VOLUME

32
ISSUE

2

School
Community
Journal
A FREE, PEER-REVIEWED,
ONLINE JOURNAL

ACADEMIC
DEVELOPMENT
INSTITUTE

SINCE 1991
Inge

it

a

y

Academic Development Institute

© ACADEMIC DEVELOPMENT INSTITUTE

nu

www.schoolcommunitynetwork.org/scj.aspx

ADI

nd

EST 1984

Se

rvic

e

School Community Journal
Fall/Winter 2022
Volume 32, Number 2

Lori G. Thomas, Executive Editor
Grace Sheley, Editor

School Community Journal Advisory Board
Paul J. Baker
Illinois State University (Emeritus)
Normal, Illinois

William H. Jeynes
California State University, Long Beach
Witherspoon Institute, Princeton, NJ

Alison A. Carr-Chellman
University of Dayton
Dayton, Ohio

Arti Joshi
The College of New Jersey
Ewing, New Jersey

James P. Comer
Yale Child Study Center
New Haven, Connecticut

Karen L. Mapp
Harvard Graduate School of Education
Cambridge, Massachusetts

Rollande Deslandes
Universite du Quebec a Trois-Rivieres
Quebec, Canada

Denise Maybank
City University of New York
New York, New York

Patricia Edwards
Michigan State University
East Lansing, Michigan

Toni Moynihan-McCoy
Corpus Christi Independent School District
Corpus Christi, Texas

Joyce L. Epstein
Johns Hopkins University
Baltimore, Maryland

Eva Patrikakou
DePaul University
Chicago, Illinois

Patricia Gándara
UCLA Graduate School of Education
Los Angeles, California

Janice M. Rosales
Educational Consultant
Villa Park, Illinois

Raquel-Amaya Martínez González
Universidad de Oviedo
Oviedo, Spain

Lee Shumow
Northern Illinois University (Emeritus)
DeKalb, Illinois

Anne T. Henderson
Loizos Symeou
Annenberg Institute for School Reform European University-Cyprus
Washington, DC
Nicosia, Cyprus
Esther Sui-Chu Ho
Herbert J. Walberg
The Chinese University of Hong Kong Hoover Institution at Stanford University
Hong Kong SAR, China
Chicago, Illinois
Kathleen V. Hoover-Dempsey
Heather Weiss
Peabody College, Vanderbilt University Global Family Research Project
Nashville, Tennessee
Boston, Massachusetts

SCHOOL COMMUNITY
JOURNAL
Fall/Winter 2022
Volume 32, Number 2

Academic Development Institute

ISSN 1059-308X
©2022 Academic Development Institute
Cover design by Emily Gerdts

Business and Editorial Office
School Community Journal
121 N. Kickapoo Street
Lincoln, IL 62656 USA
Phone: 217-732-6462
Email: editor@adi.org

Requests for Manuscripts
The school can function as a thriving community. The School Community Journal includes
articles related to the school as a community of teachers, students, parents, and staff. Family–
school relations, site-based management, homework, sociology of education, systems theory,
the classroom community, and other topics concerning early childhood and K–12 education
are covered. SCJ publishes a mix of: (1) research (original, review, and interpretation), (2)
essay and discussion, (3) reports from the field, including descriptions of programs, and (4)
book reviews. The journal seeks manuscripts from scholars, administrators, teachers, school
board members, parents, and others interested in the school as a community.

Editorial Policy and Procedure
School Community Journal is committed to scholarly inquiry, discussion, and reportage of
topics related to the community of the school. Manuscripts are considered in the four categories listed above. Note: The journal generally follows the format of the APA Publication Manual,
7th Edition; when online sources appear in the reference list, we prefer direct links. Please make
sure electronic links cited are accurate and active. Use italics rather than underlining. Do not
use tabs to format paragraphs or tables; please use the Insert Table function for tables and the
First Line Indent function for paragraphs. Color for tables or figures is acceptable.
Contributors should send the following to editor@adi.org, via email attachments (in Word):
1. The blinded manuscript, including an abstract of no more than 250 words in the
same file, plus any tables or figures; and
2. A one paragraph description (each) of the author(s) and a mailing address, phone
number, and email address where each author can be reached.
The accompanying email cover letter should state that the work is not under simultaneous
consideration by other publication sources. A hard copy of the manuscript is not necessary.
As a refereed journal, all submissions undergo a blind peer review as part of the selection
process. Therefore, please include the author’s description and other identifying information
in a separate electronic file. Further submission instructions may be accessed on our website:
http://www.schoolcommunitynetwork.org/SCJ.aspx

Subscription to the School Community Journal
School Community Journal has been published twice annually since 1991—Spring/Summer
and Fall/Winter. School Community Journal is now a free, open access, online-only publication.
Therefore, we are no longer accepting subscriptions. If you would like to receive a free email
notice when new journal issues are posted online, contact editor@adi.org and ask to be added to journal notices. Please include your mailing address, also. The searchable archives of the
journal may be accessed (free) at http://www.schoolcommunitynetwork.org/SCJ.aspx

Contents
Comments from the Executive Editor............................................................7
Lori G. Thomas
Cultural Values (Mis)Match in Two U.S. Elementary School Classrooms:.....9
Examining the Impact of Cultural Theory on Teaching Practice
Adrienne R. Isaac, Elise Trumbull, and
Patricia M. Greenfield
Validation of the Social Emotional Learning Skills Class Assessment...........41
(SELS-CA)
Gerta Bardhoshi, Sara C. McDaniel,
Byeolbee Um, and D. Martin Kivlighan
Universal SEL Implementation to Improve Community and Prosocial........57
Skills: A Pilot Study
Sara C. McDaniel, Gerta Bardhoshi, and
D. Martin Kivlighan
We’re All on the Same Page: The Use of Technology Applications to............77
Effectively Communicate With Families of Students With Disabilities
Emily R. Shamash, Jocelyn A. Hinman, and
Jessica L. Grabowski
Social Media and Parental Trust for Teachers: A Qualitative Study...............93
in China
Hua Huang
“We’re Kind of Forgotten”: An Initial Investigation of Appalachian...........113
School Counselors’ Lived Experiences Responding to the Opioid Crisis
Rawn Boulden and Candice Brown
Critical Community Focus in School Improvement Plans: The Absent......139
Imperative
Meredith Wronowski, Bryan A. VanGronigen,
Wesley Henry, and James L. Olive
Contents continued next page

Creating Safe Classroom Learning Spaces for Students Living in...............177
Urban Areas of Poverty
Kim M. Anderson, Jasmine D. Haynes,
Courtney J. Wilson, and Norma E. Conner
High School Student Stress and School Improvement................................205
Paris S. Strom, Kelli L. Hendon,
Robert D. Strom, and Chih-hsuan Wang
The Language Teachers’ Perspective on Parental Involvement: A Focus......229
on Primary State Schools in Greece
Christina Nicole Giannikas and Stavroula Nikitaki
Parent Involvement in the Science Fair: Helping Students or.....................249
Hindering Equity?
Erica Fields, Jackie DeLisi, Janna Kook,
Lukas Winfield, and Abigail Jurist Levy
Satisfaction of Latina Mothers With Supports Received During................273
HIPPY Program Participation
Amber L. Brown and Preeti Jain
Book Review of Composing Storylines of Possibilities: Immigrant and...........295
Refugee Families Navigating School
David A. Housel
A Review of Teaching and Learning About Family Literacy and Family........301
Literacy Programs
Leslee Bailey Tarbett and Dana L. Skelley
Book Review of Families and Professionals: Trusting Partnerships in.............305
General and Special Education
Cheryl Light-Shriner and Kary Zarate

Comments from the Executive Editor
This issue seems to have a nice blend of the theoretical and the practical.
We begin with an article by Isaac, Trumbull, and Greenfield looking at how
professional development on cultural theory can impact classroom instruction
and relationships. This is followed by a pair of articles by Bardhoshi, McDaniel, and their colleagues, the first on the development of an assessment of social
and emotional learning skills and the second using it in a pilot study.
Shamash, Hinman, and Grabowski give some practical help for those who
want to use technology to communicate more effectively with families of students receiving special education. Meanwhile, Huang provides a positive spin
on how social media in China was leveraged by teachers to develop relationships with parents.
Boulden and Brown give us a glimpse into the opioid crisis in Appalachia
through the eyes of school counselors. Next, we get a look from the state level
into how community does and could play into school improvement plans from
Wronowski, VanGronigen, Henry, and Olive.
Anderson, Haynes, Wilson, and Conner help us think about creating community within the classroom as a refuge for students who are at high risk for
trauma. Stress is also the topic of the polling conducted with high school students by Strom, Hendon, Strom, and Wang.
From Giannikas and Nikitaki, we learn that teachers of English in Greece
often work at multiple public schools and in a context that creates additional
challenges for effectively engaging the parents of their students. Fields and her
colleagues examine the uniqueness of family engagement in science fairs in the
U.S. and how equity might be better addressed. Finally, Brown and Jain study
Latina mothers’ perceptions on their engagement with the HIPPY program for
parents of preschool children. We wrap up the issue with three book reviews to
help you decide how to prioritize your reading list—although according to our
reviewers, all three may be worth a look!
Lori G. Thomas
November 2022
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Cultural Values (Mis)Match in Two U.S.
Elementary School Classrooms: Examining the
Impact of Cultural Theory on Teaching Practice
Adrienne R. Isaac, Elise Trumbull, and Patricia M. Greenfield
Abstract
This study documents patterns of cultural value conflict and harmony for
Latino students in two relational domains—among the students themselves
and between the students and their teachers—in two second grade classrooms
in the Los Angeles area. One of the classrooms was led by a teacher who participated in a professional development program, the Bridging Cultures Project,
based on cultural and social psychology research and theory, and one led by a
teacher who did not. Invoking the cultural value spectrum of individualism–
collectivism, the Bridging Cultures Project engaged Spanish–English bilingual
elementary teachers in learning about individualistic values rooted in the design of instruction and behavioral management in U.S. classrooms and how
they may differ from the relatively more collectivistic values of their students.
Through this program, teachers became researchers themselves, experimenting
with new approaches grounded in a collectivistic values paradigm. Discourse
analysis revealed that, through her instructional methods, the Bridging Cultures teacher made her classroom activities and interactions relatively more
collectivistic. By contrast, the non-Bridging Cultures teacher encouraged relatively more individualistic behaviors. This study demonstrates how explicit
learning about cultural values can help a teacher design instruction in a way
that reduces cultural value conflicts in the classroom.
Key Words: Latino cultural values, theory, individualism, collectivism, conflict, education, Bridging Cultures, elementary classrooms, teaching practices
School Community Journal, 2022, Vol. 32, No. 2
Available at http://www.schoolcommunitynetwork.org/SCJ.aspx
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Introduction
Cultural differences can be the source of conflicts in the classroom. Culture—
shared values, ways of knowing, and practices of a community (cf., Kroeber &
Kluckhohn, 1952; Rogoff et al., 2017; Trumbull & Pacheco, 2005)—may not
be recognized as a source of such conflicts because so much of culture is implicit in the ways people behave. Most people simply accept that the ways of
thinking and behaving of their own group are the right ones, without recognizing the cultural underpinnings of those thoughts and behaviors. Therefore, the
culture-based “funds of knowledge” that should serve as resources to students
whose home culture differs from school culture often go unrecognized in the
classroom (González et al., 2006; Lyutykh et al., 2016). In schools, as in most
cultural contexts, students who do not conform to the behavioral norms of the
classroom (sometimes unspoken) may be judged as misbehaving and punished
for behaviors that are accepted or even promoted at home (Tyler et al., 2006).
In fact, schooling is a cultural enterprise in which mainstream cultural values
often predict teachers’ behavioral expectations of students, how classrooms are
organized physically, and the structure of instruction (Rothstein-Fisch & Trumbull, 2008; Sarason, 1996; Spindler & Spindler, 1994; Weinstein et al., 2004).

The Challenge for Teachers
Without cultural awareness, teachers may potentially undercut the social
and academic success of their students whose families are not part of the dominant, mainstream culture by continuing to “reproduce the social structures
of schooling, including assumptions embedded in models of teaching and
learning, assessment, and management” (Calabrese Barton & Tan, 2020, p.
434). The “best practices” that teacher candidates learn align with the values of
the dominant culture (Assaf et al., 2010) and may not be best suited to their
nondominant culture students. Teachers from nondominant cultures with important intuitive cultural knowledge may unknowingly learn to suppress that
knowledge because of their socialization within dominant culture (Mercado &
Trumbull, 2018; Nelson-Barber & Dull, 1998; Trumbull et al., 2001).

Individualism and Collectivism
The cultural values framework of individualism and collectivism (Triandis,
1989, 2018) has proven highly useful in helping teachers understand differences between the dominant U.S. culture and the cultures of many immigrant
families (Trumbull et al., 2001). Whereas individualistically oriented societies
emphasize the needs and rights of the individual, collectivistically oriented societies emphasize the well-being of the group. This framework of implicit cultural
10
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values has been productively used to analyze cultural conflicts between individualistically oriented teachers and their collectivistically oriented Latino students
and parents (Greenfield & Quiroz, 2013; Greenfield et al., 2000; Trumbull et
al., 2003; Trumbull et al., 2001). It happens that the U.S. is the most individualistic country in the world; in sharp contrast, Mexico and Central American
countries are among the most collectivistic (Triandis, 1989, 2018).
Individualism emphasizes independence and individual achievement as important goals in child development (Greenfield, 1994; Markus & Kitayama,
1991; Triandis, 1989, 2018) wherein self-expression and self-fulfillment are
highly valued (Inglehart & Oyserman, 2004). In individualistic societies such
as the U.S., the values of individual property and individual choice are also
sacrosanct.
By contrast, collectivistic values are prevalent among many subcultures in
the U.S., in which interdependence with and responsibility for persons in ascribed relationships, such as those in one’s family, are prioritized (Greenfield,
1994; Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Triandis, 1989, 2018). Group achievement
tends to be valued over individual achievement; property is more often shared
than exclusively owned by an individual; the “self ” is constructed with reference to the group; and choices are made with consideration for their effects on
the group (family, classroom).
As humans, we take our ways of thinking and acting in the world for granted, and—unless they are pointed out to us—we are largely unaware of them as
having a specific cultural basis. Accordingly, the values framework of individualism and collectivism, which helps explain so many cultural differences, can
function as an interpretive lens through which we make explicit our evaluations
of our own and others’ behavior (Greenfield & Suzuki, 1998; Triandis, 2018).

Caveat
The individualism–collectivism framework is, of course, merely a heuristic
with inherent limitations for understanding differences in cultural values and
related goals and behaviors. Any dichotomous system for describing human
values and behavior has the potential for vast oversimplification. No society
is entirely individualistic or collectivistic; rather, it is a matter of the relative
emphasis placed on the individual or the group. As Singelis et al. (1995) note,
“The defining attributes of cultures are best thought of as fluctuating pressures
or tendencies, which may not be manifest in a particular individual or context”
(p. 243). In addition, such a system for characterizing human values and behaviors risks suggesting that participation in or membership in a cultural group
is deterministic, that is, that being part of that group dictates an individual’s
behavior. Of course, that is not true, either.
11
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Cultures are dynamic (Strickland, 2012), sometimes changing in interaction with each other. In addition, ecological and economic situations affect
cultural values, and those circumstances change over time (Greenfield, 2009).
For instance, “Economic development facilitates a shift toward the free choice
aspects of individualism…producing increasing emphasis on individual freedom-focused values” (Inglehart & Oyserman, 2004, p. 5). Immigrants to the
U.S., for instance, no matter how collectivistic their origins, tend to become
more individualistic as they interact with U.S. people and institutions and become economically secure (Greenfield, 2009). Also, immigrants who come to
the U.S. with high levels of education, greater financial resources, and urban
backgrounds are more individualistic than immigrants who come with low levels of education (Fuligni & Yoshikawa, 2004).

Individualism in U.S. Schools
U.S. schools tend to be highly individualistic. To begin with, learning is
considered to be largely an individual process (Hollins, 2015), and assessing
a student’s learning is nearly always an individual activity as well (see, e.g.,
Basterra et al., 2011). Students often have “their own” desks and “their own”
books and materials (even though these actually belong to the school). If they
bring pencils, pens, markers, and the like to the classroom, those are usually protected as private property (Greenfield et al., 1996). When the teacher
asks questions during instruction, each student is expected to raise his or her
hand and respond individually. Students’ work is most often completed independently, and their work products belong to them.
When cooperative learning groups are used, students are typically assigned
roles and required to account for their individual contributions—or be marked
down for failure to contribute as expected (Johnson & Johnson, 2008). Whereas students may be allowed to help each other with some tasks, the teacher
likely controls the way that may happen. For instance, a more advanced reader
may be asked to sit with a less advanced reader and coach him or her for a specified task. In many classrooms, students may take turns doing classroom jobs,
but, again, those are usually specified (clean the chalkboard, take attendance,
manage the calendar, etc.) and each assigned to one student (Rothstein-Fisch
& Trumbull, 2008).

Cultural Difference in the Classroom and Potential Conflict
When the cultural values of students and teachers are not consistent with
one another, miscommunication and even outright refusal by students to participate in classroom interactions in the ways expected by teachers may result
(Gutiérrez et al., 1995; Huang et al., 2012). The potential for misunderstanding
12
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or conflict can extend to various areas of classroom practice. A teacher who insists that children work separately and chastises them for helping each other
answer questions may present a conflict for children who have been socialized
by family members to help others (Gratier et al., 2009; Greenfield et al., 1996).
Likewise, a teacher’s injunctions to “express your own opinion” or “ask questions” may not jibe with a parent’s urging her child to listen and show respect
to the teacher (Greenfield et al., 2000).
DeParle (2019) documents the sometimes-rocky sociocultural transition of
a Filipino immigrant family to the U.S. Referring to the conflict between what
fourth grader Lara was learning in school and implicitly learning at home, DeParle says, “Ms. Hailey was teaching the class to defend opinions—just the kind
of exercise in independent thinking that made Rosalie [Lara’s mother] nervous
about the States” (DeParle, p. 296). In school, Lara was being rewarded for
curiosity, but when she came home and started asking her mother questions,
Rosalie dismissed her with a ‘tsss’” (DeParle, p. 296). It is likely that neither Rosalie nor Ms. Hailey sensed that they might be working at cross-purposes based
on differences in their implicit cultural values (Mercado & Trumbull, 2018).
If teachers do not have frameworks for thinking about the cultural sources
of conflicts like the ones described, they are not likely to devise effective methods for anticipating or resolving such culture-based conflicts in school. They
will continue to engage in what they have been taught are best practices or simply those they have observed through their own educational experiences, trying
to inculcate in students their own ideas of the accepted ways of interacting in
the classroom (Gutiérrez et al., 1995).

The Bridging Cultures Project
In this section, we summarize the process and impact of the Bridging Cultures Project, which successfully used cross-cultural research and the cultural
framework of individualism and collectivism to improve teachers’ cultural
awareness and culturally responsive practice in their classrooms and in the
school community. The Bridging Cultures Project began as a collaboration
among a regional educational laboratory (WestEd), a large university with a research emphasis (UCLA), the largest teacher education institution in California
(California State University, Northridge [CSUN]), and seven Spanish–English
bilingual public school teachers from Southern California. The goal of the research was to find out whether professional development related to cultural
research and theory (the framework of individualism–collectivism) would affect teachers’ understanding of cultural differences and, hence, the ways they
designed instruction for their largely immigrant Latino students. Three videotaped four-hour workshops took place on Saturday mornings during a period
13
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of three months; these were followed by ongoing meetings of the entire group
approximately every two months during the school year for another four years.
Early in the Project, teachers themselves became researchers in their own
schools and classrooms, reporting their observations and innovations at the
semi-monthly meetings. The professional researchers observed in classrooms
and organized all the documentation periodically for presentations and
publications, often with the teacher–researchers’ participation. (See Trumbull
et al., 2001 for further description of the initial research.) The Project has
spawned countless research efforts by graduate students of participating
professors at UCLA and CSUN. One of the participating teachers conducted
related doctoral research (Mercado, 2015; Mercado & Trumbull, 2018).
Bridging Cultures professional development, which is still offered by WestEd and CSUN as well as some of the original teacher–researchers, differs from
much other professional development in that it is not prescriptive and engages
teachers to make their own decisions about how to apply what they are learning. The goal is to find ways to bridge the cultures of home and school in order
to ensure student engagement and achievement and not alienate children from
their families in the process.
As recommended by Valdés (1996) and Hollins (2015), the Bridging Cultures approach focuses on cultural strengths, not deficits. Cultural differences
are explored as simply that—differences in approaches to rearing and schooling young people. The individualism–collectivism framework is relatively easy
to grasp and can be used to explain a wide range of human behavior arising
from a predominant value orientation to either the individual or the group. It
is also productive in spawning ideas for application. For example, the teacher–researchers successfully applied their new insights to student assessment
(Rothstein-Fisch et al., 2003), classroom management (Rothstein-Fisch &
Trumbull, 2008), parent involvement (Trumbull et al., 2003); subject-matter
instruction (Trumbull et al., 2000); and the mentoring of immigrant teachers
unfamiliar with American culture (Mercado & Trumbull, 2018).

A Look at Two Classrooms: One Bridging Cultures and One
Non-Bridging Cultures
This article presents one example of the project’s impact. It adds a natural
experiment using ethnographic methods to the large body of observational
and teacher-reported data collected over the years. Here, we compare teacher–
student and student–student interactions in a second grade classroom led by
one of the seven teachers who had gone through the Bridging Cultures professional development with such interactions in a second grade classroom led by
a teacher who had not been part of the Bridging Cultures Project. This study
14
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addresses the broad question: How might interactions between teachers and
students and among students differ in a “Bridging Cultures classroom” versus a
“non-Bridging Cultures classroom?” More specifically, would the Bridging Cultures classroom reflect greater acceptance of the children’s collectivistic values
than the non-Bridging Cultures classroom, as seen in the kinds of interactions
sanctioned by the two teachers? Would the Bridging Cultures classroom evince
fewer conflicts that could be attributed to cultural differences between children’s collectivistic cultures and the dominant individualistic culture of the
school? We realize that we cannot isolate any one factor as responsible for the
qualitative differences we present here as findings; our goal is simply to describe
those differences.

Methods
Participants
The teacher without Bridging Cultures training conducted her class in English. Her students were largely of immigrant Latino descent. The participants
were 22 second grade students (M age = 7) and their teacher. The sample of
children consisted of 12 girls, 9 boys, and one child with missing gender information. The teacher, Ms. Grey, was a European American female, who held
a master’s degree and had taught for 22 years. Seventeen of the children were
from Latino backgrounds, two were of Caucasian and Latino descent, one was
African American, one was Filipino, and one was of unknown descent. In order to have a comparable participant sample in both classrooms, one that was
in line with the goals of the research, only the Latino children were included in
the dataset for this article. According to 17 demographic survey responses from
parents in this classroom, 13 children were born in the U.S., while their parents were born abroad; one student was born abroad with his/her parents; and
three children and their parents were both born in the U.S.1 Nineteen parents
provided information about language or languages spoken at home. Ten of the
children spoke only Spanish at home, six of the children spoke both English
and Spanish at home, and three children spoke only English at home.
The intervention classroom was also a second grade classroom, but it was
bilingual, with instruction and conversation in both English and Spanish. It
consisted of a teacher, Ms. Dawson, who took part in the Bridging Cultures
Project and 41 students (18 girls, 23 boys; M age = 7), all of whom were of
Latino descent. The teacher was a Latina female, the child of immigrants from
Peru. She held a master’s degree and had taught for 7 years. Eighteen of the
students were born in the U.S., while their parents were born abroad; six students were born abroad along with their parents; and two students and their
15
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parents were both born in the U.S.1 According to 26 demographic questionnaire responses received, 19 of the students spoke only Spanish at home, while
the remaining seven students spoke both Spanish and English at home.
Different from the non-intervention class where students stayed with one
teacher for all academic subjects, this class had students from four different
classrooms alternating and sharing teachers according to academic subject and
students’ aptitude level in a given subject. This teacher taught the least advanced academic level for each activity period. Therefore, although there was a
core group of students present in this classroom, the number of children fluctuated depending on the academic subject.
All participants were told that the researchers were studying naturally occurring classroom interactions among students and between the teacher and
the students. Both the teachers and their students were given a monetary gift
for participating in this study. All names of participants, both teachers and
students, are pseudonyms. Because of fluctuations in the composition of the
group for each subject in the Bridging Cultures classroom, some children could
not be identified with pseudonyms; in those cases, they are simply identified
as “boy” or “girl.”

Procedures
Five components comprised the procedures for this study: demographic
questionnaires, ethnographic observations, videotaping, hypothetical scenarios
for the teachers, and informal interviews of the teachers. The data were collected by Isaac and Correa-Chavez (see Authors’ Notes at the article’s end), who
spent equal time in both classrooms. Both researchers were conversant in Spanish. Study procedures were approved by the UCLA Institutional Review Board.
Procedures included assent forms in English and Spanish for the children and
consent forms in both languages for the parents. Teachers were provided with
their own consent forms in English.
Demographic Questionnaires
All parents were administered a demographic questionnaire that included
questions regarding the language spoken in the home, the country of origin of
the parents and children, and the level of education and occupations of the parents. Teachers were administered a demographic questionnaire with questions
regarding their teaching experience, as well as questions similar to those that
were posed to the parents.
Ethnographic Observations
The two researchers took over 50 hours of ethnographic fieldnotes during a
two-month period as they observed in the classrooms. This extensive observation
16

CULTURAL VALUES (MIS)MATCH

and note-taking were done in order to ascertain those times throughout the academic day when potential episodes of cross-cultural conflict would be most
salient in the classroom. The ethnographic observations in each classroom were
then used to design the video sampling method and procedures. The video data
provided a microscope through which the larger classroom dynamics could be
more closely analyzed.
Another purpose of the ethnographic observations was to acquire an
in-depth and authentic representation of classroom interactions. Each activity period throughout the school day was observed in both classrooms, and
fieldnotes included observations of culturally relevant verbal expressions and
physical behavior in the interactions between the teachers and the students as
well as among the students.
Each researcher focused her field notes on a different aspect of the interaction. Isaac focused on peer interaction, Correa-Chavez on teacher–student
interaction. The presence of the researchers in both the classrooms gradually
became natural and expected by all members of both classrooms.
Because the Bridging Cultures teacher taught the children in the least advanced academic level for each activity period, the children who participated
in this study from this classroom were all from the least advanced academic
level group. In the non-Bridging Cultures classroom, children were separated
by academic level only for language arts. In order to maximize comparability
between the samples in the two classrooms, only children in the least advanced
academic level for language arts in the video sample were used to analyze
student–student conversation (though they were observed in instructional situations other than language arts).
Videotaping, Transcription, and Reporting
After the ethnographic observation portion of the study, interactions were
videotaped by the same researchers who had taken all prior ethnographic fieldnotes. One part of the study focused on teacher–student relations. There, the
teacher was the focal person in these segments, meaning that the camera followed her around as she worked with the students. The other part of the study
focused on student–student relations. There, small groups of children were the
focus, and the camera was trained on them. All video segments lasted the duration of the activity period; all videotaping for each classroom was conducted
over a five-day period.
The non-Bridging Cultures classroom was observed to have certain situations in which cross-cultural conflict was more apparent. These instances often
occurred during language arts, math, and social science instruction. Similar
instructional activities were also observed in the Bridging Cultures classroom,
where they seemed to involve less cultural conflict. It was these activities that
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the researchers decided to videotape for teacher–student interaction. This video database included three segments at the beginning of the day, three language
arts segments, one segment of math instruction, and one segment of social science instruction.
For the study of student–student interaction, children in both classrooms
were videotaped while they were in desk groupings; these were during language
arts, math, and science activity periods. The criteria for this video sample were
that children were seated at a desk (1) without the teacher or teaching assistant
present or expected to be present, (2) that remained intact (i.e., no desks were
removed or added), and (3) had the most children of all groups that met the
first two criteria (if there were two that met these criteria, one was randomly
selected). No group was videotaped more than once in the same activity. In the
non-Bridging Cultures classroom, there were two groups at the least advanced
academic level for language arts; each group was videotaped once.
Both verbal and nonverbal behavior relevant to the constructs of interest
were transcribed for analysis and reporting. The words in double parentheses
represent nonverbal behaviors observed by the researchers in reviewing the videotapes. In the tradition of linguistic anthropology (e.g., Ochs, 2012), raw data
are presented in the form of quotes. In this method, there is no coding or other
type of data reduction. As a consequence, there was no need for interrater reliability to be established. Instead, readers see the raw data for themselves and
can make their own judgments or interpretations.
The children and the teacher were instructed to behave as they would normally, so that the interactions captured would be natural ones. Because of the
nontraditional structure of the Bridging Cultures classroom, only the least advanced reading and math groups were available to videotape. As explained, to
make the groups more comparable, only the least advanced reading group was
videotaped in the non-Bridging Cultures classroom. Other activities, such as
the beginning of the day routine, involved all children in both of the classrooms, regardless of academic level. This routine was taped in both classrooms.
Hypothetical Scenarios
Subsequent to the videotaping, teachers were asked to respond to hypothetical scenarios (see Appendix) that describe dilemmas occurring in the home
or the classroom, and two possible ways—either individualistic or collectivistic—of solving the dilemma. These scenarios were administered to assess the
teachers’ awareness and acceptance of the values of individualism and collectivism. In response, the teacher had to choose from either an individualistic
or collectivistic answer that was provided. The teacher was then asked if she
could imagine why somebody else might choose the other answer. Responses to the scenarios helped researchers to understand each teacher’s culturally
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based expectations, so that these could be related to the teacher’s actions in the
classroom. We were also interested in finding out what kind of knowledge the
teachers had about individualism and collectivism.
Teacher Interviews
After videotaping was complete, the teachers participated in informal interviews with the researchers. Questions in the interview related to each teacher’s
ideology concerning how the children should relate to each other and how
the classroom structure, both physical and organizational, promoted such behavior. The purpose of these questions was to get insight into some of the
underlying cultural assumptions the teacher held about appropriate behavior
for children. The following interview questions were used: (1) What do you
believe your class’s greatest strength is? (2) What do you believe is its greatest
weakness? (3) Is there any particular reason that you structured your classroom
the way you did? (4) What are your goals for the children? (5) What are your
goals for the children’s relations with each other?

