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Editor’s Comments

The Fall/Winter 2008 issue begins with a look at teens’ experience of homework 
by Shumow, Schmidt, and Kackar. Their use of the Experience Sampling Method was 
interesting in and of itself, not to mention what they learned about adolescents. One 
particularly intriguing finding was that, at least for this sample, homework was not a 
major battleground between teens and parents, contrary to popular press reports.

Next, Cousins and his colleagues give us an insider’s look at the ups and downs 
involved in university-school-community partnership projects. Their frank look at 
the interplay of historical and political contexts with race and class challenges provide 
insights that may be of great benefit to those preparing to undertake action research 
projects or other types of collaboration.

The next four articles involve a happy coincidence. The first article of the four, 
while not specifically addressing immigrant issues, does utilize a case involving an 
Asian Buddhist immigrant family. The remaining three all examine issues related to 
Chinese immigrants in the United States. Each does so from a different and unique 
focus and approach. Taken together, these four articles provide a very useful picture 
that will greatly enhance the understanding of U.S. educators working with Asian im-
migrant families.

The article by Xu and Filler describes an approach for facilitating meaningful fam-
ily involvement in inclusive education across various settings. While their primary 
focus is on early childhood education, it could easily be applied to inclusion at any 
level. Next, Lo interviews Chinese immigrant families of children with disabilities 
regarding their expectations of schools. She includes some very practical suggestions 
to facilitate better communication and partnership between diverse parents and their 
children’s schools.

Klein provides an enlightening look at Chinese immigrant fathers and their in-
volvement with their children’s schooling in the U.S., situated within the Chinese 
historical context in which these fathers were raised. Wang then gives us a view of Chi-
nese immigrant parents through the lens of social capital. She compares the parents’ 
perceptions of school culture in China and the U.S. and how those perceptions may 
be affecting their involvement in their children’s education. 

The final article in this issue by O’Donnell, Kirkner, and Meyer-Adams describes 
parent consumers’ views of services offered by a community school in an urban set-
ting, with attention to how such schools can reach more families in the future. Lastly, 
we have a book review of Beyond the Bake Sale, in which reviewers Anderson and 
Howland praise this practical guide and recommend its use for both practicing and 
preservice teachers.

Lori Thomas
October 2008
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Adolescents’ Experience Doing Homework: 
Associations Among Context, Quality of 
Experience, and Outcomes

Lee Shumow, Jennifer A. Schmidt, and Hayal Kackar

Abstract

Extant data collected through the Experience Sampling Method – a signal 
contingent method for gathering data about students’ immediate experiences – 
were analyzed to describe adolescents’ subjective experiences doing homework. 
Analyses were conducted to explore variation in subjective experience in rela-
tion to the contexts in which homework was completed, and in relation to 
academic and social-emotional outcomes. Students’ cognitive, affective, and 
motivational states showed significant variations depending on who they were 
with when they were doing homework, as well as whether homework was their 
primary or secondary activity. Variations in the quality of homework expe-
rience were, in turn, significantly associated with several outcomes, such as 
self-esteem, future expectations, and school grades. Findings are discussed in 
terms of contributions to the homework literature by addressing the much 
needed link between homework and students’ cognitive, affective, and moti-
vational states.

Key Words: homework, adolescents, motivation, subjective experience, Experi-
ence Sampling Method, students, middle school, high school, parents, peers, 
context, outcomes
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Introduction

Past Studies of Homework

Although American adolescents do less homework than students in many 
other countries (Harmon et al., 1997), the majority of U.S. adolescents have 
some homework assigned each day (Snyder, 1998), and both educators and 
parents believe homework is beneficial to students’ learning (Warton, 2001). 
Recent studies have documented the amount of time adolescents spend on 
homework (Loveless, 2003) and the relationship between academic achieve-
ment and homework time (Cooper, Robinson, & Patall, 2006); however, little 
is known about the contexts in which adolescents do their homework or about 
their subjective experience of homework. The present study describes these 
contexts among a middle class sample, investigates adolescents’ cognitive, affec-
tive, and motivational states in the various contexts, and examines associations 
between adolescents’ subjective experiences doing homework and their global 
academic and social-emotional functioning.

Homework consists of tasks teachers intend students to complete outside 
of school even though students might actually do that work during school 
(Cooper, 1989). Teachers assign homework because they expect it to enhance 
learning and achievement, parental involvement, study skills, work habits, and 
motivational dispositions (Bempechat, 2004; Warton, 2001). Researchers have 
studied the academic effects of homework for some time. A recent meta-analysis 
(Cooper, Robinson, Patall, & Warton, 2006) found that the amount of time 
adolescents report doing homework on surveys is related to academic achieve-
ment, but the researchers noted that most claims about the relationship between 
homework and outcomes other than achievement have never been tested em-
pirically, making this an important area for research. One study did find that 
more high school than middle school students reported their homework was 
boring and therefore tended not to complete it (Xu, 2004). 

The student perspective has been missing from research on homework in 
particular (Warton, 2001) just as it has been from most other educational pub-
lications and policy discussions (Phelan, Davidson, & Yu, 1998). The idea that 
educators must understand learner’s perceptions and perspective about edu-
cational activities is central to contemporary constructivist theories (Daniels 
& Shumow, 2002). Leone and Richards (1989) conducted a study using the 
Experience Sampling Method (ESM) to describe the thoughts, affect, and mo-
tivation of young adolescents while doing homework in different contexts, but 
that study is limited because the data were collected from a previous genera-
tion of students, and the sample was comprised only of middle school students. 
According to survey data, the amount of time high school students spend on 
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homework has declined (Loveless, 2003) since the time the Leone and Rich-
ards study was done, while the pressures for achievement have increased. The 
present study addresses the need for research linking homework with students’ 
perspectives. 

Homework and Motivation 

Several theoretical models of achievement motivation frame our analyses 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; Eccles, 1983). We examined adolescents’ reports of 
affect, interest, enjoyment, effort, and control when doing homework in vari-
ous contexts because the expectancy-value model of achievement motivation 
suggests that subjective experience is related to subjective task value and that 
students will be more likely to repeat or continue tasks that are emotionally re-
warding, utilitarian, and “worth” the effort (Warton, 2001). We also consider 
the comparative perceptions of ability, control, and concentration that ado-
lescents report while working on homework. According to Csikszentmihalyi 
(1990), intense concentration in activities that adolescents feel able to master 
is among the conditions that foster optimal learning and growth. He also em-
phasizes the importance of positive affective experience in human growth as 
well. When an individual experiences happiness or enjoyment while engaging 
in a given activity, he or she is more likely to seek opportunities to engage in 
that activity again, in an attempt to replicate the positive affective experience. 
In this manner, positive affect is a motivating factor, influencing one’s choice of 
activity. As one continues to engage in an activity because it is both challenging 
and enjoyable, the skills that are relevant to that activity improve in the process 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, 1997). Thus, according to this model, if students feel 
happy when doing their homework, they would be more likely to continue to 
engage in homework, and learning would occur in the process. 

Context of Homework Completion 
One factor which might influence students’ subjective states while doing 

homework is the context in which homework is completed. In this age of mul-
titasking it is important to consider whether students view their homework as 
a primary activity. Do today’s students tend to view homework as a “main ac-
tivity” or as something they can get done while the bulk of their attention is 
focused on television, or friends, or some other activity? We examine how often 
homework is reported as a primary (compared to secondary) activity and then 
test whether adolescents’ concentration, mood, and ratings of work habits vary 
when homework is the primary or secondary activity. 

Companions During Homework 
Some evidence suggests that adolescents’ affect and motivation differs de-

pending on who their companions are while they are doing homework. The 
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Leone and Richards (1989) study found that when adolescents were doing 
homework with peers they were happier than when alone or with parents. They 
were most attentive to their homework when with parents. In this study, we are 
especially interested in instances in which parents were reported to be helping 
with homework. 

Little is known about parental involvement with adolescent homework; the 
few existing studies have depended on retrospective self-report data, usually 
from adolescents. Yet, literally thousands of articles and policy documents ad-
vise schools to involve parents as homework managers or helpers as a means 
of improving student achievement. Many believe that parental involvement 
in education is crucial to students’ school success (Carnegie Council on Ado-
lescent Development, 1989; Eccles & Harold, 1996; Henderson & Mapp, 
2002). This “prevailing wisdom” about parental involvement with adolescent 
students and homework is belied by available evidence suggesting that adoles-
cents whose parents help them with homework are actually less successful in 
school even when past achievement and numerous demographic variables are 
controlled (Shumow & Miller, 2001). Some have speculated that parents have 
difficulty helping adolescents because the material is more difficult in middle 
and high school than elementary school, and some limited evidence shows 
that parents help adolescents with homework primarily when the student is 
struggling academically. Anecdotal reports in the popular press conclude that 
“homework is a major battleground for many families” (Kantrowitz & Wing-
ert, 2001, p. 52; Kralovec & Buell, 2000). Thus, we use ESM data to examine 
adolescents’ quality of experience while doing homework with parents, and we 
compare these times to those when adolescents were doing homework alone or 
with their peers.  

Associations Between Subjective Homework Experiences and 
Global Student Functioning

Given those expected variations, a critical question arises as to whether or 
not the immediate subjective experiences reported during homework are asso-
ciated with longer term global student functioning. Our data do not allow us 
to determine the direction of these effects, but it is of interest to understand 
whether the transitory states are related to more global outcomes. 

Quality of Experience During Homework and Global Outcomes 
Are those students who report more stressful experiences during homework 

also likely to be anxious or depressed? A study conducted in India (Verma, 
Sharma, & Larson, 2002) found that middle class students in India reported 
quite negative emotional states during homework and that time spent during 
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homework also was related to having more internalizing problems. We pur-
sue that line of inquiry within a middle class sample in the United States by 
analyzing if affect and motivation reported during homework are related to 
standardized measures of depression or anxiety.

We also posited that adolescents who reported feeling better about them-
selves and more productive, able, and in control when doing homework would 
have higher global self-esteem. Global self-esteem can stem from an adolescent’s 
belief that they are competent in areas important to them (Harter, 2006). Con-
versely, high self-esteem might lead students to feel better when doing tasks like 
homework that need to be done. In addition, we tested whether adolescents’ 
reports of concentration, interest, and involvement in their homework are asso-
ciated with positive expectations for their future attainment. Adolescents who 
set short term goals, self-regulate their work, and challenge themselves have 
advantages in achievement and might thus expect to attain their aspirations 
(Bandura, 1997; Pintrich, 2003). It could also be that high future expectations 
drive them to concentrate and get involved. 

Transitory States During Homework and Grades 
Finally, we investigate whether the transitory cognitive, affective, and mo-

tivational states during homework are related to students’ grades. The 2006 
Brown Center Report on American Education (Loveless, 2006) presented find-
ings that, on international comparison study surveys, student confidence and 
enjoyment of mathematics are strongly negatively related to their achievement. 
The report raises the question of whether the “happiness” factor is relevant to 
educational success. We examine relations between affect when doing home-
work and academic grades.

Summary of Study Goals

In summary, this study investigates three issues using data collected with the 
ESM. First, we describe the time, location, circumstances, and cognitive, affec-
tive, and motivational states of adolescents while doing homework. Second, we 
examine whether adolescents’ cognitive, affective, and motivational states dif-
fer depending on the context in which homework is done. Specifically, we test 
whether the quality of homework experience varies by companionship (with 
peers, parents, or alone) or by whether homework is a primary or secondary ac-
tivity. Finally, we ask if, controlling for background factors, homework predicts 
academic grades, academic goals, self-esteem, or adolescents’ internalizing or 
externalizing disorders. The ESM is an excellent method for gathering infor-
mation about daily experiences because it allows us to gather multiple samples 
from the same adolescent about immediate experiences rather than the one 
time retrospective reports of surveys.
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Methods

Participants

Extant data from the University of Chicago Sloan Center 500 Family Study 
(Schneider & Waite, 2005) were used for secondary analysis. Data were col-
lected between 1999 and 2000 from participants who resided in eight middle 
and upper-middle class communities. The communities varied in location and 
demographic characteristics. The present study focuses on 331 adolescent par-
ticipants (the remaining children in the study were kindergarten-age and thus 
were not included in the present study). As shown in Table 1, the sample used 
in this analysis is 59% female and 86% White.

Table 1. Characteristics of the Sample
%

Gender
Male 41

Female 59
Grade level

High school 79
Middle school 21

Race
White 86

Non-white 14

Procedures

Data were collected from these adolescents using multiple methods includ-
ing questionnaires, semi-structured interviews, and the Experience Sampling 
Method (ESM; Csikszentmihalyi & Larson, 1984). The ESM is a week-long 
data collection process during which participants wear wristwatches that are 
programmed to emit 8 signals each day. In the present study watches were set 
to beep randomly in two-hour time blocks during participants’ waking hours, 
with the restriction that no two signals were closer than 20 minutes apart. 
In response to each signal, participants completed a brief 1-page question-
naire in which they answered a number of open-ended and scaled questions 
about their location, activities, companions, and psychological states at the 
time. Each questionnaire took 60-90 seconds to complete. The adolescents in 
the sample responded to an average of 34 signals over the course of a week. 
Open-ended questions about participants’ locations and activities were coded 
by trained coders using detailed coding schemes. Inter-rater reliabilities for 
ESM coding, based on person agreement, ranged from .79 to .95 (Schneider & 
Waite, 2005). The ESM questionnaire used in the current study can be found 
in Hektner, Schmidt, and Csikszentmihalyi (2007, pp. 296-297).  
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The ESM has been shown to have strong psychometric properties (for re-
views, see Hektner et al., 2007; Schneider & Waite, 2005). The method has 
a high degree of external or “ecological” validity, capturing participants’ re-
sponses in everyday life. Moreover, findings indicate that respondents are 
generally truthful in reporting their immediate subjective experience (Larson 
& Richards, 1994). There are indications that the internal validity of the ESM 
is stronger than one-time questionnaires as well. Zuzanek (1999) has shown 
that the immediacy of the questions reduces the potential for failure of recall 
and the tendency to choose responses on the basis of social desirability. More-
over, the fact that participants are signaled randomly diminishes the reflexivity 
bias, or attempts of respondents to figure out the purpose of the research and 
respond accordingly (Kubey, Larson, & Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; Zuzanek). 
Further evidence of the internal validity of ESM items comes from the logic of 
the responses themselves. Emotional states that one would expect to co-occur, 
in fact, are reported at the same time, and those that are opposite are not. For 
instance, one study reported a correlation between being “happy” and “socia-
ble” to be .52, while the correlation between “happy” and “unselfconscious” 
was -.09 (Csikszentmihalyi & Larson, 1984). Traditional methods of test-retest 
reliability on participant reports of internal states are generally not applicable 
to ESM data since the purpose of ESM is to measure how these states vary by 
context. Researchers more often rely on what has been called “situational valid-
ity” by examining the internal logic of a reported situation, checking whether 
reported internal states are consistent with what one might expect given the 
reported activities and context. For instance, individuals report being very re-
laxed when watching television, and students in school report the highest levels 
of concentration when they are taking exams. The very fact that the results rep-
resent “obvious” or “normal” patterns of experience speaks well for the validity 
of the method (see Hektner et al. for a review). 

Available evidence suggests that the procedure itself is minimally disrup-
tive to normal activity. In debriefing surveys administered at the end of the 
signaling week, the vast majority of participants (80%-90%) report having a 
“normal” week and that the ESM captured their week well (Csikszentmihalyi 
& Larson, 1987). In a sample of adult ESM participants, about one-fifth re-
ported that the signals disrupted their daily routine (Hormuth, 1986). Analyses 
of adolescents’ ESM responses suggest that signals that occur in the context of 
school are perceived by youth as less disruptive than signals occurring in other 
contexts such as paid employment and sporting events, as indicated by higher 
response rates while in school (Mulligan, Schneider, & Wolfe, 2000). Other 
studies have attempted to address the possibility of reactivity – the method-
ological confound that occurs when participants’ behavior changes as a direct 
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result of participation in the study. Larson and Richards (1994) asked families 
participating in the ESM, “Do you think the family’s week was different be-
cause of the study?” (pp. 267-268). Over half of participants responded “not at 
all,” and no one said “very much” (see Hektner et al., 2007 for a review).

Measures

We defined homework as those ESM responses in which students were do-
ing schoolwork outside of class, and those times when students were in class 
but reported doing work for a different class. Because data are gathered at 
multiple time points from individuals, the data set contains 1,315 instances of 
homework. Each time students reported their activities, they identified them 
as either primary (“the main thing you were doing”) or secondary (“what else 
were you doing”); thus, each homework response was categorized as primary 
or secondary, based on students’ responses. The physical location where stu-
dents reported completing their homework was also recorded. The categories 
we used were (a) home, (b) at school, not in class, (c) in class (if adolescent spe-
cifically was doing homework as opposed to seatwork); and (d) public place. 
We also coded students’ companions while doing homework. These categories 
included (a) alone, (b) with peers, and (c) with parents. 

The ESM data also provided measures of students’ subjective experience 
while doing homework. Each time students were signaled, they responded to a 
series of Likert and semantic differential scale items in which they reported on 
their cognitive, affective, and motivational states, as well as their views about 
themselves and their abilities at the time. 

The analyses presented in this paper focus on 11 of these items from the 
Experience Sampling Form (ESF) completed by students when they were sig-
naled. Each item was rated on a 4-point Likert-scale (0 = not at all, 1 = a 
little, 2 = somewhat, and 3 = very much), except for happiness which was on a 
7-point semantic differential scale (i.e., 1 = very sad, 7 = very happy). We mea-
sured students’ cognitive state by three separate items where students indicated 
their level of concentration and involvement in the activity (e.g., “how well were 
you concentrating?”), as well as how “hardworking” they felt at the time of the 
signal, which we called effort. Affective variables include single items in which 
students separately indicated their level of anger, stress, enjoyment, and happiness 
at the time of the signal. Items aimed at capturing students’ motivational states 
include single items in which students indicated their level of interest in the ac-
tivity they were doing at the time of the signal, as well as the degree of control 
that they felt at the time. Finally, analyses included 2 indicators of adolescents’ 
self-views: the first is an indicator of the student’s view of his or her ability for 
the task at hand. The second indicator, which we refer to as good about self, is 
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an item where students had to indicate how good they felt about themselves at 
the moment they were signaled. 

As the ESM is designed to capture participants’ in-the-moment experi-
ences, we were able to select only those instances in which students reported 
doing homework and examine their subjective experiences at these moments. 
As such, we constructed measures of students’ effort, anger, stress, enjoyment, 
interest, and control that specifically reflected those moments when students 
were engaged in homework. Additionally, we assessed students’ views of their 
ability while doing homework, as well as how good they felt about themselves. 
The flexibility of the ESM also allowed us to examine whether students’ subjec-
tive experience while doing homework varied systematically by their physical 
location (e.g., home vs. public), their companions (e.g., with parents vs. peers), 
or by whether homework was a student’s primary or secondary activity.     

Surveys provided indicators of students’ demographic characteristics in-
cluding gender, race (due to the homogeneity of the sample, students were 
characterized as white vs. non-white), and grade level (middle school vs. high 
school). The surveys also included several widely used measures that we used 
as outcome variables. Depression was measured using the 20-item Center for 
Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale (CES-D), which measures the fre-
quency of depressive symptoms experienced by respondents over the course of 
the previous week (Radloff, 1977). For these data, the reliability of this scale 
as indicated by Cronbach’s alpha was .89. We measured adolescents’ anxiety 
using the 8-item Taylor’s Anxiety Inventory (Taylor & Tomasic, 1996), which 
yielded an alpha reliability of .85. Adolescents’ global self-esteem was assessed 
using Rosenberg’s 5-item self-esteem scale (Rosenberg, 1979), which had an 
alpha reliability of .81. We constructed a composite indicator of students’ be-
havioral problems using 25 survey items indicating how often students had 
gotten into trouble at school or in their communities. This measure was con-
structed simply by taking the mean of all 25 items, so higher scores indicate 
more behavior problems. The alpha reliability of this scale was .82. A measure 
of students’ future expectations was constructed from 13 survey items in which 
students indicated the likelihood that they would achieve “success” in their fu-
ture academic, professional, and personal lives (examples of items include: the 
future likelihood of having a job that pays well, being able to own one’s own 
home, being respected in the community, having a happy family life, having a 
healthy life, etc.). This measure was constructed by taking the mean of all 13 
items, such that higher scores indicate more positive future expectations. The 
alpha reliability of this scale was .87. Finally, students reported their cumula-
tive grades in school. Grade point average (GPA) is represented on a 1 (mostly 
Ds) to 4 (mostly A’s) scale. Means and standard deviations for all variables used 
in analyses can be found in the appendix. 
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Analyses

Our first set of analyses is a series of simple descriptive statistics indicat-
ing how often, where, and with whom adolescents do homework. Second, we 
use paired-samples t-tests to compare students’ quality of experience in each 
of these homework contexts. While repeated measures ANOVAs would have 
been a more desirable analysis, this was not possible because not all partici-
pants produced homework reports in each of the contexts examined. To guard 
against Type I error, the significance levels of the t-tests were adjusted to ac-
count for the multiple tests conducted. Finally, we use a series of Ordinary 
Least Squares (OLS) regression models to explore the relationship between 
students’ daily subjective experience while doing homework and the global 
outcomes of interest (depression, anxiety, self-esteem, behavioral problems, fu-
ture expectations, and grades). All regression analyses also control for gender, 
race, and grade level.

Results
General Description of Homework

Twenty-three percent of all adolescents’ responses occurred when they were 
doing homework, which indicates that the youth in our sample spent about 
3.7 hours each day on homework. (Note: We computed this figure by mul-
tiplying 23 – % of homework responses – by 16 – the estimated number of 
adolescents’ waking hours a day – and dividing the product by 100.) When do-
ing homework, students reported it was the primary activity 77% of the time. 
Students were alone approximately half of the time that they did homework, 
and about 65% of all homework responses occurred while students were at 
home. Table 2 displays details.

Table 2. Descriptive Analysis of Homework Time Use (N = 1315 homework 
instances, and N = 331 students)

Homework Contexts N %
Primary vs. Secondary Activity

Homework as primary activity 1009 76.7
Homework as secondary activity 306 23.3

Location where Homework is Completed
Home 861 65.5

School (not in class) 237 18.0
Class 151 11.5

Public place 66 5.0
Companionship

Friends/peers 256 19.5
Parents 148 11.3

Alone 657 50.0
Note: The frequencies for companionship do not add up to 100 because some participants 
reported being with people other than their parents or peers while doing homework.
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Comparison of Affect and Motivation in Different Homework 
Contexts

Students’ affect when doing homework appears to depend on who they are 
with when they are doing homework, as well as whether homework was their 
primary or secondary activity. As the results in Table 3 indicate, when home-
work was the primary activity, adolescents reported higher levels of negative 
affect (i.e., anger and stress) as well as higher levels of cognitive engagement 
(e.g. control, effort, and involvement). Adolescents reported higher levels of 
positive affect (i.e., enjoyment of activity and interest) when homework was a 
secondary activity.

Table 3. Paired Samples T-test of Cognitive, Affective, and Motivational 
Ratings When Homework is Primary vs. Secondary Activity

Primary Secondary
M SD M SD df t p

Anger .65 .55 .49 .57 143 3.19 .002
Ability 2.17 .74 2.13 .87 143 .75 .453
Good about self 1.97 .71 1.90 .84 144 1.37 .172
Happiness 4.54 1.06 4.85 1.21 138 -2.96 .004
Interest 1.22 .77 1.41 .90 144 -2.53 .012
Concentration 1.93 .70 1.74 .83 144 .30 .005
Stress level .88         .71 .72 .81 141 2.44 .016
Effort 1.63         .85 1.46 .98 141 2.21 .029
Enjoy activity 1.10 .76 1.39 .89 144 -3.49 .001
Control 2.02 .77 1.84 .89 144 2.80 .006
Involvement 1.87 .95 1.70 .99 144 2.28 .024

In general, adolescents reported more positive affect when they were do-
ing homework with a companion than alone. As can be seen in Table 4, for 
example, they enjoyed the activity more and were happier with both parents 
and friends than when alone. Negative emotions were more common alone 
than with friends; more anger and stress was reported while completing home-
work alone than with friends. Adolescents did not report being angrier or more 
stressed with parents compared to when they were either alone or with friends. 
Cognitive engagement, however, was greater when alone. Adolescents reported 
greater effort and more control when alone than with friends and greater con-
centration both when alone and with parents than with friends. 
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Table 4. Paired Samples T-tests of Cognitive, Affective, and Motivational Rat-
ings of Doing Homework with Different Companions

Alone vs. Friends Alone vs. Parents Friends vs. Parents
M t M t M t

Anger .68 .58 -2.15* .74 .75 .12 .56 .76 -1.81
Ability 2.23 2.21 -.39 2.11 2.11 -.06 2.01 2.13 -1.10
Good about 
    self 1.99 1.97 -.30 1.84 1.86 .21 1.79 1.69 .94
Happiness 4.38 4.94 6.25*** 4.29 4.70 2.10* 4.85 4.64 .823
Concentration 2.00 1.75 -3.61*** 1.90 2.03 1.08 1.67 1.97 -2.19*
Interest 1.25 1.41 1.98* 1.16 1.35 1.70 1.35 1.40 -.44
Stress level 1.01 .87 -2.03* 1.08 1.13 .46 .86 1.12 -1.99
Effort 1.76 1.48 -3.52** 1.83 1.66 -1.44 1.40 1.61 -1.38
Enjoy activity 1.09 1.35 3.13** .97 1.26 2.38* 1.34 1.35 -.08
Control 2.16 1.88 -4.13*** 1.99 1.96 -.33 1.64 1.86 -1.82
Involvement 1.88 1.80 -1.04 1.83 1.76 -.65 1.70 1.77 -.45

* p < .05, ** p  < .01, *** p < .001
Note: Because many participants did not have homework observations in each of the compan-
ion contexts examined, paired t-tests were necessary rather than repeated measures MANOVA. 
As a result, means for any given context (e.g., alone, friends, parents) vary slightly from analysis 
to analysis.

Relationship Between Homework and Psychological and 
Behavioral Outcomes

Regression analyses suggest a complex relationship between students’ home-
work and the outcomes of interest. While the amount of time students spent 
on homework was only rarely and inconsistently associated with any of the 
outcomes of interest, controlling for background characteristics of age, gen-
der, and race, we found consistent associations between students’ quality of 
experience while doing homework and each of the outcomes examined here. 
Table 5 displays the beta coefficients for the cognitive, affective, and motiva-
tional variables and the adjusted R squared for each equation. Student reports 
of negative affect (e.g., anger, stress) were negatively related to global measures 
of self-esteem, and positively related to internalizing disorders like depression 
and anxiety. Momentary reports of positive affect, such as feeling good about 
self, were negatively related to internalizing disorders and positively related to 
self-esteem and future expectations. Student reports of happiness – another in-
dicator of positive affect – were also related positively to self-esteem and school 
grades. Students’ momentary reports of ability were related to self-esteem, fu-
ture expectations, and grades.

Motivational aspects of homework experiences such as interest, control, and 
enjoyment were positively related to self-esteem; effort was related positively 
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to both self-esteem and grades, and negatively to behavioral problems. Control 
was associated positively with future expectations and self-esteem, and negative-
ly with depression. Students’ reports of concentration while doing homework 
were negatively associated with behavioral problems.

Before proceeding further, the reader must be cautioned that many of the 
models specified here explain only a small portion of the variance in the out-
comes of interests. In particular, the regression models generally do a poor 
job of explaining variance in global depression and anxiety, with adjusted R2 s 
hovering around 0. The models do a slightly better job of explaining variance 
in the other outcomes, with adjusted R2 s reaching as high as .18. Thus, while 
there are significant associations between one’s subjective experience and these 
global outcomes – even after controlling for background factors – only a very 
small portion of the variance is explained by these models.

Discussion

This study makes several important contributions to the research on 
homework. First, it provides a detailed description of the contexts in which 
contemporary students do homework. Relatively little is known about where 
and with whom students do homework, and these factors are important in 
understanding how homework can be most beneficial for students. Some-
what surprisingly, given the reports of survey research that adolescents do 
little homework in the United States (Brown Center on American Education, 
2003), adolescents in this sample reported doing homework the equivalent 
of three hours per day. Perhaps these findings can be attributed to the fact 
that these reports came from middle and upper-middle class high school stu-
dents who expect to attend college. Other researchers, for example, have found 
a discrepancy between the total amount of time low-income urban minor-
ity and suburban White high school students spend on homework both in 
ESM (Larson, Richards, Sims, & Dworkin, 2001) and survey (Rigsby, Stull, & 
Morse-Kelley, 1997) studies. The much trumpeted national reports of home-
work time calculate averages for a very diverse population of high school 
students. Dramatic variation across diverse groups might be expected given the 
well recognized variation in school quality. More research is needed in examin-
ing which characteristics predict how much time is spent on homework in the 
broader population. 
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Teachers who assign homework most likely hope that their students will 
focus on the task assigned, rather than complete assignments as a second-
ary activity. We found that most students did in fact focus on homework as 
their primary, though not sole, activity. Many were multitasking while doing 
homework. The most common secondary activities reported were being idle 
(thinking, daydreaming, resting, nothing) and listening to or watching me-
dia. Interestingly, computer usage unrelated to homework was very rare as a 
secondary activity. Most homework advice given to adolescents or their par-
ents includes admonitions against watching television, the need for quiet while 
studying, and computer access and use (see, e.g., Kids Health, 2007; National 
Education Association, 2007). Future studies will need to investigate whether 
there are systematic consequences related to these various secondary activities.  

Adolescents reported doing about one-third of their homework in a place 
other than home, predominantly in school. Many high school students have 
one study period set aside in their schedule. The amount of time students re-
ported doing homework at school, but not in class, corresponds roughly to 
about one period per day. Of some concern is the 11.5% of the time students 
reported doing homework in class. This is consistent with findings of an earlier 
study in which adolescents reported doing a portion of their homework in class 
(Leone & Richards, 1989). Stigler and Hiebert (1999) found that this ten-
dency to do homework in class was more characteristic of U.S. than Japanese 
eighth grade mathematics classrooms. One problem with this practice is that 
students miss out on instructional time if they are completing homework. 

Students were alone approximately half of the time that they did homework. 
Given that one recognized purpose of homework is to encourage parental in-
volvement, we found that parents were involved for a relatively short amount 
of time. This might be because adolescents want autonomy and parents grant 
it or because parents expect homework to be their children’s responsibility. The 
high grade point average of the students who participated in this study offers 
another explanation in that parents of adolescents tend to be far more actively 
involved with homework when their children are struggling with school work 
and earning low grades (Shumow & Miller, 2001)  

We also systematically examined students’ subjective perceptions of their 
homework experiences; few studies have considered the student perspective in 
their analysis of homework. Results indicate that students’ subjective experience 
varies by the context in which they complete homework. Adolescent reports 
of more negative affect when homework is a primary activity are balanced by 
higher reported cognitive engagement in the same context. Not surprisingly, 
concentration on the task was higher and affect was more negative when com-
pleting homework alone compared to with friends. Although it seems that 
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these adolescents feel better and thus would likely prefer doing homework as a 
secondary activity with friends, they are likely to accomplish more when they 
are alone.  

Anecdotes which have appeared in the popular press or in trade books about 
family battles and intense stress accompanying parent assistance with home-
work were not substantiated by the reports of the adolescents in this study. 
Surely, some adolescents experience anger and stress when doing homework 
with parents, but, overall, this was not an issue. Arguments that homework 
battles are damaging families do not appear to apply to this sample. 

Several consistent relationships were identified between quality of expe-
rience while doing homework and outcomes beyond academic achievement 
such as global psychological and behavioral outcomes. If the association of 
these transitory states with long term outcomes are upheld in future studies 
designed to reveal causal links, then serious discussion about what outcomes 
are most valued and at what cost seems especially important given the co-
occurrence of transitory states like positive affect and low engagement in one 
context and negative affect and greater effort in another context. It would also 
be important to examine ways to optimize positive states and outcomes while 
mitigating negative ones. In the present study, we were not able to examine 
direction of effects, so it will be important in future research to determine 
if students who are anxious or depressed might benefit from techniques like 
learning stress reduction strategies. 

This study has several limitations that could be addressed in future studies. 
First, the participants in this study were drawn from middle and upper-middle 
class communities and were predominantly White. Readers should take care 
not to over-generalize the results of this study, then, to other groups of adoles-
cents. Second, it is not possible to disentangle any direction of effects in the 
relationship between transitory states and more global outcome measures. A 
longitudinal study might be able to track whether and how changes in either 
predict subsequent changes in the other within subjects. A longitudinal study 
would also allow an examination of changes in time spent and subjective ex-
periences of homework across adolescence. There are many different types of 
homework ranging from rote drill and practice to work on creative and complex 
projects. It would be of great interest to educators to know about how students’ 
subjective experiences vary when doing different types of homework.  

Despite these limitations, it is our hope that researchers and practitioners 
will consider the student perspective in planning studies, crafting homework 
policies, or designing homework activities. Ultimately, student motivation, 
affect, and cognition about homework will very likely influence how well ado-
lescents do and how much they learn from their homework. 
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Appendix: Descriptive Analysis of All Measures
Measures M SD Range N

Cognitive, Affective and Motivational Measures (measured via ESM)
Concentration 1.96 .68 .00-3.00 330

Involvement 1.84 .92 .00-3.00 327
Effort 1.72 .83 .00-3.00 326
Anger .62 .60 .00-3.00 327

Stress level .86 .78 .00-3.00 325
Enjoy activity 1.20 .79 .00-3.00 329

Happiness 4.70 1.05 1.00-7.00 317
Interest 1.33 .78 .00-3.00 330
Control 2.06 .74 .00-3.00 329
Ability 2.27 .70 .00-3.00 329

Good about self 2.03 .72 .00-3.00 330
Outcome Measures (measured via one-time survey)

Depression 14.88 9.37 .00-60.00 284
Anxiety 1.61 .69 .00-4.00 285

Self-esteem 2.85 .66 .00-4.00 291
Behavioral Problems .25 .22 .00-3.00 276
Future Expectations 3.96 .51 1.00-5.00 277

Grades 3.64 .58 1.00-4.00 294
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Race and Class Challenges in Community 
Collaboration for Educational Change

Linwood H. Cousins, Roslyn A. Mickelson, Brian Williams, 
and Anne Velasco

Abstract

This article reports the challenges of race and social class in an action research 
project to facilitate educational change through community collaboration with 
African American parents, community organizations, and public schools. This 
project was undertaken in Charlotte, North Carolina to enhance the participa-
tion of African American parents in their children’s math and science course 
selection and placement in middle and high school. Focusing on the commu-
nities of three high schools and their feeder middle schools, this article reports 
important lessons and outlines strategic implications for future work in the 
intersection among African American communities, public schools and educa-
tion, and universities.

Key Words: African American parents, race, class, community collaboration, 
parent education, the change process, equity, involvement, partnerships

Introduction

From 2002 through 2005, a university-community partnership called the 
Math/Science Equity Program (MSEP) worked to increase African American 
parental involvement in high school math and science course selections in the 
Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools. Based at the University of North Carolina at 
Charlotte (UNCC), MSEP’s goal was to reduce the race gaps in higher-level 
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math and science course enrollments, and by doing so, contribute to reducing 
the race gap in academic achievement and attainment. MSEP was designed 
as a series of community-based parent enrichment workshops that built upon 
parents’ existing knowledge. It developed their additional knowledge, skills, 
strategies, and social networks and created capacities for future collaborations 
among parents. Our multi-ethnic team of researcher-activists collaborated with 
several community organizations including the public schools, libraries, parks 
and recreation department, several churches, and a number of non-profit orga-
nizations in the development and implementation of our program.

