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Abstract

This study strives to understand the perceptions parents, and

teachers/administrators have about parent involvement in their school and

specifically how they view their role as partners in education. This study was

designed to describe the perceptions of different parent groups and educators.

The parent groups consisted ofparents whose children were in a French

immersion program and parents whose children were in a regular English

program. Teachers, a principal, and one member of senior administration made

up the educator group.

An assumption essential to this study is that there is a difference in the

attitudes that the French immersion parent advisory council, the English parent

advisory council and the educators hold towards parent involvement in the

school. This study identifies factors that contribute to varied parental

involvement in their children's education. This identification serves as a point of

departure for educators who wish to understand the degree to which parents

become involved in the school and possibly, through collaboration, develop

improved parental involvement programs which will be both satisfying to all

parties involved and beneficial to the education of the children.

The study used qualitative research methods. The researcher conducted

individual interviews with all participants to become familiar with the

individuals taking part in the study. This provided information about the
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participants' educational background and their opinion about the importance of

education. Focus group interviews provided an opportunity to determine the

perceptions that each group ofparticipants held toward parent involvement in the

school. As weII, these discussions helped identify differences between groups.

This study identified substantial differences in perception about the levels

of involvement between the three groups ofparticipants. Some parents wished to

advise on management issues but felt they lacked the qualifications to make

actual decisions about certain issues. Others felt that decisions on policies,

curriculum and staffing should include more active parent consultation.

Teachers and administrators felt that it is crucial for parents to be involved in the

school, but drew the line at areas where they felt they have specialized training

and in which they felt parents perhaps do not have enough knowledge.

-IV-



Table of Contents

Permission to use i

Acknowledgements .ii

Abstract. . . . . . .. . . . . . ., iii

Table of Contents , v

Chapter One

Introduction 1

Purpose of the Study . " 3

Significance of the Study . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 4

Statement of the Problem. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 6

Definition of Terms 8

Delimitations of the Study 10

Limitations of the Study 10

Assumptions , 10

Organization of the Thesis 11

Chapter Two: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 12

Introduction 12

An Historical Scan . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 14

A British Perspective 17

A New Zealand Perspective 20

An American Perspective . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. . 22

Parent-Teacher Relationships 25

School Expectations of Parent Involvement 31

Improving Parent-School Communication. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 34

Chapter Three: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 36

Introduction 36

The Participants 40

Issues of Ethics and Confidentiality 41

Data Analysis. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. . 42

The Interviews and Focus Group Discussions 43

Chapter Four: PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS OF DATA .47

The School Community . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 48

Presentation of Data 50

Focus Group One 50

Summary of Focus Group One Discussion 66

Focus Group Two 66

-v-



Summary of Focus Group Two Discussion 78

Focus Group Three 79

Summary of Focus Group Three Discussion 88

Amalgamated Table of Focus Group Discussions 90

Data Analysis and Interpretation. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 91

Chapter Five: DISCUSSION, RECOMMENDATIONS

AND IMPLICATIONS 108

Introduction. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 108

Class/Culture Issues . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 110

Parent Compliance versus Resistance 112

Issues of Control in Times of Change 113

Conclusions. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. . 114

Recommendations . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 114

Implications and Suggestions for Further Study. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 116

Concluding Remarks. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 117

References 119

Appendices
A.

B.

C.

D.

E.

Focus Group Discussion Guide 125

Informed Consent Form for Participants 127

Transcript and Audio Tape Release Form 130

Matrices of Participant Responses 131

University Advisory Ethics Committee Approval. . . .. .143

-vi-



CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

This research has grown out of an interest to explore and understand the

subject ofparental involvement in education. Teachers under the direction of

their school board, for so long, have had control of the school and its operation.

Parents were secure in the knowledge that what happened in the school

complemented the education the child received at home. Major changes in our

society have come to play an important role in the relationship between the home

and the school. The increasing number of single-parent families and the large

number of mothers who leave the household for paid employment has helped

bring a shift in assuming responsibility for preparing the child for success in the

world from the home to the school. The family is often no longer well-equipped

to transmit the work habits such as: punctuality, responsibility for completing

work, and pride in one's work, which are all essential to productive activity. If

the school has the added responsibility of meeting some of these personal

characteristics, educators and parents need to establish a partnership in order to

share the responsibility. "Schools are institutions designed for specific purposes,

to perform functions which are no longer carried out in other contexts"



(Coleman, 1991). Now, more than ever, parents have a vested interest in

forming close alliances with the school.

Someone working to understand the relationships that exist between

parents and teachers/administrators needs to understand several basic concepts.

The first is that parents may have perceptions distinct from those of

teachers/administrators, in their children's schools, regarding their involvement

in the school. These perceptions require clear identification and comparison to

the perceptions that the school holds in order that good working relationships,

that will benefit the children, can exist.

A second point requiring understanding is that the attitudes which

teachers/administrators hold about parental involvement are grounded to

legitimate concerns. Perceptions include: teachers' sense that their

professionalism is being undermined by parents; the possibility ofpotential

conflict arising out ofparent views which may not be well informed; and the

concern that particularly active parents are not necessarily representative ofall

parents. These perceptions serve to make teachers/administrators apprehensive

about an expanded level of involvement for parents. Increased knowledge and

understanding of the perceptions ofboth groups will likely facilitate the forging

of new relationships between the home and the school.

This study is unique to a particular school. The researcher hopes that the

findings and conclusions can serve as a starting point in developing new
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initiatives within one school to increase the level ofparent involvement in a way

that helps all parties feel satisfied and empowered.

Purpose of the Study

Education shows a trend towards more involvement ofparents in the

school. Public education finds itself the object of harsh criticism oflate. Critics

question curriculum, dispute teaching practices, and criticize budget allocations,

saying schools spend too much here and too little elsewhere (Lawton &

Freedman, 1995). Many parents, not surprisingly, show a keen interest in the

daily operation of their schools. It appears equally understandable why the

schools, feeling more vulnerable and often on the defensive, try to keep parent

involvement at arms' length. Parents have rights and responsibilities within the

school community. The key to a successful partnership between the school and

the home is for educators to have a greater understanding of the intent ofparents'

involvement. School personnel need to understand the basis of the tension which

may exist between the teachers and the parents.

The dialogue and discussion which took place in this study's process

provide insight into parents' perceptions of their role in the school community.

With a greater understanding of the parents and the teachers, a better working

relationship may come about between the parents and the professional educators.

This study explores, through qualitative research, how two groups of parents and
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one group ofteachers/administrators, all active participants in their school

advisory councils, reflected on the parents' volunteer involvement in the school

and the meaning of partnership in education. It is also important to recognize

that any parent participation in the school demands interaction with the

educators, and the extent to which this occurs will affect the degree to which

parents will become involved. This study explores the approaches that each

group takes in assuming a partnership with the school in the education of the

children. In this study, the participants' sharing of information and talking about

their work in the school community provide information which may produce a

better understanding and beneficial changes in the relationships which exist

between parents and educators.

Significance of the Study

This study is concerned with one dual-track community school. Students

in the English program and their families not only live in the community, but

also in close proximity to the school. The community is made up ofworking

class or low income families with many at-risk children. In contrast, the French

Immersion program draws children from the entire city, as this is the only Public

elementary school in the city which offers the French Immersion program.

Traditionally, although not exclusively, French Immersion children come from

middle class to upper middle class professional families. This holds true in this



situation. There is a noticeable difference in the 'haves' and the 'have nots'

between the children in the two programs. There is also a noticeable difference

in the forms ofparental involvement between the two groups.

French Immersion parents in Canada have a history of active parent

involvement in their schools. A small group of parents played an instrumental

role in starting French Immersion (FI) education in 1965 (Stem, 1978, Lambert

and Tucker, 1972 & Olson and Burns, 1981). Their persistence extended beyond

the initial pressure on school boards to provide bilingual education for their

children and included addressing issues not normally considered within the

domain ofparent involvement. These included identifying objectives for FI,

determining the optimal conditions for language learning, developing sufficient

numbers of well-trained teachers and ensuring that the children received both

enrichment and remedial help, all issues that are not commonly tackled by

parents. Gibson (1984) reported that through vigorous organization of their

numbers, the Canadian Parents for French, (CPF) educated other parents of

French Immersion children at the national, provincial and local levels with

information disseminated through group newsletters, conferences, workshops

and parent manuals. According to Gibson (1984) "French Immersion classes in

Canada began - at the suggestion and insistence ofparents, not as an experiment

initiated by the educators - in the mid-1960s (p. 9)". The parent organization

works at becoming a true agent for change in the schooling process. The success
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that parents have achieved through national organization has empowered them to

continue their pursuit in this direction.

Gibson (1984) stresses the importance of sustaining high levels ofparent

involvement in the French Immersion program. The author states that unless

parents maintain their zeal and vigilance the quality of the French Immersion

program may be threatened. Her fear is that the students' accomplishments in

French may so impress both the parents and the teachers that the latter may

become smug in the knowledge of the students' success. Parents, thinking that

their goal ofproviding a program of studies which will allow their children to

speak French has been reached, may back off from their close involvement.

Parents playa vital role in seeing that the quality and the quantity of French that

French Immersion students are exposed to is maintained and enhanced. Most

parents of French Immersion students are CPF members.

Statement of the Problem

The purpose of this study is to determine the attitudes and perceptions of

parents, teachers and administrators to parent involvement in the school. The

major research question is:

How do parents, teachers and administrators, in one dual-track, community

school, perceive their role as partners in education?

This study looks at the level ofparent involvement and perceptions of the
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parents of two specific and distinct groups within one school as well as a group

of teachers and administrators. The school is a dual track school offering both

English and French Immersion programs. Both groups ofparents have

established Parent Advisory Committees. The parent advisory committee

consisting largely ofparents whose children are in the English program,

maintains a traditional home-school relationship while the parent advisory

committee representing students in the French Immersion program tends to get

involved in issues of governance.

This study explores the perceived attitudes to parental involvement held

by the two groups ofparents and one group of teachers and administrators. The

specific salient questions used within the focus groups are as follows:

1. How do you interpret the term "Partners in education"?

2. Researchers have identified different levels ofparent involvement.

These are: parent as passive observer, parent as supporter, parent as adviser and

parent as collaborator. Do you as a parent, teacher, principal or senior

administrator recognize any of these levels of involvement in the school?

3. From the perception of parent, teacher, principal, senior administrator,

is one of these levels of involvement better than another?

4. Give me an example of "Parent as ".

5. From the perception ofparent, teacher, principal, senior administrator,

what do you see as barriers to positive collaboration between the school and the
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home?

6. From the perception ofparent, teacher, principal, senior administrator,

what encourages positive collaboration between the home and the school?

Definitions of Terms

Parent: Any person who has legal guardianship of the student.

Levels of Involvement: Gordon & Breivogel (1976), Henderson, Marburger and

Ooms (1986) and Renihan and Renihan (1994) refer to four levels of parent

involvement. The four levels used in this study are:

1. Parent as spectator/passive audience - The parents are advised of

activities by the school and asked to visit as bystanders or observers

2. Parent as supporter of teacher at home - The parents support the school

by reinforcing the educational activities of the school.

3. Parent as advisor - Schools will occasionally use parental advice to

make changes within the school, generally parental advice is merely

symbolic.

4. Parent as collaborator - The parent is viewed as a partner with the

educators in the school to make valuable, meaningful contributions for the

benefit of the children.

Parent Advisory Committee - A group ofparents representing the parent

population in a school who, in partnership with the school and the school board,

share the responsibility of the operation of the school.
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Administrators - For the purposes of this study, the administrators are the

principal of the school and a superintendent who acts as liaison between the

Parent Advisory Committee, the school and the Board of Education.

Teachers - This refers to those teachers who are employed at the community

school in question and who take part in this study.

Focus Group Discussion - Focus Group discussions are group interviews where

a moderator guides the interview while the group discusses the topics raised.

They are used to gather qualitative data.

Focus Group
- Each focus group is made up of four participants. One group

consists of parents whose children are in the French Program, another ofparents

whose children are in the English program and the third group consists of

teachers and administrators.

French Immersion - A program of study where the child's first language is

English but main language of instruction is in French. The objective of the

program is to have students become functionally bilingual. This program usually

is comprised of non-Francophone students.

Dual-Track School - A school that offers both the English program of studies

and the French Immersion program. Both programs are self-contained and

separate, although the children interact outside of the classroom.

Community School - schools designated to meet the educational needs of

at risk and Indian and Metis children in the inner cities of the province
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(Saskatchewan Education, 1997).

Delimitations of the Study

This study was restricted to one school and community; a dual-track

community school. The participants in the parent Focus Groups were

purposively selected to reflect a cross-section of the families in the school. The

participants in the teacher/administrator focus group were restricted to

teachers/administrators directly involved in the school.

Limitations of the Study

The purpose of this study was to study the perceptions ofparent

involvement in a school in one particular situation; therefore, it would not be

appropriate to generalize beyond the population included in this study. This

study also has the limitation of response effects, generally associated with

interview research as discussed by Borg and Gall (1989).

Assumptions

The assumption crucial to this study is that there is a significant difference

in the way that parents from the French Immersion group and the English parent

group perceive their partnership with the school and in the ways that this

difference is displayed through involvement in the school. The researcher also
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assumed that all the participants would participate willingly and would discuss

openly and frankly their views and perceptions about parent involvement.

Organization of the Thesis

This chapter has presented an introduction to the study, has highlighted

the research problem and discussed the purpose and significance of the study.

Chapter Two will provide a review of the relevant literature. Chapter Three

offers the setting and the methodology for the thesis. Chapter Four analyses the

findings of the study. Chapter Five reports the findings and conclusions ofthe

study and discusses implications for forging new and better partnerships between

the home and the school.
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CHAPTER TWO

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Introduction

Gordon and Breivogel (1976) remind us of the close ties which the school

and the home once had in Canada. Parents formed committees to hire and

supervise not only the professional work but also the personal life of the

"schoolmar'm" . The economics of the times often necessitated that the school

teacher not only live with a local family, but make the rounds of the

community's families for her meals. Times have changed! Not only has the

economic climate changed; the organization of our schools and of our society

also has changed.

Just as beliefs about teaching and learning have changed, so has the

manner in which some parents become involved in schools. This literature

review will show the importance ofparent involvement in the education of their

children. In an effort to understand changes in parental involvement which are

occurring in this school, it will present a broad look at the direction parent

involvement has taken from a British, New Zealand, and American perspective.

The review will discuss the varying levels ofparent involvement which parents
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may choose. It will indicate that the term "partners in education" has been given

lip service without giving parents the right and responsibility to become involved

in their schools.

Since the formal education of children has fallen to teachers, it is

important to understand the impact that parent involvement has on the teachers

and the administrators. Schools are accustomed to the traditional role that

parents have come to play in education. Philip and Susan Jones (1976) claim

that schools perceive parent organizations as groups of do-gooders occasionally

meeting over coffee and cookies to plan the next bake sale or to raise money for

new stage curtains or for playground equipment. Lawton, 1995, asks if teachers

and schools are prepared for the new breed of informed parents who are asking

questions about legitimacy, management and governance, and affordability.

Lawton, 1995, speaks of the reasons these factors are forcing change in the

educational system in Canada:

Legitimacy
- the perceived failure of the educational system to be

responsive, effective and efficient;

Management and governance
- the failure of education to adopt

new management practices and to ensure that clients, not

employees, come first; and

Affordability
-

education, along with most other public services

has outgrown the ability of society to pay.
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Parents are demanding accountability from schools on these issues. They

are asking "Whose school is this anyway?" Are educators prepared to offer

opportunities for meaningful parent involvement in their schools?

An Historical Scan

The history of the education of children has its roots in the home and in

the community. Parental involvement in the education of their children dates

back to a time before formal education and was based on cultural practices

(Berger, 1983). Berger writes that people passed on the accumulation oftime

tested wisdom and knowledge through the oral tradition. The family and the

community acted as the prime educators in early societies. The same author

states that "from the times of early Egyptian, Sumerian, Hebrew, Greek and

Roman days, parents were actively involved in the selection of teachers and the

education of their children" (Hepworth-Berger, 1987, p.77). Through the Middle

Ages the socialization of children into the way oflife befitting their class took

place with the children working alongside their parents. Religious education

permeated educational practices during the Reformation and consequently

influenced child-rearing practices for centuries. John Locke's Thoughts

Concerning Education (1693) and Rousseau's Emile (1762) did much to change

the restrictive child-rearing practices of the Reformation and promoted a more

humanistic education of children (Townsend, 1987, pp. 12-25). Locke wanted a
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reasonable, more open-minded approach to child-rearing; Rousseau wanted an

entirely new one. Despite some changes in attitudes towards children, the

Industrial Revolution created an atmosphere ofpoverty and misuse of children as

labourers.

In the zo" century, Benjamin Spock successfully influenced parent

education. From the time ofpublication ofhis best-selling book Baby and Child

Care in 1946, well into the 1950s and 1960s, Spock continued to influence child

rearing practices towards having parents show more flexibility in the education

of their children (Spock, 1946, pp.l-Z). Many parents used Spock's book as an

educational guide. According to Acosta, Keith and Patin (1997), "Children's

first teachers are their parents, and those parents playa vital role in the academic

success of their children" (p. 24).