Data Analysis
We use questionnaires and interviews to link each teacher’s way of interacting with her students to her educational philosophy expressed in her
questionnaire and interview. The method owes much to Davis (2002).
The organizing framework—conflict between individualistic and collectivistic values—was derived from the conceptual analysis that had been developed
and empirically instantiated in prior publications (e.g., Trumbull et al., 2001;
Raeff et al., 2000; Suzuki et al., 2008). Certain concepts oriented the observation process. These included (1) helping behaviors related to academic or
nonacademic activities; (2) individual achievement and individual role fulfillment; (3) sharing and individual property; (4) respect for authority; (5)
modesty and self-promotion; (6) implicit and explicit modes of communication. This was the deductive element in the selection of material.
There was also an inductive aspect to the identification of three areas of conflict: Fieldnotes, videos, interviews, and questionnaires were reviewed to see
how and whether the hypothesized conflict between individualistic and collectivistic values played out in the two classrooms. The three specific areas of
conflict—individual versus group responsibility for learning, individual versus
group classroom property, and orientation to the classroom as a set of individuals or as a group—were derived inductively from review of the videos and
fieldnotes. They are related to but not identical with the concepts that oriented
the ethnographic observations.
Note that neither the structure of our hypothetical scenarios, nor the use
of classroom discourse as data, nor the inductive way in which domains of
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value conflict were identified maps onto debates about the dimensionality of
individualism and collectivism. Some (e.g., Fatehi et al., 2020) have suggested
two types of individualism and collectivism based on the degree to which a society is egalitarian or hierarchical. These debates, which are based on analysis
of responses to questionnaire items, also lose relevance to the present research
because they are based exclusively on adult data and do not include children
as participants.

Integrating and Interpreting the Data
Individual vs. Group Responsibility Related to Classroom Learning
Non-Bridging Cultures Classroom
One difference in cultural values that can result in conflict is that of independent versus collaborative learning as related to academic success. As revealed
in her interviews and questionnaire answers, the teacher in this class, Ms. Grey,
espouses the ideology that academic achievement is an individual matter and is
the result of independent effort. This ideology manifests in classroom practice,
where she encourages the students to complete tasks individually and to resist
helping others. Children’s helping behaviors do seem to frustrate and confuse
the non-Bridging Cultures teacher. When asked about her class’s greatest weakness during the interview, Ms. Grey said:
Even at this stage of the game, they [the students] still don’t listen as
well as I’d like them to.…I don’t know if they don’t hear me or don’t
comprehend, but [next year] in the third grade they need to be more
independent.
Ms. Grey did not notice something that had been a focus of the Bridging
Cultures training: That the “problem” is not that children are not listening but
that they have been taught through countless examples at home to be interdependent rather than independent (Alcalá et al., 2018). The following fieldnote
observation exemplifies the teacher’s value related to independent thinking and
achievement and shows how this value becomes a point of conflict with her
students. In the following instance, students Brent, Alex, and David are seated
as a group on the classroom rug during reading time. Students in the least advanced group sometimes display difficulty reading, and other students are seen
providing assistance by engaging in scaffolding behaviors.
Brent is asked to read aloud. He struggles with the words as he reads them
aloud. In response to Brent’s struggles, Alex reads along with him. Alex’s
attempts to help are perceptible, but not loud enough for the teacher to intervene. The following conversation occurs after Brent finishes reading:
Ms. G.: Brent, that was very good. Your reading is getting much better.
20

CULTURAL VALUES (MIS)MATCH

Brent: ((smiles))
Brent: Alex was helping me.
Ms. G.: Was Alex helping you? Do you want him to help you like that?
Nooo.
Brent: ((nods head as if to agree))
Ms. G.: Alex, I know that you are trying to help, but please read to
yourself.
David then tells Adrienne (the observer) what the word spells, replying
“glad” in a soft voice, and then stating that “he has to do it by himself.”
Brent then shows David his paper to seek clarification. David looks at
Brent’s paper and says “bad, b-a-d,” in a quiet tone.
In this example, Brent responds to the teacher’s compliment on his reading
by stating that he received assistance from another student. Such a response
functions to undermine the recognition for achievement his teacher bestows
on him. Later in the conversation, the teacher’s valuing of individual engagement in academic tasks becomes explicit, as she encourages Brent to not want
that help from Alex and tells Alex not to assist, saying, “Please read to yourself.”
This scenario played out several times within the same reading lesson. As the
lesson proceeded, Ms. Grey explained again that the students should refrain
from helping, after witnessing it between two students, David and Brent. After
David was asked to read aloud, Brent read along perceptibly at the moments
when David appeared to get stuck. In response, the teacher tells Brent to be
quiet and not to help David. Several minutes later, a similar incident occurs as
a student reads along with the student who is instructed to read aloud.
These instances reveal an incongruence in expected versus actual behavior of
the students that may be rooted in mismatched cultural values between teacher
and students. Implicit in the teacher’s utterances is the ideology that academic
achievement is valued when it originates from independent effort. By contrast,
intrinsic to the students’ behavior is an orientation to the anticipation of the
needs of their classmates. Achievement of the group, not the individual, is of
primary importance (see Rothstein-Fisch et al., 2003 for other instantiations
of this value).
On occasion, Ms. Grey monitored students’ engagement in helping behaviors on classwork tasks as she directed a small group lesson. In a videotaped
segment, she turns her gaze to a group of students not part of her small group. A
student, Rena, is visibly oriented to another student through the way her body
is positioned. The teacher states, “Rena, by yourself, please.” As the lesson proceeds, Rena visibly reorients her body to another student to perceivably engage
in assistance. In response, the teacher asserts, “Rena, do your own work, please.”
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In the following episodes, which occurred during our classroom observation,
the teacher makes her valuing of students’ independent efforts explicit, while
students engage in behaviors that facilitate the participation of their peers:
Ms. Grey is teaching a lesson how to tell time using the clock. During
the lesson, the teacher moves the clock hands into different positions
and asks the students to reveal the time that corresponds to the hand
positions. Several of the students are whispering the answers to each
other. The teacher then states, “I have heard people whispering, and I
really don’t like it because, why? They need to learn by themselves, and
you really aren’t helping them learn.” Several students nod in agreement
and repeat “they need to learn by themselves.” As the lesson continues,
the students continue to whisper the answers behind their hand or into
the front of their raised shirt.
In this excerpt, we see students covertly engage in behaviors that allow their
peers to readily answer the teacher’s question. The teacher opposes this behavior, specifically signifying that this behavior precludes individual learning.
Another illustration of the teacher’s ideology related to individual learning is
seen in the following observation, in which the teacher provides an anticipatory warning:
As the students began to read, the teacher announced, “I want everyone
to read the stories to themselves. You should know what all the words
are. These are words you can read yourself. You don’t need help with
that. Just read the words to yourself.”
In the following example, the issue of helping Brent becomes contentious:
Brent asks Adrienne (the researcher) to help him read a word on his paper as part of a journal activity. David, who is sitting across from Brent at
their work group, tells Adrienne that “nobody is supposed to help him.”
Brent displays a disappointed face.
Bridging Cultures Classroom
To gain insight into Ms. Dawson’s ideology concerning how students can
best learn and achieve, one can examine her reflection on the way in which the
Bridging Cultures Project influenced her perception of collaborative behavior
as helping rather than cheating:
When I first started teaching at [this school], there was no cheating,
nobody helps. “You are doing your own work, so I know what you are
capable of doing.” Nobody was capable of doing anything, so it seemed
to me. I didn’t even let them use that which makes them the best learners: each other. So, I got rid of the whole idea of cheating, except when
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I introduce the tests.…But aside from that, when we were learning how
to take the tests, when we did those things, [I’d say], “Help each other,
please. Help each other out” (quoted in Rothstein-Fisch & Trumbull,
2008, p. 159).
From this passage, it is apparent that Ms. Dawson initially perceived students’ helping behavior in a similar way to that of Ms. Grey—at the very least,
as behavior that inhibits learning, and at its worst, as a form of cheating. But
her idea of the role of helping changed once she developed a cultural perspective on that behavior through the Bridging Cultures professional development.
She evidently began to perceive helping as an expression of social responsibility, a positive behavior. That then bolstered her promotion of children’s helping
each other, as seen in the passage below:
I want [the students] to have a sense of unity and group support, a sense
that nobody succeeds if only one person has done so, and a sense of we
are all responsible for each other.…If a child negates him or herself in
order to help another, I recognize it as a positive attribute. For example,
if a child could easily step over a piece of paper, but it’s their friend’s and
they bend down and pick it up and give it to him, or if they are playing
and they see that someone else needs help with their work, they stop
what they are doing and help their friend. I foster that, I encourage that,
and I praise that.
Ms. Dawson’s ideology is consistent with her classroom practices as well
as with the students’ natural behavior, resulting in few examples of conflict of
values between the teacher and students. As documented in ethnographic observations, the teacher can often be seen encouraging the students to help each
other with classwork exercises and generate solutions collaboratively.
In all the quoted discourse that follows, English translations are provided in
brackets after the text in Spanish. The following excerpt from a video recording
reveals Ms. Dawson’s value of collective responsibility for learning. In this segment, she tells a student who needs help to first ask his classmates at his desk
group. (The boy’s verbal behavior was not captured on camera, as his voice was
very low, and his back was to the camera):
Student: ((inaudible))
Ms. D.: No sabes que hacer? Es la primera vez que estás sentado alla atras?
[You don’t know what to do? Is this the first time you have sat back there?]
Student: ((shakes head as if to say “no”; speaks inaudibly))
Ms. D.: Seguro? [Are you sure?] Has preguntado a los demas de tu grupo, y
nadie te pudo decir? [You’ve asked everybody in your group, and nobody
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was able to tell you?] Si yo voy alla y le pregunto a los demas me van a poder
decir? [If I go back there and ask everybody, are they going to be able to
tell me?]
Student: ((inaudible))
Ms. D.: Trata hombre, pregúntale a tu grupo y después venid a mí si no sabes.
[Try man, ask your group, and then come to me if you don’t know.]
Student: ((inaudible))
Ms. D.: Okay, pero pregúntale a Brenda. Ella esta casi ya terminado. Ella
te puede ayudar si no sabes que hacer. [Okay, but ask Brenda. She’s almost
done. She can help you if you don’t know what to do.]
The students in this classroom frequently reflect the teacher’s value of helping
and social responsibility in their interactions with one another. The following
example taken from ethnographic fieldnotes depicts the sense of social responsibility among the students as they take a practice test for the Stanford 9, a
standardized exam in U.S. schools that assesses academic achievement:
The children are seated in groups and are reading the questions aloud at
their own pace. At one table, four children are pointing to the test and
discussing the correct answer. Ms. Dawson then leaves the classroom,
saying “If you need help, help each other.” A student doesn’t know where
to read and says this aloud. Two students walk over to this student to
show him where the students are on the exam.
In this incident, the teacher makes her perspective on student help explicit
as she says, “If you need help, help each other.” The students’ behavior corresponds to this directive: two students provide assistance to a student who has
lost his place on a practice exam. She is clear, however, that helping is to prepare for the test, not to take it—thus she provides a potential cultural bridge to
the basic individualistic assumption of schooling—that grades and scores are
based on individual behavior.
The following videotape excerpt also reveals how students engage in behaviors that display social responsibility. Two students are completing a language
arts exercise:
Student 1: ¿Te tocó copiar para acá? [Did you have to copy this over here?]
Student 2: De-be-rí-a ser ma-yú-scu-la. [It shou-ld be ca-p-i-tal.] ((while
reading from classwork))
Student 1: ¿Te salió mal? [Did you do it wrong?]
Student 2: ((nods head to respond affirmatively))
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Student 1: Ooh, bad, bad, bad.
Student 3: No, corígelo, corígelo, Maria. [No correct it, correct it, Maria.]
Student 2: Ya estoy. [I’m doing it.]
Student 3: Corígelo. Tal vez sea algo mal. [Correct it. Maybe something
is wrong.]
In this example, we see that in uttering the directives to Maria, Student 3
displays concern for Student 2, specifically stating that she should correct her
work (“No, correct it, correct it, Maria.”) and why she should do so (“Maybe
something is wrong.”). In addition, we perceive Student 1’s concern in the way
that he inquires into Maria’s work progress (“Did you do it wrong?”). Thus,
the students’ behavior reflects their sense of responsibility for their classmates.
Ms. Dawson also encourages students to look over each other’s assignments.
For example, in one instance that was video recorded, a student was observed
to get the wrong answer on a practice test and needed assistance. The teacher
told students to “check over each other’s work.” In response to students’ helping of other students, the teacher praised and thanked the students, through
such utterances as, “Qué buen amigo eres. Gracias.” [“What a good friend you
are. Thank you.”].
We note that occasionally students would complain that a student was
cheating by looking at the classwork of another student. In response, the teacher reframed the behavior from “cheating” to “helping” by frequently asserting,
“Cheating? They’re helping.” It is clear from these examples that the teacher
perceives helping as a facilitator of learning, as a way to enhance the social support and unity of the classroom, and as harmonious with home culture values.
It is interesting, though, that school has already socialized some of the children
to the notion that helping can sometimes be considered “cheating.”

Individual vs. Group Property
Non-Bridging Cultures Classroom
The conflict in values that arose in this classroom was that of a collective
sense of ownership of property by the students as opposed to an individual
sense of property as espoused by the teacher. Ms. Grey’s ideology related to this
cultural value is revealed in her response to one of the scenarios (see Appendix,
Scenario 4). The scenario involved a conflict between two brothers—Adam and
Johnny—related to sharing. Johnny wants to wear Adam’s T-shirt but Adam
refuses, stating that he bought the shirt with his own money. In response to
how the boys’ mother should respond, Ms. Grey agreed with the forced choice
answer that “The mother should tell Adam that it’s Johnny’s T-shirt, and she
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can’t make Johnny let him wear it.” She added that “I completely understand
why Johnny does not want Adam to borrow it, and Adam needs to respect that
decision.” When asked if she could understand why the mother might tell the
boys to share, Ms. Grey responded that “the mother should respect her son’s
feelings first.” This scenario response by the teacher provides us with insight
into the teacher’s prioritizing individual over collective ownership of property
and her inability to take a different cultural perspective.
Conflicts related to individual property could be found as related to students’ supplies. At their individual desk space, students have their own pencils
and crayons that are typically kept in zip-lock bags or crayon boxes. However,
students often borrow crayons from each other, despite having their individual
supplies. This practice is so common that it occurs without the students’ asking the owner for permission to borrow, even when the owner is present at his
or her desk.
Some of the students have special crayon boxes that they have brought from
home. Brent, for example, has a fairly large supply of markers that he has
brought from home, which he uses instead of the crayons that the others are
supplied with by the school. Brent allows other students to use his markers
liberally. The students typically do not ask Brent for permission before they
borrow his markers; rather, they come to his desk, take one, and then bring it
back when they are done using it. The teacher has instructed the students not
to borrow items from other students without asking for permission.
During one of the research observations, the teacher questioned this collective practice, making sure that Brent genuinely felt that it was appropriate that
many of the students were borrowing markers that were his property.
Brent and his friend are working together and sharing Brent’s case of coloring utensils. Ms. Grey asks, “Brent, is it okay with you that everyone
borrows like that?” Brent nods his head yes. Four or five children come
to Brent’s desk where the utensils are located and bring them to their
own desks to use, and then return them to Brent. Brent announces, “I
am being good to everybody.”
In this example, Ms. Grey asks Brent if it is okay to share, implying that Brent
maintains priority in deciding whether to share or not. Since Brent, as the
owner of the markers, declared that he was okay with this practice, the teacher
permitted it. At the end of the same day as Brent’s pronouncement, Brent’s red
marker was missing. The teacher asked him to look for it, reminding him of the
consequences of permitting classmates to use his markers.
The cultural value related to individual and collective property extends to
abstract entities such as ideas. The researchers noted Ms. Grey explaining to a
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student, “I think that is Alan’s idea, Brent, not yours.” Ms. Grey’s responses to
the students’ behavior are ones consistent with an individualistic value of respect for a person’s property as an aspect of respect for its owner.
Bridging Cultures Classroom
The Bridging Cultures classroom, in contrast, can be characterized as one
in which the value of property as belonging to the group is emphasized. Placing less emphasis on personal property was identified by the Bridging Cultures
teachers in their training as a possible way of creating a more culture-friendly
classroom. In her interview, Ms. Dawson related an instance in which a student claimed the faculty chair—a chair that was visibly larger than the rest
of the chairs in the classroom—as hers. When another student tried to sit in
the chair, the student said, “No, this is my chair.” In response, the teacher recounted, “I took the chair away, and I said, ‘it’s everybody’s chair’…I am very
anti-personal property. I make a point of telling them, “This is the school’s, or
this is our property.”
In this classroom, students do not have their individual writing and coloring utensils. Instead, pencils are kept in one box at the front of the classroom,
and students retrieve pencils from the box as needed. Similarly, the crayons
are kept in gallon buckets at the side of the room and are typically shared by
as many as five or six students at one time. In the following videorecorded
excerpt, the students engage in sharing behavior without any accompanying
verbal behavior:
Two boys are involved in a writing exercise. One boy needs to erase what
he has written on his paper. He walks to another desk, picks up an eraser
on this desk, where three students are working. Neither the student taking the eraser, nor the three students, speak to each other. The student
returns to his desk to use the eraser.
This example suggests that in this classroom students use communal erasers,
property that can be used between desks. It can be inferred that the students
maintain a mutual expectation of valuing property as something belonging to
a community.
Although students have assigned seats, they are permitted to change seats
and do so on a regular basis. Ms. Dawson revealed in the interview that, although the students do have their own desks, she does not remember or keep
track of the students’ seat assignments. She was observed referring to individual desk space using the deictic markers “here and there” rather than referring
to the desk as one belonging to a particular student. This is seen in the following: “I want to see Silvia here,” as she points. “Roberto here, you’re over there,
dude,” “and Dionisio here” and continued in this fashion with the remainder
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of students. Notably, the researchers never observed students complaining or
arguing about possession of desk space.
The researchers observed instances in which Ms. Dawson offers a student a
writing utensil sitting in front of a different student who is currently not using it. She similarly requests that students share their writing utensils, as seen
in the following utterances, which were typical: “Ezequiel deja que Ramón use
tu borador, por favor.” [“Ezequiel, let Ramón borrow your eraser, please.”] and
“Dionisio, deja que José use ese otro lapiz.” [“Dionisio, let José use that other
pencil.”]. The teacher also reinforces the treatment of property as belonging to
the group. On one occasion, she was observed saying, “If they didn’t share the
clay, they would not be able to play with it.” And when a student complained
about another student’s behaving in a possessive manner over paper, the teacher
responded by saying, “Debra, comparten, comparten.” [“Debra, share, share.”].
Individual ownership is a pervasive value in schools and teacher training.
Thus, on one occasion, the Bridging Cultures teacher had to undo an instruction given by a substitute teacher. The substitute teacher instructed students to
put names on their textbooks so that they would know which one was theirs.
When Ms. Dawson returned, the students asked for the book that corresponded to their name. In response, the Bridging Cultures teacher asserted to the
class that “This is not good.” and that “It’s not correct to put your names in the
books. I know it happened while I was gone, but it’s bad my friends. These are
not your own.” Here, Ms. Dawson realigns classroom values with values that
may be more consonant with those in the students’ homes.

Conceptualization of the Group: Cohesive Entity vs. a Collection
of Individuals
Creating a cohesive group, a classroom community that could work well
together, was not a professed goal of the Bridging Cultures Project, but it is a
widely supported educational goal (Cohen & Lotan, 2014; Palincsar & Herrenkohl, 1999). It is, therefore, not surprising to hear teachers report that they
like and often encourage groupwork, as both teachers did. However, what they
meant by “group” was very different. If one were to observe the physical layout of both the Bridging Cultures classroom and the non-Bridging Cultures
classroom, the positioning of the desks would look somewhat similar. Both
the teachers in this study structured their classroom so that the majority of the
children would be sitting at tables, in small groups (mostly groups of about
four). Both the teachers reported that they had structured their classrooms this
way so that the students might sit in a group and be able to engage in groupwork at times. However, engagement in class activities differed between the
classrooms based on the teachers’ distinct notions of “group.”
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Two sets of examples from the videos showing how teaching and learning
are structured in each classroom will be used to illustrate this point. The first is
from the beginning-of-the-day activities; the second is from small-group work
during language arts instruction. The whole-class-working-together approach
seen in the Bridging Cultures classroom can be contrasted with individual roles
during the pledge of allegiance and the beginning-of-the-day activity in the
non-Bridging Cultures classroom.
Beginning of the Day: Non-Bridging Cultures Classroom
After all the beginning-of-the-day activities are complete, the flag salute
monitor gets up out of her seat and walks over to the side of the room where
Ms. Grey is usually standing. “Put your right hand over your heart, ready, begin,” the monitor says, and the class recites the pledge of allegiance.
After the pledge of allegiance is done, Ms. Grey walks over to the calendar,
which is at the front of the room, and asks, “What day is it today?” Individual children raise their hands, and the teacher calls on one of them. “What day
was it yesterday?” the teacher then asks the children. This pattern continues
for a few minutes, with individual children raising their hands to answer each
question.
Beginning of the Day: Bridging Cultures Classroom
After counting the number of days passed since the beginning of school,
all the children get up and walk to the blackboard where one child takes the
pointer and points to what is written on the board. Together the class reads,
first in Spanish, “Hoy es Martes, 14 de Abril,” then in English, “Today is Tuesday, April 14.” Then they read the short-hand date in English “four-fourteen.”
After they are done with the date, the whole class moves to where the flag is
located. They stand underneath it and recite the pledge of allegiance and sing a
brief song. The class then moves back to the rug, where the teacher joins them.
Small Group Language Arts: Non-Bridging Cultures Classroom
In a video clip, four children are seated in a small group at a table, and one
child is sitting farther away at a desk. The children have just finished going over
their spelling words for the day and are completing an assignment in which
they have to write sentences about three of their favorite things. The children
at the table work quietly, each of them writing about their favorite things. If
they have a question about how to spell a word, they raise their hands, and the
teacher answers their question. Ms. Grey stands by the children, looking over
their work, making sure that no one looks over at anybody’s paper, and showing that she is available to answer any questions that the children might have.
When she moves away, the children whisper quietly among themselves. Joseph
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tells the other children about the horse that he has in Mexico, one of his favorite things. However, Ms. Grey hears him and calls out to him, “Joseph are
you talking or working?” After this reminder, the children continue to work
in silence.
Small Group Language Arts: Bridging Cultures Classroom
In a video clip, five children are sitting around a desk with the teacher. As a
group, they have just finished creating a brainstorm about a person the teacher
admires, her mother. Each child is now creating their own brainstorm about
a person that they admire, using the groups’ creation as a sort of guide. This
brainstorm will later be used as support for writing an essay. One of the boys
is writing about Spider-Man but does not know how to spell Spider-Man’s
name. He announces his problem out loud. The teacher walks up to the board
and asks if anyone knows how to spell the name. “S,” one of the boys yells
out. “What kind of S?” the teacher asks. “Capital!” someone else yells. “Then
P,” yells out one of the girls. “A, A” says another boy “No, no, I” says one of
the girls. “Which is it?” asks the teacher; after thinking about it, the children
decide on “I.” The children continue in this way for another 6 letters until, together, they have constructed both parts of the word “Spider-Man.”

Interpretation and Role of the Bridging Cultures Project
Each of these teachers constructed groups in a way that was consonant with
her own implicit definition of “group.” One simple contrast is in the ways
the pledge of allegiance, a group activity itself, takes place: In the non-Bridging Cultures classroom, an individual child is asked to lead the group. In the
Bridging Cultures classroom, the activity is initiated by the whole group. A
similar contrast occurs in the activity of counting the number of days since
school started.
This valuing of individual rewards and recognition in proportion to one’s
contribution or achievement did not foster the same sort of solidarity among
the students that was found in the Bridging Cultures classroom. In fact, sometimes it seemed as if the children actually delighted in others’ mistakes. During
a videotaped math lesson, the non-Bridging Cultures classroom children
played a game called “Around the World,” in which they would stand behind
other children’s desks, trying to be the first to answer math questions posed by
the teacher. The child who answered the question first moved to stand behind
the next person’s desk, until they went “around the world” (from desk to desk
around the classroom). There were two girls, Carlotta and Alma, who were regarded as particularly good at math, and whenever one of them would seem
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to be getting many answers right, a listener would hear, “Oh, please,” “please,”
“please” being whispered throughout the classroom. It seemed that most kids
wanted the child who was doing well to lose in her next turn. When one of
them finally lost, other children (usually not the one who had beaten them)
would get up out of their seats and yell “YES!!” One possible interpretation is
that the students were resisting the competitive aspect of the task that elevated
individual performance above group success.
The Bridging Cultures teacher reported that in her classroom she actively
tries to promote a more collectivistic type of group, where the children feel interconnected and responsible for each other. She attributes this change in her
philosophy from a more individualistic approach to a collectivistic approach to
the Bridging Cultures training. In her interview Ms. Dawson stated:
[After Bridging Cultures] I want them to be truly balanced in the love
and respect of their own culture, which means that sense of unity and
group support and nobody succeeds if only one person has done so, but
a sense of “we are all responsible for each other”….I also want them to
succeed for themselves because that is the success of the whole group.…
If I can help you succeed, then you can help me succeed.
Her goals seemed to be working as far as this particular class was concerned.
By working together and accepting a sense of responsibility for the group, the
children not only helped each other academically, but also seemed to monitor
each other’s behavior, to make sure that the others succeed in a task. During
videotaping of the language arts group in which the “Spider-Man” example
occurred, one of the boys, Alejandro, became aware of the camera and the fact
that he was being taped. Rather than continue working, he turned and faced
the camera and began making faces and gestures. While this was going on, the
teacher was present but looking over somebody else’s paper. Anticipating that
Alejandro might be scolded by the teacher if he continued, another student
took on the responsibility to tell him, “Alejandro, eh, do your work!”
In contrast, Ms. Grey appears to have a strong concept of the children
as individuals first and foremost. During our interview with her, whenever
we would talk about the group as a whole, she would usually mention children specifically, as if they were somehow not a part of the larger group. This
is consistent with a values framework that prioritizes the individual. Such a
framework was also implicit in her answers to the hypothetical scenarios in
which she revealed that it was important to her to reward individual children
for their contributions to a project and for their individual achievement. She
reported in response to the “Credit” scenario (Appendix, Scenario 6) that she
could not understand how it would be possible to reward two children for
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something in which only one child did the majority of the work, even if the
two children involved were brothers, and the task that they were engaged in
was cleaning the house.

