibility, basic needs, and behavior (compared to teachersin earlier
grades), to reflect changes in the child' s developmentd status as he or she transitions into adolescence

and middle school.
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Table 6. Descriptive statistics for teacher coding of involvement showing percentage of teachersin each
grade reporting expectation for particular category.

Grade 2 Grade 3 Grade 4 Grade 6
(n=50) (n=45) (n=50) (n=54)

School Focus

Communication 22% 271% 32% 28%
Awareness 24% 13% 32% 22%
Teacher Support 16% 22% 10% 11%
Partnership 12% 4% 12% 9%
Volunteer 18% 18% 14% 6%

Involvement

Academic Reinforcement

Reinforce Skills 36% 38% 44% 56%
Literacy 18% 24% 22% 15%
Enrichment 10% 2% 12% 4%

Value of Education
Loveof Learning 20% 18% 20% 30%
Responsihility 2% 2% 4% 17%

Non-Academic Home Support

Socio-Emotional 12% 11% 12% 17%
Basic Needs 10% 4% 10% 17%
Behavior 8% 2% 4% 11%
Other

Generd 14% 7% 4% 2%
Needs 10% 15% 20% 35%

Improvement
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Quedtion 3: Are maternal reports of parent involvement related to teachers assessment of

parental support and commitment to the child's education?

Once we had determined that average parent-teacher contact diminishes over time, we
checked to see if there was any relationship between this school-based involvement variable and
teacher assessments of parental commitment to their children’s education. For corresponding years
when target children were in second, third, and fourth grade, we found no relationship between these
two variables. Teachers on average, did not evauate parents with whom they had more contact as
more committed to their children’s education, nor did they view low levels of contact as evidence of a
lack of commitment.

Aswith frequency of parent-teacher contact, we tested for arelationship between volunteer
involvement and teacher assessments of family support for school achievement. With amilar results, we
found no ggnificant relationship between teacher assessment of family support for grades 2, 3, and 4
and corresponding volunteer activity leve. Teachersin the sample did not systematicdly evauate family
support more pogtively for mothers who were more involved in volunteer activities as their children
progressed through school.

Additiondly, teacher ratings of family support were not related to maternal reports of
involvement with homework activities. Assuming that homework practices are fairly consstent over
time, we reviewed reports of help with homework when the target children were 9 years old and tested
for relationships to 2™, 3", and 4" grade teacher ratings of family support. We found no relationship

between maternd reports of helping with homework and the family support rating from the teachers.
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Discussion

While many educators have advocated for true partnerships between parents and schools
(Fine, 1993; Powdll, 1991), few mothers and few teachersin this sample talk about parent involvement
intheseterms. Researchers often cite the ensuing problems of power differentids and conflicts of atus
between participating parents and teachers and administrators (Delgado-Gaitan, 1991; Fine, 1993;
Lareau, 1989), and our analysis of parent involvement practicesin this study begins to explore some of
these same concerns. Even in areas that both parents and teachers fed are important, the actud
practice can be problematic, as we have described in our examples of communication.

By examining the lack of relationship between what mothers report they are doing and how
teachers rate family support, we might question whether mothers are over-reporting their involvement
activities both at home and at school. Given that homework type activities are seen by teachers as the
most supportive type of involvement, we would expect at least some indication that motherswho are
providing more help with homework are recognized as more supportive by teachers. We would not
necessarily expect arelationship between support rating and volunteer activities Snce teachersin our
sample gave a higher priority to reinforcing skills than they did to volunteer activities a the school. We
should note that in previous analyses of this data, we did find arelaionship between children’s
achievement (WRAT and PPVT scores) and teacher assessments of family support (Porche, 1999).

However, it was not clear that teachers were specific in communicating this priority to parents.
In four years of vists with teachers a the schools, researchers rarely found examples of direct
communication to parents regarding expectations for parent involvement. Even when parents received

newdetters that were explicit in how they could be involved, most of the suggestions revolved around
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helping out a schoal rather than exploring ways to help children with homework activities. This
highlights the contradiction that most parents face in pursuing involvement options. Parents seem to fed
that they are fulfilling an important need, one that schools promote, yet not such acritical need
according to our teacher sample. Teachers expectations need to be more direct and explicit in
dedlineating ways parents can help with their children’s education.