The education of children has moved from one which was entirely home

and community based to one which is almost exclusively delivered in a formal

educational setting. Regardless of the practices and attitudes of the parents, the

education of children generally remains publicly funded. School boards

administer the finances and school administrators supervise the daily operation

of the school. Parents have, for the most part, delegated the responsibility of

educating their children to the school. The delegation of this responsibility has

served to distance the family from the school. Education has become

increasingly specialized and has created a gap between the parents and the
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school team.

Since the 1920s, when Parent-Teacher Associations (PTA) first started in

the United States (Jones and Jones, 1976), parent involvement in the school has

consisted largely of fund-raising through bake sales, teas, hot lunches and

driving for field trips. Generally this type ofparent involvement supported the

activities and decisions made by school personnel. These activities have fallen

short of the original intent of the PTA, which was to help the parents and the

teachers work together to meet the needs of the children. Parents have always

been willing to become involved in the school. However, Jones and Jones

(1976) reported that parents soon became disillusioned with the lack of

organization and direction that most PTAs have. These authors further write that

parents seldom feel that they have any fundamental decision-making power

within the organization and that most of their involvement deals with trivia (pp.

7-12). Consequently, many parents never join and some who do, lose interest

and withdraw from the association leaving only the very dedicated to do all the

work and provide all the services. The few remaining soon risk becoming

overwhelmed by the enormity of the task.

However, the current trend leans more and more towards a real

partnership between parents and the school in the education of their children.

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights of the United Nations Charter states

that "Parents have a prior right to choose the kind of education that shall be given

-16-



to their children" (Sicault, 1963, p.126). Parents' attitudes generally show a shift

to recognizing their rights and those of their children. Parents in general show

more inclination to voice their opinions and to raise questions in areas

concerning their children. Despite the increased awareness of children's rights

brought about by the Declaration, most parental involvement in the school

remains limited to energetic, concerned mothers who provide needed voluntary

service in the school.

A British Perspective

It is generally and widely recognized that parental involvement in the

school is beneficial. According to Bastiani, (1987), the British Plowden Report

from 1967 recognized that parent involvement was directly linked to student

performance. Contrary to what had once been thought, parental involvement far

outweighed other factors, such as the material features of family size and income

which make up the home circumstances.

The report concludes:

Before the inquiry it was plain... that parental encouragement and

support would take the child some way. What the inquiry has

shown is that the 'some way' can be interpreted as a 'long way',

and the variation in parental encouragement and support has much

greater effect than either the variation in home circumstances or the

variation in schools... (Plowden, 1967)
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This report gave official support to parental involvement and suggested that

significant improvement could be gained by underachieving students from

unsupportive homes. In Britain, this changing attitude toward home involvement

in the school coupled with government efforts at fiscal responsibility led to a

movement for public accountability ofpublic services in the 1970s and 1980s

(Bastiani, 1987).

Great Britain's Education Acts of 1980, 1981, 1986, and 1988 led to the

passing oflegislation granting parents more rights in regard to decision-making

in the schools. Ferre (1992, pp.17-25) presents the following overview of

British reforms in education. The Education Reform Act of 1988 had four major

parts, all geared to make the parent a more knowledgeable consumer. They

included:

1) a national curriculum and national evaluation procedures

2) open enrolments

3) financial delegation

4) grant-maintained schools

McLure, (1989) cited in Ferre, (1992) describes the importance of each of

these areas. A national curriculum and national evaluation procedures apprise

the parents of the content of the programs and also supply much needed regular

progress reports. Open enrolment allows the parent full choice in where the

child attends school. Financial delegation puts the parents in charge of school
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budgets through their local school governors. The governors are responsible for

staffing the school, budget allocations, school discipline policies, monitoring the

curriculum to meet national standards as well as overseeing the general operation

of the school. According to Golby, (1989) and Reynolds, (1989) both cited in

Ferre, (1992) the fourth component is tied more directly with the political agenda

of the day. Placing the power of choice of school in the parents' hands serves a

two-fold purpose. It removes the bulk of the power from the hands of those who

deliver the programs and it forces schools to be more accountable and ultimately

become better schools. Reynolds (1989) states:

A socialist educational policy ... is about both parental and local

state enforcement of the quality of education in schools. It is about

'squeezing' schools by using state legislation from the top and

giving local accountability to consumers at the bottom, ... that will

help schools move towards greater professionalism and higher

standards (p 179).

These four components of the Education Reform Act all serve to

empower the parents in areas where they traditionally have been made to feel

inadequate. British government reforms were legislated in a "Parents' Charter"

giving parents "rights of grievance, choice and knowledge of school statistics

etc." (Renihan & Renihan, 1994, p. 23). This charter was distributed to all

parents in the United Kingdom to inform them of their rights. The British
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Education Reform Act afforded parents responsibilities for governance of the

schools, recognizing parent involvement as a factor of school effectiveness. In

1987 British legislation enabled schools to leave the local school system and

receive direct funding from the state. Despite strong criticism by educators the

legislation received profound support from the public because the schools were

seen as working too much for the employees rather than for the students (Holmes

& Wynne, 1989, p.135).

A New Zealand Perspective

New Zealand has seen major educational reforms in the last two decades.

These reforms resulted in large part from initiatives to restructure government

services in a move for fiscal responsibility and to give parents control in

educating their children. Lawton & Freedman (1995) explain that the need to

create a strong and efficient economy was one of the guiding forces behind the

reforms, but a recognition by the government of the necessity of including

native people in the design and control of the nation's economic and educational

systems also played a major role in the reforms. In an effort to afford New

Zealanders this right, the government extended the right to citizens to opt out of

the current educational process and negotiate individual contracts.

Educational options to parents in New Zealand include:

a) secular state schools, which make up the majority of the schools in
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New Zealand with local trustees making decisions.

b) integrated schools, formerly Roman Catholic schools, now having a

board member appointed to ensure the religious mission is included in the

charter of the school.

c) schools with designated character will be admitted as charter schools as

long as they have 21 students registered.

d) home schooling.

Regardless of the choice, parents and trustees must have a charter or

contract with the Minister of Education. A school charter consists of a contract

between the Minister of Education and a Board of Trustees for a given school.

The contract has specific elements put forth by the Minister and by the trustees,

written in consultation with the members of their community to reflect the goals

and objectives of the community. Developing a school charter permits the

community to have direct involvement and control. Examples of elements of a

school charter are included below. Only those elements which the trustees

developed wholly or in part have been included:

Description of School

Specific Goals and Objectives of the School -

Local curriculum goals and objectives

Community partnership goals and objectives

Personnel goals and objectives
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Financial goals and objectives

Other goals and objectives

School Procedures

Roles and Responsibilities

The Ministry of Education

The Teachers

The Students

The Parents (Lawton & Freedman, 1995, pp. 71-72)

In an effort to implement wide and far-reaching changes in the

educational system ofNew Zealand, the government legislated these changes in

October of 1989 and created the necessary agencies to support the changes.

Parental involvement became a necessity.

An American Perspective

In contrast to New Zealand, parental involvement in schools in the United

States is linked directly to school achievement at all grade levels (Epstein, 1987).

Springate and Stegelin (1999) give this overview of American educational

reforms. Citizens of the United States began to question their school system with

the launching of Sputnik by the Soviet Union in 1957. Since they were second

place to the USSR in the "space race"
,
what could they do differently to ensure

that American children would have the education to rival other countries? The
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inequalities of the educational system became apparent to people about the same

time. People recognized the disparities in living conditions, in opportunities, in

services and in education between rich and poor, male and female and diverse

cultural and ethnic groups. In an effort to try to correct these inequalities, two

pieces of legislation were passed. The Civil Rights Act was passed in 1964 and

the Elementary and Secondary Education Act in 1965. As well, in 1965, three

programs, Project Head Start, Title 1, and Chapter 1 were implemented to build a

system of equal opportunity in education for all children. Schools were

pressured to present curricula which was more responsive to all children.

Researchers concluded that the home environment played a major role in the

child's success, therefore, parental involvement became a required component in

a child's schooling. The 1990s brought major changes to education through

technology. Recognizing that keeping abreast of other nations was crucial, the

government met to establish an education strategy. The goals were enacted in

Goals 2000: Educate America Act of 1994 and set high standards to try to ensure

that every child had the opportunity to succeed in school. One of these goals

mandated parental involvement in the education of their child. Springate and

Stegelin (1999) cite Morrison "Every school and home will engage in

partnerships that will increase parental involvement and participation in

promoting the social, emotional, and academic growth of children" (1998, p. 41).

Although much importance is placed on the value ofparental involvement, it
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must be remembered that parent involvement in the education of their children is

not a panacea to eradicate structural inequities in the system or in society.

Parental involvement in schools, for example, will not alleviate the disparities,

formed by class/culture issues.

Americans have undertaken the challenge ofproviding for the academic

needs of all the children. Teachers and educators must work in partnership with

the parents in an effort to have the children succeed.

Regardless of the country, Coleman (1991) speaks of the transformation

of the family and the significant implications of this to both the school and the

family. The high rate of divorce and the increase in the number of single parent

households has necessitated mothers to leave the house to seek paid employment.

Instilling good work habits, self-discipline and responsibility, all areas of a

child's education, and once the responsibility of the home, have now become

one of the school's tasks. In this new, expanded role the school must consider

itself a complement to the family (pp. 1-7).

In summary, the literature shows that there is an international movement

in the aforementioned countries to increase parental involvement in the schools.

In some instances, as in Britain and New Zealand, the political motivation with

government efforts at fiscal responsibility and accountability led to legislation

increasing parental rights in education. On the other hand, the prime factors for

change in the United States appear to be an effort to correct societal inequities.
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Regardless of the motivation, research supports the value ofparental

involvement and, now, more than ever, the school and home need to establish a

strong partnership to improve educational outcomes for children.

Parent-Teacher Relationships

Much research supports the idea that parental involvement is crucial to a

child's development and achievement and that the chances for the child's success

increase significantly when the parents and teachers set goals and objectives

together (Bastiani, 1987, Barclay and Boone, 1995, Macbeth, 1989, Swap, 1993).

There are many varied views about parent involvement and what form that

involvement should take. For the purposes ofthis study, the levels referred to

will be those identified by Henderson, Marburger and Ooms (1986). They are a

partnership with: parent as passive audience, parent as supporter, parent as

advisor and parent as collaborator.

Invariably, the level ofparental involvement will directly affect the role of

the teacher. Therefore, parental involvement can be seen as either beneficial or

problematic (Pearson, 1990). Although the term "Partners in Education" has

been used for forty years or more, no one has taken it very seriously (Kropp &

Hodson, 1995). Many barriers exist to deter parental involvement. Springale

and Stegelin (1999) identify some common feelings that parents have in regards

to parental involvement in schools. They include:
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a) feelings of powerlessness to change anything

b) lack ofknowledge regarding government regulations

c) fear of the political process

d) lack of confidence in their own expertise

e) lack of time (p. 301).

Furthermore, educators bring their own reluctance to the process.

Henderson (1987) summarizes the most common reasons why teachers do not

reach out to parents:

It is still not unusual to hear experienced educators say that once

children are in school, their education is best left to the

professionals
- that untrained parents may unwittingly interfere

with today's sophisticated teaching techniques, or even that turf

battles between parents and teachers may disrupt the learning

environment. They also argue that the extra time it takes to work

with parents would place an intolerable burden on already

overworked teachers and principals. (p.2).

In their need to guard their professionalism teachers do not seek or support

partnerships with parents that involve equality, collaborative problem-solving

and planning, and discussion over issues which might be contentious. Rather,

parent involvement is limited in their classrooms to that of helper.

Many professionals as well as parents think that the communication and
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contact between the school and the home needs improvement. Parents feel

annoyed and frustrated with the lack of consultation and communication with the

school about their children (Green, 1968). Green speaks of the frustration felt by

the parents as a gap in what the parents want for their children and what the

teacher wants for the school. He urges parents to work co-operatively with the

teachers and the school. Teachers and parents will readily admit that parent

teacher cooperation should involve a process whereby teachers and parents work

together for the ultimate benefit of the child. However, all too often, teachers

cringe at the thought ofworking with parents. Teacher experiences with parents

often have proven less than enjoyable and frequently have involved conflict, in

situations where the parent has blamed the teacher or the school for the child's

problems. Teachers then, in an effort to protect themselves, have often limited

their contact with parents to formal meetings or to the parent-teacher conference

at reporting time (Rutherford & Edgar, 1979).

There exists a tradition of tension between the parent and the teacher.

Waller (1965) points out the long-standing rivalry between parents and teachers,

where both have authority over the child and both vie for the compliance and

occasionally the affection of the child. Holmes & Wynne (1989) contend that

this tension will be augmented by social class differentiation as well as

functional differentiation. Teacher culture is usually middle class and may

conflict in some situations with the predominantly working class culture of the
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students. Tension can also exist when the student assumes the culture at home is

superior to the one of the teacher's. A rivalry also exists between the teacher and

the parent in that each has a very different function when dealing with the child.

Parents recognize their children as individuals and, therefore, usually deal with

each child in a predominantly particularistic way, encouraging the child to

develop as an individual. On the other hand, the very nature of the makeup of a

classroom with generally thirty students and one teacher, makes it almost

impossible for anything but universalism as the dominant form of interaction

between teacher and students (Lightfoot, 1978). Rules must be established

which everyone can live by and teacher expectations are very similar for all

students.

Rutherford and Edgar (1979) speak of the two basic prerequisites needed

for effective teacher-parent relationships. Firstly, the teachers must recognize

that parents have a role in the educational process. Parents believe this; Philip

and Susan Jones (1976) elaborate on the rights and responsibilities ofparents in

regards to parental involvement in the education of their children. They offer

suggestions for involvement and tell parents that it is imperative for them to form

an integral part of the operation of the school. Lawton & Freedman (1995)

attribute the high levels of illiteracy, dropping out and innumeracy to the

bureaucratization of schools. These authors further maintain that parental

involvement allows for a greater responsiveness to parental concerns and to the
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needs of the children. Parents who once complacently sat back and watched

schools from a distance no longer appear content with token involvement. Faced

with widespread negative information about the performance of schools, Popham

(1977), refers to a substantial portion ofthe parent population becoming very

involved in local school politics. These parents hope to bring about some

fundamental changes to the education system in the areas of curriculum,

instruction and evaluation. The Saskatchewan government believes in and has

legislated parental involvement in education through the establishment of Parent

Advisory Councils (The Saskatchewan Education Act, 1995).

Secondly, and perhaps most fundamentally, Rutherford and Edgar

maintain that in order for an effective working relationship to exist, teachers and

parents must trust each other. They can only develop this trust through an

opportunity to work together (1979). Much ofthe literature supports this notion.

Most research looks at the relationship which exists between parent and

teachers/schools and how that relationship can improve. Renihan and Renihan

(1994) suggest that "the important considerations in meaningful parental

involvement are 'opportunity', 'ownership' and 'choice"'. Attention needs to be

given to how the school staff will relate to the parents in any given area of

involvement, be it an educative or facilitative role. The school community needs

to recognize that involvement will not be the same throughout the varying grade

levels and that there is a significant difference in the kind ofparental
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involvement between elementary, middle and high school. For meaningful

involvement, there needs to be a commitment. Parents, teachers and

administrators need to feel that they want to form a partnership.

Kropp and Hodson (1995) encourage a hands-on approach. They point

out "Parents who have had problems with a teacher or a school - and there are

many of you in this group- should know about power in school systems, teacher

types and requirements ...

"

emphasizing the importance ofparents being

knowledgeable about their child's school. Kappelman and Ackerman (1977)

inform the parents about "parent power", "educational jargon", the rights of the

parents and the child as well as the role of the parent in the Parent-Child-School

team. A survey done by Garrod (1977) on educational issues and expectations

concludes that local and provincial parent associations seek to improve

communication in school systems and to hold public discussions on aims in

education. Baskwill (1989) speaks of the old notion, now myth, that teaching

and learning belong to the domain of the school while nurturing can only take

place in the home. These ideas led to a rigid set of lists of responsibilities which

created an ever widening communication gap between the home and the school.

Gordon and Breivogel (1976) write about the changes in our society. They

discuss the destruction of the once close home-school ties and how this has

resulted in new challenges for communication between our homes and schools.

If a true partnership is to take place between the home and the school, the

-30-



school must recognize that the parents are the prime educators and parents must

realize that schools cannot do it alone. Teachers are in charge of the schooling,

the instruction in the formal things which the child needs to learn to function in

Canadian society, to become a skilled, successful adult. The parents remain in

charge of education. (Kropp & Hodson, 1995). Schools have now, more than

ever, received responsibility for much more than teaching reading, mathematics,

history and the sciences. Teachers must teach in a full range of teaching areas

which in many instances cover values and ethics, culture, languages, driver

training, and sex education, just to name a few. What traditionally the

community, the family, the church, relatives, clubs and organizations, shared has

now become the responsibility of the school.

School Expectations of Parent Involvement

Far less information exists from the school about the expectations held by

the teachers and the school regarding parent involvement in the school. Renihan

& Renihan (1995), apply the psychological contract, as discussed by Schein

(1980), to a home-school situation. This type ofunwritten contract holds

expectations for both the home and the school. The authors describe these

expectations as "at the heart of the home-school partnership" (p. 57). Table 2.1

provides a table of terms common to most home-school situations as identified

by Renihan and Renihan. The authors explain that the psychological contract can
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shift from individual to individual, but the basic expecta tions remain the same

for the majority ofhome-school situations.