This article focuses on the inexorable challenges inherent in such university-
community collaborations, particularly those that, like MSEP, are action 
research projects aimed at educational reform. The article describes the lessons 
learned about the organizational, political, and interpersonal challenges that 
are inherent in efforts such as MSEP. Specifically, by describing and analyz-
ing racial and, to a lesser degree, social class identity issues and the politics we 
found at the heart of these collaborations, we hope to offer meaningful lessons 
and insights to others who undertake collaborative relationships among public 
schools, universities, and communities.

Why Focus on the Collaboration Process?

Research-driven collaborations and partnerships among universities, com-
munities, and schools are necessary to advance knowledge and educational 
opportunities to all, but they are loaded with many unforeseen issues (Annie 
E. Casey Foundation, 2007; Anyon & Fernandez, 2007; Harkavy, 2006). In-
terpersonal and political issues related to power dynamics, trust, and identity 
processes are just a few of the potential challenges such collaborations face 
(Suarez-Balcazar et al., 2006). Contextual issues invariably make this so, which 
in our case include historical and contemporary educational inequalities relat-
ed to race, social class, and the specifics of the political economy in Charlotte, 
North Carolina where our work occurred (Caine, 2007; Smith, 2004). Con-
sequently, despite MSEP’s considerable successes, we faced – and this article 
highlights – barriers, hurdles, and contradictions in building partnerships with 
organizations and citizens across the Charlotte community. 

The challenges we describe in this article are process issues often absent from 
the research literature on university-community collaborations for parental in-
volvement in education. Highlighting these challenges may lead to cynicism 
about this kind of work (Brodsky et al., 2004; Miller, 2004). However, we 
believe we can offer necessary lessons and key insights from examining our ex-
periences with the analytic and theoretical tools we bring to this endeavor. 
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This article sheds light on the tensions among actors from diverse social 
class, racial, and ethnic backgrounds, and with varying stations of power and 
privilege in the Charlotte community, as their interests and motivations con-
verge and diverge in the course of implementing a program that all participants 
believe had value. We begin with a description of the political economy of edu-
cational reform in Charlotte and the project’s origins and characteristics. We 
follow with a discussion of theoretical and practice-based tenets that informed 
and guided our work. To that we add a discussion of how identity politics and 
processes challenged and oft-times created barriers to collaborative work. A set 
of vignettes about our parental recruitment efforts provides the core qualitative 
data for this article.1 Drawing upon the qualitative data we collected during the 
implementation of our project, we illustrate the organizational, political, and 
interpersonal challenges our team faced. We conclude with a summary of les-
sons learned and their implications.

The Political Economy of Educational Reform in Charlotte, 
North Carolina

The Math/Science Equity Program was a direct outgrowth of the authors’ 
prior research on the race gap in higher-level math and science courses among 
students in the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools (CMS). From roughly 1975 to 
2002 the CMS district operated under mandatory court orders to desegregate. 
The district was well known for its desegregation plan, which utilized man-
datory busing and other strategies (Swann v. Charlotte, 1971). In 2002, the 
district became unified and no longer made any efforts to racially balance stu-
dent assignments to schools. As a consequence, CMS is rapidly resegregating 
by race and social class (Mickelson, 2003; Mickelson & Southworth, 2005).

Until 2002, CMS was a majority White district. By December 2005,2 the 
student population of CMS was 126,903, comprised of 43% African Ameri-
can, 37% White, 12% Hispanic, 4% Asian, and 3% Native American and 
multiracial. CMS faces the academic and social challenges other urban school 
systems face when their schools have concentrations of poor, low-performing 
students. At the same time that the schools in the central core of the district 
were becoming low-performing and high-poverty segregated minority schools, 
the suburban schools in the north and south of the district were becoming 
overcrowded, segregated, White, high-performing schools. 

When CMS was released from court orders to desegregate in 2002, many 
of the district’s schools were racially balanced. With exceptions in the outly-
ing suburbs and city core, about two-thirds of CMS’s 140 schools had between 
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57% and 26% minority students. However, within all schools, even deseg-
regated ones, students were resegregated by academic grouping and tracking 
(Mickelson, 2001; Southworth & Mickelson, 2007). 1997 surveys of CMS 
eighth graders and high school seniors revealed that disproportionate numbers 
of academically bright African American youths were enrolled in lower-level 
math and science courses. That is, White high school students were more likely 
to take Advanced Placement (AP) or gifted/honors courses than Blacks with 
similar prior achievement, family SES, college-oriented peer groups, and effort 
(Mickelson, 2001). 

A subsequent qualitative study investigated this gap in higher-level course 
enrollment (Mickelson & Velasco, 2006; Mickelson, Velasco, Maples, & 
Greene, 2002). We conducted about 150 in-depth interviews with African 
American and White students and their parents and educators about how high 
school courses were selected. The interviews revealed that although all parents 
want the best for their children, parents’ knowledge of school system processes, 
choices, and strategies used by school personnel frequently varied with par-
ents’ social class and history. We found that African American parents were at 
a clear disadvantage compared to middle-class White parents who were more 
knowledgeable about the way the school system operated, who key gatekeepers 
were, and when important decisions had to be made for optimizing students’ 
academic trajectories. Middle-class White parents also had better networks, 
were more familiar with the math and science course sequences, and were more 
likely to use varied social and political strategies to influence school personnel 
on behalf of their children’s educational careers than either middle-class Blacks 
or most working class families.

The Math/Science Equity Program’s Workshops

The heart of our university-community collaboration was the Math/Science 
Equity Program’s HOME Workshops. MSEP’s approach centered on parental 
empowerment workshops where participants received information about the 
Charlotte-Mecklenburg School system’s high school math and science course 
sequences and the sequence’s relationship to postsecondary education and pro-
fessional careers. 

HOME workshops’ content and processes were developed in conjunction 
with multiple community groups, educators, and parents. Throughout the de-
sign and implementation process, the researcher-activist team from UNCC 
worked intimately with a Community Advisory Council (CAC) on the goals, 
content, scope, curricula, recruitment, and evaluation components of the proj-
ect.3 For example, at the suggestion of our CAC we developed the acronym 
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HOME (Helping Ourselves Mold Education) as a user-friendly name for 
MSEP’s parent workshops, the first phase of our project. We used the phrase 
“HOME workshops” in our interactions with community groups rather than 
the Math/Science Equity Program, because the latter seems too officious. 

The MSEP team presented the complete set of HOME workshops in a six-
week format.4 Weekly sessions were roughly two and one-half hours in length. 
Workshops were considered “enrichment sessions” that built upon extant 
parental knowledge and skills. Parents who attended learned about their educa-
tional rights under the North Carolina constitution. They engaged in hands-on 
math and science activities and participated in role playing designed to equip 
them for effectively managing their children’s educational careers. Community 
organizations such as the public libraries, parks and recreation department, 
several churches, and a number of non-profit organizations collaborated with 
MSEP by providing space, publicity, personnel, and expertise. 

What began as child care and educational enrichment activities for par-
ticipants’ children became a parallel children’s math and science program once 
the children started to request an opportunity to do the same kinds of “fun” 
hands-on math and science that their parents were doing. The children’s pro-
gram became so popular, a number of parents attended the enrichment sessions 
merely because their children wanted to attend the children’s program!

Workshop sites varied in order to maximize convenience for parents. They 
included the UNC Charlotte campus, community recreation centers, pub-
lic schools, public libraries, and local churches. All parent participants and 
their children shared a meal with the MSEP team during HOME workshops. 
We provided transportation on an as-needed basis. We established a website 
at www.msep.uncc.edu and developed a project newsletter, “Letters From 
HOME,” that we mailed out every two months. Several parent graduates of the 
workshops worked in conjunction with MSEP staff to develop an autonomous 
parent organization to succeed the workshops as a source of ongoing leadership 
training, networking, and information. 

MSEP was designed as a quasi-experiment. Therefore, we selected three 
high schools and their feeder middle schools to receive MSEP workshops. We 
then matched these treatment high schools with three others that served as our 
control sites. Only parents of students who attended our treatment schools 
were eligible to participate in workshops. We expected parents who attended 
workshops would become more involved in their children’s course selection, 
more of their children would enroll in high level math and science courses, 
and the increases in high level math and science enrollments among African 
American students attending our treatment schools would exceed increases in 
enrollments in our control schools.

http://www.msep.uncc.edu
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Community Collaboration and Identity Practice for MSEP 
Workshops

MSEP was built on a foundation of community organization and de-
velopment theory and practice (Fisher, 1994; Foster-Fishman et al., 2001; 
McKnight, 1995; Rivera & Erlich, 1995). We expanded upon this theoretical 
and experiential foundation with knowledge about working with non-white 
and low-income communities (Dryfoos, 1994; Epstein et al., 2007; Ewalt, 
Freeman, & Poole, 1998; Moses & Cobb, 2001). The broad literature of com-
munity collaboration and school-family-community partnerships (Cousins, 
Williams, & Battani, 1998; Epstein, 1995, 2001; Fisher; Fisher & Karger, 
1997; Gutierrez, 1997; Moses & Cobb; National Clearinghouse for Compre-
hensive School Reform, 2003; Perry, Steele, & Hilliard, 2003; The Annie E. 
Casey Foundation, 2007) suggest the following action research approaches: 

consider a community’s social, cultural, economic, and political characteris-•	
tics in contemporary and historical contexts; 
include indigenous and official community stakeholders and leaders in devel-•	
opment and implementation activities; 
employ an empowerment model that builds on the strengths of partici-•	
pants;
resist “top down” approaches in which social service agency experts or aca-•	
demics unilaterally control and enforce programs for community residents; 
and,
take into account the social and cultural norms and interests that motivate •	
and give meaning to the lives of people in whose communities change is 
sought.
Community collaboration for community education involves overlapping 

spheres of influence among families, communities, and schools (Cain et al., 
2007; Epstein, 1995, 2001; Epstein et al., 2007; ICR, 2004). Community 
organization or development – referred to as “collaboration” in this article – 
means

efforts to mobilize people who are directly affected by a community con-
dition…([especially] the unaffiliated, the unorganized, and the nonpar-
ticipating) into groups and organizations to enable them to take action 
on the social problems and issues that concern them (Rivera & Erlich, 
1995, p. 3).
Consequently, among other practices, MSEP included community mem-

bers in all aspects of its work. Community members were involved in defining 
and delivering what MSEP offered parents. Indeed, Fisher’s ideal of “letting the 
community members decide” (1994; Anyon & Fernandez, 2007) was a con-
stant leitmotif in our deliberations.
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Non-White and Low-Income Communities

Communities of color – especially African American communities in the 
particular context of school reform and related educational efforts – have their 
own experiences with community collaboration (Dryfoos, 1994; Ewalt, Free-
man, & Poole, 1998; Foster-Fishman et al., 2001; Gold, 2006; Hilliard, 1989; 
Moses & Cobb, 2001; Tyack & Cuban, 1995).5 These and other experiences 
in education-related change in African American communities suggest that to 
meet the goals of projects such as MSEP, change efforts must transcend barri-
ers that limit meaningful and effective parental and community participation.6 
Barriers include (a) planning that excludes a community’s cultural beliefs, val-
ues, and perceptions about the source of problems and their solutions, and 
(b) exclusion from participation in the development and implementation of 
change efforts – an issue of power (Castelloe, Watson, & White, 2002; Fisher, 
1994; Grossman & Gumz, 2003; Suarez-Balcazar et al., 2006). 

Consider Robert Moses’ work on community numeracy in the rural South 
(Moses & Cobb, 2001). Moses’ Algebra Project and school reform activities in 
the Mississippi Delta and elsewhere use some very basic community organizing 
notions he learned and practiced in the civil rights movement of the 1960s (pp. 
xiii, xiv, 19, 21): give voice to the voiceless; tap into community and family; 
help adults be there for children; make families central to the work of organiz-
ing; and organize in the context of the community in which one works and 
lives. We added to these principles several tenets from Epstein’s research on 
working in the nexus of school-family-community partnerships (1995, 2001). 
We developed “school-like” networks where the importance of school, home-
work, and related activities are highlighted for students and parents, and we 
increased parents’ capacities to be the main source of information about school 
(1995, pp. 702-705). 

In sum, community collaboration for community education requires that 
researcher-activists utilize overlapping spheres of influence among families, 
communities, and schools (Epstein, 1995, 2001). We envisioned our role (in 
terms of community organizer and program developer) as a catalyst or facili-
tator of change, rather than as autonomous leaders or educators (Gutierrez, 
1997). We believed it was necessary to address the community’s social, cultural, 
economic, and political characteristics in contemporary and historical contexts. 
Collaboration must include indigenous and official community stakeholders 
and leaders in development and implementation activities. We sought to em-
ploy an empowerment model that built upon the strengths of participants. 
Finally, we attempted to center our efforts in community education, participa-
tion, and capacity building.
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Identity and Interpersonal Relations in Community Collaboration

Seldom do university-community collaborations unfold as planned (Suarez-
Balcazar et al., 2006). To make sense of the particular, interpersonally driven 
barriers and conflicts we discuss in this article, we turned to the literature on 
identity processes (Harper et al., 2004). Community collaboration is inter-
personal by default. It may comprise one-to-one conversations, individual 
presentations to small or large groups, or simple conversations between small 
groups of individuals. Such face-to-face interactions are laden with all sorts of 
emotions, attitudes, cultural values, and cognitive styles and strategies. Addi-
tional issues include one’s status as community insider or outsider, how one 
enters into a working relationship in a community, the macro-level dynamics 
that influence one-on-one relationships, and the mutual influence community 
members and researchers exert on one another (Brodsky et al., 2004; Miller, 
2004; Suarez-Balcazar et al.). We believe identity processes are part and parcel 
of interpersonal relations. 

John Ogbu’s description of community forces in Black schooling (Ogbu, 2003; 
Ogbu & Simons, 1998) assists in our analysis. We extend his contributions by 
theorizing the identities of individual actors in a collective with what we call 
interpersonal processes. Identities, accordingly, are based in individuals and the 
collective to which a person belongs. Individual identities are the “imaginings 
of self in worlds of action, as social products…[They] are psychohistorical for-
mations that develop over a person’s lifetime, populating intimate terrain and 
motivating social life” (Holland et al., 1998, p. 5; see also O’Connor, 2001). 

Finally, individual and collective identities are “dialogic” in nature (Appiah, 
1994; Taylor, 1994), produced in dialogue between people through various 
sorts of interactions. Indeed, individual identities are constructed in interac-
tion with collective identities from a “tool kit of options made available by our 
society and culture” (Appiah, p. 155). Collective identities participate as “tool 
kits” by providing scripts and narratives individuals can use in shaping their 
life plans and in telling their life stories. In the end, collective identities fit in-
dividual identities into a larger narrative – a narrative that tells the what, why, 
and how of a group’s (race/ethnic) existence (Appiah, pp. 160–161). 

Taken in the historical context of African American life and schooling in 
Charlotte, these identity processes set the stage, we believe, for the kind of in-
terpersonal relations – elements of strain, contention, and solidarity – MSEP’s 
researcher-activists experienced in community collaborations with parents and 
community activists involved in MSEP.
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Project Design, Methods, and Data

Based on the empirical findings of racially correlated math and science 
course placements and race and socioeconomic status differences in parental 
knowledge about and involvement in the course selection process, we envi-
sioned a project that would empower African American parents to be more 
successful in guiding and managing their children’s academic careers in the 
Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools. To accomplish these goals we developed the 
Math/Science Equity Program (MSEP), described earlier in this article.

The MSEP Team

Because race and class identity are central to this article’s analysis, we de-
scribe the demographics of the relatively diverse MSEP team. The two principal 
investigators (PIs) were an African American male professor and a White fe-
male professor. The person with the most direct contact and authority over the 
HOME workshops was its director, an African American male with a Ph.D. 
in science education. As a young student, he was told by a counselor that he 
wasn’t college material. Memory of his miseducation fueled the passion with 
which he led the workshops. In addition to the PIs and the workshop direc-
tor, the project manager (a White woman) and a group of nine graduate and 
undergraduate research assistants made up the MSEP team. Student assistants 
included an Asian Indian, several African American and White students. The 
multiethnic MSEP team comprised an even mix of men and women and a 
diverse group of academic disciplines, including sociology, education, anthro-
pology, and social work. The project leadership team (two PIs, a postdoctoral 
fellow, and a project manager) included two men and two women.

In addition to the UNCC personnel, MSEP also employed a number of 
community members as recruitment specialists, instructors during workshops, 
and members of the Community Advisory Council. As mentioned previous-
ly, MSEP also worked closely with community-based organizations including 
churches, schools, and public libraries.

Recruitment 

We developed and implemented a formal process for recruiting parents. We 
held weekly training and marketing strategy sessions with MSEP team mem-
bers, identified stakeholders that could help us recruit parents, and discussed 
strategies for collaborating with them. Recruitment strategies included: radio 
and TV public service announcements; speaking at churches and communi-
ty organization meetings and with community development program officers; 
discussions with public housing authorities and parent advocates; meetings 
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and discussions with Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools’ superintendent and re-
lated administrators, teachers, principals, coaches, students, and volunteers; 
distributing flyers in barbershops, beauty salons, and at grocery stores; and dis-
cussions with the Carolina Panthers Football Team and IBM representatives.

Several months into the project we hired two community outreach rep-
resentatives to recruit parents for HOME workshops. Both individuals were 
parents who had successfully completed workshops. Ultimately, letters sent by 
school personnel on MSEP stationary proved to be the most successful strategy 
for recruitment. Counselors at treatment middle and high schools identified 
students in our target population – academically able Blacks who were not en-
rolled in the most challenging math and science classes – and sent their parents 
invitations to the next HOME workshop. If parents followed up on their invi-
tations, they became the self-selected sample of participants in our project.

Research Design and Data

MSEP was funded for three years by the National Science Foundation and 
the Ford Foundation. We employed a mixed methods design. During the en-
tire planning and implementation process we collected extensive qualitative 
data through field notes, observations, and interviews with participants.

The core quantitative data from the project came from the implementation 
of a “treatment” or intervention (in the form of HOME and Teen Summit 
workshops, although the data, lessons, and implications in this article are based 
on data from HOME workshops) using a quasi-experimental design. We se-
lected a purposive sample of racially and ethnically diverse high schools to 
receive the treatment and matched them with high schools that would not 
receive the treatment. Parents of students in the treatment schools were re-
cruited for MSEP workshops. Higher level math and science enrollments were 
to be compared in the three high schools where parents were eligible to attend 
workshops with enrollments in matched high schools where no parents attend-
ed workshops. During MSEP’s first phase, our core activity was the HOME 
workshops. 

We hypothesized that attending HOME workshops would have a positive 
effect on reducing the race gap in upper-level math and science courses. After 
two years of HOME workshops, we anticipated that the Black-White gap in 
higher-level math and science enrollment would narrow more sharply in our 
treatment communities’ high schools than in our control communities. 

HOME began six workshop series.7 Three workshops series were success-
fully implemented. Three series did not have enough participants to make 
conducting them worthwhile in terms of the goals and resources of the project, 
and after one or two initial sessions, the workshops were cancelled.
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This article presents and analyzes qualitative data collected from the initial 
phase of the project when we attempted to recruit parents to workshops and to 
develop authentic ties to members of the community. We collected qualitative 
and descriptive data (formative and summative) pertaining to the development 
of, recruitment for, and implementation of HOME workshops. Members of 
the research and workshop teams kept an ongoing field journal, took field notes 
on recruitment and outreach activities, and took ethnographic notes during 
workshops. These data were logged in a central database. Additionally, parent 
participants provided brief descriptive feedback about their workshop experi-
ences through pre- and post-test surveys at each session. MSEP team members 
conducted follow-up interviews with parent graduates of HOME. 

In the next section we present and analyze two vignettes that capture the 
workings of historical and contemporary forces that influenced our attempts at 
community collaboration. The vignettes convey the complicated nature of the 
interpersonal identity processes that emerged during the MSEP team’s efforts 
to create a collaborative relationship with various community organizations 
and to recruit parents. The vignettes are at once fascinating, disturbing, and in-
structive regarding the possibilities, challenges, and contradictions of this kind 
of community-based action research for educational change.

Findings: MSEP Reaches Out to a Distrustful Community

Even with a reasonable conceptual foundation in place, and with many 
successes of other programs to guide and encourage us, doing the work of com-
munity collaboration for MSEP was fraught with challenges. Collaborative 
notions, such as “letting the people decide” (Fisher, 1994), are always easier 
in theory than practice. Indeed, before the people can decide, they must be at 
the table, so to speak. In bringing community stakeholders to the table to plan 
HOME workshops, the MSEP team experienced identity issues of power and 
trust. These initial experiences foreshadowed those that MSEP faced through-
out the entire three-year process during which the six HOME workshops and 
four Teen Summits were implemented with varying degrees of success (for a 
detailed discussion of the full MSEP experience, see Mickelson, Cousins, & 
Williams, in preparation).

The list of stakeholders and related actors/institutions we worked with 
over a 16-month period included members of both the private and public 
sectors, people from large organizations (the school system) as well as local 
grass roots organizations, Black churches, community grocery stores, and par-
ents. Importantly, there were many instances of cooperation and convergence 
between stakeholders and MSEP team members in this collaborative work. 
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These collaborations taught MSEP a great deal about community attitudes and 
norms, and eventually our efforts increased MSEP’s access to the target par-
ents. Nonetheless, social and political strain and tension marked a significant 
proportion of the interpersonal interactions between MSEP team members 
and several community organizations and their representatives. 

A key challenge arose from MSEP’s base at UNCC – a predominantly 
White university that signifies to many African Americans a history of exclu-
sion and exploitation.8 The university affiliation also triggered anxieties about 
class differences among formally educated MSEP personnel and less educated 
community members (Sennett & Cobb, 1972). Perhaps the most critical chal-
lenge was rooted in the inclusion of White individuals in MSEP’s leadership. 
Several community collaborators expressed tensions related to these issues. On 
the whole, individuals who led or were members of the organizations with 
which we worked – most/all of whom were African American – came from var-
ied socioeconomic backgrounds. However, the personal interests, motivations, 
and identity processes of these individuals – influenced at least in part by their 
social class status and the historical and contemporary contexts of life in their 
communities, neighborhoods, and schools – appeared to conflict with MSEP’s 
processes and administrative leadership.

We support these claims with vignettes from the field notes of two MSEP 
team graduate assistants assigned to community outreach. Their responsibili-
ties were to recruit parents for the workshops and community stakeholders for 
participation in MSEP. The following vignettes cover the work of two African 
American, male graduate students.9 The first of two vignettes – all taken from 
MSEP team members’ journals of their interactions with community members 
– highlights tensions around race and social class identities as they played out in 
issues of community-school-university power, status, and trust. The racial ten-
sion in this vignette centers on the fact that the target communities are Black 
and some of the MSEP professional staff are White. The social class tensions 
reflect the hidden injuries suffered by those who do not have formal education 
and the power and access typically afforded to those who have education.

Vignette 1: Recruiting a School Amidst Racial Tensions and 
Distrust 

Anthony Dotson participated in a meeting at Marshall Middle School. He 
was invited to attend in order to meet with the principal and the math coordi-
nator. The invitation came from Mr. Taylor, an influential community member 
who served as a school truancy officer. Having had previous contact and con-
versations with Mr. Taylor, Dotson was guarded. He felt the need to protect the 
image of MSEP, because Mr. Taylor questioned UNCC’s motive for engaging 
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in research activities with the African American community and, more spe-
cifically, with the West Boulevard Corridor (a moderate to low income and 
predominantly African American section of Charlotte). 

Below are Dotson’s notes from this meeting:
Dr. Terry Smith (Principal), Mr. Tom Jackson (Math Coordinator), Jerri 
Ward (Family Involvement Coordinator), Beverly Tims (Coordinator 
of Volunteers and Partnerships), and Mr. Taylor sat at the table with 
me on November 4, 2003 at 9 a.m. Everyone at the table was African 
American. There were multiple purposes for the meeting: (1) to develop 
a relationship with a middle school that will feed future students into 
the targeted high schools identified in the research proposal; (2) to pro-
pose collaboration with the middle school to identify parents that meet 
research proposal requirements; and (3) to invite Mr. Jackson to attend 
or become an instructor for future HOME workshops.

Mr. Taylor took the lead in having everyone introduce himself or her-
self. He then offered a brief introduction of the MSEP project from 
his understanding. I followed him with a more concise description of 
the project. I then identified community leaders, human service agen-
cies, and churches that our project had reached out to and was currently 
working with to meet the goals of MSEP. Questions were frequently 
raised during my presentation regarding the following: the integrity of 
MSEP’s intentions to “help” Black people; MSEP’s similarity to CMS’s 
AVID (Advancement Via Individual Determination) program; a focus 
only on “students with the ability to achieve;” exclusion of elementary 
school students and parents; UNCC faculty being disconnected from 
the experiences of the African American communities participating in 
the project. 
The above concerns are emblematic of traditional and emergent tensions 

in university-community relations. But within the meeting, tension seemed to 
also rest with the fact that a CMS official had spoken to Mr. Taylor about past 
hostile relations between school officials and one of the co-directors of MSEP, 
who is White. Although Dotson was forthright that he could only offer specu-
lative insight into those issues, he chose instead to remind the group that the 
MSEP leaders had met with CMS’s superintendent and had been granted sup-
port and permission to obtain technical support from the school system. This 
response seemed to calm fears and other apprehensions as the principal, Dr. 
Smith, began to make suggestions as to how her school administration and 
staff could assist with identifying potential parents to attend the community 
workshops. 
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 Indeed, CMS’s tendency to exercise tight control over the public comments 
of school officials seemed to be an effort to curb external criticism that the 
school system was still racist, insensitive to the interests of poor children of 
color, and its schools racially and socioeconomically unbalanced. Dotson’s ob-
servations continue:

Everyone in the meeting had come to an agreement that this project 
had the potential to be very beneficial to many families. However, some 
of them still seemed to have concerns. I began to feel that the question 
everyone wanted to ask, but was apprehensive about asking, was about 
the racial composition of the HOME team (several graduate assistants, 
researchers, and the co-director are White).10 I spoke afterwards to some 
of the meeting participants, and my impressions were confirmed as I 
answered a series of questions: (1) Who will be speaking to the parents? 
(2) Who will be documenting or collecting the data? (3) How will this 
data benefit the university? (4) How will the project benefit the UNCC 
faculty?

These questions provided a snapshot of the interests of several African Ameri-
can professionals who believed they represented the interests of the African 
American community. They had concerns about social class issues among Afri-
can Americans, between African Americans and non–African Americans, and 
about protecting the African American community by not supporting a proj-
ect that could possibly harm and exploit African American people. Dotson 
also sensed that had the CMS superintendent – an African American male – 
not supported HOME, the tone and conversation would have been one in 
which the project would not be invited to collaborate with the middle school 
in question. Nonetheless, Dr. Smith asked that MSEP collaborate with a math 
program she had in place at the school. She spoke enthusiastically about the 
possibility of the MSEP team working with parents at the same time that their 
children were being provided math instruction. A small victory.

Throughout the meeting Dotson was unsure of who truly supported MSEP. 
He felt he had to prove both his commitment to the African American com-
munity and his sensitivity to the historical mistreatment of the community by 
mainstream White institutions and their representatives, especially research-
ers. To appease their concerns, he felt that he had to provide personal, first 
hand experiences through his identity as an African American. He told them 
about his interactions in the targeted communities and his attempts to develop 
a relationship with parents. He shared with them statements made by com-
munity leaders regarding community involvement in another UNCC research 
effort. He provided a timeline that detailed the steps he followed to estab-
lish a mutually respectful relationship between UNCC, CMS, the community, 
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and parents. Fortunately, this seemed to authenticate Dotson’s presence at the 
table of community gatekeepers and comforted those individuals who raised 
concerns about previous problematic relationships between UNCC faculty 
members and CMS. 

In sum, Anthony Dotson’s experiences document the highly interperson-
al and racially charged nature of community collaboration. They document 
the fragile nature of these relations and what was, in our case, a persistent 
racial strain in community-university collaborations and, consequently, in 
community- MSEP relations. However, it was through dialogue – a dialogic 
context – that Dotson and the others attempted to resolve the tension and build 
solidarity. In addition to Dotson’s own personal agency as an African American 
and an insightful and skilled community worker, we believe that interpersonal 
proximity – in this case, person-to-person, face-to-face interactions – aided his 
perception of the need to address and establish the social and political legiti-
macy of MSEP and its HOME workshops.

Vignette 2: Establishing Program Legitimacy Despite Racial (and 
Class) Mistrust and Suspicion

In a slightly different vein, Sean Langley also experienced what he perceived 
to be racially tinged social and political strain regarding the legitimacy of MSEP 
and HOME workshops. Although he encountered similar responses to his re-
cruitment efforts, Langley believed what he experienced resulted largely from 
the fact that MSEP and HOME workshops were co-led by a White profession-
al and were selective regarding its target population and schools. 

In one instance, Langley was accompanied by the White PI to a HOME 
recruitment meeting at an African American Baptist church located in the 
neighborhood of one of the target schools. The audience included approxi-
mately eight parents, twenty children between the ages of 5 and 17, and a panel 
of two teachers, one counselor, and one principal. The educators were mem-
bers of the church. Sean Langley addressed the group while the White PI sat 
among parents in the audience.

Sean Langley began the session by first distributing HOME brochures to 
each parent. He told the audience about the workshop and how HOME is try-
ing to close the race gap in education by pushing more African American kids 
into higher-level math and science courses. He explained how we were spe-
cifically targeting African American parents whose children attended HOME’s 
three target high schools and the middle schools that feed these high schools. 
He soon discovered that none of the parents’ children attended HOME’s target 
schools.11 Consequently, he asked these parents to discuss the workshops with 
parents whose children attended the target schools. Langley went on to explain 
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the workshop content, hands-on math and science activities, social support ac-
tivities for children, and the like. He ended by asking if there were questions. 
This is Langley’s record of the following interaction:

Questions began with members of the panel and were directed to Dr. 
Mickelson, the project co-director. She was asked about the term “aca-
demically able” and the project’s limited focus on three high schools and 
their feeder middle schools rather than elementary schools and other high 
schools [not included in the design but where her children attended]. 

During this interaction, Sean Langley observed, in the audience, what appeared 
to be discomfort, skepticism, and at times agitation based on the fact that a 
White researcher was working on Black issues in a Black community, and what 
appeared to be beliefs by some audience members that the White researcher 
was naïve about schooling and the tracking of Black students. Consider this 
example:

One audience member, with a bit of agitation in her voice, asked Dr. 
Mickelson “Why aren’t you focusing on elementary schools, because 
that’s where the foundation is set for students! After Dr. Mickelson re-
sponded, an elementary school principal raised a similar point and said 
“…there are many African American students with high grades and end 
of grade test scores at my school.” 

The principal’s tone was such that Dr. Mickelson responded by highlighting 
the fact that the other co-director’s sons attend the school in question, in an 
effort to convey to the educator and the audience that the co-director is an Af-
rican American professor at UNCC. None of this seemed to resonate with the 
panel or audience. Dr. Mickelson still stood out as a White researcher studying 
Black children and for all the history that conjures. Nevertheless, at the end of 
the meeting two women on the panel said they enjoyed the session. One said, 
“I loved the information you presented.” Another small victory. 

Anthony Dotson and Sean Langley had experiences similar to other research 
assistants on our community outreach team. Based on our collective experi-
ences as educators, sociologists, social workers, and anthropologists, most of 
these issues were not new. However, they did, we believe, take the form we 
encountered due to the characteristics of our project in interaction with the 
particular historical and contemporary contexts of life in the Charlotte commu-
nity (Douglas, 1995; Mickelson, 2001; Smith, 2004). Eventually, we obtained 
enough support and involvement from local organizations and CMS – our 
most effective source – to recruit parents for several workshops, although never 
in sufficient numbers to generate a critical mass of African American students 
in the higher level courses offered in the treatment site high schools.
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In sum, the importance of these vignettes is their candid examination of 
the racial (and class, to a lesser extent) mistrust in these Charlotte communi-
ties. Whether that mistrust was a consequence of the recent desegregation trial, 
the class tensions between the working and middle class residents of the com-
munity and highly educated university representatives, contemporary racial 
politics, or other factors remains unclear. That these tensions affected HOME 
workshops’ efficacy and scope is unambiguous.

Discussion, Implications, and Conclusion 

“Community organizing…is shaped by a complex interaction between hu-
man agency and the wider social, political, and economic context” in which it 
takes place (Fisher & Shragge, 2000, p. 1). In a general sense, we have found 
this to be true. This quote in some ways prepared us to face the fact that many 
community stakeholders would be quite ambivalent, if not hostile, about 
MSEP despite the fact that purpose of the HOME workshops was consistent 
with community goals, their content was culturally sensitive, and the MSEP 
team was diverse. The community’s ambivalence and hostility make sense given 
the brief history of MSEP in the Charlotte community and the social, econom-
ic, and political contexts that mark race relations in Charlotte.12 There are some 
lessons and important implications in these experiences.

First, a key part of the complexity of community work is related to identity 
issues, the dialogic relations within them, and the historical and contemporary 
contexts that color the meaning of life (Appiah, 1994; Cousins, 2008; Ford-
ham, 1996; Ogbu & Simons, 1998; Taylor, 1994). We have learned that the 
community members with whom we interacted have had a collective experi-
ence as racial, social, and economic groups and as members of one or more 
organizations. Yet each of them has, like all of us, personal/individual motiva-
tions and interests. We cannot highlight one over the other – the collective over 
the personal/individual or vice versa. Common racial identity does not remove 
the sort of basic give-and-take of interpersonal exchanges, nor the barriers that 
get between people who want something from one another but do not know 
or trust one another. Identity is a psychohistorical formation (Holland et al., 
1998); trust, familiarity, and reciprocity remain basic to it in human relations 
in community work and beyond. Consequently, if an organization is to achieve 
a successful collaborative partnership with a community, and if it has to coun-
terbalance the ill effects generated by similar organizations in a community’s 
past, it may have to spend time in a community to establish a collective mem-
ory of trust and commitment. 

Specifically, Anthony Dotson stood face-to-face with individuals who ques-
tioned not only the project, but also Dotson’s very authenticity as an African 



THE SCHOOL COMMUNITY JOURNAL

46

American. Authenticity here means an unequivocal commitment to the Black 
community’s causes, issues, and points of view. Sean Langley faced the prospect 
of having to justify the legitimacy of MSEP as unbiased because it has a White 
co-director and White research assistants and because workshops focused on 
“academically able” students, perceived as a coded way of talking about ability 
and intelligence – both very sensitive issues in African American communities. 
Both Dotson’s and Langley’s experiences occurred in an environment in which 
the representatives of communities and organizations sought to protect organi-
zational and community interests. But they added to this their own individual 
interests based on their personal reference group (defined by race/ethnicity and 
social class) and their private motivations. This played out in differing degrees 
for Dotson and Langley when the African American community members and 
organizational leaders questioned the who, what, and why of the MSEP re-
search and its researchers. Both Dotson and Langley faced situations in which 
a narrative about inequality and racial subjugation, driven by cultural models, 
influenced actions at multiple social and interpersonal levels (Appiah, 1994; 
Bruner, 1990; Ogbu & Simons, 1998; Taylor, 1994). 

