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Related to School Satisfaction for Parents of 
Young Autistic Children?
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Abstract

Many parents of young autistic children1 report wanting to be more in-
volved in their child’s education. Parental involvement is positively correlated 
with school satisfaction, yet how various involvement activities are differential-
ly related to satisfaction has not been extensively investigated. This study aimed 
to learn more about satisfaction with and involvement in education using quan-
titative and qualitative survey data. Parents (N = 45) of young children with 
autism generally agreed that they were satisfied with their child’s education. 
However, qualitative data highlighted that school-based involvement options 
were sometimes limited and that involvement could be difficult for busy fam-
ilies. The amount of time parents spent implementing strategies learned from 
school into everyday life was significantly related to school satisfaction. This 
finding points to the importance of involvement for generalization of skills 
across contexts and will hopefully encourage more parent–teacher communi-
cation on this topic.

Key Words: autism spectrum disorder, parental involvement, school satisfac-
tion, skill generalization, autistic children, families

Introduction

Under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA, 2004), chil-
dren with disabilities three years and older are eligible to receive specialized 
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school-based services. A key tenet of IDEA is the involvement of parents in 
their child’s education. However, beyond including parents in the develop-
ment and oversight of the Individualized Education Program (IEP), there is 
no clear mandate as to how parents should be involved in their child’s school-
ing, and teachers and school districts have many choices available to them in 
terms of how to include parents. Furthermore, families have different desires 
and capacities for involvement (Granger et al., 2012), making parent involve-
ment a complicated construct to study, with it often being conceptualized too 
generally (Boonk et al., 2018). Broadly, parent involvement has been linked 
to academic achievement in general education (see Castro et al., 2015 for a 
meta-analysis). However, Hampden-Thompson and Galindo (2017) found 
that the link between school–family partnerships (a construct related to and 
sometimes used interchangeably with “parent involvement”) and academic 
achievement was mediated by parents’ satisfaction with their child’s school. 
Given that parental involvement in and satisfaction with schooling may con-
tribute to desirable student outcomes, it is necessary to learn more about the 
relationship between the two, particularly with regards to different kinds of 
involvement. This is especially salient for parents of children on the autism 
spectrum, as parent involvement is recommended for autism intervention (Na-
tional Research Council, 2001). This article presents a pilot investigation into 
various kinds of parental educational involvement and how they are differen-
tially related to school satisfaction for parents of autistic children.1 

School Satisfaction Amongst Parents of Children With Autism

Children with autism make up about 11% of students receiving special ed-
ucation services (U.S. Department of Education, 2020). Studies of parents of 
autistic children have shown that they generally report being satisfied with their 
child’s education. For example, Saggers et al. (2016) surveyed almost 1,000 par-
ents of children with autism in Australia and found that the average rating of 
satisfaction with educational services was 3.21 out of 5. Parents in Renty and 
Roeyers’ (2006) study in Belgium also rated their satisfaction between 3–4 out 
of 5 depending on the age and educational placement of their child. Similar re-
sults have been found in the United States (Montes et al., 2009).

However, to say that parents of autistic children are, overall, satisfied with 
education would be an overstatement. Parents of children with autism have 
been found to be less satisfied with education than children with other disabili-
ties (Bitterman et al., 2008; Montes et al., 2009; Zablotsky et al., 2012). When 
forced to make a dichotomous choice between satisfied or unsatisfied, many 
parents report being unsatisfied. For example, Starr et al. (2006) found that 
roughly a quarter of parents of children with autism reported dissatisfaction 
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with their child’s education. Similarly, in a survey of parents of children with 
autism or another pervasive developmental disorder, Spann and colleagues 
(2003) found that only 31% of parents of 4–9 year-olds were highly satisfied 
with the school’s ability to meet their child’s needs, while 34% felt that their 
school was doing little or nothing to work on their priorities. McIntyre and 
Zemantic (2017) also found that the number of parents of children with au-
tism satisfied with their child’s education varied drastically by the child’s age.