Table 2.1

The school-home psychological contract (Renihan & Renihan, 1995)

What the school expects of the What the home expects of the

home school

•

Support for school norms and • Clear and consistent communication

policies

• Reinforcement of the education • Fairness in dealings with children

activities of the school

•

Consistency in the raising of • Attention to the individual needs of

children each child

•

Availability of parents when • A safe environment

teachers need to talk to them

• Constructiveness in talking about •

Good, committed teachers

the school and its professionals

• A home environment consistent • A welcoming atmosphere for

with the developmental needs of the parents

child

• A school environment and program

consistent with the developmental

needs of the child.

Information acquired from the Board of Education in which the study

was conducted regarding Roles and Responsibilities of Parent and Community

states that the :

Advisory Group has the opportunity to share responsibility for: in

partnership with the school staff and administration develop a
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shared school plan including development of the mission, values

and priorities of the school. The group may in partnership with

the school staffparticipate in developing the principles to guide

school planning and operations issues including discipline,

communications, attendance and student evaluation. The advisory

group may also provide advice to school administration on the

school program. The advisory committee may recommend criteria

for hiring the principal, teachers and support staff, but the board of

education retains the responsibility for interviewing, hiring,

placing, disciplining and terminating staff (-- School Division

Policy).

The Parent Advisory Council representing the French Immersion parents

of the said school division met in April of 1997. At that time they determined

that the "purpose of the group is as follows: The Advisory Group wants to have

an impact on the administration and delivery (staffing, resources, programming)

of the French Immersion Program, with the expressed purpose of maintaining its

integrity (effectiveness, success) and viability" (FI Parent Advisory Committee

Meeting minutes, April, 1997). This clearly recalls what Popham, 1977,

discusses as an issue between schools and Parent Advisory Councils -"What

constitutes advice?" - the term "advising" is intended to mean inquiring,

informing, suggesting and recommending to the school administration who

-33-



remains responsible for decisions necessary for the administration and

supervision of the school. In April of 1999, the FI Parent Advisory Committee

formulated a mission statement and action plan. This statement changed the

previous statement considerably. It stated the mission of the group was "To

advocate for French Immersion children by providing recommendations and

advice within the --------- School Division (FI Parent Advisory Committee

Meeting minutes, April, 1999).

Improving Parent/School Communications

Some published work reflects actual projects which schools have

implemented to improve communication and the relationships between parents

and the school. One of these projects led by Stan Sinclair took place at the

Kinistino Elementary School, Saskatchewan. His report outlines the work

undertaken by the school and community to improve communication and the

relationship between the home and the school (Sinclair, 1973). Jones (1991)

provides an overview ofprograms and practices schools can use to involve

parents in the education of their children at home and in the school. She stresses

the importance of support from educators and the necessity for meaningful

involvement by the parents. Jones states" Meaningful involvement is achieved

only when the school creates an environment that makes parents feel welcome,

reaches out to parents in new ways and connects them to needed resources, and
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provides numerous opportunities for participation" p. 7, (1991). Wolfendale

(1992), identifies four key principles which should be afforded to parents in

order to promote healthy home-school relationships. These principles are:

Rights, Equality, Reciprocity and Empowerment. The school must recognize

and guarantee expression of the fundamental rights which parents have in

educational decision-making. The concept of equality with the teachers must

also be accepted in that parents have a vested interest in the education of their

children and bring a different expertise to the educational experience. The

reciprocal involvement of sharing information and expertise in decision-making

ultimately makes everyone accountable. Providing opportunities for parents to

learn about the schooling process and to work within the educational system

gives the parents the confidence to ensure that their voices will be heard.

There is much literature for parents encouraging active participation in the

formal education of their children. We see many parents becoming more

confident where their children's rights are considered and who feel a

responsibility to work at reclaiming their schools. I hope that this exploration

will provide some insight and understanding into the thinking of the parents as

well as valuable information which might produce beneficial changes in the

relationships between school staff and families leading to a true partnership in

education.
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CHAPTER THREE

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Introduction

The previous chapter dealt with the relevant literature pertaining to

traditional parental involvement in schools and the relationship that needs to

exist to increase the level ofparents' ownership in their children's education.

This chapter will describe the research design, the participants in the study, the

procedures for collecting the data, and the methodology used in the analysis of

the findings.

This study uses a naturalistic inquiry method to answer the research

question: How do parents, teachers and administrators, in one dual-track,

community school, perceive their role as partners in education? Lincoln and

Guba (1985), Burgess (1985) and Reichardt and Cook (1979) write about the

application of qualitative versus quantitative methods of research in educational

research. Morgan (1997), writes that Focus Groups are a qualitative research

method which draw on three fundamental strengths shared by all qualitative

methods. These are 1) exploration and discovery, 2) context and depth, and 3)

interpretation.

Since focus Groups use guided discussions to explore a topic, the
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participants enter into conversation and discuss the subject while sharing and

comparing their perceptions and experiences. Much information can be acquired

through this type of exploration. The give and take of the Focus Group

discussion helps the researcher understand the context of the participants

experiences. The reaction of the participants to each others contributions reveals

the depth and the range of their opinions. Qualitative research methods provide

excellent means of interpretation. Participants in Focus Group discussions seek

to understand one another and the differences in their perceptions and

experiences. Through their exploration and discovery they will also generate

their own interpretations of the issues and topics in their conversation.

This study sought to understand partnerships in education and gain new

insights into parental involvement. It also attempted to investigate the contexts

of the participants' perceptions and to understand the range of these. Ultimately

the study sought to interpret these perceptions and how these were translated into

parental involvement. This study incorporates many of the characteristics which

these authors identify as appropriate for qualitative research. Some of these are:

1) People shape their attitudes by the experiences they live. Through the

focus group discussions, I aimed to understand the social, cultural, and

historical setting of the parents' attitudes thereby gaining insight into their

choice of involvement in the educational process.

2) Since humans act as the primary data-gathering instrument, this method
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of research allowed flexibility to adapt the complex issues that arose out

of the discussions, as well as the biases that resulted from the interactions.

3) I relied on purposive sampling out of a wide range ofparticipants to

allow for the uncovering of the multiple realities of the demographics of

the school community as well as to provide an opportunity for looking at

implications for the differences in attitudes or responses.

4) Taking into consideration these multiple realities, I recognized that the

participants played an important role in understanding and interpreting

their perceptions of the situation and gave meaning to the interactions.

The participants all belong to the community, have children attending this

school or work in the school.

I work as the vice-principal in the school and know the community well.

The Department of Education designated the school a Community School in the

spring of 1999. Such a designation brings many new resources to the school, but

perhaps more importantly focuses on opening the doors to parent involvement. It

therefore appeared appropriate to use parents from the school community as

participants. Other researchers also support these reasons to use the parents as

participants (Morgan, 1997):

a) The researcher works in the same community in which the study takes

place. This study design aims to uncover information that is relevant and
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unique to this situation. The findings provide a better understanding of

the school community's perceptions regarding parental involvement in the

school. It also provides a starting point for the fostering of a new

enhanced partnership between the home and the school.

b) The researcher knows the parents of the children in the school. The

people participating in the discussion should show compatibility, a

compatibility which goes beyond demographic similarity. They need to

be understanding and respect each other. A good knowledge of the

parents facilitated this process.

c) The participants know each other and have a common interest in the

topic. The common interest of the participants provided a background of

knowledge about the topic and allowed for a valuable discussion.

Because the parents already possessed interest in the subject, they

showed a willingness, rather than a reluctance, to get involved.

I wanted to conduct this research within the school in which I work

because the results of this study will give a greater understanding ofparent

involvement in education to the senior administration in the school division. The

study may also have a direct impact on the relationship which the teachers and

school-based administrators have with the two parent associations within the

school. Many parents choose not to become involved in the Parent Councils or

in the school at all. Those who choose not to become involved generally come
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from a lower socio-economic group, and the parents who become involved and

who speak as if on behalf of the entire parent population, represent the more

affluent population. To ensure a good representation of the demographics of the

school, I selected discussion groups to represent a cross-section of the school

population.

The Participants

The participants in this study consisted of three groups of four people.

Each group represented a particular group within the dual-track school. Two of

the groups consisted ofparents. The selected participants:

a) represent a variety of economic backgrounds;

b) represent a variety of educational backgrounds;

c) have students in the program corresponding to their group
- either

English or French Immersion;

d) represent varied parental involvement in the school.

The study also included a group of two teachers, one in-school administrator and

one superintendent from the School Division Office.

In addition the study adhered to the following procedures:

a) The researcher apprised the superintendent who oversees the Parent

Advisory Committee of the nature of the study. As required by the school

division, the researcher sought and received permission to conduct the
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research in the researcher's work place.

b) The researcher requested voluntary participation from all the

participants.

c) The study followed all the requirements for ethics procedures, as set out

by the University of Saskatchewan Advisory Committee on Ethics and

Behavioural Sciences. (The letter of approval is included in Appendix D)

Each of the participants has or has had involvement to some degree in the Parent

Advisory Committee ofhislher choice.

Focus Group One consisted ofparents whose children attend the French

Immersion program. Focus Group Two consisted of two teachers and the

principal of the school and the superintendent of curriculum who acts as liaison

between the Parent Advisory Committees and the school, education centre and

the system Board. Focus Group Three consisted ofparents whose children

attend the English program.

Issues of Ethics and Confidentiality

Focus group discussions involve the sharing of information within the

group. This study involved groups ofparents from the same school community

representing all sectors of the community. The researcher and the group of

participants discussed the issues of over-disclosure and confidentiality at the

onset of the discussions. Removing or modifying names and other identifying
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information assured confidentiality. The University Committee on Ethics in

Behavioural Sciences Research approved the researcher's research plan. The

participants signed consent forms dealing with issues of confidentiality.

Data Analysis

Since the study sought the participants' interpretations and perceptions of

their roles as partners in education, the Focus Group Discussions provided the

opportunity for the participants to speak and for the researcher to listen. Most of

the data for the study sprang from the focus group discussions. Audio tapes of

the discussions served as a primary source of data. A transcript of each audio

tape was prepared after holding the focus group sessions. The transcripts were

then coded for similarities and the material organized into key themes, and then a

brief summary of the most relevant material was prepared from each transcript.

These individual summaries served as the basis for the composite report which

resulted after all the focus group discussions had taken place.

Additional data sources include notes taken during the focus group

discussions as well as information gathered from the tape-recorded individual

interviews with the participants. The analysis of the focus group discussions

provided the opportunity to compare what the participants from each group had

to say and yielded insight into the various experiences and preferences.
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The Interviews and Focus Group Discussions

I had spoken with a number ofparents about volunteering as participants

for this study. Many expressed an interest in being involved. The interviews

were scheduled to be conducted at the convenience of the participants. When the

participants were contacted to work out times for the interviews, all except the

senior administrator and the minister offered to accommodate what would fit best

with my schedule. This led me to believe that they felt as I did about the subject.

They recognized the importance of the subject and were eager to contribute their

viewpoint. Interview times ranged from 8:00 a.m. to 5:00p.m. and each

interview lasted about forty-five minutes. Most chose to have their interview at

the school. The senior administrator chose to have his interview in his office,

while the minister chose to give his interview at his church office. The other

participants all chose to interview at the school at various times of the day. The

participants were extremely co-operative. A few of the parents were a bit

nervous at first, but, upon realizing that there were no right or wrong answers

became quite comfortable and volunteered information freely. Many stayed and

kept talking about the school after the interview was over. This reaffirmed the

interest in the topics which I had perceived at the outset of the study. It also gave

me a sense that they were eager to improve the home-school relationships which

already existed.

The focus group discussions proved to be a little more challenging. I had
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been using audio recorders from the school to record the interviews. All had

gone well. On reviewing the tapes of these discussions, I found that the

recorders had recorded but the sound was barely audible. I spent many hours

transcribing the first session, using head phones and going over the material time

and time again. In desperation, I took the remaining tapes to our education

centre to see if the tapes could be enhanced. It was not to be. I decided to redo

the discussions, if the participants were willing. I laid my cards on the table and

sheepishly admitted what had happened. The TFG and the EFG graciously

agreed to redo the discussion. Since the FFG tapes had already been transcribed

there was no need to redo that discussion. This time, equipped with two good

recorders, the tapes turned out to be of very good quality. Both groups proved

extremely co-operative and helpful, although many opportunities were taken to

remind me that their first discussion was far superior and the TFG wondered

where the food was.

The first focus group to meet was the French Immersion parent group.

We had agreed to meet in the evening at the school. Three participants arrived,

anxious to get the discussion underway . We waited -

no fourth. After a phone

call and a quick reminder, the last member of the group arrived, with her

husband. I made a mental note to do a telephone confirmation as a reminder to

all the participants the day prior to the scheduled discussions. We quickly

reviewed the ground rules for the discussion covering issues ofconfidentiality
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and the risk of over-disclosure and moved on to the discussion. It was obvious to

me during the discussion that the interviews had prepared the participants by

starting them thinking about issues of partnership because they had much to

contribute. I sensed that the participant whose husband was present did not

speak as freely as she might have had he not been there. Her contributions at the

personal interview were much more forthcoming than in this discussion.

Although one participant tended to speak at length and use overly academic

vocabulary unnecessarily, the other participants were not cowed into agreeing

with everything he said. They had confidence in their beliefs and expressed

them clearly and effectively.

The TFG discussion proved invaluable for giving insights about teacher

perceptions and attitudes to parent involvement. Perhaps the ease with which the

participants talked can be attributed to the fact that this was the second time

around. They appeared to be very comfortable having this discussion with each

other. I also sensed that each one had reflected on our previous conversation as

their contributions were more in depth than in the last discussion. Noone person

tended to monopolize the conversation although one participant was inclined to

ramble on. This, however, was not a deterrent for the others as they felt free to

interject when they had something to say or add to what had been said.

The EFG reminded me of a group of women meeting for coffee. In fact,

all the participants arrived with coffee and cookies. Another factor which
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reminded me of a "coffee klatch" was that on occasion, several conversations

were going on at the same time and occasionally one person would finish a

sentence for another. This made it difficult when the transcription was being

prepared. At one point in the conversation, when the discussion turned to very

personal issues, the tape recorder was turned off and the participants reminded

about over-disclosure. This served to confirm the importance ofhaving some

structure to guide the discussion.
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CHAPTER FOUR

PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS OF DATA

This study aimed to determine the perceptions that parents and educators

in one school hold toward a partnership between the home and the school and

more specifically to parental involvement in the school. In order to make sense

of the findings, one must understand the make-up of the school community. This

chapter presents a brief description of the community and presents the data

collected in each Focus Group Discussion (FGD). All information from each

FGD is presented together and separate from the other FGD information. To

preserve anonymity, all participants have received a pseudonym but the focus

group to which they belong has been identified. Matrices are provided

summarizing the contributions of each participant and a table, with relevant

themes as topics, compiles the data from all the focus group discussions. (These

matrices are included in Appendix D).

The three focus groups had four participants each. One group represents

parents whose children attend the French Immersion program, another represents

parents whose children attend the English program and the third group consisted

of teachers and administrators from the school.
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The School Community

The school building is one of the two existing old school facilities in the

city that were built at the tum of the last century. It is an elegant building of red

brick whose character is enhanced by a bell tower. Later additions include a

gymnasium and two wings which house classrooms and a library. When one

walks down the hallways to the classrooms there is much evidence of student

work on bulletin boards, in hallways and in stairwells. One can also usually hear

the sounds ofnew musicians practising or of a boisterous group of students in the

gym. Wonderful smells emanate from the nutritionist's kitchen as she bakes

bread, cookies or prepares a meal with a group of students.

This is a dual-track Pre-kindergarten to Grade 6 school with an enrolment

of approximately four hundred students. The school offers both an English

program and a French Immersion program of studies. Approximately two thirds

of the students are enrolled in the English program while the remaining one third

take their studies in the French program.

The families of the students who attend the English program live in the

surrounding neighbourhood. This is a low-income area of the city with many

families receiving social assistance. A high percentage ofAboriginal students

make up the English school population. This segment of the population sees a

heavy rate of transiency as the families move back and forth from the reserve to

the city. Parental involvement from the Aboriginal families is, for the most part,
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at the passive level. The rest of the families assume various levels ranging from

the passive role, the supportive role, to a few who have become involved in

advisory roles.

The French Immersion population of the school, for the most part, lives

elsewhere in the city. Most of these students do not live in close proximity to the

school. Transportation is provided to and from school for students living outside

of the school boundaries. The majority of the students in the French Immersion

program have professional parents and belong to middle-class or upper middle

class families. The extensive social capital which exists in this community of

parents helps to offset its absence in the families which do not fit the norm for

the economic and social stability prevalent in the French Immersion group.

French Immersion parents show a high level of involvement in the school at the

supportive level as well as at the advisory and collaborative levels.

