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CHAPTER I 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Low-income urban students often live and attend schools in areas that are densely 

populated and characterized by high crime and high poverty (Lee, 1999). The schools are 

often old, overcrowded, and lacking financial and personnel resources when compared to 

suburban schools which are more likely to have newer buildings, smaller classes, 

qualified teachers, and up to date textbooks (Buckley, Schneider, Shang, 2005; Corcoran, 

1988; Lankford, Loeb, & Wyckoff, 2002). Further, urban schools often serve large 

populations of diverse students from low educated and racial minority families (Moles, 

1993; Murry et al., 2004).  

Students in these schools are likely to experience schools and schooling in a 

different context than their wealthier, more educated, or ethnic majority counterparts 

(Comer & Schraft, 1995; Crane, 1996; Green, Blasik, Harshorn, & Shatten-Jones, 2000). 

For example, research (e.g. Trumbell, Rothstein-Fisch, Gieendfield, & Quiroz, 2001; 

Valdes, 1996) has suggested that low-income urban parents often have different beliefs 

about their role in their children’s learning than do higher income suburban parents. 

These urban parents tend to believe the school is responsible for educating their children, 

while parents are responsible for ensuring children are prepared and equipped for school  

(e.g. by making sure children are rested, fed, and properly attired; e.g. Lareau, 1987). 

Additionally, some research (e.g. Auerbach, 2007) has suggested that urban parents also 

believe it is their responsibility to launch their child for success by motivating, 
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encouraging, and guiding their children, and by maintaining a positive relationship with 

children through support and open communication with their child.  

Suburban parents however, assume a more political role in their child’s schooling. 

Many of these parents participate in school governance, through which they gain 

knowledge about school policies and academic opportunities pertinent to their child’s 

learning. It is at these functions that suburban parents create relationships with school 

faculty and other parents that allow them to make informed decisions about their child’s 

classroom assignment and course schedule. Suburban parents with such insight describe 

the educational process as a joint endeavor they share with school personnel, whose 

guidance they accept, but are willing to refute. In general, suburban parents often view 

their role as being an advocate for their children through monitoring both the student’s 

and teachers’ educational practices (Lareau, 1987).   

Despite some differences in how low-income urban parents and wealthier 

suburban parents construe their role in their children’s learning, there are notable 

similarities in what they do to be involved. Recent research suggests that lower income 

parents, like middle and upper income parents, are actively involved in their children’s 

education. In particular, these parents help their children with homework, enroll their 

children in extracurricular activities, maintain high expectations, provide a quiet space for 

work at home, and engage community resources for additional academic help (Lawson, 

2003; McKay, Atkins, Hawkins, Brown, & Lynn, 2003; McWayne, Campos, & 

Owsianik, 2008; Wong & Hughes, 2006). Also like their suburban counterparts, many 

urban parents have been found to discuss the school day with their children, provide 

direct instruction on school assignments, monitor children’s peer groups, attend parent-
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teacher conferences, and volunteer at the school (Ingram, Wolfe, & Lieberman, 2007; Ji 

& Koblinksy, 2009).  In essence, these urban parents engage in many of the same 

involvement behaviors as wealthier parents in suburban schools, despite research findings 

suggesting they are less involved (Coleman, 1987; Epstein & Dauber, 1991; Klimes-

Dougan, 1992).  

One factor that facilitates lower income urban parents’ involvement in particular, 

is the administrative structure and functioning of the school. Research on principal 

leadership suggests that school demographics influence administrative decision-making 

pertinent to parent involvement (Hart, 1992). For example, among higher income schools 

in which parents are highly involved in children’s learning, parents want principals who 

prioritize school curriculum, instructional practices, and student assessment, rather than 

principals who use school resources to increase parental outreach and community 

building (Fine, 1993; Seefeldt, Denton, Galper, & Younoszai, 1998).  Conversely, in 

schools serving largely low-income families with lower levels of education, parental 

involvement is predicted by the school’s active outreach to parents and development of 

collaborative interpersonal relationships, as well as the school’s provision of detailed 

suggestions for how parents can help students improve their academic performance 

(Simon, 2004).  Hierarchical administrative structures that emphasize the school’s 

authority (relative to parents and students) are perceived by low and high-income parents 

as controlling and manipulative, and may result in parents’ disengagement from the 

school, or parents’ distrust of school personnel (Griffith, 2001). These findings suggest 

then that urban schools hoping to increase the incidence and effectiveness of parental 

involvement should engage administrative approaches that prioritize relationship-
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building, and provide specific involvement opportunities for parents (Christenson, 2004; 

Hoover-Dempsey, Whitaker, & Ice, 2010).  

In a supportive educational context, parents’ participation in their children’s 

learning at home and school is an especially important pathway to increased student 

academic and social outcomes for all students (for reviews see Fan & Chen, 2001; 

Henderson & Mapp, 2002; Jeynes, 2005, 2007). Parents’ active support of children’s 

learning in all educational settings has been associated with more positive attitudes 

toward schools, better attendance, increased self-esteem, increased motivation to learn, 

higher grade point averages, and higher test scores (Desimone, 1999; Kaplan, Liu, & 

Kaplan, 2001; Reynolds, 1992; Sheldon, 2007; Tan & Goldberg, 2009; Zellman & 

Waterman, 1998). Interestingly, meta-analyses focused on urban parental involvement 

(e.g. Jeynes, 2005, 2007) have reported stronger associations between parents’ 

involvement behaviors and student achievement than have been found more broadly 

within the parental involvement literature. These findings suggest that parent 

involvement may be a particularly powerful avenue to decreasing the achievement gap 

between low-income students in urban schools, and their wealthier counterparts in 

suburban schools.  

Because parental involvement and student achievement have been linked in urban 

schools serving low-income families, federal policies were created to increase the 

effectiveness of urban school parent involvement initiatives. For example, section 1118, 

Title I of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2002 outlines school district policies regarding 

parental involvement. Schools with at least 40% of students enrolled in the free and 

reduced lunch program qualify to receive Title I funds. According to this act, every 
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school receiving Title I funds must have a written parent involvement policy and must 

effectively implement the parent policy provisions. This policy must be developed jointly 

with, approved by, and distributed among parents of participating children and the local 

community. Additionally, the Title I legislation states that schools are responsible for 

holding meetings for parents to discuss parent involvement policies, programs, and 

activities, all within flexible hours designed to accommodate working parents. The 

legislation also requires that Title I funds used in the creation of parent involvement 

opportunities should be decided upon with input from parents, and that funds may also be 

used to provide transportation for parents in need.  

Title I policies do not describe how parental involvement initiatives are to be 

designed and implemented in schools. While districts and schools are required to 

document program development and participation, there are no direct suggestions for 

decisions regarding staffing, allotment of funds, or quantity of programs offered to 

participating parents. The absence of such directives in these areas, coupled with the 

absence of enforcement provisions, means that Title I schools have a lot of discretion in 

the extent to which guidelines are followed and parent involvement is prioritized as an 

essential component of school functioning and student learning. Because parent 

involvement has been identified as integral to decreasing the achievement gap (Green, 

2001; Lee & Bowen, 2006), it is essential that researchers, policymakers, and schools 

identify and support specific factors that influence parental involvement in urban schools. 