Relationship Between Parental Involvement and Satisfaction

An important potential correlate of satisfaction with education for parents 
of children with autism is parental involvement. IDEA mandates parental in-
volvement in the development of the IEP, but how parents are actually involved 
in the IEP varies (Jung, 2011; Spann et al., 2003). Beyond the IEP, parental 
involvement is determined by teacher and staff practices, parental advocacy, 
and possibly negotiations between the teachers and parents if disagreements 
regarding amount and type of involvement arise. Parental involvement in non-
school behavioral services has received considerable attention (e.g., Factor et 
al., 2019; Oono et al., 2013; Stahmer & Pellecchia, 2015), with most behav-
ioral services provided in the home in collaboration with the parent. This close 
proximity of parents to the actual instruction may play a role in parents’ desire 
for these types of behavioral services. Less attention, however, has been paid 
to the school-based involvement of parents of autistic children (Goldman & 
Burke, 2019).  

Several studies have shown a positive relationship between educational in-
volvement and satisfaction amongst parents of typically developing children 
(Friedman et al., 2007; LaForett & Mendez, 2010) and those with disabilities. 
One study found that parents’ perceived involvement in their child’s education 
was one of the significant predictors of satisfaction with education in a Down 
Syndrome student sample (Laws & Millward, 2001). The same finding has also 
been found in autism-specific studies (Garbacz et al., 2016; Renty & Roeyers, 
2006). In their analysis of a national survey that included parents of typically 
developing and disabled children, Zablotsky et al. (2012) also found a signifi-
cant association between parent involvement and satisfaction (although when 
the sample was broken up into typically developing, nonautism disabilities, 
and autism, the relationship was no longer significant for the autism group). 

The aforementioned studies point to a positive relationship between paren-
tal involvement and satisfaction with education for parents of autistic children 
(excepting Zablotsky et al., 2012). While this information is promising for 
those hoping to intervene upon either involvement or satisfaction, it is import-
ant to note that the operationalization of involvement was limited in some of 
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the above studies. For example, one study used two general questions to assess 
involvement (Laws & Millward, 2001) and another used only one Likert-type 
question (Renty & Roeyers, 2006). While Zablotsky et al. (2012) used answers 
to multiple questions to come up with an overall involvement score (i.e., they 
counted the number of activities parents endorsed participating in over the 
past year), the activities were mostly related to attending meetings and school 
events. Garbacz et al. (2016), on the other hand, used the Family Involvement 
Questionnaire (Fantuzzo et al., 2000), a 46-item questionnaire covering home 
involvement, school involvement, and home–school communication. 

Because parental involvement is a complex topic, when it is measured too 
globally, it is unclear what kind of involvement is actually leading to satisfac-
tion. Parents of autistic children may have opportunities to be involved in the 
classroom (e.g., parent–teacher conferences, volunteering), but they often also 
need to devote considerable time at home to educational activities (Benson 
et al., 2008). Indeed, the Family Involvement Questionnaire (Fantuzzo et al., 
2000) covers school, home, and communication between the two. In the realm 
of at-home behavioral intervention, parental involvement can also mean many 
different things, including application of principles in everyday life, help-
ing interventionists, and communicating between different service providers 
(Granger et al., 2012). The lack of clarity surrounding what exactly paren-
tal involvement entails, and what about involvement is actually important to 
parents, may be why involvement intervention studies do not always appear 
effective (Goldman & Burke, 2017). Another unknown factor is the dose of 
involvement needed in order for parents to be satisfied with their child’s edu-
cation—for example, is it enough to communicate with teachers on a weekly 
basis, or is daily communication essential?