The staff at the school consists ofmany people with a wide range of

experiences. Most of the thirty-nine personnel are female, in fact the principal, a

half-time physical education teacher and two maintenance personnel are the only

adult males on staff. Included in the personnel are associates, a nutritionist,

tutors, maintenance people, a counsellor, clerical staff, a community school co

ordinator as well as the teachers and administrators.
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Presentation of Data

Focus Group 1

Participants in this group had children in the French Immersion program.

The participants are Dotty, Bernadette, Lynn and Bob. Three of the members of

this group knew each other socially. Don, a minister, tended to dominate the

discussion and to use a lot of unnecessary educational terms but none of the other

participants in the group were intimidated by this and still expressed themselves

freely. They also had confidence in themselves and in their beliefs enough to

disagree with him on several important points. Don was also the most vocal

about the barriers which exist to prevent collaboration between the home and the

school. Any reference to this focus group discussion will be noted FFGD for

French Focus Group Discussion.

A . .QQ!!x
- the mother of three children, is a stay-at-home mom from a

professional family. Her involvement ranges from regular volunteer work

in the library to many other capacities in the school. It is a common thing

for Dotty to be at school to drive students on field trips, to make costumes

for a concert, to help out in the classroom or to bring baking to the staff

room. Dotty also feels comfortable in just dropping in to the school for a

cup of coffee and a chat. Dotty, in the past, has been involved in both

Parent Advisory Committees. Her most recent involvement was with the

FI parent group. She felt that by becoming involved, the program could
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be promoted in the city and possibly attract more students. This in tum

would see more resources in the school for the program. Although she

does not remember her parents being involved in the school at all, they

did place a high value on school. Dotty's school experience was a

positive one and she remembers a few teachers from school. One

particular favourite whom she remembers is a teacher named Jerome who

was the leader at the field day when she was in Grade Two. She

remembers him vividly because his name reminded me ofJerome the

Giraffefrom The Friendly Giant. (personal interview)

1. Meaning of the term "Partners in Education" -

Dotty feels that

when a partnership exists between the home and the school the

parents feel comfortable in the school and with the school

personnel. She thinks it imperative that this comfort level exist so

that they can discuss issues at ease when they arise. She stated:

When you are talking about discipline... you either agree

or disagree whichever way it goes youfeel comfortable to

come into the school and say {I didn't like the way that was

handled in class today, I'd like some more information on

that (FFGD, June 12,2000).

Parents need to feel that their viewpoint matters and that the school

will consider it. She also feels that the school should have the

-51-



family background in order to have a better understanding of the

child.

2. Personal Levels of Parental Involvement (passive parent,

supportive parent, advisor, collaborator)

She indicates she had been involved at all of these levels but at the

present time chooses not to become involved in a formal way.

Rather she chooses to speak directly to the people involved about

her concerns and ideas. She sees her role is to assist in

extracurricular, or ifthere was an issue with the department of

education that needed an extra push, letters written to support

what the school wants, we need to be positive partners, helping,

getting things, not to be a negative, build on what we

have(personal interview).

3. Is one of these levels better than another?

The participant does not feel that one level supersedes another.

Each of these levels ofparent involvement is important and

necessary. She believes that different parents, for their own

personal reasons, will choose involvement at varying levels. The

parents have the complete choice in this. She says that, "the child

should come to school clean, fed and ready to go ", but this just

doesn't happen. "We all know that isn't how it works." Later in the
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discussion, Dotty speaks to the importance ofhaving parents

involved at the decision-making level, "you wantpeople involved

in makingpolicy, having some control ... instead ofjust the

teachers and the principal...
"

(FFGD, June 12,2000). She also

stated

As a parent even ifyou are a teacher your school is run a

certain way there are people hired to make the right

decisions, I don't have all the information to make the

decisions, Idon't know the day to day workings ofthe

school. We have to put our trust in the people hired because

they have the qualifications. To assist, I don't see political

involvement, there are people hired to do those things

(personal interview).

4. Barriers to collaboration

Dotty does not seem to think that in her situation, barriers to

collaboration exist between the home and the school. She appears

very capable and self-assured and is confident in her abilities to

discuss issues of concern to her and her family. She shows open

mindedness and a willingness to listen to other points of view.

Dotty recognizes that ultimately someone has to make a decision

and trusts that the decision will prove the right one for the entire
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school community. She does not feel threatened nor does she take

it personally when the school makes a decision which she does not

agree with. For myself, I've alwaysfelt comfortable talking to the

school. Sometimes it works out, and sometimes it doesn't,

sometimes the information I receive is not what Iwant to hear.

(FFGD, June 12,2000).

5. Suggestions to enhance collaboration

Dotty felt parents need to show willingness to become involved.

In order for this to happen parents have to become more

comfortable with the culture of the school. People have to prove

willing to accept the decisions made by the school and assume that

they have been made for the benefit of the whole school.

B. Bernadette - also comes from an upper middle-class professional family, and

she also stays at home. She worked briefly at a public utilities company,

before her children were born but has devoted herself to her family since.

Although her children no longer attend this school, she maintains regular

involvement in the school by volunteering weekly in the library, as well as

working at special events (Judging Science Olympics, overnight field

trips, helping with yearly musicals, etc.). As a child, Bernadette

remembers having really good teachers but expressed having some

difficulty in school. She remembers mostly once Igot into high school,
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really liking school, the social stuffespecially (personal interview). She

does not remember her parents being involved saying Generally I don't

remember parents in the school. Ifyou don't have respect, your children

will lose respect.

1. Meaning of the term "Partners in Education"

The term "Partners in Education" is interpreted by Bernadette as

the home and school working hand in hand to give our children the

best education qualifying this with being a support system, not nit

picking, not trying to findproblems, recognize that we are the

parents, not the teachers (personal interview). Like Dotty,

Bernadette believes that it is very important that the school know

the child and the family well. She holds that if The school knows

the child as well, knows what kind ofchild he is ... the staffhas a

better understanding of(thefamily background) where you are

comingfrom and where your child is comingfrom. It should be

easier to deal with. (FFGD, June 12,2000).

2. Personal Levels of Parental Involvement

This participant expresses that she has been involved at all levels at

different times throughout her children's education. Her husband

has worked as advisor/collaborator with the Parent Advisory

Committee. At one time they both dealt with issues ofprogram
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and curriculum assessment. Bernadette said, ... when we started

at the high school we brought our concerns to the Parent Advisory

Committee and all of these problems were addressed in quite short

order. (FFGD, June 12,2000). Working through the Parent

Advisory Committee, this family managed to resolve areas which

they felt needed addressing. Comments from the other participants

about this involvement included comments about Bernadette's

husband:

"He was our main man", "He writes good letters" and "He keeps

his cool". Bernadette's perceptions of the issue are:

We wanted to know what was coming upfor our kids, we

had a problem with the high school level of the program,

they didn't seem to be preparedfor the FIprogram. I've

never considered myself in an advisory capacity, more as a

concernedparent. I don'tfeel we should be advising in a

lot ofareas, because we don't know what the answers are.

That has to be left to the teachers. We like to know what is

happening and to have ideas bounced offof We don't have

any expertise wejust want to make sure the program is the

bestfor our kids (personal interview).

The school bureaucracy does not intimidate these well-educated,
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upper middle-class professionals.

3. Is one of these levels better than another?

She agrees with the importance of each of these levels ofparental

involvement. She does however say that making sure the child

attends school, receives food and organization is maybe a little

more important. Ifevery child was here to learn, was happy and

fed then maybe some of these other things wouldn't be a concern.

We wouldn't have as many problems. (FFGD - June 12, 2000).

Despite the fact that Bernadette said she had involvement at all

levels and continues with regular involvement in the school as

help/support, when she speaks of specific involvement she speaks

about her role in an advisory or collaborative capacity. She does

not mention any of the many things that she does as a regularly

scheduled volunteer in the school.

4. Barriers to Collaboration

Bernadette feels that unreal parent expectations present barriers to

positive collaboration between the home and the school. She

knows some people who expect more from the school than they

expect of themselves. She gives the example of discipline They

wouldn'tput up with that type ofbehaviour at home but they expect

the school to (FFGD, June 12,2000). Bernadette also expresses
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concern that what some might perceive as parent/school problems

might actually result from unsettled issues between parents.

5. Suggestions to enhance collaboration

The opportunity to have dialogue between the parents and

teachers/administrators appears essential in order that a trusting

relationship can develop.

3. Lynn
-

belongs to a low-income family. She has four children and lived as a

single mother for five years until she remarried last year. She and her

husband distribute newspapers in the city for a large publisher. Lynn once

had a high level of involvement in the Parent Advisory Committee but

has pulled back in the last few years. Lynn has post-secondary education

and appears to have a good understanding of the educational system as her

first husband was the Director of Education for a school division in

another province. Lynn was the child of an immigrant family. Both

parents worked therefore, they were not able to come to the school at all.

Lynn and her brother acted as substitute parents for each other when

school activities required parental involvement saying my brother came to

my grad rather than my parents and she vowed that she would not be like

that saying lack ofparental involvement on the part ofmy parents led to

my own involvement (personal interview).
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size is big, it was big when we were kids, but things are

different now and teachers need help in the classroom

mostly one on one, not as a teacher replacement but to help

with or enhance. Let's say Mary is a bit slow at reading but

she's a crackerjack at math, so ifshe gets her math done in

5 minutes let her go with a volunteer and read (personal

interview).

4. Barriers to Collaboration

Lynn felt that people's jobs restrict the time that parents can

commit to the school. Her own and her parent's situation

exemplified this: I had no parent support, Ifelt they should have

been more involved, but they were immigrants, they worked hard.

My mother worked shift work. Her own job demands that Iget up

at one in the morning and am back in bed byfive. My son knows,

he gets his own breakfast. That's the way it is (personal interview).

5. Suggestions to Enhance Collaboration

Everyone has something different to offer and we have to

capitalize on those talents.

D. Don - works as a pastor at a local church. He served as Chairperson of the

French Immersion Parent Advisory Committee for several years. He has

since chosen to leave parent involvement up to his wife or to keep it
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limited to activities in his child's classroom. Don is a student in a Doctor

ofTheology program and has one daughter attending school. He attended

school in Saskatchewan and high school in Alberta. His experience in

Edmonton was not what he had expected. He felt no one valued the

school experience: My orientation was completely thrown, the values

between the schools in Saskatoon and Edmonton. Nobody valued school

it seemed better to destroy than build community (personal interview).

1. The Meaning of the Term "Partners in Education"

For Don, this term appears complicated. The partnership between

the home and the school works at a number of different levels.

Don feels that the parent has a commitment in the home to see that

the child attends school, and receives food, clothing and cleanliness

from a good home environment. Parents also must provide support

for the child through encouragement and help with homework. It

is also much more I really believe my responsibility as a parentfor

my daughter is to model self-discipline and what she can do to

learn in her lifetime (personal interview). The parent also has

responsibilities within the school. Parents have an obligation to

know about the curriculum and what goes on in the classroom, and

... about the ethos of the school. Things like discipline, just the

way the schoolfunctions and some conversation, some mechanism
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for conversation around that with administration (FFGD, June 12,

2000).

2. Personal Levels of Parental Involvement

He recognized his involvement at all of the different levels of

involvement. In partnership with his wife, he and/or his spouse

have maintained involvement in the school. That involvement has

included roles as advocate, as collaborator, as supporter and as

helper depending on the family circumstances at any given time.

One of the reasons Don and his family moved back from Quebec to

Saskatchewan was: Parent involvement was not welcome in

Quebec (personal interview). Regardless ofeither of their

involvement Don considers communication with his family about

the school imperative to a good relationship with the school. There

needs to be family support for the school partnership to work and

to flourish.

3. Is one of these levels better than another?

In responding to this question, Don was not sure whether there is

more value placed on one than another. According to Don he

would see them ... looking at advising on policies, maybe I'm not

the rightperson to be advising on certain policies so Iwould back

offto a different kind of involvement (FFGD, June 12,2000). Don
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thinks all levels ofparental involvement have importance. He

prefers to think of it as:

concentric circles, working together. I simply wouldn't and

couldn't (identify one as better than the others). I think at a

certain level you have those who willprovide leadership but

not everyone can provide leadership. Everyone of those

circles has a place in that circle that has to befilled.

Everyone has tofind theirplace. Ifallyou do is expectyour

parents to be concerned that's fine... You've got no

investment, nothing at stake and not only that, teachers are

spending a lot of time with my kid and Iwant to know about

that. (FFGD, June 12,2000).

4. Barriers to Positive Collaboration

Don sees serious barriers to Parent/School collaboration. He felt

that some parents feel intimidated by the culture within the school.

He said many parents ... non-professionalparents, educated

themselves and very skilled but not university educated feel it is

... not theirplace, they don't have the expertise, they may know

what they want butfeel the teacher is the expert and the experts

should take care ofthat (FFGD, June 12,2000). The reluctance of

the school staff to allow for any discussion about school
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philosophy or programs forms another barrier to positive

collaboration between the home and the school. The aim is not

necessarily to change things but to discuss what options might

mean to the program. Certainly most of the teachers I've talked to,

say no. It is just dismissed. So in the face of that there is just

massive resistance to discussion.(FFGD, June 12, 2000). There

have been other instances where, working as chairperson of the

newly formed Parent Advisory Committee, when parents asked for

clarification of terms and wanted information about the Scope and

Sequence of the program, he had a sense that staff saw the parents

as a threat. He said ... I sense there were questions asked, 'Why is

this happening?', 'Why is there a Parent Advisory Committee?'

and 'What is their goal?'. That was ongoing and there was

resistance and there was friction. (FFGD, June 12, 2000).

5. Suggestions to Enhance Collaboration

The FI Parent Advisory Committeeformed because the

teachers wanted it to promote the program and to help the

teachers feel good about the program and their work. In

this sense the work that the parents do appears as glorified

cheerleading. A need exists for that but there also needs to

be the opportunity to reflect critically with the teachers and
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administration on what happens in the school. The parents'

must have their voices heard without the teachers and

administratorsfeeling threatened. There must be occasion

to build a trusting relationship between the parents and the

school staff in order thatparent involvement moveforward

(personal interview).

Summary of Focus Group One Discussion

These parents recognize that a partnership with the school means working

together for the benefit of the child. They believe it is a parent responsibility to

become involved in the school. Although all were involved at each of the

different levels at one time or another and saw the value of involvement at every

level, these parents wish to be involved in the decision-making process. The

main barriers which prevent more meaningful participation appear to be teacher

reluctance to enter into dialogue about important issues and a perception that the

teachers feel threatened by this group ofparents.

Focus Group Two

This focus group consisted of teachers and administrators. Their

pseudonyms are Amy, Jean, Ben and John. Any reference to this focus group

discussion will appear as TFGD, for Teachers Focus Group Discussion.

-66-



A. Amy: has taught in the French Immersion program for approximately

thirteen years. She developed the French Immersion program in the

school at the beginning of the 1980s. She is single and does not have

children. Her school experience as a child was very positive, she loved

school, she loved her teachers: Iwas kind ofa brown-noser kid, I'd stay

after school and do teacher thingsfor them. My mom was always

involved in the school, doing crafts, cooking, or activities with the

teachers (personal interview). Her friends were: the good group, I never

got into any trouble (personal interview).

1. Meaning of the Term Partners in Education

Amy felt that anyone involved in the school community, inside or

out, at hand or at arms' length, is a partner in education. Each

person has a specific role but comes together for the betterment of

the child or the situation at hand representing a common purpose.

She said: the schooling that happens at home and the schooling

that happens within thefour walls of the school work together hand

in hand... we're all trying to do the same thing, to have the

children become prosperous adults (personal interview).

2. Levels of Involvement Identified

This teacher recognized all the levels of involvement identified for

the study. Ultimately she would like to have all the parents from
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her classroom as collaborators. That does not occur, but ideally

she would like to work. .. using my strengths in the classroom and

their strengths at home and working together with the parentsfor

the betterment ofthe education oftheir children (TFGD, June 20,

2000). When probed about the kind of collaborative work she

would see parents involved in she replied:

Working on a project, even academic projects or

extracurricularprojects, even working on ideas on how to

make the school a friendlierplace. Ultimately, working

together there has to come a time and someone has to make

decisions or someone has to be the person in charge. I

would hate to have parents talking about the curricula and

telling us when to teach it, how to teach it. I do believe

there is a time andplacefor the parents and teachers to

work together and then we kind ofsplinter offafter a while.

(TFGD, June 20, 2000).

3. Is one of these levels better than another?

She felt that she would like to see more collaboration between the

home and the school. She added that each level of involvement

would have negative as well as positive aspects to it. She again

spoke about someone ultimately being in charge. The parent has

charge at home or outside school walls but she honestly feel(s) in
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experience has been at the Division Two level (Grades Four to Six)

although he has taught at the Division Three level (Grades Seven to Nine)

as well. His administrative duties have all taken place at the elementary

level. He has three children, the youngest presently completing high

school. As a child his family moved regularly and he feels this had a

negative effect on the schooling of the children in the family. He also

remembers some bad teachers, those who probably should not have been

teachers. I decided that I wanted to be in a position where I could have

some say about that (personal interview). His parents were not really

involved My mother did bake sales and cooking, never heavily involved

(personal interview).

1. Meaning of the Term Partners in Education

Ben's interpretation of the term was basically everyone who is

concerned with the benefit of the child, be itparents, teachers,

associates, inside or outside the school. Businesses might have

some kind of input or interest -

anyone who has some kind of

interest in making sure that the child is successful should be

considered a partner (TFGD, June 20, 2000).