 

 

 



  
 

6 
 

Parents’ Role Construction for Involvement 

Research has suggested that one factor influential in parents’ decisions about 

becoming involved in their children’s education is parents’ role construction for 

involvement. Within the parent involvement literature, role construction refers to a 

parent’s beliefs about what he or she is supposed to do in relation to his or her children’s 

education (Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1995, 1997; Hoover-Dempsey, et al., 2005; 

Walker, Wilkins, Dallaire, Sandler, & Hoover-Dempsey, 2005). This construct is derived 

primarily from role theory, which defines a role as a socially constructed set of duties, 

rights, obligations, and expected behaviors that correspond with particular positions in 

varied social contexts (Biddle, 1986; Maccoby, 1980). Biddle suggested that role 

acquisition involves the interaction of social and cognitive processes and thus, that roles 

are socially constructed. In particular, he suggested that roles are grounded in 

expectations, norms, attitudes, and environmental demands related to particular social 

factors. In the case of  parents’ role construction for involvement, parents’ development 

of personal ideas about what their role in their child’s learning should be is influenced by 

the expectations and attitudes of important others (e.g. teachers, family members, 

children, other parents) in the educational context. 

Vygotsky (1978) and Rogoff, Paradise, Arauz, Correa-Chavez, and Angellilo 

(2003) elucidated the importance of the social environment in the creation and 

maintenance of individuals’ ideas and beliefs about their roles in varied contexts. 

Important in this social process are interpersonal communications and collaborations 

between a learner and more knowledgeable others, explicit expectations and goals for the 

new role, and the provision of relevant, constructive feedback from important others after 
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a behavior is performed. As key members in this social process, teachers and other school 

personnel are in a position to help parents develop and maintain effective roles in their 

child’s schooling.  

Indeed, many teachers maintain communication with parents throughout the 

school year regarding school events and student progress. Additionally, teachers 

particularly invested in parental involvement often convey involvement expectations to 

parents at the beginning of the school year (Pang & Watkins, 2000) and provide parents 

with feedback about the effectiveness of their involvement during parent-teacher 

conferences, weekly phone calls, or in some cases, daily notes in students’ agendas 

(Jones, White, Aeby, & Benson, 1997). Similarly, students discuss their feelings and 

thoughts about school to parents, and relay their expectations for involvement by asking 

for help or inviting parents to school events. Overall, these ideas suggest that parents’ 

role construction may be influenced or shaped by teachers, school personnel, and students 

as they communicate their involvement expectations to parents, work with parents to 

develop appropriate involvement behaviors, provide reasons for suggested involvement 

behaviors, and offer feedback after parents engage in involvement activities. 

The present study focused on identifying the relationships between parents’ role 

construction for involvement and theoretically grounded social motivators of 

involvement such as parents’ perceptions of general school invitations to involvement, 

teacher invitations to involvement, and student invitations to involvement. In addition, 

the study examined the contributions of the school climate as it relates to parent 

involvement. In an effort to understand the contributions of previous and current school-

related social experiences with schools to parents’ construction of their role in children’s 
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learning, parents’ valence toward school (defined as the extent to which a parent, based 

on personal prior experience with schooling, is generally attracted to or repelled from 

school; Hoover-Dempsey, Sandler, Wilkins, & Jones O’Connor, 2004) was also 

examined for potential contributions to parents’ role construction for involvement.  

 

Contextual Motivators of Parental Involvement 

General school invitations to involvement. 

General school invitations to involvement were measured to assess the schools’ 

communication with parents about parent involvement opportunities. Efforts made to 

communicate with parents through automated phone calls, school marquees, and mass 

mailings represent impersonal, broad involvement initiatives that are separate from the 

personal social interactions reflective of school climate.  General school invitations to 

involvement often emerge in requests for parents’ support and participation in school-

wide events like fundraisers, community service projects, or open-houses. They may also 

be incorporated in packets of information about school programs or events, school and 

district policies, and parental rights and responsibilities in relation to school functioning 

(Chrispeels & Rivero, 2001; Epstein & Dauber, 1991).  General school invitations to 

involvement have not been examined extensively as a predictor of parents’ involvement 

decisions. Role theory suggests that school members’ shared expectations of parents 

(both within the schools and with parents) may help parents shape their understanding of 

their role in their children’s schooling.  
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School climate.  

 Unlike general school invitations to involvement, parents’ perceptions of school 

climate are reflective of school practices that welcome, value, and respect parents as 

participants in students’ education (Griffith, 2001). Moos (1979) defined school climate 

as the “social atmosphere of a setting or learning environment in which students and 

parents have different experiences, depending upon the protocols set up by the teachers 

and administrators” (p. 81). With regard to parent involvement, he suggested that a 

positive school climate allows families to participate and develop relationships with the 

faculty and staff as well as with other families, and encourages families to be an integral 

part of decision making on issues affecting their children's education. A school’s climate 

is determined by the social interaction between parents and school personnel—which role 

theory suggests is critical in parents’ understanding of their role.  

Seefeldt et al., (1998) found that parents’ perception of school climate was 

significant in predicting school-related involvement. Similarly, Griffith (1998) reported 

that the extent to which a parent feels welcome (e.g. the office staff is helpful and 

courteous, and teachers and principal are interested and cooperative when discussing the 

parent’s child) predicted parents’ participation in school-based involvement activities.  

Specific teacher invitations to involvement. 

Teacher invitations emerge in part from teachers’ recognition and valuing of 

parents’ contributions to student learning (Adams & Christenson, 2000), and in part from 

teachers’ responsiveness to parents’ requests for specific information about how to help 

their students learn (Hoover-Dempsey, Bassler, & Burrow, 1995).  The importance of 

teachers’ invitations to involvement has been supported by several investigators whose 
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works suggests that teachers’ invitations are among the strongest predictors of parental 

involvement behaviors (e.g. Desimone, 1999; Epstein & Van Voorhis, 2001; Green & 

Hoover-Dempsey, 2007; Grolnick et al., 1997; Trumbull, Rothstein-Fisch, & Hernandez, 

2003) and are also positively correlated with parents’ role construction (Anderson & 

Minke, 2007; Green, Walker, Hoover-Dempsey, & Sandler, 2007; Sheldon, 2002). 

Specific student invitations to involvement. 