Finally, notwithstanding the relationship complexities described above, it is 
especially noteworthy that much of the resistance and distrust regarding MSEP 
did not come from the African American parents to whom we reached out, 
but rather from some Whites in the CMS bureaucracy and African Ameri-
cans who held leadership roles in CMS and in their communities (we discuss 
this at length in Mickelson, Cousins, Williams, & Velasco, in press). This yet 
again raises questions about personal motivations and the influence of class 
and race tensions in university-community collaborations. Some of the leaders 
in question are middle class educators. Some are community/neighborhood 
organization leaders who are neither college educated nor from middle class 
backgrounds. Others are political activists with a mix of backgrounds. Outsider-
insider relations in general are always complex and must be accounted for in 
community collaborations (Brodsky et al., 2004; Miller, 2004). We knew to 
expect as much, but the extent to which racial politics have played a role across 
different social, economic, and political domains in the Charlotte community 
has been striking even to our seasoned sensibilities.13

The implications of the above lessons begin with the need to understand 
that perhaps our experiences with MSEP speak to the wisdom, if not the prac-
tical necessity, of embedding projects such as ours within existing community 
programs. Another side of the same coin would be to work with individuals 
who have the requisite community clout and sanctioning to move a program 
beyond the obstacles we encountered. Community programs and individuals 
that have community legitimacy, acceptance, and support have largely done 
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the bottom-up work we have been doing and have resolved many of the is-
sues we faced. And although they are not ever out of the choppy waters of 
university-community (and school-family-community) collaboration, estab-
lished and successful community programs are able to deliver some semblance 
of the project they originally envisioned in a way that is relatively inclusive of 
community interests. 

Second, work such as ours must include parents and other collaborators in a 
review of the data as it is collected and in the identification of problems and so-
lutions. We took it for granted that this would occur in MSEP because we had 
met often with our Community Advisory Council to discuss and review issues 
and strategies. Nevertheless, we now believe that we should have been more 
vigilant in having them share responsibility for the problems encountered and 
in developing solutions. 

Third, there is an entirely different implication that we do not want to 
overlook, although we do not fully understand it at this moment and it is too 
early to measure. It is the role of consciousness-raising we believe our project 
may have inadvertently ignited among the parents, educators, and community 
leaders with whom we interacted over the course of MSEP’s three-year history. 
Discussions about MSEP and HOME recruitment presentations to various 
individuals and groups throughout Charlotte, and the outcomes we have be-
gun to analyze for those parents who completed workshops, may work to raise 
awareness of the educational issues we ultimately sought to address. 

In conclusion, despite the challenges and difficulties we faced, the find-
ings from the implementation of MSEP’s HOME workshops include the fact 
that the overwhelming majority of parents who participated in our workshops 
expressed gratitude regarding the helpful things they learned. For example, 
on a consistent basis during and after our workshops, parents spoke positive-
ly about learning their legal rights, developing knowledge and strategies that 
help them participate successfully in the school system, learning strategies to 
navigate relationships with their children, building networks both to maintain 
their successes as parents and to spread them to neighbors and friends, and re-
garding the gratification of being “heard” (we discuss these outcomes at length 
in Mickelson, Cousins, Williams, & Velasco, in press).

On the one hand, the parents who participated in HOME workshops 
were pleased and wanted others to share the same positive experience.14 On 
the other hand, getting people into the workshops through community col-
laboration was a daunting challenge. Ultimately, we learned that projects like 
the Math/Science Equity Program must become the property of one or more 
grassroots community organizations in large, race- and class-embattled com-
munities. MSEP never was able to do this within the time constraints of our 



THE SCHOOL COMMUNITY JOURNAL

48

funding period. We believe a key reason we were never able to meet this chal-
lenge relates to the racial and class tensions rooted in MSEP’s association with 
a university and the high profile role of White researcher-activists associated 
with it.

Yet, rather than despairing at the challenges of these dynamics, we as collab-
orators must be prepared to embrace the complexity of individual and collective 
identity in university-community (and school-family-community) collabora-
tions. The challenges they pose increase our knowledge and improve our lives. 
After all, as Moses and Cobb say, “That is what we do” (2001, p. xiv).

Endnotes
1We do not describe the complete project and its outcomes (see Mickelson, Cousins, Williams, 
& Velasco, in press, for these details). Instead we focus on our attempts at collaborative ac-
tivities that occurred during an 18-month period in which we implemented the first phase of 
MSEP – our parental workshops.
2Our description of CMS focuses on the years 2002-2005 during which MSEP was imple-
mented.
3Members of the CAC advised MSEP on the scope, design, and implementation of HOME 
workshops. The CAC consisted of parents, community activists, social workers, public school 
educators, business owners, and the like. 
4MSEP’s second phase was a program called Teen Summit, day-long seminars that offered a 
streamlined version of HOME’s six workshops. MSEP’s third and final phase was PEP (Parents 
Empowering Parents), a short-lived autonomous community group that was intended to carry 
on MSEP’s work once the university-collaboration ended.
5As early as the 1840s, so called “African” grammar schools – discovered to be unhealthy and 
inadequate – were the focus of collaborative reform efforts among Boston’s small Black popula-
tion and White abolitionists (Formisano, 1991, p. 23). The NAACP helped African Americans 
in Boston fight for access and fairness in public education in the 1930s, more than a decade 
before the landmark Brown v. Topeka Board of Education decision in 1954 (Formisano, p. 27). 
6For additional discussions of community organizing and education in communities of color 
and related issues see Ball (1995), Castelloe, Watson, & White (2002), Cox (2001), Grossman 
& Gumz (2003), Gutierrez (1997), Hilliard (1989), O’Donnell, Michalak, & Ames (1998); 
and Perry & Delpit (1998). 
7A HOME workshop series contains six weekly sessions that lasted 2.5 hours each. After the 
last unsuccessful workshop was cancelled, MSEP switched formats to one- and two-day long 
Teen Summits. Teen Summits presented abbreviated versions of the materials presented in the 
six HOME workshop sessions. MSEP offered four Teen Summits.
8We note this perception persists even though UNC-Charlotte is increasingly seen as a friendly 
place for African Americans: 25% of undergraduates are African Americans; this is a higher 
percentage than in any other historically White University of North Carolina campus.
9Although actual names are used for MSEP team members, pseudonyms are used for the 
names of schools, organizations, and citizens in this article.
10In fact, Dotson reported in a MSEP team meeting that several community representatives 
raised the possibility with him that the African American Co-PI and the African American 
workshop director were public relations fronts for the White PI who held the real reins of 
power.
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11This instance highlights one of the recruitment complications MSEP encountered. Although 
a given church was part of a treatment school’s community, the church’s membership often 
came from throughout the county. This meant that some of the parents were qualified for 
HOME workshops while others were not. The fine points of experimental design were not 
well-received by parents who wanted to participate in HOME workshops but could not be-
cause of the schools their children attended. We address the ethical and practical dilemmas of 
adhering to our quasi-experimental design in a forthcoming manuscript (Mickelson, Cousins, 
& Williams, in preparation).
12Indeed, a second luncheon sponsored by MSEP with community leaders confirmed that 
MSEP had generated status and respect by merely surviving for two years.
13See Mickelson, Cousins, Williams, & Velasco (in press) for a discussion of the extent to 
which MSEP overcame these obstacles and difficulties.
14Earlier we summarize our data collection process, which included pre- and post-tests at each 
session to document parents’ perception of their experiences with MSEP/HOME workshops.
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Facilitating Family Involvement and Support for 
Inclusive Education

Yaoying Xu and John Filler 

Abstract 

The advantages to a family-centered approach to services have been em-
phasized in education literature for several decades. Active family involvement 
and support have been identified as key elements to the success of inclusive 
early childhood education programs. The purpose of this article is two-fold: 
to review literature on family involvement in inclusive early childhood pro-
grams from the perspective of developmental ecological systems theory, and to 
describe family-focused programs for developing embedded learning opportu-
nities across multiple inclusive settings. In so doing, we discuss how the four 
components of the ecological system (the microsystem, parents and siblings; 
the mesosystem, peers and school; the exosystem, community connections; 
and the macrosystem, cultural identity) influence the education of the child. 

Key words: family involvement, inclusion, ecological systems, parents, siblings, 
early childhood education, Asian, case, cultural diversity

Introduction

Active family involvement has long been considered to be an important 
factor related to better outcomes in the education of young children with and 
without disabilities in inclusive early childhood programs (Berger, 1995; Levy, 
Kim, & Olive, 2006; Pérez Carreón, Drake, & Barton, 2005). Research has 
shown that high levels of parental involvement correlate with improved aca-
demic performance, higher test scores, more positive attitudes toward school, 
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higher homework completion rates, fewer placements in special education, ac-
ademic perseverance, lower dropout rates, and fewer suspensions (Christenson, 
Hurley, Sheridan, & Fenstermacher, 1997; Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1997; 
Pérez Carreón, et al.). 

Parental involvement is important for the education of children of all ages, 
but it is critical for the success of young children in inclusive settings (Filler 
& Xu, 2006). Although there has not been a standard definition of the term 
inclusion, inclusive early childhood programming typically reflects three char-
acteristics: (1) full participation of children with disabilities in everyday life 
activities with their typically developing peers in both school and community 
settings; (2) educational goals and objectives are developed and implemented 
through team collaboration by parents and professionals; and (3) child out-
comes are measured periodically to ensure the effectiveness of the program 
(Guralnick, 2001; Hunt, Soto, Maier, Liboiron, & Bae, 2004; Odom et al., 
1996; Siegel, 1996). 

The recognition that family involvement benefits children does not make 
clear how the involvement becomes a positive force or what factors act to de-
termine the degree of benefit. Family involvement is not a fixed event but a 
dynamic and ever-changing series of interactions that vary depending on the 
context in which they occur, the disciplines from which the collaborative team 
members are drawn, the resources parents bring to the interactions, and the 
particular needs of the child and the family. Traditionally, the education agency 
or school has created structures and activities intended to support involvement. 
However, as parents become involved, they do so with limited power to define 
their roles and actions (Fine, 1993). They are often expected to agree with and 
support the structures and dynamics already in place. Parents who agree with 
the school and get along with the existing model are seen as “good.” Those who 
disagree are considered “problematic” (Lareau & Horvat, 1999). 

Parent involvement is also related to teacher actions. For example, Ander-
son and Minke (2007) found that specific teacher invitations were significantly 
related to parent involvement behaviors, particularly among minority and 
low-income families. They suggested that when parents perceived that their 
participation was desired by teachers, they would often overcome obstacles to 
be involved in spite of a lack of resources. Brown and Medway (2007) exam-
ined the relationships among measures of school climate, teacher expectations, 
and instructional practices in an elementary school with a high percentage of 
low-income, minority children. They found that when teachers valued paren-
tal input and family involvement, they created ways to facilitate home-school 
communication. Exemplary teachers also felt responsible for building a posi-
tive relationship with parents and placed a high value on parents helping their 
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children with homework and other activities. These teachers viewed parent in-
volvement as more than physical presence at school and felt that parents could 
make a significant educational impact beyond what they may contribute by 
attending meetings and volunteering in the classroom. 

The purpose of this article is two-fold: to review literature on family 
involvement in inclusive early childhood programs from the perspective of de-
velopmental ecological systems theory, and to describe family-focused programs 
for developing embedded learning opportunities across multiple inclusive set-
tings. We begin the review with a discussion of four ecological systems that are 
critical to an understanding of factors that may influence the degree and form 
of participation and then go on to describe a slightly different but compli-
mentary approach that views the child as embedded in a series of interrelated 
systems that interact with one another. 

The Theoretical Framework: Developmental Ecological 
Systems Approach

The ecological systems model we are focusing upon is based on an approach 
first described by Urie Bronfenbrenner (1988, 1989; Bronfenbrenner & Mor-
ris, 1998). According to Bronfenbrenner, an ecological systems model views 
the child as existing within a complex ecological context consisting of numer-
ous intrafamilial and extrafamilial systems that affect children’s development. 
Specifically, there are four interconnected systems that comprise the model 
(see Figure 1). The first is the microsystem and consists of the immediate fam-
ily environment or setting in which the child lives, such as parent and sibling 
interactions that exert an impact on the child. The mesosystem refers to inter-
connections between two or more settings or the interactions outside the family 
environment such as school and peer influences. The exosystem is the commu-
nity context that may not be directly experienced by the child, but which may 
influence the elements of the microsystem, such as sibling interactions. The 
macrosystem is the wider social, cultural, and legal context that encompasses 
all the other systems. An ecological systems view of inclusive education sug-
gests that children with or without disabilities develop in a complex social 
world and that it is necessary to observe interactions at multilevel contexts 
and examine changes over time at all levels. To ensure the success of inclusive 
educational programming, it is critical to integrate individual and contextu-
al processes and to examine interrelations among these systems. As shown in 
Figure 1, among the multiple levels of influence within the global system, the 
child’s development is most directly affected by the immediate family environ-
ment that provides a connection between the child and the outside world. 



THE SCHOOL COMMUNITY JOURNAL

56

Figure 1. The Interacted Systems Model Based on Developmental Ecological 
Systems Theory
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The planning for children with disabilities should start with a team dis-
cussion of the general education curriculum and should focus on routine and 
planned activities. One evidence-based approach for this planning would be to 
develop embedded learning opportunities that are identified by general educa-
tion teachers, special education teachers, parents, and other individuals who 
routinely interact with the child. Embedded learning opportunities are short 
teaching episodes that focus on individual learning objectives and are infused 
within ongoing classroom activities and routines (Sandall & Schwartz, 2002). 
The development of an activity matrix is one strategy for implementing em-
bedded learning opportunities (Filler & Xu, 2006; Fox & Williams, 1991; 
Sandall & Schwartz). Typically the activity matrix includes a simple schedule 
of the daily activities for the early childhood program setting in which a child 
with disabilities is to be fully included throughout the day. In this schedule, the 
instructional goals for the target child are taken directly from the child’s indi-
vidualized family services plan (IFSP) or the individualized education program 
(IEP). Families’ priorities for instruction are considered. Parents and other 
family members’ perspectives are viewed as important and numerous carefully 
planned opportunities are provided to address high priority skills during daily 
program activities. Including family increases the probability that skills learned 
at the center or school are also taught and practiced in the home and other nat-
ural settings. Activities that are specifically designed for the child with special 
needs are based on the family’s concerns and priorities and, therefore, are more 
likely to be appropriate within the cultural context of each family. 

The Microsystem: Parents and Siblings 

Identifying and Addressing Parental Concerns

As Filler and Xu (2006) have noted, 
the realities of a multi-racial, multi-ethnic, and multi-ability student 
population demand a unique and nontraditional approach characterized 
by an individualization sensitive to both inter- and intra-group identity. 
On the one hand the early childhood educator must pay individual at-
tention to developmentally appropriate content and strategy and on the 
other hand, support each family’s membership in a class loosely defined 
by common values, methods of adornment, and views regarding the role 
of the family in the formal educational process. (p. 93) 

The task is no more apparent than in the inclusion of students with disabilities 
(Xu, Gelfer, & Filler, 2003). As a group, these youngsters not only reflect the 
racial and ethnic diversities of their typically developing peers but may also 
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present an additional aspect of individuality: different, and at times frustrating, 
learning and/or behavioral problems. 

One challenge to the identification of parental concerns is the unique char-
acteristics of each family, especially families with culturally and linguistically 
diverse backgrounds. Each family may perceive their needs differently and 
thus may seek different resources. Additionally, the family’s belief system may 
also play an important role in how they determine their priorities and use the 
resources (Bruder, 2000; Noonan & McCormick, 2006). Vignette 1 is an ex-
ample of how a family’s perception of needs and priorities may differ from that 
of a professional. (Note: All the names in the vignettes are pseudonyms.)

Vignette 1: The Chan Family

Ling-Ling is a 4½-year-old girl with Down syndrome. She has been receiving 
Early Childhood Special Education (ECSE) service provided by the local school 
system. At the beginning of the year Ling-Ling’s ECSE teacher was concerned 
about her delayed speech-language and fine motor skills and suggested Ling-Ling 
receive speech-language therapy and physical therapy interventions. These sugges-
tions were reflected in Ling-Ling’s individualized education program (IEP) goals. 
Three months later, however, Ling-Ling’s ECSE teacher was frustrated with the 
finding that Ling-Ling made minimal progress in her speech-language and fine 
motor skills. She further found out that Ling-Ling’s parents did not follow through 
on Ling-Ling’s intervention plan at home, a critical determiner of success. What she 
did not know was that Ling-Ling’s family had other concerns. 

Having a child with a disability has a fundamental and lasting impact on Ling-
Ling’s family. It changes the belief system that the family has held for generations. 
Buddhism is the religious background of this family, and they strongly believe what 
they do in this world will determine what they will become in the other world after 
they die. In addition to the time issue (both Mr. and Mrs. Chan work full-time), 
which was the more obvious and immediate concern that the family had, there was 
another concern that the family was not willing or ready to share with other people, 
especially with the ECSE teacher who was from a different cultural background. 
Mr. and Mrs. Chan believed that having a child with disabilities was a punish-
ment from the heavens for some wrong doing by themselves or their ancestors. There-
fore, the only way to deal with the disability was to work harder and repent. They 
did not believe that they had the power to change or improve Ling-Ling’s condition. 
They believed they should take care of and protect Ling-Ling, the priority for the 
family. Thus it was not surprising that they did not implement any additional in-
terventions at home. In this case, what a professional considered a priority was not 
a priority for the Chan family. In terms of resources, they were more comfortable in 
seeking extended family support instead of obtaining professional assistance.  
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Without understanding Ling-Ling’s family’s needs and priorities that were 
intimately related to their cultural background, professionals could misinter-
pret Mr. and Mrs. Chan’s behaviors as uncooperative or irresponsible. What 
they failed to see was the strength or the power of the Chan family: hardwork-
ing, caring, and supportive, demonstrated by both immediate and extended 
family members (e.g., brother, grandparents, and uncles). These strengths re-
flected family values that could actually exert a positive influence by enriching 
the cultural awareness of the preschool. 

While the importance of identifying family priorities and resources are self-
evident, how to identify and access family resources is very individualized and 
not always obvious. As Dunst, Trivette, Davis, and Cornwell (1988) have ex-
amined, how one defines a family concern or need has much to do with the 
approach that one uses to address that need. For these authors, a need exists 
whenever there is a difference between what the parent sees as normative or 
desirable and what actually exists from his/her perspective, not the perspec-
tive of the educator, social worker, or therapist. The role of the professional is 
to acknowledge and support each family’s ability to identify its own concerns 
relative to the development and education of the child (empowerment) and to 
assist the family in acquiring both the skills and resources that may be neces-
sary to effectively address those concerns (enablement). According to several 
studies, many parents do not feel that the activities organized by the school 
constitute real opportunities for family participation, and many of them actu-
ally feel powerless in decision-making processes (e.g., Weiss & Edwards, 1992; 
Williams & Stallworth, 1984). 

More recent research has shown the effects of involving families by empow-
ering and enabling them in the process of decision making within the ecological 
systems model. A model called “ecologies of parental engagement” (EPE) ex-
plains how parents’ practices in relation to their children’s school can constitute 
a transformative process in which parents draw on multiple experiences and re-
sources to define their interaction with schools and school activities (Calabrese 
Barton, Drake, Perez, St. Louis, & George, 2004). The term ecology suggests 
the focus on the entire system: families in relation to environment. Instead of 
“involvement” to describe the specific things parents do, the researchers used 
“engagement” to include parents’ orientations to the world and how those ori-
entations frame the things they do. In other words, the concept of parental and 
family involvement goes beyond a given individual and his or her participation 
in an event. It also includes the contexts involved in an individual’s decision 
to participate in an event, including his or her relationships with other indi-
viduals, the history of the event, and the intra-familial resources available that 
may be utilized to support participation or “engagement.” Such an approach 
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views the family as a complex organization of individuals with unique pat-
terns of communication and responsibilities that at times overlap and at other 
times are unique to subsystems that exist within the larger family system (e.g., 
the parent-child subsystem, the spousal subsystem, the sibling subsystem, the 
parent-grandparent subsystem). An intervention that focuses upon any one 
individual is likely to affect any subsystem to which that individual belongs 
which, in turn, affects the entire family.

Pérez Carreón et al. (2005) suggested one way to address family concerns in 
a meaningful manner for all involved is to allow parents’ life experiences and 
cultural capital to inform and shape the school’s culture. Schools need to imple-
ment parental participation programs by listening to parents’ and other family 
members’ voices and, in so doing, acknowledging the often unique needs and 
hopes reflected in those voices. In this way the distance between home and 
school may be reduced and a truly collaborative team could be formed. Coo-
per and Christie (2005) evaluated a District Parent Training Program (DPTP) 
which was designed to “educate and empower urban school parents” (p. 2249). 
Although the DPTP was a curriculum-based parent education program with 
the intent to empower parents in helping their children in content areas such 
as English and math, findings from the evaluation by Cooper and Christie sug-
gested a mutual benefit between parents and school. While parents felt more 
empowered through the program, educators and administrators gained a bet-
ter understanding of family needs by giving those parents the opportunity to 
articulate their own needs and pinpoint the ways in which they want to gain 
from parent-oriented programs. They also found that establishing true partner-
ships with parents requires that educators acknowledge and validate parents’ 
views and ultimately share power. Partnership also requires educators to show 
sensitivity to the culturally relevant values that influence parents’ educational 
priorities and demands, and recognize that cultural, socioeconomic, and gen-
der factors affect how parents participate in their children’s education. It is 
important to recognize that implicit in such an approach is the assumption on 
the part of educators that, as Dunst et al. (1988) have noted, every parent has 
the capacity to identify his or her own educational concerns and to acquire the 
skills necessary to play a central role in the education of the child.  

Identifying and Meeting Siblings’ Needs 

Clearly the parent-child subsystem is extremely important within the larger 
family system, but sibling relationships may be even more significant because 
siblings actually spend a significant amount of time with each other, and those 
sibling interactions often directly affect the larger set of peer interactions that 
occur outside of the family. Siblings learn critical social skills from each other, 
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such as sharing, negotiation, and competition. The impact of a child’s dis-
ability on siblings’ emotional and behavioral functioning is multifactorial and 
influenced by characteristics of the sibling and sibling dyad, the nature and de-
mands of the child’s condition, and parental and family functioning (Sharpe & 
Rossiter, 2002; Stoneman & Berman, 1993). 

Sibling relationships appear especially important for preschool children. 
At this age, children start to play associatively or cooperatively, and thus in-
teractive play is one of the effective ways of learning for preschool children. 
However, due to the disability, this interaction for the child with special needs 
may be disruptive in two ways: to the child with special needs, and to the 
child’s siblings. Most previous interventions tended to focus on the child with 
special needs. Yet, the impact on the sibling(s) is equally important. Because of 
the additional attention and care the child with special needs receives, the sib-
lings might often feel ignored or neglected, or even resentful. 

Siblings’ needs may be different for families from different cultures. For 
families with strong sibling relationships, parents may share some of their care-
giving responsibilities with the children so that siblings are more likely to feel 
their roles have particular significance to the family. For families with strong 
individual values, involving siblings in the planning for the child with special 
needs may help to develop a sense of identity and recognized value within the 
entire family system. Regardless of cultural differences, siblings are important 
role models that can either positively or negatively impact the child with spe-
cial needs.

Dodd (2004) described the development of a support group for the broth-
ers and sisters of young children with disabilities, Portage “brothers and sisters” 
project. A model for sibling involvement, the home-based Portage Service pro-
vides services for preschool children with a wide range of disabilities and their 
families. The group offers a mixture of socializing, games, and group-work ac-
tivities that are intended to address the issues that may emerge in family life 
when a child with disabilities is born. The Portage model is intended to provide 
support that is flexible enough to accommodate the needs of siblings as well as 
those of the child with special needs and their parents.

Effective communication between parents and siblings about disabilities 
may reduce stress felt by siblings. Pit-Ten Cate and Loots (2000) indicated 
that siblings reported they worried most often about the future and the health 
of their brother or sister with disabilities. These siblings commented that open 
communication and trust were the most important component of their rela-
tionship with parents. They acknowledged that it could be difficult for their 
parents to meet the needs of non-disabled siblings because they might be pre-
occupied with the child who had additional needs and sometimes might also 



THE SCHOOL COMMUNITY JOURNAL

62

wish to protect the other children and conceal information from them. Al-
though parents may fear that talking to a child about a sibling with a disability 
may induce stress, especially when the child is young, evidence suggests that 
siblings need information that is appropriate to their age.

Mesosystem: Peers and School

Involving Peers in the Process of Planning for Inclusion

Successful attempts to meet the educational needs of children with a wide 
spectrum of needs in a single setting require careful planning. Key to that 
planning is the identification of activities that allow for the meaningful par-
ticipation of each child and are, at the same time, valid for the unique cultural 
identity of each family. As families, schools, and communities have taken more 
steps to fully integrate students with disabilities into the schools, families and 
educators have worked to find effective ways to plan together. One approach 
that has been used since the late 1980s is the McGill Action Planning System 
(MAPS). MAPS is a strategy that was originally developed by Marsha Forest, 
Jack Pearpoint, Judith Snow, Evelyn Lusthaus, and the staff at the Center for 
Integrated Education in Canada. One particular characteristic of the MAPS is 
its focus on what the child can do, instead of the child’s weaknesses or deficits 
(Ryan, Kay, Fitzgerald, Paquette, & Smith, 2001). 

A critical feature of the MAPS process is the involvement of typically devel-
oping peers and friends of the child with disabilities in planning for inclusion as 
well as other aspects of the educational program. Typically developing children 
provide necessary and fresh perspectives on the needs of their peers related to 
involvement in regular classes and community activities. They also serve a key 
role in supporting their peer with disabilities in regular activities and settings. 
Additionally, typically developing peers can help other team members under-
stand and appreciate the dreams and fears of a child with special needs relative 
to being accepted and valued as a member of the school community. Because 
the involvement of peers is an essential feature of the MAPS process, the plan-
ning should not occur until the child with disabilities has been a member of 
the regular education or natural community, so that their friends without dis-
abilities can be identified and recruited. Ideally, more than one friend should 
be included to decrease the likelihood that a child may feel uncomfortable in a 
predominately or all-adult setting. The planning typically occurs in one or two 
sessions, but for younger children the session can be broken down into shorter 
periods. The seven key questions to be addressed by the MAPS include: What 
is the individual’s history? What is your dream for the individual? What is your 
nightmare? Who is the individual? What are the individual’s strengths, gifts, 
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and abilities? What are the individual’s needs? What would the individual’s ide-
al day at school look like, and what must be done to make it happen?

Addressing the questions that compose the MAPS process, however, should 
be an ongoing activity for the planning team. The facilitator may choose to 
address the questions in different sequences based on different situations. Peer 
participation in the planning for inclusion helps the planning team to brain-
storm the needs of the child with disabilities, describe the dreams for the child 
from their typically developing peers’ perspectives, share their concerns or fears 
for the child in inclusive settings, and develop goals that capitalize on the child’s 
strengths within the general education curriculum.

When considering the use of the MAPS process, professionals and parents 
may ask how the MAPS process relates to the IEP or IFSP development. While 
the MAPS planning is not a legal process as is the IEP or IFSP procedure, it 
complements these plans in several ways. First, the collaborative process in-
herent in the MAPS can lead to a clearer sense of mission and greater sense of 
teamwork, both of which are keys to early childhood special education and ear-
ly intervention effectiveness. Second, because the MAPS planning involves the 
child’s siblings and typically developing peers, it provides a source of additional 
input and perspective that is age and developmentally relevant. Specific IEP 
goals and objectives and IFSP outcomes should reference skills and concepts 
taught in general education classes and other typical school and community 
environments that are chronologically relevant and appropriate (Vandercook, 
York, & Forest, 1989). Third, the MAPS planning should provide families 
with an experience that leads to an appreciation for the value of their active 
participation in educational planning. 

Vignette 2: What are our dreams for Ling-Ling? 

Ling-Ling’s MAPS planning team included Ling-Ling’s parents, grandparents, 
and older brother, her preschool friends Sarah and Tom, her ECSE teacher, her 
speech-language pathologist, and her physical therapist. Everybody was asked to 
talk about his or her dream for Ling-Ling. What made this planning process unique 
were the dreams for Ling-Ling expressed by her older brother, Sam, and her friends, 
Sarah and Tom. Sam was a very caring big brother, and he often played with Ling-
Ling after school. His dream for Ling-Ling was that she could go to college; a dream 
that he shared for himself. Sarah said her dream for Ling-Ling was that they would 
go to kindergarten together so they could see each other every day and play together. 
Tom was a very active boy, and he wanted Ling-Ling to play soccer with him. When 
asked why, he said because they were best friends. Compared with adults’ dreams 
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for Ling-Ling, which were primarily skill-focused, Ling-Ling’s friends reminded the 
adults that Ling-Ling was first of all a 4-year-old child like other same-age children, 
and therefore she needed to be with her age appropriate peers in natural settings. In 
order to make this dream come true, an inclusive early childhood program should 
be considered for her placement. Through this process Mr. and Mrs. Chan were very 
happy to discover that Ling-Ling was accepted by her typically developing peers as a 
friend, which they feared would never happen. They never dreamed that Ling-Ling 
would go to a regular school like her older brother until then. A new horizon was 
unfolding for Ling-Ling.

As mentioned before, it is widely accepted that family involvement and sup-
port is an important factor for the success of inclusive programs (e.g., Palmer, 
Fuller, Arora, & Nelson, 2001; Salend, 2006); however, we cannot assume that 
family members all understand the value of inclusive practices. The MAPS 
process provides multiple opportunities for professionals to explain essential 
features of inclusive programs to families. For example, our experience has sug-
gested that many families initially view special education as a place and not a 
set of services that are intended to support the successful education of children 
in the regular educational setting. The provision of an opportunity for parents 
and family members to ask questions and share concerns about their needs and 
priorities in a supportive and non-judgmental environment goes a long way 
toward building a collaborative relationship with the family. 

Exosystem: Community Connection

The inclusion of individuals with disabilities in both education as well as the 
larger aspects of society reflects a much larger multicultural global trend (Er-
hard & Umanksy, 2005; Gaad, 2004). Inclusion in education is but one aspect 
of the broader social integration of children (Dyson, 2005; Guralnick, 1994; 
Stainback & Stainback, 1990). Inclusion in not only the classroom setting but 
also in after-school activities provides important opportunities for meaningful 
interactions between children with and without disabilities. 

Different approaches to the involvement of families in after-school activi-
ties have provided examples of the positive impact such activities may have 
upon the development of young children. For example, Families and Schools 
Together (FAST) is an after-school, multi-family support program to increase 
parent involvement in schools, build family-community networks through 
schools, and improve the academic and social outcomes of children (McDon-
ald et al., 2006; McDonald, Billingham, Conrad, Morgan, & Payton, 1997; 
McDonald, Coe-Braddish, Billingham, Dibble, & Rice, 1991). Thousands of 
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low-income families from diverse backgrounds have increased their involve-
ment in schools and communities through the FAST project since its inception 
in 1988. It has been implemented in more than 800 schools in 45 states and 
five countries. Positive outcomes of target children include significantly bet-
ter academic performance, decreased aggressive behavior, and increased social 
skills (McDonald et al., 2006). In addition, it has shown a positive effect re-
garding less substance abuse among diverse low-income, urban families. Issues 
such as income and family-school-community connection are extremely im-
portant factors that may influence the effectiveness of intervention in families 
of children with disabilities.

In the FAST program, a collaborative, culturally diverse team of parents 
and professionals forms a multi-family group to engage the parents in build-
ing social networks through the schools. In these relationships, different levels 
of the child’s social ecology are considered and appear to act as protective fac-
tors against the occurrence of negative behaviors such as substance abuse. This 
multi-family group model emphasizes high engagement and retention rates 
that reflect the cultural norms of the Latino community. Consistent research 
findings have supported the primacy of extended families in Latino communi-
ties including those of Mexico, Cuba, and Puerto Rico (e.g., McDonald et al., 
2006; Santiago-Rivera, Arredondo, & Gallardo-Cooper, 2002). Respect for 
parents as active partners in the process of supporting the child’s school success 
clearly is a key part of the FAST project. 

Projects such as FAST teaming are effective because they value the interde-
pendence within the ecological system, an ultimate goal of inclusion. Within 
this system, the community or societal structure based on reciprocal relation-
ships is a key, yet often lacking, component for families from diverse cultural 
and linguistic backgrounds. Research has suggested that the social network 
beyond school and family does play a critical role in both family functioning 
and successful intervention for children with disabilities in areas of academic 
performance, classroom behaviors, and peer social skills. It appears to be espe-
cially beneficial for multi-family groups with different cultural backgrounds 
who may not have social networks available otherwise. 

Another model involving parents of children with more severe disabili-
ties such as autism is the Family-Centered Preschool Model that was designed 
to augment the family support provided by classroom staff members with-
in center-based preschool programs (Kaczmarek, Goldstein, Florey, Carter, & 
Cannon, 2004). In this model, parents of children with disabilities are assigned 
as family consultants. The family consultants provide information and support 
to other families who are receiving early intervention services in the same com-
munity. The family consultants, as parents of children with disabilities as well 
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as paraprofessional members of the early intervention staff, act as a liaison be-
tween families and professional staff, the agency, and the broader community. 
Kaczmarek and colleagues found that families who participated in this pro-
gram benefited in multiple ways such as obtaining information about specific 
disabilities, resources, school options, family rights, transition to kindergarten, 
and potty training. Family members also indicated benefits and support they 
received from not only the family consultants, but also from other participat-
ing families. In addition, the project had a positive impact on parenting skills. 
For example, parents reported that the project provided support and informa-
tion, which in turn had helped them to provide better service and advocate for 
their children. Not surprisingly, positive effects on child outcomes were also 
observed. 

Macrosystem: Cultural Influence

We defined cultural influence as social and/or environmental factors that 
influence the beliefs and behaviors of individuals who are involved in the sys-
tems. According to Lindsey and colleagues (2003), an individual’s cultural 
proficiency in education is the level of knowledge-based skills and understand-
ing that are critical for successful teaching and interaction with students. To 
be culturally proficient, one needs to understand the concept of diversity that 
encompasses acceptance, inclusiveness, and respect (Lindsey et al.). One must 
also realize that each individual is a unique but at the same time inseparable 
unit within the multi-level systems. 

Cultural influence exists in all contexts from immediate family environment 
to larger social settings within the ecological systems. It guides one’s implicit 
thoughts and feelings towards a specific phenomenon as well as one’s explicit 
behaviors in a social interaction. Weisner (2002) examined cultural influence 
within the ecological-cultural context and suggested that cultural pathways 
are made up of everyday routines of life. These routines are cultural activi-
ties in which children from different backgrounds may act or react differently. 
For example, one might expect that children growing up in a culture that be-
stows significant value to the sibling relationship would respond differently to 
a brother’s or sister’s disability than children raised in a culture in which sibling 
relationships are secondary, even to friendships. Yet cultural context has been 
given minimal attention in research on sibling adaptation to disability with but 
a few exceptions. 

Culture-related values are reflected in the quality of sibling relationships. 
Cultures that highly value collectivity and group identity tend to have strong, 
close sibling relationships. For example, in Latino cultures, siblings’ daily lives 
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tend to be highly intertwined, and sibling caretaking and companionship are 
routines, as compared to European American youth who report greater lev-
els of companionship with their friends than with their siblings (DeRosier & 
Kupersmidt, 1991). One study reported that European American children 
more often directed and rejected their younger siblings’ play than Mexican 
children, who more often commented on and joined in their younger siblings’ 
play (Farver, 1993). In cultures that value sibling companionship and caretak-
ing, older siblings are often given more responsibility by their parents while 
younger children receive more attention from their parents and older siblings. 