Some studies, particularly qualitative inquiries, have delved deeper into the 
relationship between parental involvement and satisfaction, though not neces-
sarily as an explicit research question. Research has found that satisfaction is 
greater if parents meet with staff frequently and have more input in their child’s 
education plan (Rattaz et al., 2014), parents have higher levels of parent–school 
connectedness (Slade et al., 2018), communicate and collaborate more with 
school staff (Starr & Foy, 2012), and participate more in IEP staffing meetings 
(Witt et al., 1984). Parents who are dissatisfied with their child’s education de-
scribe wanting more of an active role in their child’s education plan, and some 
parents feel their expertise is not valued (Robert et al., 2015). Involvement’s 
impact on satisfaction may also be mediated by improved mental health, as 
Benson (2015) found that educational involvement led to decreased distress 
for mothers of autistic children. 
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The relationship between involvement and satisfaction may partly stem 
from the fact that some parents are unhappy specifically about their level of 
involvement (McWilliam et al., 1999). For example, Iadarola et al.’s (2015) 
interviews with 35 parents of autistic children revealed that parents wanted 
more involvement, a sentiment echoed by participants in Saggers et al. (2016). 
Teachers, on the other hand, may be wary of requesting more parental in-
volvement due to perceived lack of follow-through from families (Azad et 
al., 2018; Iadarola et al., 2015). This mismatch in perceptions and expecta-
tions between parents and teachers has been reflected in other studies as well. 
LaBarbera (2017) interviewed 28 parents and 102 teachers of children with 
autism and found that only 53% of parents felt informed about their child’s 
education, whereas 100% of teachers felt they had informed parents properly. 
Similarly, just over a fifth of parents felt that teachers had suggested strategies 
for parents to use at home, whereas 99% of teachers did. Azad et al. (2018) also 
found that parents wanted more information from teachers, including “con-
crete, tangible” advice. Research conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic 
suggests that online teaching may have exposed special education teachers to 
the lack of generalization to students’ homes and highlighted areas in need of 
increased parent–teacher communication (Schuck & Lambert, 2020; Schuck 
et al., 2021). Lack of generalization of strategies from school to home may be a 
particularly salient factor when considering the interplay between involvement 
and satisfaction, as autistic children sometimes struggle with applying skills 
learned in one setting to another (Carruthers et al., 2020). If children need 
additional support from parents to generalize skills learned at school to home, 
but parents do not know how to provide that support, they may feel less satis-
fied with their child’s education. 

Current Study

Further investigation into the relationship between parental involvement 
and satisfaction in education of children with autism is warranted, particularly 
how diverse types of involvement differentially contribute to satisfaction. The 
current study surveyed parents of young autistic children to learn more about 
their involvement in their child’s school and how that involvement was related 
to satisfaction. We aimed to gain preliminary insight into the following re-
search questions using both quantitative survey questions and open-ended text 
responses: (1) How satisfied are parents with their child’s education? (2) How 
much time do parents spend involved in different school-based activities? and 
(3) How are these different types of involvement related to satisfaction with 
education? 
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Method

This study was approved by the San Jose State University Institutional Re-
view Board. All participants gave informed consent before completing any 
study activities and could withdraw from participating at any time.

Procedure

The authors developed a questionnaire regarding parental involvement in 
and satisfaction with school-based services for autistic children (the question-
naire also asked about at-home behavioral intervention, but the current paper 
focuses only on questions related to school). During development of the ques-
tionnaire, input from three parents of children with autism were consulted for 
feedback regarding question relevance and clarity.

To recruit participants, study advertisements were sent to a variety of au-
tism organizations across the United States. Advertisements included a link to 
the study consent form and study questionnaire. Some organizations allowed 
for the advertisements to be posted directly by the researcher (e.g., by post-
ing on a Facebook page or sending out a message to a listserv), whereas others 
indicated they would send the advertisement out in their organizational news-
letter. Many organizations did not respond to contact by the authors, so it is 
unknown how many potential participants saw the advertisement and where 
exactly participants were located. After completing the survey, parents were of-
fered a chance to win one of two $25 Amazon gift cards.

Participants

To be eligible to participate, potential participants needed to be a parent 
of an autistic child who was enrolled in school or received at-home behavior-
al intervention and was between the ages of 3–8. The age range was chosen 
to include parents whose children would be within the ages where parent in-
volvement is recommended by the National Research Council (2001) as well as 
covered by Part B of IDEA (2004). Sixty-four parents consented; 17 were inel-
igible or had unusable data (10 did not meet inclusion criteria; 6 only partially 
completed the questionnaire; 1 had nonsensical strings of letters in response to 
open-ended questions). Two parents reported their child was only receiving at-
home behavioral intervention and not attending school. The final sample for 
the current analyses focusing on school involvement and satisfaction was there-
fore comprised of 45 parents (39 mothers, 5 fathers, 1 unknown). Children 
were mostly male (n = 39) and had an average age of 5.77 (SD = 1.56) years. 
The most common school setting was a special education classroom (42.2%), 
followed by general education (31.1%), combination special and general edu-
cation (20.0%), and homeschool (6.7%).
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Parents ranged in age from 25–69. Due to the anonymous nature of the 
study, it was not possible to ascertain the geographical location of participants. 
Most (68.9%) parents identified as Caucasian, 13.3% as Hispanic, 8.9% as 
Asian, and 4.4% as mixed race. Ethnicity for the remaining participants is 
unknown. All 43 parents who answered the question about education level at-
tended at least some college; 33.3% attained a graduate/professional degree. Of 
the 42 participants who answered the question about income, 46.7% reported 
a yearly income of over $100,000, 22.2% reported $50,000—$100,000, and 
24.4% reported less than $50,000.