Conclusion
In this article, we have demonstrated numerous ways in which cultural values manifest themselves in concordant and discordant ways in the classroom
relative to the particular domains of individual versus social responsibility regarding classwork, individual versus group property, and the conceptualization
of the group as a cohesive entity or a collection of individuals. Conflicts arise in
relation to the values of helping vs. individual responsibility and sharing vs. individual property. Through the documentation of interactions—both observed
and videorecorded—we examined two classrooms, one in which the students’
cultural values acquired at home matched those that the teacher invoked and
the other in which the students’ values acquired at home conflicted with those
that the teacher displayed. We saw the interactional results of these phenomena—matching vs mismatching—through relations among the students and
between the students and teacher.
Fundamentally, these findings reveal the way in which classrooms serve
as agents of cultural distillation—by both teachers and students. As we have
seen, the students’ interactions can be influenced by the expressed values of
the teacher, and these values can have a negative impact on the children’s relations when the teacher’s values are dissonant with those of the children's
values, as expressed in their classroom interactions (as in the non-Bridging
Cultures classroom). By contrast, the students’ interactions in the Bridging
Cultures classroom were relatively harmonious, in part because—through the
Bridging Cultures professional development—the teacher learned about values
harmonious with the values her students expressed through their classroom
interactions and decided to organize her instruction in concert with them. In
the non-Bridging Cultures classroom, it became apparent that the children
attempted to maintain the individualistic values of their teacher, but their behaviors betrayed the fact that they felt conflicted about embracing those values.
Students experience forces of cultural socialization in many domains of
their lives, and the elementary school classroom is surely a significant source of
such socialization. Through the examples shared here, we see (1) that teachers
have the power to re-socialize their students: In the Bridging Cultures classroom, the children are re-socialized in accordance with the collectivistic values
of the home, and (2) that children will change according to the values of the
teacher: In the non-Bridging Cultures classroom, the children are re-socialized
to the individualistic values of school. Therefore, the changes in the children in
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the Bridging Cultures classroom may be merely ephemeral, extinguished when
these children are taught by a different teacher in the future—one who is likely
to uphold the individualistic values of the school. It bears recognizing that students will have to navigate between home and school behavioral demands over
the course of their school careers.
As Bridging Cultures teacher–researchers have observed, to the degree that
potential conflicting values can be made explicit to teachers, students, and parents, conflicts can be reduced—or at least understood (Trumbull et al., 2001).
Later workshops with Latino immigrant parents in Los Angeles did exactly
this; they made the contrasting value systems explicit. As the Bridging Cultures
teachers had predicted, conflict was reduced and greater harmony between parents and teachers emerged (Esau et al., 2013).
Teachers who understand students’ home cultures can seek to use instructional methods and classroom organizational patterns that draw on the cultural
strengths of their students and, at times, socialize them to the individualistic
expectations of U.S. schooling (Rothstein-Fisch & Trumbull, 2008). They can
explain to parents how to anticipate the culturally different expectations emanating from school so that they then have a say in how to help their children
thrive in school (Esau et al., 2013).
Foundational to this study were our interviews with Latino immigrant parents in Los Angeles, their children, and teachers from their children's school
(Raeff et al., 2000; Greenfield & Quiroz, 2013). Our findings of parent-teacher value differences in that research enabled us to anticipate and predict that,
without the Bridging Cultures training, there would be cross-cultural value
conflicts between children and teachers expressed in the classroom. However,
we did not know how these conflicts would play out in real-time classroom interaction. We also did not know how our Bridging Cultures training would be
reflected in real-time classroom interaction. This study provides the answers. If
anything, the biggest lesson to teachers who have participated in the Bridging
Cultures Project is to explore their own cultural assumptions and learn from
parents what values are guiding the ways they rear their children. In that regard, we must remind readers that the individualism–collectivism framework is
merely a starting point for thinking about cultural differences. It can get teachers thinking about how to learn about families’ approaches to childrearing and
schooling. But it is just a heuristic, a tool for prompting the important investigation teachers need to do in their own school contexts.
A question that arose from this research study is: How do children unconsciously become social mediators between the two value systems? That is, how
do children negotiate the conflicts between their home values and their classroom values, and how is their behavior contingent upon whom they interact
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with? Further analyses of our own extensive data might yield some answers to
this question, but more research is, no doubt, needed. The term “bicultural”
has been used to describe children who operate in or between two cultures
(e.g., Romero & Roberts, 2003). Indeed, teachers also need bicultural competence if they are to successfully teach students from nondominant cultures
(Darder, 2015), as this and other Bridging Cultures research demonstrate.
Having an awareness of distinct cultural value systems makes it easier for
teachers to create practices that bridge the home and school cultures. By thinking about culture at a conscious level, a teacher is able to make instructional
and managerial decisions that help students thrive and that are not undermining of families’ own goals for their children. Rather than wondering why some
of their students “just don’t get it,” culturally savvy teachers can minimize unnecessary conflicts, create opportunities for their students to become readily
engaged in classroom learning, and support them to function within both value systems. Some may observe that promoting a balance of collectivistic and
individualistic values is desirable for the greater good of a society that could
benefit from more emphasis on the well-being of the group.

Endnote

These demographics were calculated based on the questionnaire data that was returned to
the researcher. Researchers received information regarding immigrant status from 17 parents
of 22 and information regarding language spoken in the home from 19 parents of 22 in the
non-Bridging Cultures classroom; researchers received information regarding immigrant status
and language spoken in the home from 26 parents of 41 in the Bridging Cultures classroom.
1
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Appendix. Home/School Hypothetical Scenarios (adapted from Greenfield
et al., 1996)
1. A class of fifth grade students is working on posters for an art class. Next week some
teachers will come to select five posters for an art show. Then one poster will be
chosen for a $50 prize. Eric and Victor realize that they have some similar ideas for
a really neat poster, and they want to work together.
What do you think the teacher should do?
People might have different ideas about how to handle this situation. Which of
these choices do you agree with the most?
a. The teacher should let Eric and Victor work together and explain to them that
the prize will be for both of them.
b. The teacher should explain to Eric and Victor that they have to work alone because there is only one prize.
Now can you imagine someone choosing the other answer? Why might they make
that choice?
2. Theresa tells the teacher that she will probably be absent tomorrow because her
mother is sick, and she has to stay home to help take care of her brother.
What do you think the teacher should do?
People might have different ideas about how to handle this situation. Which of
these choices do you agree with the most?
a. The teacher should tell Theresa that she understands, but that school is her
most important responsibility, and her mother should find someone else to
help out.
b. The teacher tells Theresa that it is very kind of her to help her mother, and that
she will give Theresa work for the next day so that she won’t fall behind.
Now can you imagine someone choosing the other answer? Why might they make
that choice?
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3. Rebecca tells her mother that she got the highest grade in the class on her math
test. She says she is really proud of herself for doing so well, and for doing the best
in the class.
What do you think the mother should say?
People might have different ideas about how to handle this situation. Which of
these choices do you agree with the most?
a. The mother agrees with Rebecca and tells her that she is the best and that she is
proud of her.
b. The mother tells Rebecca not to get too conceited and doesn’t she think that
some of the kids in the class feel bad?
Now can you imagine someone choosing the other answer? Why might they make
that choice?
4. Adam and Johnny each got $20 from their mother. Johnny buys a T-shirt. A week
later Adam wants to wear Johnny’s T-shirt, and Johnny says, “This is my shirt, and I
bought it with my own money.” Adam says, “But you’re not using it now.”
What do you think the mother should do?
People might have different ideas about how to handle this situation. Which of
these choices do you agree with the most?
a. The mother should tell Johnny to let Adam borrow the T-shirt because he isn’t
wearing it.
b. The mother should tell Adam that it’s Johnny’s T-shirt, and she can’t make Johnny let him wear it.
Now can you imagine someone choosing the other answer? Why might they make
that choice?
5. It is the end of the day, and the class is cleaning up. Denise isn’t feeling well, and she
asks Jasmine to help her with her job for the day, which is cleaning the blackboard.
Jasmine isn’t sure that she will have time to do both jobs.
What do you think the teacher should do?
People might have different ideas about how to handle this situation. Which of
these choices do you agree with the most?
a. The teacher should tell Jasmine to help Denise with the job.
b. The teacher should tell the girls that Denise is responsible for her clean-up job.
Now can you imagine someone choosing the other answer? Why might they make
that choice?
6. When Tony’s and Louis’ mother gets home, she finds that the house has been
cleaned, and dinner is almost ready. She thanks them both for being so helpful.
Tony says, “why are you thanking him; I’m the one who did most of the work.”
What do you think the mother should do?

39

SCHOOL COMMUNITY JOURNAL

People might have different ideas about how to handle this situation. Which of
these choices do you agree with the most?
a. The mother should tell Tony that she is thankful he did more, but he shouldn’t
try to get more credit at Louis’ expense.
b. The mother should apologize for not giving Tony enough credit and she should
thank Tony again, because if he is the one who did most of the work, he should
get the recognition.
Now can you imagine someone choosing the other answer? Why might they make
that choice?
7. Dennis is the first one home in the afternoon. When his mother gets home at 7, she
finds that Dennis has not started cooking dinner yet. When she asks Dennis why
he didn’t get dinner started, Dennis says he wasn’t hungry.
What do you think that the mother should do?
People might have different ideas about how to handle this situation. Which of
these choices do you agree with the most?
a. The mother should say, “Oh, I understand.” And then she should get dinner
started.
b. The mother should tell Dennis that the rest of the family is tired and hungry
when they get home, and would he please help her now.
Now can you imagine someone choosing the other answer? Why might they make
that choice?
8. One of the fifth-grade classes has been learning about different kinds of art and
artists before they go on a field trip to an art museum. The class is looking at some
copies of famous paintings. The teacher tells the class that each student has to say,
individually, which painting is worth the most. Maria doesn’t understand what to
do, and while the other students are making their decisions, Cathy tries to explain
it to her. The teacher notices that they are talking.
What do you think the teacher should do?
People might have different ideas about how to handle this situation. Which of
these choices do you agree with the most?
a. The teacher should tell Maria and Cathy to be quiet.
b. The teacher should ask Maria and Cathy why they are talking, and once she finds
out that Cathy is helping Maria, she should let her continue with the explanation.
Now can you imagine someone choosing the other answer? Why might they make
that choice?
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Validation of the Social Emotional Learning
Skills Class Assessment (SELS-CA)
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Abstract
This article provides a preliminary report on the construct validity and
internal consistency of the Social Emotional Learning (SEL) Skills Class Assessment (SELS-CA), which is the accompanying measurement tool of the
SEL curriculum Open Circle. This validation was part of a larger implementation and evaluation study using Open Circle programming to evaluate its effect
on the SEL skill acquisition of elementary students enrolled in a large public
urban school in the Southeastern U.S. (McDaniel et al., 2022). We examined
the reliability and validity of the SELS-CA based on 247 teacher ratings of
students in the second through fifth grade. Factor analytic procedures revealed
a robust three-factor structure, resulting in three subscales, subsequently titled Strategies for Emotional/Behavioral Regulation, Cooperative Behaviors,
and Prosocial Skills. SELS-CA total scores revealed strong internal consistency,
with adequate internal consistency noted for the three resultant subscales. Limitations and future research needs are discussed, as are implications for research
and practice in school settings.
Key Words: social emotional learning, SEL Skills Class Assessment, psychometric evaluation, Open Circle, measurement tool validation, behavioral regulation, cooperative behaviors, prosocial skills, elementary students, schools
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Introduction
Social and emotional learning (SEL) programming in schools typically refers to explicit instruction to teach and promote (1) student self-awareness and
self-management, social awareness, positive relationships, and responsibility in
decision making; and (2) increase positive attributions about self, peers, teachers, and school in general (Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional
Learning; CASEL, 2020). As the field of education moves to include explicit
instructional time for SEL, it is important to identify evidence-based programs
and optimal delivery modes based on school and population characteristics that
can yield the most efficacious results (Domitrovich et al., 2017; Greenberg et
al., 2017; Jones et al., 2019). One barrier to identifying evidence-based SEL
programming is the lack of psychometrically valid and reliable measurement
tools (Jones & Doolittle, 2017; McKown, 2019; Ura et al., 2020). Although
the number of psychometrically sound assessment of social–emotional skills has
increased considerably in the last few years (Jones et al., 2019), matching programming focus, student population, and assessment content requires nuanced
considerations that can present a barrier for some school-based practitioners.
As more schools are moving towards universal and standardized SEL programming, considerations for selecting a program include not just evidence of
program effectiveness with the population of focus, but also instructional procedures and activities, the targeting of specific SEL skills, and the potential for
purposeful integration and generalization into other content areas, frameworks
(e.g., Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports or PBIS; Lewis & Sugai,
1999), and throughout the school day (Elbertson et al., 2009; Lawson et al.,
2019; Murano et al., 2020). Examination of SEL programs also highlights the
importance of valid and reliable SEL assessment tools to monitor and evaluate
the success of SEL programs, which is associated with meeting students’ academic and social needs and improving their well-being (Haggerty et al., 2011;
Jones & Doolittle, 2017). Indeed, Hamilton and Schwartz (2019) highlight
the impact that selection of appropriate measures for SEL skills has on teachers’ efforts to directly enhance the quality of their instruction and classroom
management.
While a variety of accessible assessment tools for measuring youth SEL exist
(see Haggerty et al., 2011), it should be noted that a lack of validated assessments presents a common challenge and often leads to recommendations of
using multiple tools that can complement each other, requiring more time and
coordination from school professionals (Haggerty et al., 2011; Wolpert et al.,
2015). Other concerns with SEL skills assessment pertain to a lack of conceptual clarity about which domains or constructs need to be assessed and variability
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in terms of the scope covered by available assessments, which don’t always reflect the multidimensional nature of SEL (Humphrey, 2013). These issues have
practical implications for assessing SEL, as there are very few validated measures capturing the full gamut of the domains of social–emotional competence
that form the core of SEL (Merrell & Gueldner, 2010; Humphrey, 2013).
Haggerty et al. (2011) asserted that program-specific or curriculum-based
measurement can provide an appropriate and streamlined evaluation of SEL
interventions that correspond with school efforts to improve SEL. Utilizing a
customized, validated tool that aligns with the goals and content of an SEL
program enhances the validity of the evaluation process and yields meaningful
and practical implications (Jones et al., 2019; Ura et al., 2020).
While a plethora of universal programs for elementary student SEL instruction are available, few include accompanying measurement tools that have
been extensively psychometrically evaluated, thus necessitating more empirical
evidence in assessments (Anthony et al., 2020). Such is the case with Open Circle, a promising SEL universal program for Grade K–5 students that aims to
develop children’s skills for recognizing and managing emotions and building
empathy, positive relationships, and problem solving (Hennessey, 2007). Open
Circle is included in CASEL’S Program Guide of effective programs for diverse
elementary students (CASEL, 2013) and has been specifically evaluated within
an urban elementary context, with preliminary results from a quasi-experimental study pointing to significant gains in teacher-reported social skills for this
population (Hennessey, 2007). Open Circle rates highly for its extensive focus
on the school and family context and includes training information to support
implementation with diverse students (CASEL, 2013). While Open Circle includes specific tools for measuring core student SEL skills and recommends
these tools for measuring outcomes to determine intervention success, no psychometric data are provided for the accompanying scales.
The Open Circle manual stresses that educators utilizing this program
should use empirical data to inform the selection of targeted interventions,
whether those are delivered as universal, supplemental, or individual lessons
(Hennessey, 2007). For researchers who plan to evaluate the effectiveness of
the Open Circle program with diverse student populations, this necessitates
validating the measurement tool that is designed to reflect the Open Circle
curriculum. Considering the growing interest in supporting students’ SEL development (Cook et al., 2015) and the demand for appropriate measurements
that align with specific SEL programming (Haggerty et al., 2011; Ura et al.,
2020), the validation and application of robust and easy-to-use SEL measures
with diverse student populations is paramount.
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As the population of focus for this study was at a large, diverse, urban elementary school with ongoing SEL and behavioral concerns that required
intervention, we selected Open Circle for SEL programming due to the school’s
urban context and determined SEL needs. Open Circle extensively addresses contexts that promote and reinforce SEL beyond the classroom, including
the school, family, and community. One contextual strategy for more effective
and feasible SEL delivery in schools with significant SEL needs is to integrate it with an existing PBIS framework (Lewis & Sugai, 1999). PBIS is a
three-tiered framework for preventing and treating social, emotional, and behavioral needs (Lewis & Sugai, 1999). Tier 1 provides universal, preventative
schoolwide expectations, a recognition system, and data analysis. Tier 2 provides educators with a process to match social, emotional, or behavioral needs
with evidence-based, targeted interventions. Tier 3 provides a small group of
students with individualized, intensive behavioral interventions. Open Circle
aligns well with PBIS, and the intervention school was already on year three
of implementing PBIS Tiers 1 and 2 with fidelity when we initiated our Open
Circle intervention (McDaniel et al., 2022). While a thorough discussion of
the intervention is beyond the scope of this psychometric study, more context
on the Open Circle curriculum and characteristics of the school are provided in
the methods section.

Purpose
The purpose of the current study was to conduct a psychometric evaluation
of the SEL Skills Class Assessment (SELS-CA), the accompanying measurement tool of the SEL curriculum Open Circle. This validation was part of a
larger, year-long implementation and evaluation study using the Open Circle
program to evaluate its effect on the SEL skill acquisition of elementary students enrolled in a large, urban public school in the Southeast. While the Open
Circle manual details the construction and piloting of this tool with teachers,
the SELS-CA lacks crucial psychometric data pertaining to structural validity
and internal consistency. Hence, guided by our overall purpose of validating
the SEL Skills Class Assessment (SELS-CA) after obtaining teacher ratings of
247 elementary students enrolled in the second through fifth grades, we examined the following research questions:
Research Question 1: What is the SELS-CA factorial structure based on obtained teacher rating of students from our target school?
Research Question 2: What is the internal consistency of the SELS-CA based
on obtained teacher ratings of students from our target school?
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Method
Participants
A total of 15 teachers of Grades 2 through 5, respectively, provided SEL
ratings for 247 elementary students for the validation of the SEL Skills Class
Assessment, which was part of a larger implementation study of Open Circle
(McDaniel et al., 2022). In terms of student distribution by grade, approximately 25% (n = 61) were enrolled in the second grade, 14% (n = 35) in
the third grade, 32% (n = 80) in the fourth grade, and 29% (n = 71) in the
fifth grade. Schoolwide data regarding race/ethnicity distribution indicated
that 65% of enrolled students were White, 21% Black/African American, and
15% Hispanic. In terms of socioeconomic status, 35% were identified as economically disadvantaged and received free or reduced-price lunch. Additional
schoolwide data are provided in Table 1. It is important to note that in the year
prior to data collection, only 42% of the students were academically proficient
according to the state reporting calculation across domains (state average is
46.5%), and 23% were chronically absent (substantially higher than the state
average of 12.5% and national average of 13%).
Table 1. School Demographics and Schoolwide Data
Year
Baseline 1
PBIS Tier 1
Baseline 2
PBIS Tier 1
Baseline 3
PBIS Tier 1& 2
Intervention

Total
Students

ODR/
Disorderly Chronic
Student
InfracAbsenteePercentage tions N
ism Rate

Academic
Proficiency Score

502

3%

0

NR

ND

538

3%

6

10.99%

73.48%

514

5%

16

15.6%

68.63%

537

6%

10

6.82%

70.7%

Measure: SEL Skills Class Assessment
The SEL Skills Class Assessment (SELS-CA) is a 21-item teacher-report instrument used to measure teacher perceptions of school-aged students’ social
skills. A total score is generally used for interpretive purposes, with items rated on a four-point Likert scale ranging from 0 = Never to 3 = Always. Sample
items include, “My students can track how their feelings change throughout
the day,” and “My students cooperate with others.” As the SELS-CA was developed primarily for practical purposes in evaluating the success of the Open
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Circle program, it lacks adequate psychometric data. Therefore, we used data
from this study to first examine the structural validity and reliability of this
scale and then to identify essential items and subscales that could be used for a
more nuanced interpretation. Psychometric results, described below, supported the use of 19 items consisting of three emerging subscales: (1) Strategies for
Emotional/Behavioral Regulation, (2) Cooperative Behaviors, and (3) Prosocial Skills.

Procedure
Intervention Context
Before evaluation of the Open Circle assessment in the target school and
subsequent intervention, we received approval from the principal at the school,
the school district’s director of research, and the university’s research review
board. A full day of training was provided by Open Circle training personnel to
orient teachers to both the curriculum and outcome measure evaluated in this
study prior to implementation of the intervention and data collection.
The Open Circle curriculum is designed to be implemented either universally or schoolwide, as well as at Tier 2 with 36 supplementary lessons. Open
Circle is designed to be implemented across a full year, each year. The classroom
lessons for K–5 provide skill development and practice activities to teach foundational social and emotional skills. The classroom teacher leads students in
weekly 20–40 minute lessons that reinforce necessary social–emotional skills
for school, community, and home. Classroom teachers are also expected to integrate the SEL components taught throughout their day and communicate
those new skills to families and caregivers. In an effort to integrate Open Circle
with the existing PBIS framework, the educators themselves designed a strategy to integrate new social–emotional learning skills (e.g., sharing, taking turns,
showing empathy, disagreeing respectfully) and framed them within the teaching and reinforcement of the Tier 1 PBIS expectations. In doing so, educators
were able to continue to use one common, consistent language with their students around social, emotional, and behavioral expectations and performance.
This approach is aligned with recommendations to leverage existing PBIS
teaching systems to extend to SEL teaching (Barret et al., 2018). Specifically,
the target school did not adopt an “either/or” approach where one intervention
(i.e., PBIS) was abandoned and another adopted. Instead, they took a thoughtful, integrated approach to add SEL to their existing PBIS framework.
Data Analysis Plan
First, we performed an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) to determine
structural validity of the SELS-CA. Because no study to date has reported the
psychometric properties of the SELS-CA since its initial development by the
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Open Circle, performing an EFA was needed to clarify the associations between
the items and the substructure of the scale. Subsequently, a confirmatory factor
analysis (CFA) was conducted to validate the factor structure (Child, 2006).
Cronbach’s α was employed to test internal reliability. Descriptive data (i.e.,
overall means and standard deviations, as well as by grade level) and bivariate
correlation coefficients were examined to provide a reference for applying the
SELS-CA to elementary school students. Subscale mean values were calculated
by adding up the scores of all items in the distinct subscales that emerged from
the EFA and CFA results.

Results
Psychometric Evaluation of the SELS-CA
Preliminary analysis for performing EFA supported the adequacy of the
SELS-CA data, with a Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin value of .86 and a significant Barlett’s test of sphericity (p < .001). Subsequently, we conducted an EFA with
the original 21 items, using principal axis factoring and promax oblique rotation. Considering the communalities, two items—Question 9 (My students’
recognize others’ body language) and Question 16 (My students ask for help
with problems)—were eliminated due to low factor loadings that were under
.2 (Child, 2006). Finally, the analysis yielded a three-factor solution, which
explained 41% of the total variance (see Table 2). Factor 1 taps into students’
ability to manage their feelings and behaviors to achieve their social/academic
goals. Factor 2 reflects students’ attitudes to interact, cooperate, or seek help
from others, while Factor 3 reflects the way students react to situations provoking negative emotions. Given the contents of each cluster, we named the
resultant subscales as Strategies for Emotional/Behavioral Regulation (Factor
1; 10 items), Cooperative Behaviors (Factor 2; 5 items), and Prosocial Skills
(Factor 3; 4 items).
We followed up with a confirmatory factor analysis to examine data fit for
our final model (see Figure 1). We used the goodness-of-fit criteria proposed
by Hooper et al. (2008), including the Tucker–Lewis index (TLI ≥ .90), the
comparative fit index (CFI ≥ .90), the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA ≤ .07), and the standardized root mean square residual (SRMR
≤ .08). Our results indicated a good model fit of the data: TLI = .91; CFI = .92;
RMSEA = .04; and SRMR = .05, whereas the unidimensional model indicated
a poor model fit of the data: TLI = .84; CFI = .86; RMSEA = .06; and SRMR
= .06. The standardized factor loadings of 19 items in the final three-factor
solution ranged from .38 to .65, with correlation coefficients between the three
latent variables ranging between .71 and .78.
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Table 2. Results of Exploratory Factor Analysis: Factor Loadings for the SEL
Skills Class Assessment
No.
18
4
15
5
2
3
12
17
7
8
19
20
11
10
21
6
1
14
13

Item
My students brainstorm and evaluate solutions to problems.
My students use calm breathing when they are upset.
When faced with a problem, my students first stop and
calm down.
My students use positive self-talk when they feel discouraged.
My students can identify feelings of characters in stories.
My students can track how their feelings change
throughout the day.
My students compliment other students.
My students set positive goals.
My students work hard to overcome obstacles when
they arise.
My students understand the feelings of others.
My students follow classroom rules.
My students listen when others are talking.
My students include others.
My students cooperate with others.
My students tell a responsible adult when they see a
dangerous or destructive behavior.
My students can express angry feelings in ways that are
not hurtful.
My students can recognize and name their feelings.
My students act as allies when they see bullying behavior.
My students respond appropriately to annoying behavior.

Eigenvalue

1

Factor
2

3

.68

.15

-.17

.58

-.17

.13

.50

.10

.03

.48

-.16

.19

.43

.14

-.08

.42

-.03

.07

.32
.31

.12
.16

.16
.18

.26

.25

.22

.21
.01
-.07
-.20
.30

.17
.78
.66
.48
.45

.18
-.16
.09
.45
-.10

.03

.36

.23

-.02

-.01

.60

.24

-.22

.48

.05

.09

.46

.02

.15

.36

5.11 1.38 1.24

Notes. N = 247. Item in bold indicates its affiliation to the corresponding subscale. Factor 1 =
Strategies for Emotional/Behavioral Regulation; Factor 2 = Cooperative Behaviors; Factor 3 =
Prosocial Skills.
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Figure 1. Results of Confirmatory Factor Analysis

Note. Strategies for E/B Regulation = Strategies for Emotional/Behavioral Regulation.

In terms of the scale reliability, Cronbach’s αs were .78 for Strategies for
Emotional/Behavioral Regulation, .73 for Cooperative Behaviors, .60 for Prosocial Skills, and .86 for the total scale, indicating a good internal consistency.
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Descriptive statistics and Pearson correlation coefficients between the subscales
are presented in Table 3. The bivariate correlation coefficients between the
subscales were all significant as follows: (a) Strategies for E/B Regulation and
Cooperative Behaviors (r =.57, p < .001), (b) Strategies for E/B Regulation and
Prosocial Skills (r =.54, p < .001), and (c) Cooperative Behaviors and Prosocial
Skills (r =.46, p < .001).
Table 3. Descriptive Statistics and Bivariate Correlations for the SEL Skills
Class Assessment

1. Strategies for E/B Regulation

2. Cooperative Behaviors

3. Prosocial Skills

Notes. N = 247. *** p < .001.

Grade
All
2nd
3rd
4th
5th
All
2nd
3rd
4th
5th
All
2nd
3rd
4th
5th

M
18.63
18.43
17.16
17.85
20.47
11.48
11.18
10.74
11.30
12.32
7.61
7.14
6.97
7.57
8.38

SD
5.48
4.74
5.71
5.61
5.46
2.75
2.80
3.31
2.74
2.20
2.55
2.52
3.04
2.56
2.13

1

2

3

-

.57***

-

.54*** .46***

-

Discussion
Despite an increased recognition of the importance of school-based, universal interventions for addressing the social–emotional skills of elementary-aged
students and the plethora of indicated programs for such implementation,
few studies have directly examined the effectiveness of Open Circle on improving relevant student- and school-level outcomes. As an initial attempt to fill
this gap, our study first focused on validating the SEL Skills Class Assessment
(SELS-CA), which is designed to measure students’ social and emotional skills
based on the perspective of their teacher. Results and discussion of our yearlong implementation study are presented in another manuscript in this volume
(McDaniel et al., 2022).
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Our psychometric evaluation of the Open Circle SEL Instrument supported
the use of 19 items (vs. the original 21) for this scale, with EFA results indicating three subscales, titled Strategies for Emotional/Behavioral Regulation (10
items), Cooperative Behaviors (5 items), and Prosocial Skills (4 items). CFA
results supported a good model fit of the data for a three-factor solution compared to a single-factor solution. Similarly, reliability indices for each subscale
were within the acceptable range (a = .60-.78), with the total scale exhibiting
evidence of high internal consistency (a = .86).
Overall, the psychometric results supported the use of a modified version of
the SEL Skills Class Assessment (SELS-CA) for evaluation purposes of school
interventions based on the Open Circle curriculum. Considering that the primary goal of the SEL interventions include promoting social and emotional
competencies (Cook et al., 2015; Jones & Doolittle, 2017), the use of SELS-CA
is recommended to researchers and teachers who want to assess how students’
development in self-regulation strategies, cooperation with others, and social
skills are influenced by class-level interventions. As the SELS-CA is a curriculum-based measurement, it will be a particularly useful tool in evaluating the
effectiveness of the Open Circle SEL program. Considering the robustness of
the measurement to identify students’ SEL skills, however, the SELS-CA can
be widely employed to inform wide-ranging interventions for improving specific SEL outcomes.

Implications for Research and Practice
Results from our study offer several implications for research and practice.
First, results of the psychometric analyses support its structural validity and
reliability. Indeed, the results of EFA provide evidence for the three-dimensional structure of the SELS-CA, which is comprised of three distinct subscales
pertaining to strategies for emotional/behavioral regulation, cooperative behaviors, and prosocial skills. Since using a robust and valid measurement is
essential to evaluating the effectiveness of SEL programs, researchers interested
in evaluating student outcomes resulting from implementation of the Open
Circle’s SEL program can employ this instrument to assess teachers’ perceptions
of their students’ SEL skills development as a pre- and post-test or combine it
with other related measures for a more comprehensive evaluation approach.
Future efforts to further validate the SELS-CA with diverse student populations in different school and community settings are also needed. As this study
provided initial statistics of the SELS-CA scores of elementary school students,
this data could serve as a reference point and inform future studies examining
normative ranges of SELS-CA scores.
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Secondly, teachers and administrators who are interested in the SEL skills
of elementary students can employ the SELS-CA to collect baseline data to
understand each student’s developmental and SEL needs and inform intervention. Sharing social, emotional, and behavioral data collected by the school
with students and parents would serve as an important step in engaging all
stakeholders in SEL improvement efforts. School–community partnerships are
especially salient in pursuing educational reform in urban settings (Valli et al.,
2016), and utilizing tools that have been validated with and are sensitive to
diverse students is an important first step in building trust in the school’s evaluation and intervention practices. Soliciting parent and community feedback
in the selection of subsequent SEL interventions using the SELS-CA to collect
and share pre- and post-test data can enhance communication between school
and community and promote accountability. Such data-based communication
can serve as an opening for additional discussion regarding the mental health
and educational aspects of SEL (Ice et al., 2015), ushering new opportunities
for school–community partnerships focusing on awareness and optimization
of school and community voices and resources to improve SEL outcomes.