On the other hand, in cultures that value the autonomy of the individ-
ual child, sibling relationships are less interdependent, and siblings tend to 
become competitors for their parents’ attention. Parents often seek to foster 
individual identity and achievement, to treat siblings “equally and fairly,” and 
to protect siblings from being “overburdened” by each other’s care (Weisner, 
1993). Therefore, when one child with a disability receives more attention and 
care from parents because of his or her special needs, the impact on the child’s 
siblings will vary from culture to culture. The context of cultural beliefs and ex-
pectations for sibling companionship and intimacy should be considered when 
we identify family concerns and needs because of the role they may play in ef-
fective intervention for the child with special needs. 

Conclusion

Creating inclusive educational programs for diverse groups of young chil-
dren is a complex and often daunting task. Traditionally, educational practices 
have reflected a “one size fits all” approach to both curriculum and strategy that 
ignores fundamental individual differences. Educational programs for young 
children often reflect practices that homogenize settings to produce an unreal-
istic uniformity among students that is not reflected in the pluralistic societies 
in which they live. We now recognize the value that is added to the preschool 
education experience by diversity and have, in the last few years, attempted to 
identify critical aspects of successful inclusive programs. Key among them has 
been parent and family involvement and support for inclusion. 

We believe, from both our reading of the available literature and our ex-
tensive clinical experience, that the enablement and empowerment of families 
should be a goal of all educational programs. To reach this goal we need a dy-
namic, systematic, and comprehensive approach that reflects an awareness and 
appreciation for the complex ways in which systems act and interact to in-
fluence outcomes. The developmental ecological systems model is one of the 
approaches trying to address this complex set of variables. This model has been 
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supported with well-established research and evidence-based practices. When 
educational practices that support inclusion focus upon all systems with active 
family involvement as the focus of concern, we will be able to achieve the more 
important goal of education: to prepare our youth for a life that reflects an ap-
preciation of the value and fundamental worth of each individual. 
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Expectations of Chinese Families of Children 
with Disabilities Towards American Schools

Lusa Lo 

Abstract

Working collaboratively with culturally and linguistically diverse families of 
children with disabilities can sometimes be a challenge for educators and ser-
vice providers. As the number of Asian students with disabilities continues to 
increase, very little research has focused on how collaborative partnerships can 
be developed between schools and their families. The purpose of this study was 
to examine the expectations of 12 Chinese families of children with disabili-
ties towards American schools. One-on-one interviews were used in the study. 
Results suggested that the participants had five expectations from American 
schools: (1) accessibility of quality interpreters, (2) cultural sensitivity among 
professionals, (3) advocacy, (4) home-school communication, and (5) parent 
education. Implications for applying research to practice are discussed. 

Key Words: home-school partnerships, culturally, linguistically diverse fami-
lies, Chinese families, family, schools, disabilities, special education students, 
disability, special needs, parents, communication, Asian, advocacy

Introduction

Since 1975, several regulations protecting the rights of children and youth 
with disabilities aged 3 to 21 years old have been made and revised in the United 
States. These regulations include the Education for All Handicapped Children 
Act (P.L. 94-142), Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), IDEA 
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Amendments of 1997 (IDEA ’97), and Individuals with Disabilities Education 
Improvement Act of 2004 (IDEA 2004). In order to ensure that these children 
and youth receive free and appropriate education, the regulations state clearly 
that parents must be members of the Individualized Education Program (IEP) 
team, meeting annually with professionals to discuss the services and place-
ments of students with disabilities. Numerous parental rights are stated in the 
regulations. For example, parents can request IEP meetings any time during 
the year and discuss their children’s educational program; parents can request 
that schools conduct evaluations when disabilities are suspected to be the cause 
of poor academic performance; schools must provide parents with progress 
reports regarding their children’s performance toward the IEP goals and objec-
tives; and parents can request to have evaluation reports sent to them before 
IEP meetings. One purpose of these rights is to inform schools that parents’ 
voices are important and should be included in the development of their child’s 
educational program.

It is undeniable that the U.S population has changed rapidly in the past few 
decades. Between 1980 and 2006, the rate of increase for the culturally and lin-
guistically diverse (CLD) population was very high, between 41% and 269% 
(see Table 1; U.S. Census Bureau, 2006; U.S. Department of Commerce, 
2005). This drastic change in population directly and dramatically affects the 
demographics of the school-age population. Currently, CLD students com-
prise almost half (43%) of the school-age population (National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2007). Among the students receiving special education in 
2005-2006, 41% of them were from the diverse population (U.S. Department 
of Education, 2005). While the number of CLD students with and without 
disabilities increased rapidly, less than 20% of educators (general and special 
education) were from the CLD population (Strizek, Pittsonberger, Riordan, 
Lyter, & Orlofsky, 2006; University of Florida, 2003). The diverse student 
population, combined with the shortage of teachers from diverse backgrounds, 
is forcing schools to evaluate their ways of collaborating with CLD families. 

Table 1. Changes in U.S. Population, 1980 – 2006, by Race and Ethnicity

1980 1990 2000 2006 Growth
1980 – 2006

White
African American
American Indian/ 
   Alaska Native
Hispanic
Asian/Pacific Islander

181,140
26,215
1,336

14,869
3,665

188,725
29,439
1,793

22,573
7,092

195,769
34,413
2,104

35,647
10,827

197,841
37,052
2,370

44,253
13,528

 9%
41%
77%

198%
269%

Note. Numbers are in thousands.
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Existing literature suggests that developing an effective home-school part-
nership with CLD families of children with disabilities has been a challenge 
(e.g., Hughes, Valle-Riestra, & Arguelles, 2002; Lian & Fontànez-Phelan, 2001; 
Smalley & Reyes-Blanes, 2001; Zionts, Zionts, Harrison, & Bellinger, 2003). 
These studies suggested that cultural differences between families and schools 
could affect the level of home-school partnership. Some CLD families felt that 
educators did not respect their cultural background. Zionts et al. interviewed 
African American families of 24 children with moderate to severe disabilities 
regarding their perceptions of cultural sensitivity demonstrated by the school 
district. These families felt that many teachers, especially the Caucasian teach-
ers, did not have a solid cultural understanding of them and their children. 
Some families also reported that cultural sensitivity did not exist in their chil-
dren’s school. In another study, Park, Turnbull, and Park (2001) conducted 
in-depth phone interviews with 10 Korean American parents of children with 
disabilities regarding their perceptions of their partnerships with professionals 
who served their children. One parent reported that the objectives profession-
als developed for her child were unrealistic. One objective was for the child to 
explore the texture of different foods with (his or her) fingers. However, in the 
Korean culture, touching food with hands was not encouraged.

The second common challenge that CLD families face is the language barrier 
(e.g., Harry, 1992; Hughes et al., 2002; Tellier-Robinson, 2000). The shortage 
of bilingual professionals restricts non- and limited-English speaking families 
from accessing information and programs which could be helpful to their child 
with disabilities. Park et al. (2001) reported that language barriers isolated 8 
of the 10 limited-English speaking parents interviewed from meaningful part-
nerships with service providers, limited their access to basic information and 
advocacy, and prevented them from participating actively in school meetings 
and events. In another relevant study, Tellier-Robinson (2000) interviewed 
nine Portuguese-speaking families regarding their involvement in their child’s 
education. These parents also reported that because of their limited English 
abilities, they were unable to attend many meetings and events organized by 
the schools. These parents did not feel that they were welcome to speak with 
school officials regarding their child. In addition, the CLD parents stated that 
other barriers, such as inflexible work schedules and a lack of transportation 
and child care services, prevented them from being active school participants 
(Peña, 2000).

Although many studies attempt to determine how schools can better involve 
families of children with disabilities (Hughes et al., 2002; Lian & Fontànez-
Phelan, 2001; Peña, 2000; Torres-Burgo, Reyes-Wasson, & Brusca-Vega, 1999; 
Zetlin, Padron, & Wilson, 1996), a majority of these studies focus on African 
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American and Hispanic families of children with disabilities. Although Asian 
students with disabilities are under-represented in special education, the num-
ber of Asian students with disabilities continues to increase, making them the 
third largest group to receive special education services (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2005, 2007). Combined with the shortage of bilingual educators, 
there is a need for more research to examine whether or not the needs of the 
Asian families of children with disabilities are being met and how schools can 
collaborate with these families effectively. The purpose of this study was to ex-
amine the expectations of Chinese families of children with disabilities towards 
American schools. The findings of this study can add to the store of infor-
mation schools need to develop effective home-school partnerships with this 
population. 

Method

Participants

Twelve Chinese parents of children with disabilities were the participants of 
the study. All parents were immigrants from China. Their length of stay in the 
U.S. ranged from 3 years to 15 years. One parent spoke Mandarin, while the 
others spoke Cantonese (see Table 2 for the demographics of the participants). 
One participant had two children with disabilities, another participant had 
three children with disabilities, and the remaining families each had one child 
with a disability. The disabilities of the participants’ children ranged from mild 
to severe (see Table 3). 

Parents participating in this study were identified through collaboration 
with two parent support groups in Eastern Massachusetts. At the time of the 
study, these two groups were the only ones in the area that served Chinese 
families of children with disabilities. One group served five families, and the 
second group served seven families. The researcher was invited by the coor-
dinators of both support groups to attend their monthly group meetings to 
meet the families, inform them of the purpose of the study, and recruit partici-
pants. All 12 parents from both groups were eager to share their expectations of 
schools with the researcher and expressed interest in participating in the study. 
The researcher of this study has unique qualifications which enable her to com-
municate freely with the participants without cultural and linguistic barriers. 
She is fluent in both Cantonese and Mandarin, and has extensive experience 
in special education. 
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Table 2. Demographic Information of the Participants 

Parents Highest Degree Earned Occupation Economic 
Statusa

English 
Proficiencyb

1 Associate degree Housewife High Fluent

2 Bachelor’s degree in home 
country Housewife Low Limited

3 Bachelor’s degree Self-employed High Fluent
4 5th-grade in home country Housewife Low Non

5 Master’s degree Computer 
engineer High Fluent

6 High school graduate in 
home country

Accountant 
clerk High Fluent

7 Sixth grade in home coun-
try Housewife Low Limited

8 High school graduate in 
home country Housewife Low Non

9 High school graduate in 
home country Housewife Low Limited

10 High school graduate in 
home country Housewife Low Limited

11 High school graduate in 
home country Salesperson Low Fluent

12 High school graduate in 
home country

Factory 
worker Low Limited

aThe economic status was determined by the income level reported by the participants.
 bThe level of English language proficiency was reported by the participants.

Table 3. Demographic Information of Participants’ Children
# of Participants’ 

Children
Grade level

Elementary
Secondary

Gender
Male
Female

Types of disabilities
Hearing impairment
Specific learning disability
Autism
Intellectual impairment

Placement
General education classrooms 
  with in-class support
Substantial separate classrooms

10
5

10
5

1
1
9
4

3

12
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Data Collection

Semi-structured interviews were used in the study. Interviews are com-
monly used in studies that investigate the perceptions of families of children 
with disabilities toward schools (Park et al., 2001; Pruitt, Wandry, & Hollums, 
1998). There were two advantages of collecting data using an interview format. 
First, using personal interviews to collect information on participants’ experi-
ences provided more in-depth, personal, and elaborated information (Bogdan 
& Biklen, 2007). Second, the interview process allowed the researcher and 
participants to interact (Mitchell & Jolley, 2001). The Chinese population is 
considered a people of a high-context culture (Chan & Lee, 2004), which 
means that their communication style relies more on nonverbal than verbal 
language. One-on-one interviews were helpful in eliciting detailed informa-
tion. Finally, given their view of family privacy, Chinese parents were assumed 
to consider family matters involving their children with disabilities as private 
matters which should not be openly discussed with others (Hyun & Fowler, 
1995). Interviewing each participant individually was therefore more appro-
priate than using other formats of data collection. 

Before the interviews took place, the researcher attended four monthly 
meetings in each of the two support groups. This opportunity allowed the re-
searcher to develop rapport with the participating families. Each family was 
asked to select a convenient location for the interview to take place; all chose 
their home. Each interview lasted between 1 and 2 hours. Brief follow-up 
phone interviews were also conducted for clarifications.

The interview guide, consisting of 15 open-ended questions, was derived 
from the work of previous researchers (e.g., Park et al., 2001; Pruitt et al., 
1998; see Table 4 for sample questions). Some questions were added based on 
the participants’ responses. During the interview, the researcher probed parents 
to be specific and provide in-depth information. All interviews were conducted 
in Chinese, the participants’ preferred language. Permission was also obtained 
for the interviews to be audiotaped. (Note: All names used are pseudonyms.)

Table 4. Sample Interview Questions
Please tell me a brief history of your child’s disability. 1. 
What is your role in your child’s education?2. 
Please describe your relationship with your child’s school.3. 
Have you experienced any challenges when interacting with school 4. 
professionals? What are those challenges?
What are your expectations of the school and professionals (teachers 5. 
and other service providers)?
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Data Analysis

All interviews were transcribed verbatim into Chinese by the researcher, 
who is fluent in both Cantonese and Mandarin. All participants were invited 
to review the transcripts for accuracy. Two participants required the researcher 
to include additional information in their transcript, while the other parents 
reported that no change was needed. Next, the researcher translated all tran-
scripts into English. A graduate student who was fluent in both Chinese and 
English was asked to review the translations for accuracy; the overall rate of 
agreement was 95%.

A coding system was developed to analyze the interview data. The research-
er examined all interview transcripts and searched for common themes. Using 
the constant comparative method as described by Glaser and Strauss (1967), 
categorizes were developed. If any of the data did not belong to any of these 
categories, new categories were established. After all the data were coded, two 
graduate students were asked to review the transcripts independently and de-
termine the accuracy of coding. A 90% interrater reliability was found. The 
researcher and the graduate students discussed the differences until consensus 
was reached. 

Results

The participants of this study reported that they were very thankful that 
their children could attend schools in the U.S. and receive special education 
services. However, these parents faced many challenges when trying to advo-
cate for their children and collaborate with professionals such as educators and 
service providers. Based upon the 12 Chinese parents’ responses, they had five 
expectations from the American schools: accessibility of quality interpreters, 
cultural sensitivity among professionals, advocacy, home-school communica-
tion, and parent education. 

Accessibility of Quality Interpreters

The Chinese parents included in the study were very concerned about their 
children’s performance in school and wanted to be informed regarding their 
children’s progress. Although interpreters were provided by many schools in 
IEP meetings, they were unavailable during other school hours. The seven par-
ticipants who were non- or limited-English speakers reported that they did not 
have the language proficiency to maintain close contact with the profession-
als. Something as simple as informing their child’s teachers that their child was 
sick and had to miss school was a challenge for these parents. One mother of a 
12-year-old son with intellectual impairment said, 
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I don’t know English. Someone told me that I could write to the teacher 
in Chinese and someone at the school could translate the message to her, 
but the teacher never responded. I don’t know other ways to communi-
cate with the teacher.

Additionally, these seven parents were often reluctant to attend school events 
because they were unable to communicate with the teachers. A mother of two 
children with autism said,

I always want to go to Open House. That’s the best opportunity for 
me to speak with the teacher, but there was nobody who could help 
me. I wish there were a person who could interpret for me…follow me 
around. I tried several times to go and speak with the teacher by myself, 
but it didn’t work. It was very difficult because of my English.
Being unable to read the school documents was another challenge the Chi-

nese parents faced. Documents such as IEP reports were often not translated in 
a timely manner. According to the parents, English IEPs were usually mailed 
to them one or two weeks after meetings, but the translated IEPs would not 
be available until two to five months after the meetings. According to the state 
regulations, upon receiving the IEP, parents are required to return a signed 
copy to the school within 30 days (MA Department of Education, 2007). In 
order to follow the regulations, parents would have to sign the IEPs without 
knowing the contents of the document. One parent who had an 8-year-old 
daughter with cerebral palsy said, 

I didn’t know that her PT [physical therapy] services were terminated. 
One time, I spoke with a Chinese paraprofessional at my daughter’s 
school. I asked her how come I never received a progress report from the 
PT. She told me that my daughter has stopped receiving PT since last 
month. I was shocked.…A few months later, I received the translated 
IEP and her PT services were really removed. 

This parent felt that if she had received the translated IEP earlier, she would 
have known about the changes in her daughter’s services. When I asked the par-
ent whether or not this matter was discussed at the IEP meetings, she reported 
that she was not aware of it. If the changes in her daughter’s services had been 
discussed at the meetings, then the interpreter did not interpret the message 
to her. Four other parents, one non-English speaker and three limited-English 
speakers, also felt that if interpreters had been available in school during other 
hours, the parents could have obtained help from the interpreters and found 
out about the contents of the IEPs before signing them.

The five participants who considered themselves fluent English speak-
ers also reported difficulties understanding some of the terminology used by 
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professionals in meetings and on evaluation reports. These parents stated that 
evaluation reports were often written with technical terms (e.g., standard scores 
and percentile ranks) and acronyms (e.g., WJ-III and ABAS-II) that confused 
them. They wanted professionals to know that although the parents were flu-
ent English speakers, they were not trained in special education. Professionals 
should not assume that parents can understand the technical terms common-
ly used among them. In order to ensure that all team members had the same 
information and could discuss it in meetings, the parents suggested that the 
professionals avoid using specialized terminology. If certain terms must be used, 
the parents reasoned, then the professionals should make sure that parents un-
derstand them. These parents also felt that having interpreters in schools would 
help resolve this challenge. 

According to the participants, having full-time interpreters could be ben-
eficial to both schools and parents. Interpreters could provide parents with 
assistance whenever they need assistance, such as speaking with profession-
als during the hours outside of IEP meetings. The interpreters could also help 
proofread any documents that were sent home to ensure that they did not 
contain any technical terms. Because these interpreters usually had the same 
cultural backgrounds as parents, they could also bridge the cultural gaps be-
tween schools and Chinese families. 

Cultural Sensitivity Among Professionals

The second expectation the Chinese families had on schools was the need 
to train professionals to be culturally sensitive. They felt that it was very dis-
respectful when schools sent home documents that were not written in their 
language. They did not feel that schools wanted to be their equal partners. 
Moreover, four of the participants reported that on several occasions, some 
professionals were particularly insensitive to the parent’s culture. One of the 
parents of a 17-year-old daughter with autism said,

The speech teacher said that Katherine didn’t have eye contact, so she 
didn’t teach her pronunciation. I was really upset about this.…Every 
parent at the school doesn’t like this teacher. There are two other parents 
of kids with special needs also think that she is crazy. I scolded her at the 
meeting. I asked her whether or not she has ever taken the civilization 
course.…In America, every single college considers that to be a required 
course now. I told her that there are many cultures in this world that stu-
dents don’t look at the teacher in the eye because it’s impolite, and you 
can get whacked. Then I asked her, “How does a blind child learn how 
to speak? They shouldn’t have eye contact. Right?” She said that she had 
this and that experience. Then I asked her, “How many Chinese autistic 
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children have you taught?”…I did not fight for more time slots with 
her. I [would] rather have my child spend more time with other teachers 
who can teach. Why bother to waste time, since she said my daughter 
doesn’t have eye contact, and she doesn’t want to teach her. If she doesn’t 
teach her pronunciation, then that’s not speech. If she doesn’t teach her 
pronunciation, then she is wasting my daughter’s time. 

Another parent of a 9-year-old son with autism also felt that her son’s teacher 
did not like her to be included in school activities due to her ethnicity. She 
said,

Sometimes the teacher sent home notes about class field trips. I used to 
check the box saying that I could go with the class. However, the teacher 
never wanted me to go.…I don’t know why. She never told me why. It 
happened so many times…so now I check the box saying that I cannot 
go.…I don’t want to think that it’s because I am Chinese. But when 
she did that all the time, it’s hard not to wonder if it’s really because of 
my race. I can speak English. I can communicate with the teacher, the 
students, and all the other parents, so why didn’t she want me to go? I 
don’t know.

Four of the Chinese parents also reported that sometimes the professionals 
would offer some suggestions that were culturally insensitive. For example, one 
mother said that a professional suggested she should cut up the child’s food 
in pieces so that the child can feed herself with a fork. However, the family 
often had porridge and noodle soup for dinner. It was very difficult for her to 
be compliant with the teacher’s suggestion. This parent felt that if the profes-
sionals tried to get to know the family, such unrealistic suggestions could be 
avoided. 

Advocacy

Due to many reasons, such as budgeting issues and shortage of staff, all the 
participants believed that school professionals might not advocate for their 
children. The parents felt that if they relied on schools to advocate for their 
children, their children might not get the services they needed. A mother of an 
11-year-old son with Hunter’s Syndrome said,

They [professionals] know that my son needs an aide to help him be-
cause he swallows anything he sees. It’s dangerous.…He had swallowed 
crayons and erasers before. One time, his teacher pulled me aside and 
told me that she also felt that my son should have an aide with him. Ah! 
Why didn’t she say that at the meeting?
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Nine of the parents reported that they had invited paid or free advocates to ac-
company them to IEP meetings. The parents considered an advocate as some-
one more knowledgeable than themselves regarding special education law and 
the types of services their child needed. One mother of a child with pervasive 
developmental disorder (PDD) said,

When my son turned 3 years old, he went to public school. He didn’t 
have any services. No speech. No OT. Even in class, he only received 15 
minutes of indirect services. I finally hired an advocate. After that, they 
gave me 1 hour speech and 1 hour OT. The second year, I saw that he 
still didn’t have any speech. The advocate helped me fight for 1½ hours 
of speech. This is what I had to do.
All the parents felt that because professionals were more knowledgeable than 

they were regarding their children’s disabilities and what services they needed, 
the parents wanted the professionals to speak up and advocate for their child. 
Children should always come first. If a professional knew that certain services 
or support should be provided to the child or that certain curriculum should 
be used instead of another, then that professional should advocate for the child 
and inform the other professionals in the team. The parents felt that it was very 
ineffective and exhausting if they were the only ones who kept asking for the 
support and services their child needed.

Home-School Communication

Maintaining communication is one of the keys to successful home-school 
partnerships. Because many of the participants’ children were unable to in-
form their parents about their school days, parents indicated that they would 
like teachers to let them know what their child did and what his/her behavior 
was like in school. Although some teachers used daily notebooks to inform 
parents about their child’s progress, seven of the parents reported that many of 
the teachers’ messages were very brief, such as “Tom did well today” or “Katie 
appeared to be very tired today.” These messages did not really inform parents 
about what their child did in school. Additionally, because homework was of-
ten not assigned to these children, parents were unable to know what their 
children had learned in school. 

Furthermore, two parents stated that they often had difficulties staying in 
touch with their child’s teacher. One father of a son with PDD said that he 
tried many times to set up an appointment with the teacher, but the teacher 
never responded. He said, 

I called her at school…left messages. I e-mailed her. When I dropped my 
son off in the morning, I asked her to set up a time. She said she would 
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get back to me, but she never did. I want to observe my son in the class-
room. I want to learn how the teacher teaches him…what methods they 
use, so I can use them at home.

This parent did consider contacting the school principal regarding this matter. 
However, he was worried that if he did, it could destroy his relationship with 
the teacher and would eventually do harm to his son, so he decided not to pur-
sue this matter. This father felt that his son’s teacher might have misinterpreted 
that his reason for observing the class was to check up on her.

The participants suggested that teachers send home informal daily progress 
notes that included such information as their child’s school performance and if 
there were any skills that they could reinforce at home. The parents suggested 
that for the parents who did not speak English fluently, the notes should be 
written in their primary language. Furthermore, they felt that professionals 
should send home their child’s daily schedule and that parents should be wel-
come to visit their child’s class anytime during school hours.

Parent Education

All the parents stated that they had limited knowledge about their child’s 
disability and how to best provide support for their children. Because all the 
parents had been educated outside of the U.S., they were not familiar with the 
school system and teaching methods that were used in this country. However, 
they felt it was their duty to supplement their child’s education at home. Three 
parents, all highly educated in the U.S., stated that they had tried to search 
for information about how to teach their children. However, the information 
on the internet was limited. These parents needed hands-on demonstrations. 
They wanted the professionals to take the time to educate them in these areas. 
Several parents said that because they did not know the appropriate methods 
to teach their children, they often used the same methods used when they 
were students in China. They knew that those teaching methods were old and 
might not be the most effective ones, but they did not know how best to be-
come informed of the current teaching practices. One mother said regarding 
her daughter, “I felt that because I didn’t know how to help her, I was actually 
doing more harm than good to her.” If parents could be informed regarding 
the strategies the professionals used at school, they believed their child could 
make better progress.

Discussion

The relationship between families and school is crucial in supporting our 
children (Epstein & Sanders, 2000; Henderson & Mapp, 2002). The findings 
of this study indicated that all participating Chinese families tried their best 
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in supporting their children with disabilities. All the parents were thankful 
that their children with disabilities could continue receiving education. These 
parents understood that collaborating with professionals was vital. However, 
many barriers, such as cultural and language differences, prevented them from 
participating fully. The 12 Chinese parents in this study reported that they had 
several expectations from the schools and hoped that the schools would be will-
ing to collaborate with them and make the best decisions for their children.

Regardless of their level of English proficiency, the Chinese parents in this 
study encountered difficulty communicating with professionals in and outside 
of IEP meetings. The parents who were not fluent in English were unable to 
understand all the school documents that were written in English. Due to the 
unavailability of interpreters, communicating with professionals continued to 
be a challenge for these parents. On the other hand, parents who were fluent 
in English also reported that the terminology that was commonly used by pro-
fessionals often confused them. These parents felt that the key to successful 
home-school partnerships was communication. Having interpreters available 
in schools could help bring the home closer to the schools. Similar to the Chi-
nese parents of the study, the Latino parents in Hughes et al.’s (2001) study 
also experienced difficulties communicating with professionals. They strongly 
urged schools to hire interpreters, so they would be available at all times during 
school hours to support the parents who were not fluent English speakers. In-
terpreters could not only help bridge the communication gap between parents 
and professionals but also help translate materials, such as IEPs and informal 
progress notes, so all parents could be informed. 

Another key factor to successful home-school partnerships is having cultur-
ally sensitive staff members in the school (Voltz, 1994). The Chinese parents 
in this study reported that some professionals in their child’s school did not re-
spect their culture and would sometimes offer unrealistic suggestions to them 
regarding how to work with their children. Flett and Conderman (2001) sug-
gested that professionals take the time to learn about parents’ cultural beliefs 
and values. The professionals’ knowledge and appreciation of the parents’ cul-
ture would allow them to have effective communication and develop a trusting 
relationship with parents (Jordan, Reyes-Blanes, Peel, Peel, & Lane, 1998). 
However, professionals must be aware that although there may be a set of com-
mon values within each cultural subgroup, it is important to view each family 
as a unique unit influenced by its culture, but not defined by it (Lynch & Han-
son, 2004). Furthermore, professionals should be honest about what is best 
for their students. When the children with disabilities require certain services 
in order to be successful, the educators and service providers should advocate 
for them. Parents should not be the only ones who advocate for their children, 
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because some of these parents might not have the knowledge and language 
abilities to fulfill their advocacy roles.

Immigrants who are new to the U.S. may not be familiar with the system of 
special education system in America. In China, there are only three categories 
of disabilities: visual impairment, hearing impairment, and mental retardation 
(Yang, Ding, & Chang, 2007). However, in the U.S., there are 13 different 
disability categories. The description of each disability may also be different 
among the countries. In other words, assuming that parents are familiar with 
their child’s disability is detrimental. The Chinese parents of this study were 
very involved in their children’s academic careers. However, due to a lack of 
knowledge regarding their child’s disability, parents often did not know what 
services would be appropriate for their children and had to rely heavily on the 
professionals’ opinions. Furthermore, because these parents were not educated 
in the U.S. and were not familiar with the current teaching methods for their 
children, they felt that their inability to teach their children was an obstacle 
to their children’s success. These parents were desperate to advocate for their 
children and receive information about how to best support their children at 
home. Organizing parent education nights could address this challenge and 
ensure that the same teaching methods were used in both school and home.

In order to build effective relationships, schools and CLD parents must 
make an effort to bridge cultural and linguistic gaps. By understanding the 
Chinese parents’ expectations of schools, immediate action should be taken to 
eliminate these gaps. Otherwise, professionals and Chinese parents will con-
tinue to face challenges collaborating with each other, and the end result will 
impact the children negatively.

Although this study provides information regarding the expectations of 
Chinese parents of children with disabilities of schools, several limitations do 
apply. First, only the expectations of 12 Chinese families of children with dis-
abilities were examined. Results of this study should not be generalized to all 
Chinese families of children with disabilities. Second, some information might 
have been lost during translation. Although the researcher and translator were 
fluent in Chinese and English, many terms and phrases in Chinese could not 
be directly translated into English. Therefore, English words which could cap-
ture the general meaning were used. Finally, only the parents’ perspectives were 
investigated in this study. Inclusion of the perspectives of professionals might 
have provided more insight into the development of effective home-school 
partnerships. Despite these limitations, this study did provide further insight 
into the existing literature regarding the expectations of the Chinese families 
of children with disabilities towards school and how schools could develop col-
laborative partnerships with this population.
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Implications for Research to Practice

Based on the interviews, the following recommendations are offered as ways 
to develop more effective partnerships between CLD families and schools.

In order to ensure that there is no communication gap between schools and 1. 
homes, having full-time interpreters at schools would be crucial. However, 
as school budgets continue to shrink every year, instead of having full-time 
interpreters, schools may want to consider having part-time interpreters 
of different languages available on certain days of the week. For example, 
having a Spanish interpreter on Monday and Tuesday, Chinese interpreter 
on Wednesday and Thursday, and Portuguese interpreter on Tuesday and 
Friday. Both educators and parents can seek language supports on the days 
the interpreters are available.
Many of the interpreters schools hire may not have knowledge in the field 2. 
(and vocabulary) of special education. It would be important for schools 
to provide them with training so that their translation and interpretation 
services to CLD families can be more effective. If such training is not pos-
sible, educators and service providers are strongly advised to meet with the 
interpreters prior to meetings to insure that they will be able to provide 
quality translations.
As the number of CLD children with disabilities continues to increase in 3. 
the U.S., school districts should consider hiring more professionals and 
paraprofessionals from diverse cultures. Universities could also collaborate 
with school districts so that they can recruit and train more linguistically 
diverse credential candidates for the special education field. These profes-
sionals could not only help communicate with CLD parents during school 
hours, but also bridge the cultural gap between schools and home. 
Informing parents regarding their child’s progress is crucial. However, such 4. 
a daily progress note is often written in English and does not include suf-
ficient information. In order to address teachers’ busy schedule, creating a 
daily progress note template (see Figure 1) and having it translated at the 
beginning of the year would be helpful. Teachers and/or paraprofessionals 
can simply fill in the information which informs parents regarding what 
their child has worked on at school.
In addition to reporting to parents regarding their child’s progress, educa-5. 
tors should consider using a portion of the parent-teacher conference time 
to share some teaching strategies with parents, so that they can use the 
same methods to reinforce their child’s skills at home. It is more effective 
to have the educators and parents use the same materials and methods to 
teach each child.
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Cultural awareness workshops should be offered to professionals on a con-6. 
tinual basis. Instead of only identifying the common characteristics of each 
cultural subgroup, the workshops should focus on the challenges profes-
sionals face when working with CLD families and how to address them. 
Professionals should be aware that what seems common behavior in the 
dominant culture can be offensive in another culture. 
Schools should also consider collaborating with local community agencies 7. 
that offer workshops or trainings that can educate CLD families of chil-
dren with disabilities regarding the special education system and current 
teaching practices.  

Figure 1. Sample daily progress report template.

Date:       

Today, Jane went to

   (Speech therapy) and worked on       .

    (Physical therapy) and worked on       .

   (Occupational therapy) and worked on      .

In the classroom, we worked on the following: 

           
.

              .

           .

           .

                .

Additional Comments: 

Completed by:       (Classroom Teacher/Teacher Assistant) 

+    –
  x 
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From Mao to Memphis: Chinese Immigrant 
Fathers’ Involvement with Their Children’s 
Education

Alan Klein

Abstract

How do adults adapt when they have been inculcated into a particular phi-
losophy of parenting and education and are then expected to adjust to a cultural 
framework possibly at odds with their worldview? Mainland Chinese fathers 
represent one immigrant group that has had to successfully learn to navigate 
various challenges while interacting with their children and the American K-12 
educational system. This case study explores the issue of fathers and their chil-
dren through interviews with five men from Mainland China. The article first 
highlights the most common concerns expressed by Chinese families toward 
American schools and details how the fathers in this study developed specific 
strategies to address similar worries. The findings then focus on the concept of 
parental involvement in children’s education through the fathers’ perspective 
and how it might diverge from a more traditional view of involvement held 
by some educators. Implications for strengthening cross-cultural awareness be-
tween families and schools are discussed.

Key Words: Chinese immigrant parents, Asian, fathers, schools, cross-cultural 
awareness, home practices, intercultural competence, parental beliefs, involve-
ment, school-home communication, relationships, worldview, education
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Introduction 

Recent research studying the cross-cultural aspects of parental involvement, 
such as the Bridging Cultures Project (Trumbull, Rothstein-Fisch, & Green-
field, 2000; Trumbull, Rothstein-Fisch, & Hernandez, 2003), has provided 
guidance as to how schools can better understand the diverse communities that 
they serve. The case studies documented in this article were initiated because 
of a dilemma that occurred concerning Mainland Chinese1 immigrant par-
ents and the schools their children attend in Memphis, Tennessee. Adults who 
seemed to be having few major problems adapting cross-culturally in their own 
academic or work lives appeared frustrated concerning their children’s educa-
tion in American schools (Klein, 2004).

In prescient work now almost two generations old, Gordon (1964) 
comments that public schools and the mass media exert “overwhelming accul-
turative powers” over immigrant children (pp. 244-245). How much stronger 
have these influences become in our digital era, and did the Chinese parents 
feel that they were “losing” their daughters and sons due to these acculturative 
pressures? Why did teachers also begin to express aggravation at the demands 
made by some of the Chinese parents? The cultural gap that seemed to exist 
between the parents and the schools was both intriguing and disheartening. 
The question then arose: What would it take for Chinese immigrant parents, 
and specifically fathers, to adapt, cross-culturally, to the new realities that they 
encountered when dealing with their children’s education? 

This study began with the premise that parents are rightfully protective of 
their children and feel that any dangers, including cultural variances, must be 
minimized. With that in mind, an inquiry ensued into how fathers learned to 
adjust to a new worldview concerning the parenting and education of their 
children. 

The purpose of this article, then, is to explore the experiences of five immi-
grant fathers from Mainland China as they interact with their children as well 
as the American K-12 educational system. Through these various interactions, 
the fathers demonstrate concern for their children’s education and display high 
levels of parental involvement with their children, even though this partici-
pation might not be what the educational system has traditionally viewed as 
parental engagement. This exploratory study also has the broader goal of open-
ing up the discourse concerning a rarely discussed group, immigrant fathers, in 
their children’s education. The findings from this research, which are based on 
an atypical cohort, are not to be taken as conclusive.  
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Theoretical Framework

Because the topic of parenting is so expansive, this analysis concentrates 
on the cross-cultural context of parenting behaviors that are highlighted in 
this study and the attendant changes that have occurred. However, before pre-
senting those findings, an explanation is given concerning the meaning of the 
terms “intercultural competence” and “worldview,” and a brief overview of tra-
ditional parenting roles in China is offered. It is also essential to comment on 
the impact of the Cultural Revolution on Chinese society. The topic of Chinese 
immigrant parenting styles is then mentioned, and the section concludes with 
a general overview of Chinese immigrants’ involvement in the schools.  