Parent Questionnaire

The questionnaire was accessible via Qualtrics; all responses were complete-
ly anonymized. Participants were asked demographics questions about their 
child and themselves, as well as information about their child’s educational 
placement/services, including questions about their involvement in and satis-
faction with it.

Satisfaction

Participants were asked about satisfaction with their child’s education using 
two 6-point Likert-type questions (one question asked them to rate how much 
they agreed that they liked their child’s education, the other asked about their 
satisfaction with it; these two similar questions were included as an internal re-
liability check). Answer choices ranged from strongly disagree to strongly agree. 

Involvement

One open-ended question asked participants to estimate how many hours 
per week they were involved in their child’s school program. Next, partici-
pants were asked using a 6-point Likert-type scale to indicate how much time 
they spent involved in the following activities: classroom volunteering, helping 
with homework, attending school meetings/conferences, communication with 
schoolteachers, generalizing strategies to everyday life, and relaying informa-
tion between service providers. These activities were chosen based on literature 
review and the fact that they represent examples of school- and home-based in-
volvement and home–school communication (Benson, 2008; Fantuzzo et al., 
2000). Because time spent in each involvement type was not equivalent (e.g., no 
one would expect a parent to have a parent–teacher conference as often as they 
would expect a parent to communicate with a teacher), the answer choices for 
questions differed slightly and can be found in Figure 1 in the Results section.

Open-Ended Questions

Lastly, parents were presented with two open-ended questions where they 
were asked to fill in a text box. The two questions were: Please describe in what 
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ways you are happy or unhappy with the amount and type of involvement re-
quested of you by your child’s educators/interventionists; and Please share any 
comments related to your involvement in your child’s school, out-of-school in-
tervention program, and/or your child’s services in general.

Data Analysis

Satisfaction With Education

Scores to the two questions asking about satisfaction were averaged (respons-
es to the two questions were strongly correlated, r = .925, p < .001). Descriptive 
statistics regarding participants’ overall satisfaction ratings are reported. 

Parental Involvement

Descriptive statistics are presented regarding amount of parental involve-
ment, both in terms of number of hours involved per week and how often 
parents endorsed engaging in each school-based activity. 

Relationship Between Involvement and Satisfaction

All statistical analyses conducted were of an exploratory nature, due to the 
fact that this was a pilot inquiry and that there were no hypotheses regard-
ing the complex relationship between involvement and satisfaction. Spearman 
rank-order correlation coefficients were used to assess the relationship between 
satisfaction and involvement (both in terms of number of overall hours in-
volved in school and ratings of time involved in each school activity). Because 
time spent volunteering and helping with homework were skewed and could 
both be conceptualized as dichotomous variables (i.e., volunteering versus nev-
er volunteering; helping versus never helping, including those whose children 
did not have homework), these variables were also investigated dichotomously 
using Mann-Whitney U tests.

Open-Ended Questions

Participant text responses were analyzed using thematic analysis (Maguire 
& Delahunt, 2017). Due to similarity in topics brought up in response to both 
questions, participants’ answers to the two questions were combined and an-
alyzed together. Responses that solely referenced behavioral intervention were 
excluded from the current analysis. Each participants’ response could be coded 
with more than one code and thus contribute to multiple themes. Coding was 
completed by the first author and reviewed by the second author in order to 
reach consensus.
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Results

Satisfaction With Education

Overall, parents rated themselves as satisfied with their child’s education, 
with a mean score of 4.59 (SD = 1.25) out of 6. This corresponded to parents 
somewhat agreeing to agreeing that they were satisfied. Only 17.8% of parents 
indicated dissatisfaction. 