2. Levels of Involvement Identified

From Ben's perspective, the parent population meets all levels of

parental involvement to varying degrees.

3. Is one of these levels better than another?
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He pointed out the need for extreme caution in saying that the

collaborative parent's contributions have more value than the

passive parent. He said the parents who appear passive may in fact

act as extremely strong supporters ofthe school and the concept of

education for their child even though one may never see them at

school. By building the "proper" attitudes in the child about

school these parents may even do more goodfor the school than

the most involvedparent in the school (TFGD, June 20, 2000).

Ben did give his interpretation of a good, collaborative relationship

as: ... is when the parent or whoever values and respects the

knowledge and expertise ofthe teacher and is willing to be guided

by that rather than have their own agenda. (TFGD, June 20, 2000).

He did not voice a choice for a preferred level of involvement.

4. Barriers to Positive Collaboration

Ben recognized many barriers. He said:

The background of the parent brings many barriers to the

home-school relationship. Many parents have not had

positive educational experiences and even though they

recognize the needfor education and the needfor their

children to move through this system, they do not

necessarily view it as a goodplacefor their children. The

education of the teachers and the middle-class ethic which
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most teachers seem to have may appear imposing to parents

who have not had the same opportunity or who find

themselves in a different socio-economic group. Another

barrierpresented by the teachers is a lack of

communication. Many teachers lack comfort in seeking out

parents because many times they do sofor negative reasons.

Young teachers often find it difficult to relate to the situation

(the reality of the social and economic situation which the

students may be living) and to relate effectively to the child

so that the parents will have confidence that the teacher

understands and caresfor the children. Maturity and

experience can change this.

5. Suggestions to Enhance Collaboration

All teachers need to develop the skills necessary to feel

comfortable talking with parents. The school must offer a positive

atmosphere. The physical environment must invite and not

intimidate the parents. Administrators must show a willingness to

listen to the parents.

C. John: has been a superintendent of schools for a number of years first with a

rural school board and two years in his present assignment. His

recollection of his education as a child was I despised school until Grade

Six, and then we got a teacher that we adored, he could have told us open
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to page 396 and do these questions and we thought it was the best lesson

ever taught (personal interview). He remembered his parents being very

involved in the context of support at home on a daily basis and coming to

the school for any events of significance. The most dramatic thing that he

remembered was being taught by the Sisters ofPresentation and the

orderly system of the educational system. I loved it... the structure, the

expectations. It was madeforpeople like me (personal interview).

1. Meaning of the Term Partners in Education

John tended to agree with the other interpretations from his group.

He did add that each group must play their appropriate role and

make appropriate contributions. He qualified that statement by

giving this example: Ifwe say that the role ofthe parents isfund

raising, that's way too narrow and ifwe say parents (should be)

instructing in the classroom, that's way too wide. That range of

appropriate and constructive, building of the child ... (TFGD,

June 20,2000). He goes on to say that these roles overlap and that

all working together will build the child.

2. Levels of Involvement Identified

He identified all levels of involvement. Through his involvement

with the Parent Advisory Committee what he encountered mostly

are parents involved at the advisory or collaborative levels.

3. Is one of these levels better than another?
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At first John thought the collaborators would make the largest

contribution because of their high level of involvement and the

passive parent would make the least contribution. After listening

to the other participants' comments he added that any of these

involvements can be either negative or positive. He explained it

as:

almost a negative collaborative versus the passive positive.

Where I am collaborative because I am suspicious of those

people and say things at home that reinforce "Oh, they

don't know what they are doing. They've got to be watched.

I'm going to see to it that you get a proper education which

you won't get unless I'm involved.
"

So it is a kind ofa

collaboration versus the positivepassive that says the

school is a goodplace, learning is important, show me your

report card, you're doing good and all that (TFGD ,
June

20,2000).

He concluded that the ideal level ofparental involvement involves

positive collaboration. He offered the following analogy: To me it

would be the parent as helper as in nurse to doctor but not two

doctors. That is, Iwill look after instructional strategies...

(TFGD, June 20, 2000).
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4. Barriers to Positive Collaboration

John recognized a general lack of trust on everybody's part as a

barrier. People question others' motives and become suspicious.

He also felt that the closed culture of the school presented

obstacles. People do not feel free to enter without having a reason

to. He said We don't even walk into each others' schools (TFGD,

June 20, 2000). John suggested that the messages children take

home each day about what life is like in the classroom can

contribute to a negative or a positive parent attitude.

5. Suggestions to Enhance Collaboration

John sees a need for trusting relationships on everybody's part.

Through communication, the school can become much more open

and accessible to the parent community. He suggested using a

broken frontprogress, find a team ofadministrators who are

willing to try to escalate the level ofparticipation and the idea will

sell itselfon its own merit (personal interview).

D. Jean: started teaching in 1969 and took ten years off from 1972 -1982 to stay

home with her children. She has taught primarily in Division One

throughout her career. Jean teaches Grade One in the English program

and has very limited parent involvement in her classroom. As a child Jean

attended the same school where her mother was a teacher, in New

Zealand. None of the parents of the other students were involved in the
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school at all. She remembers walking to school with my mom and my

little sister although she hadn't started school yet she stayed with my mom

in the classroom (personal interview). Jean does not remember too much

about the academics of the school but one incident she recalled was Igot

the strapfor getting one question wrong in math, at least that is my

recollection of it, Mr. Smith's interpretation was probably different

(personal interview). She has immediate family members living in New

Zealand and returns there regularly.

1. Meaning of the Term Partners in Education

Jean agreed with all three of the other participants that a

partnership involves the home and the school working together for

the benefit of the child. She added Iwould like to see more

parental involvement in the school. I think the home-school

connection is very important (personal interview).

2. Levels of Involvement Identified

Most of the parents with whom Jean deals fit either into the role of

passive parent or that of supportive parent. She observed that most

ofher parents do not have much of a comfort level when it comes

to school involvement. The make-up ofher class consists of

students from lower-middle class families, many single parent

families and many transient students from the reserves around the

city as well as from the North. Few feel comfortable coming to the
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school because they find it an intimidating situation. She went on

to define a passive parent as one

who has very little involvement in supporting the child

coming to school or in the school itself It's obviously not

helping the child develop the right attitudes to come to

school, develop the right attitudes to learning. The

supportive parent is the one, and I've got quite a few of

those in my classroom and I can see that because their

books, their home reading comes back signed by the parents

that they've actually read the story with theirparents. The

attitude toward learning of the children is there, it is not a

negative it is a very positive attitude so obviously they're

getting itfrom somewhere. Iwould classify those parents as

supportive (TFGD, June 20, 2000).

3. Is one of these levels better than another?

Jean believes that the parent needs to be supportive. Parent

collaboration can prove valuable when the school looks for input

about the kinds of optional programming the school should

implement. However, she fears parent collaboration in some areas.

She does not want to have parents telling the teacher what to teach

and how to teach it. The professionals should make the final

decision. Teachers have training for this and unless the parent has
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great knowledge in curricular development their involvement in

this could prove dangerous. Parents should advise and not dictate.

Ifparents are comingfrom leftfield and saying that teachers

should be doing this or that, I think that is dangerous (personal

interview). Looking at what charter schools have done in New

Zealand she says Parents have created have and have not schools

by making decisions which have affected both the program and the

staffing within the school (personal interview).

4. Barriers to Positive Collaboration

The school environment often is not welcoming. The building has

a very institutional nature.

5. Suggestions to enhance positive collaboration

Jean believes that having an inviting atmosphere in the school and

particularly upon first entering the school can do much to increase

the number ofparents who come into the school. That can act as

the first step in increasing parental involvement.

Summary of Focus Group Two Discussion

The teacher/administrator group interpreted the term partnership in

education as those working together for the benefit of the child with everyone in

an appropriate role and making appropriate contributions. They had a slightly
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expanded view of who is involved in the partnership than the parents did. This

extended to the immediate and to the larger community. The TFG recognized all

levels of involvement in the school but maintained that the most valuable role

was that ofparent as supporter. This group identified many barriers to

collaboration some the result ofparent action and some the result of teacher

action. Teachers and administrators felt that collaboration could be enhanced by

having a brighter, more inviting environment and by having the teachers

maintain their professionalism.

Focus Group Three

Participants in this group have children in the English program. Their

pseudonyms are Rose, Daisy, Pearl and Ruby. Any reference to this focus group

discussion will appear as EFGD for English Focus Group Discussion.

A. Rose serves as a parent advisor on a committee to promote "Open the Doors

to our Community School". She has two children in the school. Rose

provides weekly house-cleaning duties for several teachers and parents in

the school as well as doing paid daily noon-hour supervision at the school.

Rose completed her high school education. She speaks of her childhood

education as a struggle. She found school difficult but they keptpassing

me. I started hating school real early. Iwanted to quit but wasn't

allowed to (personal interview). She said that her father, a widower, had
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no involvement in the school at all.

1. Meaning of the Term Partners in Education

Rose interpreted this term as everyone working together teachers,

parents and children all workingfor the same goal, to educate the

children (EFGD, June 21, 2000). Ifeel that teachers are an

extension ofwhat I do at home (personal interview).

2. Personal Levels of Involvement

Rose saw her involvement as that of supportive parent. Rose

would like to see far more collaboration between the home and the

school. She views her involvement in the school as valuable but

not terribly meaningful. Iwould like to see parents have input on

teacher evaluation. I believe that I have input about teacher

problems, but that in the end I can not do much about it (EFGD,

June 21,2000).

3. Is one of these Levels Better than Another?

Rose felt that when students first start at the school parents are

probably at the level of either passive or supportive parent. Ideally

it would be wonderful ifthe school hadfour hundred students to

havefour hundredparents there too (EFGD, Jume 21, 2000).

Rose felt that at this time, she would like to have more input in a

collaborative way. She viewed parent input in policy development
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as important. She also felt that parents need to have some means

of expressing their concerns about teacher problems.

4. Are there Barriers to Positive Collaboration?

As a parent she does not feel comfortable approaching the teachers

to discuss concerns other than those directly related to her child's

behaviour. Rose did not feel that she has the knowledge or the

expertise to discuss classroom dynamics with the teacher. She did

not feel that she has a right to question some teacher practices

which she disagrees with. Rose felt that parents need to know the

proper protocol for dealing with problems. Not knowing the

proper channels to take when dealing with sensitive issues will

often dissuade parents from following through on concerns. Time

acts as a major barrier to parental involvement. Rose also stated

that some people have the attitude that education is the teachers'

job. We hire teachers, Ipay taxes. From 9:00 a.m. to 3:30 p.m.

you've got my child, you are responsible, and after 3:30 Iget them

back again, you've got no involvement anymore. From nine to

three- thirty, what do you need mefor? (EFGD, June 21,2000).

5. Suggestions to Enhance Collaboration

Rose thought that the school needs to value and appreciate parent

contributions in order for parents to want to participate in the
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school. Thefirst thing to do is get the parents into the school so

they can see that they do have something to offer (EFGD, June 21,

2000).

2. Daisy acts as the chairperson of the Parent Advisory Committee. She has

four children in school. A 'stay-at-home mom', Daisy can be seen in the

school on an almost daily basis. Her school experience was mostly

positive. She attended a Catholic school and remembers going to church a

lot. She remembers that there wasn't so much diversity in the school. All

the kids camefrom the community, all myfriends went to school with me

(personal interview). She also has completed high school. Parent

involvement was limited to concerts and interviews.

1. Meaning of the Term Partners in Education

Parents must help at home. Not everything is done through the

school. The parents lend a helping hand to educate their child,

giving any help they possibly can (EFGD, June 21, 2000). During

her interview she said parents are free to come into the school and

voice their opinions and occasionally have things change to the

way they would like to see them.

2. Personal Levels of Involvement

Daisy felt that the parents taking part in this discussion are

involved in the school up to the level of Parent as Advisor. She
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qualified her statement by giving examples of their involvement.

They included: working in the library, doing noon hour supervision

and being on the executive of the Parent Advisory Committee.

3. Is one of these Levels Better than Another?

Daisy felt quite comfortable with her involvement. This included

supporting the school at home, helping in the school on a regular

basis and serving as chairperson of the board. In this role she had

acquired much information about the operation of the school that

most parents do not have. With this acquisition of knowledge she

has also gained a new level of comfort with the administration and

feels quite at ease coming to discuss any issue and give her

opinions. She did say that part of the Parent Advisory

Committee's job is to involve more parents and to make them feel

more at ease in the school. She did recognize that not everyone

can share involvement at the same level and said that minimal

involvement should take place at the supportive level.

4. Are there Barriers to Positive Collaboration?

Daisy perceived several barriers to collaboration. They included:

People don't want to give up theirfree time. People think someone

else will do it. Parents don't realize what other parents actually do

in school (EFGD, June 21, 2000).
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5. Suggestions to Enhance Collaboration

Daisy stated You need to have a relationship with someone in the

school whom you feel comfortable with. Ifa teacher encourages

you to come into the school and become involved, you feel

welcome. She felt perhaps having the Parent Advisory Committee

encourage parents to come to the meetings, to share their concerns

and ideas might serve to authenticate their contributions in the

school.

C. Pearl holds the position of the treasurer of the Parent Advisory Committee,

she has training for secretarial and book-keeping work, and works part

time doing the accounting for her husband's business. She also drives the

van for the community school dental program. Pearl and her family live

in the community. Pearl has two children in the school one in the English

program and one in the French Immersion program. Her school

experience was pretty normal (personal interview) and she remembers

that although her parents were not involved directly in the school they

stressed the need for an education.

1. Meaning of the Term Partners in Education

Pearl agreed with Rose and Daisy, and felt their responses sum up

what she thinks about the term. The parents and the school work

together to help the children in the school.
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2. Personal Levels of Involvement

When Pearl spoke about the levels of involvement she said that

when the discussion came to "Parent as Advisor", we all got a little

nervous and got a littleflustered (EFGD, June 21,2000). Upon

further clarification, she offered that so far, we have not been

involved to that extent, but could see it happening and being

comfortable with it eventually (EFGD, June 21, 2000). Pearl felt

that having a forum like the Parent Advisory Committee might

empower the parents to discuss issues and may ultimately lead to

some action to address concerns.

3. Is one of these Levels Better than Another?

Pearl considered it extremely important for the child to have the

parent's support at the school saying The child needs to see that the

parent supports him or herpublicly. When the opportunityfor the

parent to come to the school arises, the parent needs to be there

(EFGD, June 21, 2000). She realized that parents will choose

involvement at different levels because of their personal

circumstances and some parents will be involved a lot more than

others. Pearl maintained that the minimum involvement by a

parent in the education of the child should be that of a supportive

parent.
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4. Are there Barriers to Positive Collaboration?

Pearl offered that parents often don't feel comfortable. At one

point in her personal interview, Pearl comments that she ... is just

a stay-at-home mom! (EFGD, June 21, 2000). Until she became

more involved and her level of comfort at being in the school

increased she felt intimidated by the teachers. She supported what

Rose said about parents thinking that schooling is the teachers' job.

She added that those parents see involvement at school benefiting

the teacher rather than the child (EFGD, June 21, 2000).

5. Suggestions to Enhance Collaboration

Teachers need to make the parents feel comfortable. Many parents

don't realize that they have much to offer. Parents need to have

knowledge of what they can do and how they can be involved.

Pearl felt that the teacher should take the first step to open the

doors to parents in the classroom saying Personal contact works

far better than written notices (EFGD, June 21,2000).

D. Ruby serves as secretary for the Parent Advisory Committee. Also a 'stay-at

home mom'
,

she volunteers in the library on a weekly basis. She has two

children in school. Ruby remembers that when she went to school things

were very different. Kids today do so much more, they're always going

somewhere, doing something interesting (personal interview). She does
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not remember her mom coming to the school other than for concerts and

special occasions. She said that parents did not get involved in school

back then.

1. Meaning of the Term Partners in Education

Ruby interpreted the term partner as working together. In this

instance that means the people involved in the school, the parents

and the teachers.

2. Personal Levels of Involvement

Ruby thought her role in the school is that of supporter. She did

not think that she would act as an advisor. After further

clarification she supposed that perhaps having the Parent Advisory

Committee involved in making a decision to do fund-raising to

purchase new playground equipment might constitute advising.

3. Is one of these Levels Better than Another?

Ruby recognized that some parents she knows are far more

involved in the school than others. Her impressions are Most of

these parents are caring, supportive parents who encourage their

children and attend school activities andfunctions when their

schedule allows (EFGD, June 21, 2000). She did not regard the

majority of these parent contributions as inferior to those of the

parents with much more involvement. She acknowledged the fact
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that not everyone wants the same level of involvement as some and

appreciated the fact that her home situation allowed her to be at the

school much more than most.

4. Are there Barriers to Positive Collaboration?

Ruby agreed that parents feel intimidated by the teachers, by the

atmosphere in the school saying The teachers are experts and the

parents mightfeel they don't have anything to contribute (EFGD,

June 21, 2000).

5. Suggestions to Enhance Collaboration

Ruby suggested that parents need to feel that the school considers

their contributions worthwhile and that they are appreciated. She

added Personal contact with the schoolpersonnel will make the

parents recognize that the teachers and administration are

ordinarypeople, that they are probably parents with the same

concerns as otherparents (EFGD, June 21, 2000).