It is important to clarify that Asians are not a monolithic cultural group. 
They are categorized in the literature into three major subgroups based on fam-
ily origin: East Asian (Chinese, Japanese, and Koreans), Southeast Asian, and 
South Asian. Although Japan and Korea have their own cultural identities, 
and the Chinese can be further divided into geographic subgroups from Hong 
Kong, Taiwan, and Singapore, East Asians do share common beliefs concern-
ing the primary role of parenting in their children’s educational achievement 
(Chao & Tseng, 2002). 

Intercultural Competence

Research into cross-cultural relocations by sojourners, refugees, or immi-
grants has been explored using various terminologies: intercultural competence, 
cross-cultural adaptation, intercultural effectiveness, and intercultural com-
municative competence (Fantini, 2000; Hammer, Gudykunst, & Wiseman, 
1978; Kim, 1995). Fantini clarifies that, regardless of label, three primary 
themes concerning intercultural competence have emerged from the literature 
highlighting the ability: (a) “to develop and maintain relationships,” (b) “to 
communicate effectively and appropriately with minimal loss or distortion,” 
and (c) “to attain compliance and obtain cooperation with others” (p. 27). The 
author comments that, although these abilities are equally appropriate in all 
interpersonal relationships, interacting across cultures complicates the com-
munication and noticeably increases differences. These distinctions are created 
by disparities in language, culture, and worldview.

Worldview

Worldview is a fundamental concept succinctly defined by McKenzie (1991) 
as the “contemplation of the world” (p. 1). Within that statement, however, 
world is used in its most inclusive sense, comprising not only a physical realm, 
but also the views of others and one’s own subjectivity. The author continues 
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that the world “takes on a definite texture and coloration in that I project upon 
it some features in my very act of viewing or interpreting” (p. 5). In other 
words, our personal worldviews are shaped by our interpretations, which we 
arrive at after reflecting upon our daily interactions. 

Relevant to this study, the participants’ lives in China, their subsequent 
immigration and adjustment to life in the United States, and lastly, their expe-
riences of making sense of school life and parenting practices have all combined 
to inform their worldviews. An important aspect of that worldview is what it 
means for them to be fathers in this society. 

Traditional Parenting Roles for Fathers in China

Customary parenting roles in China have followed the traditional maxim, 
“strict father, kind mother,” creating an environment in which mothers indulge 
and fathers control their children (Berndt, Cheung, Lau, Hau, & Lew, 1993; 
Chao & Tseng, 2002). However, Solomon (1971) points out that in the past, 
even with a rigid division of parenting roles based on gender, many Chinese 
fathers felt strong emotions toward their children. 

In any case, both Chinese mothers and fathers regard child rearing as a re-
sponsibility of supreme importance in their lives (Xie & Hultgren, 1994). Xie, 
Seefeldt, and Tam (1996) state that a primary Confucian proverb concerning 
parenting is that “Bearing a child without training is the failure of his father” 
(p. 8). The authors remark that even with a modern interpretation of this state-
ment emphasizing the role of both mothers and fathers, parents still bear total 
responsibility for their children’s failures. In contrast, the accomplishments of 
their children bring great honor to the whole family. 

The Cultural Revolution

Traditional Chinese parenting roles were radically altered by the events tak-
ing place during the Cultural Revolution. Mainland Chinese adults who lived 
through this time experienced a remarkable period in human history, in both 
its intensity and ferocity. This episode has been vividly recorded in Chinese 
films, such as The Blue Kite (Tian, 1993) and To Live (Zhang, 1994). While 
watching these, it is impossible not to be swept up in the complexity of emo-
tions, ranging from fascination to repulsion, that characterize Chinese history 
between 1966 and 1976.

While in 1968 Americans were shocked by the assassinations of Dr. Mar-
tin Luther King, Jr. and Robert F. Kennedy and students in this country were 
protesting the Vietnam War on college campuses, in China Mao Zedong was 
initiating another form of revolution: the “send-down” policy. Over a 12-year 
period, more than 17 million urban youth had their school careers interrupted 
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and were relocated to the countryside to partake in farm labor. Chairman Mao 
envisioned that rural peasants would reeducate the children of the cities about 
the true meaning of socialism (Zhou & Hou, 1999). 

According to Zhou and Hou (1999), the send-down policy was part of a 
larger social experiment, formally known as The Great Cultural Revolution, 
which altered Chinese society at its core. Most educational and governmental 
agencies stopped operating, and the lack of industrial growth created serious 
concerns about unemployment. Against this backdrop, the five participants 
in the study were either beginning or well into their studies in Chinese pub-
lic schools. The Cultural Revolution was clearly the external catalyst that most 
strongly affected these individuals and their subsequent life decisions. 

Chinese Immigrant Parenting Styles

Some research has been conducted on studying parenting behaviors of Chi-
nese immigrant families living in the United States. The work has been generally 
conducted as either focusing solely on mothers or comparative research of fa-
thers’ and mothers’ parental attitudes. Much debate concerns the comparison 
of the Western notion of authoritarian parenting to two interwoven Chinese 
concepts of guan and jiaoxun [chiao shun] 2 (Chao, 1994; Li, 2006). Guan 
is an expectation that parents will conscientiously govern their children, and 
that without guan, parents would be viewed by others as derelict and uncar-
ing in their parenting responsibilities (Li; Chao & Tseng, 2002). Chiao shun 
encompasses the idea of “training” children in acceptable behaviors. It does 
include some aspects of authoritarian parenting style, including the emphasis 
on compliance, which Chao (2000) points out as a reason Chinese Americans 
may score high on scales of authoritarian parenting. Ultimately, Chao (1994) 
concludes that both guan and chiao shun are “indigenous concepts” (p. 1113) 
that more adequately describe Chinese parenting and form part of a set of be-
haviors reinforced by both parents and the broader community. However, the 
rationale for these standards is not based on a Western model of authoritarian 
dominance but, instead, on a desire to strengthen the organizational structure 
of the family. 

In another study of cross-cultural parenting, Gorman (1998) finds that, con-
trary to a popular belief regarding “authoritarian” aspects of Chinese parenting, 
Western constructs of parenting may not accurately “depict Chinese socializa-
tion” (p. 73). The immigrant mothers participating in the study expressed high 
expectations for their children to succeed and become “good people” but also 
articulated concerns “about the negative impact of American society” (pp. 73, 
75). Additionally, many participants were anxious about their children’s failure 
to respect Chinese traditions, such as valuing Chinese history and showing def-
erence to parents and teachers. 
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While the studies mentioned are only a representative sample of the research 
being conducted on parenting, it is clear that little has been written exclusively 
concerning the role of immigrant fathers, specifically those from China, in the 
lives of their children. However, the immigrant Chinese fathers in this study 
demonstrated strong parental involvement, which made their interactions with 
their children noteworthy. 

Chinese Immigrant Parental Involvement in American Schools

A comment must be made concerning the cultural differences inherent in 
parental involvement in the schools. Educational researchers have identified 
parent involvement as a key ingredient in the effectiveness of schools, and it 
has been clearly established that children do better academically when parents 
support their school’s activities (Epstein, 1987). In spite of this widespread 
agreement, Lee (1995) comments that, in general, Asian immigrant parents do 
not know how to participate actively in their children’s school pursuits. Addi-
tionally, the author points out that many teachers also do not understand how 
to involve Asian parents as educational partners. 

However, Grolnick and Slowiaczek (1994) define parent involvement in a 
more textured and multidimensional fashion than that normally perceived by 
educators. They discuss three domains for the involvement of parents in their 
children’s education: (a) parent behavior – participating in school activities; (b) 
personal involvement – supporting a child’s affective environment; and (c) in-
tellectual involvement – exposing the child to cognitively stimulating activities. 
Using this expanded set of criteria, Huntsinger, Krieg, and Jose (1998) found in 
their comparative study of Chinese and European American parents and their 
children that 37% of the variance in Chinese American children’s school perfor-
mance was predicted by variables of their parents’ involvement. The strongest 
correlation was in the area of cognitive and intellectual commitment.

Grolnick and Slowiaczek (1994) found that the more time the child spends 
on homework, either assigned by the school or parent, the higher the teach-
ers rate the child’s academic performance. Likewise, Henderson and Mapp 
(2002), in a meta-analysis of the literature on parental involvement, found 
that academically based parent involvement at home is the strongest predictor 
for a student’s math and reading success. 

Chao (1996) details cultural differences between immigrant Chinese and 
European American mothers concerning their roles in promoting school 
success for their children. Fundamentally, the European American mothers’ 
attitudes in the author’s study reflected the prevailing feelings about best prac-
tices in American primary education. These included emphasizing both the 
cognitive and affective domains of human development within the classroom 
(Zemelman, Daniels, & Hyde, 1998). 
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It was evident from Chao’s (1996) research that Chinese mothers, who gen-
erally start teaching their children before they enter school, placed a much 
higher priority on rigorous academics than the European American partici-
pants. When I presented these findings to parents at a workshop at a Chinese 
language school in Memphis, two reactions were evident: (a) parents were both 
surprised at the cultural distance in parental values about education between 
themselves and American families, and (b) they felt at least some frustration 
with the education their children were receiving.

In essence, while European American parents are more likely to be involved 
in school activities, Chinese families are highly involved in their children’s edu-
cation in a fashion that might not be recognized by the schools. The topic of 
the parental involvement of the Chinese fathers with their children will be dis-
cussed in more depth later in this article. 

Methodology

Context of the Study

The Chinese community has become a permanent part of Memphis’ cultural 
mosaic, which has expanded in recent years beyond the traditional boundaries 
of African and European Americans. Even though the Chinese/Taiwanese pop-
ulation in the greater Memphis area is growing, it is still quite small, estimated 
at 5,5003 people, or approximately .0055% of all residents. In comparison, a 
similar demographic in San Francisco represents 20% of the city’s total popula-
tion (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000). 

As their community continues to grow, more middle-class Chinese immi-
grant parents are now having contact with the public schools in the Memphis 
metropolitan region. This coincides with a national trend in which these fami-
lies are coming to the United States bringing “resources – financial capital, 
training, and education” (Li, 2006, p. 28). While earlier generations of Chi-
nese immigrants would settle in “urban ethnic enclaves such as Chinatown” 
(Li, p. 28), newer middle-class immigrants are moving to the suburbs and 
interacting with their neighborhood schools. This brings new opportunities 
and challenges for teachers working in suburban settings who are expected 
to respond appropriately to culturally and linguistically diverse families living 
within their communities.

The Researcher 

At first, I might seem like an unlikely candidate for doing research about 
the experiences of Chinese fathers. I am a European American, non-Chinese 
speaker, who is not a father. Additionally, although I had been to China on 
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two separate occasions, I was by no means an expert on either Chinese history 
or culture. However, in my 25 years as an educator and researcher, what has 
motivated me are two ideals that I believe in passionately: supporting equity 
education, and strengthening my own intercultural competence. 

The issue of the relationship between researcher and participants, especially 
in cross-cultural situations, must be addressed directly. Banks (1998) discusses 
the question of “positionality” when referring to the insider versus outsider 
status of a researcher, and Merriam et al. (2001) comment that positional-
ity is determined “by where one stands in relation to the ‘other’” (p. 411). 
An external-outsider is an individual who is “socialized within a community 
different from the one in which he or she is doing research” (Banks, p. 8). Be-
cause I had an external-outsider relationship to the members of the Memphis 
Chinese community, which was reinforced by my inability to speak Chinese, 
the best opportunity I had in attempting to bridge the cultural divide was to 
become a participant observer, a traditional method used in ethnography. This 
entailed spending large amounts of time and taking part in activities at the 
local Chinese language school where I presented Chao’s (1996) findings and 
would eventually conduct the research. Rubin and Rubin (1995) remark, “To 
learn a culture, an interviewer doesn’t necessarily need to become an insider but 
must be allowed to cross the boundary and become accepted as one who can 
be taught” (p. 171). 

In order to attain that acceptance, I visited the school on numerous occasions 
over a period of nine months. My goal was to build beginning relationships 
with parents based on trust and mutual interests, especially the academic well-
being of their children. There were few non-Chinese members of the school 
community, so at first my presence as a European American male was novel. 
However, it was important to me to go beyond the stage of being a “guest,” so I 
attempted to become less of an “outsider.” Approximately 120 students and 50 
parents attended the school every Sunday afternoon. While the children were 
with their teachers, the parents had options for interacting with other adults, 
such as weekly organized basketball, badminton, and ping-pong games. Oc-
casionally, small groups of parents would also talk informally in the hallways. 
However, the conversations often took place in Chinese, which precluded me 
from attempting to socialize. I became concerned that I would not, ultimately, 
build the level of confidence and rapport needed when I eventually asked par-
ents to participate in my study. 

In spring 2002, the school introduced a weekly adult-level class in Tai Chi. 
I enrolled and became the only non-Chinese participant in the group, where, 
because several of the older students did not speak English, all instruction was 
in Chinese. While at first this was daunting, soon other participants offered to 
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translate when I had a question. I attended the class not only because I enjoyed 
both the physical and mental exercise but also as a mechanism to interact with 
others. I wanted the parents who had attended my workshop earlier in the 
school year not only to see me as the “expert” in education but also as a novice 
in other areas of adult learning. Happily, my interactions with parents in the 
hallways after the Tai Chi class increased and became more informal. 

Participants 

Possible participants for this study were identified among the adults who 
had children attending the Chinese language school. I chose to concentrate my 
research on the fathers’ perspectives about parenting and education because 
of their high level of involvement in the school. An observation made while 
I was a participant observer was that approximately 40% of the adults who 
came weekly to spend time at the Chinese school were fathers, and 5 of the 12 
PTA members from the school were male. This appeared to be a much higher 
level of participation by fathers in a weekend program than would normally 
occur with their American counterparts. Informally, I asked several men who 
attended regularly their reasons for doing so and received a variation of the 
same answer: “Because it’s my duty.” This consistent response seemed positive 
and worth exploring further. 

Five fathers were selected who met the following major criteria: (a) they had 
resided in the United States for at least 4 years; (b) they had children attending 
American schools, regardless of grade, for a minimum of 4 years; and (c) they 
could communicate proficiently in English about deeply held beliefs concern-
ing parenting and education. 

The five fathers participating in the study represented a purposeful sample, 
which Patton (2002) refers to as those individuals having knowledge critical 
to the intention of the research. The men, Albert, Bob, David, Dewey, and 
Frank,4 provided information-rich cases to draw upon. Because the focus was 
on the adults’ perspective, no children were interviewed. It also must be noted 
that the goal of this article was not to compare life in Chinese schools in the 
1970s, which was greatly impacted by the Cultural Revolution, to the educa-
tion system in China today. The scope of research was limited to comparing the 
fathers’ experiences as students in China to their children’s current education 
in American schools.   

Each father was born in China and finished his public secondary school and 
university undergraduate education there. Two of the men were from Beijing; 
one came from a medium-sized city in the far north, Harbin; and 2 were from 
villages south of Shanghai. The men’s ages ranged from 38 to 45, and their 
length of residence in the United States varied from 4 to 16 years. Two of the 
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fathers completed degrees at the master’s level and 3 had doctoral degrees. In 
addition, 2 men came to the United States for work-related reasons, while 3 
arrived to pursue advanced degrees. All the men were working in Memphis, ei-
ther as medical researchers or as computer professionals (see Table 1). 

Table 1: Fathers’ Information 

Name Age
Participant’s
Birthplace in
China

Married 
in U.S. 
or China

Educational
Attainment

Year of
Arrival 
in U.S.

Reason for 
Coming to 
U.S.

Albert 40 Harbin China M.D. & Ph.D. 
Child Nutrition 1992 Work

Bob 44 Beijing China Ph.D. Electrical 
Engineering 1991 Graduate 

School

David 45 Hunan
Province China

M.S. Exercise 
Science & M.S. 
Computers

1993 Graduate 
School

Dewey 38 Beijing U.S. M.S. Computer 
Science 1986 Graduate

School

Frank 38 Jiangxi 
Province China M.D. & Ph.D. 

Pharmacology 1998 Work

The five fathers had a total of 10 children, 7 girls and 3 boys. Four of the five 
fathers had at least two children; one participant had only one child, while an-
other had three. The ages of the children ranged from infancy to age 14, with 
most between 6 and 12. A majority of the children were still in elementary or 
middle school, although one father had a daughter attending high school. Ta-
ble 2 shows the children’s information. 

Table 2: Children’s Information 

Father
Gender & 
Ages of
Children

Children’s
Place of
Birth

School Child 
Attended in 
China

Current Grade in 
School in 
Memphis

Albert Boy 12
Girl 6

China
U.S.

None
None

6th 
1st 

Bob Girl 13 China Preschool 8th 

David
Girl 14
Boy 7
Girl 4

China
U.S.
U.S.

Preschool
None
None

9th 
2nd 
Preschool

Dewey Girl 9
Girl 7

U.S.
U.S.

None
None

4th 
2nd 

Frank Girl 11
Boy Infant 

China
U.S.

Preschool 5th 
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Data Collection and Analysis 

In addition to participant observations, semi-structured, audiotaped, in-
dividual interviews with the fathers were conducted over the course of the 
2002-2003 school year. The interviews with the men were held on the school 
site while the children were attending classes. Each participant was interviewed 
over a period of 4 to 5 hours, in at least 3 sessions. These interviews generated 
approximately 25 hours of audiotapes. In completing the research, it was im-
portant to follow a standard qualitative format as outlined by Patton (2002). 
This included first creating an interview framework to map the phenomenon 
and then developing an interview guide consisting of a series of standardized, 
open-ended questions (the interview guide is available from the author upon 
request). 

The process of content analysis, which includes the coding and categorizing 
of data from the interviews, is part of the analytic procedures of grounded the-
ory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Strauss (1987) refers to coding as an activity to 
“fracture” the data to make possible the comparison of the information within 
and between meaning-based categories (p. 29). To facilitate the management 
and analysis of the data, which was embedded in 350 pages of transcripts, the 
software program, The Ethnograph, Version 5.0, was used (Seidel, 1998). 

The next step in the analytical process, categorizing, captures the recurring 
patterns inherent in the data (Merriam, 1998). Building categories indigenous 
to the data collected in the interviews allowed for an understanding of the 
experience of the fathers without reference to any preconceived theory. This 
made it easier to concentrate on the participants’ knowledge of their parenting 
skills and the meanings they attached to these phenomena. 

The Fathers and Their Children 

Early in the interview with Frank, he was asked to explain the beliefs that 
he held about parenting when he was still living in China. He mentioned that, 
because he was a new father, he learned much from both his parents and his in-
laws. However, the following quotation leads one to believe that strong cultural 
traditions also guided him in prioritizing his parental responsibilities:

Chinese parents, they usually are very responsible for their kids, but for 
their children’s future, including education, career, what kind of a job 
they will get.  So, Chinese parents consider more about that…even con-
sider their children more than themselves sometimes.5

Frank’s comments appeared to represent a widespread feeling among the 
participants concerning their role as fathers. These beliefs had been carried over 
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as part of their immigrant experience and strongly influenced the challenges 
for them of adapting to an educational system that was possibly at odds with 
their native values. 

Siu (1996, p. 8) states in her research that the four most frequent concerns 
that Chinese immigrant families express about their schools are: (a) lax disci-
pline, (b) insufficient homework, (c) lack of moral education, and (d) poor 
mathematics training. In the course of this study, the first three issues com-
mented upon by Siu created anxiety for the five fathers. The topic of poor 
mathematics training was not discussed at any length by the participants dur-
ing the interviews. The question that arises then is, “How did these fathers 
develop strategies to overcome their concerns?” To respond to this query, a 
focus on the general methods that the fathers used to build a better under-
standing of the American educational system will be presented. Siu’s specific 
areas of concern will be addressed in the second part of this section. 

Fathers Gather Information About the Schools

Information about American education that would come naturally to a par-
ent who was native-born and attended schools in the U.S. has to be consciously 
acquired by immigrants. The fathers in this study referred to different methods 
they used to gain the knowledge necessary to make informed decisions. Both 
Dewey and David specifically commented on the valuable data they received 
from their children. Dewey occasionally checked in with his daughters to find 
out how their teachers organized the classrooms and also gathered information 
from other parents and teachers when his children got a new instructor. David 
mentioned that there was a variety of ways that he found out about the schools. 
He sometimes had informal discussions about education issues with American 
families at his church and also enjoyed attending parenting seminars. Inciden-
tally, David was the only participant to discuss the importance of religion in his 
daily life. While some fathers found it helpful talking to other Chinese fami-
lies, Bob expressed a sentiment felt by other participants.

Yeah, things that we learned, I think a lot is from American parents. Pret-
ty much Chinese parents, you know, I think they’re in the same situation 
as us. We want to learn how [you] can adjust to the American system. So 
the Chinese parents may just [be] in the same situation as I.
To highlight this point, Bob relayed a story about the precise information 

he learned from Americans who were parents of his daughter’s friends. In one 
case, they told him that he could request a particular teacher for his child. 

At the beginning we don’t know, but when we’ve talked to other parents 
then they tell us you can do this. If you like some teachers [that] you 
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believe will be better for your kid, you can write a letter suggest your 
child in that class. If [the] school takes this [into] consideration, if no-
body other cares, then you can get it. So, that things we learned.  
David also explained that he gained understanding about the American ed-

ucational system by reading books and by looking at the materials sent by the 
teachers. He especially focused on and found helpful the class rules sent home, 
which detailed the behaviors expected of his children, the consequences for 
infractions, as well as his parental responsibilities. For example, David learned 
about the discipline process of “time out” when his young son demonstrated it 
for him at home. However, when asked if he turned to any other Chinese par-
ents to answer education-related questions, he said, “No, I ask my daughter [in 
high school].…If I have any questions, I just ask my daughter. My daughter 
give me every answer.”

Adelman, Parks, and Albrecht (1987) refer to the concept of “weak ties” in 
relation to the network of “informal sources of support found within the com-
munity” (p. 127). These relationships serve a valuable role when stronger ties 
to family and friends are not available. Additionally, when stronger ties are not 
the most appropriate sources from which to gather information, weaker ties, 
such as teachers, landlords, and acquaintances, are the people to whom immi-
grants will turn for advice. 

An example of one of the participants utilizing weak ties is Frank’s decision, 
shortly after his arrival in the United States, to seek input on parenting from 
some American colleagues: “One of them is a doctor.…He has two sons who 
are in the colleges. They have a very good relationship. Not the Hollywood 
movie shows that the parent and kids have intense [conflictive] relationships.” 
I asked Frank if he had any actual conversations with his friend about raising 
children. He replied that he did not but that he respected his friend’s style of 
parenting and learned from him by watching his actions. 

What became clear during discussions of information gathering was that, 
regardless of the method used, the fathers found it important to actively learn 
about the educational system. By so doing they felt they could become more 
knowledgeable and effective in helping their children succeed. 

Interactions with Teachers 

Parental interactions with teachers mainly centered on the yearly confer-
ences that the parents attended. And while all the fathers were happy to have a 
chance to meet with their children’s teachers, Dewey expressed a common sen-
timent that during their 15-minute slots they generally only heard that their 
children were “great students.” What he hoped for was to find out “what sub-
ject she’s not doing so great…where to continue to excel, or be challenged 
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more.” He added, “I guess to look for the next level. I don’t see, I don’t hear a 
lot of that.” In fact, Dewey laughed when he talked about a conference he had 
previously experienced with his younger daughter’s teacher: 

I usually pay a great deal of attention to her [daughter] because I know 
she’s not as conscientious as the other girl. But when I was at school, I 
was, you know, get all positive feedback. I sometimes don’t recognize my 
own child. 

Dewey’s comments coincide with Siu’s (1996) findings that Chinese American 
parents “prefer more frequent, direct, specific feedback rather than the general, 
‘She is doing okay’ or ‘Everything is fine with him’” (p. 8).

Frank’s recollections were of conferences in China in which many parents 
would come to the class and the teacher would talk to all of them at one time. 
However, he enjoyed the one-on-one conferences that he had attended in the 
U.S. because the teachers focused on the positive aspects of their children’s be-
havior. “The teachers seldom talk about the bad things with the kids’ parents.” 
He saw this as positive behavior by the teachers, not as an isolated event but as 
a pattern of how “the teachers take care of the students in the schools.” 

Finally, David expressed a concern about his own level of English as a barrier 
in communicating with the teachers. That appeared to be an honest assessment, 
because, of the five participants, David had the weakest ability to communicate 
fully in English. This appeared to create a lack of linguistic confidence for Da-
vid. Nevertheless, what was important to him at a conference was to hear from 
the teacher how he, as a parent, could be most effective at home, both academi-
cally and socially, in helping his children succeed. 

Interactions with Other Parents

As commented on in the previous section about gathering information, fa-
thers did interact with other families, especially Americans, although possibly 
in a perfunctory manner. However, stories from two fathers – the first con-
cerning interacting with Americans, the second about cooperating with other 
immigrants – highlight the powerful influence of parents collaborating. 

Bob’s contact with other families often concerned his daughter’s involve-
ment in academic competitions. A major event occurred when she was chosen 
as a Tennessee representative in a national history fair, and the family traveled 
to Washington, D.C. with another couple whose daughter was also competing. 
He confirmed that his wife had previously had more contact with American 
families and that this was his first experience having in-depth involvement with 
other parents from the school. He mentioned that this collaboration started 
before the trip by talking and sharing ideas on how to help their children study 
history. Then, during the visit, the families went sightseeing together. 
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After discussing the trip with Bob, he commented that he might have 
learned as much from this experience as his daughter. He said, “Yeah, during 
that week we traveled a lot, so we have lot of opportunity to talk. You know, 
you don’t have a lot of opportunities here to meet a lot of parents during the 
school hours.” 

When asked the same question about involvement with other parents, Frank 
responded that his contact had mainly been with immigrant parents, primarily 
from India, who also sent their children to the elementary school his daughter 
attended. He believed that in comparison to American households, Chinese 
and Indian families shared comparable values about the importance of educa-
tion. I asked Frank if that connection surprised him. 
Frank: No, not really. I was surprised because Indian people, they speak Eng-

lish. They don’t have language problem like we have here. So, theoretically, 
they don’t have any barrier to communicate with American people. But, as 
I know, they also feel like they have some distance from American people, 
and I don’t know why. And they feel it’s more, it’s easier to communicate 
with Chinese people, or people from Cambodia, even though their English 
is not good. 

Alan: So it’s not the language that is a barrier?
Frank: Yeah, I think it’s the culture, the culture. 

Although Frank said that, in general, American families wanted their chil-
dren to attend good colleges, he believed that fundamentally, “If their children 
don’t want to, that’s okay, maybe. Some American parents don’t quite care 
about the grade, their children’s grades in schools.” However, the fact that Chi-
nese and Indian families place a premium on their children’s academic success 
is a critical value that deeply connects these two distinct cultures.

School Discipline

School discipline, the first of the specific concerns commented upon by Siu 
(1996), is an area in which the participants’ responses challenged the prevailing 
assumptions of Chinese fathers taking a “hard line” on discipline. The par-
ticipants did express a standard expectation that all children, including theirs, 
should behave well at school. Albert noted that the principal of a school es-
tablishes the tone for students’ observing the rules, and that he wanted the 
educational leader to create the safest possible environment for his children. 
He commented favorably on one of his son’s previous principals: “He is just 
very strong, very strong. I think he just showed power, he can control the 
students.…The students can, will control themselves by the influence of the 
principal.” 
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However, the fathers’ concept of discipline was also broader and less in-
trusive and more often led to the goal of self-discipline. Frank expressed a 
common view of the group when he stated: 

Yeah, I really hope school can discipline the kids, including my daughter, 
to help them build up better behavior, good behavior; teach them to be 
polite, to be respectful to other people, and to put things organized in 
good order. That’s good behavior, and that’s good for the kids.
It appears that the idea of the participants taking a “softer approach” to 

school discipline developed over a period of time, mainly as a reaction to their 
experiences either in the United States or while as students in China. Dewey 
mentioned that he had attended a school in China with 40-50 students per 
class and that Chinese discipline was strict. The classroom structure provided 
little or no opportunity for interaction with others. David concurred, “In Chi-
na, you cannot chat, talk in class. You cannot move from here to there.” Bob 
demonstrated how he and his classmates were not allowed to sit freely in class 
but were expected to sit with their hands behind their backs when not working. 
Both Bob and Frank remembered teachers shouting at or criticizing individual 
students as a form of punishment.

Ultimately, based on positive comments they had received from their chil-
dren’s teachers, none of the fathers felt any reason to be concerned about issues 
of classroom behavior. For them, ensuring that their children learned to be-
come self-disciplined was a more critical matter. Dewey expressed an opinion 
about discipline that also represented the feelings of the other participants. 

My definition of discipline would be like every day do they do their 
homework…? I guess, do they fulfill their responsibility as expected…
that’s what I see as not just in addition to being a good student, not mak-
ing trouble, but also discipline-wise, do things right the first time.

Homework

The fathers expressed strong and nearly unanimous feelings about the quan-
tity and quality of homework that their children were bringing home. Almost 
all believed that there was not enough homework given, especially in compari-
son to their recollections of the amount of work they were assigned as high 
school students in China. However, they talked about differences in their chil-
dren’s homework depending on the age of the child and the philosophy and 
training of the teacher. 

Dewey was surprised and disappointed that it took only 10 or 15 minutes 
for his elementary-aged children to complete their assignments. Additionally, 
he was concerned that “it’s very multiple question kind of thing. It doesn’t re-
ally encourage learning more about a particular subject.” 
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Along with complaints about the quantity of homework assigned, Albert 
also raised a concern about homework emphasizing short-term memorization. 
He believed that the homework that his 6th-grade son was doing should “teach 
the students to understand and use the concept to solve other problems. I 
think it should be part of their logical thinking.” 

Although the fathers criticized aspects of the assignments that were brought 
home and supplemented the work when they felt it was inadequate, there were 
also several compliments concerning their children’s involvement with project-
based homework. Frank gave an example of a project that his elementary-aged 
daughter created on New York (before September 11, 2001) in which she built 
a three-dimensional representation of the World Trade Center and the Statue 
of Liberty. He was impressed with the work that she did, including the writ-
ten description of the material and her presentation to the class. When Frank 
was asked what he thought was the greatest benefit of this type of work, he 
commented, “She learns things through using, through application.” He also 
mentioned that this type of learning was new for him, something that he had 
never seen in China. 

Other participants echoed Frank’s enthusiasm for project-based learning 
and remarked on the life skills their children were acquiring. Bob remarked 
on how projects that his 13-year-old daughter was doing resembled his work 
situation.

The benefit of the project is that in the real world you face the same way; 
you need to do a project. Trying to just accomplish the things, not just 
follow one rule. You have to gather data, gather information, then you 
can organize those things, then you have [to] write things. 
While the fathers expressed concerns about their children wasting too much 

time watching television instead of doing homework, they acknowledged that 
some American parents may have different views about homework. Dewey re-
marked, “Every parent has a different situation, a different availability of time. 
Personally, I want to spend some more time with the kids helping them if they 
need help.”

In addition, Dewey commented that he was often amazed at the content of 
the work that his elementary-aged children brought home. For instance, dur-
ing the Thanksgiving season, he thought to himself, “This is what I would have 
learned if I were born here.” This information gave him valuable cultural in-
sights which, in turn, strengthened his intercultural competence. 

The following comments made by the fathers demonstrate an appreciation 
and integration of both Chinese and American values toward education. Dur-
ing the conversation about homework, Bob remarked that he believed that it 
was necessary to find a balance, a “proper way” between the lack of mastery of 
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fundamental knowledge prevalent in the American education system and the 
emphasis on repetition inherent in Chinese schools. Albert concurred that the 
Chinese system is strong in stressing the acquisition of basic skills, as evidenced 
by results of international math competitions. Nevertheless, he stated that the 
Chinese students’ high test scores are derived from long hours in the classroom 
and homework that lasts late into the night. He saw Chinese society on the 
whole as producing good students, but at the expense of focusing solely on in-
formation derived from textbooks. Additionally, the lack of free time to pursue 
other interests inhibits children from developing other talents. “You may miss 
something, because the genius is not generated from the textbook.” However, 
Albert did see American schools as being more balanced. “The system here, it 
just give you every chance you want. You may not have a very good score [in] 
the school, but you have other talent. So you can contribute to the society.”

Moral Education

The third concern of Chinese parents discussed by Siu (1996) is that of the 
lack of moral education taught in the schools. Two prominent aspects of Con-
fucianism, zuoren and zhi, will be discussed within in this section. Pratt (1991) 
remarks that a person’s identity in China has traditionally been intimately as-
sociated with Confucian cultural values concerning family relationships. Hsu 
(1985) describes the Confucian concept of jen [ren] as an “individual’s transac-
tions with his [sic] fellow human beings” (p. 33). 

Ren is a major cornerstone of Confucian thought because it refers to the idea 
of “human-heartedness” (Thompson, 1996, p. 13). Wu (1996) comments, “A 
person by nature does not become an acceptable human being unless educated 
through deliberate efforts. The emphasis is placed both on parental responsibil-
ity for instruction and the child’s responsibility for learning about the way of 
becoming human, or zuoren” (p. 144). Thompson remarks that the teachings 
of Confucius stressed, along with ren, and its derivative, zuoren, virtues shared 
by Western morality: righteousness, loyalty, modesty, and frugality. 

The fathers explained during the interviews what zuoren meant to them. 
All the participants responded to the concept of zuoren with favorable regard. 
Frank was asked what he thought was the single best thing he could do to help 
his daughter succeed in school, besides assisting with homework. He replied, 
“I think it’s teach her to zuoren; teach her how to become a good human be-
ing.” When Dewey was asked what he thought American educators could learn 
from the Chinese system, he responded that it is the values inherent in zuoren 
that are instilled in Chinese teaching. He added that it is possible to find these 
precepts woven into the language and literature of the society, which “teaches 
the value of the culture.” 
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The fathers also maintained chih [zhi], another cornerstone of Confucian 
thought, which represents a traditional Chinese cultural regard toward educa-
tion (Yum, 1988). Confucius’ view of human nature leaned heavily toward 
the primary role of environmental influences in shaping human development, 
which inclined him “to take the nurture side in the nature-nurture debate” 
(Lee, 1996, p. 29). The Confucian philosopher Mencius, c. 390-305 BCE, felt 
even more strongly about the influence of the environment, arguing that all 
humans were capable of being educated. From that notion came the Chinese 
premise that “everyone can become a sage” (Lee, p. 29).