Limitations
Our study presents several limitations that should be noted. First, this study
used a dataset that only consisted of the SELS-CA scores of Grade 2–5 elementary students in one target school in the Southeastern U.S. Although the
dataset was numerically adequate and consisted of diverse students in terms of
race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and achievement, psychometric results
are always sample dependent. A potential limitation of our study is that in our
sample, surveys were completed by four teachers who taught varying grade
levels, potentially resulting in clustering. It is possible that the SELS-CA may
perform differently across student samples. Future studies examining this scale
with elementary student populations should consider consistent reporting of
a range of psychometric data pertaining to reliability and validity, and include
diverse geographical samples to enhance future efforts toward a comprehensive
psychometric evaluation. Although the SELS-CA indicated an overall good fit
as a SEL skills measurement, further research comparing the SELS-CA with
other related measures would increase the validity and applicability of the measurement in terms of convergent and discriminant validity. Secondly, as the
SELS-CA only includes teacher ratings, there is a possibility that the scores fail
to reflect the actual SEL skills of students. As Haggerty and colleagues (2011)
denoted, diversifying the subjects of evaluation is helpful when employing SEL
measures and allows for a more precise understanding of each student’s SEL
development. Triangulating SELS-CA scores with observational and multiple
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reporter data, including parents/caregivers and students, will provide a more
accurate evaluation of SEL skills and lend credence to obtained scores.

Conclusion
Beyond implementing evidence-based curricula, SEL researchers and
practitioners need access to valid measurements that can efficiently evaluate
curricula and accurately determine intervention effects. Results of our psychometric evaluation of the SEL Skills Class Assessment (SELS-CA) indicate
these instruments have promise as the accompanying measurement tool of the
SEL curriculum Open Circle. Findings from our study can be used to further
advance research in SEL implementation and evaluation studies using Open
Circle and aiming to improve strategies for emotional/behavioral regulation,
cooperative behaviors, and prosocial skills with students in Grades K–5.
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Universal SEL Implementation to Improve
Community and Prosocial Skills: A Pilot Study
Sara C. McDaniel, Gerta Bardhoshi, and D. Martin Kivlighan
Abstract
In the past several years, social and emotional learning (SEL) has become a
widely discussed and more frequently addressed area of need in schools. SEL
curricula can enhance behavioral practices at the universal tier to be able to
comprehensively address the social, emotional, and behavioral needs in school
buildings. With the COVID-19 pandemic, these SEL needs have become
more pronounced. This case example presents a pilot evaluation of the Open
Circle SEL curriculum implementation, delivered universally, at Tier 2 for all
students. Universal SEL instruction was conducted weekly across an entire elementary school in the southeastern United States which had other universal,
preventative strategies in place. Across the year, pre- and post-implementation teacher ratings of student SEL skills and teacher perceptions of school
climate and school-level descriptive outcomes (e.g., academic achievement, office discipline referrals, attendance) were evaluated. Results indicated that the
universal SEL implementation yielded differential effectiveness noted by grade
level, with the intervention being more effective in increasing prosocial skills
for third grade students. There were also moderate improvements in teacher
perceptions of school climate and the school-level variables across grade levels.
Implications for future research and practice are presented.
Key Words: social and emotional learning, elementary students, prevention,
prosocial skills, community, Open Circle, universal SEL implementation
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Introduction
Most teachers, families, and students consider the purpose of K–12 schooling first and foremost as improving academic skills. However, a recent shift
toward considering and educating across the social and emotional learning
(SEL) domains has come into focus, with increasing evidence that targeting
SEL competencies and behavioral skills in elementary students, including
self-management, self-awareness, problem solving, and relationship skills, can
enhance school and life success (Bradshaw et al., 2009; Denham et al., 2012).
Educators have identified SEL skills as impacting engagement with academic instruction, improving attendance, and increasing overall connectedness to
school. Thus, SEL can serve as a foundation for academic achievement and
performance, with such intervention being especially effective with younger
students (Bradshaw et al., 2009; Denham et al., 2012; January et al., 2011).
In order to maximize the effectiveness of interventions targeting SEL
domains, studies have also emphasized the importance of approaching schoolbased interventions from a systemic community focus (Greenberg et al., 2003;
Oberle et al., 2016). High quality implementation of interventions targeting
social–emotional competencies and behavioral skills necessitates paying attention to context, including a broad understanding of the school system and
community in which students are embedded (Low et al., 2016). Identifying
multidimensional factors that may intersect at the individual, family, school,
and community levels, like school climate and school absenteeism (Kim &
Gentle-Genitty, 2020), can be an important step in selecting appropriate SEL
interventions and maximizing engagement (Low et al., 2016).
SEL has come into focus as a priority in the past decade (Rivas-Drake et al.,
2020; Voith et al., 2020). The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL; 2013), a national organization providing technical
assistance to educators, defines SEL as instructional practices that promote
understanding and managing emotions, prosocial behavior in positive relationships, teaching goal setting, and making responsible decisions. Student
outcomes related to SEL universal instruction have led to improvements in
youth mental health and improved developmental trajectories on a range of
social–emotional and well-being indicators (Durlak et al., 2011; Taylor et al.,
2017).

SEL Curricula
Several evidence-based SEL curricula are nimble enough to be implemented at both the universal (schoolwide) and targeted tiers. Although the majority
of studies evaluating SEL programming have traditionally focused on student
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outcomes (e.g., SEL skills, academic achievement), a growing body of research
suggests that SEL has an important impact beyond student-level outcomes
(Stillman et al., 2018). Indeed, school climate and an overall sense of community can be directly improved by effective SEL implementation (Gregory et
al., 2016) and is associated with students’ social development and positive life
outcomes (Garibaldi et al., 2015). A positive school climate impacts all stakeholders, including teachers, and is associated with decreased teacher turnover
(Kraft et al., 2016). Teacher perceptions of school climate and their beliefs on
the perceived impact of SEL are important factors when evaluating the efficacy
of SEL programming (Domitrovich et al., 2008).

Choosing SEL Programs
Despite the availability of several SEL programs with CASEL (2020) endorsement for universal implementation, many schools face significant practical
barriers that negatively impact effective implementation. First, many schools
lack the essential funds and personnel needed for universal implementation,
creating feasibility issues for even the most thorough SEL programming. For
instance, if the program is intended to be delivered by the school counselor, not
the classroom teacher, there may not be enough school counselors to feasibly
deliver the intervention. Second, schools may also hesitate to implement such
programs due to competing curriculum demands and priorities, perceptions
of lack of applicability to the current school environment, and perceptions
of low readiness from teachers and administrators (Oberle et al., 2016; Wanless & Domitrovich, 2015; Zins et al., 2004). Even when schools are able to
overcome such barriers and establish evidence-based SEL programing, common implementation translation and adoption issues such as consistency and
fidelity create a sizable research-to-practice gap regarding the effectiveness of
such programming (Domitrovich et al., 2008; Oberle et al., 2016). Low student engagement is another common barrier in effectively implementing SEL
programs, with student interest and participation in program lessons being
particularly important for SEL programming (Low et al., 2016).
With the adoption and installation of any new program or intervention,
schools should utilize research-based interventions that match their specific
school needs and are feasible and cost effective. These elements are also essential
for creating teacher and administrator buy-in. CASEL outlines the following
adoption and installation guidelines for choosing an SEL program: (a) involve stakeholders; (b) implement SEL universally, for all students; and (c)
address local barriers and strengths by tailoring the adoption and installation
of SEL programs. For this intervention, we selected Open Circle, a promising
SEL universal program for Grade K–5 students that aims to develop children’s
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skills for recognizing and managing emotions and promoting empathy, positive relationships, and problem solving (Hennessey, 2007). Open Circle meets
adoption criteria as it (a) extensively addresses contexts that promote and reinforce SEL beyond the classroom, including the school, family, and community;
(b) can be implemented universally for all students; and (c) aligns well with
schoolwide systems implementation with universal and targeted supplementary lessons available, facilitating meaningful adoption for our target school.

Purpose
Given the emerging area of SEL program delivery at the universal, schoolwide level and varying SEL programs available, further research is warranted
regarding implementation variables and effectiveness.
Research Question 1: To what degree can schools implement universal SEL as
a universal practice with fidelity?
Research Question 2: How does universal Open Circle implementation change
teacher ratings of student SEL skills?
Research Question 3: How do individual student SEL skills within a single
classroom affect the social, emotional, and behavioral outcomes of other
students in the same classroom?

Method
Setting
The pilot study was conducted using a one group pre–post test design in
a large, public, urban school in the southeastern U.S. The school served 537
students, with race/ethnicity reported as 65% White, 21% Black/African
American, and 15% Hispanic. In terms of socioeconomic status, 35% were
identified as economically disadvantaged and received free or reduced-price
lunch. The school setting was selected due to established implementation of
positive behavioral interventions and supports (PBIS; Lewis & Sugai, 1999)
Tiers 1 and 2 with fidelity and an ongoing climate and discipline problem that
required intervention. Three years prior to the intervention, the school completed Tier 1 PBIS training and a year of in-person ongoing coaching. The
school-developed expectations were “SOAR: Safety first, Own your own actions, Act responsibly, and Respect others.” The next year the school received
Tier 2 training and coaching. The school was eager to adopt this new system
and implemented both tiers with fidelity, according to the Tiered Fidelity Inventory (TFI; Algozzine et al., 2014). Their TFI Tier 1 assessment after the
Tier 1 focus year was 97% fidelity, and the Tier 2 TFI score was 81% fidelity,
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both exceeding the 70% fidelity threshold for improved outcomes. Although
their fidelity of implementation was high across three years of Tier 1 and two
years of Tier 2, the administrator noted ongoing difficulties with disrespectful
behaviors in the building. See Table 1 for schoolwide demographics and data.
Specifically, the year prior to the current study there were 16 major infractions
for disorderly conduct involving students and teachers. Another rationale for
adding universal SEL in this building was that the school was serving more
than 10% of the total population at Tier 2, creating a burden on all educators. Other, more distal rationale with ongoing issues in the building were
high chronic absenteeism (i.e., more than 10 days absent per year) and low
overall academic performance. In the year prior to the study, only 42% of the
students were academically proficient according to the state reporting calculation across domains (state average is 46.5%), and 23% were chronically absent
(much higher than the state average of 12.5% and national average of 13%).
No further data were available to explain these rates, although poor family engagement and school climate may have been contributing factors.
Table 1. School Demographics and Schoolwide Data
Year
Baseline 1 PBIS Tier 1
Baseline 2 PBIS Tier 1
Baseline 3 PBIS Tier
1&2
Intervention

Total
Students
502
538

ODR/stu- # of Disdent per- orderly Incentage
fractions
3%
0
3%
6

Chronic
Absenteeism Rate
NR
10.99%

Academic
Proficiency Score
ND
73.48%

514

5%

16

15.60%

68.63%

537

6%

10

6.82%

70.70%

Procedure
Training
Given the universal implementation of Open Circle, all classroom teachers
were provided with a grade-level kit and direct training. A full day of training was provided by Open Circle training personnel. This training detailed the
rationale for the intervention, reviewed the content and scope and sequence
across all grade levels, and focused specifically on teaching procedures and
grade-specific kit materials, activities, and requirements. The training was also
attended by the principal and assistant principal who monitored the classroom
teachers for understanding. Open Circle provided two coaching sessions during
the first month of implementation for all classroom teachers; further coaching
was not required per the principal and assistant principal who determined that
local building-level support throughout the year was sufficient.
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SEL Intervention
The Open Circle curriculum can be implemented either universally for all
students or in a targeted approach with 36 supplementary lessons. Open Circle is designed to be implemented across a full year, ongoing throughout each
year. This approach maintains sustained instruction and scaffolds lessons across
grade levels across elementary school. The classroom lessons for the elementary
levels provide initial skill development and practice activities to teach foundational social and emotional skills and support performance of newly learned
skills. The classroom teacher leads students in weekly, 20–40 minute lessons
that reinforce necessary social–emotional skills for school, community, and
home. Elementary lessons focus on foundational skills which are differentiated to age level. Example lessons include: calm breathing, speaking up, and
positive self-talk. Lesson materials include posters, scripted lesson plans, reflection worksheets, bookmarks, a timer, chimes, and stickers. Activities embed
culturally responsive practices, children’s literature, and mindfulness strategies. Classroom teachers are also expected to integrate the SEL components
taught throughout their day and communicate those new skills to families/
caregivers. In an effort to integrate Open Circle universally for all students, the
educators designed a strategy to integrate new SEL skills (e.g., sharing, taking
turns, showing empathy, disagreeing respectfully) and framing them within the
teaching and reinforcement of their Tier 1 PBIS expectations (SOAR, listed
above). In doing so, educators were able to continue to use one common, consistent language with their students around social, emotional, and behavioral
expectations and performance. This approach is aligned with recommendations to leverage existing PBIS teaching systems to extend to SEL teaching
(Abshier et al., 2020). Specifically, the target school did not adopt an “either/
or” approach where one intervention (e.g., PBIS) was abandoned and another
adopted. Instead, they took a thoughtful, integrated approach to add SEL to
their existing PBIS framework based on data that indicated an ongoing need
to improve SEL skills for most students.
SEL Delivery
Throughout pre-planning, training, and implementation, Open Circle was
presented as an integrated component to universal PBIS implementation that
was already in place. Integration was reinforced in several ways: (a) consistent,
aligned vocabulary; (b) integrated teaming; (c) comprehensive and frequent
staff reminders; and (d) alignment of data systems. First, the schoolwide SOAR
expectations, particularly “responsibility” and “respect,” were directly and
consistently aligned with Open Circle lesson content. The SEL curriculum explicitly taught social problem solving, cooperative behavior, and emotional and
behavioral regulation in line with SOAR expectations. Second, both PBIS Tier
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1 and Open Circle implementation were discussed at monthly combined team
meetings. During these meetings educators discussed gaps in implementation
and strategies to improve fidelity across both PBIS and universal SEL. Third,
the principal regularly highlighted the importance of integrating PBIS and
SEL (e.g., staff meeting reminders, email prompts) across all grade levels and
all school staff. Finally, the integrated PBIS and SEL team discussed school-level data (e.g., office discipline referrals, attendance, suspensions) during their
monthly meetings and integrated the ratings of student SEL skills and their
level of fidelity from Open Circle integration.

Measures
Fidelity
The Curriculum Implementation Tool is a 21-item teacher-report instrument used to comprehensively measure the quality of implementation of the
Open Circle curriculum. Teachers reflect on their lesson quality across implementation facets, including Open Circle Meeting frequency, duration, structure,
and content on a four-point Likert scale ranging from 0 = Never to 3 = Always.
Sample items include, “I take some time to prepare each lesson,” and “I model Open Circle skills and vocabulary during Open Circle meetings.” Teachers
complete each item at the end of the first semester and again at the end of the
second semester. Teachers also had to self-report the quantity of Open Circle
instructional delivery by reporting (1) average length of each lesson, and (2)
average weekly frequency of lessons.
SEL Skills Class Assessment
The SEL Skills Class Assessment (SELS-CA) is a 21-item teacher-report instrument used to measure teacher perceptions of school-aged students’ social
skills. A total score is generally used for interpretive purposes, with items rated on a four-point Likert scale ranging from 0 = Never to 3 = Always. Sample
items include, “My students can track how their feelings change throughout
the day,” and “My students cooperate with others.” As the SELS-CA was developed primarily for practical purposes in evaluating the success of the Open
Circle program, it lacked initial psychometric data. Therefore, we used data
from this study to examine the structural validity and reliability of this scale
and to identify essential items and subscales that could be used for a more
nuanced interpretation (Bardhoshi et al., 2022). Factor analytic procedures
revealed a robust three-factor structure, supporting the use of 19 items consisting of three subscales: (1) Strategies for Emotional/Behavioral Regulation, (2)
Cooperative Behaviors, and (3) Prosocial Skills (Bardhoshi et al., 2022). Cronbach’s αs with this sample were .78 for Strategies for Emotional/Behavioral
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Regulation, .73 for Cooperative Behaviors, .60 for Prosocial Skills, and .86 for
the total scale, indicating a good internal consistency. The construct validity of
the SELS-CA based on a six-factor solution was also supported by the study of
Brand et al. (2008). In the current study, 37 teachers completed the school climate inventory before the intervention, whereas 21 teachers completed it after
the intervention. The alpha coefficients were .46 to .79 for the subscales and
.71 for the total scale. Pearson correlation coefficients between the subscales
varied from -.25 to .57, as Brand et al. (2008) reported -.45 to .65.
Teacher Ratings of School Climate
The Inventory of School Climate–Teacher version (ISC–T; Brand et al.,
2008) is a 29-item teacher-based measure designed to assess various dimensions of school climate that are supported by literature as relevant to students’
well-being. The 29 items are divided into six subscales: (1) Peer Sensitivity, (2)
Disruptiveness, (3) Teacher–Student Interactions, (4) Achievement Orientation, (5) Support for Cultural Pluralism, and (6) Safety Problems. Each subscale
has four to five items, and each item is rated on a 1 to 5 frequency Likert-scale
(1 = never; 5 = always). This survey was given pre- and post-intervention to all
educators (e.g., classroom teacher, school counselor, paraprofessionals), without participant identification, given the personal nature of the items. The ISC
is considered a reliable measure for assessing teacher perceptions of school climate, with αs ranging from .57 to .86 for the subscales and .89 for the total
scale (Brand et al., 2008).
School-Level Outcomes
Descriptive data were compared on variables identified by the school as areas for improvement: (1) chronic absenteeism, (2) behavioral infractions, and
(3) overall academic achievement (see Table 1). These data were collected from
the statewide database of mandated reported data and are reported as comparative percentages across the year prior to intervention and the intervention year.

Data Analysis
Pertaining to the implementation of the SEL program within the PBIS
framework, we calculated Cohen’s d as a metric of pre-post change on all outcome measures, applying Cohen’s (1988) effect size interpretive ranges (small
effect = .30; medium effect = .50; large effect = .67). We used the following
formula to calculate Cohen’s d while controlling for the intercorrelation of repeated measures.
𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚1 − 𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚2

�𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠1 2 + 𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠2 2 − (2𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠1 𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠2 )
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Third, we utilized multilevel modeling (MLM) to control for the dependency
of data from multiple students within the same classroom as well as test for
classroom effects on students’ outcomes. Specifically, we ran an empty model
predicting students’ post-intervention outcomes controlling for their pre-intervention scores to examine the amount of variability in students’ adjusted prepost scores at level-2 (i.e., classroom effects). The Interclass Correlation Coefficient (ICC) was calculated, which represents the proportion of variability in
students’ adjusted pre-post scores at the group level (i.e., classroom effects).
Finally, we tested the differential effectiveness of the SEL intervention by grade
level. Specifically, we ran a two-level model where grade level was entered as
a level-2 fixed effect as a predictor of a student’s adjusted post-treatment outcome. All random effects were included in the model.

Results
Fidelity
According to the Curriculum Implementation checklist that measured
quality of implementation on specific lesson components, classroom teachers reported teaching lessons on average two times per week with each lesson
lasting between an average of 16–20 minutes. Across all grade levels, implementation on the 18 quality items measuring core Open Circle lesson activities
was 74% (see Table 2). Implementation on the quality items measuring extending activities (i.e., assigning an extra book, homework, sending a letter
home) was 67%. Further, the school administrator required permanent product lesson plans and schedules including Open Circle lesson times and dates.
The administrator also conducted quarterly observations for each teacher. Administrator report pertaining to fidelity identified that 95% of all classroom
teachers scheduled and held the minimum one lesson per week, with only one
teacher who did not implement the minimum one lesson per week. Table 2
provides details on fidelity by grade level.

Student SEL Outcomes
Prior to testing the differential effectiveness of the Open Circle intervention
by grade level, we examined the effectiveness of the intervention on student-level outcomes descriptively (see Table 3). Pre- and post-intervention scores on
the Strategies for Emotional/Behavioral Regulation subscale were 18.63 (SD
= 5.48) and 18.88 (SD = 4.95), respectively. Pre- and post-intervention scores
on the Cooperative Behaviors subscale were 11.48 (SD = 2.75) and 11.50 (SD
= 2.45), respectively. Pre- and post-intervention scores on the Prosocial Skills
subscale were 7.61 (SD = 2.55) and 7.85 (SD = 2.34), respectively. Pre- and
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post-intervention total scores for the SEL Skills Inventory were 37.76 (SD =
9.20) and 38.38 (SD = 8.05), respectively. Pre-post Cohen’s d for the SEL Skills
total scale, Strategies for Emotional/Behavioral Regulation subscale, Cooperative Behaviors subscale, and Prosocial Skills subscale were 0.06, 0.04, 0.01,
and 0.07, respectively, which all represent small effects. It should be noted that
Cohen’s d is not meant to be a rigid indicator of effect size, and nuanced interpretations of effect size in intervention research should take into account both
previous results on specific outcomes and the potential impact of outcomes on
the setting of the intervention (Durlak, 2009).
Table 2. Classrooms and Fidelity by Grade

Kindergarten
1st
2nd
3rd
4th
5th

# of Classrooms per
Grade
3
4
3
4
4
4

Average
Fidelity on
Primary Items
55%
85%
83%
83%
72%
72%

Average
Average Lesson
Lesson Length Number per
(minutes)
Week
NR
2
16–20
2
16–20
2
16–20
2
16–20
2
16–20
2

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics for Students’ SEL Outcomes.
N

Pre-SEL
M
SD

N

Post-SEL
M
SD

d

Strategies for Emotional/
Behavioral Regulation

219

18.63

5.48

231

18.88

4.95

0.04

Cooperative Behaviors
Prosocial Skills
Total Score

231
233
207

11.48
7.61
37.76

2.75
2.55
9.20

242
247
214

11.50
7.85
38.38

2.45
2.34
8.05

0.01
0.07
0.06

SEL outcomes were predicted to vary by grade level. Table 4 presents these
descriptive statistics which indicate mean score improvement across time in
some grade levels (i.e., Grade 3, Grade 4), and declining scores in others (i.e.,
Grade 2, Grade 5).
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Table 4. Descriptive Statistics for Students’ SEL Outcomes by Grade Level

Strategies for Emotional/
Behavioral Regulation
Cooperative Behaviors
Prosocial Skills
Total Score
Strategies for Emotional/
Behavioral Regulation
Cooperative Behaviors
Prosocial Skills
Total Score
Strategies for Emotional/
Behavioral Regulation
Cooperative Behaviors
Prosocial Skills
Total Score
Strategies for Emotional/
Behavioral Regulation
Cooperative Behaviors
Prosocial Skills
Total Score

Pre-SEL
N
M
SD
2nd Grade

Post-SEL
N
M
SD

53 18.43

4.74

59

18.15

4.50 0.05

55 11.18 2.80
57 7.14 2.52
49 36.90 7.35
3rd Grade

65
65
54

11.34
7.68
36.89

2.64 0.05
2.42 0.18
7.14 0.00

31 17.16

5.71

44

19.75

5.57 0.38

34 10.74 3.31
32 6.97 3.04
30 34.93 10.45
4th Grade

46
47
42

11.63
7.91
40.00

2.49 0.21
2.34 0.24
8.59 0.38

73 17.85

5.61

63

18.13

4.80 0.04

77 11.30 2.74
79 7.57 2.56
71 36.69 9.70
5th Grade

66
70
58

11.11
7.34
36.98

2.51 0.06
2.38 0.07
7.78 0.03

62 20.47

5.46

65

19.68

4.95 0.11

65 12.32
65 8.38
57 41.33

2.20
2.13
8.45

65
65
60

11.98
8.51
39.93

2.09 0.11
2.11 0.04
8.37 0.12

d

Our analysis of classroom effects indicated that classroom significantly accounted for 7% of the variability in students’ adjusted Prosocial Skills (ICC
= 0.07, χ2 = 23.81, p = .014) and 6% of the variability in students’ adjusted Strategies for Emotional/Behavioral Regulation (ICC = 0.06, χ2 = 21.42,
p = .029). However, classroom effects were marginal and not significant for
students’ adjusted total SEL Skills (ICC = 0.03, χ2 = 15.52, p = .159) and Cooperative Behaviors (ICC = 0.001, χ2 = 11.14, p = .432). Lastly, as shown in
Table 5, our analysis of differential effectiveness by grade level indicated that
the effectiveness of the SEL intervention significantly differed by classroom for
students’ Prosocial Skills (γ01 = 0.48, SE = .20, p = .037). Descriptive statistics
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and Cohen’s d by grade level are reported in Table 5. As seen in Table 5, the
SEL intervention was more effective for students in Grade 3 compared to
Grades 2, 4, and 5.
Table 5. Differential Effectiveness of SEL Intervention by Grade Level
Estimate

SE

t-ratio

p

Cooperative Behaviors
Intercept

11.52

0.19

61.85

<.001

Grade Level

0.20

0.17

1.15

.276

Pre-SEL

0.19

0.10

1.93

.080

Prosocial Skills
Intercept

7.70

0.23

33.79

<.001

Grade Level

0.48

0.20

2.40

.037

Pre-SEL

0.09

0.10

0.93

.371

Strategies for Emotional/Behavioral Regulation
Intercept

18.96

0.51

37.00

<.001

Grade Level

0.52

0.46

1.14

.280

Pre-SEL

0.11

0.11

1.03

.327

Total Score
Intercept

38.18

0.77

49.85

<.001

Grade Level

1.06

0.70

1.52

.159

Pre-SEL

0.15

0.12

1.29

.224

Climate and Related School-Level Outcomes:
Descriptive Comparisons
Additionally, we examined the effectiveness of the intervention on
school-level outcomes by evaluating (a) differences in teachers’ report of school
climate pre- and post-intervention, and (b) differences in rates of attendance,
disciplinary, and achievement data. Pre- and post-intervention School Climate
scores were 91.21 (SD = 6.45) and 96.75 (SD = 9.05), respectively, which
represents a medium effect (Cohen’s d = 0.50). Following a year of universal
weekly SEL lessons, chronic absenteeism reduced from 23% the year prior to
the intervention to 6% the intervention year. Incidents of disorderly conduct
reduced from 16 major infractions the year prior to the study to 10 major
infractions the intervention year. Similarly, overall student academic achievement based on standardized test scores improved from academic proficiency
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rates of 42% to 71%. No other new academic or social–emotional interventions were introduced at the time of this study, although it is possible that other
efforts were underway that led to this improvement.