Summary of Focus Group Three Discussion

The parents in this focus group identified a partnership as a relationship

where parents and teachers are working together to educate the child. Although

their involvement is basically at the supportive level, they do see the value of and

wish to become involved at a more meaningful level. Barriers to increased
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involvement include feeling intimidated by the school culture, previous past

negative experiences, as well as the teacher is the expert and parents feel they

have nothing to contribute. Some suggestions to enhance collaboration were to

value and appreciate parent contributions and have teachers personally encourage

parents to participate.

The following table contains a summary of the data from the three

discussions.
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Table 4.1

Amall:amated Interview Data from all Focus Group Discussions

Focus Group One Focus Group Two Focus Group Three

French Immersion Teachers and English Stream

Parents Administrators Parents

Meaning of Term - Home/school -Anyone involved in -Teachers, parents and

Partners in working together for school community for children working

Education the benefit of the child benefit of child together to educate the

-Parent responsibility -Appropriate roles and child

contributions

Actual/Identified -All levels identified -All levels identified -Supportive

Levels of -Advisory for fund-

Involvement raising

Is one level better -All levels important -More collaboration -Every parent at the

than another? -Parents need to be -Value contributions of supportive level

involved in decision- both passive and -Wish for more

making process supportive parents collaboration

Barriers to -Expectations differ -Lack of information -Low level of comfort

Collaboration -Jobs, lack of time -Assumptions made with teachers

-Parents feeling -Lack of trust -Feeling teacher is

intimidated -Parents feeling expert

- Teachers reluctant to intimidated -Time

enter into discussion -School culture -Negative attitude

on program issues -Lack of -Lack of knowledge

communication about school

-Physical plant not -Teacher's job

inviting

-Active parents not

representative of

whole parent group

Suggestions to -Non-threatening -Brighter, friendlier -Parents feel valued

improve environment environment and appreciated

Collaboration -Opportunity to have -Educators -PAC encourage,

dialogue with professionalism inform parents

teachers and -Teachers invite,

administrators encourage parents to

-Trust relationship participate
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Data Analysis and Interpretation

This section deals with the analysis of the findings and general themes

generated by the guiding questions used in the Focus Group Discussions. The

chapter will conclude with a report and discussion of these findings.

How do you interpret the term "Partners in Education"?

On the basis of the responses from the FGD it appeared that all the

participants agreed that those interested and involved in the education of the

child and working to improve that education would be considered partners. All

identified teachers and parents as primary players in the partnership. Some

extended membership in the partnership to the larger community, including

businesses. The participants in the study also recognized that a partnership in

education extends beyond the legal responsibility of the parent and the school to

the children in school. The psychological contract (Renihan and Renihan, 1994)

between the home and the school provides each party with expectations of the

other which they assume are normal and will be met without question. Despite

the general agreement of what a partnership between the home and the school is,

Gordon and Breivogel (1976) speak of "complexities introduced through the

attitudes, backgrounds, and traditions people bring to it" (p.18). The existence

of these complexities was apparent in the difficulty which the participants had

with the term "partners in education". Although the definitions of a partnership

were very similar, there was a very large, grey area around the kinds of
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involvement a partnership would include. I had a sense that the word

"partnership" may be a term loosely used to encompass parent-school

relationships. No one participant could define with any conviction that a

partnership "has a very specific meaning that encompasses long-term

commitments, mutual respect, widespread involvement of families and educators

in many levels of activities, and sharing ofplanning and decision-making

responsibilities" (Swap, 1993). I sensed that the parents and educators in this

school were willing to work in partnership, but the expectations for each group

need to be clearly laid out so that the shared responsibility is clearly understood.

Swap (1993), maintains that educators must actively "seek and support parent

involvement that is based on equal relationships, collaborative problem-solving,

regular self-evaluation or open discussion of conflict."

In summary, despite some small differences the three groups appear to

have a common sense of what a partnership is. They feel that the partnership

extends to parents and school staff, somewhat to the immediate community and

to a lesser degree the larger community. The motivation for the partnership is

always for the benefit of the child.

Personal or Identified Levels of Involvement

The parents from the FFGD recognized all the levels of involvement in

their relationship with the school. These were the levels identified by
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Henderson, Marburger and Ooms (1986), Renihan and Renihan (1994) and

Gordon and Breivogel (1976). They are

1) Parent as spectator/passive audience;

2) Parent as supporter or teacher at home;

3) Parent as advisor;

4) Parent as collaborator.

Although they were not involved in collaboration at this time, these

parents all had such involvement in the past and felt comfortable in that

relationship. Any issues which might arise would be dealt with by speaking

directly to the proper people. These parents pointed out that the advisory and

collaborative roles had proven controversial and had created tension. Of

particular concern were issues dealing with the philosophy of the FI program,

and single-track versus dual-track school for FI students. Some felt that the

teachers-administrators resisted this type of involvement, particularly when it

involved the PAC. One parent who sought to be involved at the advisory and

collaborative levels made a decision to pull away from that role because of the

frustration felt when no progress was made. He said Another barrier is the

reluctance ofthe teachers to have any discussion about issues ofphilosophy or

programs... that was ongoing, and there was resistance and there wasfriction

(FFGD June 20, 2000). These feelings are consistent with those reported in the

literature. Lightfoot (1978), speaks at length about attitudes of territoriality and
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control on the part of educators. The same parent also commented Ifelt that the

PAC was no more than a glorified cheerleading section. There is a needfor that,

but there also needs to be dialogue, a common goal and understanding in the

French Immersion (staff) and PAC, therefore I needed to step aside (personal

interview). This parent now chooses to be engaged only in an active, supportive

role. Lightfoot (1978) further comments about the role of the parent in the

school which best suits the teacher. She writes "Teachers, for instance, are most

comfortable with parents who seem to respect the importance and value of the

teacher role, who feel the teacher is performing a critical task, and who respond

to her need for autonomy and control."

The teachers and administrators have also seen the various levels of

parental involvement at various times in the school. The teachers, however,

expressed that the two most common levels of involvement in their classrooms

were that of passive parent whom they rarely, if ever, saw or had contact with

and the supportive parent who helped in the classroom with activities or on field

trips. The administrators, on the other hand were very aware ofthe parents'

involvement at the advisory or collaborative level through the Parent Advisory

Committee. The teachers expressed a need for more collaborative involvement

on the part of the parent, but all made it very clear that this role involved the

parent as assistant. One said the boundaries for parent involvement might be:

Staying away from instructional strategies and curricula.
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The inside of the curriculum that I layout in my classroom,

that's my business. You can help out as a parent. You can

do this readingprojectfor this unit, you can work at home a

bit and ifyou have time you can come into the classroom

and assist us. You'll make valuable contributions as a

parent that way.. .It would be valuable but it would be in

the classification of "assist" (TFGD, June 20, 2000).

Despite the fact that both the teachers and the administrators spoke of

having parents involved at a collaborative level, very clear boundaries and limits

were set for parent involvement by this group. This is in keeping with what is

reported by Lightfoot (1978). She states that "Teachers tend to be defensive

about their professional status, their occupational image, and their special skills

and abilities" (p.37).

The parents in the EFGD viewed their involvement as limited to that of a

supportive parent. They questioned whether they had ever acted in an advisory

capacity. They agreed that possibly they had given advice but the areas upon

which they advised were not very significant. This advice included the kind of

fund-raising projects they would undertake and what the funds would be used

for. These parents wish to take part in more meaningful work at the school.

They felt that they would like to offer suggestions and have input on issues such

as teacher evaluation and classroom teaching practices as these relate directly to
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their children and their children's well-being. When writing about parent

dissatisfaction Green (1968) writes:

there is not enough contact between parents and teachers,

that far too many parents feel frustrated and annoyed by the

lack of consultation and communication, that even where

means ofcommunication exist they are not used or used

unimaginatively, which means ineffectively... parents often

feel that what they want for their own child is somehow in

conflict with what the head teacher wants for the school as a

whole (p.13).

It appeared clear when discussing this question that most parents wish for

a more significant role in the school. These were parents who, through their

association with the Parent Advisory Committee, had acquired a new level of

comfort in the school and realized that they have rights and responsibilities in

their children's education. Others expressed dissatisfaction with their efforts to

become more involved and have pulled away from a broader involvement to a

much more specific use of their time assisting the teacher with activities in the

classroom.

In summary, parents from both groups seek more involvement in the

decision-making process. Both groups recognize the value of their contributions

to the school in supportive roles, but feel that they have more to offer than what
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they currently are. The teachers-administrators show an awareness ofparent

efforts to become involved at the collaborative levels, but appear much more

comfortable with the parents assisting with teacher-directed activities.

Is one of these levels better than another?

Although the FFG generally felt that the role of supportive parent might

be the most important one, they sensed the importance ofparent participation in

the decision-making process. Parents need to be able to make significant

contributions in the development ofpolicies and need to be instrumental in

effecting change when it is needed. Although these parents had been involved at

all levels at one time or another, the areas that kept recurring for discussion were

those which had demanded advising and collaboration. This type of involvement

appeared more valued by the parents than the supportive things that each of these

parents was involved in on a regular basis. Renihan and Renihan (1994) discuss

the nature ofmeaningful involvement and suggest that in order for this to happen

parents need to have 'opportunity', 'ownership' and 'choice' in their

involvement in the school. The parents further added that not everyone is the

right person to be advising on policy. One member referred to the levels as

concentric circles, working together. Every one of those circles has a place in it

that has to be filled. Everyone has to find theirplace (FFGD, June 12, 2000).

The TFG, on the other hand saw each level as being valuable but
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ultimately rated the role of supportive parent as the most beneficial one. This

group mentioned several times that the collaborative relationship would be the

ideal level for parental involvement. However, their description of a

collaborative relationship encompassed all the characteristics of a very good

supportive relationship. This reflected what Lightfoot (1978), states "teachers

wish to form coalitions only with parents who are obsequious, appreciative, and

uncritical, or accepting of their needs for autonomy." (p.37). The TFG perceived

that good collaboration happens when the parent values the knowledge and

expertise of the teacher. This, however, did not appear to be a reciprocal

attitude. Ultimately the teacher wanted to remain in charge of the classroom and

of what happens there. Parent collaboration is valuable when the school looks at

options. Any attempts at collaboration to deal with curricular development or the

teaching of curriculum appeared unwelcome. The parent is welcome to assist.

One participant used the analogy of parent as helper as in nurse to doctor, but

not two doctors (TFGD, June 20, 2000).

The EFG acknowledged that parental involvement of any kind is

important and valuable. The group recognized that parents will become involved

at varying levels and for different reasons. That does not make one involvement

inferior or superior to another. For the most part they do not feel comfortable

offering advice on major decisions. A lack of enough knowledge about the

operation of the school generated these feelings of inadequacy. They wanted the
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school to inform but not necessarily to consult them before making the decisions.

Some in this group would like to have more input in areas of teacher evaluation

and classroom practices. These parents showed some frustration that they had no

involvement in the evaluation of teachers. As major investors in the classroom,

with their children's happiness at stake, parents sensed that their individual input,

in the end, did not hold much weight.

Significant differences appeared in the levels of involvement between the

two groups ofparents. As well, important differences existed between parents

and the teachers/administrators. The English parent group indicated a need for

more meaningful involvement in the school. Their involvement had been limited

to the more traditional form of volunteerism. Their help in the classrooms and

in the school generally had been encouraged and appreciated. These parents

recognized the value of this type of involvement, but felt frustrated that they had

not been involved in any decision-making process which involved school

policies. They felt that they had much more to offer that would be beneficial to

the school. One of the factors leading to this could be the intimidation that the

parents experience around the school culture. Green (1968) states "Many of them

feel at a disadvantage; they may have unhappy memories of their own school

experiences, and they feel the teachers are more educated than they are." (p. 55).

The French Immersion parent group, on the other hand, took it for

granted that part of their parental responsibility required their involvement at all
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levels but especially in an advisory or a collaborative capacity. Coleman (1991)

speaks of this as social capital, existing in the relations between persons. The

initial involvement of a small number of confident, determined parents in

establishing the French Immersion program and the need of those parents to

remain involved to ensure the best possible program for their children has

extended to the general membership. These parents collectively have the

confidence required to become advocates for their beliefs. As one parent put it

We don't have any expertise we just want to make sure the program is the best

for our kids. When you get a group ofpeople together it is amazing whatyou

can come up with, the ideas (personal interview). Generally these parents

showed satisfaction with the opportunity for involvement, and some

dissatisfaction for the level of involvement, afforded them in the school.

The teachers-administrators spoke positively about parents as

collaborators; however, their interpretation of what constituted a collaborative

relationship differed considerably from what the parents perceived it to be. The

parents saw collaboration as parents and school working together to effect

positive change. This involves joint decision-making, including considering

parent views on issues dealing with curriculum, and staffing, as well as the

philosophy of the school and issues of governance. Rutherford and Edgar

(1979) define teacher-parent relationships as

a process whereby teachers and parents work together for
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the ultimate benefit of the child. The process involves

setting goals, finding solutions, and implementing and

evaluating them as well as trust between teachers and

parents (the belief that they should work together) and a set

ofbehaviours (communication, negotiation and sharing) (p.

19).

The teachers-administrators showed firmness in drawing boundaries and stating

that the final decision ... rests in the hands of the person who has the

information (TFGD, June 20, 2000). Another statement supporting this is ...

shouldn't change something ifwhat is being changed can't be made better in any

way (TFGD, June 20, 2000). The TFG shows strong convictions in regard to

curriculum: (Parents) staying awayfrom curricula and instructional strategies..

. that's my business (TFGD, June 20,2000). What the teacher-administrator

group considered a collaborative parent-school relationship had all the

characteristics of a supportive relationship and a few characteristics of an

advisory home-school relationship. The parent frustration appears in part due to

these very different perceptions of parent roles.

Are there barriers to collaboration?

The barriers which were identified by the participants appear consistent

with those identified in the literature review. The parents of the EFG did not
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consider that they have adequate training to make decisions about major issues

and they showed a reluctance to offer to become involved or would defer to the

teacher because she is the expert. Some viewed the attitudes of the educators as

territorial and unwelcoming and thereby felt that parent involvement is relegated

to menial, tedious tasks. Traditionally, teacher-parent relationships have been

relationships of power and control where teachers invite parents to participate

under the teachers' terms. Lightfoot (1978) elaborates:

The only sphere of influence in which the teacher feels that

her authority is ultimate and uncompromising seems to be

with what happens inside the classroom... If teachers

welcome the parents within their classrooms, they usually

ask them to observe rather than participate and they view

their presence as temporary and peripheral to the classroom

experiences of children. (p. 26).

The teachers expressed concern of losing control in their classrooms and fear that

giving parents added responsibilities will interfere with the delivery of their

program or undermine their professionalism. Barclay and Boone (1995) list

eighteen barriers erected by schools including these identified by the TFG.

All three groups recognize that time proves a barrier for many families,

particularly for single-parent families with pre-school children. When

Henderson, Marburger and Ooms (1986) speak ofbarriers they state that "One is
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the pressure of time...Both (teachers and parents) must make time to

accommodate the other, and not waste time with trivia." (pp. 52-53). Barclay

and Boone (1995) support this as well "Lack of time is frequently mentioned by

parents as a barrier to greater involvement" (p.33).

The administrators suggested that parents who have had negative

experiences in school may be apprehensive about any involvement in the

school. They also put forth that teachers are trained to work with children and are

not always prepared for dealing with parent involvement. The qualities which

make them good at working with children do not necessarily transfer to adult

situations. Barclay and Boone (1995) write "teachers lack communication skills

to work with parents" (p.22). Participants from the three focus groups identified

inadequate communication as a barrier. This contributes to a lack of shared

information which results in assumptions being made on too little information or

in parents feeling they lack adequate information.

The teachers and administrators indicated that the middle-class life style

that most teachers assume might prove a barrier to both lower and upper socio

economic groups in the school. The lower income families might be threatened

by all that the middle-class represents while the upper economic group might

pose a threat to the teachers.

The FFG and the TFG both identified that a lack of trust posed a definite

barrier to collaboration. The parent group suggested, that for trust to be
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established, parent contributions needed to be acknowledged and valued. The

lack of trust was demonstrated to them by the teachers-administrators reluctance

to enter into discussion about the program, its philosophy or its future, issues

which in the history of the French Immersion program have been key areas of

involvement for the parents. Teachers maintained that parents need to trust that

the teachers do in fact know what they are doing and have the best interests of

the child at heart. Parents needed to recognize and value teacher knowledge and

expertise. Rutherford and Edgar (1979), write that trust is one of the two basic

prerequisites to developing effective teacher-parent relationships.

The TFG suggested that the physical atmosphere upon entering the school

can be inviting or not. Being greeted by a happy member of the school staff and

seeing welcoming slogans on the walls and information about community events

or displays of student work will present positive experiences to visitors. On the

contrary, meeting a surly caretaker, having to go down long hallways before

meeting anyone, will tend to discourage visitors to the school. Barclay and

Boone (1995) say that schools must work hard at dispelling the image of school

as a negative one "Signs welcoming parents as they enter the building, rather

than one that reads 'Stop! All visitors must report to the office' might be one

place to develop a 'family-friendly' building." (p. 33).