Parental Involvement

Participants (n = 43; two participants did not answer this question) report-
ed spending between 0–70 hours per week involved in their child’s school (M 
= 7.90, SD = 11.27). Because being involved 70 hours per week was an outlier 
(and potentially too high to be considered valid), statistics were run again with-
out the outlier: the range was 0–25 hours (M = 6.42, SD = 5.82). 

An overview of time spent involved in each specific educational activity can 
be found in Figure 1. Several highlights should be noted. First, of the parents 
whose children had homework (n = 28), nearly all (n = 23) helped with home-
work daily. On the other hand, classroom volunteering was fairly rare in this 
sample, with over half (n = 25) reporting never volunteering in their child’s 
classroom. All parents reported having parent–teacher conferences or meet-
ings, though the vast majority (n = 39) had them monthly or less frequently. 
Frequent parent–teacher communication was common, with a large propor-
tion of participants reporting daily communication (n = 17), though there was 
variation. Implementation of strategies learned from school into everyday life 
was the most evenly distributed activity, with some parents reporting never do-
ing this (n = 7), some doing it here and there, and some doing it multiple times 
a day (n = 16). Relaying information between service providers was also quite 
common, with 28 participants indicating they did this once a week or more, 
though 9 participants did this less than once a month or never.
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Figure 1. Frequency of Different Involvement Activities
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Note. Y-axes indicates number of participants who chose each answer choice. The “Helping 
with Homework” graph only shows data for those who indicated that their child has home-
work (n = 28; 17 participants indicated it was not applicable).

Figure 1, Continued
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Relationship Between Involvement and Satisfaction

There was no significant relationship between school satisfaction and the 
number of hours involved in school per week (r = -0.162, p = 0.299). This held 
when the outlier of 70 hours per week was removed (r = -0.226, p = 0.150). 
The only involvement activity significantly correlated with school satisfaction 
was time spent implementing strategies learned from school in everyday life (r 
= 0.715, p < 0.001). Time spent volunteering (r = 0.119, p = 0.436), in confer-
ences or IEP meetings (r = 0.145, p = 0.341), communicating with the teacher 
(r = 0.129, p = 0.400), and helping with homework (r = -0.070, p = 0.725) were 
all nonsignificant. See Table 1 for a summary of results. When recoded into di-
chotomous variables, again neither volunteering nor helping with homework 
were significantly related to satisfaction (volunteering: U = 214.5, p= 0.413, Z 
= -0.828; homework: U = 219.0, p = 0.579, Z =-0.568). 

Table 1. Correlations Between Overall School Satisfaction and Time Spent 
Involved in Different Activities

r p
Total hours (43) 0.162 0.299
Classroom volunteering (45) 0.119 0.436
Attending meetings and/or conferences (45) 0.145 0.341
Communicating with teacher (45) 0.129 0.400
Implementing strategies in everyday life (44) 0.715** <0.001
Helping with homework (28) -0.070 0.725

Note. All correlation coefficients are Spearman rank-order coefficients. Some participants 
skipped questions; the total number of participants who contributed to each correlation is 
given in parentheses. **p < .001

Open-Ended Questions

Thematic analysis of text-entry responses generated five themes: lack of in-
volvement opportunities; happy with involvement and services; services not 
meeting child’s needs; barriers to involvement; and lack of communication. 
Each theme is discussed in detail below.

Lack of Involvement Opportunities

Eleven participants included comments regarding their desire for more in-
volvement. Some participants stated general wishes for more involvement, 
such as, “I would like to be able to help more in the classroom as we strug-
gle with behaviors,” and “I feel like I’m very much left out, and I’d like to 
know what’s going on to better help him learn and to help me learn, too.” 
Five parents indicated that opportunities for helping out in the classroom were 



PARENTS' SATISFACTION AND AUTISM

213

limited: “Not involved a lot in classroom because mainstream teachers often 
don’t want special needs children in their classes. It’s extra work and sometimes 
disruptive. This stops me from volunteering”; “Educators do not ask for help, 
volunteers, etc.” One participant highlighted that “very little information on 
applying classroom skills to home is given,” whereas another indicated that her 
child’s school “shows no respect for parent input or input from home team or 
researchers.”