Discussion and Implications
Largely, our findings did not provide statistically significant support for the
effectiveness of the Open Circle universal intervention as it related specifically
to sizeable increases in students’ SEL skills in the first year of implementation
across all grade levels, schoolwide, as examined further below. Indeed, differences between pre- and post-intervention scores indicated small effects of the
Open Circle universal intervention across SEL outcomes. Although Cohen’s d
is extensively used to measure effect sizes in educational intervention research,
Durlak (2009) recommends contextualizing effect sizes within the bigger context of intervention research to determine whether meaningful effects may be
present despite small effect sizes. It is indeed possible that small effect sizes in
SEL gains in settings such as elementary classrooms, where even little differences can have a potential for a meaningful impact, should not be dismissed
as not having practical value in real educational settings (Durlak et al., 2011).
It should also be noted that our study revealed promising results on other important outcomes, including increases in teacher perceptions of positive school
climate or community, reductions in absenteeism, reductions in incidents of
behavioral infractions, and overall improvement of academic achievement,
thus providing a more nuanced evaluation of the potential effectiveness of the
Open Circle intervention. In addition, we did find evidence of classroom effects, with classrooms accounting for 7% of the variability in students’ adjusted
prosocial skills and 6% of the variability in students’ adjusted strategies for
emotional/behavioral regulation. Although these classroom effects may appear
small, the proportion of variability in group members’ outcomes attributable
to their classroom is sizeable compared to other sources of variability in students’ SEL outcomes. Specifically, 6% explained variability in students’ SEL
outcomes is equivalent to a Cohen’s d of .50, which is considered a medium
effect (Wampold & Imel, 2015). Together, this evidence suggests that the Open
Circle intervention may have the potential to meaningfully improve a range of
relevant student and school outcomes and that the influence of the classroom
dynamics on students’ SEL outcomes is a sizeable effect.
To expand on the above finding, it is important to highlight that while
Open Circle implemented in the first year did not lead to statistically significant results across all classrooms, there was significant improvement measured
in single classrooms. This could be caused by variations in the curriculum by
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grade level, developmental readiness and appropriateness of some content
(significant findings were not detected in the lower grades), or other teacher
implementation variables which were not measured in this study. We similarly
found evidence for the effective applicability of the SEL intervention within
the PBIS framework by grade level. Specifically, the intervention was more
effective in increasing students’ prosocial skills for third graders compared to
second, fourth, and fifth graders. This is an important finding as it suggests
that SEL interventions need to be designed with specific attention to students’
developmental stage. It should be noted that interventions aiming to enhance
students’ SEL skills by applying a PBIS framework have not been studied
sufficiently pertaining to potential effectiveness, and warrant additional examination (Barrett et al., 2018).
It is important to note that our results were not enough to support statistically significant gains in student social–emotional skills following the Open
Circle intervention. Given the promising findings in contextual data following the intervention, including improved academic achievement, there might
be several possible explanations for the lack of statistically significant gains in
social–emotional skills. First, studies examining SEL interventions in elementary schools have pointed out that outcomes pertaining to one observer (e.g.,
teachers) may be quite different than those reported by other observers (e.g.,
parents; Catalano et al., 2003), highlighting the importance of multimethod and multireport assessment. Including parent and community feedback in
evaluating interventions at the school level is an important recommendation
and necessitates the development of tools designed with these stakeholders in
mind. As we only measured SEL skills through teacher report, it is possible
that a multipronged evaluation of relevant skills might have revealed different
findings. Additionally, as our intervention occurred over the duration of a year,
reflecting a multicomponent approach integrated with PBIS, it is possible that
it took longer for SEL to be fully embedded, potentially creating sleeper effects that might have emerged at a later date. Another important consideration
is that given our lack of control classrooms, it was impossible to establish the
directional movement pertaining to student SEL skills over the course of the
year had they not received this intervention. It is therefore possible that while
SEL skills did not drastically improve, maintenance of SEL skills in the span of
a year and small improvements across strategies for emotional/behavioral regulation, cooperative behaviors, and prosocial skills may indeed be practically
meaningful in the elementary classroom and have the potential to positively
impact SEL growth across developmental stages. For example, student scores
on Cooperative Behaviors at pre-test revealed a relatively high mean of 11.48
out of a total possible score of 15 and remained steady at post-test, at 11.50.
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On the other hand, overall SEL skills increased from a total mean of 37.76 to
a total of 38.38 in the span of the year-long intervention. Again, a more comprehensive measurement approach and the use of comparison groups might
have lent itself to a more nuanced interpretation of students’ pre- and post-social skills ratings.
Third, given the sizable influence of the classroom on students’ SEL outcomes in this study, considering relevant classroom factors—such as classroom
composition, classroom climate, and teacher–student engagement—might be
an important step when implementing and evaluating SEL interventions delivered in classrooms. Although we included a teacher-based measure of school
climate, research indicates classrooms are dynamic units with contextual factors implicated with significant group effects (Marsh et al., 2012), necessitating
the inclusion of a range of data for holistic evaluation of SEL interventions.
Although our climate measure included a subscale on student–teacher interactions, research suggests students’ rating of school climate reveals unique
variance not necessarily reflected in teacher ratings (Brand et al., 2008), further
supporting the importance of supplementing measurement of classroom contextual variables by including student and parent reports. While Open Circle
includes guidance on how teachers can integrate the taught SEL components
throughout their day and communicate those new skills to families/caregivers,
there is no specific measurement component that assesses family/caregiver engagement. Further, families and educators often use different terms to refer to
the same or similar skills such as “following directions” and “compliance,” or
“staying calm” and “using self-control”; school staff can bridge these vocabulary
differences by partnering with families and reinforcing SEL lessons and terminology in both home and school contexts (Miller et al., 2018). Conceptualizing
engagement beyond teachers and students and incorporating assessment tools
that capture family/caregiver engagement can provide valuable information on
student, classroom, and community dynamics impacting SEL outcomes.
Another important implication pertains to our findings on differential effectiveness of the SEL intervention by grade level. The developmental match
between the curriculum and the intended student population is an important
factor, making it possible that an SEL intervention that is effective for third
graders may not be similarly effective for fifth graders. While there is a large
body of literature documenting the effectiveness of a variety of SEL interventions (Durlak et al., 2011; Taylor et al., 2017), less is known about who these
interventions are effective for and how. Future research may benefit users by
conducting moderator and mediator analyses to further understand the potential to improve the quality of SEL interventions applying a PBIS framework,
targeting diverse social and emotional needs of elementary school students by
grade level.
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Limitations
Given the practical limitations of the school setting and the pilot nature of
this evaluation study, we were not able to create a control condition and to blind
teachers to the intervention. This limited our ability to control for important
confounding variables, such as other school interventions that may affect students’ SEL skills, limiting the generalizability of our results (De Meester et
al., 2013; Gonzalez & Villalba, 2018). Measurement of dependent variables
reflected teacher perceptions given a certain time frame. Indeed, as teachers
invested significant time and energy in training and delivery, it is possible they
were compelled to evaluate their school climate more positively following the
intervention. It should be noted that teachers were trained on evaluating the
implementation of the intervention and completing the associated surveys, a
recommended strategy to minimize error and reduce teacher rater bias on social–emotional assessment (Shapiro et al., 2016). Nevertheless, future studies
should include student and parent report of SEL and school climate to triangulate results, and longitudinal evaluation of relevant outcomes would be
valuable, as well.

Conclusion
Results of the pilot study suggested that Open Circle is variably effective as a
universal SEL curriculum integrated within PBIS. Specifically, the curriculum
was more effective for Grade 3 students than other grade levels. The findings
have important implications as SEL research and the field continue to move
forward. Specifically, given limited school resources for program implementation, future research should investigate whether programs are most effectively
delivered universally, in conjunction with the PBIS framework, and/or for particular ages or grade levels, and should identify salient contextual school and
community variables that can provide a more comprehensive understanding of
the outcomes impacted by SEL programming.
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Abstract
Parent and professional communication is at the helm of effective special
education practice. This article suggests ways to increase and expand mutually
preferred communication methods among families of students with disabilities and educational teams. First, it aims to provide accessible methods for
educators to enhance their ability to effectively communicate with families of
diverse backgrounds in order to best serve their students with disabilities. Second, it suggests ways to support families in being well-versed in their child’s
educational program, progress, performance, and well-being at school. Current mobile applications that can be utilized to foster communication among
families and education teams, including teachers and related service professionals, are suggested and described. Future directions for the use of mobile
applications to foster these mutually valuable relationships and implications
for research are discussed.
Key Words: communication, families, students with disabilities, partnerships,
technology applications, school teachers, professionals
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Introduction
Communicating and working with parents as equal partners is essential
to family involvement, which is a statute of the Elementary and Secondary
Education Act (ESSA) of 2015. Family involvement in education is also vital
to the academic and social–emotional success of students with disabilities in
schools today. Active family–professional collaboration is not only considered
best practice, it is one of the key components of the Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA) of 2004 (Rock, 2000; Turnbull et al., 2011). Furthermore,
well-functioning family–professional partnerships for students with disabilities
yield positive student academic, social, and behavioral outcomes (e.g., Boonk
et al., 2018; Can, 2016; Hurjui, 2014; McCoach et al., 2010). While family
support and communication is a fundamental part of early childhood and early
intervention services, communication between families and teachers remains
crucial throughout the middle and high school years as well.

Communication in Educational Contexts
In educational contexts, communication is essential to foster collaborative
and working relationships toward shared goals and initiatives for students across
elementary, middle, and high school levels. Clear and frequent communication
is the foundation for establishing trust among families and educational teams.
Consistent communication builds rapport and can improve the working environment and partnership between the school and home (Natale & Lubniewski,
2018). Communication between family and school is vital for the success of
the student. “Family” not only includes the parent or primary caregivers, but
also the student. Parent–student–teacher engagement is an important part of
communication and collaboration as students are an integral part of their own
education, and they should play an active, participatory role in their education.
According to Olmstead (2013) who details the Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (1997) model of parent involvement, family involvement can be reactive
(e.g., attending school activities and meetings, volunteering) or proactive (e.g.,
helping with homework, staying informed, following a child’s progress). Communication is considered a proactive part of parent involvement and is highly
valued by both teachers and parents (Olmstead, 2013). Communication has
been found to be most effective when it is used to increase clarity, empathy,
and active listening (Sharma & Sharma, 2014). Specifically, reciprocal parent–professional communication is critical, and educational teams must make
significant efforts to respect and understand parent perspectives when teaching
students with disabilities in schools today (Todd et al., 2017).
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While most educators agree that family communication is essential to
teaching, communication training is often left in the periphery of preservice
special education teacher training and practice (Allred, 2015). Preservice teachers experience limited opportunities to build and maintain positive, trusting
partnerships with families (Korthagen et al., 2006; Hedges & Lee, 2010), leaving many new teachers to learn on the job. Therefore, it is logical to conclude
that teachers need direction in understanding how to best meet the communication needs and desires of families (Symeou et al., 2012).

Purpose
The purpose of this article is to (a) discuss ways for families of students with
disabilities and school professionals (including but not limited to: general and
special education teachers; speech/language, physical, and occupational therapists; school psychologists and social workers) to increase and expand mutually
preferred communication methods; and (b) suggest current digital applications
that can be used to enhance communication among families, education teams,
and related service professionals. We aim to provide accessible methods for
school professionals to enhance their ability to effectively communicate with
families in order to support them in being well-versed in their child’s educational program, progress, performance, and emotional/behavioral well-being
at school.

Family Communication: An Evolving Landscape
Successful family–school partnerships are those that include effective communication between teachers and families, as communication contributes to
the academic, social, and emotional success of all students (Natale & Lubniewski, 2018). While communication is an essential factor in creating partnerships,
it has not always been easy for teachers (and other school staff) and families
to communicate frequently and effectively. Although face-to-face interactions
with families help to build rapport and trust, such interactions are not always possible given logistic constraints (Ozmen et al., 2016) such as time of
meetings, schedules, and availability which have often limited parent–teacher communication. However, the ability to engage in instant communication
builds and promotes a feeling of connectedness, and technology provides the
means to accomplish this (Natale & Lubniewski, 2018). Therefore, in recent
years, the use of technology has played a large role in accomplishing what is
needed to build parent–professional rapport based on trust and mutual respect
(Can, 2016). Sharma and Sharma (2014) argue that face-to-face communication is not always necessary in order to establish a working partnership among
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parents and professionals. Over the past decade, traditional methods of communication among educational teams and parents have shifted from written
logs, notes home, and phone calls towards the use of technological means of
communication such as email and the use of digital and mobile applications
(or “apps”).
Traditionally, one-way communication methods, those which provide ongoing correspondence from school and home like written communication,
have been popular. Examples of one-way communication include methods
like written newsletters, report cards, and communication notebooks (Graham-Clay, 2005). However, calling and sending individual emails to families
can be time consuming and difficult, especially for high school teachers who
may teach upwards of 100 students daily (Ramirez, 2002), including many
who are learners with 504 and Individualized Education Programs (IEPs).
It is important to note that there are often discrepancies among family and
teacher communication expectations (Natale & Lubniewski, 2018). Specifically, teachers are more likely to use technology to communicate in mass messages
to the entire class (e.g., email, blog post, website update) to update parents on
class events and units of study (Natale & Lubniewski, 2018). Parents, in contrast, communicate to gain information about their specific child. Students
with IEPs have specific data and services that need to be reported on an individualized basis making collaborative communication tools a necessity for
students with documented disabilities under IDEA. School websites can provide general information and announcements, and class websites can provide
more specific information about units of study, field trips, and specific class
events. These websites are important as they provide information on classes,
teachers, school events, contact information, and different tools like research
applications, but they tend to serve as an information platform as opposed to
a communication outlet (Ottenbreit-Leftwich et al., 2010). Class websites also
serve as a platform for teachers to provide information on homework, testing,
and resources. While providing information to families is essential, dialogue
should be valued and supported (Symeou et al., 2012).
Salend et al. (2004) emphasized the internet can be an “interactive tool for
individualizing homework and supporting the involvement of families in the
homework process” (p. 65) which can include electronic assignment logs and
individualized homework modifications. Platforms like Google Classroom have
made this even more feasible. Weekly emails can provide even more specific details about class information, as they provide teachers an opportunity to explain
units of study and specific lessons covered during the week. However, Olmstead
(2013) found a discrepancy between parent and teacher perceptions of email:
parents indicated teachers did not communicate information about the class,
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whereas teachers indicated they used email to provide class updates. Some parents indicated they preferred text messaging communication, but teachers in
the study were resistant to communicating via text message (Olmstead, 2013),
which is why specific communication applications may be useful for teachers
and parents to have quick, direct communication without risking teacher confidentiality by providing personal cell phone numbers. According to the Public
Information Act, when personal cell phone numbers are used to communicate
with families, they can be subpoenaed in a court of law, including due process
hearings. While school districts need to be mindful of whether applications adhere to the Health Insurance Accountability and Portability Act (HIPAA) and
the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) compliancy, they may
allow teachers to communicate 1:1 or with groups of families without breaching confidentiality and putting educational teams at risk by using applications
that are FERPA compliant. It is critical to note that teachers should consult
with their district and school administrators to determine if a given application
meets the local education agency’s interpretation of FERPA compliance.
With the increase of technology capabilities and specific applications,
two-way communication—when teachers and families engage in dialogue together—has become increasingly accessible. While a phone call home has been
a common tool for two-way communication and annual parent–teacher conferences were a time for parents and teachers to engage in meaningful dialogue,
communicating through technology provides parents and teachers additional
opportunities to engage in more frequent, two-way communication.

Technology as an Essential Component to Communication
Using technology applications to communicate allows both teachers and
parents to communicate during times that are convenient for them (i.e., beyond school hours and school location; Brewer & Kallick, 1996). As early as
1995, teachers were using technology like video to send families quick, personalized information such as welcome videos (Aronson, 1995), videos on popular
topics like how to help with a science project (Clevenson, 1999), and progress
videos for students with severe disabilities (Alberto et al., 1995). Today, a wide
range of mobile applications exist that allow for convenient, two-way parent–
teacher communication while preserving confidentiality for both the teacher/
provider, caregiver, and student. While smartphone ownership used to be exclusive to those who could readily afford such technology, a survey by the Pew
Research Center (2021) found that 85% of Americans owned a smartphone in
2021. Their research shows that while adults in higher socioeconomic brackets
and with higher levels of education are more likely to own and use smartphones, the number of adults who own smartphones continues to increase.
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In 2021, Statista surveyed 1,502 adults ages 18 and over and found that 80%
of adults in rural communities, 84% of adults in suburban communities, and
89% of adults in urban communities owned smartphones (Statista, 2021). It
can be concluded that mobile applications can be accessed by families across
urban, suburban, and rural settings and from multilingual backgrounds. Of
course, we suggest that teachers inquire about each family’s access and offer alternative modes of communication when needed and necessary.
Additionally, teachers, administrators, and districts must also determine
whether or not these modes of communication meet HIPAA and FERPA
compliance as well as accessibility compliance such as the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) and Section 508 of the Rehabilitation Act of
1973. While WCAG is not a legal mandate, it is an important set of guidelines
to help sites achieve compliance with accessibility such as multiple means of
representation (e.g., text and audio; W3C Web Accessibility Initiative, 2018).
Section 508 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, which was updated as recently as 2018, provides individuals with disabilities the right of equal access to
federal information online (i.e., agencies should ensure the technology is accessible and does not pose “undue burden”; U.S. Access Board, 2021). Section
508 covers federally funded programs and services, but it does not apply to
private industries. As part of Section 508, the Voluntary Product Accessibility
Template (VPAT®) explains how products (e.g., software, hardware, electronic
content) meet the Section 508 Standards (U.S. Access Board, 2021). Applications suggested in this report may or may not meet Section 508 accessibility,
but tools are routinely updated and changing to meet the evolving needs of
individuals. Applications that do not currently meet the accessibility standards
may do so in the future.
In a 2019 report, Gauvreau and Sandall explained how technologies that
enable early childhood teachers to share photos with parents can promote family and school connections in a variety of ways, including sharing meaningful,
individualized information and promoting parent–child interactions. Furthermore, Can (2016) argued the use of one district specific mobile application,
Meridian Connect, which is a school-specific technology application that allows families and teachers to communicate and gather information, has been
shown to foster parent involvement and relationships with educational teams.
Other, more general applications that can be used by any teacher/school (e.g.,
Classdojo, Remind) strengthen family–teacher communication as they allow
teachers to send messages (to the class, small groups, or individually), post materials, and share content like class photos, all of which allows parents to stay
connected while including students as well.
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It is crucial to mention that it is more relevant than ever that educational
teams maintain effective means of communication with families of students
with disabilities in order to build positive partnerships. In the face of the
COVID-19 pandemic, communication among families and professionals has
been transformed out of necessity. While research has shown that a mix of faceto-face and virtual communication is preferred among parents and educational
teams (Yumurtaci, 2017), the use of technology (e.g., Zoom, Google Meets,
Microsoft Teams) has been mandatory during the extended time of social distancing and, at times, quarantine and isolation. As a result, communication via
up-to-date technology is essential for all stakeholders and is no longer reserved
for those who view themselves as technologically savvy. Therefore, we believe
it is reasonable to expect the use of technology to carry over and continue into
the post-pandemic environments, especially for populations who identify as
medically vulnerable. Furthermore, parents and guardians with nontraditional
employment arrangements, including those who are geographically distanced
from their school-aged children such as military families and those who live
away or frequently travel for work, can still stay informed and involved with
their child’s education.
Table 1 provides a list of 14 cost-free (with the exception of Parent Square,
which is a low-cost option) mobile applications that can be utilized to foster
frequency and efficiency of communication among families and educational
teams. Many of these, like Edmodo, provide opportunities for student communication as well. A number of these applications follow the WCAG guidelines,
such as Remind, Seesaw, and Classtag. Others are Section 508 compliant such
as Remind, Schoology, and Classtag. Edmodo notes that it is working toward
Section 508 compliance, and Parent Square notes that it is ADA compliant.
ClassDojo uses an outside party, eSSENTIAL Accessibility, to monitor its accessibility, but it does not specifically note WCAG or Section 508 compliance.
Of the sites reviewed that are included Table 1, only Schoology provided the
VPAT®. Each application is summarized in order to help professionals determine the best match for their individualized needs and preferences.
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Table 1. The Use of Mobile Applications to Enhance Communication Among
Educational Teams and Families
Application

Summary

Website

Useful for One-Way Communication
Remind
(remind
101)

This communication platform helps students and families stay connected to the school community. It keeps
families up to date with what’s happening in the class- www.remind.com
room. Teachers can send messages to an entire class,
smaller groups, or individuals.

Seesaw:
The
Learning
Journal
(“Class”)

This digital learning portfolio allows parents to see
updated work by their child. Students can create their
own portfolio and post new work to it, and parents/
teachers can leave comments, feedback, and “like” the
https://web.seework. Parents are updated in real time. This app focussaw.me/
es on student assessment, but they do offer messaging
options, allowing you to connect with parents and offer
insight into their child’s academic strengths and weaknesses by sharing data directly.

Bloomz

Bloomz is a direct messaging system and behavior management tool that allows parents to see the positive behavior updates on their child’s timeline. It creates a balance in sharing behavior challenges through messaging
while recognizing success with the behavior manage- https://www.
ment tool. Bloomz also has a behavior reward system bloomz.com/
in the application. Up to six family members can access
one account. There is also an option specific for teachers and administrators. Families can also communicate
with each other regarding outside school activities.

Otus

This app allows parents to stay connected with their
child’s schoolwork. It is predominantly a management
system for academics but allows parents to view ashttps://otus.com/
signed and completed assignments. It also keeps a log
of behaviors and allows convenient mass messaging
from teachers to families.

*Schoology

This app is a learning management system with a focus on communication and collaboration. Parents can
click on the student’s courses that they are enrolled in
https://www.
to see deadlines, updates, etc., and also view grades.
schoology.com/
Parents can watch videos teachers post. Parents will be
informed by school staff members who their child interacts with all day.

84

APPS TO COMMUNICATE WITH FAMILIES

Table 1, Continued
Useful for Two-Way Communication

*BuzzMob

BuzzMob helps connect the school community using a
private and customized mobile platform and web portal. Teachers and parents can communicate by sending messages, photos, and videos in real time. It is a
multi-functional app that helps parents stay up to date
on assignments, event dates, general information, and
emergency responses.

Appletree is an app that keeps teachers and parents in
sync while allowing students to succeed. Teachers can
AppleTree send out updates, share photos, videos, and documents
with the class. Teachers can also share a calendar so parents have event dates and deadlines beforehand.

Class
Dojo

http://techfaster.com/
buzzmob-connect-school/
https://appadvice.
com/app/appletree-teacher-parent-communication/1112315544

Parents, students, and teachers can access this app in
order to build community by co-sharing school to
home and home to school photos, files, and links with
the entire class and 1:1 via private messaging. Remote
learning can also take place on this app. Families, teach- https://www.classers, and education teams participate together. Students dojo.com/
can create assignments in the app and share with all
stakeholders. It includes social–emotional learning options, classroom management, and positive behavior
support points.

TalkingPoints focuses on accessible technology to promote family engagement. It allows teachers and parents
to connect via text message. Individuals can connect
1:1, as a small group, or the entire class. Teachers can
also send pictures and videos to share what’s happen*Teachers:
ing in class and take polls. This is particularly useful https://talkingpts.
Talking
for multilingual families (offers translation for over 100 org/families/
Points
languages) with limited resources and low-income families. The platform uses two-way translated communication and personalized content. This app emphasizes
fostering strong family engagement and development
of students’ success.

ClassTag

ClassTag is a communication app that connects teachers and families. Parents and teachers can send meshttps://home.
sages, post announcements, share videos and photos,
classtag.com/
post calendars, schedule parent–teacher conferences,
provide engagement stats, and share a library.
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Table 1, Continued
Parent Square focuses on creating collaborative school
communities with strong parent–teacher communication. Teachers can send private notifications, keep track
of absences, send documents to parents, schedule conferences, message parents, share newsletters and volun- https://www.parParent
teering schedules, and collect forms/permission slips. entsquare.com/
Square
[Pricing is based on a per student annual fee, plus a features/
one-time onboarding fee. Feature bundles can be customized to your district or school’s communication
needs. The minimum package for a single school site
is $3,000/year.]

*School
CNXT

This two-way engagement and communication platform strives to reach 100% of families in their home
language. This application connects district, adminis- https://www.
trators, teachers, parents, and students so that they can schoolcnxt.com/
share news and events, reminders, participate in twoway messaging, and engage with one another.

Notes. *Denotes multilingual application. Teachers should consult with their administration
before adopting an application to ensure the application is FERPA compliant and meets district regulations.

The Need for Differentiation of Communication Methods
While it is well-known that families of students with disabilities benefit
from ongoing communication from teachers and members of the educational
team, it is important to work directly with families in order to determine which
modes of communication work best for them. In a 2018 study of 28 elementary school parents in New Jersey, Natale and Lubniewski (2018) found that
72% of parents felt their child’s teachers were accessible through technology,
and parents of children with disabilities wanted even more communication.
Some parents also requested specific applications like Google Classroom and
Remind. The diversity among family systems warrants educational teams to
individualize their communication approach to meet families “where they are.”
It is also important to avoid asking families to access a multitude of different
applications in order to receive the information being relayed by schools (Laho,
2019). In order to bridge this gap, we suggest how parents and educational
teams can work together to establish preferred modes of communicating while
keeping accessibility for both stakeholders at the forefront.
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Partnering with Families to Determine Preferences
Families have unique needs and desires when it comes to the methods
in which communication with the educational team takes place (Natale &
Lubniewski, 2018). The demands of work schedules, multiple children, and
activities outside of school can make it difficult for parents and teachers to find
common times to communicate in meaningful two-way interactions.
Individualized communication methods with families of students with
disabilities are important to successful partnerships. As there are a variety of
tools available (as seen in Table 1), it is important to better understand parent
preferences about how and when they want to communicate before the team
commits to the use of any mobile application or communication method. Additionally, not all families desire the same frequency, duration, and level of
detail with regard to the details surrounding their child’s academic, behavioral,
and social behavior in school. Some parents prefer more general communication tactics, while others prefer detailed information about units of study and
individual work. While educational teams should not be expected to offer a
custom communication method for each individual family, nor should they
adopt an application that has not gone under approval review by their district
administrators, asking families to express their communication preferences can
help teams to build a mutually beneficial system of communication throughout the school year. By surveying families in order to better understand their
preferences, teachers can best serve their population of students and families to
foster two-way communication and promote collaborative partnerships. Surveys can be created in cost-free, quick access systems such as Google Forms,
SurveyMonkey, or notes sent home. Table 2 provides sample questions that educational teams might consider asking families at the start of the school year in
order to effectively plan for family communication preferences.
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Table 2. Sample Questions Surrounding Communication Preferences
1. Do you use a smartphone with access to mobile applications?
2. Do you prefer communication is in a primary language other than English?
If so, please specify language. ________________
3. When is the best time to reach you for discussion regarding your child?
4. Do you prefer information at the beginning, middle, or end of the week?
5. What type of information is most important to you about your child’s day?
5a. Would you like information about the classroom units of study at the
time we cover them?
6. On a scale of 1–5 with 1 being least important, 5 being most important,
and 3 being neutral, rate the importance of communication in the following areas:
Mealtime

1

2

3

4

5

Academic goals

1

2

3

4

5

Behavioral goals

1

2

3

4

5

Social goals

1

2

3

4

5

Conclusions
Parent and professional communication is the cornerstone of effective special education practice and guided by current legislation (IDEA, 2004; ESSA,
2015). Effective collaboration is the pillar of working relationships based on
trust and mutual respect (Can, 2016; Natale & Lubniewski, 2018). While
technology applications replace or alter (in the case of video calls) the important, face-to-face component of communication, they have eliminated other
barriers like time and space (Yumurtaci, 2017). Carry-over between home and
school can be achieved by the active and consistent use of mobile applications
mutually agreed upon by teachers and families leading to positive working relationships between families and schools. Students can also become an important
voice in the conversation, as most applications have the option to include the
student in the communication and provide access to documentation. As seen
in Table 1, some of the mobile applications suggested here can be accessed in
multiple languages (e.g., TalkingPoints, SchoolCNXT) which can break down
language barriers that may be present during face to face communication, especially if interpreters or translators cannot be present on short notice. This is
key for families whose first language is one other than English. These applications can help to decrease the need for translation of each notice sent home
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and can help families to feel valued and understood by decreasing the language
barrier that can come between them and the educational team. It is important
to note that while some applications provide translation services in a variety of
languages, the quality of such translations can vary. These translation services
should be evaluated for each language needed. Furthermore, mobile applications allow families to be reached during the workday and provide them with
the flexibility to respond when they are available while providing the benefit of
two-way communication (Olmstead, 2013).
These applications are not solely for sending one-way communication from
the classroom, but rather provide opportunities for reciprocal dialogue at the
convenience of the family while preserving confidentiality of teachers’ and other
professionals’ personal contact information (Sharma & Sharma, 2014). Drew
and Gonzalez (2021) note the challenge that school specialists (e.g., special education teachers, school psychologists, school counselors) experience achieving
adequate communication due to time constraints and being assigned to multiple
buildings with large caseloads. Such applications can also aid communication
among team members as they strive to achieve ongoing communication with
each other and families. While some of these applications note compliance
with Section 508 and WCAG, others cite broadly how they provide accessibility. Monitoring applications for accessibility is important to ensure they are
accessible for all those who will use them, and each should be continuously
evaluated and noted as applications may make alterations and improvements to
be more accessible and reach a wider audience. As Sharma and Sharma (2014)
document, face to face communication is not necessary in order to provide families with reciprocal communication and to build quality relationships among
families and educational teams. While it is certainly still valued, many of its
components can be accomplished through modern technology.

Future Directions
Technology is constantly changing and evolving, and thus one limitation of
this article is that information on communication tools and applications will
need to be updated over time. Conducting ongoing monitoring of mobile application updates and how they continue to evolve in the area of support for
family–teacher communication as well as which new applications foster further
collaboration will be needed. As noted earlier, teachers should consult with
their administration before adopting an application to ensure the application
is FERPA compliant and meets district regulations. Additionally, each application has accessibility features that vary and are fluid. These features should be
documented and monitored by districts to be sure they meet the needs of their
families and that teachers are utilizing them in ways that provide culturally
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sensitive communication methods. Future studies should consider parent and
professional testimony (qualitative data) to better understand the pros and
cons of various mobile applications and better assess how technology has supported parent–teacher communication. As mobile technology becomes more
frequently used to foster collaboration and communication between school
and home, it will be important to collect data on the access that children and
families from low socioeconomic status and multilanguage households experience. Researchers should consider if all students and families are able to access
mobile applications and communicate with teachers or if there is discrepancy
between high- and low-income households or other variables that create barriers to usage. As technology continues to evolve, it will be important to consider
if additional applications will develop capability to translate in multiple languages and increase accessibility features.
When using technology as the primary method of communication, all
stakeholders (e.g., teachers, families, students) should be trained in the communication method to be effective (Sharma & Sharma, 2014). This speaks to
the need for training, surveying families, and providing accessibility for a wide
range of families. Decision-making surrounding the use of technology should
consider these factors prior to being put into place for the school year. It is
also critical to survey teachers on preferences and ease. Teachers should not
feel overburdened by the use of technology, but rather should feel the opposite. Mobile applications should provide access to teachers and related school
professionals, ease of communication, as well as security and privacy. Future
work should focus on the experience of families and teams and how the use of
technology impacts the partnerships that are so crucial to the ways in which we
plan for and educate our students with disabilities in K–12 schools.
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Social Media and Parental Trust for Teachers:
A Qualitative Study in China
Hua Huang
Abstract
Based on WeChat, the most popular social media application in contemporary China, this ethnographical case study reveals that the development of
parental trust for teachers presents as an incremental process. It derives from
parents’ access to information shared by teachers online, unfolds across their
engaging in constant collaborations with teachers, and increases with the
formation of their close affective ties with teachers. Such a process is greatly dependent upon the formation of parents’ liangxin (which is typically translated
in English as “conscience”) in regard to teachers. This study, conducted before the COVID-19 pandemic began, indicates that social media like WeChat
has turned out to be a critical agent in parents’ relationship with teachers that
intervenes in their meaning-making process as well as their experience of building trust towards teachers.
Key Words: parent–teacher relationship, parental trust, social media, ethnography, WeChat, China, teachers, communication

Introduction
It is widely believed that a home–school partnership should be a central
component of elementary education and that parental engagement is a crucial avenue for supporting student development (Chan et al., 2021; Goodall
& Montgomery, 2014). A home–school partnership could only be built upon
School Community Journal, 2022, Vol. 32, No. 2
Available at http://www.schoolcommunitynetwork.org/SCJ.aspx
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positive parent–teacher relationships in which trust, among other qualities,
forms a vital and fundamental component (Adams & Christenson, 2000).
Trust between parents and teachers is perceived as both a key for students’
achievement and an essential resource for meaningful school improvement
(Bryk & Schneider, 2003). High level of parental trust towards teachers enables families to see that schools are safe and empowering, thereby leading to
their greater involvement and commitment to the school (Lawson, 2003). On
the contrary, as Troman’s (2000) study suggests, low trust might undermine
the home–school partnership and become a source of occupational stress for
teachers.
For teachers, parental trust placed in them is of paramount importance
for their building up confidence and competency in their career development.
However, parents are often demanding (McGrath, 2007). In China, educating
the next generation is always regarded as the most important agenda of a family (Short et al., 2001). Chinese parents tend to invest heavily in their children
and, accordingly, to extremely high expectations from teachers for the children’s success, which, in turn, implies that it is relatively difficult for them to
place trust in teachers, and particularly novice teachers who are often perceived
as having a lack of practical experience.
However, the past few years have witnessed some positive changes in parent–teacher relationships in China, which may be largely due to the rise in
social media. To date, social media have deeply penetrated people’s everyday
life (CNNIC, 2016). Social media have also provided new opportunities for
trust development among parents and teachers. Yet, this is an undocumented
issue so far. In this study, the author drew on an ethnographic approach to investigate the dynamic development of parental trust in teachers in the context
of WeChat, the most popular social media application in China.