In summary, the main barriers identified in the focus group discussions

appear to be those presented by the school culture and by the
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teachers/administrators trying to protect their roles as professionals. When

considering parent involvement in the school one must deal with the diversity of

people making up the community and the barriers which that diversity will bring

to the relationships within the community. The first step in overcoming these

road blocks is to recognize and acknowledge that they exist. The participants in

this study, with their willingness to contribute, all expressed a desire to address

these issues in order to move ahead in partnership with the school.

Suggestions to Enhance Collaboration

The findings in the study indicated more similarities than differences exist

within the three groups in the ways to enhance collaboration between the home

and the school. The focus groups widely recognized a degree of apprehension on

the part of the parent population to become involved in the school. This was

very apparent in the EFG. The school culture intimidated this group of parents

and it wasn't until they had come into the school and become involved at various

levels that their comfort level increased. It was only after this that they started

expressing interest in becoming involved in an advisory or collaborative way.

They also felt that, in an effort to increase parent involvement, the parents who

are already involved have a duty to reach out to those parents who are not. They

also suggested that teachers can play an important role in getting new parents in

the door.
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The parents of the FFG felt that all parties must recognize that a

collaborative relationship does not need to be a threatening relationship if those

concerned have a shared vision for the school. Parents and educators need to

have an opportunity to reflect on what happens in the school and to have open

discussions about issues in order that the goals can be identified.

The study indicated that the TFG has identified that parental involvement

can be enhanced if the physical environment is inviting. Ifparents feel they are

welcome and that the doors are always open to them, they will come. Another

area which appeared highly linked to collaboration was that of communication

between the school and the home and vice-versa. Keeping everyone informed

about what goes on at the school and the operation of the school was crucial to

good relations between parents and the school.

Summary

In summary, the study indicated that because varying interpretations of

the term "collaboration" exist amongst the groups, the factors identified would

not specifically enhance collaboration but would enhance involvement. The FFG

suggested that increasing the level of trust between the parents and the educators

could ultimately open the door for discussion about philosophy and program.

This, in tum, might lead to collaborative work. The TFG and the EFG related to

the culture of the school and showed how making the school a more inviting
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place through positive teacher contact and by making the physical school more

welcoming could alleviate the threatening atmosphere that the school presented

to some parents. All the participants in the study are struggling with the issue of

parental involvement.

The larger theme ofpartnership can be broken down into the sub-themes

of: parent compliance versus resistance, class/culture issues, and issues of control

in times ofeducational change. These issues will be discussed and

recommendations for change and implications for the future will be presented in

Chapter Five.
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CHAPTER FIVE

DISCUSSION, RECOMMENDATIONS

and IMPLICATIONS

This chapter presents a summary of the study and describes the

perceptions ofparent involvement in partnership with the school and the

implications for the school community in developing a better, more meaningful

working relationship for the future.

Introduction

Generally, a school population reflects the type of community in which it

is physically located. The families from inner-city schools will differ greatly

from those in suburban neighbourhoods. The student population at the school

where this study was conducted reflects an unusual Canadian mix. The children

attending the school in the English program predominantly come from working

class families. Sprinkled in amongst these are a few professional families who

have been residents in the area for many years. Added to this is a very transient

Aboriginal population with few working parents and with most receiving social

assistance. In contrast, the majority of the French Immersion students live

outside the immediate community in "suburbia". The majority of French

Immersion students' families have one or both professional parents.
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This contrast between the groups manifests itself in significant ways. Each

group has its own world view and each has certain expectations of the school.

For instance, it may be extremely difficult for the low-income families who

require assistance from the school in feeding their children, to advocate the

purchase, by the parent group, of almost thirty thousand dollars ofplayground

equipment. On the other hand, affluent parents have trouble understanding why

the school might show reluctance at bringing in special concerts and

presentations for the children or to sell special hot lunches more often. For them

it is simply a matter of sending five or ten dollars to school with their child. They

do not recognize that for many parents this represents great hardship. This then

challenges the school to try to remain sensitive to the reality of the

demographics of the school population. Providing all the "extras" for those who

can afford to pay simply serves to accentuate the disparity between the two

programs.

I believe that this unusual mix of families has also brought an unusual mix

ofparental involvement to the school. This deserves serious consideration by the

school for implementing incentives for increased parental involvement.

The purpose of this study was to determine the perceptions of

partnership in one particular dual-track community school. The study explored,

through qualitative research, how two groups ofparents and one group of

teacher-administrators reflect on their volunteer involvement in the school. This
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study provides insights into the perceptions each group has about entering a

partnership with the school in the education of their children.

For the purposes of this study, the research question was:

How do theparents, teachers and administrators, in one dual-track,

community school, perceive their role as partners in education?

While not a simple question to answer, through reflecting on the

discussions and looking at the information acquired I have come to see that

through discussion each participant broadened the scope of the term "partners in

education". In this chapter I discuss the sub-themes uncovered from the

interviews and from the focus group discussions. Each represents an important

factor in understanding parental involvement in this school. This chapter is

organized using the following themes:

1) class/culture issues;

2) parent compliance versus resistance;

3) issues ofcontrol in times of educational change.

Class/Culture Issues

I noted briefly in the introduction the differences between the parent

groups in the school and the problems which can arise from these differences. In

this section I choose to address the class/culture issues which arise between the

parents and the school.
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It is widely recognized that a tension exists in home-school relationships.

This tension can be exacerbated by the middle-class concept of the educational

institution. In a school where the socio-economic realities of the families are

polarised, the middle-class values which the school projects tend to intimidate

the working class or low-income families of the school community. Lightfoot

(1978) points out "As long as teachers cling to the ideal middle-class images of

family, they will not be able to search for constructive alliances with the great

majority of families who do not match those images".

While school staffperpetuate some of the barriers to collaboration,

parents erect many of the barriers which impede parent involvement in the

school. Myths perpetuate still other barriers. One of these appears to exist

around the issue of teacher expertise. Both teachers and some parents

perpetuate this myth. Teachers and parents express concern over the ability of

parents to help with their children's at-home learning activities. Many parents

feel that if they had a higher level of education they would be more able to help.

The education which teachers have intimidates many parents. This would be

especially true for Aboriginal parents who have been educated at government

sponsored residential schools where parental involvement would have been

resented if anyone attempted it. In tum, parents who are professionals intimidate

teachers. Lightfoot (1978) states that "They (teachers) are threatened by the

possibility of observation and participation by outside people, especially those of
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higher occupational and educational status."

Parent Compliance versus Resistance

I believe that the suggestions for improving collaboration in the school

reflect the real attitudes of the participant groups. In an effort to maintain their

"professionalism" teachers and administrators strive to maintain the status quo.

They like to have parents involved, but, on their terms. Parents traditionally

have proved compliant with these attitudes. However, the French Immersion

parents were not content to simply defer to the wishes of the school when it

comes to their children. Despite being given the mandate to form an advisory

group and despite their concerted attempts to become involved in the decision

making process they feel that their efforts have been thwarted by the attitudes of

the teachers and administrators. Parent participation has once again been

relegated to activities that support the teacher. Rather than resist teacher

attitudes, parents have chosen to assume a compliant role determined by the

school. The tension which often exists between parents and the school needs to

be recognized for what it truly is. Lightfoot (1978) identifies that" differences

and discontinuities between home and school are not necessarily signs of

hostility and threat, but rather are potentially constructive for the teaching and

learning process." (p. 41).
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Issues of Control in Times of Change

Parents and teachers recognize the distinction between their roles in

educating the child. However, many of these areas overlap, particularly now

when there have been so many changes in the structure of the family. Learning

that used to traditionally take place in the home has shifted to the school. It is

quite natural that some parents want to share in that involvement with their child.

Unfortunately, this may present problems for teachers. Generally, teachers do

not believe that parents have the necessary knowledge to help with the education

of their children. To many teachers, their expertise and knowledge is

unequivocal. Parents might have some knowledge, but they do not have the

training. The teacher then becomes the authority on child learning. However,

the extent of the teacher's authority is limited to her classroom. Parent

involvement may upset this, at best, it will certainly put it to the test. There need

to be clearly established areas of responsibility for both parents and teachers in

order to facilitate parent involvement and still legitimize the role of the teacher.

There must exist a profound recognition that parents are the first teachers

and that education begins before formal schooling and is deeply rooted in the

values, traditions, and norms of family and culture. (Lightfoot, 1978).
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Conclusions

Some conclusions based on the research findings follow.

1. The participants in this study all recognize the value to the child of

parental involvement in the school. Generally, most parents in this

particular school engage in a passive or supportive role.

2. Generally, parents involved in this study wish to have more

meaningful parent involvement.

3. Teachers and administration in this particular school welcome parental

involvement but limit it to supportive activities or giving advice on

optional programs in the school.

4. Teachers and administrators wish to maintain their professional status

and feel this might be compromised ifparents become involved in

decision-making about the program or the curriculum.

Recommendations

1. To have administration at the School Division Office make clear to

both parents and educators the role ofparental involvement in decision

making. If senior administration recognizes the shared responsibility of

educating the child, parental involvement will become a priority.

2. To give parents and educators the opportunity to work together in

non-threatening situations in order that a trusting relationship develop.

For this to happen, it is critical that the administrative team not only
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encourage but expect teachers, parents and students to participate actively

in the educational process. It then becomes essential for administrators to

support the teachers and parents in their efforts. This could be achieved

by involving parents in joint planning days with the school staff. Giving

parents the opportunity to become involved in celebrating the school's

accomplishments and in setting goals would serve to validate the parents

in their role as partners with the school.

3. To reach out to more parents in an effort to include parents who feel

intimidated by the school culture. Schools need to have positive contact

with their families and communicate praise and support for children so

that negative expectations of schools can be lessened. Parents who have

suffered through negative school experiences need to be reassured that

their children will not live through the same kinds ofpainful experiences.

4. To have the school co-ordinator assess parent resources in the

community and from this, with the parents, compile a list of activities and

roles which parents may assume. More meaningful involvement will

result by having parents have a voice in their role in the school.

5. To actively listen to and seriously consider the suggestions made by

parents concerning issues about teacher/administrator evaluation,

classroom practices and program philosophy. Through dialogue, parents

can initiate and educators can sustain productive interactions leading to

collaboration.
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6. To continue to regularly look at the issue ofparental involvement in

the school so that all parties involved feel satisfied and empowered.

This could provide the opportunity to improve and increase the level of

parental involvement.

Implications and Suggestions for Further Study

In the future, this researcher or other researchers could undertake further

study of the issues involved. To better understand the scope of and the problems

associated with parental involvement the following implications are offered.

1. This study could extend to parents who have no involvement in the

school. Recognizing that schooling is only one part of a child's education, such

a study could look at parental involvement outside of school and the impact that

this involvement has on a child's learning.

2. This study could include the Board of Trustees and Superintendents.

A study of this nature could shed light on the relationship between parental

involvement and parental involvement policies.

3. In an attempt to replicate the findings of this study, researchers could

involve parents of children in Middle and High schools.

4. Further studies could extend to a larger parent population, in this

school. The class/culture issues identified in this study warrant further

exploration. A closer look at gender, race, and power within a culture could

yield valuable information about the relationships which exist between the
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homes and the school.

Concluding Remarks

This study sought to understand the perceptions which parents and

teachers/administrators hold about parental involvement in the school and

specifically how they view their role as partners in education. The findings of

this study support the literature written about parent involvement. Parents are

involved at various levels corresponding to the levels identified by Henderson,

Marburger & Ooms, (1986). Many parents feel dissatisfied with the level of

involvement which the school allows them to take part in and want a more

serious and responsible level of involvement, as stated by Green, (1968) and

Jones & Jones, (1976). The social capital, which Coleman (1991) speaks of,

within the French Immersion group ofparents motivates them to extend their

involvement to far more than the expectations of the psychological contract

(Renihan & Renihan, 1995) which exists between the school and the home. The

finding that educators attempt to maintain their role as professional experts by

keeping parental involvement at a superficial level concurs with Henderson,

(1987).

Despite these issues which this study has identified, the research showed

that each of the participants had strong convictions about partnerships in

education. It was apparent that in spite of, or perhaps because of, these strong

convictions, each participant was willing to share their views and opinions in an
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attempt to better understand a very complicated issue which is very important to

them all. It was also discovered that the parents, the teachers and the

administrators all recognize the part that parental involvement plays in the

success of the child's education and that they are prepared to renew their efforts

at establishing collaborative relationships which benefit the whole school.

-118-



References

Acosta, D., Keith, J. & Patin, D. (1997). Home visits: Shortening the path

between home and school. Schools in the middle, 7 (1).

Baskwill, J. (1989). Parents and teachers: Partners in learning. Toronto:

Scholastic.

Bastiani, J. (1987). From compensation ...to participation? A brief analysis of

changing attitudes in the study and practice of home-school relations. In

J. Bastiani (Ed.), Parents and teachers 1: Perspectives on home-school

relations (pp. 91 -93). V.1 Windsor, England: The NFER-Nelson

Publishing Company.

Barclay, K., & Boone, E. (1995). Building a three-way partnership: Linking

schooL families and community. New York: Scholastic Inc.

Berger, E.H. (1983). Beyond the classroom: Parents as partners in education. St.

Louis: The C.V. Mosby Company.

Borg, W.R., & Gall, M.D. (1989). Educational Research: An Introduction. Fifth

Edition. New York: Longman, Inc.

Burgess, R.G. (1985). Ed. Strategies of educational research: Qualitative

methods. Philadelphia: Falmer.

Coleman, J.S. (1991). Policy perspectives: Parental involvement in education.

Office of Educational Research and Improvement, U.S. Department of

Education.

Epstein, J. (1987). Parents' reactions to teacher practices ofparent involvement.

The elementary school journal, 86,277-293.

Ferre, D. (1992). Parental involvement in school decision-making. Master's

Thesis, University of Saskatchewan, Saskatoon, Saskatchewan.

Garrod, S. (1977). Survey on educational issues and expectations. Toronto: The

Canadian Home and School and Parent-Teacher Federation.

-119-



Gibson, J. (1984). For my kids, it's French without tears. In H.H. Stem (Ed.),

Language and society: The French Immersion phenomenon (pp. 8-10).

Commissioner of Official Languages: Minister of Supply and Services

Canada.

Gordon, 1.J., & Breivogel, W.F. (1976). Building effective home-school

relationships. Boston: Mass: Allyn and Bacon, Inc.

Green, L. (1968). Parents and teachers: Partners or rivals. London: George

Allen & Unwin Ltd.

Henderson, A. (1987). The evidence continues to grow: Parent involvement

improves student achievement. Columbia, MD: National Committee for

Citizens in Education.

Henderson, A., Marburger, C., & Ooms, T. (1986). Beyond the bake sale: An

educator's guide to working with parents. Washington, DC: National

Committee for Citizens in Education.

Hepworth-Berger, E. (1987). Parents as partners in education: The school and

the home working together. Columbus, Ohio: Merrill Publishing

Company.

Holmes, M., & Wynne, E.A. (1989). Making the school an effective community:

Belief. practice and theory in school administration. New York: The

Falmer Press.

Jones, L.T. (1991). Strategies for involving parents in their children's education.

Bloomington: Phi Beta Kappa Educational Foundation.

Jones, P. & Jones, S. (1976). Parents unite!' Wyden Books.

Kappelman, M.M., & Ackerman, P.R. (1977). Between parent and school. New

York: The Dial Press/James Wade.

Kropp, P. & Hodson, S. (1995). The school solution: Getting Canada's

schools to work for your children. Toronto: Random House of Canada.

Lambert, W.E. & Tucker, G.R. (1972). Bilingual education of children: The

St. Lambert experiment. Mass: Newbury House.

-120-



Lawton, S.B. & Freedman, J. (1995). Busting bureaucracy to reclaim our

schools. Montreal: The Institute for Research on Public Policy.

Lightfoot, S.L (1978). Worlds apart: Relationships between families and schools.

New York: Basic Books, Inc.

Lincoln, Y.S. & Guba, E.G. (1985). Naturalistic inquiry. Beverly Hills, CA:

Sage.

Macbeth, A. (1989). Involving parents: Effective parent-teacher relations.

Oxford: Heinemann Press.

Morgan, D.L. (1998). The Focus group guide book - Focus kit 1. Thousand

Oaks, Calif: Sage Publications.

Olson, P., & Bums, G.E. (1981). "Immersed for Change: Politics and Planning

in French Immersion". Orbit 60 - About teaching and learning. 12. (5).

Parent Advisory Council. (1997). Minutes ofApril meeting.

Parent Advisory Council. (1999). Minutes ofApril meeting.

Popham, W.J. (1977) Advising schools: A handbook for concerned citizens.

Los Angeles: Instructional Objectives Exchange.

Pearson, N. (1990). Parent involvement in the school: To be or not to be.

Education Canada, 30(3), 14-17.

Reichardt, C.S., & Cook, T.D. (1979). Beyond qualitative versus quantitative

methods. Qualitative and quantitative methods in evaluation research.

Eds. T.D. Cook and C.S. Reichardt. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage.

Renihan, P., & Renihan, F. (1994). Encouraging meaningful parental

involvement. The school trustee. February, 1994.