Happy With Involvement and Services

Eleven participants mentioned feeling satisfied with their level of in-
volvement or commented with only positive statements in response to the 
open-ended questions. One parent, for example, was happy that she got to 
volunteer in her child’s classroom. Another commented that she was “asked to 
help but still allowed to be her [daughter’s] mom, not her therapist or teacher,” 
while another said, “I am very satisfied, I have created a relationship with my 
child’s teacher, other representatives, and the school community to support a 
quality education and opportunities for my child.”

Services Not Meeting Child’s Needs

Though the questions were asking about parental involvement in their 
child’s education, nine parents brought up in their responses that their child 
was not getting their needs met by the school. One parent indicated her child’s 
school emphasizes behavior over academics: “I have no idea how my child is 
doing academically. I only know and hear about behaviors. I have no idea if he 
learns anything ever.” Several parents brought up fighting for services within 
the education system: “I wish that [the school district] would provide a 1:1 aid 
to help with [my son’s] dysgraphia instead of my having to hire an attorney to 
sue.” Another similarly stated,

We want to apply for more ABA insurance coverage for in the classroom. 
IEP, FBA [functional behavioral assessment], BIP [behavioral interven-
tion plan] so far has not been overly effective for us.…Dealing with 
anxiety and behaviors daily.  Fight for more services and 1 on 1 aide is a 
major struggle.
Barriers to Involvement

Six parents expressed wanting to be more involved but not being able to due 
to a variety of barriers. These barriers often took the form of employment and 
household responsibilities, for example: “I would wish to spend more time be-
ing involved with the intervention programs at school and at home, but I have 
to work full time and also run a household.” Another parent stated, “I could be 
better with studying with him a little bit more…sometimes my two-year-old 
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and doing clothes, cooking, and cleaning—time beats me.” One parent men-
tioned that providers were placing undue pressure on parents to be involved: 
“School and therapists expect too much from parents—I have more than one 
child with special needs, and husband and I both work full time to pay for 
therapies for all 3 kids!”

Lack of Communication

Four parents brought up provider communication difficulties. One par-
ent described having trouble communicating directly with service providers: 
“School educators and interventionists are hard to get information from so it 
takes more work on my part.” The other three parents described lack of com-
munication between different service providers. One parent described herself 
as a “case manager.” Another said there is “not enough information flow be-
tween home, ABA, and school.” Another parent highlighted that her attempts 
to support communication exchange were futile: “I used to try so hard to get 
everyone on the same page, but all the therapists/educators, etc. are not con-
cerned with that at all.”

Discussion

This study aimed to gain a preliminary understanding regarding the rela-
tionship between parental satisfaction with and involvement in educational 
services for young autistic children, using both quantitative and qualitative 
survey data. Here, we touch first on our findings regarding satisfaction, then 
move to a discussion on the involvement reported by our participants and how 
different involvement activities were (or were not) related to satisfaction.

Parents of children with autism in the current study rated themselves as fair-
ly satisfied with their child’s educational program, on average slightly agreeing 
to agreeing that they were satisfied. Satisfaction ratings were closely in line with 
previous research (e.g., Renty & Roeyers, 2006; Saggers et al., 2016). It should 
be encouraging for educators that over 80% of participants at least somewhat 
agreed that they were satisfied. However, it is important to consider that a size-
able number of parents were not satisfied with other aspects of their child’s 
school. This finding is supported by analysis of participants’ text responses, as 
some parents felt the school was not providing enough supports for their child. 
These findings highlight the complex nature of satisfaction with education as 
well as the necessity of teachers and school administrators carefully assessing 
satisfaction with multiple aspects of parents’ experiences at school in order to 
better understand areas of need. It is insufficient to simply ask broadly whether 
parents are satisfied.
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Results regarding amount of involvement were also in line with previous 
research (e.g., Benson et al., 2008), particularly with regards to the amount 
parents reported volunteering and communicating with teachers. Over half 
of the parents in the current study reported never volunteering in their child’s 
classroom, and over 13% reported communicating with their child’s teacher 
only once or twice a month or less. Though these are sizeable proportions, it is 
also important to keep in mind that neither of these involvement variables was 
related to parents’ satisfaction with education. This may indicate that neither 
volunteering nor parent–teacher communication is a salient factor when con-
sidering satisfaction. However, the explanation likely requires more nuance. 
Firstly, our lack of statistical power resulting from a small sample size likely 
limits our ability to detect significant findings. Secondly, regardless of statis-
tical significance, this finding brings up multiple questions: For example, for 
the parents who never volunteered and those who rarely communicated with 
the teacher—why was this? Were parents longing for more involvement (as 
were some parents who indicated in their text responses that their child’s class-
room did not encourage or even allow volunteering), or were they too busy 
to even consider visiting the classroom or talking to the teacher more often 
(which, again, some parents wrote about in their text responses)? This should 
signal to teachers that conversations with parents about the type and amount 
of involvement expected and desired must be held early in the teacher–parent 
relationship. Instead of being wary that some parents might not follow through 
with involvement requests (Azad et al., 2018; Iadarola et al., 2015), teachers 
can give more targeted involvement opportunities/requests based on those that 
specific parents find desirable and feasible.