Parental Trust and Its Development
Educating children requires collective collaboration from the school, community, and family. Trust in this process is particularly important because it
entails interdependence and enhances cooperation. Trust lies at the core of parent–teacher relationships (Dunlap & Fox, 2007). As a multifaceted concept,
trust is difficult to define in a clear-cut way in social science. According to Rotter (1967), trust refers to “a generalized expectancy held by an individual that
the word, promise, or statement of another individual can be relied upon” (p.
652). Holmes and Rempel (1989) regarded trust as “reflecting confident expectations of positive outcomes” (p. 188). Adams and Christenson (1998) drew
on Holmes and Rempel’s idea and defined trust between parents and teachers
in terms of “confidence,” that is, “another person will act in a way to benefit
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or sustain the relationship…to achieve positive outcomes for students” (p. 6).
Based on these thoughts, parental trust in this article is understood in a heuristic way, describing a parent’s willingness to rely on a teacher in whom he or
she has confidence. Parental trust indicates that a parent knows or expects the
trusted teacher will do the right thing that is in his or her child’s best interest.
To date, trust has been extensively studied in educational research. In general, theorists have tended to adopt current views from organizational trust
literature to draw on a rational choice assumption to describe trust as a positive outcome of calculative decisions involving relationship between trustors
and trustees (Van Maele et al., 2014). While a large part of the literature examines the meanings of trust and recognizes its importance in educational
settings, with a few exceptions (see, e.g., Adams & Christenson, 1998; Santiago et al., 2016), it does not directly address parental trust in their relationship
with teachers. Rather, parental trust is often passingly mentioned in studies
on the topics of home–school partnership or parental involvement. For example, Hoover-Dempsey and her colleagues (2005) briefly point out that trust in
parent–teacher relationship requires two-way communication and that teachers should actively initiate the process by sending invitations for involvement
to parents. Some other theorists focus on identifying antecedents of teachers’
credibility in their relation to parents. For instance, Dunst and Paget (1991)
noticed that parental trust in teachers relies upon several prerequisites, including common goals, shared responsibility, and full disclosure of information.
Parental trust in this strand of literature is generally measured through self-reported surveys, such as the Family-School Relationship Survey developed by
Adams and Christenson (2000).
Yet, parental trust is not a fixed or static psychological feature. Instead, it
emerges as a gradual, iterative, and delicate process. In a wide variety of empirical studies, particularly those from the organizational field (see, e.g., Bachmann,
2001; Kanagaretnam et al., 2010), trust development is commonly understood
as the positive outcome of an individual’s learning experiences from his or her
past repeated behaviours. Lewicki and Bunker (1995, 1996) proposed that
trust development undergoes three stages, namely, calculus-based trust, knowledge-based trust, and identification-based trust. The stage-wise nature suggests
that trust requires time to develop, and the longer the duration and history of
personal connections, the higher the potential level of trust.
In addition, trust development unfolds as a contextualized process which
requires taking cultural background into account. In Chinese society, trust is
often understood in terms of guanxi (a synonym for the English word “relationship”; Liu, 2008) which is commonly perceived as the fundamental dynamic
in personalized networks of influence. Parental trust intertwines inextricably
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with a parent’s creating, maintaining, deepening, and restoring guanxi with the
trusted teacher. The development of guanxi arises from constant interactions.
Solomon and Flores (2001) pointed out that “people…develop trust through
interaction and conversation in relationships with each other” (p. 96). The Chinese character that is equivalent of trust is xin: 信 , which is composed of two
elements: ren (people) and yan (words or wording). It also suggests that trust
development emerges through interaction, and, in particular, communication.
In the past several years, one could witness a tremendous evolution taking
place in the field of communication technology, which could be well represented by the rise of social media. Social media have profoundly changed people’s
communication and have also notably reshaped the trust-building process. This
has been intensively explored by multiple academic disciplines such as media
studies and organizational studies (Grabner-Kräuter & Bitter, 2015). A body of
literature is also emerging indicating that social media could be well incorporated into school work as a kind of supplement tool that facilitates the formation
of relationship among students, teachers, parents, and principals (Chang &
Lee, 2013). These previous studies suggest that the use of social media might
open up a space for trust development in parent–teacher relationships.

The Research Setting
With respect to parental trust in China, traditional “relational work” among
teachers and parents is mainly accomplished through ritualized formats, including semi-annual parent–teacher meetings (twice a year) and home visits.
Home visits are uncommon and unscheduled and are often only conducted to
selected families in the case of the occurrence of certain problems such as school
bullying or truancy. In these formats, teachers are often in the central position and play the controlling role. As a consequence, these kinds of traditional
“relational work” are too often dominated by teachers’ one-way communication with parents rather than allowing for a genuine dialogue among them.
Moreover, in these formats, parents also have little chance to interact with one
another and to work together, which, in turn, has hindered their collective
involvement as well as their trust-building in teachers. Previously, the rising
computer-mediated communication (CMC) technologies, such as email, with
their efficiency in disseminating information, were widely adopted to promote
parent–teacher relationship. In the U.S., Laho (2019) found that parents and
teachers were comfortable using digital tools to communicate, and this opened
new opportunities for establishing a strong school community. Juniu (2009)
noted that teachers could employ CMC to complement traditional means in
providing necessary resources to parents and thereby establishing and maintaining a relationship of trust with them.
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In the last several years, parent–teacher relationships have been changed by
the flourishing social media. In China, social media in general, and WeChat
in particular, have been widely used by both teachers and parents in urban
districts. WeChat, which is similar to WhatsApp in Europe, is the dominant
social media application in contemporary China. As a quasi-ubiquitous mobile
application, WeChat has deeply penetrated into educational settings. It affords
establishing connections and maintaining communication among parents and
teachers. There are three build-in functions in WeChat that are particularly important for the development of parent–teacher relationships. First, “WeChat
group” allows users to create group(s) with the maximum size of 500 members and to allow them to exchange messages, photos, videos, and links to
other types of content. In a “WeChat group,” parents and teachers are able to
discuss issues of common concern. Second, “friending” enables users to become “friends” and subsequently to send one-to-one messages to and from
each other. This function is quite suitable for parents and teachers to build up
personal relationships. Third, “Moments,” which is primarily designed for users’ self-presentation, provides opportunities for teachers and parents to share
education-related information to a deliberately handpicked audience. Afforded
by these built-in functions, Chinese parents are likely to meet teachers online
and actively engage themselves in education-related issues. In a sense, WeChat
has become a breeding ground for small, community-based group cohesion
and local mobilization among teachers and parents.
According to Farman, (2013) the interweaving of social media into the
fabric of educational settings has effectively triggered a cultural shift in the
“process of inscribing meaning into our contemporary social and spatial interactions” (p. 1). It is therefore apt for the current author to make a point that
social media like WeChat have extended and reshaped the patterns of interactions so that parent–teacher relationships and the associated trust would be
created, maintained, and developed in a distinct way from that through traditional face-to-face ritual interactions. Such a change afforded by social media
holds the potential for parents’ developing trust towards teachers.

Methodology
In this study, the author took a qualitative approach to examine parents’
experience of trust in teachers. Patulny and Lind (2007) maintained that qualitative fieldwork is quite suitable to investigate the formation of social goods
including trust at a micro level. According to Lewicki et al. (2006), qualitative
methods, and longitudinal qualitative methods in particular, with their focus
on the development of facets and bandwidth in relationship, are more likely to
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allow insights into the transformational process of trust. Moreover, given that
WeChat by nature is a semi-closed platform, the inherent subtle dynamics of
power and exclusion suggests that parents’ experience of trust are likely only
accessible through qualitative approaches.
This study is part of a larger ethnographic project ranging from September
2017 to December 2019 on teacher development in the social media era. The
data analyzed here is drawn from parents of two classes of students in an urban elementary school in Zhaoqing, a city located in southern China. The two
classes were respectively managed by Ms. Juan and Ms. Sun (pseudonyms),
who graduated from normal universities and began their careers in late August
2017. Both of them taught first grade at the time the research project started.
Ms. Sun taught Chinese, and Ms. Juan taught mathematics. The two novice
teachers were selected as the focus in this study mainly because they were facing
more challenges than their older counterparts in earning trust from parents,
and they are also savvy in utilizing WeChat which has become an indispensable
component of their social life. Like many other novice teachers in China, Ms.
Juan and Ms. Sun served as a class teacher who would loop with the children
from first grade to sixth grade at the elementary schools. Soon after they started
to work as class teachers, they each created groups in WeChat to accommodate
parents1 of the students in their respective classes.

Participants
Permission was first obtained from Ms. Juan and Ms. Sun and then from
the principal of their school. After that, the researcher was introduced by Ms.
Juan and Ms. Sun into their respective WeChat groups for parents. Following this, the researcher made an announcement to give the parents a detailed
explanation of the purpose and procedure of the study. Then the researcher
provided the parents a written consent form which was taken home in a sealed
envelope by their children. The consent form clearly addressed participants’
rights, the researcher’s promise to protect their privacy and confidentiality, and
the relevant contact information. Subsequently, 32 parents in Ms. Juan’s class
and 36 parents in Ms. Sun’s class signed the consent form and sent it back to
the researcher. Six parents in total (4 in Ms. Juan’s class, 2 in Ms. Sun’s class)
did not sign due to the fact that these parents were migrant workers who were
inaccessible at that time. Several days later, the researcher attempted to contact
these six migrant parents via WeChat and sent them a digital version of consent
form. They all gave the researcher an oral agreement to take part in the project.
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Procedure
Consistent with an online ethnographical approach (Crichton & Kinash,
2003; Hine, 2000), the researcher drew on the twin methods of observation
and interviews to access the experience of the two cohorts of parents in their
relationship with the teachers in WeChat groups, the key “field sites” of the
present study. Given that ethnography involves a researcher’s extended and experiential participation in a specific context, the researcher at the first phase of
the study maintained constant immersion in the two WeChat groups to collect
the textual and other forms of artifacts, such as links of webpage, pictures, and
the like. Such a long-term immersion increases the likelihood for the researcher to encounter important moments in participants’ online interactions and
to experience revelatory incidents (Yin, 2013). In order to avoid influencing
the participants’ regular interaction in any particular direction, the researcher
deliberately limited his involvement. Most of time, he remained there quietly,
following the discussion threads. Later, the majority of participants had also
permitted the researcher to establish personal connection with them via the
function of “friending,” which thus allowed him to collect their postings on
Moments. On some occasions, the researcher engaged the parents directly by
contacting them personally through one-to-one messaging for explanations of
their actions or speeches in WeChat.
In order to investigate the development of parents’ perceptions on particular topics occurring in the WeChat group and/or the Moments, the researcher
conducted 16 offline interviews individually with 12 parents (see Table 1) via
video chat. The interviews were organized by customized questions which reflected the researcher’s observation of their interaction in WeChat groups and/
or the Moments. During the interviews, the researcher followed guidance provided by Miller and Glassner (1997) to reach parents’ experience through the
practice of listening and encouraging them to share their perspectives as insiders. This enabled the researcher to deepen his understanding of parental
perceptions of and attitudes towards the teachers and to bracket preconceived
or stereotypical notions about “what was going on” in the participants’ minds.
Ethnography relies heavily on researcher reflexivity during the whole process and “the acuity of the researcher-as-instrument” (Sherry, 1991, p. 572) is
the key for a qualified inquiry. Therefore, the researcher kept on recording his
thoughts, perceptions, and feelings by using a notebook during the whole data
collection process, as well as during analysis phase. The field notes also served
to triangulate data gathered from observation and interviews.
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Table 1. Overview of 12 Parents Who Participated Interviews

Parents
from
teacher
Sun’s
class

Parents
from
teacher
Juan’s
class

Parent
(pseudonym)
Tong
Jinlin
Yuchen
Zen
Liutian
Wangjin
Wujun
Tiantian
Meiru
Wenzi
Junjun
Liuyong

Role

Occupation

Level of Education

Mother
Mother
Father
Mother
Mother
Father
Mother
Mother
Mother
Mother
Mother
Mother

Worker
Unemployed
Migrant Worker
Business Owner
Government Servant
Professional
Business Owner
Worker
Migrant Worker
Unemployed
Professional
Government Servant

High School
High School
Junior School
Junior College (2 years)
College Bachelor (4 years)
College Bachelor (4 years)
Junior School
Junior School
High School
Junior College (2 years)
College Bachelor (4 years)
College Bachelor (4 years)

Data Analysis
Based on grounded theory, the researcher followed the procedural guidelines
proposed by Corbin and Strauss (2008) in data analysis. Given that “no single
source of information can be trusted to provide a comprehensive perspective”
(Patton, 1990, p. 244), multiple sources of data—including the records of parents’ posts and utterances in WeChat groups, the transcribed interviews, and
the researcher’s field notes—were integrated into the analysis. By doing so, the
researcher aimed to minimize potential bias, reduce interpretive problems, and
enhance verisimilitude (Lincoln & Denzin, 2003). The postings and utterances from the two WeChat groups were first archived and managed in a Word
data file. Then, the multiple sources of data were skimmed several times by the
researcher to gain a holistic sense. Transcripts were then carefully reviewed with
a focus on instances of parents’ perceptions about their relationship with the
teachers. This process was to gauge the development of parental trust for teachers. Codes were identified based on units of meaning during this stage, then
later collapsed into broad themes (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008). These procedures
facilitated a rigorous analysis process. In addition, the researcher’s prolonged
engagement and familiarity with the specific cultural context enhance his sense
of the data, allowing him to become a storyteller about the development of parental trust for the teachers.
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Findings and Discussion
WeChat was first used by the two teachers as an efficient messaging tool to
deliver information, for instance and among others, announcing the school’s
policy and assigning homework. However, the use of WeChat also inadvertently promoted parents’ educational involvement and consequently led to the
development of their trust in the teachers. In this article, the development of
parental trust afforded by WeChat is presented in the following four forms:
information-based trust, collaboration-based trust, affect-based trust, and liangxin-based trust.

Information-Based Trust
At the beginning phase, the teachers first came to the parents as a stranger
inviting them to be there in WeChat groups. Parents often acted as receptacles
for teachers’ authority and, accordingly, made few or even no responses. Some
parents liked to send out emojis to show their knowing of the information
sent by the teachers. There were no regular conversations, but only a one-way
flow of information from teachers to parents occurring in the two WeChat
groups. When interviewed, Tiantian (note: all parent names used throughout
are pseudonyms) gave her explanation for her silence in the WeChat group:
I would like to talk to her [Ms. Juan]. But I think it is impolite to inquire
something more. A teacher would tell parents what they should know.
It is inappropriate for me to say too much because it might bother her
and trouble her.
Later, however, occasional discussions began occurring, particularly at the
time when the teachers shared issues of common concern with parents, such as
students’ peer bullying, the school’s reform, and the like. Parents learned more
from other group members and attempted to express their own viewpoints.
This was validated by Pang and Watkins’ (2000) study’s finding that parent–
teacher communication mainly depended on the occurrence of problems.
These occasional discussions, however, inadvertently opened up an avenue for
both teachers and parents to get to know one another better, which, as Mazer
et al.’s (2009) study indicated, can lead to the emergence of trust development.
Yet there is one key issue remaining unclear: what kind of information could
be potentially important in parents’ building trust in teachers? From parents’
point of view, teachers’ character or virtue-related information, which is embodied in their relationship with students, is the key for their trustworthiness.
In this regard, Wenzi said when interviewed:
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I got to know a lot about Ms. Juan through WeChat. She would like to
post what she had done in the WeChat group or in her Moments. In my
eyes, she is a responsible and hard-working teacher. Although she is a
novice teacher, I believe she can deal with the challenges in her teaching.
Parents were likely to make their judgment about a teacher in terms of
character, such as benevolence, integrity, diligence, and fulfilling responsibility
rather than competency and richness in teaching experience. This accords with
Chinese culture which grants specific respect to teachers primarily for their virtue (Zhao, 2013). As the two teachers shared more information in WeChat,
whether it was official announcements or issues of common concern, parents
were nudged and invited to become aware of what happened to their children
during school and, along with this, to know more about teachers, especially
their character.
Teachers’ self-disclosure is pivotal for parental trust in the time of crisis. This
was evident in Ms. Sun’s dealing with an incident in which two boys from her
class got bruised because of a fight during the break time. This incident took
place in late October 2017. Ms. Sun posted detailed information and her coping strategies to the WeChat group as well as her Moments. Many parents sent
“like” to Ms. Sun or added comments to express their viewpoints, such as the
following:
The boys are naughty. It is impossible for a teacher to watch them every
moment. You [Ms. Sun] have done your best.
Well done! Ms. Sun! You are quite different from others because you did
not conceal the information.
Through Ms. Sun’s constant self-disclosure, the incident was converted from
a crisis to an opportunity for her to earn trust from parents. This incident made
parents feel concern or worry about their children’s safety in the school. However, as Ms. Sun reported the details of the incident via WeChat, the parents
felt their concern or worry was responded to well, which, in turn, brought positive consequences for their relationship with Ms. Sun. Having been comforted
by Ms. Sun through her self-disclosure, the parents in the WeChat group consequently obtained a sense of “fang xin,” that is, feeling assured.
The impact of teachers’ self-disclosure on parental trust went beyond
parent–teacher relationships on WeChat and spilled over to parent–child relationships at home. Triggered by teachers’ self-disclosure, parents were more
likely to talk with their children, asking them something about their school
lives. They would then post the information provided by their children to
the WeChat groups as feedback for the teachers and/or as a response to concern from other parents. For instance, in December 2017, Ms. Juan initiated
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a pedagogical reform in which she put the name of 10 daily star students on
the blackboard and photographed the list and sent it to the WeChat group
that could be seen by all parents. This triggered many parent–child interactions which were shared and discussed widely by the parents. It is through their
children’s “word of mouth” that the parents obtained a more comprehensive
picture of the teachers, which has consequently promoted the generation and
development of their trust for the teachers.

Collaboration-Based Trust
Since the WeChat groups were created by the two teachers and the parents
were invited to join in, there has been a huge amount of interactions taking place, often presenting in a sporadic form. As suggested by Boyd (2007),
WeChat allows for asynchronous communication, and it also extends the period of existence of any speech acts. The interaction among parents and teachers
on WeChat, albeit seemingly being sporadic, is by no means ephemeral. Instead, it could breed joint understanding and coherent collaboration. For this,
Junjun shared her experience during an interview:
I once complained in WeChat about the bad manners of my children
at home, and this was echoed by some of the other parents. Ms. Juan
appeared and shared some working strategies with us. She made me acknowledge that I was not alone in facing these challenges.
As illustrated in the parent’s words “I was not alone,” the WeChat groups
have allowed for parents to develop a sense of embeddedness, that is, feeling
a subjective link or psychological experience of being the same as others. Josselson (1992) argued: “our embeddedness in a social context limits and gives
meaning to all our other relationships. Embeddedness is the soil in which other
relatedness grows” (pp. 178–179). In this sense, trust given to parents’ relational experience with the teachers could be seen as an effect of embeddedness. Yet,
parents’ sense of embeddedness could be only achieved in and through parents’
engagement in interactions with others, which has been largely facilitated and
promoted by their use of WeChat. In Rosen et al.’s (2011) words: “Communication technologies facilitate the self-organizing of virtual communities into
collectives, allowing voluntary participants to gain a sense of belonging” (p.
985).
Rohe (2004) noted, however, that simply being part of a culture or a community is not necessarily linked to the generation of trust. Rather, it is the
content and extent of the interactions that have an accumulative impact on
trust building. In the present study, as has been noticed, parents were able
to lever the embedded network relationships afforded by WeChat to initiate
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and organize a number of meaningful parent–teacher collaborations. For instance, in January 2019, there was a fantasy online role playing game, Honour
of King, gaining explosive popularity among students in Ms. Sun’s class. She
posted some pictures of a group of students who were absorbedly discussing
the game before and after classes, calling for parents to take some actions to
deal with the issue. Ms. Sun obtained many immediate positive responses from
the parents. Some of them initiated a project to encourage parent–child book
reading after school, and Ms. Sun was invited to be the supervisor. When the
project was under way, the parents were willing to constantly share their experience in the WeChat group which, in turn, made them feel more committed to
the cause of the project and more a part of the online community. At the same
time, they could also receive support and guidance from Ms. Sun and, along
with this, they could also instill their overall trust towards her. Zen expressed
her gratitude to Ms. Sun when interviewed:
Ms. Sun is the key role in our community. She brings us together here in
WeChat. Without her, there would be no cooperation like the parent–
child book reading project among us. I admit that she has done much
more than she was required to as a teacher.
Thanks to WeChat, the majority of parents were able to become aware that
they were embedded within a larger shared context. This has enabled them to
work together as collaborative partners for the benefit of the children. In doing
so, parents could further get to know the teachers’ disposition and character.
As illustrated in the previous excerpt, Ms. Sun was perceived by the parent as a
self-sacrificing teacher who “has done much more than she was required to as a
teacher.” According to Putnam (2000), parents’ trust for teachers in this sense
became “thick” which occurred in the dense network afforded by WeChat.
In addition, as suggested by Putnam and Feldstein (2004), the inherent trust
within a parent–teacher relationship is not the end in and of itself but is instead a type of catalyst for further collaboration and more effective engagement
which creates an array of opportunities for trust accumulation.

Affect-Based Trust
Traditionally, parents in general feel somewhat subordinate to teachers because teachers are regarded as the authority of knowledge and morality (Lasky,
2005). A parent might become close to a teacher and, yet, such a kind of
closeness often has the quality of reverence and admiration, rather than the
symmetric status expectation of friendship. WeChat served as a bridge between
home and school. It also reshaped the relationship intimacy among parents and
teachers. Some theorists such as McEwan (2013) have demonstrated that social
104

SOCIAL MEDIA & PARENTAL TRUST

media could be used as a facilitator for greater relational closeness. According
to O’Sullivan et al., (2004) the various built-in functions in WeChat has effectively increased its inherent mediated immediacy: “the communicative cues…
that can shape perceptions of psychological closeness between interactants” (p.
471). As has been noticed, the constant interactions in WeChat have fostered
an emergent sentiment of “we-ness” among parents and teachers, which consequently allowed for the development of inherent affective ties. In this regard,
a migrant worker, Yuchen, and a business owner, Wujun, shared their experiences as follows:
Yuchen: I would like to meet her [Ms. Sun] individually on WeChat to
discuss about educating my children. She is always there together with
us and is kind and patient to respond to my concerns.
Wujun: She [Ms. Juan] is approachable and easygoing, just like my
neighbour girl, but not a remote, inaccessible authority.
As illustrated in the two excerpts, parents in the present study have been greatly empowered by their usage of WeChat which has enabled them to befriend
teachers so that the teachers could be analogically perceived as the girls living next door. The use of WeChat has effectively reduced the power imbalance, thereby opening up a space for the development of affective closeness in
parent–teacher relationship.
The parents’ friendship with teachers might be coupled with instrumental concerns for maximizing the benefit of their own children. Yet, blending
affective closeness with instrumental relationship has effectively deepened
parental trust for teachers. Afforded by WeChat, some parents could easily
invite teachers to their spontaneous education events, such as the aforementioned parent–child reading project. Several parents even took the further step
of inviting the teachers to join in their close guanxi circle (tightly bound social network). For instance, in October 2018, Ms. Sun updated a text post in
Moments, jokingly saying that several parents had enthusiastically introduced
their relatives or friends to be her boyfriends and this, albeit being funny for
her, made her feel that she was cared for by the parents.
It appears that such a form of affect-based trust could be accomplished
at expense of teacher’s work–life balance. This might be unacceptable in the
mainstream Western culture where teachers’ professionalism is often defined
with a stress that teachers should distance themselves from parents for the sake
of professional integrity (Hargreaves & Goodson, 1996). Yet, in Chinese parents’ view, the notion of teachers is understood in a holistic sense of the person,
and teachers’ trustworthiness is primarily a matter of character or virtue. A person’s character or virtue is largely embodied in his or her relationship or guanxi
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with others. Therefore, it is acceptable for parents to establish affective bonds
with teachers, without regarding the teachers’ professional–private dichotomies, and, along with this, to place an extremely high level of trust in teachers.

Liangxin-Based Trust
In and through constant collaboration via WeChat, parents increasingly
played an active role in the educational process. They generated a huge amount
of online content over time, which, in a sense, has brought a powerful digital
environment into being. WeChat is no longer simply a messaging channel, but
rather can be seen as a thriving space for the emergence of shared values and
mutual understanding on education. Such an online environment has, at least
temporarily, gained attention and cultivated awareness and commitment from
parents. Being embedded in such an environment, parents have the opportunities to learn more about education and the role of the teacher, which, in turn,
enabled them to obtain a more comprehensive delineation of role expectations
and obligations by the teachers as well as by themselves. They also became
more reflective in their relation with the teachers which made it possible for
them to cultivate an appreciative attitude towards teacher. In this regard, Liuyong, a government servant, shared her experience:
I am not a bystander anymore. As I worked with the teacher in educating
my child, I got to know that to be a teacher is not an easy job. I tried to
step into the shoes of Ms. Juan. I could imagine what I might act like in
her particular situation.
In December 2018, there was a text post updated in Jinlin’s Moments to
show her empathetic understanding of teachers:
A teacher is the person who shares no blood link with your kids but is
willing to care for their progress. She always treats your kids in a positive way and pays every effort to help them reach their potential. She
is always ready to dedicate herself for the benefit of all the kids in the
classroom, without complaint or regrets.
To be reflective connoted the meaning that parents were exercising their own
liangxin (conscience), which is defined in Chinese culture as an inner knowledge that gives people awareness and guidance in order to distinguish between
right and wrong (Taylor, 2009). Liuyong’s experience and Jinlin’s text post
(each mentioned above) illustrate that parents have undergone a constant process of learning which, albeit being informal and casual, occurred as a result of
interconnections afforded by WeChat and, at the same time, represented their
endeavor to live by liangxin.
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In China, trust is firstly understood in the terrain of morality, which suggests that parental trust is an integrative element of their own virtue. To trust
a teacher is a kind of “right” moral choice. In this sense, parental trust can be
aptly perceived as a cultural norm. This might be partly due to the fact that
teachers are traditionally ascribed with particularly high status, signalling that
they deserve to receive unconditional trust from parents. Yet, in the present
study, such a cultural norm has been established mainly in and through the
constant interactions via WeChat. With the development of mutual understanding, collaborative participation, and affective closeness among parents
and teachers, their co-constructed virtual community has evolved into a smallscale, family-like network which provided not only a reservoir of resources but
also feelings of belonging and worth. Trust is the crucial principle to coordinate expectations and interaction in its members’ coping with the uncertainty
inherent to the educational process.
There were some cases in which the two teachers were in a crisis of credibility. For instance, one parent once proposed that Ms. Juan should increase the
task difficulty in students’ math assignments, while Ms. Juan held a different
view and refused to follow the parent’s suggestion. The parent then reported
this issue to the principal who later forced Ms. Juan to meet the parent’s need.
Ms. Juan felt sad that her teaching had been intervened upon and shared her
viewpoints in the WeChat group. She was soon echoed by many parents, and
the majority expressed their support for her in the WeChat group.
Wangjin: In my mind, what Ms. Juan has done is correct. It is impossible for her to make every parent satisfied. It is such a big family here on
WeChat.
Liuyong: This is not to say, however, Ms. Juan is perfect. She is still a
novice teacher. It is no good to complain about her teaching style. The
teacher needs to grow up, so do we as the parents. We should be more
reasonable and fair.
Parental trust here is akin to a type of family ethics (Liang, 2013), carrying
a meaning of social norm that determines which action is in the best interest
of the community. As illustrated in the words “the teacher needs to grow up,
so do we as the parents,” the teacher’s welfare is not merely her own business,
but rather a part of collective duty. Parental trust embodied their commitment, entailing them to engage in effective and constructive communication
in times of conflict. Seen in this light, trust is a way through which parents
were able to help the teacher move on and, ultimately, benefit their children
as well as themselves. It is in this sense that trust can be viewed as a kind
of “social glue” (Fukuyama, 1995), binding the parent–teacher community
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online. The parents’ responses here reflect that a regime of trust has been consequently fostered and sustained in and through WeChat. Such a regime of
trust continuously worked on parents and served to sustain the development
of parent–teacher relationships.