Renihan, P., & Renihan, F. (1995). The home-school psychological contract:

Implications for parental involvement in middle schooling. Middle school

journal. January, 1995.

Reynolds, D. (1989). Parents and the left: Rethinking the relationship. In F.

Macleod (Ed.) Parents and schools: The contemporary challenge.

Philadelphia, PA: The Falmer Press.

-121-



Rutherford, RJ. & Edgar, E. (1979). Teachers and parents: A guide to

interaction and co-operation. Boston, Mass: Allyn and Bacon, Inc.

Townsend, J.R. (1987). Written for children. London: Penguin Books.

Saskatchewan. Department of Education. (1997). Building communities of

hope: Best practices for meeting the learning needs of at risk and Indian

and Metis children. Community Schools Policy and Conceptual

Framework.

Saskatchewan. Department of Education. (1983). The Saskatchewan Education

Act. Regina. (Sections 137 through to 142).

Saskatchewan Rivers School Division No. 119 Policy Number 9010. Parent and

Community Involvement in Education.

Sicault, G. (1963). The needs of children, New York: The Free Press of Glencoe.

Sinclair, S. (1973). Improving communication between home and school:

Report number 11. Regina: Planning and Development Branch,

Department of Education.

Spock, B. (1957). Baby and child care. New York: Pocket Books.

Springate, K.W., & Stegelin, D.A. (1999). Building school and community

partnerships through parent involvement. New Jersey: Prentice-Hall,

Inc. (ppAO - 45).

Stem, H.H. (1978). French immersion in Canada: Achievements and directions.

Canadian modem language review (34:836-54).

Swap, S.M. (1993). Developing home-school partnerships: From concepts to

practice. New York: The Teachers College Press.

Wragg, T. (1989). Parent Power. In F. Macleod (Ed.). Parents and schools:

The contemporazy challenge. (Pp. 123-132). London: Falmer Press.

-122-



Waller, W. (1965). The sociology of teaching. New York, John Wiley (Science

Editions).

Wolfendale, S. (1992). Empowering parents and teachers: Working for

children. New York: Cassell.

-123-



»->:

APPENDICES

-124-



Appendix A

Focus Group Discussion Guide

Educational Partnership in One School

Perceptions of Parents, Teachers and Administrators

1. Introduction

The interviewer will welcome the participants and ask them to introduce

themselves. The background to the study will be briefly explained, as will the

Informed Consent Form. The basic rules of the Focus Group discussion will be

presented. They are:

a) One person will speak at a time

b) Each person is asked to speak openly and honestly and that there are no

answers that are better than others.

c) To ensure everyone's privacy, everything that is said will be kept

confidential and anonymity will be ensured.

Each participant will be asked to sign the Informed Consent Form allowing the

interviewer use of the findings of the study.

2. Guided Questions

The following questions were used to form the basis of the discussion in

order to acquire the needed information to answer the research question. The

interviewer posed probing questions to seek clarifications, to get examples and to

extend the content of the discussion. All focus group discussions were audio
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taped to reduce the rate of observer bias (Borg & Gall, 1989).

1. How do you interpret the term "partners in education"?

2. Researchers have identified different levels ofparental involvement

in schools. These are the parent as 1) passive observer, 2)the parent as

supporter, 3)the parent as advisor and 4)the parent as collaborator. Do

you recognize any ofthese levels in your involvement in the school?

3. Is one of these better than another?

4. Give me an example of "Parents as
"

6. What do you see as barriers to positive collaboration between the

home and the school?

7. What encourages collaboration between the home and the school?
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APPENDIXB

Informed Consent Form for Participants
Educational Partnership in One School:

Perceptions of Parents, Teachers and Administrators

Study Title - Educational Partnership in One School: Perceptions of

parents, teachers and administrators.

Study Supervisor
- Dr. Angela Ward - Tel: 306-966-7585

Researcher - Suzanne Quiring - Tel: 306-982-4811

Purpose and Object of Study
- I understand that this study aims to examine the

reasons for and the varying approaches to the involvement by parents in a

Parent Advisory Council in the school. It is hoped that information can be

gained which will lead to an understanding of the parents' perception of

their role in a partnership in education with the school by having the

parents reflect on and talk about their roles on the school council.

Possible Benefits of the Study
- I understand I will not receive any direct

benefit from participating in this study. This study may provide teachers,

school administrators, and senior administrators with a fuller

understanding of the different dynamics within the Parent Advisory

Councils. An additional benefit may come about if the school and the

parents can apply this understanding to help shape future actions within

the school.
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Possible Risks of the Discussions to the Participant- I understand that this

study could endanger my privacy. To prevent this, I should not speak

about any ofmy experiences which I might consider too personal or

revealing. I understand that the study will keep the names of the

participants confidential. I also understand that I have an obligation to

respect the privacy of the other members of the discussion group by not

disclosing any personal information which they share during our

discussions.

Future Use of the Information from the Discussions - I understand that the

researcher may use information gained from these discussions in a written

thesis, injoumal articles or in presentations. Consequently, others will

have access to this information for their use and interpretation. The

research supervisor will take responsibility for handling and disposing of

the interview tapes and transcripts.

Future Contact- Should I wish to discuss this research study, I should contact

the research supervisor, as listed in this form. I can also contact the

Office of Research Services at the University of Saskatchewan (telephone

966-4053) if I wish to clarify my rights as a research participant. I may

contact the researcher if I wish to receive a copy of the findings and
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publications resulting from the study.

Name of Participant _

Name of Researcher
----------------------------

Place of Focus Group Session
_

Date of Focus Group Session
_

1. I agree to participate in the above indicated research

Yes No
---

2. The researcher has explained the study and the contents of the consent form

to me. I understand that I have the option ofwithdrawing from the study at

any time. If I withdraw from the study the researcher will destroy all tapes of

my interview and delete all Focus Group sections pertaining to me as well as

all data referring to me. I understand this explanation and the contents of this

consent form, and I acknowledge the receipt of a copy of this consent form

for my records.

Signature ofParticipant Signature of Researcher Signature of Witness

Date Place of Focus Group Discussion
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APPENDIXC

Transcript and Audio Tape Release Form

Educational Partnership in One School:

Perceptions of Parents, Teachers and Administrators

Please complete this form:

1, ,
have reviewed the summary

transcript of the group discussions in this study, and acknowledge that the

summary transcript accurately reflects what I said in the discussion group with

the researcher. I have been informed that the information gained in these

discussions may be used in a written thesis, in journal articles or in presentations

by this researcher or by others.

I hereby authorize the release of the audio tapes to the researcher to be used in

the manner described in the consent form. The research supervisor, will take the

responsibility for handling and disposing of the tapes and transcripts according to

University of Saskatchewan policy. I have received a copy of this Release Form

for my own records.

Participant Date

Researcher Date
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APPENDIXD

Matrices of Participant Responses

Matrix 4.1

Questions Comments

Meaning of term "Partners in

Education"

"Parents need to feel that their

viewpoint is valued. We all need to

feel comfortable in the school and

with the school personnel."

Personal level of involvement "All levels at various times. I choose to speak

directly with the people involved rather than

become involved in a formal organization."

Is one level of involvement better

than another?

"No. Involvement is entirely the

parent's choice, however, it is very important

that parents get involved at the decision

making level."

Barriers to collaboration "For myself, I've always felt comfortable

talking to the school. Sometimes it works out,

and sometimes it doesn't, sometimes the

information I receive is not what I want to

hear. Ultimately someone has to make the

decision and I trust that the decision will be

the right one for the entire school

community."

Things to enhance collaboration People need to not feel threatened nor take

decisions that are made personally.
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Matrix 4.2

Bernadette

Question Comment

Meaning of the term "Partners in

Education"

"The home and the school working
hand in hand to give our children

the best education."

Personal levels of involvement "I've been involved at all levels at

different times throughout my

children's education."

Is one level better than another? "All levels are important. Making
sure your child is at school, is fed

and organized is maybe a little more

important. Ifevery parent did this,

we wouldn't have as many

problems."

Barriers to collaboration "Parents having different

expectations for themselves and for

the school regarding issues such as

discipline.
What might be perceived as

parent/school problems might

actually be unsettled issues or

problems between parents."

Things to enhance collaboration "The opportunity to have

meaningful dialogue with the

school."

-132-



Matrix 4.3

Questions Comments

Meaning of term "Partners in

Education"

Personal levels of involvement

Is one level better than another?

Barriers to collaboration

Things to enhance collaboration

"Parents and school working together
for the benefit of the children."

"In the past I have been involved in

advisory and collaborative situations. Now

I find myself retreating and I'm happy if I

can help out with an activity."

"Everyone gets involved at different levels

at various times and for various reasons.

Everyone has something different to

offer."

"People's jobs restrict the time that parents

are able to commit to the school.'

"Capitalizing on the abilities that people
have."
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Matrix 4.4

Questions Comments

Meaning of the term "Partners in

Education"

Personal levels of involvement

Is one level better than another?

Barriers to collaboration

Things to enhance collaboration

"The parent has an obligation to know

about the curriculum, and the culture of the

school. That becomes a responsibility to

become involved in the school."

"My wife and I have maintained all levels

of involvement in the school. The

involvement has been as advocate, as

supporter, as helper and as collaborator."

"I couldn't and wouldn't pick one over the

others. All levels of involvement are

important. I prefer to think that everyone

finds their place. Parents do need to be

included in decision-making but not every

one is the right person to be advising on

policies."

"Some parents feel intimidated by the

culture of the school. They feel the

teachers are the experts. Another barrier is

the reluctance of the teachers to have any

discussion with parents about issues of

school philosophy or programs. It appears

that the staff feels that the Parent Advisory
Committee presents a threat to them."

"The opportunity to have dialogue
between the parents and

teachers/administrators needs to be made

available in order that a trusting

relationship can be built."

-134-



Matrix 4.5

Questions Comments

Meaning of the term "Partners in

Education"

Levels of involvement identified

Is one level better than another?

Barriers to collaboration

Things to enhance collaboration

"Anyone who is involved in the school

community for the betterment of the child

or the situation at hand."

"Identify all levels within the school, most

parents from my classroom are supportive

parents
- ultimately I would like to have all

the parents in my class as collaborators."

"I would like to see more collaboration

between the home and the school. Each

level has positive and negative aspects
- in

the end someone has to be in charge."

"Lack of information. People making

assumptions. A lack of trust on both sides.

Vocal parents may assume they represent

the larger parent population."

"Teachers-administrators need to follow

through on what they say they will do.

Teacher professionalism.
Good communication between the home

and the schoo1."
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Matrix 4.6

Questions Comments

Meaning of the term "Partners in

Education"

Levels of involvement identified

Is one level better than another?

Barriers to collaboration

Things to enhance collaboration

"Everyone in the community who is

concerned with, and for the benefit of the

child -

parents, teachers, associates or

businesses."

"All levels ofparental involvement to

varying degrees are met by the parent

population.
"

No choice given. There is a need to

recognize the contribution which is made

by the passive and supportive parents.

There is also a need for a good,
collaborative relationship.

"One barrier is the negative experience

that some parents have had in their

schooling. Another would be the

education of the teacher and the middle

class ethic which most teachers have. Yet

another presented by the teachers is the

lack of communication. Teachers are not

comfortable seeking out parents because

many times it is for negative reasons."

"Physical environment must be positive
and inviting. Communication skills such

as speaking with and listening need to be

developed by all school staff."
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Matrix 4.7

Questions Comments

Meaning of term "Partners in

Education"

Identified levels of involvement

Is one level better than another?

Barriers to collaboration

Things to enhance collaboration

In agreement with other interpretations
from this group qualifying this with the

fact that each group must play their

appropriate role and make appropriate
contributions.

"Have seen all levels of involvement in the

school."

"Because of their high level of

involvement at first I thought the

collaborator would make the largest
contribution but there can be a negative
collaboration. In that case a positive

passive relationship that says learning is

important and that school is a good place
would be more beneficial."

"There exists a general lack of trust,

between the partners, on everybody's part.

People question others' motives and

become suspicious. The messages the

children take home every day about life in

the classroom could become barriers to

collaboration for parents."

"Positive, honest communication with the

home is essential to building a trusting

relationship with the parents which will

enable collaboration."

-137-



Matrix 4.8

Questions Comments

Meaning of the term "Partners in

Education"

Identified levels of involvement

Is one level better than another?

Barriers to collaboration

Things to enhance collaboration

"I agree with the idea of anyone from the

community working to improve a child's

education."

"Most ofmy students' parents act in a

passive or a supportive role."

"I believe that parents need to be

supportive. Parent collaboration is valuable

when the school is looking for input in

areas of optional programming but not in

areas of curriculum.
"

"The school environment is often not very

welcoming. The nature of the building
needs to be less institutionalized .. Many

parents do not feel comfortable coming to

the school because they find it an

intimidating situation."

"Having a brighter and friendlier more

inviting atmosphere when you enter the

school."
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Matrix 4.9

Questions Comments

Meaning of the term "Partners in

Education"

Personal levels of involvement

Is one level better than another?

Barriers to collaboration

Things to enhance collaboration

Matrix 4.10

"Everyone working together, teachers,

parents, children all working for the same

goal- to educate the children."

"I see myself as a supportive parent. I

would like to see far more collaboration

between the home and the school. I would

like to see parents have input on teacher

evaluation.
"

"It would be nice to have every parent

involved in some way. At this time, I

would like to have more meaningful input
in a collaborative way."

"I do not always feel comfortable

approaching teachers about issues which

are not specifically about my children. The

teacher is the expert and who am I to

question what happens in the classroom.

Time is also a barrier for many parents.

Many parents have the attitude that it is the

teacher's job to be doing all those things in

the school."

"Parents need to be valued and

appreciated. Parents need to know that

they can help."
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Questions Comments

Meaning of the term "Partners in

Education

Personal levels of involvement

Is one level better than another?

Barriers to collaboration

Things to enhance collaboration

"Parents must help in the home. Not

everything can be done through the

school. The parents lend a helping hand to

educate their child, giving any help to the

school that they possibly can."

"Parents here are involved to the level of

advisor but there is not much collaboration

on decisions which involve things other

than fund-raising."

"I am quite comfortable with my

involvement. Through the PAC, I have

gained a lot of information about the

school that most parents don't have. With

this new knowledge, I feel comfortable

coming to discuss any issue and giving my

opinions to the administration. Not

everyone can be as involved. Minimal

involvement should be at the supportive
level."

"People don't want to give up their free

time, they think that someone else will do

it. Many parents do not realize what

parents can actually do in the school."

"Having the PAC encourage parents to

come to the meetings to become better

informed about the school. The teachers,

can do a lot to change the way parents

think about themselves in relation to what

they can do in the school - can do a lot to

make parents feel welcome."
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Matrix 4.11

Questions Comments

Meaning of the term "Partners in

Education"

Personal levels of involvement

Is one level better than another?

Barriers to collaboration

Things to enhance collaboration

"I agree with everyone working for a

better education for the children."

"I feel I have not been involved at an

advisory level but could see it happening
and being comfortable with it eventually."

"It is extremely important for the child to

have the parent's support. A minimal

involvement by the parent in education

should be that of supportive parent."

"Parents don't feel comfortable. They feel

intimidated by the teachers. Some also

feel the teachers get paid to do what they
do so why should the parents have to go

and help for nothing. These parents see

involvement in the school helping the

teacher rather than the child."

"Teachers need to make the parents feel

comfortable. Parents need to know what

they can do in the school and how they can

be involved. Teachers need to take the

first step."
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Matrix 4.12

Questions Comments

Meaning of the term "Partners in

Education

Personal levels of involvement

Is one level better than another?

Barriers to collaboration

Things to enhance collaboration

"The term partner means working

together. In this instance that would mean

the people involved in the school, parents

and teachers."

"My role is that of supporter."

"Not all parents have the opportunity to be

as involved as others. That does not mean

that these parents are not supportive of

their children. I don't feel that those

parents' contributions to their children's

education are inferior to those of parents

who are far more involved."

"The atmosphere of the school can seem

threatening to the parents. The teachers

are the experts and the parents can feel

they don't have anything to contribute."

"There needs to be some way to make the

parents less afraid of the school, make

them realize that they have something
valuable to contribute."
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University Advisory Committee
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UNIVERSITY ADVISORY COMMITTEE

ON ETHICS IN BEHAVIOURAL SCIENCE RESEARCH

NAME: A. Ward (S. Quiring)

Department of Curriculum Studies

BSC#: 2000-56

DATE: April 20, 2000

The University Advisory Committee on Ethics in Behavioural Science Research has reviewed the

Application for Ethics Approval for your study "Educational Partnership in One School: Perceptions of

Parents, Teachers and Administrators" (2056).

1. Your study has been APPROVED.

2. Any significant changes to your proposed study should be reported to the Chair for

Committee consideration in advance of its implementation.

3. The term of this approval is for 3 years.

I wish you a successful and informative study.

Thompson, Chair

University Advisory Committee

on Ethics in Behavioural Science Research

VT/bjk

Office of Research Services, Ethics Committees, University of Saskatchewan

Kirk Hall Room 207, 117 Science Place, Saskatoon SK S7N 5C8 CANADA

'106) 966-4053 Facsimile: (306) 966-8597 http://www.usask.ca/research/
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