Student invitations to involvement are motivated by students’ own desires for 

parental assistance with academic work, and for parents’ attendance at school functions 

important to the child. Student invitations are also supported by teachers asking students 

to engage parents in specific, short, manageable activities at home that support, 

compliment, or reinforce children’s school learning (Balli, Demo, & Wedman, 1998; 

Epstein & Van Voorhis, 2001). Additionally, students’ school achievement may prompt 

more implicit parent involvement such as academic monitoring or increased parent-

teacher communications (Pomerantz, Grolnick, & Price, 2005). Student invitations to 

involvement have consistently been found to be the most powerful predictors of parent 

involvement across home and school contexts and across grade levels (Anderson & 

Minke, 2007; Deslandes & Bertrand, 2005; Green et al., 2007; Hoover-Dempsey et al., 

2005; Sheldon, 2002). Additionally, student invitations have been found to be predictive 

of parents’ role construction for involvement (Auerbach, 2007).  
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Purpose and Research Questions 

Taken together, these findings suggest that parental role construction is important 

in parents’ decisions about involvement, and that it often works in concert with other 

motivators to affect parental involvement behaviors. What we do not know is how such 

motivators interact to help parents develop ideas about their role in their children’s 

learning. Further, it is also unclear if or how those ideas are shaped by the school--a 

social context most relevant to parents’ ideas about their personal responsibility for 

supporting their children’s learning. 

 This study examined if and how parents’ ideas about their roles in children’s 

learning are shaped by their prior experiences with schools (valence), and their 

experience of specific school practices related to parental involvement (general 

invitations to involvement, school climate, teacher invitations to involvement, and 

student invitations to involvement). Additionally, I examined how the two schools’ 

different administrative approaches to parent involvement (parent involvement 

coordinator responsible versus all faculty and staff responsible) appeared to function 

differently in supporting parents’ role beliefs.  

Three research questions were investigated: 1) Across the two schools, how are 

parents’ valence toward school, perceptions of general school invitations, perceptions of 

specific teacher invitations, perceptions of specific student invitations, and perceptions of 

school climate related to their beliefs about their role in supporting their children’s 

education? 2) Do parents’ current experiences with schools influence their role beliefs 

more than their prior experiences with schools? 3) Do the two schools differ significantly 

across study constructs and in variables influencing parents’ role beliefs? 
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CHAPTER II 

 

METHOD 

 

Procedures 

Prior to the study, permission was granted by the school district to disseminate 

parent involvement surveys in up to three Title I middle schools. Meetings with 

principals yielded two willing participants in the study. The principals of each school 

invited me to attend a faculty meeting at the school. At both faculty meetings, I explained 

the study to teachers and administrative staff, passed out sample surveys, explained the 

benefits of the study to the school, and answered questions.  

Data were collected at two time points. At the end of the 2009-2010 academic 

year, anonymous survey packets were given to the parent involvement coordinator at 

Freedom middle (pseudonym) and to the reading specialist at Sunrise middle 

(pseudonym) who agreed to be the primary contact for the study. Each was asked to give 

teachers enough packets for students in their homerooms. Each packet contained a cover 

letter briefly explaining the contents of the packet, a detailed informational sheet 

outlining the study and parents’ rights to refuse participation, and the survey. Parents 

were instructed to send completed surveys sealed in the envelope provided by way of 

their child. Children who returned a completed survey were given a $5 gift card to 

McDonalds. Additionally, the class(es) with the highest percentage return rate at each 

school were given a pizza party at the end of the semester. 
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Data collection was interrupted by a natural disaster that caused both schools to 

be closed for three days during the 10 day data collection period. Families at both schools 

were affected by the disaster and at least 30% of surveys that had been returned to 

Sunrise were destroyed by the flooding. Freedom middle school experienced the 

additional reality that it had been without a principal for two months. The parent 

involvement coordinator reported that without the principal’s presence, many teachers 

lacked administrative encouragement to collect surveys from students.  

These occurrences necessitated a second round of data collection in the fall of the 

2010-2011 academic year. To avoid duplication of data, surveys were given only to 5th 

grade parents new to each school at the end of the first semester of the academic year. 

Instructions on the survey were changed from asking parents to respond with reference to 

“this school year” to asking parents to respond with reference to their experiences “thus 

far this school year”.  After a 10 day period, surveys were collected from both schools. 

Because parents’ receipt of surveys relied upon teachers and students, it was not possible 

to know how many surveys actually reached parents. Thus, calculated return rates are 

conservative approximations. Overall, 349 surveys were returned across the two schools; 

a 29% return rate. At Freedom, 204 surveys were collected; a return rate of 35%. At 

Sunrise, 145 surveys were returned; a return rate of 24%. Though lower than desirable, 

survey return rates in the present study were consistent with the 25%-35% range often 

reported for low-income populations in the parent involvement literature (e.g. Anderson 

& Minke, 2007; Hoover-Dempsey, Bassler, & Brissie, 1992; Tan & Goldberg, 2009).  
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Participants 

Full sample. 

The full sample of parents (Table 1) included 85% female respondents and was 

racially diverse, including Black (52%), White (34%), Hispanic (7%), and Asian (4%) 

respondents. Forty percent of parents reported incomes less than $20,000, while 15% 

reported annual incomes over $50,000. A small portion of the sample (10%) reported 

having less than a high school diploma, while most parents in the full sample graduated 

from high school or obtained a GED (38%), or had some college or vocational training 

(37%). Eight percent obtained Bachelors degrees and 6% reported having a graduate 

degree.  

Freedom middle school. 

Freedom middle school is a Title I school with 40 teachers serving students in 

grades 5-8. The majority of students were Black (69.7%) with smaller percentages of 

White (19.3%) and Hispanic students (9.5%). Almost all students (90.5%) qualified for 

free or reduced lunch, and 11.4% of students received special education services. In 

2009, 75.5% of the students tested proficient in reading and 71.4% of students were 

proficient in math. This school was a Title I school for over five years and consequently, 

had a well developed parent involvement program. Under the direction of a parent 

involvement coordinator, the Parent Partnership Center was responsible for school-wide 

involvement initiatives. Located near the entrance to the school, the Parent Partnership 

Center was the venue for almost all events, including parent focus groups about school 

improvement plans, parent education workshops that provide parents with skills directly 

related to their child’s current learning goals, and community resource fairs. Additionally, 
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every quarter, parents were invited to have lunch with their child, and to participate in a 

family trivia night.  Parents were asked to help write the parent-teacher-student compact 

at the beginning of the year, and were encouraged to stay involved by the school’s open-

door policies and more explicit invitations to volunteer. Efforts to communicate with 

parents were made through annual meetings, bi-monthly newsletters, and daily student 

agendas.  

Parents from Freedom who returned surveys represented the larger school 

demographic well (Table 1). Most were mothers (86.3%), and matched the racial 

breakdown of the school (68% Black and 21% White). There was an underrepresentation 

of Hispanics (4.1%), despite the fact that surveys were sent home to Spanish speaking 

families in Spanish. The sample was largely low-income, with 47.6% of respondents 

reporting an annual income of less than $20,000 (approximately 8% reported annual 

incomes over $50,000). Parents’ report of educational attainment revealed that 13% had 

less than a high school education, 42% received a high school diploma or GED, 35% had 

some college, 5% received a Bachelor degree, and 5% received a graduate degree.  

Sunrise middle school. 