David relayed a story about an interaction he had with his daughter that 
highlights the Chinese emphasis on zhi and his role as a parent to zuoren his 
daughter. David’s daughter was an excellent math student in high school who 
received high scores on her tests. However, during one assignment she misun-
derstood the teacher’s directions and was given a grade of zero. Other students 
also found the assignment confusing and were given the same low mark, but 
the teacher would not alter the scores. David’s daughter felt there had been an 
injustice done and went to her father to intervene. He told her that it would be 
okay to let this pass because she could catch up and still do well in class:

Even teacher didn’t do well…but as a student, you should follow your 
professor. Follow her standard. I said, “From here, you know you will 
meet tough teacher, tough professor in the future. You should learn 
something; you should show defeat in this case.”
David was asked to explain what he meant by showing defeat, and he clari-

fied that regardless of the difficulty of the class or the teacher, he wanted his 
daughter to understand that she could still succeed. “The test is not based on 
you. It’s based on your teacher’s standard.” She acted on his advice, and by the 
end of the course, with his assistance, she had improved her final score to what 
she had originally hoped it would be. David’s message to his daughter exem-
plified Hsu’s (1955) critique of the difference between American and Chinese 
socialization practices. While American children soon realize that their envi-
ronment caters to them, Chinese children are taught to become sensitive to 
their surroundings. It appears to be a fundamental difference in worldview. 

Becoming Less of a “Stranger” 

It is important to discuss the notion of the immigrant fathers’ ability to in-
tegrate into a new society. The impression given is that the fathers started out 
feeling like “strangers” when first dealing with the American educational sys-
tem. Simmel (1908/1950) equates the term stranger with an individual who is 
simultaneously and contrastingly near and far; it “involves both being outside 
it [a culture] and confronting it” (pp. 402-403). Schuetz (1960) elaborates on 
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the concept of living as a stranger by commenting that the historical perspec-
tive of the host culture toward the newcomer is limited, at best. There may be 
a willingness on the part of the host group to share with the immigrant imme-
diate and future encounters, but the individual “remains excluded from such 
experiences of its [the host culture’s] past. Seen from the point of the view of 
the approached group, he is a man [sic] without a history” (p. 103). 

It appears that the fathers in this study used the coping strategies mentioned 
earlier in this section to feel less like strangers when dealing with their chil-
dren’s education. In a final commentary, Dewey had a remarkable insight into 
how his children’s educational experiences helped him feel more comfortable 
in his own work environment. He explained that the opportunity to follow 
his daughters’ education gave him a window of understanding into the mo-
tivations of his work colleagues. Dewey commented that his co-workers had 
educational experiences far more similar to his daughters’ than to his own K-12 
experiences in Beijing: 

Right, I see them as adults.…Okay, but through [my children’s] educa-
tion, I started seeing, “Wow, I can see them when they’re young. I can see 
what they have to go through to become what they are today.” Which is 
quite enhances [my] understanding of my colleagues. 
Dewey described that while he was in university in the United States, be-

fore having children, he had a limited perspective about how his classmates 
were raised. “I don’t see their childhood.” On the other hand, the experience 
of having children in American schools allowed him to watch how his daugh-
ters’ teachers interacted with the girls. He saw a general school environment 
that encouraged children to be creative without placing too much pressure on 
them. Dewey remarked that his school experiences were the opposite of his 
daughters’ and that he did not have “a lot of options to explore my own ways 
of solving problems.” 

In effect, his daughters’ education provided him with insights into how 
children in this culture are socialized to investigate new avenues of learning. 
He incorporated this information into his own work life, which allowed him 
to more easily encourage and support his co-workers’ attempts to increase 
their problem-solving strategies. In addition, Dewey could understand his co-
workers’ past, which helped him feel less like a “stranger” in a new culture. 
He commented that he developed a good reputation as a supervisor who was 
straightforward with his opinions but considerate of his colleagues’ positions. 
“[I] Give them space, I guess.” 
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The Meaning of Parent Involvement

Direct parent involvement, as manifested by the fathers, often included 
spending time helping their children complete their homework, providing ex-
tra assistance in subjects like math and science, and taking them to Chinese 
language school. Except for parent conferences, the fathers had little actual 
involvement with the activities occurring at their public schools. This was ap-
parently due to the men’s constraints on time and on their perceived language 
barriers. However, a cultural factor was mentioned that also needs to be con-
sidered. Dewey talked about being invited to one of his daughter’s classes to 
discuss the “immigrant experience.” No matter how much he enjoyed talking 
to the children, he did not believe that this was “really getting involved a lot,” 
so he was asked to give his definition of parental involvement. Dewey’s reply 
exemplified the beliefs of all the participants about what they felt their role was 
in guaranteeing their children’s success in school:

I think that parent involvement could be as much as every day ask them 
how they’re doing at school, look at their homework, and ask them if 
they have any problems or any questions. Make sure that they under-
stand that you do want to hear their problems if they have one. Or you 
want to share their happiness if they’re very successful. 

Discussion and Implications

Recent work on parental involvement highlights differences between school 
and home definitions on what it means to be “involved.” There might be a 
disconnect between immigrant families and the schools’ definition of “good” 
parental involvement. Barton et al. (2004) state that the role parents play in 
their children’s education has largely been defined by “what they do” and how 
well that fits into the school’s objectives (p. 4). The authors prefer to discuss the 
“ecologies of engagement” (p. 4), which offers a broader picture of parents be-
ing engaged with their children. This might not always include active parental 
participation at the school site. Additionally, the word engagement is used “to 
expand our understanding of involvement to also include parents’ orientations 
to the world and how those orientations frame the things they do” (p. 4). 

Jackson and Remillard (2005) propose an alternative model for parent 
involvement that is less “schoolcentric” (p. 67). The authors offer a clear dif-
ferentiation between parental engagement in children’s learning and schooling, 
which is fundamentally parent-based, in comparison to parental involvement 
in the classroom. Being able to recognize and fully accept the difference be-
tween these two perspectives is “critical to understanding parents’ potential as 
intellectual resources for their children” (p. 69). 
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As mentioned previously, the fathers in this study, on average, did not visit 
the schools very often, but they all considered themselves highly “engaged” in 
their children’s education. The men saw themselves as being greatly involved 
in helping their children maintain daily schedules to build self-discipline. That 
was how they believed they could best be engaged in their children’s learn-
ing and schooling. It would be beneficial for the whole community to have 
teachers and administrators encourage this type of parental involvement for all 
families in their schools.   

In the interviews with David he commented upon the importance of the 
notes, class rules, and newsletters sent home by his children’s teachers. He read 
them carefully and gained knowledge concerning the norms and regulations of 
American education. David’s interest in these various messages appears to have 
roots in Chinese traditional values toward learning. Pratt, Kelly, and Wong 
(1999) remark in a study of Chinese teachers and learners that the written 
word has a foundational importance in Chinese education. For students in 
China, the text and the teacher combine to become the most authoritative 
source of knowledge. 

Based on this cultural information, it is not surprising that Chinese par-
ents might place a high value on the written words sent home by teachers. A 
common complaint heard among K-12 educators is that teachers spend time 
writing notes and newsletters, but no one seems to be paying attention to 
them. Although that might be the case in many circumstances, it appears that 
information in writing is an excellent method of communicating with Chinese 
families and of informing them about the American educational system. 

This information coincides with a recommendation made by Henderson 
and Mapp (2002) concerning parents’ involvement in their children’s academic 
success. The authors ask a fundamental question that schools need to address 
about their current parent engagement program: “How is it linked to learn-
ing?” (p. 74). They suggest that all activities and communication with parents 
have a learning component.

A final comment about parental involvement is in order. Some of the fa-
thers remarked that they had an interest in meeting and talking with American 
families. However, it may be problematic for some immigrant families to feel 
comfortable enough to talk about education issues with non-Chinese families. 
This involves engaging in discourse with others, which is sometimes easier said 
than done. Nevertheless, Kim (2001) comments, “We cannot truly learn to 
communicate without communicating, just as we cannot learn to swim with-
out actually plunging into the water” (p. 229). Encouraging discourse will 
strengthen an immigrant’s circle of “weak ties,” people to turn to for advice 
and support. 
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While schools make every effort to facilitate communication among adults 
by offering occasional parent nights, it appears that a more concerted and lon-
ger term effort might be necessary to assist immigrant families in interacting 
with Americans. This endeavor might include instituting an ongoing program 
of cultural exchanges between families within a school. Cross-cultural adapta-
tion should be a two-way exchange of ideas and information. Family exchanges 
that are based on facilitating intercultural communication can truly expand the 
idea of parental involvement in the schools. An example is Bob’s educational 
trip to Washington, D.C., an extraordinary event that cannot be duplicated by 
many parents. However, the trip allowed him to fulfill a desire that he had to 
communicate with non-Chinese parents.

As a final point, it is necessary to remark upon the cultural abilities of one 
of the parents, Dewey. Of the five participants, he demonstrated the strongest 
capability to reflect in English and to understand the American education sys-
tem. This might be due to his length of time in the United States, 16 years, 
his strong English language skills, and his reflective nature. Within the Chi-
nese language school, he was a leader and acted as a natural cultural informant. 
Immigrants such as Dewey have a pivotal role to play in helping other fathers 
acculturate more quickly.

Conclusion

Although the participants had a diversity of opinions, they shared a deep 
respect for the value of educating young people. Frank expressed that commit-
ment succinctly when he stated: 

Okay, education it’s very important for the development of the country, 
for people, for the society. The kids are the next generation. They’re go-
ing to build up the country, contribute to the country, contribute to 
society. So, the kids can get a lot from education. So a good education is 
important to the people of this country. 
The preceding paragraph might contain a sentiment that is commonly 

shared and expressed by many others. However, after following the lives of 
these five fathers, it is hard not to believe that there is real power to these words, 
along with an obligation to fulfill the promise to educate their children well. 

Endnotes 
1A clarification is necessary concerning the term “Chinese” in this study, both in reference 
to the country and the language. The participants are referred to as coming from Mainland 
China, which is formally called the People’s Republic of China. There are no participants in 
this study from Taiwan. In addition, the participants speak Mandarin Chinese, which is the 
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default language used in both the People’s Republic of China and Taiwan. However, Cantonese 
Chinese is the main language in Hong Kong and areas of Southern China. 

2 There are romanized spellings of Chinese words in the study. These are included because the 
participants made reference to them during the interviews. At times, Chinese words such as 
zuoren have an emotional impact that is absent in English. Two major systems for transliterat-
ing Chinese to a romanized alphabet exist, Wade-Giles and Pinyin. Wade-Giles is an older 
system that is still used in Taiwan, while Pinyin is the romanization currently in use in Main-
land China (Killingley, 1998). The following is an example of spelling in the two systems: The 
romanized word for “humanism” in Wade-Giles is jen, while in Pinyin it is ren.
3“Chinese Education Forum” (Lecture, The University of Memphis, June 15, 2003). 
4 The names of the participants are pseudonyms. English names were mutually agreed upon by 
both the participants and the researcher (some of the men were already using English names 
in the workplace). 
5The accounts offered represent a sincere attempt to portray the views and the language of the 
fathers as they were presented during the interviews. Although the participants used English 
on a daily basis at work, they were all non-native speakers and had varying degrees of English-
language proficiency. To respect the linguistic abilities of the participants, grammar, syntax, 
and vocabulary from the transcripts were kept intact in the following narratives unless mistakes 
created problems in comprehension. Any changes that were made in the language are identi-
fied by brackets. 
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Family-School Relations as Social Capital: 
Chinese Parents in the United States

Dan Wang

Abstract

Guided by both Coleman and Bourdieu’s theories on social capital, I inter-
viewed Chinese immigrant parents to understand their experiences in weaving 
social connections with the school and teachers to benefit their children’s edu-
cation. This study confirms Coleman’s argument that human capital in parents 
will not transfer to the children automatically. The intergenerational transmis-
sion process is interrupted because the parents, although well educated, are 
not familiar with norms and practices in the new education system. In sharp 
contrast to parents in China, who aggressively seek and create opportunities 
to connect with teachers, immigrant Chinese parents adopt a passive role in 
initiating contacts with school and teachers. Factors contributing to the lower 
parental commitment to networking include time, jobs, language, and cultural 
barriers. However, the deeper reason lies in the change of people’s mindsets 
when they experience a dramatic shift in the surrounding social structures. 
The informant parents view American schools as egalitarian and competition 
free and, therefore, attribute to parent-teacher relationships less instrumental 
value in their children’s success than they would in China. American education 
professionals would be surprised by these parents’ naivety and idealization of 
American schools. Nonetheless, it would be simplistic to conclude that the lack 
of parental involvement is due to external restrictions or immigrant parents’ 
misunderstanding of the current U.S. society. 

Key Words: social capital, parental involvement, immigrant family, Chinese 
parents, networking, teachers, relations, United States, public schools, Asian
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Introduction

The concept of social capital is acknowledged as valuable by an increas-
ing number of educators and sociologists of education because it lends the 
researchers a new explanatory power, in addition to the traditional factors, such 
as gender, race, and socioeconomic status (SES), for stratification in the school 
system. Along this line of literature, researchers try to predict students’ aca-
demic achievement (Carbonaro, 1998; Kim, 2002; McNeal, 1999; Morgan & 
Sorensen, 1999; Teachman, Paasch, & Carver, 1997), drop-out risk (Carbon-
aro; Croninger & Lee, 2001; McNeal), and college attendance and other life 
chances (Furstenberg & Hughes, 1995) influenced by parents’ social capital. 
The concept of parents’ social capital in these studies is operationalized in di-
verse ways; it incorporates a wide range of indicators, such as “mother attended 
school meetings” (Furstenberg & Hughes), “parents know parents” (Morgan & 
Sorensen), “homework checking” (Kim), and “mother’s expectation for child’s 
education” (Coleman, 1988). Many of these variables are not new at all in 
educators’ attempts to explain the differences in students’ performances and 
achievement in school. Inevitably, this leads me to question the legitimacy in 
using the term “social capital.” Is it a new bottle that contains the old wine? 
Why not simply use “parental involvement” or “family support,” which may 
carry more intuitive meaning than the term “social capital”? Maybe the word 
“capital” is used merely to attract new or greater attention to the old sociologi-
cal or educational issues.

Despite these doubts, I still consider parents’ social capital as a necessary 
and valuable concept. For one, its boundary is more extensive than that of 
school-based or family-based personal relationships; it can be extended to par-
ents’ worksites, religious affiliation, and other social organizations, some of 
which are not included in the aforementioned studies. Secondly, and more 
significantly, social capital is not a static and arbitrary collection of personal 
interactions occurring in different social sites; instead, it should be imagined 
as a network woven by the individual parent around him/herself for a specific 
purpose – better education for the child. Such an interlaced network allows dy-
namic flows of resources from one link in the network to another in the process 
of accomplishing the goal. The resources, not the network per se, are the key 
in the concept of social capital according to Bourdieu’s definition (Bourdieu, 
1992, p. 119). The nature of the network and the amount of resources avail-
able in the network may be responsible for differentiation in students’ school 
performance and achievement. Therefore, the concept of social capital is not 
exactly redundant to the other existing notions in education research. 
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The empirical works on parents’ social capital, most of which rely on quan-
titative analyses, mainly follow Coleman’s theoretical framework (Dika & 
Singh, 2002). These authors endeavor to establish the correlation between the 
amount of social capital possessed by the parent and the children’s school per-
formance. This body of literature is insufficient in two ways. First, researchers 
fail to detect the mechanisms that transform social connections into some-
thing that could benefit children’s school experiences. Coleman (1988) argues 
that social closure among parents can facilitate reinforcement of social norms 
and social control, and therefore leads to a higher degree of congruence of par-
ents’ and children’s views on, for example, the instrumental value of education 
in one’s life opportunities. Yet, the degree of social control in relation to par-
ents’ closure has not been directly measured and tested. Bourdieu’s theory on 
access to resources in social networks (Portes, 1998) may be helpful in identi-
fying the invisible mechanisms, but unfortunately, only a few researchers have 
taken advantage of it (Lareau & Horvat, 1999). Secondly, only a few studies 
have focused on immigrant parents’ social connectedness and their children’s 
education (Bhattacharya, 2000; Kim, 2002; Zhang, Ollila, & Harvey, 1998). 
Experiences of immigrant parents are undoubtedly unique in that they depart 
from their well-established social networks in their home countries and need 
to construct new ones in a new environment, possibly with significant lan-
guage and cultural barriers. With a growing proportion of immigrant children 
in U.S. schools, research on immigrant parents’ social capital is certainly perti-
nent to the improvement of America’s schools. 

For this study, I interviewed nine Chinese parents in six families so as to 
understand their experiences as immigrant parents in weaving their social net-
works to benefit their children’s education. I was also interested in exploring 
how their Chinese background influenced their expectations and perceptions 
of American education, which in turn may have predetermined their strategies 
of networking with other people. 

Theoretical Frameworks

French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu and American sociologist James Cole-
man are the major contributing figures in the theoretical development of the 
concept of social capital (Dika & Singh, 2002; Portes, 1998). Bourdieu (1986) 
discussed the interaction of three forms of capital: economic, cultural, and so-
cial capital. A person would activate the capitals he/she possesses to achieve 
personal interests in accordance with the dominant practice in a specific social 
setting – the field – and also conditioned by his/her dispositions that are pro-
duced by his/her prior life experiences – the habitus (Bourdieu, 1984, 1992).  
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Coleman (1988) focused on the role of social capital in the creation of human 
capital, namely students’ educational attainment. Dika and Singh commented 
on Coleman’s model as having “structural-functionalist roots.” They continued 
to summarize that “social capital has been elaborated in two principal ways: in 
terms of norms [along Coleman’s theory] and in terms of access to institutional 
resources” [rooted in Bourdieu] (p. 33).

Norms

Coleman (1988) defined social capital by its function. “It is not a single 
entity but a variety of different entities, with two elements in common: they 
all consist of some aspect of social structures, and they facilitate certain ac-
tions of actors – whether person or corporate actors – within the structure” (p. 
S98). The structure is the relations among the actors. Social capital is inherent 
in these relations and is productive in the sense that it helps realize personal 
interest (since this article concentrates on the individual level only) that in its 
absence would be impossible.

Coleman (1988) has identified three forms of social capital: (1) obligations, 
expectations, and trustworthiness of structures; (2) information channels; and 
(3) norms and effective sanctions. The first form of social capital can be in-
terpreted as the amount of credits accumulated that are expected to be repaid 
according to the norm of reciprocity. A helps B and trusts B to return the favor 
in time. At first look, an instrumental motivation seems to be the source for 
this form of social capital; a close look can reveal that it is contingent on the 
norm of reciprocity and the severity of social sanctions once the norm is vio-
lated. Information channels can spread the deeds in compliance with the social 
norms or disclose the behaviors in violation of the norms, hence incurring so-
cial sanctions in the latter case. In either case, information channels facilitate 
the reinforcement of the social norms.

One important argument of Coleman (1988) is that financial and human 
capital of parents is necessary in the development of human capital in their chil-
dren, but each by itself is not sufficient (Teachman, Paasch, & Carver, 1997). 
Social capital within the family – discussions with children, monitoring and 
helping with homework, number of siblings, and so forth – helps the children 
to take advantages of the financial, cultural, and human resources available to 
them in the family. In the past decade, the effect of family-based social capital 
has been tested in an extensive body of research. Dika and Singh (2002) gave a 
comprehensive review on the methods and findings of these studies. Most find-
ings show positive relations between family-based social capital and students’ 
learning and school attainment. 
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Coleman’s essay on social capital in the creation of human capital has a far-
reaching influence on educators and researchers who are interested in this issue. 
Despite reasonable criticisms by some scholars (Dika & Singh, 2002; Portes, 
1998), several of Coleman’s concepts, such as the structure of social closure and 
mechanisms of norms, are undeniably refreshing and enlightening. 

Access to Institutional Resources

Another source of social capital theories is the work of Pierre Bourdieu. 
He defined social capital as “the aggregate of the actual or potential resources 
which are linked to possession of a durable network of more or less institution-
alized relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition” (1986, p. 248).  
There is a clear distinction between the resources and the network, that is, the 
access to the resources, in Bourdieu’s definition (Dika & Singh, 2002; Portes, 
1998). “The volume of the social capital possessed by a given agent…depends 
on the size of the network of connections he can effectively mobilize and on the 
volume of the capital (economic, cultural, or symbolic) possessed in his own 
right by each of those to whom he is connected” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 249). So-
cial capital is not to be understood in isolation, but in relation to other forms 
of capital – economic and cultural – and more importantly, in relation to the 
field and the habitus (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992).

Economic capital is that which is “immediately and directly convertible 
into money and may be institutionalized in the form of property rights…” 
(Bourdieu, 1986, p. 243). Cultural capital exists in three forms: in the embod-
ied, objectified, or institutionalized state (p. 243). The embodied state refers 
to the dispositions in the body and mind; the objectified state means cultural 
goods like books, music recordings, and movies; institutionalized cultural cap-
ital mainly refers to formal academic qualifications. All three types of capital 
can be converted from one type to another. Yet, economic capital is the root of 
the rest of types of capital; social and cultural capital is reducible to econom-
ic capital in the final analysis (pp. 252-253). Cultural and social capital, like 
economic capital, takes labor and time to accumulate. The longer social and 
cultural capital take to accumulate, the more invisible their function as media-
tion to the reproduction of economic capital; however, this also entails higher 
risk of loss, for example, unwise trust or failure to find employment upon 
graduation. In a given situation, the possessor of the capital will decide to uti-
lize a certain type of capital or transform one type to another so as to achieve 
certain ends, which ultimately can be translated into economic terms. How-
ever, social capital works in a way that is unique compared with other types of 
capital. Social capital makes it possible for an individual to use the resources 
(capital) institutionalized into the network but possessed by other members, 
not by him/herself. 
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Bourdieu (1986) insists that the definitions of capital are meaningful only 
in the systematic framework of capital – field and habitus. A field may be de-
fined as “a network, or a configuration of objective relations between positions” 
(p. 97). These positions and relations among the positions are objectively de-
fined, existing independently of the occupants of these positions. A field is 
often compared to a card game, both of which follow rules or regularities. In 
a game, the number of players and relations (winner or loser, for example) 
among the players are defined objectively. Players play against each other to 
compete for the stakes. The relative values of the cards they receive change with 
each game just as the hierarchy of the capital varies in different fields. Capital is 
a socially defined term and its content is subject to constant changes depending 
on the rules of various games or dominant practices in different fields. Players 
play according to the rules. They may win or lose, based on what cards they get 
in each game. However, players do not behave like machines which mechani-
cally receive cards, show them, and find out the winner. Instead, they estimate 
their positions relative to other players based on their evaluation of the cards in 
their hands. Then, they will decide on the best strategy to use their cards. The 
agency in the players, estimation, evaluation, and decision making, roots in 
individual dispositions that have been accumulated from previous life experi-
ences. Though constrained by the existing rules in the field, people are always 
actively creating changes to the structure they are in. It is the dynamic interplay 
of field and habitus, of structure and agency, that determines the process and 
outcome of a social event. 

Background of Chinese Parents

Immigrant parents with a non-mainstream cultural background are likely 
to confront difficulties in communication with their children’s schools, asso-
ciation with other parents, or helping with their children’s school work. Ariza 
(2002) lists many common reasons why immigrant parents fail to actively par-
ticipate in their children’s education: language barriers, time conflict, and most 
alarmingly, their expectations of schools that are rooted in their own home 
cultures and that are different from the typical American ones. Lacking knowl-
edge about these reasons, especially the potential cultural mismatches, some 
teachers regard the immigrant parents as “apathetic” or indifferent to their chil-
dren’s education (Ariza). In actuality, studies on Korean (Kim, 2002), Latino 
(Goldenberg et al., 2001), and Chinese (Zhang et al., 1998) immigrant parents 
show that, generally, parents hold high expectations of their children’s educa-
tional achievement and believe in the instrumental value of formal schooling 
for bettering their children’s life chances. Yet, exposed to a new culture, they 
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may not realize what the school and teachers expect from them. In addition, 
they may not have the knowledge needed to assist with their children’s school 
work in this new education system. Active participation and frequent commu-
nication with teachers and other parents could render the immigrant parents 
better informed about the typical mainstream school practices, thus improving 
their disadvantaged position. Some schools have devised programs to reach out 
to the immigrant parents in their community, providing orientations, sample 
classes, and trainings to get them familiar with the operation of the schools 
(Lindeman, 2001). These programs are considered helpful in bridging the gap 
between the parents and the teachers.

The diverse origins of immigrant families might result in varied responses 
from the parents regarding the practices in their children’s schools, even though 
they are attending exactly the same orientation program. The family-school re-
lations in their home countries predefine the parents’ self-perceptions of their 
own positions relative to the school. Therefore, it is necessary for educators to 
compare a certain home culture and the host culture, in this case the U.S. cul-
ture, in regard to education, and also to investigate the behavioral changes or 
non-changes of immigrant parents in the new culture. This study focuses on 
parent-school relations of Chinese immigrant parents in the United States that 
facilitate or hinder their children’s educational development. To understand 
families’ behaviors and mentalities in America, it is also important to review 
common parenting practices in China. 

Urban parents in China generally hold high expectations for their children’s 
educational attainment. College education is considered to be a must if it is 
within the financial capacity of the family. The competition for college en-
trance is fierce. In the early 1990s, the college enrollment rate was around 
20% nationwide. Recent years have seen a significant increase in college enroll-
ment rate, up to around 40-50%. While the entrance pressure is relaxed, a new 
round of competition is centered on getting into top-ranking institutions. 

Education in China is a state-managed enterprise. Universal curricula are 
designed by the Education Ministry of the central government and applied to 
all schools throughout the nation, from primary to high schools, except for 
several experimental provinces. Not surprisingly, then, college entrance quali-
fications are determined by students’ scores on the college entrance exams, 
which are held annually on the same dates for all high school graduates nation-
wide. Consequently, both schools and parents attach tremendous significance 
to children’s academic achievement, especially to the courses that are pertinent 
to college entrance exams. Parents are strict regarding their children’s academic 
performances. For those parents who received higher education, they often 
closely monitor children’ homework, give children extra exercises, or teach 
their children advanced classes at home.
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An interesting phenomenon in China is that urban parents take great initia-
tives to connect with the teachers in hopes that teachers can help their children 
more in learning. They often visit the school and meet with teachers in private; 
they visit teachers’ homes and give them gifts, sometimes expensive gifts, on 
festivals or official holidays; they make real efforts to help teachers whenever 
possible, for example, repairing the teacher’s stereo system or even seeking em-
ployment for a teacher’s child. The relationships between parents and teachers 
are about students’ educational achievement, but go beyond the boundary of 
educational issues. The relations are so personal that, to a large extent, parents 
have become crucial resources for teachers to solve their own personal prob-
lems. This utilitarian relationship between parents and teachers is almost an 
open secret to urban residents, but is surprisingly under-researched and docu-
mented. Although much of the description here is drawn from my personal 
experience and observations, participants in this study confirmed it as highly 
relevant to their own experiences with teachers in China.

With this prior knowledge in mind, I was very interested in looking at Chi-
nese immigrant parents’ social networks in the American setting. Do parents 
try to connect with teachers with the same incentives and initiatives? What are 
the reasons for changes or persistence in their parenting practices? What are the 
actual or potential ramifications on their children’s development resulting from 
such networks or from the absence of such networks? As the number of Chi-
nese immigrant students increases in U.S. schools, answers to these questions 
can be helpful for educators to understand the needs of students and parents 
in this ethnic group and to adopt more inclusive strategies that lead to more 
parental involvement. For sociologists of education, answering these questions 
might help identify the mechanisms that mobilize parents’ social capital to 
facilitate children’s school achievement, as well as the influential factors ac-
counting for discrepancies in the amount of social capital. 

Methods

I interviewed nine parents in six Chinese families. For three families, I in-
terviewed the mothers only; for the other three families, both parents were 
interviewed at the same time. Each interview took 1-1½ hours. The three-step 
interview approach (Seidman, 1998, pp. 11-12) was adopted to structure the 
interviews. However, instead of conducting three separate interviews, all three 
steps – asking for interviewees focused life histories, details of experience, and 
reflection on the meaning of their experiences – were covered in one interview 
per family. Mishler warned against the “one-shot interview conducted by an 
interviewer without local knowledge of a respondent’s life situation” (1986, p. 
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24). Such an interview, he continued, would not “provide the necessary con-
textual basis for adequate interpretation.” In this study, as a Chinese immigrant 
myself, I shared many similar life experiences with the participants, and there-
fore my prior knowledge gave me an in-depth understanding of the impact of 
their Chinese background on their life situations in the U.S. Hence, my ethnic 
status might help reduce the concern raised by Mishler.

Interviews were conducted in Mandarin, tape recorded, and later tran-
scribed and coded (Lofland & Lofland, 1995; Mason, 2002). Conversations 
quoted in this paper were translated from Mandarin by the researcher. I under-
stood that there were potential disadvantages to my position: being a Chinese 
myself could blind me from seeing some aspects that otherwise would be eas-
ily identified by an “outsider.” With this caution in mind, I discussed the field 
notes and transcriptions with both Chinese and American colleagues to gain 
different perspectives on the data collected. Based on Coleman’s and Bour-
dieu’s theoretical frameworks, I extracted the themes and tried to interpret the 
same set of data from both functional and institutional perspectives (Janesick, 
1998). Finally, I paid short visits to the participants to verify the accuracy of 
data and to confirm my speculations and interpretation of their behaviors.

To recruit the participants, I started with the families with whom I per-
sonally had contact. Then the snowball sampling strategy was used to identify 
potential participants (Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981). At the end of each inter-
view, I requested the existing participants to recommend families that had at 
least one child who was attending a public school. 

Five out of the six families had only one child, each born in mainland Chi-
na. One family had two children: the older one was born in China, while the 
2-year-old younger son was born in the U.S. All were two-parent families. All 
fathers had received graduate education, two with masters degrees and four 
holding doctorates. Mothers’ education levels were lower, one with a two-year 
college certificate, one with a masters degree, and the rest with bachelor’s de-
grees. The fathers all had full-time jobs. Three mothers had full-time jobs; one 
was working part-time; the other two were homemakers. The annual family 
incomes ranged from $30,000 to $60,000. Two of the families had achieved 
permission for permanent residence; three families were applying for the sta-
tus; one family was hesitating about whether to stay or return to China. One 
family moved to the U.S. from another English-speaking country, and their 
child had completed elementary and middle school in that country. Except for 
this child, all other children came directly from China. When the interviews 
were conducted, three children were attending elementary schools; two chil-
dren were in middle school; as mentioned previously, one child had completed 
middle school in a third country and was attending a high school in the U.S. 
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Results

Epstein (1990, p. 104) distinguishes two kinds of education models that af-
fect parent-teacher relationships: one model that emphasizes specialization of 
skills, and another model that emphasizes generalization of skills. The former 
separates the academic skills required by teachers via school training from other 
skills taught by parents via home training. With specialization comes a division 
of labor that pulls apart the function of school and of family, which restricts 
the communication and cooperation between parents and teachers. The second 
model focuses on teaching “the whole child.” Schools teach social skills, con-
cepts of home, development of talents, and so on, which traditionally are part 
of the responsibility of parents. Parents are advised to pay attention to children’s 
learning abilities and academic skills, the responsibility traditionally assigned 
to teachers. Thus, teachers and parents share “overlapping spheres of influence” 
that ultimately promote teacher-parent conversation and collaboration. 

Chinese Parents perceived U.S. education more as the generalization mod-
el. Compared with the schools in China, parents saw apparent distinctions 
between the two systems in their education emphases. One couple, Mr. and 
Mrs. Ding (pseudonyms, as are all names used in this article), whose daughter 
was a first grader, commented on the difference:
Mrs. Ding: Here [in the U.S.], schools mainly stress on kids’ behaviors, being 

polite, caring. When holidays come, the kids are always asked to make cards 
or write letters [for each other].

Mr. Ding: Right! [U.S. schools] put more emphasis on emotions. For example, 
on Valentine’s Day, wow, all the kids are required to prepare cards and gifts 
for each other. Birthdays, also. He invites him; she invites her. Lots of social 
activities like this. This indeed has a lot of influence on [my daughter’s] 
emotional development. We Chinese call this “EQ” [emotional quotient]. 
I feel they [U.S. teachers] care a lot about EQ. As to IQ, unlike in China, 
they don’t fill kids with [knowledge] at young ages.

Other parents expressed similar views on schools’ emphases in teaching. They 
thought Chinese teachers restricted their attention to students’ academic 
achievement, but the U.S. schools were more into the “well-rounded” develop-
ment of children.
Mrs. Wu, whose son was in second grade:  [Schools] don’t care much about 

learning grades. They care about ability, like the ability to make crafts, or 
drawing. They have drawing competitions, singing competitions, etcetera, 
quite often. As to academic grades, they don’t care as much as we Chinese.

Mrs. Zhang, whose son is in first grade also:  Here [U.S. schools] teach chil-
dren to be independent, to be creative. Kids are developing well-rounded. 
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They take Arts class, make nice and pretty crafts. [Teachers] stress on “do-
it-yourself ” kind of ability. Well, in China, only physics or chemistry is the 
most important. 
Contrary to what Epstein predicts, the model of generalization of skills did 

not bring about the anticipated partnership between teachers and parents, at 
least for these immigrant Chinese parents. Parent-teacher contacts were rare, 
and parent participation in school activities was low. 

Parent-Teacher Contacts

Parents reported that opportunities for them to have an in-depth discussion 
with teachers occurred only once or twice per year at conferences, 15 minutes 
on each occasion. Usually such meetings were arranged after the summary stu-
dent reports were distributed to parents. Schools set aside one or two days and 
parents were asked to pick a preferred time to meet the teachers. When par-
ents found out the problems their children had experienced in school either 
from the reports or from their conversations with the children, they used these 
chances to communicate the problems with the teacher. Mrs. Wu, mother of 
a second grade son, Ming, once read in the report that the Physical Education 
(PE) teacher gave her son a low grade. She was curious about this and went to 
see the teacher.
Mrs. Wu: I met with the PE teacher once because my son seemed to have a 

problem in PE. My son couldn’t understand the teacher. The teacher asked 
him to do the exercises, but he couldn’t get it. So the teacher thought he was 
slow-minded. I told the teacher about it later. This semester, the PE teacher 
knew this and repeated himself a couple of times in the class. Also, my son 
has made fast progress in English. So the language problem is not so serious 
now. But back then, the PE teacher gave him a terribly low grade. My son 
is big and tall among his classmates. I might not be sure about his [English] 
reading or writing, but I sure knew he wouldn’t be bad at sports.…So I went 
to see the teacher and asked him about the low grade. He told me that my 
son was slow-minded. So I asked what he meant by “slow-minded.” Then 
my son said he didn’t understand what the teacher asked him to do in the 
class. The whole thing was made clear finally.
Mr. Wang had a talk with the teacher about his daughter Meng’s English 

progress a couple of years ago. At the time, Meng had been in U.S. for one year 
and was transferred to a new school. She used to have an ESL teacher in the old 
school, but did not have one in the new school. Mr. Wang met the teacher and 
asked her if Meng could have extra ESL classes as she did in the old school.
Mr. Wang: The teacher was very nice. She said that if I worried about Meng’s 

English, the school had an ESL teacher, too, and I could seek help from her. 
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But she also told me her own opinion on Meng’s English proficiency. She 
said Meng spoke English just like the American kids did. She didn’t think it 
was necessary to get her an ESL teacher. Anyway, I had a feeling at the time 
that the teacher thought Meng was good at everything. Actually, this was 
not what I knew about my daughter. The American teacher only picked the 
pleasant things to talk. 

Author: Did you tell her your feeling?
Mr. Wang: Yeah, I did. But she seemed to be upset on hearing it. I could see that 

she was not happy about it. I said, I didn’t think that Meng’s English was 
good enough, especially in reading. She was not doing as well as other kids. 
After I said it, the teacher kind of made me feel “aha, are you complaining 
about my teaching?” She went like “eh, how come?” Actually, I didn’t mean 
that [complaining] at all. I was just worrying that the child might still have 
[difficulties in language]. Later, I said to myself: in Rome, do as Romans do. 
So I never again mention things like this [to teachers].
Other parents thought the official parent-teacher meetings were not very 

productive. Parents felt they could not go deep enough in their conversations 
with teachers. Also, the time was too short; the parents could not occupy the 
teachers too long since more parents were waiting to meet the teachers, too. 