It isclear in our sample that both teachers and parents emphasi ze the need for reinforcing skills,
such as helping with homework and reading books, which echoes recent findings in alarge nationd
study investigating attitudes of parents and teachers on the parentd role in education (Public Agenda,
1999). The degree to which mothersin our low income sample fed capable of heping in these areas
may not be as high as teachers assume or expect. This brings us to the larger question of what to do
when parents, who fed they do not have the kills or the time to help their children the way they would
like, cannot provide the assstance that teachers expect. Mothersin this sudy, overdl, spoke of ther
firm desire for their children to succeed in school and expressed a desire to help them achieve this godl.
Many fdt that their contact with teachers and volunteer work reflected their commitment to education,
and they might be surprised by teachers downplaying the importance of helping out at school
compared to reinforcing skills at home, especidly as children get older.

Given that parents express interest in being involved in various ways, it may be beneficid to
provide interventions for parents (of younger children) that consst of strategies to help foster children’s
emergent literacy aswel as Strategies to increase parentd skill level so they may be better able to help
children with skill building and homework (astheir children grow older). If parents are limited by their
own sKill level and do not fed confident directly helping their children, then school staff could provide

them with suggestions about how to keep abreast of the homework assignments and how to monitor
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children to make sure the homework is completed. Many parents and teachers find that homework
assgnment books are an effective way to keep track of the assgnments and are a useful means of
parent teacher communication around homework issues. Additiondly, it may be helpful for teachersto
supply parents, who are more comfortable helping indirectly, with motivationd and organizationd tips
they can reinforce with their children.  Other suggestions about where to study and the types of
materids that should be available when children are studying would aso be helpful to parents. Findly,
schools should provide parents with links to resources, such as tutoring, after school homework clubs,
and mentoring, SO parents can secure the help their children need if they are unable to provideit at

home.

Conclusion

In this anayds we have made an initid atempt to link parent involvement information collected
from mothers and teachers who have been participating in the Home-School Study of Language and
Literacy Development for the past decade. We found that, in our sample, the primary involvement
activities that mothers report engaging in during preschool and early e ementary school years are:
keeping in regular contact with their children’ s teechers, volunteering in their children’s schools, and
reading books with their children. We discovered that 29, 3, 4™ and 6™ grade teachers, as agroup,
expect parents to reinforce skills at home by helping children with their homework, indtilling alove of
learning by demondirating that education is a priority, and communicating with teechers about their
child’ s progress. Therefore, we discovered that parents and teachers reports overlap in some areas

such as the value and importance of communicating with one another but do not converge as much in
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the importance of skill building and monitoring work a home. Teachers focused much more on this
than parents did.

We a0 found that teachers who work with older children more often reported expectations
that parents should encourage children to take responghility for their own learning and schoolwork,
teach children appropriate behavior and expect them to engage in appropriate behavior at school, and
support the child’s sociad-emotiona devel opment.

In future andyses it would be beneficid to explore further the lack of correlationa data
between materna reports of involvement and teacher reports of family support. Given that these low
income families have pressing resource congraints (time, financid, educationd) it would be important to
congder ways to bring teachers and parents closer together in their expectations and practices of
involvement. We would dso want to examine the impact of involvement practices, especidly hep with
homework, on children’s academic outcomes.

There are anumber of reasons why this research is vauable for educators.

The myth perssts that low-income parents do not care about their children's education. By exploring
this topic from the perspective of mothers, we show the various ways that parents do care, and are
involved on their children’s behdf. By reviewing both teacher questionnaires and parent interviews, we
shed light on ways that implicit expectations without explicit communication may contribute to the
barriers that exist between parents and teachers, which may, in turn, negatively impact achild's
academic opportunities. At the least, the materna narratives may allow educators to understand the
difficulties low-income parents face, in away not previoudy consdered. At best, results may
contribute to abody of research used in formulating new programsin the next millennium to facilitate

parent involvement and children's academic achievement.
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