Sunrise middle school is a Title I school with 38 teachers serving students in 

grades 5-8. Over half of the students were White (58.5%) and about a quarter were Black 

(25.9%), with a smaller population of Hispanic students (13.7%). Half of the students 

(50.1%) qualified for free or reduced lunch, and 8.9% of students received special 

education services. In 2009, 92.2% of the students tested proficient in reading, and 89.4% 

of students tested proficient in math.  In accordance with federal Title I policies, 

administrators at this school were in the process of creating a parent involvement 
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program (i.e. there was no current parent involvement program at the time of the study) 

and hiring a parent involvement coordinator. Parent involvement initiatives were limited 

to parent-teacher conferences, open house, and field day—each occurring once a 

semester. Efforts to contact parents were made by individual teachers or through letters 

sent home with students.  

The sample from Sunrise was an adequate reflection of the larger school 

demographic (Table 1). The majority of parental respondents were mothers (81.7%) and 

either White (51.8%) or Black (29.1%). Like at Freedom, there was an 

underrepresentation of Hispanics (9.9%) in the sample.  The sample was 

socioeconomically diverse ranging from annual incomes of less than $20,000 (28.9%) to 

annual incomes of over $50,000 (25.2%).  Educational attainment for parents at Sunrise 

was much higher than for parents at Freedom. Only 6% of parents reported having less 

than a high school education, 33% received a high school diploma or GED, 38% had 

some college, 14% had a Bachelor degree, and 9% had a graduate degree.  

 

Measures 

Parents at both schools received the same survey. All measures for the study were 

adopted or adapted from published scales relating to study constructs. Each measure used 

a 6-point Likert-type response scale, with higher scores indicating more frequent 

occurrences, or more agreement with standings on the construct. All underwent face and 

content validity evaluations by a panel of five persons with expert knowledge of the 

constructs being evaluated. 
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Table 1.  Summary of Demographic Statistics 

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

    Full sample  Freedom middle school  Sunrise middle school 

           (%)   School (%)   Sample (%)  School (%)  Sample (%) 

Student Ethnicity 

Asian          3.6     1.4                4.6     1.5    2.1 

Black          51.8   69.7              68.0   25.9  29.1 

Hispanic    6.5     9.5                4.1   13.7    9.9 

White          34.0   19.3              21.3   58.5  51.8 

Students’ Family SES variables 

Free/reduced lunch ------   90.5             ------   50.1  ------ 

Income < 20k  39.8               47.6     28.9 

Income 20k > 30k 21.9               23.3     20.0 

Income 30k > 40k 12.7               13.2     11.9 

Income 40k > 50k 10.5                 7.9     14.1 

Income > 50k  15.1                7.9     25.2
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Outcome variable. 

Parental role beliefs. Grounded in work summarized in Hoover-Dempsey et al., 

(2004), this 10-item measure assessed the extent to which a parent believes that he or she 

should be actively involved in the child’s education. Responses for this measure were 1 

(strongly disagree), 2 (disagree), 3 (disagree just a little), 4 (agree just a little), 5 (agree), 

6 (strongly agree). Higher scores indicated beliefs supporting a more active parental role 

in the child’s education; lower scores indicated beliefs supporting a less active or more 

passive role in the child’s education. Participants were asked to respond to items by 

indicating the degree to which they believe they are responsible for behaviors such as 

“Volunteering at the child’s school”, “Communicating with my child’s teacher 

regularly”, and “Talk with my child about the school day”.  Alpha reliabilities for this 

scale were .79 at Freedom and .78 at Sunrise.  

Experiential predictor of role beliefs. 

Valence toward school. This six item measure assessed parents’ attraction to or 

general disposition toward schools, based on prior experiences with schools. Respondents 

were asked to rate their experiences while a middle school student pertinent to selected 

perspectives on elements of schooling. Each of the elements was on a continuum: one 

end was anchored by negative experiences, the other by positive experiences (e.g., My 

school: 1 = disliked, 6 = liked; My teachers: 1 = ignored me, 6 = cared about me). Higher 

scores indicated a stronger attraction or valence toward school; lower scores indicated 

lower attraction toward school. Alpha reliabilities for this scale were .89 at Freedom and 

.93 at Sunrise.  
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School predictors of role beliefs. 

Parents’ perceptions of general school invitations to involvement. Parents’ 

perceptions of general school invitations to involvement was assessed using two 

subscales (empowerment-focused invitations and communication-focused invitations) of 

the Parents’ Perceptions of General Invitations to Involvement from the School scale 

adapted from Griffith’s Parent Satisfaction Survey. Responses for this measure were 1 

(strongly disagree), 2 (disagree), 3 (disagree just a little), 4 (agree just a little), 5 (agree), 

or 6 (strongly agree). This scale had six items (three from each subscale) and included 

items such as “This school does a good job of letting me know about ways I can help out 

in school”, “Parent activities are scheduled at this school so that I can attend”, and “This 

school does a good job of letting me know about school rules and policies”. Alpha 

reliabilities for this scale were .84 at Freedom and .80 at Sunrise.  

Parents’ perceptions of school climate. Parents’ perception of school climate was 

assessed using the Sense of School Belonging scale developed by Goodenow (1993). 

Three items were removed because they did not fit the working definition of school 

climate used in this study. The remaining 15 items asked parents to indicate the extent to 

which they agreed with statements such as “Other people at the school take my opinion 

seriously”, “The teachers at the school respect me”, and “People at this school are 

friendly to me”. Responses for this measure were 1 (strongly disagree), 2 (disagree), 3 

(disagree just a little), 4 (agree just a little), 5 (agree), 6 (strongly agree). Alpha 

reliabilities were .87 for Freedom and .90 for Sunrise.  
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Parents’ perceptions of specific teacher invitations to involvement.  Parents’ 

perceptions of teachers’ invitations to involvement was assessed with the six-item scale 

reported in Walker et al., (2005), which was developed during a three-year study of the 

parental involvement process (Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 2005). To create the 

measure, researchers identified six common involvement behaviors that represent home-

based activities (e.g., communicating with the child about the school day, helping the 

child with homework, supervising the child’s homework) and school-based activities 

(e.g., helping out at the school, communicating with the teacher, attending special events 

at the school). Responses for this measure were 1 (never), 2 (one or two times), 3 (four or 

five times), 4 (once a week), 5 (a few times a week), or 6 (daily). Alpha reliabilities for 

this scale were .80 at Freedom and .76 at Sunrise.  

Parents’ perceptions of specific student invitations to involvement. This scale 

included student requests for parental involvement in six relatively common home-based 

and school-based involvement activities (e.g., “My child asked me to help explain 

something about his or her homework;” “My child asked me to help out at school”). 

Responses for this measure were 1 (never), 2 (one or two times), 3 (four or five times), 4 

(once a week) 5 (a few times a week), or 6 (daily). Alpha reliabilities for the scale were 

.73 at Freedom and .74 at Sunrise.  
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CHAPTER III 

 

RESULTS 

 

For all samples, zero-order correlations were calculated among the measures to 

examine the relationships using SPSS 19.0. Correlational analyses indicated instances of 

possible mediations, which were resolved using the Sobel (1982) test for mediation. To 

avoid the exclusion of possibly important relationships between variables because of a 

small mediation effect, significance levels for all mediations were set at p < .01. For this 

study, mediation occurred if a) the independent variable had a significant effect on the 

mediator, b) the mediator had a significant effect on the dependent variable, c) the 

independent variable had a significant effect on the dependent variable, and d) the effect 

of the independent variable on the dependent variable became non-significant when the 

mediator was included in the model. Once mediations were identified, path maps were 

drawn using AMOS 19.0 software. Simple regressions were conducted individually for 

each endogenous variable in the map and verified in AMOS.  