Apart from the official meetings, parents would not take the initiative to 
contact teachers unless they spotted serious problems. They chose to visit 
teachers in school to discuss the problems or alternative methods of contact-
ing teachers, for instance, in writing. For parents with significant difficulties in 
speaking English, writing might be an effective means of communication. Mr. 
Ding used to write letters to his daughter’s teacher:
Mr. Ding: I wrote a letter to the teacher. Lin [his daughter] had a good friend 

in her class. That child could speak both Chinese and English. During class-
es, Lin didn’t understand teacher’s instructions. So the teacher sometimes 
asked this child to explain to Lin. In the end, this child became sort of like 
a little boss of Lin. This had a negative influence on Lin’s self-esteem and 
confidence. She often complained to me: “why does that child know better 
than me? Why does that child always command me?” Obviously, [she] felt 
the suppressing pressure. This hurt her confidence…I wrote a letter asking 
the teacher to help her make more friends, not only restricted to this one 
child. Moreover, help her improve English both in speaking and in listen-
ing. Finally I requested, if the situation continued, I would like to move Lin 
to another class, or at least have the kids separated if Lin was to stay. 

Mrs. Ding: The teacher noticed this and made effort to prevent it from hap-
pening again. Later, when Lin entered first grade, the two kids were put into 
different classes. [The information above] - was in kindergarten. 
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The relations between Chinese parents and the U.S. teachers stayed at a 
“business-to-business” level, unlike the personal level connections in China. 
Parents did not mention any intention to develop such personal relationships 
with teachers. Gift-giving from parents to teachers, which was common in 
China, did not happen often if it happened at all. Mrs. Zhang mentioned once 
about gift-giving in kindergarten.
Mrs. Zhang: We didn’t know how the Americans handled things when we first 

arrived here. As time moved on, we didn’t find much difference. Americans, 
Chinese, all the same. Like New Year’s Day, Christmas, they gave gifts to 
teachers, too. At first we didn’t know this. Other people told me so. They 
[Americans] gave the teacher a lot of stuff. One parent, her child in pre-
school, didn’t have a job. So, she had time to visit school. She told me those 
American parents also gave teachers lots of presents on Christmas, Thanks-
giving, and so forth. Later, I came across this myself. It was the Christmas 
time. I went to pick up my son after school. I saw there were lots of gifts on 
the table. I thought they were the gifts parents prepared for the kids. Later, 
I found out they were for the teacher! Luckily I brought with me a little 
Chinese souvenir for the teacher too that time. I really meant to thank the 
teacher for her help with my son’s English learning. Then, my son went to 
first grade. I didn’t see parents giving gifts to the teacher again. So I didn’t 
give her anything either. I asked another Chinese parent if she sent any gift 
to the teacher. She answered me: “Gifts? Of course not! I didn’t even get to 
see her this semester!” 
Mr. and Mrs. Zhang did not continue to give presents to teachers partly be-

cause they did not see gift-giving carry the same meaning in the U.S. schools 
as in China.
Mr. Zhang: Those gifts were little inexpensive stuffs. Parents gave them to the 

teacher just to show their thanks. They didn’t intend to please the teacher. 
It was nothing like the gift-giving in China. When my son was in kinder-
garten in China, my mother, my son’s grandma, sent gifts to the teacher’s 
home, asking the teacher to take extra care of my kid. We paid the fees in 
full and did everything required by the kindergarten. But, my mother still 
insisted on visiting the teacher in private and gave her the gifts. She was 
worried that the teacher would care more about other children instead of 
our own kid. That was completely different. Here, we don’t see it necessary 
to give gifts to teachers.
Generally parents were satisfied with teachers’ work. In fact, parents with 

children in elementary school expressed the most satisfaction with teachers. 
They described teachers as caring, nice, and treating the children equally.
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Mr. Ding: I feel in my heart that Lin’s teacher likes her very much….This is 
very important! When the teacher likes a student, or at least the student 
feels that the teacher likes her, no matter if it is true or not, this is a big 
blessing for this kid. This child will constantly feel an encouragement. It is 
very hard [for a child] to have that feeling in China.

Mrs. Ding inserted: Lin’s often thought about giving her teacher a hug. It 
would be impossible if she were in China.

Mr. Ding: We were very worried at the beginning. Our English was poor; Lin’s 
English was poor also when she came to U.S. We were afraid she would be 
discriminated against. It turned out that she said her teacher liked her a lot. 
We had the same feeling since the teacher introduced her own kid to be 
Lin’s friend. All my worries disappeared. This is so important! No matter 
if the teacher truly likes her or not, at least, the kid feels that teacher cares 
about her. It is not easy for a teacher to accomplish this. This teacher is very 
successful in this respect!
Parents with children in middle school or high school normally sang praises 

for teachers, also. Though two mothers thought the teacher-student ties were 
not as close in higher grades as in elementary school, generally they were still 
satisfied with teachers and schools. 

In sum, parents’ contacts with teachers were problem driven, with a specific 
purpose at a certain time. Despite the low frequency of contacts, many times 
the exchanges with teachers did benefit their children’s development. 

Parent Participation in School

Relative to connecting with teachers, parents were more active in attending 
the school activities, such as a scientific invention show, Christmas perfor-
mances, open house, and so forth. Mr. and Mrs. Ding took part in almost all 
school events if possible. They saw the participation as one way to cultivate 
self-confidence in their daughter. They went to the events like the rest of the 
American parents so that their daughter would not feel that she was different 
from other American children. Conversation with some parents did indicate 
that the immigrant children might indeed have a fear of being viewed as dif-
ferent. Mr. Wang mentioned that his daughter, Meng, once asked him not to 
participate in a parent talent show held by her school. Mr. Wang wanted to 
take part in the basketball game with other parents and teachers. Meng did not 
want him to play, because she thought he was too short compared with her PE 
teacher and her friends’ fathers. 

All the parents I interviewed except one mother, Mrs. Tao, said they never 
volunteer in their children’s schools. Mrs. Tao used to volunteer in her daugh-
ter Ning’s elementary school. Ning finished second grade in China and entered 
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third grade when she first came to the U.S. Mrs. Tao spoke limited English, but 
she still volunteered in her daughter’s class and enjoyed doing it. 
Mrs. Tao: At that time, the teacher encouraged parents to go to the class. That 

would make it easier for her to communicate [with Ning]. Ning never 
learned English in China. I had classes with her. If Ning couldn’t under-
stand what the teacher was talking, I could tell her. Kind of coordination 
work. I went to her class for quite a period of time. The teacher was teach-
ing in the front and I sat in the last row. When the teacher needed to pass 
around some handouts or paper or pencils, I went up to help her, assisting 
her work.…I didn’t go to her school every day, only once or twice per week. 
Sometimes, they had fieldtrips and the teacher would need two or three 
parents to help her take care of the children. Or sometimes, like Halloween, 
they needed people to paint pumpkins. I volunteered on those occasions 
also. I found it helpful to do this. I could know more about their [Ameri-
can] school life, teaching approaches, and so forth. So basically, when Ning 
was in third and fourth grade, I pretty much knew, like teaching in the 
school, her communication with teachers, the differences between her and 
other children, and how American children behaved in school. [Before that] 
I didn’t know much about foreign kids’ school performances. [I] never had 
the chance to see them.
Like other parents, Mrs. Tao often called American kids “foreign kids” even 

though she was fully aware that she and her family were the real foreigners in 
the United States. Later Mrs. Tao gave birth to a second child and did not have 
time to volunteer any more. Yet she believed volunteering could be very help-
ful, and she wanted to sit in Ning’s classes if possible. Ning had been longing 
for her mother to go to school, too. Mrs. Tao mentioned that Ning often asked 
her, “Why don’t you come to my classes any more, mom?” After Ning entered 
middle school, she managed to go to Ning’s class only once.

Other parents received notices from school informing them of volunteer 
opportunities, also, but they never participated. When asked if they saw any 
influence of parents’ volunteer work on children’s school life, most parents re-
sponded negatively. However, Mrs. Wu recalled an interesting thing her son, 
Ming, told her about his friend Robert.
Mrs. Wu: My son said the kids all loved the computer class. One day, my son 

came home pretty upset. He said usually kids had computer class once every 
other week, but Robert could take computer class every week. I thought 
about it and came to the conclusion that it was because Robert’s mom often 
volunteered as an assistant teacher. So this [parent’s volunteer work] did 
make a difference. The teacher let him have more computer classes. What-
ever he liked, the teacher would let him have it first. 
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Parents behaved differently toward various kinds of school participation. 
They took a relatively active stance toward events that involved more passive 
participation, like attending a drawing exhibition, open house, and so on, but 
mostly were indifferent to volunteer work, which required more time and en-
ergy input. Parents seldom attended PTO meetings because they found the 
meetings were “only about all kinds of reports, school budget report, principal 
report, and so forth,” which they could not understand. 

Home-Based Social Capital

If Epstein was correct in that the educational model of “generalization of 
skills” inherently requires a close partnership between school and family to 
work to the advantage of children’s development, the loose connections be-
tween these Chinese parents and their children’s teachers would inevitably 
have an impact on their children’s learning and school experiences. Parenting 
practices within the home were especially interesting. With more autonomy at 
home, parents were more likely to adopt Chinese educational strategies. Yet, 
constrained by the dominant practices in the U.S. schools and the families’ 
situations, I suspected that those Chinese approaches could not be exercised to 
their full extent. 

Most parents I interviewed held high expectation for their children’s edu-
cational attainment. They expected the children to receive a four-year college 
education at least; the college might not be as famous as Harvard or Yale, but 
certainly “not some community college.” They believed that education was 
highly correlated with one’s life chances. Mrs. Wang told her daughter: “If you 
want to live a decent life, you’ve got to study hard.” Mrs. Tao shared a similar 
view, but she thought education was even more crucial for one’s career in the 
U.S. than in China. 
Mrs. Tao: In China, a student with graduate education may have the same 

salary as a person who only had a bachelor’s degree. This won’t happen in 
the U.S. People [in the U.S.] care a lot about your education and degrees. 
A Ph.D. graduate is meant to be paid at a certain level of salary. The degree 
does make a difference. In China, [people consider] social relations, ac-
quaintances, nepotism, stuff like that.
Even though parents could not name specifically what professional path 

they would like their children to follow, they consciously or unconsciously had 
certain inclinations. 
Mrs. Zhang: I asked [my son], “What do you want to do when you grow up?” “I 

want to be a policeman!” I said, “You are not strong enough.” The other day, 
he told me he wanted to be a doctor. I said, “Okay. You grow to be a doctor 
then.” He thought for a while and said, “No, that won’t do. I am afraid of 
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blood.” I laughed and asked again what he wanted to be. He thought for 
a long time and said, “I want to be a policeman.” I heard it and felt a little 
disappointed. I never gave it a serious thought on what he should be in the 
future, but when I heard that, I still couldn’t help my disappointment.
With parents’ high expectations and aspirations came strict monitoring and 

high pressure for school success. Parents defined success in the traditional Chi-
nese way: academic success. Without in-depth and timely exchanges with the 
teacher, their knowledge about their children’s school experiences was limited 
to Friday folders, school reports and notices, and homework if there was any. 
They described U.S. education as “too relaxed” and “too indulging.” Follow-
ing Chinese teaching approaches, parents believed that teachers should have 
sent a certain amount of homework so that children could review what they 
had learned during the day. Mrs. Wu used to ask the ESL teacher to send ex-
tra homework for her son to do at home. In lower grades, if teachers did not 
send homework, parents would give the children extra reading or math exer-
cises to do after school. They would check the homework to see if the children 
completed it and understood the content. The homework assigned by parents 
included reading, math, and Chinese. It was said that teaching advanced math 
at home to their kids was a common practice among Chinese parents. They 
followed the elementary math textbooks bought from China to teach their 
children at home. Parents reported that the extra teaching at home improved 
their children’s school math performances. In higher grades, parents reported 
more difficulties in homework monitoring. Mr. Wang, whose daughter was in 
fifth grade, said that for some courses he could not understand the homework 
even if Meng asked him for help. A common complaint among these parents 
was about textbooks. The problem was there was no textbook for any class.
Mrs. Tao: There is no textbook whatsoever. In China, we have a book for Chi-

nese, a book for math, and so forth, but they don’t. [The child] only brings 
back pieces of paper. There is no systematic curriculum. For example, we 
want to know what the child is supposed to learn this semester. In China, 
parents know what the children are taught in school. When the child needs 
us, we can help with her work. Here in the U.S., maybe [teachers] think 
there is no need for parents to teach the child. [Perhaps they think] children 
only need to learn in school; back home, they don’t need parents to help 
them….Well, if the child doesn’t learn well in school or didn’t receive a 
good grade, of course, parents want to help her. [But we] don’t know what 
to help, and how to help. We don’t know how the teacher teaches in class, 
like decimals, how the teacher explains to the kids. In China, [kids need 
to do] a lot of homework. [Kids here] don’t. One day they bring back one 
piece of paper, the second day they jump to another completely different 
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topic. Then after months have passed, they will come back again to the old 
topic. 
Mr. and Mrs. Zhang’s son, Hua, was only in first grade. Though the parents 

found themselves still capable to help with Hua’s learning, they expressed seri-
ous concerns about the potential differences in their own teaching approaches 
and those of the teacher.
Mrs. Zhang: Hua brought back his reading materials from school. We took 

a look and thought they were too simple. Preschool kids can read them. 
Actually, we gave Hua much harder pieces to read at home. He has a [book 
of ] children’s Bible Stories. He can read that book. That one is much more 
complex than the ones given by school.…

Mr. Zhang: However, I found an interesting thing. We think the kid is doing 
fine at home, learning much more advanced stuff than in school. But he 
didn’t get his work 100% right in school. The highest grade is 1; he always 
gets 2s or 3s. What does this mean? It means his work still hasn’t reached 
the teacher’s requirement.

Mrs. Zhang: That’s why I feel what we teach doesn’t match what the teach-
er teaches in school.…At home, he is doing advanced reading, advanced 
math.…I think it is good enough for him. I don’t know [why] that he 
doesn’t do well in school. I think there is a mismatch between home educa-
tion and school education. It is just not right!
Immigrant parents lack sufficient information about American schools’ op-

eration, teaching methods, and curriculum design. The benefits of advanced 
math class at home diminished along with the increase in students’ school 
years. In higher grades, since children got used to the methods and teaching 
approaches in school, the incompatible content and methods they learned at 
home were quickly forgotten. Frequent communication with teachers, obser-
vation of classes, and active participation in school decision-making processes 
can bridge the gap in parents’ knowledge about the U.S. education system. 
However, these Chinese parents did not adopt a proactive role in collaborating 
with the school and therefore rendered themselves disadvantaged in facilitating 
the children’s ability to accomplish certain desired educational goals. The loose 
school-family ties diminished the expected partnership relations and benefits.

Among the interviewed parents, Mr. Wang held unique views on U.S. ed-
ucation and had an unusual definition of educational success. He thought 
American teachers did not care much about academic performance. Instead, 
they stressed cultural talents, like music, sports, and drawing. He did not think 
in U.S. society children had a big stake in education for their life chances. 
Mr. Wang: When Meng first entered middle school, the school principal gave 

the parents a promise, which to me was very interesting. Unlike any of the 
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promises offered by schools in China, his promise was: every student would 
be willing to study in this school; if a child felt uncomfortable in this school, 
the parents should tell him and he would improve it. In China, the middle 
school principal would promise parents college enrollment rate, promise 
the kids the best, or at least one of the best, academic training in the city. 
Chinese schools promise those things. Here, [U.S.] schools don’t guarantee 
that your kids learn best or receive good grades. They promise you the en-
vironment is comfortable and encouraging. This is the American promise. 
It is different. Americans say if you have a talent, develop it. If you don’t, 
don’t force yourself. If you say to teacher, I got a B and it was a problem. 
She won’t admit this is a problem. Even if you have a C, it is not a problem 
either.…Once I asked my colleague why some universities made a huge 
effort to run the basketball teams, and why some schools poured so much 
money into a school music band. Earlier, my daughter’s school thought 
their music education was weak and dampened their reputation. So they 
hired a new principal and three music teachers. Later the school gave a 
concert. That involved a lot of efforts. I said to my colleague, why didn’t the 
school put resources in teaching science, why did they do all this stuff. He 
told me if a school was poor in music or sports, it would be looked down 
upon. Sometimes, colleagues chatted about their kids’ clubs, football team, 
or softball team. Parents would ask for leaves so as to take part in their kids’ 
events. They made it a big deal. One time, a colleague missed his kid’s activ-
ity because of a project at work; he raised up the issue in a group meeting 
with our boss. He said, for your project, I even missed the opportunity to 
attend my child’s school event! The fact that he could so boldly complain 
to the boss indicated that such activities were very important to American 
families. Knowing this, sometimes when Meng wants to do something, I 
feel I shouldn’t say no. I can’t behave like we were still in China. I can’t say 
“oh, you should study” or “you should do your homework.” I think possibly 
we [Chinese] had different ideas [about education], and we should change 
them now. 
His talk surprised me. I tried to say that American schools at least put some 

emphases on reading and math. This could be seen from the college entrance 
tests, SAT for instance. His response startled me even more.
Mr. Wang: In China, the career paths are limited. Everybody is competing to 

enter college in order to find a good job. It is different here. People don’t 
have to go to college [to find a good job]. If you can get into a college, that 
is fine. If you fail, that is fine, too. The career choices are much wider than 
in China.
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Viewing the U.S. society as ideally egalitarian, naturally he attributed less 
value to education in personal upward mobility, hence less emphasis on school 
achievement. Meng’s school had an advanced math class in each grade, but she 
failed the entrance test. Mr. and Mrs. Wang did not know about the existence 
of the advanced class. When I was asking about tracking in Meng’s school, 
they directly prompted the question to the child and then found out about 
the advanced math class. However, Mr. Wang did not regret not knowing this. 
“If Meng had wanted to get into the advanced class,” he said, “she would have 
told me about it. If she did not want to be in that class, it was no use even if I 
made her.” 

Wang’s wife did not agree with her husband’s views. Such views may not be 
shared by the majority of immigrant Chinese parents, either. However, this sin-
gle example could caution educators that, due to certain cultural stereotypes, 
parents may hold some misperceptions about dominant practices in the host 
culture, misconceptions that may jeopardize their children’s development. 

Intervening Factors

These parents were well educated. Some of them received graduate degrees 
in American institutions. Nevertheless, lacking connections with school and 
teachers, they failed to have their children take full advantage of their human 
capital. Both external conditions, such as time and the language barrier, and 
subjective perceptions of U.S. education hindered them from taking an aggres-
sive role in their relations with their children’s schools.

Time and Work
Parents complained about heavy work loads and insufficient time to spend 

with children or to visit school. All six fathers and three of the mothers were 
working full time. Except for the official parent-teacher meetings or cultural 
and social events that schools held for all parents, they seldom allocated extra 
time to meet the teacher individually and discuss with them children’s school 
life. The time conflict partly resulted from financial pressures as well as these 
parents’ immigrant status.
Mrs. Zhang: I feel that foreign parents [i.e., the American parents] spent much 

more time and money on their kids than Chinese parents. At least, the 
mothers, most of them don’t work full time. So they can have plenty of time 
to take care of their kids. [Many of the mothers of my son’s friends] only 
do part-time jobs. They have more time.…It would be nice if I could take a 
part-time job only. I wish he [husband] could have a better and more stable 
income. A stable income, not necessarily very high, fifty thousand [per year] 
would be fine for us. Then I could find a part-time job and would be able 
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to visit my son’s school a couple of times each week, to volunteer, to help, 
and to see how the Americans run their schools. At present, both of us have 
hectic work schedules. We don’t have time to educate the child.…I often 
feel exhausted. I am over-worked. I really wish I could work part-time, but 
my visa status won’t allow that. That is a big problem!
Sometimes parents brought home their own stresses and frustrations from 

work, which could cast a worse influence on the children. The Tao’s daughter, 
Ning, needed her father to help her with homework from time to time. Mr. 
Tao would blame her for learning too slowly in school.
Mrs. Tao: [My husband] usually gets very tired at work. Back home, he still 

needs to help [the daughter]. He is already stressed out during the day, and 
now sees the kid hasn’t learned well in class. He would of course have a bad 
mood and ill temper. This sentiment is not good at all for the kid. She might 
feel hurt.
Although Mrs. Tao was a homemaker, her two-year-old young son occu-

pied almost all her time and energy. Their income did not allow them to hire 
a nanny or babysitter. Teachman and colleagues (1997) found that parental 
income had a positive effect on reducing high school drop-out risk. However, 
such effect was involved in an interaction with parents’ social capital, measured 
by parent-school and parent-children relations. At the same family income 
level, greater social capital enhanced the effect of income and less social capi-
tal diminished such effect on reducing the likelihood of dropping out of high 
school. It was unknown if the interaction between parental social and financial 
capital existed for other educational outcomes other than dropout risk. How-
ever, the experiences of these Chinese families led me to think it might be true. 
Financial restraints put employment pressures on both parents in the family 
and resulted in less time and energy available for children’s education.

Language Barrier
English communication was considered to be a major problem for the par-

ents. Even if some mothers did not have any job at all, they seldom paid visits 
to school because teachers “didn’t understand what I was talking about.” Some-
times children felt embarrassed by their parents’ poor English level. Mrs. Wang 
had gone to her daughter’s school once or twice. Each time she met someone 
in school, her daughter would say to the person “my mom doesn’t speak Eng-
lish.” Mrs. Wang felt that her daughter did not want her to speak in public, 
so she just became silent and never visited the school again. Mrs. Tao was the 
bravest one among the mothers. As mentioned earlier, she did not speak much 
English, but she kept volunteering as a class assistant until she gave birth to her 
second child.
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Cultural Barriers
Unfamiliar with the explicit or hidden rules of the U.S. education system, 

these Chinese parents responded passively to school requirements. They re-
ceived school notices about forthcoming events, requests for volunteering and 
donations, invitation to PTO meetings, and so on. Yet, without physical ex-
periences in American schools, they could not empathize with the intangible 
cultural signals behind the activities per se. Some parents interpreted volunteer 
work as free labor needed by school. The view had some truth in it; but more 
importantly, with the volunteer request, the school and teachers made a gesture 
for community building, expecting parents’ cooperation and support. Parents 
who missed this message would naturally see volunteer work as irrelevant to 
their children’s well being.

As children entered higher grades, immigrant parents could not anticipate 
the possible decisions they and their children needed to make and, therefore, 
could not prepare ahead of time. Entering the middle school, for example, 
could be a big challenge for some children both emotionally and academically. 
Unless they knew of this potential challenge, parents could not get their chil-
dren ready for it. 

Perceptions of U.S. Education
Interestingly, though most parents agreed that closer relationships with 

teachers would benefit their children’s learning and educational chances, and 
they admitted that their ties with school were not strong enough, they did not 
have anxiety about the status quo. On the contrary, they were quite contented 
with their children’s educational outcomes. Compared with parents in China, 
these immigrant Chinese parents saw parent-teacher relations as holding less 
stake in their children’s school success. Therefore, they deemed it not worth 
pursuing with heavy investments of time and energy. 

Initially, I suspected that the rhetoric of meritocracy in the U.S. culture 
might lead the parents to believe that, unlike in China, generally in American 
society social connections were not pertinent to a person’s education or career 
advancement. However, parents’ responses dismissed my suspicions. 
Mrs. Wu: Personal relations here are even more important than in China…. 

In the beginning, I did believe [in the U.S.] people got whatever they de-
served. Nonsense! In my husband’s company, the guy who is on good terms 
with their boss doesn’t need to work as hard, and the boss could lay off any 
people, but not him!

Mr. Zhang: In my company, the Whites play with relationships, too. Like one 
guy, hates that guy, and then gossips to the manager about others. Just the 
same as in China, maybe not as blatant. You can’t figure their relations out 
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on the surface. But in the back, they gossip about each other, flatter the 
manager, and so forth. It is all the same!
Parents all admitted to different degrees that social relations were important 

for adults and in business. Yet they did not think the same effect was applica-
ble to U.S. schools. To maintain good relationships with teachers was a must 
in China, but was not necessary in the U.S., because they thought competi-
tion among Chinese students was fierce, and there the teachers had too large a 
power over students. 
Mr. Zhang: Competition [in the U.S.] is not as strong as in China. Teachers 

in China have a great power over students. [They can] let you be a monitor, 
send you to partake in a contest, you know, make you the center of atten-
tion. Moreover, Chinese teachers often rank all kids from number one to 
number thirty-five! That is too much! In the U.S., they don’t do it. 

Mrs. Ding: [To please the teacher] is more than necessary [in China]. If the 
teacher has a prejudice toward your kid, or simply ignores your kid, or even 
speak to the child in a not-so-nice way, it can hurt the child’s self-confidence. 
She may lose interest in school and in learning. Parents are all worried about 
that. So we give gifts to the teacher on holidays or festivals. Sometimes we 
have complaints, but we don’t dare to speak out.

Mrs. Tao: [In China] if other parents give presents to the teacher and you don’t, 
or you give the gift too late, the teacher treats your child differently. It hap-
pened in Ning’s school [in China], too. Some parents had closer relations 
with teachers; in return, teachers would take better care of those kids. 
In contrast to Chinese teachers, American teachers were regarded as “nice, 

caring, and treating students equally.” They asserted with firmness that their 
children were not discriminated against by the teachers based on their ethnic-
ity. Parents believed that regulations in the U.S. were more stringent than in 
China regarding teacher’s power over students. They believed that U.S. teach-
ers were well qualified and strictly followed the ethical codes of the profession. 
This perception dismissed parents’ worries that teachers might treat other stu-
dents better than their own children. 

However, such perception alone was not sufficient to diminish parents’ in-
centives to maintain a close relationship with teachers, because it could be even 
better if the teacher treated their children better than other students! This did 
not happen, for parents perceived no competition or a low level of competition 
among the American students. These parents mentioned that students in their 
children’s class did not care about academic success. Mr. Wang, as reported 
earlier, took this to the extreme and thought the term “academic success” was 
meaningless.
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Mr. Wang: Academic standing doesn’t make a difference. It is the kid’s interest 
that matters. If you like basketball, you can play basketball; if you don’t like 
it any more, you can pick up another thing, say ping-pong. 
In the U.S., children are assigned to certain public schools based on their 

residential district. Entrance into colleges is considerably easier in the U.S. 
than in China due to the smaller population and the larger number of institu-
tions. Thus, students did not need to compete with their peers for the limited 
seats in the best elementary school or the best middle school and high school, 
as is the case in China. Seeing all these facts, parents lost their incentive to care-
fully build up and maintain relationships with teachers. As Mr. Ding put it, the 
outcome could not justify the investment! 

Consciously or unconsciously, parents were still in a Chinese state of mind 
in evaluating family-school relations. Such relations were seen as an instrumen-
tal tool that oriented the needed but scarce resources to work to the advantage 
of their children in achieving educational goals. When the resources were be-
lieved to be abundant and competition relaxed, the tool was naturally rendered 
less valuable.

Conclusions

This study confirms Coleman’s argument that human capital in parents will 
not transfer to the children automatically. The intergenerational transmission 
process is interrupted because immigrant parents are not familiar with norms 
and practices in the new education system. For immigrant families, parent-
teacher relations do not function to impose shared norms on the children since 
the parents, lacking sufficient understanding about the new culture, may not 
acknowledge the norms in the host society. However, the higher volume of so-
cial capital inherent in the parents’ networking with teachers can expedite the 
acculturation process both for themselves and for their children. For example, 
parents who volunteered to be a class assistant learned about American educa-
tor’s teaching approaches and then could adopt similar methods when helping 
with their children’s homework. In this sense, greater parent social capital – fre-
quent exchanges with teachers on children’s behaviors, homework monitoring, 
active volunteering, and so on – does facilitate the generation of human capital 
in children. 

Relative to parent-teacher social connections in China, immigrant Chinese 
parents in the U.S. possess less social capital that they can mobilize to the ad-
vantage of their children’s school success. In sharp contrast to parents in China, 
who aggressively seek and create opportunities to connect with teachers, these 
immigrant Chinese parents adopted a passive role in initiating contacts with 
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the school and teachers. The inconsistency in parent behaviors is not to be 
accounted for by the change of environment. In fact, both Chinese and Ameri-
can societies put high values on teacher-parent relations in their own unique 
ways. If immigrant parents simply followed the so-called mainstream prac-
tices, I would expect them to have much closer ties with teachers and schools. 
However, they did not. As Bourdieu (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992) proposed, 
scholars should understand the agent’s actions in the interactions between 
fields and habitus.  

The comparatively loose ties between immigrant Chinese parents and 
teachers were not a signal that parents became indifferent to their children’s 
educational achievement. Part of the habitus and rooted in their Chinese tra-
ditions, the parents’ belief in the instrumental value of formal schooling had 
never changed. They still held high expectations for their children and valued 
academic success, diligence, and hard work. However, the parents changed 
their strategies regarding the use of the resources they possessed in response to 
the actual and perceived rules of the new field. The strategies that were con-
sidered to be effective in China lost their appeal in the U.S. Feasibility was a 
practical problem since the amount of resources the parents possessed (social, 
cultural, economic, and symbolic capital) had changed in the new field setting. 
As shown previously, time, work, language, and cultural barriers all disadvan-
taged the parents’ generation and accumulation of social capital.

One interesting finding of this study was that participants might not be re-
sponding to the actual rules of the field, but to the rules they perceive to exist 
in the field, which may or may not be true. The view that American schools 
were free of competition seemed to me to be a misconception. Such a view was 
a product of the interaction between habitus and the field. The image of com-
petition they carried in their mind was from their Chinese school experiences: 
students in the same class were ranked from the first to the last; children were 
fighting for the limited seats in the best elementary, middle, or high schools; 
resources were scarce relative to the population. They found this image was not 
applicable to the U.S. schools and, therefore, deemed that competition was low 
in this education system. What they failed to see was the hidden competition 
that was invisible to them. I used the word “invisible” because competition 
did exist, not at the individual level, but between private and public schools, 
between rich and depleted school districts, between the wealthy and the poor. 
The misconception that the U.S. school system was inherently egalitarian influ-
enced the parents’ evaluation of each kind of capital they actually or potentially 
possessed and thus changed their strategies in using their resources. I stress the 
norms or practices that are perceived by the participants to be dominant in the 
field, because for each of them, his/her subjective interpretations of the rules in 
the field are the most salient to his/her actions.
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As Bourdieu rightfully pointed out: “Social realities exist…twice, in things 
and in minds, in fields and in habitus, outside and inside of agents” (Bourdieu 
& Wacquant, 1992, p. 127). These dual realities refuse oversimplified deter-
ministic views in understanding the process of social reproduction. 

Future Research

It is worth mentioning that the parent-teacher relations in China described 
in this study may not be applicable to the rural areas in China. The group of 
parents I interviewed all came from large cities. Parents from rural areas may 
have different patterns of social connections than the urban parents in regard 
to children’s education.

Also, social networking as a process of acculturation is found to be a mech-
anism that transforms social capital of parents into human capital of the 
children. It will be interesting to see if this mechanism works for other ethnic 
groups, both immigrants and minorities. For instance, some minority parents 
may not fully acknowledge the hidden curriculum in the school system due to 
their ethnic/cultural background; their contacts with school teachers can also 
be viewed as an acculturation process. 

Researchers need to be aware that the amount of social capital possessed by 
the agent, and the strategies in activating social capital are not independent 
from the social structures and the dominant practices in the field. However, 
individual actions are not completely determined by the external social struc-
tures. Practitioners are actively interpreting the phenomena in the field through 
their past experiences, thus constructing the realities that are most salient to 
their own life. These constructed realities may be true or may not be true. They 
may work to the advantage of the individuals’ well-being, or they may com-
promise their well-being. Studies that investigate the impact of these subjective 
perceptions will enrich the body of literature on social reproduction and social 
stratification.
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Low-Income, Urban Consumers’ Perceptions of 
Community School Outreach Practices, Desired 
Services, and Outcomes 
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Abstract

Community schools require the active involvement of family and commu-
nity members in the education and schooling of children both in the home and 
on the school site. However, schools often have difficulty effectively bringing 
low-income, diverse parents onto school campuses even when they are involved 
in their children’s education in the home. This study explores outreach meth-
ods, desired services, and benefits of participation from the perspective of 113 
low-income, urban, predominantly Latino, community school consumers. A 
multi-pronged community outreach approach which emphasizes personal re-
lationships is likely to be most effective. Consumers participated in diverse 
programs, but their first priorities were programs that would benefit their chil-
dren’s learning and their home environment. Consumers reported positive 
changes in their children, themselves, their collaboration with the school, and, 
to some extent, in their community as a result of their involvement. The find-
ings suggest that the successful engagement of urban parents and community 
residents on school campuses requires diverse outreach strategies. A wide vari-
ety of learning opportunities should also prove beneficial to children, families, 
and schools. Implications for practice are discussed.

Key Words: community schools, outreach, services, consumer perceptions, pa-
rental involvement, parent education, families, communities
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Introduction

Community schools are defined as restructured academic programs that em-
phasize community involvement and provide services for parents and families 
including health centers, family resource rooms, after-school activities, cultural 
and community activities, and 24-hour access (Dryfoos, 1997, 2002; Dryfoos, 
Quinn, & Barkin, 2005; Jordan, Orozco, & Averett, 2001). The school is seen 
as a resource to the entire community and perceives the community as inte-
gral to its efforts to increase student learning and enhance the development of 
children and youth. Many community schools also focus on improving the 
community as well (Dryfoos, 1999, 2002; Dryfoos et al., 2005). Typically, 
community schools are open in the afternoons, evenings, and weekends during 
the year and provide services to children, their families, and the entire com-
munity. Effective community schools result from purposeful partnerships that 
provide support and opportunities to students and their families as well as the 
neighboring community (Coalition for Community Schools, 2003). Consum-
er involvement, participation, and sanction are key ingredients in establishing 
a community school (Coltoff, Kaplan, Moses, & Stack, 1997). Given that con-
sumer involvement on the school site is critical to the success of a community 
school, it is important to understand how best to accomplish this goal in low-
income, urban communities. The purpose of this study was to investigate adult 
consumers’ perceptions of community outreach strategies; programs; the out-
comes of community school participation on children, families, the school, 
and the community; and how these perceptions varied by gender.