Concluding Remarks
This ethnographic case study illustrated the dynamic development of parental trust in teachers in the specific context of WeChat. Essentially, it derived
from parents’ access to information shared by teachers online, unfolded across
constant collaboration and coordination, and increased with the formation
of close affective bonds among parents and teachers. Accordingly, parental
trust undergoes the following three forms: information-based trust, collaboration-based trust, and affect-based trust. These findings are, to some extent,
in accordance with that of some previous studies (see, e.g., Holmes & Rempel, 1989; Lewicki & Bunker, 1995, 1996) regarding trust development as
somewhat a stagewise process and a positive, accumulative outcome of prior
experiences. Yet, this is not to say there are clear-cut conceptual boundaries
among these three forms of trust. Instead, the three forms of trust are always
intertwined with one another and develop in a complementary way. In this
process, WeChat served not merely as a platform that was more favorable than
traditional means for the development of parental trust in teachers. Rather, it
has effectively extended a communication logic that has the power to drive social action of both parents and teachers, including self-disclosure, collaborative
cooperation, and the associated affective bonding.
More interestingly, the present study also indicates that parental trust development is not merely based on their rational calculation of gain and loss,
which is widely perceived as the underlying mechanism of trust development
in mainstream organizational literature (Luhmann, 2000; Misztal, 2013), but
it depended more upon the formation of their liangxin (conscience) in regard
to the trusted teachers through their practice of reflexive judgment (Green,
2001). The use of WeChat is particularly conducive to such a kind of “reflexive judgment.” The digital environment in WeChat, which presents as a
semi-closed online parent–teacher community, constantly distributes awareness and knowledge about teaching as well as teachers. This has effectively
provided parents rich clues to learn to be a parent, a parent who should be a
supporter, a partner, and also trusting in their relationship with teachers. In
addition, more importantly, such an online community transformed itself into
to a small-scale, family-like network in which parental trust in a sense became
a type of common ethical principle that coordinated their activities to obtain
the shared goals in educational process.
108

SOCIAL MEDIA & PARENTAL TRUST

Although this study is based on WeChat, a semi-closed social media platform, and conducted in the specific cultural context of China, its findings well
demonstrate that social media like WeChat are no longer mere platforms for
circulating information. Rather, social media have turned out to be a critical
agent in parents’ relationship with teachers that facilitates their meaning-making process as well as their experience of building trust towards teachers.
This is an exploratory study on the potential through social media for parental trust in teachers. It has also informed relevant stakeholders in the education
system of the power of teachers using social media in their relational work with
parents. Social media have widened the channel for teachers to establish and
maintain relationships with parents, and the mediated parent–teacher connection has opened up new possibilities for the development and maintenance
of inherent trust. Yet, the development and accumulation of parental trust
is largely based on constant and regular interactions which require teachers
to inject affective concerns or friendship. This implies the potential risks for
teachers’ work–life balance and, in particular, their professionalism. Questions
associated with the potential risks should be addressed in future studies.

Endnote

Typically, it is the mothers, not the fathers, in the teachers’ contacts. In this sense, parent–
teacher relationships in this article can be remarkably equivalent with mother–teacher relations.
For the sake of convenience, we still use the traditional term parent–teacher relationships.
1
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“We’re Kind of Forgotten”: An Initial Investigation
of Appalachian School Counselors’ Lived
Experiences Responding to the Opioid Crisis
Rawn Boulden and Candice Brown
Abstract
This study explored Appalachian school counselors’ experiences responding
to the ongoing opioid epidemic within their respective school communities,
an underexplored topic in educational and school counseling research. In response to this gap, we utilized a transcendental phenomenological approach to
explore the lived experiences of five school counselors working in communities within the Appalachia region of the United States. Three themes emerged
through the individual interviews: contextual factors, school counselor impact,
and preparedness. Overall, the study is a critical first step in better understanding school counselors’ positioning in school communities adversely impacted
by the opioid epidemic. Moreover, these findings support the need for school
counselor and school community training centered on opioid use, trauma,
trauma-informed schooling, and addiction. Additional implications are offered, along with limitations and areas for future research.
Key Words: opioid crisis, Appalachia, school counseling, trauma, counselor
preparation, students, addiction, grandparents, families

Introduction
The ongoing opioid epidemic is a tremendous national concern (U.S. Department of Health & Human Services, 2017). Throughout the past two
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decades, this national crisis has disproportionately impacted the Appalachia
region of the country (Buchanich et al., 2016; Rossen et al., 2014; Rudd et al.,
2016). Several contextual factors have contributed to opioid misuse in Appalachia, including poverty and economic downturn (Mair et al., 2018; Pear et
al., 2019), high prevalence of chronic pain (Marshall et al., 2017), unaddressed
mental health needs (Melin et al., 2017; Rigg & Murphy, 2013), strategic
marketing by pharmaceutical companies (Manchikanti et al., 2012; Quinones,
2015), and lack of awareness regarding opioid misuse risk factors (Kolodny et
al., 2015; Kanouse & Compton, 2015). Resultantly, deaths due to opioid misuse and drug overdose are often much higher in Appalachia than the rest of the
United States (Center for Disease Control and Prevention, n.d.; Meit et al.,
2017; Rudd et al., 2016).
While Appalachia-specific research is relatively scant, there is growing evidence that the COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated longstanding challenges
hindering many rural communities (Tyndall, 2020). For example, Mueller and
colleagues (2021) found that the pandemic caused increased unemployment
rates, poorer mental health, and lower life satisfaction among rural residents.
Similarly, Gazmararian and colleagues (2021) found students of color to be
more at risk of experiencing mental health issues among a sample of 751 high
school students in Georgia. Next, Stack and colleagues’ (2021) study examined how the pandemic impacted substance use and mental health challenges
among a sample of 36 individuals residing in rural locales who use drugs. Their
study found that these individuals (a) felt increasingly suicidal and lonely,
and (b) indicated increased use of illegal substances, such as heroin. Inadequate access to qualified mental health providers, a critical issue in many rural
communities predating the pandemic, likely only worsened these feelings of
isolation and hopelessness (Boulden et al., 2022a; de Voursney et al., 2021).
Indeed, the pandemic has truly compounded many established challenges, and
an increasing body of literature suggests that it may have even worsened the
opioid crisis (McGranahan & Parker, 2021).
This systemic issue also impacts children residing in Appalachia. For example, Bullinger and Wing (2019) found that the rate of children living with an
adult with an opioid use disorder has increased exponentially over the past two
decades. Moreover, some children are born with neonatal abstinence syndrome,
possibly leading to various medical complications. Many factors, along with
abuse and neglect, often leads to children being removed from their homes and
placed into the custody of alternative caregivers, such as grandparents (Hayslip et al., 2019; Radel et al., 2018). Longstanding issues disproportionately
hampering Appalachia—including intergenerational poverty (Vance et al.,
2012), parental addiction (Collins et al., 2011), trauma, and additional adverse
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childhood experiences (Child Trends, 2014; Felitti et al., 1998)—often negatively impact children’s ability to learn, develop positive peer relationships, and
regulate their emotions at school, placing them at increased risk of dropping
out of high school and poorer postsecondary outcomes (Barnett et al., 2019;
Blaustein & Kinniburgh, 2018; Morrow & Villodas, 2018; Perez et al., 2018;
van der Kolk, 2014). Additionally, compared to the rest of the nation, children
in Central Appalachia (Kentucky and Tennessee) are less likely to complete
high school (Johnson et al., 2014). Furthermore, those who do graduate high
school are more likely to be required to complete remedial classes (Ohio Children’s Defense Fund, 2018).
Considering trauma’s potential impact on children’s wellbeing, success, motivation, and achievement, school counselors are critical linchpins in nurturing
trauma-sensitive school environments (American School Counselor Association, 2016; Cole et al., 2013; Martinez et al., 2020). Cole and colleagues
(2013) developed a multitiered systems of support framework to developing
a trauma-sensitive comprehensive school counseling program. Tiered interventions included trauma-informed training for all school staff (tier 1), small
group instruction for students needing more targeted support (tier 2), and
referral to outside agencies better equipped to provide long-term intensive support (tier 3). The American School Counselor Association’s (2019) national
model contains guidelines consistent with trauma-informed counseling. Directly, school counselors can provide individual and small group counseling,
along with classroom instruction and crisis intervention (American School
Counselor Association, 2019). Moreover, given their training in collaboration
and consultation, they can work with school staff (e.g., teachers, caregivers,
administrators) to better understand students’ needs, thus informing possible
school-based interventions. Lastly, they are well positioned to advocate across
ecological systems for policies and procedures consistent with trauma-informed
practices (Shields et al., 2018; Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services
Administration, 2014). While this list is certainly not exhaustive, the extant
research affirms school counselors’ positioning as helpers, advocates, leaders,
collaborators, and change agents in addressing childhood trauma, described by
van der Kolk (2014) as “the hidden epidemic” (p. 151).

Purpose
Appalachia has been particularly impacted by the opioid epidemic, as evidenced by opioid-related death and opioid-misuse rates far exceeding the rest
of the nation (Appalachian Regional Commission, 2019). Moreover, systemic
inequities such as poor healthcare, lack of funding, mental health access, and
poverty only compound the challenges faced by many individuals residing in
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Appalachia and rural locales (Boulden et al., 2022b). As the country becomes
more aware of the epidemic and its impact on children, primary and secondary schools are tasked with addressing students’ academic, career, and social/
emotional needs while simultaneously engendering school environments that
are sensitive to the epidemic’s impact on student behavior, motivation, mental health, academic achievement, and postsecondary outcomes (Kumar et al.,
2013).
A thorough exploration of the extant literature yielded one peer-reviewed,
scholarly conceptual article (i.e., Paolini, 2020) exploring key school counselor
roles related to opioid misuse. Furthermore, despite school counselors’ capacity
to support students experiencing trauma (American School Counselor Association, 2016), to the researchers’ knowledge, no empirical literature highlights
Appalachian school counselors’ (i.e., school counselors working in the Appalachia region of the U.S.) unique school-based roles in responding to the opioid
epidemic, specifically. While recent scholarship highlighting licensed mental
health providers’ capacity to support individuals impacted by opioid misuse is
aplenty (e.g., Moody et al., 2017; Morgan et al., 2020; Thomas & Brossoie,
2019), many recommendations do not translate neatly into school counselors’
scope and positioning within schools. School counselors play a pivotal role in
promoting holistic student success; however, Appalachian school counselors’
voices and stories are notably absent from the current literature.
Considering these gaps, using a transcendental phenomenological approach
(described below), we examined the lived experiences of Appalachian school
counselors (N = 5) working in communities adversely affected by the ongoing
opioid epidemic, offering a unique lens from which to understand its impact
on school communities. Accordingly, the study’s primary question was, “What
are the lived experiences of Appalachian school counselors working in communities afflicted by the opioid epidemic?” Tapping into this underexplored topic
could promote continued scholarly inquiry while offering concrete, meaningful recommendations geared specifically toward Appalachian school counselors
and school communities.
In this article, we will next provide an overview of the study’s methodology.
Following, we share the study’s key findings, and then we unpack them within the context of the extant school counseling, K–12, and education-related
literature. Afterward, we explore study limitations. Next we offer implications
for school counselors working in Appalachia, school communities afflicted by
the opioid epidemic, and counselor education programs preparing graduate
students to work in these school communities, followed by potential areas for
future inquiry.
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Method
Phenomenological research generally seeks to explore individuals’ lived experiences and how they make meaning out of shared experiences (Creswell &
Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2015), investigating commonalities among
participants who have experienced a phenomenon. The researchers employed a
transcendental phenomenological approach, which focuses on the description
of participants’ experiences, to better understand Appalachia school counselors’ lived experiences responding to the opioid crisis (Creswell & Poth, 2018;
Moustakas, 1994). Transcendental phenomenology is highly applicable to the
present study, given its attention to participants’ (i.e., school counselors working in the Appalachia region of the U.S.) lived experience (i.e., responding to
the opioid crisis in their respective school communities) while simultaneously
acknowledging and bracketing judgements that could impede the researchers’ objectivity (Hays & Singh, 2012). Lastly, the researchers utilized a social
constructivist framework, recognizing and honoring the subjective nature of
participants’ lived experiences (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Flynn & Korcuska,
2018; Hays & Singh, 2012).

Reflexivity Statement
Reflexivity is a hallmark of phenomenological research (Fontana, 2004).
Accordingly, a reflexivity statement is provided, sharing our positionality and
backgrounds. The primary researcher is a Black, male counselor educator at
a university situated within the Appalachia region. He earned a master’s degree in school counseling and a doctoral degree in counselor education and
supervision; he is influenced by his prior experience as a school counselor in
middle schools in urban and rural settings. His lack of professional experience
in Appalachian schools likely limited his ability to empathize with participants’
experiences. Conversely, this inexperience could have promoted greater neutrality regarding data collection and analysis. The second author earned her
bachelor’s degree in sports psychology and is a graduate student in a counseling
master’s program situated in Appalachia. She identifies as a White, cisgender
female of European descent and is influenced by both her Appalachian heritage
and having attended elementary school, middle school, high school, college,
and graduate school within Appalachia. Her lived experiences as a lifelong
Appalachia resident and strong professional and personal Appalachian identity could have informed her ability to neutrally collect and analyze data. The
researchers regularly met to discuss thoughts and reactions and to challenge
possible biases that could impact the study, thus strengthening the data analysis (Hays & Singh, 2012).
117

SCHOOL COMMUNITY JOURNAL

Participants
Five to 25 participants is a recommended sample size for phenomenological
research (Polkinghorne, 1989), although Creswell and Poth (2018) assert that
3–15 individuals is an acceptable sample size. The present study included five
school counselors working in communities located in Appalachia impacted by
the opioid crisis. Three identified as White females, one identified as a White
male, and one identified as a Black woman. Regarding location, four different states were represented. Three participants worked in elementary school
settings, whereas two worked in secondary settings. Four obtained a master’s
degree; one obtained a doctoral degree. Participants’ years of school counseling
experience ranged from 3–13 years. Lastly, school sizes ranged from 280–800
students.

Data Collection Procedures
After obtaining university-level human subjects research approval, the
primary researcher made initial contact with all participants through email;
specifically, the researcher identified school districts located within the Appalachian Regional Commission’s (n.d.) definition of “Appalachia” and then sent
email invitations to elementary, middle, and high school counselors working in
those communities. The email contained a brief study synopsis along with an
attachment containing proof of human subjects research approval. There were
two eligibility requirements. First, participants had to be currently employed as
a school counselor in a public school nestled within the Appalachia region of
the U.S. Lastly, participants had to work in an Appalachia-based public school
located in a municipality adversely impacted by the opioid crisis.
Data collection occurred solely through semistructured individual interviews. The semistructured nature was beneficial as it allowed for greater
flexibility and rich opportunities to understand participants’ lived experiences
(Hays & Singh, 2012). In fact, several school counseling-related phenomenological studies have incorporated semistructured interviews (e.g., Grimes et al.,
2013; Williams et al., 2016). The five individual interviews occurred virtually
through the primary researcher’s university’s authenticated web conferencing
software. Interviews lasted approximately one hour, as recommended by prior researchers (e.g., Patton, 2015) and occurred during May and June 2021.
In developing the interview questions, the research team conducted a thorough review of the extant literature in both school counseling and educational
research. Sample interview questions included: “How has the opioid crisis impacted your school community?” and “How prepared did you feel to work
in a school community impacted by the opioid crisis?” All interviews were
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conducted by the primary researcher; following each interview, the primary
researcher transcribed each interview, removed identifying information (e.g.,
names, school district), and dispatched them to each interviewee for member
checking. No changes were requested.

Data Analysis
To analyze the data, the researchers followed Creswell and Poth’s (2018)
recommendations for transcendental phenomenology. Following successful
member checking, the researchers independently reviewed the transcripts to
become more familiar with the data; following, they regularly met to discuss
the transcripts, along with reactions, thoughts, and possible biases. Next, the
researchers independently reviewed the transcripts again, this time identifying
prominent statements, a process Moustakas (1994) referred to as horizontalization. Following horizontalization, the statements were coded to identify
overarching themes and patterns that illustrate the essence of the participants’
lived experiences. Following independent coding, the researchers met to discuss thoughts and reactions and to come to a consensus regarding themes and
subthemes. This iterative process yielded three themes and 10 subthemes, to be
elucidated later in the article.

Trustworthiness Strategies
Several measures were taken to increase the study’s trustworthiness, as is
common in counseling research (Flynn & Korcuska, 2018; Hays & Singh,
2012). Firstly, the researchers regularly discussed thoughts and assumptions
pertaining to the study. Next, reflexive journaling was employed, further exploring biases and preconceived notions. Moreover, member checking was
employed; specifically, interviewees were sent deidentified interview transcripts
and were asked to notify the primary researcher of any discrepancies or amendments; out of the five interviewees, none requested transcript revisions.

Findings
When exploring Appalachia school counselors’ experiences responding to
the opioid crisis, we identified three overarching themes: contextual factors,
school counselor impact, and preparedness. Each theme contains two to four
subthemes. These themes and subthemes are described below.

Theme 1: Contextual Factors
All school counselors in the present study offered insight into factors that inform their response to the opioid crisis within the school context. These factors
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are disaggregated into four subthemes: (a) Appalachia, (b) Appalachia and the
opioid epidemic, (c) school community impact, and (d) student impact.
Appalachia
School counselors highlighted the strengths and challenges related to the
broader Appalachian community in which their schools were located. Namely,
one school counselor expressed the following:
I’ve seen our closeness of communities…so there is a camaraderie, a
tightness of community. Even though there may be [fewer resources],
there’s what I would call “social capital” there, meaning that community
members do all they can to support each other, find resources, pull together, [and] rally around each other. Just because there are financial resources that are lacking doesn’t mean that there are not social resources.
Contrastingly, despite the strengths expressed by school counselors, some also
conveyed challenges and barriers impacting the community in which they
work, perhaps exacerbated by the opioid epidemic. Specifically:
[When I think of Appalachia], I think of underserved, isolated, and
unique, and I think of home and family. But, in our area, I think the
biggest thing is just “isolation,” that’s the word that sticks out most to
me. I feel like my students and their families just feel like we’re in a different world, and we don’t have resources.
Appalachia and the Opioid Epidemic
School counselors described how the opioid epidemic has negatively impacted the Appalachia region in which they work. As expressed by one school
counselor:
I see [my community] worsening in the fact that you hear of more overdoses and more drug use in the area. I see crime going up, unfortunately,
as well as overdoses increasing. I think [that] just about every person in
the school has been affected by it, by losing someone that they’ve known.
Another school counselor offered their perspective:
The influx [of opioids] in the community, it’s affected children; it’s affected family systems; it’s affected educators working with those children
in those settings. It’s affected faith and religious-based communities. I
think with the Appalachian community, there was a sense of denial, for
a long time…like “no, not our community, not our kids,” that kind of
thing, until you just can’t deny it.
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School Community Impact
Many school counselors shared ways in which their school communities
(including faculty and staff) have been impacted by the ongoing epidemic occurring in their region. As expressed by one school counselor:
For teachers and educators…there’s frustration, and, even with the
school counselors and principals, there’s frustration, too, because we’re
trying to teach educators that, if this kid is struggling, they’re not going to learn, and teachers are struggling and frustrated because they just
want to teach.
Conversely, other school counselors extolled teachers’ prioritization of students’ mental health needs that may be exacerbated by the opioid epidemic:
“It’s a type of community that if a child needs something, they’re going to get
it, no matter what; the teachers are very aware of students’ mental health needs,
as well.”
Many school counselors highlighted how the opioid epidemic has impacted
school—family dynamics, such as the propensity for students not to live with
their biological parents. As expressed by one school counselor:
[In my school community], at least 60% of my students are raised by
their grandparents. I’ve even had grandparents say, “I want to go back to
being the grandparent rather than the parent,” but unfortunately, they
say they can’t until their child has gone through rehab and has gotten off
drugs and taking care of themselves first.
Another school counselor in a different state had similar experiences in their
school:
[In my elementary school], we have about almost 300 students, and
most of them, over half of them, live with grandparents, great-grandparents, aunts, or foster care or adoptive parents, because of the drug issues.
[There] just aren’t that many [students] that have a two-parent home.
School counselors also described schoolwide programmatic efforts implemented in response to the opioid epidemic’s layered impact. For example:
We actually have the Too Good for Drugs Program that we offer our students at school, [and I think] it’s top-notch. The kids can relate to it, and
it’s research-based, as well. That’s my go-to program that I’ll make sure
that we offer our students each and every year…it has drug education
and programs about saying no to drugs and different peer pressure refusal skills, as well.
Lastly, some school counselors highlighted methods schools employ to
meet basic student needs. For example, “we’ve sent extra food home with kids
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because we know they don’t have food when they get home. We feed them free
breakfast and lunch at school, and sometimes will try to send them something
separate, too, so basic needs are met.”
Student Impact
School counselors shared how the opioid epidemic has impacted students’
motivation, behavior, and mental health. One school counselor stated, “I think
it’s trauma; I think the kids have suffered through the opioid epidemic with
their parents. We see a direct impact through their behavior.” Another school
counselor shared that “some [students] suffer from mental illness. And their
symptoms are almost always exacerbated by their substance use.”

Theme 2: School Counselor Impact
The school counselors described how the opioid epidemic has directly and
indirectly informed their role and wellness. Several subthemes emerged, including (a) awareness, (b) direct and indirect services, (c) addressing basic
needs, and (d) personal wellness.
Awareness
School counselors highlighted their hypervigilance with respect to opioid
use. For example, “I think it just always has to be in the forefront of your mind
that ‘hey, this could be an underlying issue with the student.’” Another school
counselor discussed how the ongoing opioid epidemic has shaped their perspective on potential student misbehavior root causes:
It’s the first thing that comes to mind, honestly. Whenever a student is
acting out or not doing so well in school, the drugs is where my mind
goes to, immediately. A lot of my students live in homes and neighborhoods where drug use is quite commonplace. So, I understand that there
are often environmental factors out of my students’ control that impact
and inform their behavior and motivation. I am keenly aware of this, and
I try to convey this awareness to our teachers and administrators, too.
Direct and Indirect Services
School counselors shared how the epidemic has shaped the provision of
direct services. Many discussed intentionally teaching substance use prevention-related topics during classroom instruction. As shared by one school
counselor, “I deliver classroom lessons [regarding] not taking medicines that
you found lying around [the house] and that kind of thing. I do that for everybody from kindergarten up to fourth grade. [My school is] small enough that
I can tailor whatever I need to do.”
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Another school counselor described how they delivered individual counseling to students impacted by the opioid epidemic:
I might get information that a student’s parents have lost custody due
to addiction, and then [their] grandparent or foster care guardian shows
up in my office and kind of [walks] me through a brief history of what’s
going on. After that, I just meet with the student and just hear them out,
listen to their concerns, and just allow them the space to divulge as much
as they want. [I just] normalize it for them, saying, “everybody has struggles, but you can get through it; we can talk about it; we can be open.”
Another school counselor described how they provided consultation to
teachers regarding signs of opioid misuse at home: “I make the teachers aware
of things to look for. We have had a kid open a backpack and some drugs fall
out. They weren’t supposed to be in there, but there they were, and so I just had
to educate them, and I’ll stay aware of what to look for.” Another school counselor offered similar remarks: “I’ve done a little training with my coworkers
about, if I’m not here, you must report this…we’re all mandated reporters…if
[they] see this, if this is said to [them], they know what to do.”
Another school counselor described their involvement in multidisciplinary
teams to address students’ pressing needs:
I [meet] with a team of teachers, myself, parents, the social worker, our
principal, the nurse, and we’re meeting and saying, “What are the student’s challenges?” “What kind of things can we do better?” In that process, we’ll find out something that we might not have known, and that
might be a time where the guardian discloses that their mom is struggling with addiction, and as a result, she’s been on the street for three
years, and this is her third child [that they have] taken custody of; so,
[the information] comes out in a lot of ways.
Addressing Basic Needs
A few school counselors highlighted ways they advocate to address student
basic needs, beyond implemented schoolwide initiatives. A school counselor
describes their efforts:
I recall having a conversation with our superintendent and talking to her
about the need…there were about eight families whose parents I knew
were actively using. And I thought, “maybe if there would be any way
we could do it…an additional care package of just weekend food or just
something to kind of give those two kiddos in one specific household
an outlet to know that they had food.” So, we did put together an additional bundle of food that went to six or seven different families and
households [that needed it].
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Others described instances in which they used their own personal finances
to support students’ basic needs:
Throughout my years as a school counselor working at [school name],
I’ve bought dozens of pairs of shoes for kids. I keep some in my office, the
nurse keeps some in her office...I spent a lot of money on shoes because
it’s such as important basic need that I have found is often overlooked. I
do not enjoy using my personal money, but I consider it a labor of love.
Personal Wellness
School counselors described how working in a school nestled within a community impacted by the opioid epidemic has impacted their personal wellness.
For example, “I do a lot of self-care because you just have to; I make sure I do
stuff for me. Because, if not, then I’m not going to be strong enough to deal
with what I see every day.” Another school counselor discussed their personal
wellness:
I do have some sleepless nights…sleep is my favorite thing, though, so
I don’t want to miss that. I use essential oils and that typically helps me
go right off to sleep, but I do have sleepless nights where I just can’t stop
thinking about something that has happened or that I’ve heard or whatever, but I try not to do that very often.
Despite the epidemic’s impact, school counselors reported moments that
instilled hope and belief in their effectiveness. As one school counselor expressed:
It’s rewarding to hear success stories of students that have gone on to college and have gotten scholarships and who have become successful and
said no to drugs…whenever a parent comes back to you, whether they’re
in the sixth, seventh, eighth grade, and beyond, and you’re still getting
that positive feedback of what a difference I made in their child’s life.

Theme 3: Preparedness
The school counselors discussed the extent to which school community
members were prepared to educate within a community adversely impacted by
the opioid epidemic. The subthemes are (a) school counselor preparedness, and
(b) school staff preparedness.
School Counselor Preparedness
Some school counselors, particularly those with relevant experience predating
their employment as school counselors, reported a high degree of preparedness
to work in a community impacted by the opioid epidemic. For example:
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I think I’m very fortunate because I did [child protective services] and
foster care for 12 years. I feel very prepared, because I’ve been in those
homes, I’ve been in the middle of the drug raid days with the police, I’ve
seen where these kids live, and I feel very prepared and knowledgeable
about it.
Another school counselor with prior professional mental health experience remarked similarly:
I definitely think the mental health training has helped the kids feel
heard…[many students tell me that] “we feel like you’re hearing what
we need,” and so it’s cool to know that they see me in that light and that
I have the training to put that sort of lens on and be able to just really
hone in on that conversation.
School counselors also discussed the efficacy of the training received in their
school counseling graduate programs. For example, “I learned something in
grad school about addictions and opioids and how that [affects people], but I
don’t think anything prepares you for [when] you experience it in person with
a parent possibly coming to the school high…like, you don’t get that in graduate school.”
A different school counselor offered positive comments regarding their
graduate program:
[When I graduated], it [the opioid epidemic] wasn’t as bad, but at the
same time, I felt 100% prepared, because we focused on not only individual counseling and large group counseling, but also small group. They
also let us know that data was key…let data drive your program.
However, this sense of preparedness was not reflected by all participants. As
one noted, “my graduate level classes really didn’t touch on that very much. It
helped me with things like classroom management, classroom behaviors, that
kind of stuff, but there wasn’t that much that was directed toward the drug
crisis that we have.”
Lastly, another school counselor commented on the need for advanced
training catered toward school counselors and not retrofitted to somewhat
align within the school context:
If you go to counseling seminars about addiction, it’s not [geared toward
school counselors]. I wish there was something specific for school counselors about how they work with students for either accepting that there’s
someone in their family that has an addiction or working with students,
specifically as a school counselor, not like a clinical mental health therapist working with an adolescent that has an addiction, but as school
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counselor working with a student who has an addiction. Because, right
now, I think it’s a lot of guessing and just using other contexts to put it
in our world, if that makes sense.
School Staff Preparedness
School counselors frequently opined about the lack of quality training for
school staff (e.g., teachers, administrators) centered on opioid use and addiction. One school counselor reported: “Many of our teachers are very sheltered,
and they just don’t know signs or understand why some things are the way
they are and why some parents are the way they are.” Another school counselor discussed the benefit of increased school staff training: “I think having
the [counseling] training makes me see nurses, athletic directors, and school
resource officers that are funded through the sheriff’s department…I realized
what additional training for them could look like, ultimately affecting our kids
in a positive way.”

Discussion
The present study addresses a critical gap in the literature, shedding light on
the school counselors’ experiences responding to the ongoing opioid epidemic in Appalachia. We identified three main themes: contextual factors, school
counselor impact, and preparedness.