Overall, the full sample of parents offered generally positive perceptions of study 

variables. On a scale of 1 (strongly disagree), 2 (disagree), 3 (disagree just a little), 4 

(agree just a little), 5 (agree), 6 (strongly agree), most respondents indicated strong 

agreement with construct standings. As indicated in Table 2, most parents reported active 

role beliefs (M = 4.9, SD = .62) and positive valences towards schools (M = 4.97, SD = 

1.08). In general, parents also reported positive perceptions of the schools’ general 
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invitations to involvement (M = 4.78, SD = .84) and school climates (M = 4.54, SD = 

.74). Additionally, parents reported receiving invitations to involvement from teachers 

four or five times during the school year (M = 2.56, SD = 1.22) and invitations from 

children once a week (M = 3.45, SD = .95), using a scale of 1 (never), 2 (one or two 

times), 3 (four or five times), 4 (once a week), 5 (a few times a week), or 6 (daily). 
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Table 2. Descriptive Statistics and Independent Sample t-tests 

______________________________________________________________________________     

          Full Sample Freedom  Sunrise  

Scale           M(SD)  M(SD)   M(SD)    t test   

Role activity beliefs         4.90(.62)  4.87(.65)  4.92(.58)       .75 

Valence toward school        4.97(1.08)  5.08(1.00)  4.83(1.17)           2.13* 

General school invitations        4.78(.84)  4.74(.89)  4.83(.79)             1.00 

School climate          4.54(.74)  4.52(.77)  4.62(.76)             1.06 

Teacher invitations         2.56(1.23)  2.77(1.29)  2.31(1.11)          +3.39***    

Student invitations         3.45(.95)  3.48(1.03)  3.41(.87)       .61 

 

+        Difference between Freedom and Sunrise is significant at the Bonferroni corrected .01 level  

*     Difference between Freedom and Sunrise is significant at the .05 level 

*** Difference between Freedom and Sunrise is significant at the .001 level 

______________________________________________________________________________  ___________ 
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Correlations among study variables in the full sample were extensive (Table 3). 

Most notably, strong relationships existed between parents’ role beliefs and their 

perceptions of general school invitations to involvement (r = .52, p < .01), and role 

beliefs and parents’ perceptions of school climate (r = .50, p < .01). School climate was 

also highly correlated with parents’ perceptions of general school invitations to 

involvement (r = .66, p < .01). Lastly, parents’ perceptions of teachers’ invitations to 

involvement was correlated with their perception of student invitations to involvement (r 

= .53, p < .01).  

 

Research Question One:  Across the two schools, how were parents’ valence toward 

school, perceptions of general school invitations, perceptions of school climate, 

perceptions of specific teacher invitations, and perceptions of specific student invitations 

related to their beliefs about their role in supporting their children’s education?  

Correlational analyses indicated significant relationships among all study 

variables. To better understand the strength of those relationships, mediations were 

conducted for all correlations. Five significant mediations emerged. The relationship 

between valence and parents’ role beliefs was mediated by school climate (z = 4.49, p < 

.001), whereas the relationship between teacher invitations and parents’ role beliefs was 

mediated by general school invitations (z = 5.53, p < .001). General school invitations 

also mediated the relationship between teacher invitations and school climate (z = 6.05, p 

< .001), as well as student invitations and school climate (z = 4.85, p < .001). Lastly, the 

association between valence and student invitations was mediated by teacher invitations 

(z = 3.10, p < .01).  
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Despite these mediations, the pattern of interactions among study variables 

remained complex (Figure 1). Thirty-five percent of the variance (Adj. R2 = .35, f2 = .54) 

in parents’ role beliefs was accounted for by parents’ perceptions of general school 

invitations (β = .29, p < .001), school climate (β = .27, p < .001), and children’s 

invitations to involvement (β = .21, p < .001). Parents’ valence toward school and 

perceptions of teacher invitations to involvement had indirect effects on parents’ role 

beliefs through other predictor variables.
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Table 3: Summary of Correlations for Full Sample 

(N=340)   a.  b.  c.  d.  e.                    f     

     a. Role beliefs            1.00   

     b. Valence    .15**             1.00   

     c. General 
         School invitations  .52**   .17**             1.00 
 
     d. School climate   .50**  .26**  .66**           1.00 

     e. Teacher invitations  .26**   .17**   .34**               .24**           1.00 

     f. Student invitations  .34**   .17**  .27**  .21**  .53**          1.00 

 

**  Correlation is significant at the .01 level (2-tailed)

 



  
 

27 
 

Valence Towards School     School Climate 

    β= .16***      

 

                   β=.27*** 

 β= .17**  β= .12*           β=.63*** 

  

          

Teacher Invitations      β= .28***    General School  β=.29***    

to Involvement        Invitations to        Role Beliefs 

  Involvement              .65 

                      UR         

 

    β= .50***        β=.12*  β=.21*** 

         

Student Invitations  

to Involvement 

Figure 1: Path analysis map for full sample 
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Research Question Two: Do parents’ current experiences with schools influence their 

role beliefs differently than their prior experiences with schools? 

Across the schools, parents’ recent perceptions of school had a more powerful 

influence (average total effect of r = .41) on their role beliefs than did their valence 

toward school (r = .15, p < .01) derived from their prior experiences. Most notably, 

parents’ perceptions of general school invitations to involvement (r = .52, p < .01), 

school climate (r = .50, p < .01), and student invitations to involvement (r = .34, p < .01) 

had the strongest total effects on parent’s role beliefs. Parents’ valence toward school did 

not have a direct path to parents’ role, and instead, contributed indirectly through general 

school invitations (r = .17, p < .01), teacher invitations (r = .17, p < .01), and school 

climate (r = .26, p < .01).  

Research Question Three:   Do the two schools differ significantly across study 

constructs and in their influence on parents’ role beliefs?  

In preparation for school-level comparisons, means and standard deviations for all 

measures were calculated for each school (Table 2). Independent sample t-tests were then 

conducted to compare means across the two samples. To avoid familywise errors, 

significance levels were adjusted using a Bonferroni correction (noted in Table 2).  

The two schools were not statistically different across most study constructs. 

Parents at Freedom and Sunrise had active role beliefs (M = 4.87, SD = .65; M = 4.92, SD 

= .58, ns) and agreed that the schools did a good job of extending general school 

invitations (M = 4.74, SD = .89; M = 4.83, SD = .79, ns) and creating a welcoming school 

climate (M = 4.52, SD = .77; M = 4.62, SD = .76, ns). Additionally, parents at both 
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schools perceived invitations to involvement from their children about once a week (M = 

3.48, SD = 1.03; M = 3.41, SD = .87, ns).  