According to the Children’s Aid Society (Coltoff et al., l997), community 
schools should transform schools into new institutions that are not only fo-
cused on educating children but also on strengthening communities. The key 
ingredients of a community school include an emphasis on education, a long-
term commitment to collaboration with social service providers as partners, 
integrated services, a high level of consumer and community involvement, in-
corporation of school day curriculum and learning, and a focus on community 
strengths (Coltoff et al., l997; Dryfoos, 2002; Dryfoos et al., 2005). Research 
on community schools has shown that more consumer involvement in the 
educational process has led to better relationships with the teachers and school 
staff, a positive school climate, and a school culture that is more inviting (Desi-
mone, Finn-Steveson, & Henrich, 2000; Dryfoos, 2002; Dryfoos et al., 2005; 
Epstein, 1991, 2004; Howland, Anderson, Smiley, & Abbott, 2006; Jordon et 
al., 2001; Marschall, 2006; Smith, 2006). Marschall found that schools that de-
voted efforts to “improving parent involvement and community relations had 
significantly higher levels of parent involvement in schools” (pp. 1069-70).
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Consumer Involvement

With the recent emphasis in education legislation on parents becoming 
more involved on the school campus as well as in the home, schools and com-
munities have looked at effective ways to engage parents on the school grounds 
(Marschall, 2006). Studies on parental involvement have shown that when par-
ents are viewed as consumers of community resources and these resources are 
easily accessible, strengths-based, and culturally sensitive, consumers are more 
likely to participate in their children’s education (Aspiazu, Bauer, & Spillett, 
1998; Boyd & Correa, 2005; Howland et al., 2006; Jeynes, 2005; Smith, 2006). 
Some of the strategies that have been identified as most helpful in encour-
aging consumer involvement in schools are flexible scheduling of events and 
adult classes, child care, transportation, and services that the consumers need 
in order to improve their own and their children’s lives (Marschall). Classes 
can range from parenting education to instructional/vocational classes such as 
English as a Second Language (ESL) and General Educational Development 
(GED) test-taking preparation to recreational/networking activities like salsa 
dancing and arts and crafts (Dryfoos et al., 2005; Epstein, 1991, 2004). 

There is also a body of evidence that supports the supposition that when 
parent and community involvement at the school increases, children’s aca-
demic achievement increases, relationships between parents and school staff 
improve, family functioning is more positive, and the school climate is more 
positive and supportive (Epstein, 1991, 2004; Howland et al., 2006; Jeynes, 
2005; Marschall, 2006; Sheldon & Van Voorhis, 2004; Smith, 2006; U.S. 
Department of Education, 1994). Parents who are involved in their children’s 
schooling can support and reinforce behaviors learned by their child at school 
as well as supply their children with good role models by learning new things 
themselves (Epstein, 1991, 2004; Henderson & Mapp, 2002). Furthermore, 
by having consumers involved at the community school sites, teachers can gain 
a better understanding of the sociocultural aspects of the community that can 
be used to strengthen and tailor curriculum (Moll, 1992).

Consumers’ level of self-efficacy has also been found to be related to their 
level of involvement in their children’s schools (Dryfoos, 2002; Dryfoos et 
al., 2005; Dupper & Poertner, 1997; Mapp, 2003). In other words, when 
consumers believe they have the knowledge and the skills to help their chil-
dren succeed, they are more inclined to become involved both at home with 
school work and at the school (Desimone et al., 2000; Dryfoos, 2002; Dry-
foos et al., 2005; Epstein, 1991, 2004; Jordan et al., 2001). As involvement 
in their children’s school life increases, so do the consumers’ positive attitudes 
toward education and their understanding of the school system (Jeynes, 2005; 
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Sanders, Epstein, & Connors-Tadros, 1999). This is particularly true when 
looking at the level of participation by male consumers.

While parent involvement in their children’s education is often viewed as 
mainly the mothers’ involvement, attracting fathers to become actively in-
volved in their children’s education is equally important (U.S. Department 
of Education [USDOE] & U.S. Department of Health and Human Servic-
es [USDHHS], 2000). Children with fathers who are actively involved with 
the school (observing in the classroom, going to conferences, meeting with 
counselors) experience more educational success than children who only have 
mothers involved (McBride, Schoppe-Sullivan, & Moon-Ho, 2005). A fa-
ther’s involvement has also been shown to significantly impact his children’s 
problem-solving capabilities and ability to demonstrate responsible and appro-
priate behaviors on both family and community levels. When males actively 
participate in their children’s education, they demonstrate positive role mod-
eling for their children, thus decreasing negative stereotypical gender roles. 
Activities that can help increase male participation include ones that rein-
force fathers’ contributions; generate specific interests such as leadership roles, 
mentoring other fathers, coaching, and team activities; and ones that help the 
fathers understand how important their participation is to their children’s aca-
demic success (USDOE & USDHHS). 

Challenges to Consumer Involvement

Research has shown that involvement on school sites among families of col-
or and families with low incomes, where children are at increased risk for poor 
academic achievement, is often low to nonexistent (Dupper & Poertner, 1997; 
Fan, 2001; Henderson & Mapp, 2002). There may be many reasons why these 
parents do not come to school campuses. For example, low-income parents do 
not typically have employment that offers paid leave, the ability to take unex-
pected time away from work, or flexible schedules that allow them to get to the 
school during school hours, not to mention the constraints that often come 
with working more than one job (Lopez, Kreider, & Coffman, 2005; Smith, 
2006). Other challenges to involvement at the school include lack of child care 
for other children, limited or no access to transportation, language barriers, and 
feeling uncomfortable in the school environment (Boyd & Correa, 2005; Chin 
& Newman, 2002; Jeynes, 2005). In addition, schools may not be designed 
to meet the needs of low-income, culturally diverse children and families, may 
not have teachers who adequately understand the culture of the community 
(Marschall, 2006), and may fail to actively encourage school-family collabo-
ration (Howland et al, 2006). Parents are more likely to participate at schools 
that are welcoming, respectful, and empowering (Comer & Haynes, 1991) 
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and offer programs that encourage parental support in their children’s school-
ing (Jeynes).

Stevenson-YMCA Community School (SYCS)

The Stevenson-YMCA Community School (SYCS), in an urban area of 
southern California, was originally funded in 1997 as an adaptation of the 
Children’s Aid Society Community School Program model. This community 
school is a partnership of children, adult consumers (parents and community 
members), school staff, the YMCA (lead agency), community organizations, 
and the Department of Social Work at California State University, Long Beach. 
The goals of the SYCS are: (a) to improve school behavior and performance 
by providing high quality and integrated out-of-school programming for chil-
dren and families; (b) to provide programming to strengthen parenting skills 
and promote self-sufficiency; (c) to develop grassroots community leaders with 
the skills to reduce barriers to positive child, family, and school functioning; 
and (d) to increase collaboration between the family, school, and communi-
ty to improve children’s learning. The SYCS operates from an empowerment 
perspective and emphasizes the many contributions families and communities 
make toward the education of children. 

The SYCS offers a wide range of extended-day programs for children, fam-
ilies, and community members. During the 2005-2006 academic year, the 
extended-day programs served 520 adults. An extensive array of adult and fam-
ily programs and opportunities for involvement are offered. Consumers are 
involved as learners (class participants), teachers (class instructors), and lead-
ers (SYCS Advisory Board, PTA, etc). Classes include family literacy, family 
communication, school advocacy, parenting skills, how to help your child in 
school, college preparation, healthy lifestyles, English as a Second Language 
(ESL), cake decorating, flower arranging, and computer skills. The SYCS also 
offers a four-month community leadership program which is designed to devel-
op the leadership skills of participants and requires a community improvement 
project. Once participants graduate, they may then join the alumni program. 
The SYCS received the Community Schools National Award for Excellence 
from the Coalition for Community Schools in 2006. All classes are offered in 
English and Spanish and free child watch is provided so parents with children 
can attend the classes. (For a more complete description of the classes offered, 
please contact the authors; see contact information at the end of the article.)

Ninety-eight percent of the children in the school are eligible for free and 
reduced lunch. Of the students, 78% are Latino, 15% are African American, 
4% are Asian American/Pacific Islander, and 3% are Caucasian. Thirty-three 
percent of the parents of these children have less than a high school education. 
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The neighborhood in which the school is located has a high poverty rate, some 
of the highest rates of overcrowding and crime in the city, and close to 60% 
speak a language other than English in the home.

Methods

Data Collection

Consent forms and self-administered surveys, in English and Spanish, were 
distributed by university researchers to class members over a month’s time. 
Trained, master’s level research staff went to the school to administer the sur-
vey. They explained the purpose of the research to consumers in both English 
and Spanish, and participants signed informed consent forms prior to com-
pleting the surveys. Questions were read aloud by the researchers to ensure 
consumers who could not read were able to remain in the study. Informed 
consent letters and surveys were returned separately to ensure participant con-
fidentiality. SYCS staff was not present while the data was collected. Of the 113 
surveys completed, 104 (92%) were completed using the Spanish version.

Sample

Data were collected from consumers attending classes at the SYCS. This 
non-random, purposive sample consisted of 113 consumers. Of the consum-
ers, 85 (75%) were female, 13 (11.5%) were male, two pairs (2%) answered as 
a couple, and 13 (11.5%) did not specify their gender. Given the exploratory 
nature of the study and the belief that the information was gathered for pro-
gram planning purposes, the researchers decided to include the two surveys 
that were completed by couples. The vast majority of the sample (N = 106, 
94%) was Latino, with equal proportions (N = 2, 2%) of African Americans, 
Caucasians, and multiracial. Analyses compared those in the sample with the 
larger population attending classes at that time who did not participate in the 
study. There were no gender or ethnic differences between the groups, suggest-
ing the sample was representative of the larger consumer population. 

Instrument

The survey was designed specifically for this study by university research-
ers to explore perceptions of community outreach methods, consumer service 
usage, consumer likelihood of future service use, and perceptions of changes 
in child and consumer behaviors. Although the content of the instrument was 
purposely designed to investigate the SYCS and drew on information from 
prior consumer focus groups at the school, the format of the survey was mod-
eled after one used for a statewide study of culturally diverse Family Resource 
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Center consumers (O’Donnell & Giovannoni, 1999, 2000). The survey was 
originally designed in English, translated into Spanish by a researcher familiar 
with the local community, and then back-translated into English by another 
Spanish-speaker. Modifications were made to the Spanish version as appropri-
ate. (Survey available from the authors upon request.)   

Analyses

Frequencies and descriptive statistics were used to describe the sample and 
to rank order class usage and preferences. Chi square analyses compared those 
in the sample with the larger school population to determine whether the sam-
ple was representative of the larger population. Chi square and independent 
t-tests were used for gender comparisons on outreach methods, service pref-
erences, and perceived outcomes. The internal reliabilities of the scales were 
examined using Cronbach’s alpha. 

Results

Community Outreach Strategies

One of the purposes of the study was to learn about the ways consumers 
became involved with the SYCS. Of the 101 consumers responding, the most 
common source of community outreach was via a friend, neighbor, or relative 
(N = 53, 52%), followed by Parent Center visits (N = 19, 18%), community 
school staff outreach (N = 10, 10%), and school meetings (N = 9, 9%). 

The second community outreach question asked respondents what made 
them want to become involved. Respondents were asked to circle all answers 
that applied from a prepared list. The most common response was to help their 
child succeed in school (N = 59, 52%) followed by to improve their English 
(N = 32, 28%), to learn about resources within the community (N = 25, 22%), 
to learn new skills (N = 23, 20%), and to improve their community (N = 21, 
19%). Other responses included help with parenting skills (N = 20, 18%), to 
learn more about the school (N = 14, 12%), and to have fun (N = 12, 11%).  

The third question asked for the consumers’ opinion of the most effective 
ways to get others involved based on a prepared list of options. Consumers 
were asked to circle the top three most effective strategies. As shown in Table 1, 
the most common response was to recruit other consumers by making presen-
tations at school meetings (N = 44, 41%), followed by outreach by consumers 
who were already involved (N = 35, 32%), sign-up fairs in front of school (N 
= 33, 30%), school-wide events (N = 33, 30%), and parent socials (N = 32, 
30%). 
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Table 1. Most Effective Community Outreach Strategies for the Community 
School (N = 108)

Response Frequency Percent

Presentations at school meetings 44 41%

Outreach by consumers who are already involved 35 32%

Sign-up fairs in front of school 33 30%
School-wide events (pancake breakfast, multicultural 
fair, etc.) 33 30%

Parent socials 32 30%

Flyers 30 28%

After-school program family nights 30 28%

Personal outreach by community school staff 17 16%

Telephone calls by teachers 13 12%

Home visits 12 11%

Telephone calls by consumers 10 9%

Telephone calls by community school staff 8 7%

Consumers’ Service Usage and Likelihood of Future Use

Consumers were asked to respond as to whether or not they had partici-
pated in a list of 30 SYCS adult and family activities. The most frequently 
attended classes and activities were ESL (N = 53, 47%), Community Leader-
ship Institute (N = 43, 46%), aerobics (N = 36, 32%), family communication 
(N = 33, 29%), and family nights (N = 26, 23%). Consumers were asked how 
likely they would be to go to classes they had not yet attended. The responses 
were 3 “very likely,” 2 “somewhat likely,” and 1 “not at all likely.” Table 2 dis-
plays those classes that consumers rated a 2.50 and above. It is worth noting, 
however, on average, consumers were at least somewhat likely to attend all of 
the classes. However, they were more likely to attend how to prepare your child 
for college (M = 2.72), talking with your children (M = 2.70), how to help chil-
dren with homework (M = 2.68), and how to help your child succeed at school 
(M = 2.68). Overall, it appears that consumers were most interested in taking 
classes that were directly related to their child’s academic success. 
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Table 2. Likelihood of Future Consumer Service Usages

Future Service N Mean SD
Prepare your child for college 68 2.72 .64
Talking with your children 76 2.70 .59
Help children with homework 76 2.68 .62
Help your child at school 76 2.68 .62
First aid/CPR 75 2.64 .65
Help your child get better grades 75 2.64 .65
Improving parenting skills 75 2.63 .67
Technology 77 2.62 .67
In-home education 63 2.54 .69
Family night 65 2.54 .64
Stopping substance abuse 68 2.53 .72
Make your neighborhood safer 67 2.52 .70
Family communication 67 2.51 .72
Money/finances 71 2.51 .71
How to work with the school 69 2.51 .68
Child watch 68 2.50 .70

Perceptions of Change from Consumers

The next section of the survey asked respondents to rate the extent to which 
their children, themselves, the school, and the community had changed as a 
result of their SYCS participation. A list of potential changes was given and re-
spondents identified the extent to which changes had occurred. The response 
categories were 1 “not at all,” 2 “somewhat,” and 3 “very much.” Table 3 dis-
plays these perceived changes. Consumers perceived the most changes in: gave 
me a sense of pride and accomplishment (M = 2.64), taught me how to help 
my child do better in school (M = 2.63), helped my children do better in 
school (M = 2.61), improved my child’s grades (M = 2.58), and showed me 
how I can help the school (M = 2.58). 
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Table 3. Consumer Perceptions of Changes Resulting from SYCS Participation
Change N Mean SD
Gave a sense of pride and achievement 69 2.64 .64
Taught me how to help my child do better at school 67 2.63 .62
Helped my children do better in school 77 2.61 .65
Improved my child’s grades 72 2.58 .60
Showed me how I can help the school 60 2.58 .59
Increased belief that I can make a difference 75 2.57 .62
Better role model for my children 65 2.57 .59
Helped me make new friends 76 2.57 .64
Helped my child learn social skills 70 2.56 .67
Improved my children’s behavior 79 2.54 .64
Improved my parenting skills 71 2.52 .65
Gave family a fun and safe place to go 63 2.51 .62
Improved relationship/communication with teachers 63 2.49 .69
More involved with school 63 2.49 .67
Taught me about community resources 62 2.48 .70
Better cooperation with school staff 60 2.47 .72
Improved my community 60 2.47 .62
Taught me to be more healthy 63 2.44 .69
Improved personal skills 68 2.43 .78
Helped the community work toward common goals 57 2.42 .73
Gave me someone to talk to about my kids and my 
family 60 2.42 .70

Taught me about other cultures 63 2.37 .70
Better understanding of school expectations 62 2.37 .66
Improved neighborhood appearance 54 2.30 .72
Improved my English skills 80 2.30 .70
Taught me leadership skills 66 2.27 .78
Helped create parent advocates in the community 55 2.25 .78
Increased neighborhood safety 57 2.21 .77
Taught me job skills 47 2.15 .91

Gender Comparisons

To reduce the number of statistical comparisons when exploring gender dif-
ferences in future service preferences, the classes were combined into six scales 
reflecting the types of services provided. The scales were family well-being (α 
= .70), leadership/advocacy (α = .71), child well-being (α =.95), interpersonal 
well-being (α = .88), physical well-being (α = .60), and economic well-being 
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(α = .77). (Details of the items on each scale available from the author upon 
request.) Given the small size of the male sample and exploratory nature of the 
study, the results are reported at the .10 level. No significant differences were 
found between males and females on how they first became involved at the 
community school, what made them want to become involved, or the ways 
they believed were best to get other consumers involved. However, as shown 
in Table 4, males were somewhat more likely, in the future, to attend family 
well-being classes, t (66) = 1.67, p< .10, and leadership/advocacy classes, t (65) 
= 1.80, p< .10, than females.

Table 4. Gender Comparisons: Likelihood of Consumer Future Service Usage 
by Class Type Scale

Males Females
Scale/Class Type Mean SD N Mean SD N
Family well-being 2.78* .37 9 2.45* .57 59
Leadership/advocacy 2.75* .37 9 2.43* .52 58
Child well-being 2.68 .50 11 2.70 .47 71
Interpersonal well-being 2.53 .49 13 2.48 .57 75
Physical well-being 2.67 .47 11 2.57 .52 67
Economic well-being 2.61 .42 9 2.54 .62 59

*p< .10, **p< .05

Scales were also constructed to examine gender differences in perceived ar-
eas of change. The scales were: perceived change in child behaviors (α = .86), 
perceived change in consumer behaviors (α = .95), perceived change in home-
school connection behaviors (α =.91), and perceived change in community/
neighborhood-related behaviors (α = .94). (Material that details the specific 
items on each scale available from the authors upon request.)  No significant 
differences were found between males and females on perceived child, home-
school, or community-neighborhood behavioral changes. However, as shown 
in Table 5, males were somewhat more likely than females to perceive positive 
changes in themselves, t (53) = 1.75, p< .10, as a result of SYCS participation.

Table 5. Gender Comparisons: Consumer Perceptions of Changes Resulting 
from SYCS Participation

Males Females
Change/Improvement Area Mean SD N Mean SD N
Child behaviors 2.67 .62 12 2.57 .50 51
Consumer/adult behaviors 2.67* .38 11 2.39* .49 44
Home-school connection 2.55 .45 11 2.45 .59 42
Community/neighborhood 2.65 .48 10 2.35 .59 42

*p< .10, **p< .05
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Discussion

Getting parents and community members involved at school can be chal-
lenging, and successful strategies to involve them can be different depending 
on various factors such as culture and economic status (Caspe, Lopez, & Wo-
los, 2006). The single most frequent way these consumers heard about the 
community school was from a friend, relative, or neighbor. The top consumer 
suggestions for involving others were to do presentations at school meetings, 
outreach by involved consumers, and sign-up fairs in front of the school. These 
findings suggest that the involvement of low-income, urban consumers may 
be highly dependent upon personal outreach efforts and relationship build-
ing. Thus, efforts such as “bring a friend to class” and including consumers in 
outreach efforts and presentations may prove beneficial in involving more par-
ents and residents in community schools. This is consistent with other studies 
that have found personal outreach strategies and positive word of mouth from 
consumers may be the most effective ways of actively involving urban parents 
and community residents (O’Donnell & Giovannoni, 2000; Quezada, Diaz, 
& Sanchez, 2003) 

About 20% of consumers in this study first heard about community school 
programs through a Parent Center visit. Thus, establishing centers which are 
visible and welcoming may also be a useful involvement strategy to engage par-
ents. Past research has similarly found that a warm and inviting school climate 
(e.g., having a warm family room with a homelike atmosphere and open door 
policy, the smell of fresh coffee) will help to get parents involved (Desimone et 
al., 2000; Dryfoos et al., 2005; Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005). Dryfoos et al. 
also suggested that creating comfortable spaces to converse and hiring parents 
or recruiting parent volunteers should increase the likelihood of on-campus 
consumer participation. Overall, the findings here suggest that a multi-pronged 
approach which emphasizes personal or small group, face-to-face community 
outreach strategies should prove most effective in bringing low-income con-
sumers to school campuses.

The reasons people became involved with the community school varied 
somewhat; however, the single most commonly identified reason was to help 
their children be successful in school. Other reasons residents became involved 
included the desire to improve their English skills, to learn about community 
resources, and to learn new skills. Other studies have similarly found that par-
ents become involved in their children’s schools because they want to help their 
children to succeed in school (Mapp, 2003), to gain family and personal ben-
efits (Aspiazu et al., 1998), and because they want a good education for their 
children (Gold, Simon, & Brown, 2002). This knowledge can be used to both 
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develop programs that are relevant to the community and to more effectively 
market the program. Program descriptions and outreach efforts should indi-
cate that participation may lead to these desired outcomes. For example, class 
descriptions should include how participation in school programs is linked to 
better school outcomes for children or better schools. Classes to support chil-
dren’s academic success may be very helpful in attracting consumers, however, 
community and personal development classes may also be needed to attract di-
verse residents, and are likely to be popular as well. Broussard (2003) reported 
that it was imperative to establish groups, workshops, and resource centers for 
parents that facilitate information sharing, mutual support, empathy, and a 
sense of community between the parents and the school.

Respondents reported both their current and past service use as well as like-
lihood of future use. In terms of services used, ESL, Community Leadership 
Institute, aerobics, family communication, and family nights had the most 
participants. The most frequently requested classes were how to help your child 
prepare for college, talking with your children, helping children with home-
work, first aid/CPR, how to help your child at school, improving parenting 
skills, and technology. However, it is worth noting that consumers were at least 
“somewhat likely” to attend all of the classes that were listed. Offering a vari-
ety of classes, including recreational, social service, educational enrichment, 
and vocational has been found to result in greater school involvement among 
consumers (Dryfoos et al., 2005; Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005). Although 
low-income consumers may primarily become involved in schools to improve 
their children’s educational outcomes and to strengthen family relationships 
and situations, community schools will be more likely to attract consumers by 
offering a wide range of classes. The provision of diverse involvement opportu-
nities that help develop the skills of residents are also necessary if community 
schools are to really make a difference in the communities and the schools they 
serve. Dryfoos et al. suggested that programs continuously assess parent needs 
and adjust workshop topics and class content appropriately. Thus, efforts like 
the study reported here should prove beneficial to program planners.

The survey results suggest that consumers’ community school participa-
tion has the potential to positively influence children’s academics. One of the 
greatest changes reported by these participants was that children’s school per-
formance improved. This suggests, from the perspective of the consumers, that 
adult participation in school-based classes can positively influence children’s 
academic performance. These findings are similar to other studies (Dearing, 
Simpkins, Kreider, & Weiss, 2006; Jeynes, 2005; Smith, 2006) in which pa-
rental involvement at the school resulted in increases in children’s motivation 
and academic success. 
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The evidence also suggests that parenting skills and perceived self-sufficiency 
may be improved through consumer participation in community school pro-
grams. On average, all of the consumers’ behavior changes were rated between 
somewhat and very much. Consumers rated their highest levels of change in 
sense of pride and accomplishment, ability to help their child in school, ability 
to be a better role model for their children, and in the belief that they can make 
a difference. It appears that community school participation can successfully 
empower consumers and help them become better parents and role models for 
their children. Past research has also shown that involvement at their children’s 
school gave parents a sense of accomplishment and a feeling that they were bet-
ter able to help and advocate for their children (Dryfoos, 2002; Dryfoos et al., 
2005; Mapp, 2003; Smith, 2006). 

School-home collaboration may sometimes be lacking in urban areas 
(Howland et al., 2006). One of the major goals of a welcoming school envi-
ronment is to create mutual trust and respect among the school community 
(i.e., parents, teachers, school staff, principal; Blank, Melaville, & Shah, 2003; 
Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005; Mapp, 2003). The consumers in the current 
study noted improved family and school collaboration. In fact, the level of im-
provement in this area was second only to child improvement. Hopefully, this 
improved knowledge of how consumers can assist the school also translated 
into actual assistance, which could suggest that community schools, by in-
volving residents, can contribute to systemic as well as individual level change. 
Furthermore, it is encouraging that consumers reported becoming more in-
volved in the school and improved relationships with teachers and school staff. 
A positive home-school connection is an important one for schools to achieve 
since it helps to establish a sense of shared responsibility for children’s educa-
tion (Bowman, 1994). 

Community schools are often committed to the development of commu-
nity leaders and advocates who have the skills to make positive changes in both 
the school and the larger community (Mendez, 2005). Although the area of 
community change was rated lowest by the consumers in the current study, ev-
ery indicator was rated by consumers as more than somewhat improved. The 
highest rated community changes were in making new friends, learning about 
community resources, and improving the community. The lowest mean ratings 
were on increasing neighborhood safety and creating parent advocates. Lopez 
(2003) found that when parents are presented with opportunities to learn and 
engage in leadership activities, parents with little or no previous involvement 
may develop into articulate and forceful community leaders. Quezada (2003) 
found that parents who participated in leadership training improved their ad-
vocacy skills and self-confidence and were then able to bridge gaps between the 
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school and the community. The findings here suggest that community schools 
can provide learning and involvement opportunities that help parents to make 
a difference in the lives of their communities, as well.

Since several past studies have shown the importance of father participation 
in their children’s education (McBride et al., 2004; USDOE & USDHHS, 
2000), gender differences in future service usage and in perceptions of changes 
were explored in the current study. Fathers indicated they would be somewhat 
more likely to attend classes involving leadership/advocacy roles, and more 
family-interactive classes. Males also reported more improvements in their own 
behaviors from community school participation than females. Thus, efforts to 
involve fathers in school-based programs may consider offering more family 
programming and leadership training and opportunities. Recruitment efforts 
should also include males and highlight the positive changes that may result 
from fathers becoming involved in schools.

Conclusions

The data presented here are part of a larger, comprehensive study which 
is also investigating teacher perceptions of family involvement, the effects 
of community school participation on children’s academic performance and 
school behaviors, and the effects of consumer involvement in leadership train-
ing. All of these evaluation efforts should prove useful to those interested in 
developing community schools. There were some limitations to the current 
study. First, the sample was non-random which limits the generalizability of 
the findings. Second, the survey was developed for the study so the reliability 
and validity of the instrument is unknown. Third, the sample size was some-
what small, so gender findings should be interpreted with caution. However, 
community schools appear to have the ability to positively influence children, 
families, schools, and communities. The results also suggest that low-income, 
urban consumers are interested in and committed to the education of their 
children and will come to school campuses if multiple outreach strategies and 
involvement opportunities are used to attract and retain those consumers. 
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A Review of “Beyond the Bake Sale: The 
Essential Guide to Family-School Partnerships” 
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Knowing that it is important to closely involve families in the schooling 
and education of their children is not new. Advocates, educators, community 
organizers, and parents have been calling for more and better family-school 
partnerships for decades. For example, in the mid-1980s, Anne Henderson and 
her colleagues published Beyond the Bake Sale: An Educator’s Guide to Working 
with Parents (Henderson, Marburger, & Ooms, 1986). On the other hand, it 
is more recent that a cohesive body of empirical evidence has been identified 
and disseminated indicating, with some degree of conclusiveness, that such 
partnerships can positively impact a whole host of school outcomes. Indeed, a 
growing number of studies highlight the positive associations between parent 
involvement in schools and their children’s social and emotional development 
and academic achievement (Baker & Soden, 1997; Catsambis, 1998; Epstein 
& Sanders, 2000; Fan & Chen, 1999; Gutman & Midgley, 2000; Shaver & 
Walls, 1998; VanVoorhis, 2001). Focusing on urban settings, Jeynes (2005) 
reported that the relationships between academic achievement and parent in-
volvement hold across gender, race, socioeconomic status, and academic ability 
of students, and that these positive relationships demonstrate statistical signifi-
cance not just for academic ability overall, but also for standardized tests, GPA, 
and other academic measures. As Henderson and her colleagues (2007) point 
out, “The more the relationship between families and the school is a real part-
nership, the more student achievement increases” (p. 3).
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Given such findings, along with the current pressures on schools (e.g., No 
Child Left Behind; U.S. Department of Education, 2001) to reduce achieve-
ment gaps and enhance the academic achievement of all students, the need for 
public schools to actively seek and increase authentic forms of parental involve-
ment is obvious (Howland, Anderson, Smiley, & Abbott, 2006). In their new 
book, Beyond the Bake Sale: The Essential Guide to Family-School Partnerships 
(Henderson, Mapp, Johnson, & Davies, 2007), the authors provide a research-
based, practical set of strategies designed to help schools move beyond the 
cursory, static types of relationships with parents that have been so common 
in our K-12 schools, toward the development and sustainment of meaningful, 
dynamic relationships among schools and families. 

Building directly from the research-focused monograph, A New Wave of 
Evidence: The Impact of School, Family, and Community Connections on Student 
Achievement (Henderson & Mapp, 2002), Bake Sale provides readers with a 
compilation of innovative strategies, tools, and assessments that can be used 
immediately by any school to start connecting with families. The book is made 
up of four sections. Part I includes two chapters on why school-family partner-
ships are so important. Part II has two chapters that focus on how schools can 
go about building partnerships with families. Part III is a series of five chapters 
that examine the research base for school-family partnerships from a variety of 
different perspectives. The final section, Part IV, contains two chapters describ-
ing the wealth of resources that are available to schools and families for creating 
and maintaining partnerships. A real strength of this book is that each chapter 
after the first includes one or more checklists the reader can use right away to 
assess the current status of her or his school’s partnerships. These assessments 
will be invaluable to school personnel as they work to understand the present 
state of their relationships with families and endeavor to improve and enhance 
the quality of those relationships. 

The first chapter sets the context for the book, reminding the reader why 
school-home partnerships should be a central part of how a school functions. 
In Chapter 2, four levels of partnership in which schools can operate are pre-
sented: fortress; come-if-we-call; open-door; and partnership. Using rubrics 
supplied in the text, school personnel rate their school and then use this in-
formation to prepare the school for deeper relationships with families and also 
with the community. Chapter 3 presents a set of four core beliefs that schools 
need to adopt to move forward. Each of these beliefs includes a checklist and 
set of action steps for school personnel to assess and monitor their progress. The 
chapter also describes an empirically supported theoretical model that is im-
portant for understanding parental involvement in schools (Hoover-Dempsey 
& Sandler, 1997). Developed by Kathleen Hoover-Dempsey and Howard 

http://www.thenewpress.com/index.php?option=com_catalog&task=author&author_id=P37773
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Sandler, the model posits three psychological constructs that explain why par-
ents become involved in their children’s education: (a) role construction (i.e., 
what parents believe they should do); (b) self-efficacy (i.e., what parents believe 
they can do) within the context of their children’s education; and (c) parent 
perceptions of invitations (i.e., the degree to which parents feel the school wel-
comes, values, and expects their involvement). Of the three, invitation appears 
to be the most important (Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1995). Additionally, 
a fourth construct, parents’ perceived life context (i.e., perceptions of other 
life demands that mediate school involvement), has been added to this model 
(Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005). Though not discussed in this text, parents’ 
perceived life context appears especially relevant for schools to engage families 
with increased demands on their time and energy, such as juggling multiple 
jobs, single parenting, and having children with disabilities. 

Chapter 4 helps schools learn how to cultivate common ground with fami- 
lies by identifying mutually held interests, such as students’ academic achieve-
ment. Specific to the development of mutually trusting relationships between 
parents and schools is Mapp’s “joining process” (2003) which includes (a) 
welcoming parents into the school, (b) honoring their participation, and (c) 
connecting with parents by focusing on children and their learning. The book 
explains the joining process and uses examples to facilitate its implementation 
in any school. Chapter 5 extends the discussion of the joining process, describ-
ing how schools can put the focus of school-family partnerships specifically on 
learning and academic progress. One interesting example the authors share is 
the Parent Academic Liaison Program (PAL) in San Diego. PAL places certi-
fied teachers in high risk elementary schools to work to establish and sustain 
comprehensive parent involvement in these schools. Another powerful aspect 
of this chapter is the section on how schools can use student achievement data 
to drive school-family relationships, such as the “Five Steps for Focusing Your 
(School) Compact on Learning” (p. 102).

Chapter 6 is arguably the best chapter of the book. Even schools that are 
already successfully partnering with families from diverse ethnic, class, and 
cultural backgrounds will gain new ideas from this part of the book. And for 
schools that are not presently successful, the chapter offers not only a com-
pelling rationale for relationship building, but similar to the rest of the book, 
provides processes and procedures for moving forward regardless of current 
status. The section on getting to know a community and its assets may be es-
pecially helpful for schools that are unsure of how or where to begin to bridge 
cultural disconnects between school personnel and families. Chapter 7 focuses 
more on how to help parents become advocates for their children and them-
selves than it does on dealing with “problem parents” – something implied by 
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the chapter’s title. Although there are several sections that examine working 
with angry or “pushy” parents, the central idea underlying this chapter is that 
by helping families understand how schools operate, the potential of having 
parents who are frustrated or irate is reduced. Like the rest of the book, the 
chapter provides numerous tips from principals and “how to” examples. 

Chapter 8, “Sharing Power,” describes ways in which schools can more mean-
ingfully involve families in schools. The focus is on understanding the power 
differentials that can exist between schools and families and then working to 
replace barriers with more democratic decision-making processes. Perhaps best 
summarized by the authors’ point, “In a school community, action trumps 
talk” (p. 189), this chapter starts by describing how to support parents in be-
coming effective leaders in a school, followed by how to involve parents in 
action research projects in the school, and then moves to how to make connec-
tions among parents, the school, and community organizations. The authors 
remind the reader that democracy is not always easy and often is messy and 
uncomfortable, but that transparency brings with it many benefits for a school 
community. 

Scaling up, the subject of chapter 9, provides several case examples of 
school districts that have made the commitment to build and maintain family 
partnerships in their schools. These real world examples serve to reiterate the 
importance of having a family-focused philosophy in the school. The role of 
leadership, starting with the superintendent, is stressed throughout the chap-
ter. The last two chapters, 10 and 11, provide lists and descriptions of resources 
and tools that schools and families can access to implement and extend the 
ideas described throughout the text. This information will be useful to schools 
with well established family-school partnerships as well as for schools just be-
ginning to develop connections with families. The book itself serves as such a 
practical tool that schools newer to the process will not need to spend a lot of 
time with this last section until they have worked through the first three sec-
tions of the book. 

The strengths of this text lie in its practicality. Anyone can pick up and be-
gin to use this book immediately. The authors are pushing educators beyond 
notions of using best practices to using evidenced-based practices. No doubt, 
education has a long way to go in this regard, but this text with its focus on re-
search supported strategies is a good start. 

Like any such text, this book is not without its limitations, one being that 
is not always clear which ideas are research-based and which ideas would be 
better considered as best practices. However, the text is rich with cited research 
studies making this not only an ideal book for school personnel, but also a use-
ful book for teacher preparation programs. In addition, although the strategies 
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and concepts presented can be successfully implemented across grade levels, 
the book is primarily situated within an elementary school context. A specific 
examination of the unique challenges related to parent involvement at the sec-
ondary level would have been useful for educators, particularly with secondary 
parents perceiving reduced invitations for involvement (Deslandes & Ber-
trand, 2005). Perhaps the most obvious weakness of the book was the lack of 
attention given to partnerships with families having children with disabilities. 
Unfortunately, even though partnering with families has been a key compo-
nent of federal special education law since its inception in the mid 1970s, there 
has been a problematic lack of attention given to this area. 

Still, Henderson and her colleagues have made an invaluable contribution 
to the field; one that should be read by every individual seeking to improve 
K-12 education. In the authors’ own words, schools can ill-afford to neglect 
family, school, and community partnerships: 

The evidence is consistent, positive, and convincing: families have a ma-
jor influence on their children’s achievement. When schools, families, 
and community groups work together to support learning, children tend 
to do better in school, stay in school longer, and like school more. (p. 2)
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