Our findings regarding time spent helping with homework paint a simi-
lar picture. The vast majority of parents whose children received homework 
reported helping them with it every day. Yet this variable was unrelated to 
satisfaction, indicating that simply increasing involvement time may not in-
crease satisfaction. Given that parents enter the school system with differing 
backgrounds and access to capital (Barton et al., 2004), it may not be useful to 
invite/expect the same involvement from all parents and expect the same en-
thusiasm and satisfaction from everyone. It is therefore crucial for teachers and 
administrators to be aware of the interplay between parental involvement, pa-
rental expectations, and school invitations for involvement. A one-size-fits all 
“more involvement is better” approach is not necessarily the way to go.

Interestingly, the only involvement activity variable significantly related to 
satisfaction was time spent implementing strategies learned from school into 
everyday life. While the lack of significant findings amongst the other involve-
ment activity variables could again be attributed to lack of power, the strength 



SCHOOL COMMUNITY JOURNAL

216

of the correlation between time spent implementing strategies and satisfaction 
is quite strong (r = 0.715). It is perhaps surprising that of all the involve-
ment types inquired about, the only one affecting satisfaction was one that 
took place completely separately from school. While certainly preliminary, this 
finding is potentially important, as previous research has shown that parents 
of children with autism want to know what their child is doing at school and 
want to know more about how to incorporate those techniques at home (Azad 
et al., 2018; Iadarola et al., 2015; Saggers et al., 2016). The current study high-
lights just how important generalization of skills is to parents. 

Though the topic of skill generalization is often brought up within the con-
text of behavioral intervention (Carruthers et al., 2020), the subject is less 
often emphasized within the schools. One reason for this may be that parent 
involvement in autism intervention has been recommended by the National 
Research Council (2001) and is a cornerstone of many behavioral interven-
tions. In fact, parent-mediated interventions (i.e., interventions where parents 
act as the treatment provider) for children with autism are considered an 
evidence-based practice (Wong et al., 2015). Some of the most effective in-
terventions for autistic children (see Sandbank et al., 2020 for a review) use 
naturalistic teaching methods (e.g., teaching in the home environment using 
activities available to the child in everyday life) and heavily incorporate pa-
rental involvement (e.g., Naturalistic Developmental Behavioral Interventions; 
Schreibman et al., 2015). These interventions include parents specifically in 
order to promote generalization of skills to children’s everyday environment. 
School, on the other hand, has not been designed to incorporate this type of 
parental involvement. 

Even teachers who feel they are adequately sharing strategies with parents 
may not be doing so in a manner amenable to parents (LaBarbera, 2017). This 
disconnect between what teachers are doing in the classroom and what par-
ents are doing at home has led researchers to design an intervention, Partners 
in School, to help ensure parents and teachers are on the same page (Azad, 
Williams, et al., 2020). This intervention consists of consultant–parent and 
consultant–teacher meetings, as well as a consultant-facilitated meeting with 
both parents and teachers to develop a home–school intervention plan based 
on evidence-based practices. Implementation of the plan included completion 
of daily notes back-and-forth between parents and teachers, as well as a more 
in-depth check-in at week’s end. Results from the pilot study indicated fairly 
good fidelity from both parents and teachers, and alignment between the two 
was related to parent–teacher relationships (Azad, Minton, et al., 2020).