Parents across schools differed in two areas however.  Parents at Freedom 

reported slightly more positive valences toward school (M = 5.80, SD = 1.00) than did 

parents at Sunrise (M = 4.83, SD = 1.17) (t = 2.13, p < .05; d = .23), but this finding did 

not meet the Bonferroni corrected significance of .01. The largest difference between 

schools related to parents’ perceptions of teacher invitations to involvement. Parents at 

Freedom reported having been invited by teachers four or five times throughout the year 

(M = 2.78, SD = 1.29), whereas parents at Sunrise reported invitations occurring only 

once or twice during the year (M = 2.31, SD = 1.11) (t = 3.39, p < .001; d = .40).   

Freedom middle school.  

 Relationships among study constructs revealed 13 significant correlations at 

Freedom (Table 4). From those relationships, three significant mediations emerged. 

Parents’ perception of general school invitations mediated the relationship between 

teacher invitations and parents’ role beliefs (z = 4.84¸ p < .001), student invitations and 

school climate (z = 4.39, p < .001), and teacher invitations and school climate (z = 5.01, p 

< .001).  
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The remaining paths (Figure 2) illustrate the direct and indirect effects of 

experiential and school predictors on parents’ role beliefs. Forty-four percent of the 

variance (Adj. R2 = .44, f2 = .79) in parents’ role beliefs was accounted for by parents’ 

perception of general school invitations (β = .43, p < .001), student invitations (β = .24, p 

< .001), and school climate (β = .17, p < .05). Parents’ valence toward school contributed 

indirectly through both general school invitations (r = .24, p < .01) and school climate (r 

= .29, p < .01). Teacher invitations contributed indirectly through general school 

invitations (r = .37, p < .01). 
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Table 4: Summary of Correlations for Freedom Middle 

(N=198)   a.  b.  c.  d.  e.  f. ____________ 

     a. Role beliefs  1.00  

     b. Valence    .12             1.00   

     c. General 
         School invitations  .62**   .24**            1.00 
 
     d. School climate   .50**    .29**     .66**      1.00   

     e. Teacher invitations  .31**   .18*   .37**              .27**  1.00 

     f. Student invitations  .42**   .12  .32**   .23**               .57**  1.00 

 

*    Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed) 

**  Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed)
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Valence Towards School     School Climate 

    β= .14**      

 

           β=.17* 

 r= .18*     β= .18**           β=.62*** 

  

 

Teacher Invitations      β= .25**  General School  β=.43***    

to Involvement      Invitations to       Role Beliefs 

Involvement        .56 

         UR  

                 

    β= .57***        β=.15*  β=.24*** 

         

Student Invitations  

       to Involvement 

Figure 2: Path analysis map for Freedom middle school
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Sunrise middle school.  

Relationships among study constructs were equally complex at Sunrise (Table 5). 

Five significant mediations emerged from the 13 correlations. Parents’ perception of 

school climate mediated the relationship between valence and role beliefs (z = 2.73, p < 

.01) and general school invitations and role beliefs (z = 4.26, p < .001). The association 

between teacher invitations and role beliefs was mediated by general school invitations (z 

= 2.73 p < .01), which also mediated the relationship between teacher invitations and 

school climate (z = 3.76, p < .001). The relationship between student invitations and 

general school invitations was mediated by teacher invitations to involvement (z = 3.01 p 

< .01). 

These mediations left a fairly simple illustration of the direct and indirect effects 

of study variables on parents’ role beliefs (Figure 3). Parents’ perception of school 

climate (β = .46, p < .001) and student invitations (β = .13, ns) had direct paths to parents’ 

role beliefs which accounted for 24% of its variance (Adj. R2 = .24, f2 = .32). All other 

variables were indirectly related to role beliefs through other study variables. Valence 

had a direct effect on school climate (r = .25, p < .01), while teacher invitations had a 

direct effect on general school invitations (r = .33, p < .01). General school invitations 

had a direct effect on school climate (r = .66, p < .01).  
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Table 5: Summary of Correlations for Sunrise Middle 

(N=142)   a.  b.  c.  d.  e.  f. ____________ 

     a. Role beliefs            1.00  

     b. Valence    .21*             1.00   

     c. General  
         School invitations  .34**   .10                 1.00 
 
     d. School climate   .48**    .25**     .66**             1.00       

     e. Teacher invitations  .19*   .12   .33**              .24**           1.00 

     f. Student invitations  .21*   .23**  .18*   .18*  .47**           1.00             

 

*    Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed) 

**  Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed)
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     Valence Towards School     School Climate 

                     β= .19**      

 

                       β=.48*** 

                              β=.64*** 

  

  

 

           r= .23**   Teacher Invitations         β= .33***   General School  Role Beliefs 

   to Involvement      Invitations to                                      .74 

                  Involvement               UR            

                 

          

   β= .47***                

         

 

Student Invitations  

  to Involvement 

 

Figure 3: Path analysis map for Sunrise middle school



   
 

36 
 

CHAPTER IV 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

Findings of this study demonstrate that what we know to be motivators of parental 

involvement behaviors, are also motivators of parental involvement beliefs. Parents’ 

perceptions of general school invitations to involvement, school climate, and student 

invitations to involvement predicted parents’ role beliefs related to involvement in their 

child’s education. Parents’ current experiences with schools and teachers were more 

powerful than prior school experiences in predicting parents’ role beliefs. Study findings 

also suggest that differences in administrative approaches to parental involvement do not 

influence if parents have active role beliefs; rather, different administrative approaches to 

parental involvement may influence how parents come to have active role beliefs. 

Across the two schools, parents’ perceptions of general school invitations, school 

climate, and student invitations to involvement were the most influential variables 

predicting parents’ role beliefs. The finding of general school invitations to involvement 

as a predictor is somewhat surprising given prior findings that general school invitations 

are not influential motivators of parents’ involvement behaviors (Green et al., 2007). 

While parents may not perceive general school communications as explicit invitations to 

be involved, they may in fact perceive such communications as indicative of school 

expectations for involvement. For example, general school invitations at both schools 

contained information stating they want parent involvement, describing ways in which 

parents can be involved (e.g. volunteering, school governance, parent workshops), and 
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listing all methods of communication available to parents (e.g. student agendas, 

suggestion box, phone numbers for parent liaison).  The present findings suggest that 

parents indeed used such information as indicators of what their role should be in their 

child’s schooling.  

Parents’ perception of school climate was the second most influential predictor of 

parents’ role beliefs. Most studies (Comer, 1995; Griffith, 1998; Lopez, Sanchez, & 

Hamilton, 2000; Scribner, Young, & Pedroza, 1999) investigating school climate use 

measures with three or four items that better reflect general school invitations (e.g. ‘The 

school does a good job of letting me know about school rules and policies’; ‘The school 

lets me know about meetings and special school events’) than parents’ perception of the 

school environment. The power of school climate in the present study may reflect the 

comprehensive measure used to assess how welcoming the school is of parents’ 

participation (e.g. ‘I feel like a real part of my child’s school’; ‘Other people at my 

child’s school take my opinion seriously’; ‘People at my child’s school are friendly to 

me’). Parents in this study appeared to have perceived a respectful and friendly 

environment that may have helped them to interpret general school invitations as 

indicative of not only school expectations, but also, the school’s desires for parental 

involvement.  

The final direct predictor of role beliefs was parents’ perception of student 

invitations to involvement. This finding is consistent with previous work demonstrating 

student invitations to be the most powerful predictor of parents’ involvement behaviors 

(Anderson & Minke, 2007; Deslandes & Bertrand, 2005; Green et al., 2007; Hoover-

Dempsey et al., 2005; Sheldon, 2002). This variable may also help parents develop ideas 
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about their role because student invitations are essentially a direct request from a 

powerful social source in the educational context. Similar to general school invitations, 

specific invitations from their children may help them define their responsibilities in their 

role.  

Also interesting within the pattern of interactions among variables, was the 

contribution of teachers’ invitations to parents’ role beliefs. Although previous work cites 

teacher invitations as strong motivators of parental involvement (Balli et al., 1998; 

Dauber & Epstein, 1993; Epstein, 1986; Epstein & Van Voorhis, 2001), the present study 

did not find teacher invitations to have a direct effect on parents’ role beliefs. The indirect 

effect is probably due to the low occurrence of teacher invitations. Teacher invitations are 

probably low because teachers at both schools reported teaching between 225-500 

students per day. With so many students, it is not possible for teachers to send all parents 

specific invitations pertinent to individual students. Consequently, it is common practice 

in many schools for teacher ‘teams’ (e.g. 5th grade teachers, algebra teachers) to send 

parents information related to a specific grade or subject. In such instances, parents may 

therefore classify any invitation to involvement as a ‘general school’ invitation instead of 

a specific teacher invitation.  

The weakest predictor of role beliefs was parents’ valence toward school. This 

variable represented parents’ overall attitude toward school based on their prior 

experiences. It was included in the study to compare the influence of past and present 

experiences, on parents’ ideas about their responsibilities in their children’s education. 

Interestingly, though valence had the least effect on role beliefs, it had a direct or indirect 

effect on each of the other study variables. These relationships suggest that parents may 
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use their childhood schooling experiences to ‘set the stage’ for their interactions in their 

children’s schools. In other words, it may be that parents view current school parent 

involvement initiatives through the lens of previous experiences.  

 

School Differences 

In addition to examining the interrelationships among parents’ perceptions of 

contextual invitations to involvement, this study also sought to examine the possibility 

that different administrative approaches to parental involvement might also influence 

parents’ role beliefs. The two schools in this study differed in the structure and execution 

of parental involvement initiatives. At Freedom, a parent involvement coordinator was 

the primary person responsible for inviting parent participation, whereas at Sunrise, with 

no involvement coordinator, invitations to involvement were largely the responsibility of 

classroom teachers, overseen by the principal. In general, parents across the schools 

reported very similar perceptions of general school invitations to involvement, student 

invitations to involvement, and school climate, as well as similarly active role beliefs. 

The only significant difference between schools was in parents’ perception of teacher 

invitations to involvement.  

Parents at Freedom reported higher perceptions of teacher invitations than parents 

at Sunrise. Invitations from teachers at Freedom may have been more frequent because 

there was a parent involvement coordinator who encouraged teachers to invite parents. In 

general, the involvement coordinator at Freedom developed and implemented parent 

involvement programs, and teachers sent home the invitations the coordinator created.  
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There were also differences in the patterns of findings for predictors of parents’ 

role beliefs between the schools. At Freedom, general school invitations emerged as the 

most powerful predictor of parents’ role beliefs. School invitations may have been 

particularly powerful at Freedom because the parent involvement coordinator extended 

diverse and plentiful school-wide invitations (e.g. to parent focus groups, workshops, 

family trivia night) throughout the school year. At Sunrise, these tasks often fell to office 

staff and teachers as a small part of their job requirements.  

The weakness of general school invitations to involvement at Sunrise is therefore 

unsurprising. Without an involvement coordinator, the general school invitations may 

have been too infrequent or too impersonal to significantly affect parents’ understanding 

of their role. Conversely, parents’ perception of the school climate at Sunrise was 

particularly powerful in influencing parents’ role beliefs. Because parents at both schools 

perceived generally positive school climates, the power of school climate at Sunrise may 

reflect the quantity of experiences with the school, not the quality.  

The absence of a parent involvement coordinator at Sunrise meant parents lacked 

a ‘point person’ to contact with questions or concerns.  Parents at Sunrise likely 

communicated with multiple teachers and office staff throughout the school year, thereby 

giving them more experiences with school personnel. With more exposure to more 

people, parents at Sunrise probably had more comprehensive assessments of the school’s 

climate than did parents at Freedom, who likely used the involvement coordinator as their 

first point of contact with the school. The quantity of parents’ interactions with school 

personnel compared to the smaller quantity of invitations to involvement received from 
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the school, made school climate the strongest source of influence on parents’ role beliefs 

at Sunrise.    

Sample differences. 

It is quite possible that demographic differences among school samples 

contributed to the different patterns of interaction among variables. Although both 

schools were Title I schools, parents’ ethnicity, annual income, and level of education 

differed across the samples. These differences are important because research and theory 

suggest that demographic characteristics greatly influence the amount of social capital 

parents posses and bring to their understanding of new social roles (Burchinal, Follmer, 

& Bryant, 1996; Horvat, Weininger, & Lareau, 2003; VanVelsor & Orozco, 2007).  

Bordieu (1985) stated that social capital is derived from the benefits accruing to 

individuals by virtue of participation in groups. He proposed that social capital is 

decomposable into two elements: 1) the social relationship itself that allows individuals 

to claim access to resources possessed by their associates, and 2) the amount and quality 

of those resources. Thus, in an educational context, social capital includes the material 

(e.g. money) and immaterial (e.g. relationships) educationally relevant resources that 

individuals and families are able to access through their social ties (Portes, 1998). 

The sample from Freedom was comprised primarily of low-income parents with 

relatively low levels of education. Characteristics such as these often mean that parents 

do not have extensive social capital to invest in their children’s schooling. More 

specifically for example, these parents may not have personal experiences or social 

networks that contributed to their understanding of parental involvement (Sheldon, 2002). 

Fewer than half of the sample from Freedom had educational experiences beyond high 
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school, suggesting that these parents may not have known the longer term benefits of 

having a parent actively involved in schooling. In such circumstances, it would seem 

logical that these parents might rely more heavily on the school to inform them of 

parental involvement expectations (through general school invitations to involvement, 

student invitations to involvement, and the overall school climate) than might parents 

with higher levels of education.  

These avenues of communication may have been particularly powerful at 

Freedom because they came from sources parents were likely to trust. Sixty-eight percent 

of respondents at Freedom were Black. All of the office staff, the parent involvement 

coordinator, and all but two teachers at the school were also Black.  Research indicates 

that parents are more likely to establish bonds with people who are of similar ethnicity 

and social class than if they are not (Goddard, Tschannen-Moran, & Hoy, 2001; Lareau 

& Horvat, 1999). These similarities may have increased the sense of community at 

Freedom, which in turn, may have created a strong social network for parents within the 

school, thus contributing to parents’ positive perception of the school’s climate.  