Interventions such as these are likely to increase the social validity (Wolf, 
1978) of educational programming, since both parents and teachers are involved 
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in the decision and planning process from the beginning, and the evidence-based 
practices chosen are likely to be meaningful to families’ daily lives. Though satis-
faction and social validity were not outcomes in Azad and colleagues’ pilot, the 
findings from the current study suggest that this type of intervention is likely 
to improve parental satisfaction with school. Explicit focus on teaching preser-
vice teachers how to best collaborate with families (e.g., by including family 
members in educator roles in teacher education classes, see Accardo et al., 2020; 
Collier et al., 2015; Murray et al., 2013) may also help bridge this gap. Even in 
the absence of these kinds of coordinated intervention programs, teachers and 
teacher educators should consider more specifically targeting ways in which to 
help parents generalize skills taught at school to home settings. 

Limitations and Future Directions

This study corroborates past research with regards to parental satisfaction 
and involvement in educational activities for autistic children. It also adds to 
the literature by emphasizing the potential importance of generalizing school-
based techniques into everyday life and highlighting the desire for more 
opportunities for involvement. However, it is not without limitations. First, 
the questionnaire used was researcher-developed so as to address a variety of 
pertinent topics, and several items about amount of involvement were skewed, 
which likely affected our ability to detect significant relationships amongst 
variables. The modest sample size also impacted our ability to look for poten-
tial subgroup (e.g., race/ethnicity) differences. Future research should also be 
conducted longitudinally in order to understand more about the relationship 
between involvement (particularly generalization of skills outside the class-
room) and satisfaction. Intervention studies (e.g., Azad, Minton, et al., 2020) 
will also be able to investigate this question.

Another limitation of the current study is that the sample was predom-
inantly White and affluent, with all parents having attended at least some 
college. It is well established that autism research has a history of being con-
ducted with this demographic (Pierce et al., 2014; West et al., 2016), a trend 
that future research must rectify. It is up to researchers to do a better job of in-
creasing the diversity of our participant samples. For example, the lack of any 
Black participants in the current study could have potentially been ameliorated 
by targeted recruitment to Facebook groups for Black parents of autistic chil-
dren. Additionally, outreach to minority community organizations is necessary 
even if there is no active study recruitment in order to build lasting, trusting 
relationships (Shaia et al., 2020). Community partnerships, including partic-
ipatory action research, is necessary to ensure minority families are aware of 
and welcomed to participate in research projects. This is especially relevant for 
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the topic of involvement, since the amount and type of involvement desired by 
and feasible for parents likely varies with factors such as socioeconomic status, 
employment, and access to other resources. It is imperative the findings of the 
current study are replicated to know whether the relationship between general-
ization of techniques and satisfaction holds in other demographics. 

Conclusion

While it is reassuring that many parents in the current study were satisfied 
with their child’s education, it is necessary to dig deeper to find out with what 
exactly they are satisfied and dissatisfied. We must know more about what con-
tributes to parental satisfaction with education, especially when it comes to how 
and whether involvement in their child’s education plays a role. It is necessary 
for educators to encourage parental involvement that will have a positive im-
pact not just on child outcomes, but also on parents and the family as a whole 
(Wainer et al., 2017). Incorporating parent feedback and measures of social va-
lidity are crucial when determining how and why to include parents. This study 
constitutes a small but potentially meaningful step forward in that it highlights 
the importance of parents generalizing strategies learned from school into their 
everyday life with their autistic child. Though this is something teachers may 
already be trying to encourage, it may be necessary to reevaluate their practices 
in order to ensure parents’ needs regarding generalization are being met. For 
parents who have limited time and means to get involved in their child’s edu-
cation, teaching them basic strategies they can implement at home may be an 
effective way of increasing both involvement and satisfaction.

Endnote
1Though the American Psychological Association recommends person-first language (i.e., “per-
son with autism”), recent research has shown that individuals diagnosed with autism often pre-
fer identity-first language (i.e., “autistic person”; Bury et al., 2020; Kenny et al., 2016). Because 
preferences differ, person-first and identity-first language is used interchangeably in this paper.
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