Social capital theory suggests however, that parents’ social networks at Sunrise 

existed beyond the school. Because of their higher education and income levels, parents 

at Sunrise likely had social ties with well educated and economically stable people that 

extended beyond the school. Perhaps more than Freedom parents, Sunrise parents may 

have had what Coleman (1988) called community social capital—the benefits of being 

embedded in social relationships with other families and community institutions who 

share attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors that bind the network. It may be that parents at 

Sunrise—more so than parents at Freedom—had friends and family who endorsed and 
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modeled parents’ participation in children’s learning. It is therefore possible that parents 

at Sunrise may have experienced and understood more about the value of parental 

involvement to children’s learning than Freedom parents. Consequently, invitations to 

involvement from the school, teachers, or students may not have been essential to their 

development of their role construction for involvement. The importance of school climate 

in the construction of their role suggests that it is however, necessary for the school to 

convey they want parental involvement.  

 

Limitations 

While offering interesting suggestions about school-based contributors to parents’ 

beliefs about their roles in their children’s education, the study had its limitations. First, it 

is possible that parents who choose to complete surveys about parent involvement are 

somewhat more involved in their child’s schooling than parents who choose not to 

participate, thereby introducing the probability of bias in the sample.  Second, although 

similar in many respects (e.g. both were high achieving Title I schools), the schools 

differed in potentially important ways (e.g. school demographics). Freedom middle 

served a low-income racial minority population, whereas parents at Sunrise middle were 

socioeconomically and ethnically diverse. These differences limit the extent to which 

findings can be generalized across the samples, and more broadly, to Title I schools.  

In addition, though consistent with research in the field, response rates for both 

schools were not high, and thus underscore limits on the extent to which findings may be 

generalized. This is partially due to methodological constraints in which the school 

district did not allow surveys to be sent directly to parents. Response rates were also 
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depressed by a natural disaster that destroyed some data at one school, and diverted many 

parents’ attention across the two schools to personal concerns regarding housing, 

employment, and financial recovery.  

Lastly, the data in this study were based on self-reports. Parents’ reported 

perceptions of all school, teacher, and student invitations were not corroborated by any 

other source. Examining how parents’ perceptions of study variables compared to 

teachers’ and students’ reports related to the same variables would have provided a fuller 

view of school functioning in these domains, but was beyond the scope of this study.  

 

Implications for Research 

This study was a modest beginning to understanding how schools influence 

parents’ construction of their role in their children’s education. The findings offer 

suggestions for increasing the breadth and depth of knowledge surrounding parents’ role 

beliefs in middle schools. First, like any novel study, this study should be replicated in 

other Title I schools, as well as schools similarly situated in urban settings, but serving 

different demographics of students and families (e.g. ethnically diverse, wealthier, higher 

achieving). These studies would allow a broader understanding of how Title I schools 

approach parental involvement, and how those approaches compare to parent 

involvement initiatives in schools without Title I funding.  

Second, not all variables in this study were significantly related to parents’ role 

beliefs. Those most powerfully predictive of role beliefs were parents’ perceptions of 

general school invitations, school climate, and student invitations to involvement. Future 

research should expand upon the present findings by deepening the extent to which each 
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of the aforementioned variables is examined. In particular, due to the finding that general 

school invitations were most influential to parents’ role beliefs, it would be prudent to 

assess the quantity and quality of invitations sent to parents from the school. Issues 

related to tone, clarity, and type of information relayed seem especially relevant to 

parents’ comprehending the schools’ expectations for parental involvement.  

Additionally, it seems equally important to more fully assess parents’ prior 

experiences with schools. Through interviews, parents can describe their relationships 

with teachers during their schooling, their experiences observing their own parents’ 

involvement behaviors, and discuss how those experiences contributed to their current 

ideas about parental involvement. It may be that certain aspects of parents’ experiences 

not measured in this study affect their construction of their role in their children’s 

schooling.  

Third, gathering data from teachers would facilitate comparisons between 

teachers’ and parents’ perceptions of school parental involvement initiatives. It would 

also allow comparisons of teachers’ and parents’ beliefs about their respective roles and 

responsibilities in establishing family-school partnerships. Such information could 

identify ‘road blocks’ in the processes of building family-school relationships, and 

elucidate the reasons why low-income parents are perceived by teachers as less involved 

in students’ learning (Epstein & Dauber, 1991; Klimes-Dougan, 1992; Moles, 1993).  

Lastly, though a minor focus of this study, differences in administrative 

approaches to parent involvement between the two schools may have been influential in 

how school variables influenced parents’ role beliefs. It would be informative to more 

fully examine how schools, prioritize involvement, allocate responsibility for 
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involvement, and assess the effectiveness of their parent involvement initiatives. One or 

more of these organizational characteristics may be particularly relevant to the 

development of parents’ role beliefs.  

 

Implications for Practice 

The findings of the study have implications for what schools may do to ensure 

parents are actively engaged in students’ education. The results suggest that general 

school invitations to involvement are especially important avenues of communication 

with parents. Instead of merely meeting district requirements for notifying parents of 

school rules and policies, schools should establish a continual line of communication 

with parents that relays important information pertinent to students’ learning (Chrispeels 

& Rivero, 2001; Simon, 2004). Most notably, parents would benefit from school 

invitations that outline academic goals and timelines, explicitly describe school 

expectations for involvement, and offer diverse opportunities for involvement with clear 

explanations of how parents’ participation increases student learning.    

This study also has implications for how teachers should interact with parents. 

Parents’ role beliefs at both schools were predicted in part by parents’ positive 

perceptions of the schools’ climates related to parent involvement. This suggests that 

teachers should communicate respectfully and courteously with parents, and in a way that 

relays the school’s appreciation for parents’ involvement. A positive school climate 

underscores the need for principals to share with teachers the importance of parent 

involvement to student achievement, and to hold teachers accountable for helping create 

a welcoming school climate (Christenson, 2004; Griffith, 2001).  
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 Finally, students’ invitations to involvement were a significant predictor of 

parents’ role beliefs. This finding affirms previous work (e.g. Anderson & Minke 2007; 

Deslandes & Bertrand, 2005; Sheldon, 2002) noting the importance of children’s requests 

for parents’ engagement in school related activities to parents’ decisions about 

involvement. These findings suggest that teachers should consider creating assignments 

that prompt students to involve parents in meaningful ways that encourage parents to be 

active participants in students’ learning.   

 

Conclusion 

 This study reiterates the need for continued investigation into parent involvement 

in low-income, urban schools. Though important, it is not enough to know what parents 

do to be involved; we must expand our knowledge to include understandings of how 

parents come to be involved. Given the persistent achievement gap between low-income 

and upper-income students, it is critical that researchers and educators devise new 

methods of accessing and engaging parents whose life circumstances do not easily 

facilitate involvement in their children’s schooling. This study suggests three paths 

through which schools can influence low-income parents’ beliefs about their 

responsibilities to their children, and in their children’s education.  
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