Contextual Factors
The first theme, contextual factors, largely aligns with existing literature
(e.g., Denham, 2016; Diddle & Denham, 2010; Dolbin-MacNab & O’Connell, 2021; Elder & Robinson, 2018; Meit et al., 2017; Staton et al., 2018).
Participants described positive and negative aspects of their respective Appalachian communities, such as a “stripping of heritage” due to the epidemic as
well as community pride, consistent with prior research. Some school communities had an elevated degree of understanding regarding the opioid epidemic’s
impact on students; however, this heightened awareness was not universally
reported among all five school counselors’ school communities. Additionally,
school counselors’ assertions regarding the epidemic’s impact on students (e.g.,
mental health, motivation, behavior) is in lockstep with much of the existing
research (e.g., Ford et al., 2020; Porche et al., 2016; Taplin et al., 2014). School
counselors suggested that students’ mental health challenges, amotivation, and
maladaptive behaviors are all derived from traumatic experiences. This notion
aligns with Felitti and colleagues’ (1998) seminal study introducing Adverse
Childhood Experiences (i.e., ACEs) and their impact on youth and adults.
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This also aligns with Herranz et al.’s (2014) finding regarding the relationship
between family opioid misuse, student trauma, and student impairment. It
appears that adopting a “trauma-first” approach (i.e., addressing students’ underlying trauma first) could support addressing secondary student concerns.

School Counselor Impact
The second theme, school counselor impact, highlighted the degree to
which working within a school community impacted by the opioid epidemic informed school counselors’ role and wellness. Despite the dearth of school
counseling literature on this, many findings are consistent with educational
literature regarding teachers’ role and wellness. For example, Welby’s (2019)
study revealed that teachers often use their own money to address students’
basic needs, like many school counselors in the present study. Like school
counselors’ statements, teachers are seemingly aware of the opioid epidemic’s impact on students; however, this awareness may not always translate into
trauma-informed classroom practices. Additionally, this study is one of the
first to highlight the opioid epidemic within the context of contemporary
school counseling practices, roles, and duties. These practices (e.g., advocacy,
direct services, indirect services, community engagement) are supported by the
ASCA National Model (2019).
Given the opioid epidemic’s layered impact on students, many school counselors in the present study strategically developed their comprehensive school
counseling program to proactively mitigate the likelihood of student substance
use, employing evidence-based curricula such as Too Good for Drugs and Second
Step. Lastly, school counselors mentioned collaborating with multidisciplinary
school personnel to identify how to best support students impacted by opioid
use. This positioning is consistent with roles and responsibilities endorsed by
ASCA (2016, 2019) and current school counseling literature (e.g., Martinez
et al., 2020). Moreover, this practice aligns with best practices noted in K–12
educational literature and legislation (e.g., Beck & DeSutter, 2020; Every Student Succeeds Act, 2015).

Preparedness
The third theme, preparedness (i.e., teacher and school counselor preparedness), generally aligns with contemporary educational research (e.g., Alisic et
al., 2012; Terrasi & Crain de Galarce, 2017; Welby, 2019). School counselors
in the present study reported a higher degree of preparedness to meet students’
needs, within the context of the opioid crisis, than teachers. This is logical as,
unlike school counselors, teachers often do not have comparable training centered on addiction and trauma (Alisic et al., 2012). Nonetheless, this trend is
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concerning, given the research citing the efficaciousness of trauma training on
student behavior, sense of safety, and even academic achievement (Anderson
et al., 2019). School counselors also reported lackluster school district-provided training to teachers centered on trauma and mental health; sadly, this
is not a foreign phenomenon, as cited in contemporary research (e.g., Kim et
al., 2021). Interestingly, the school counselors in the present study with previous professional trauma and mental health experience self-reported the highest
degree of confidence in their skills, even above the training obtained in their
counseling graduate program. This aligns with Bandura’s (1977, 1986, 1992)
self-efficacy theory, which highlights the salience of “prior experience” in buoying one’s confidence, even in K–12 settings (e.g., Shahzad & Naureen, 2017).

Limitations
With any study, there are limitations that must be addressed. First, while
the study’s sample size is appropriate for phenomenological research, it is plausible that the experiences shared by the five school counselors in the present
study do not fully reflect the views of all school counselors working in Appalachia; thus, the results should be interpreted with caution. Moreover, the
interviews occurred amid the COVID-19 pandemic; thus, the extent to which
the challenges noted were prevalent before COVID-19 is unclear. Lastly, it is
possible that school counselors could have provided responses deemed as “socially desirable,” a common phenomenon in qualitative research (Bergen &
Labonté, 2020). This concern could have influenced their responses.

Implications and Future Research
The present study’s findings offer meaningful implications for school districts, school counselors, and school counseling graduate programs. Ample
research supports the need for quality teacher training regarding supporting students who have experienced trauma, which may present as disruptive
classroom behavior (Ajuwon et al., 2012; Sonsteng-Person & Loomis, 2021).
Accordingly, school districts should take measures to provide quality rudimentary training to school staff centered on trauma, opioid misuse, and mental
health, aligned with recommendations by Welsh and colleagues (2018). For
example, Youth Mental Health First Aid training (National Council for Mental
Wellbeing, n.d.), an evidence-based program, provides educators basic information on mental health, addiction, trauma, and how to support students
who may be in crisis. Moreover, districts can support the proliferation of trauma-informed classrooms, which has been found to improve student conduct,
classroom climate, teacher and student sensitivity, and student learning (Lang et
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al., 2015). Similarly, schools can implement Positive Behavioral Interventions
and Supports (PBIS), which dovetails neatly with schools’ trauma-informed
efforts (Wiest-Stevenson & Lee, 2016). Tier 1 interventions (e.g., setting,
teaching, and reinforcing positive expectations), for example, can provide a degree of predictability and routine students likely need.
Next, given the challenges of addressing students’ basic needs (e.g., school
counselors using personal funds to purchase shoes), school districts may consider developing partnerships with community businesses, raising funds or
resources necessary to address these needs from a school district level, instead of
having school staff use their personal funds. Alternatively, school districts can
pursue grants, such as through the state and federal departments of education,
that offer funding to address students’ basic needs. Moreover, like trauma-informed classrooms, social/emotional learning curricula could be implemented
for all students within the respective school districts. Given the research citing
social/emotional learning’s positive impact on prosocial student behavior, attitude, depression, and academic achievement (Durlak et al., 2011), this may
help further engender an environment sensitive to students’ needs, including
those who witness or have witnessed opioid use.
The study’s findings also offer implications for school counselors. First, as
supported by previous research (Boulden et al., 2021; Newton, 2018), school
counselors can proactively provide developmentally appropriate and evidence-based classroom instruction. Like topics expressed by school counselors
in the present study, content areas could include (a) peer pressure refusal skills,
(b) making good choices, (c) opioid awareness and prevention, (d) identifying
trusted adults, and (e) appropriate medication use. As well, obtaining feedback
from school personnel may be beneficial in better understanding school and
student needs. For example, school counselors can develop needs assessments
for school staff to complete, possibly offering meaningful insight into stakeholder concerns. Developmentally appropriate needs assessments could also be
developed or adapted for student completion (e.g., Boulden, 2022). Sample
Likert scale questions could include (a) I feel safe at home, (b) I know what
peer pressure is, and (c) I know at least one trusted adult I can go to when I
need help. Additionally, given school counselors’ commentary regarding inadequate teacher training, the school counselor can collaborate with school
administrators and additional school community members (e.g., fellow community-based mental health professionals) to provide training to school staff
regarding substance use, trauma, and their role as mandated reporters.
Many school counselors mentioned that most of their students were being
raised by grandparents due to their biological parents’ struggles with addiction. This phenomenon is quite common in communities impacted by opioid
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misuse, as supported by contemporary research (Fruhauf et al., 2015; Guastaferro et al., 2015; Peterson, 2018; Wright, 2019). Given the research citing
common challenges experienced by grandparents raising their grandchildren
(e.g., Hayslip et al., 2019), school counselors could engage in outreach efforts
to grandparents. For example, they can mail resources centered on child drug
use prevention, monitoring student social media usage, and creating a safe and
supportive home environment for children impacted by parent addiction and
substance use.
In addition, counselor education programs can consider requiring a “trauma and addiction” course for both school counseling and clinical mental health
students. Regardless of the locale in which students will work, the information
obtained will prove fruitful in their enhanced ability to support students and
school communities. If structurally impermissible, counselor education programs can consider creative ways to intersperse trauma and addiction-related
content throughout the program curriculum. For example, in an ethics course,
students can develop case studies related to addiction and have classmates
utilize an ethical decision-making model to guide their thinking processes.
Additionally, school counseling programs, specifically, can require students to
interview a school counselor working in a community afflicted by opioid addiction, obtaining a boots-on-the-ground perspective regarding challenges and
nuances perhaps unattainable through traditional learning formats. Moreover,
students can be required to create and deliver a presentation they might offer
to school staff (e.g., teachers, administrators) or school community members
(e.g., grandparents) on opioid misuse, trauma and the brain, and trauma-informed care. Further, counselor education programs can forge partnerships
with school districts, like the program highlighted by Boulden and Schimmel
(2021), combatting issues centered on opioid misuse and unresolved trauma.
Lastly, counselor education faculty can develop intentional workshops for area
school counselors focused on trauma and addiction, specifically in a way that
aligns with school counselors’ positionality within the school setting and not
just retrofitted to be somewhat congruent with K–12 settings.
This study serves as a rich launching point for future research. First, researchers can explore novice school counselors’ (i.e., within the first three years
of service) self-efficacy to render school counseling services through a trauma-informed lens. While the present study gleaned information from the
school counselor’s perspective, obtaining insight from administrators, teachers, and other school personnel could help paint a fuller picture regarding the
opioid epidemic’s impact on educators’ role and wellness. In a similar vein,
given the unique family structures mentioned previously (i.e., grandparents,
predominantly, raising their grandchildren), future research can explore cre130
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ative grandparent engagement techniques that Appalachian schools impacted
by the opioid epidemic employ that promote positive student academic and
social/emotional outcomes. Lastly, a quantitative study could assess the degree
to which lower school counselor–student ratios predict students’ perception of
their well-being, sense of safety at school, and school connectedness.

Conclusion
Many communities, schools, and children across Appalachia are reeling
from the opioid epidemic’s ever-expanding impact. The present study serves
as an initial step in capturing how the epidemic in Appalachia has informed
school counselors’ positioning within the school context. School counselors
highlighted Appalachia’s changing landscape due to the epidemic, its indirect
and direct impact on school communities and school counselors, along with
training needs. Given the frequent dearth of community-based mental health
agencies in Appalachian communities, school counselors are commonly the
only mental health provider equipped with the requisite knowledge, skills,
and abilities to properly support students experiencing trauma connected to
the epidemic (Grimes et al., 2014). Thus, considering Appalachia’s systemic
challenges, further research is needed regarding the opioid epidemic, school
communities, and school counselors’ role in responding to this growing regional and national concern.
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Appendix A: Interview Protocol
1. How would you describe Appalachia?
2. What are some of the quintessential features of Appalachia?
3. What is your understanding of how Appalachia has been impacted by the
opioid epidemic?
4. I’d like to discuss your school community. Where do students go after graduating high school?
5. Please describe your school community.
6. How has the opioid epidemic impacted your school community (e.g., teachers, administrators, parents)?
7. How has the opioid epidemic impacted students?
8. How has the opioid epidemic shaped your school counselor role?
9. How has the opioid epidemic impacted your role with parents/caregivers?
10. How has the opioid epidemic impacted your delivery of school counseling
services?
11. As a school counselor, how prepared did you feel to work in a school community afflicted by the opioid epidemic?
12. Please describe the graduate school training you received around the opioid
epidemic and related topics (e.g., addiction, trauma).
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13. Please describe the training your colleagues (e.g., teachers, administrators,
classified staff) received around the opioid epidemic and related topics (e.g.,
addiction, trauma).
14. Are there any rewarding experiences that come to mind? If so, please describe.
15. How has working in this school community impacted your personal wellness?
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Critical Community Focus in School
Improvement Plans: The Absent Imperative
Meredith Wronowski, Bryan A. VanGronigen, Wesley Henry,
and James L. Olive
Abstract
School improvement plans (SIPs) have become a central feature of schooling. Educational leaders experience tension between balancing compliance
with accountability demands and continuous improvement, and neither of
these lenses is centered in the social justice necessary for closing opportunity gaps. We propose a new rubric for assessing the extent to which SIPs focus
on policy compliance, students, organizations, or community. Assessing SIPs
from four U.S. states reveals that schools view families and community stakeholders as external to the improvement planning process and that this issue is
exacerbated for schools serving higher percentages of African American/Black
students and higher percentages of economically disadvantaged students.
Key Words: school improvement plans, accountability, educational improvement, educational change, community involvement

Introduction
School improvement planning and data use have become defining features
of the educational landscape in the United States (U.S.). Given continuing accountability policy demands as the U.S. transitioned from the No Child Left
Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001 to the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) of
2015, these features persist (Adams et al., 2017; Rentner et al., 2019; Sparks,
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2018). The literature describing educators’ data use for school improvement
highlights a tension between using data for compliance with accountability
policies and using data to support a culture of continuous improvement and
organizational learning; educators find themselves balancing both agendas
(Lai & Schildkamp, 2016; Militello et al., 2013). As a way of satisficing this
tension (see Simon, 1957), school improvement processes have, with increasing frequency, been directed towards meeting accountability policy demands
(Mintrop et al., 2001).
The accountability policy model and continuous school improvement
frameworks both explicitly aspire to improve educational opportunities and
outcomes for all students. However, U.S. schools are not just situated within
policy contexts—they are also situated in sociocultural community contexts
that are defined by sociological and anthropological histories connected to race
and class (Gerwitz, 2006). Myopically focusing on schools and educators allows
policymakers to broadly ignore the generations of economic and racial segregation and oppression in communities that have created persistent opportunity
gaps for scores of children and families (Darling-Hammond, 2007; Milner,
2012; Vasquez-Heilig et al., 2014). In this way, the traditional accountability
model—which focuses solely on schools—cannot be focused on educational
social justice. Educational social justice requires the redistribution of opportunities to redress the longstanding effects of economic and racial hegemony. The
work of social justice that extends beyond the simple recognition of inequity
must be contextualized within communities (Gewirtz, 2006). School improvement efforts that are not explicitly grounded in a commitment to social justice
fall short of creating the cultural shifts necessary for closing opportunity gaps
(Datnow & Park, 2018; Oakes, 2005; Valenzuela, 2005). Thus, a social justice
counternarrative to neoliberal educational reforms, like accountability policy
and school improvement processes that seek to comply with accountability
policies, must—necessarily—be rooted in the community contextualization
of schooling, particularly where communities have been marginalized and minoritized (Thrupp & Lupton, 2006).
The pursuit of school effectiveness using policy definitions—even when
those definitions focus on closing achievement gaps—can be antithetical to social justice aims by defining and rewarding equity in the limited terms of scores
on standardized assessments. This limited view of school improvement trivializes the relationship of community to schooling and fails to empower and
address the needs of marginalized and minoritized communities (Sampaio &
Leite, 2018). Scholars have suggested ways in which school improvement can
be connected to a concept of educational equity grounded in social justice,
including equity audits (Skrla et al., 2004), community-based equity audits
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(Green, 2017), school culture audits, and self-evaluation processes (Sailes,
2008; Sampaio & Leite, 2017; Terrell et al., 2009). There have long been calls
to redefine school decision-making and collaboration to include family, caregivers, and the broader community to improve schools (see Epstein, 2010).
However, it remains unclear to what extent a community-based social justice
focus is used in school improvement planning (Datnow & Park, 2018; Ishimaru, 2020). Thus, this study focused on school improvement plans (SIPs) as an
artifact of the school improvement planning process and examined the following research questions:
1. How can we identify, characterize, and describe community connections
and social justice aims that may be present in SIPs?
2. To what extent do SIPs have a community-based social justice focus?
To address our first research question, we developed what we have termed
the School Improvement Plan (SIP) Focus Rubric (see Appendix) to characterize components often found in SIPs. The rubric’s development was directed by
applying a QuantCrit framework, defined below, in the examination of many
aspects of the school improvement planning and data use literature base, including the policy and political context of school improvement, evaluation of
school improvement planning processes and outcomes, and social justice and
equity views of school improvement planning and data use. To address our second research question, we used the SIP Focus Rubric to assess the focus of a
sample of 65 publicly available SIPs from four U.S. states.
The rest of this article proceeds as follows. We first discuss the conceptual
and empirical literature that was reviewed to develop the SIP Focus Rubric, including critical literature that provides a framework for extending the focus of
SIPs to include critical, community-based improvement processes, strategies,
and outcomes. We then demonstrate the rubric’s use as an assessment tool and
present findings from that evaluation. Finally, we discuss implications of this
work and future applications of the SIP Focus Rubric.

Conceptual Framework
Data use is a key component of school improvement planning, particularly
in improvement approaches with roots in Total Quality Management (TQM)
and the plan-do-study-act (PDSA) cycle (Bryk et al., 2015; see also Deming,
1986). The historical lure of using data to drive decision-making is partially
grounded in the notion that data are neutral. However, school improvement
planning and data use are not power or politically neutral activities (Coburn &
Turner, 2011). What data get noticed, how data are interpreted, and how those
interpretations are connected to actions are attached to educator beliefs and
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experiences as well as external policy demands (Coburn & Turner, 2011; Park
et al., 2013). When social justice frameworks are absent from data use processes, data can be used to (a) affirm deficit thinking about students, families, and
communities at the margins; (b) narrow or ration instruction and curriculum
for marginalized students; and (c) create conditions where opportunity gaps and
educational debts are ignored (Booher-Jennings, 2006; Ladson-Billings, 2006;
Milner, 2012). Therefore, it is necessary to integrate social justice frameworks
into data use and school improvement practices.
QuantCrit has emerged as a framework for uncovering the use of quantitative methods as a tool of oppression and reframing the use of quantitative
methods as a tool for pursuing social justice aims (Bonilla-Silva & Zuberi,
2008; Garcia et al., 2018; Gilborn et al., 2018). QuantCrit is not a theory—
rather it is a framework of principles for collecting, analyzing, and critiquing
quantitative data that is guided by Critical Race Theory ontology, epistemology, and methodology (Gilborn et al., 2018). Specifically, QuantCrit explicitly
acknowledges the centrality of racism, recognizes that: numbers are not neutral and should be interrogated, categories are neither “natural nor given” (for
“race” read racism), voice and insight in analysis is vital (i.e., datum cannot
“speak for itself ”), and statistical analysis and quantitative data use does not
have an inherent value, but numbers can be used for social justice (Garcia et
al., 2018, p. 151; Gilborn et al., 2018).
School improvement that is grounded in social justice has key features that
align with the QuantCrit framework. School improvement efforts that are
grounded in social justice focus on both redistributive and recognitive social
justice. While redistributive social justice aims to equitably redistribute educational resources and opportunity, recognitive social justice acknowledges
that the experience and knowledge that resides in marginalized communities
is valuable in terms of academic achievement, but should also be viewed as inherently valuable as an improvement end in its own right (Woods et al., 2014).
To date, QuantCrit has been described and applied within research (Garcia
et al., 2018; Gilborn et al., 2018). However, there is an opportunity to use a
QuantCrit framework as praxis for school improvement efforts and data use in
K–12 contexts. Used in the practice of school improvement, QuantCrit offers
a counterstory to the neoliberal accountability narrative that creates dissonance
between school improvement efforts and social justice aims. Indeed, QuantCrit is used in this study to assess congruence between the school improvement
planning process and social justice aims by interrogating what data are used,
how data are used, and whose voices are valued and excluded in the construction of SIPs.
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Brief Review of Relevant Literature
The Political Context of School Improvement
It is important to understand the political context of SIPs as tightly coupled
to U.S. accountability policies, as efforts to centralize and standardize education reform have accelerated during the last 50 years. For example, A Nation
at Risk (The National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983) and the
Charlottesville Education Summit of 1989 (Vinovskis, 1999) inspired prioritizing increased standardization in education. In recent decades, accountability
has become a cornerstone of U.S. federal education policy through the Improving America’s Schools Act (IASA) and Goals 2000: Educate America Act
passed in 1994, NCLB passed in 2002, and the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) passed in 2009 (Anfara et al., 2006; Fernandez, 2011;
Huber & Conway, 2015).
Yet, the idea that schools—like private industries—should use strategic planning to improve is an idea that predates the modern accountability
policy era (Fullan, 2000). The use of SIPs serves as a mechanism for implementing accountability policies (Gilborn et al., 2018; Mintrop & MacLellan,
2002; Mintrop et al., 2001). Under NCLB, for instance, all schools that were
identified as not making “adequate yearly progress” (AYP; NCLB, 2002)
were required to draft annual SIPs. However, many states began requiring
all schools to prepare annual SIPs before NCLB, and, by 2000, most U.S.
public schools reported having a SIP, with 33 states noting more than 90%
of their public schools created an annual SIP (Fernandez, 2011). The high
percentage of schools creating SIPs seems to indicate that even the more diffuse accountability policies—IASA and Goals 2000—were leveraging SIPs.
The ARRA, however, can be viewed as the height of policy-directed SIPs because it connected the SIP process to large-dollar School Improvement Grants
whose application required a SIP focused on one of three school improvement
approaches: transformation, turnaround, or restart (see U.S. Department of
Education, 2009 for a full explanation of these approaches). Given the evolution of this political context, SIP data sources, strategies, and outcomes are
largely dictated by external demands and implementation guidance, thereby
shifting the purpose of SIPs to one driven by accountability mandates and
away from contextualized, local goals.

Structures and Aspects of School Improvement Plans
Given the coupling of SIPs to accountability policies, it is unsurprising that
SIPs emphasize the strategies and outcomes of those policies. In an analysis
of 194 short-cycle SIPs produced by underperforming schools, VanGronigen
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and Meyers (2017) found 17 priority areas for the SIPs, but that three areas in
particular—student achievement, data use, and instruction—comprised nearly
half of all the priority areas identified in the SIPs. The next five most common
focus areas—school climate and culture, professional growth, student behavior
and discipline, program implementation, and school organization—accounted
for an additional third of all identified focus areas. Overall, VanGronigen and
Meyers (2017) conclude that the areas emphasized by SIPs prioritized student
achievement goals, data use, and instructional reforms—including teacher accountability—because accountability policies emphasized these areas. Other
empirical studies suggest that state accountability policies, rather than federal
accountability policy, are a particularly important influence on SIPs (for examples, see Mintrop et al., 2001; Mintrop & MacLellan, 2002; Strunk et al.,
2016).
Collectively, these studies demonstrate that schools—particularly those under intense accountability policy pressures because of historical failures to meet
requirements like making AYP—are more likely to approach school improvement planning as an externally motivated activity rather than a process intrinsic
to their schools and communities. This coupling of school improvement planning to accountability policies may become tighter when the “quality” of SIPs
is evaluated using the same, narrow standardized test score criterion that informed the creation of SIPs in the first place. However, there are few studies
that evaluate the “quality” or “effectiveness” of SIPs (Fernandez, 2011; Strunk
et al., 2016; VanGronigen & Meyers, 2022). The few studies that conduct
these evaluations, however, have used improvement in standardized test scores
as the primary indicator of SIP effectiveness. For example, Fernandez (2011)
assessed SIP effectiveness using change in a school’s aggregated individual
student growth scores on the Iowa Basic Skills Assessment. Using this standardized test criterion, Fernandez (2011) concluded that only a subset of SIP
aspects—those related to Goals (achievable, measurable, specific, and relevant),
Implementation (master plan, professional development gaps, and professional
development focus), and Assessment (evaluation, monitoring, and monitoring
frequency)—differentiated SIP effectiveness. Using this narrow criterion led
the author to conclude that inclusion of a Parental Involvement aspect in the
SIP did not influence its effectiveness. In determining the effectiveness of specialized SIPs written to obtain federal School Improvement Grant funding as
part of ARRA, Dee (2012) also used a narrowly defined standardized test score
outcome—Academic Performance Index (API)—to determine which federal school improvement approaches (transformation, turnaround, or restart)
were most effective. While the study seemed to demonstrate that turnaround
was the most effective school improvement model with respect to raising test
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scores, Dee (2012) acknowledged that how schools implemented the prescriptive federal approaches, which included using community-based services, was
not addressed by this work. Again, these examples illustrate that using standardized test scores to evaluate SIPs written to improve standardized test scores
facilitates a closed policy–improvement loop. In this tight coupling of accountability policy and school improvement, authentic discussions of social justice,
equity, community engagement, and the sociopolitical context of schooling are
exchanged for a narrative that places all of the responsibility for student “success” on the technical core of a school’s work (e.g., curriculum and instruction;
Lee & Orfield, 2006; Sunderman, 2008).

School Improvement Planning, Communities, and Social Justice
Although school improvement has been tightly coupled to the narrow definition of student achievement as measured through standardized test scores,
district and school leaders do not necessarily view accountability-driven school
improvement and social justice as mutually exclusive (Alsbury & Whitaker,
2007; Carpenter et al., 2017). The stance that some aspects of accountability-driven SIPs are positively related to social justice may be connected to a
broader definition of social justice employed by educational leaders as doing
what is best for all students. This understanding of social justice is also framed
by educational leaders’ historical, political, and organizational contexts, and,
in this era, improving achievement for all students has been framed as a social
justice and equity issue (DeMatthews, 2016; Furman & Gruenewald, 2004).
Indeed, research has suggested that educational leaders, particularly in district and school contexts which accountability policy definitions have deemed
“challenging,” are frequently engaged in a prioritization of social justice aims
(e.g., closing within-school academic opportunity gaps or developing connections to the marginalized and oppressed communities that their schools
serve). This prioritizing is necessary given the finite fiscal and time resources
allotted for improvement in these contexts. Studies of both district superintendents (e.g., Alsbury & Whitaker, 2006) and a school leader (e.g., DeMatthews,
2016) demonstrate that when prioritizing social justice behaviors, instructional equity—that is, equity focused on improving the classroom instructional
experience for diverse learners—is favored over community connections and
democratic educational processes that involve communities in defining the
school’s role and setting the school’s educational goals.
Prioritizing instructional equity and improving educational outcomes over
community and democratic educational outcomes, like community participatory decision-making, may be viewed as a way of finding congruence between
accountability policy demands and social justice aims—or engaging in social
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justice in a way that is satisficing, or minimally acceptable, to the policy context. However, we question whether this within-school-only approach to social
justice can be considered social justice work if it does not recognize the community-contextualized nature of educational opportunity (Gewirtz, 2006).
There are extant examples of school improvement efforts that are more
closely aligned with social justice. For example, Skrla and colleagues (2004)
describe the application of an equity audit process that (a) identifies inequities in teacher quality and programmatic or curricular practices that lead to
inequity in achievement, and (b) leverages community stakeholders to work
alongside educators to propose and implement solutions and monitor their effectiveness. Additionally, Sailes (2008) extends the equity audit process beyond
teaching and programming to include school culture by calling for an audit of
cultural proficiency. While equity audits and cultural proficiency audits provide an important foundation for connecting social justice aims with school
improvement efforts, they are limited with respect to their community connections—in both processes, community members serve in roles that are defined
by within-school stakeholders and engage with data that have been selected by
within-school stakeholders.
Green (2017) addresses the power imbalance between schools and communities that may persist in other equity and cultural proficiency audit processes
by describing a community-based equity audit process. In a community-based equity audit process, Green describes that the roles of the “community outsiders”
(e.g., many within-school stakeholders like teachers and administrators who
may not live near their schools) and community members are reversed to elevate the voices of community members and working with the community. This
call for a role reversal is a recognition that, particularly in marginalized communities, teachers and administrators often do not live in the communities
where they work. As a result of this role reversal, community-based equity audits begin where the community deems necessary, require school outreach that
is appropriate for the community, and call for cultural humility on the part of
educators as well as a commitment to asset-based co-learning with the communities they seek to empower (Green, 2017; Minkler & Hancock, 2003).
Although there are frameworks and some examples of community-engaged
school improvement, these approaches remain rare in practice. Where community members are included in school improvement efforts, they are—at
best—relegated to the periphery and viewed as data sources used to inform
improvement, or—at worst—viewed as barriers to improvement (Ishimaru,
2020). Thus, in the present study, we propose a school improvement framework, presented in the form of a rubric for SIPs, that facilitates an examination
of schools’ current approaches to improvement. The framework both captures
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and critiques the current way in which an accountability-driven, standardized
test score-driven school improvement planning approach is applied in U.S.
schools. In addition, we see potential for the SIP Focus Rubric to assist educational leaders in assessing congruence between meeting accountability
demands and social justice aims in their SIPs.

Methodology
A QuantCrit framework informed our methodology. First, we created the
SIP Focus Rubric as described below. Because we also sought to ground this
work in a praxis for community-based school improvement, we then used a two
step process to assess the rubric’s usability. We presented the rubric to educational leadership graduate students at a large Midwestern public university who
were also current educational practitioners (e.g., teachers, teacher leaders, curriculum and instructional specialists, administrators, and support professionals,
e.g., special education or English Language Learner coordinators) and solicited
their feedback via reflective questioning. In addition, our research team used
the SIP Focus Rubric to assess publicly available SIPs from multiple states.

Development and Description of the School Improvement Plan
Focus Rubric
The SIP Focus Rubric (see Appendix) was developed by contrasting (a) literature relating SIPs to accountability policy and to technocratic continuous
improvement processes and (b) literature describing approaches to social justice-informed school improvement efforts. The literature review section of this
paper presented the literature bases that informed the rubric’s development.
We created four “levels” in the SIP Focus Rubric for the purposes of delineating SIP content with respect to key tensions between school improvement
directed towards policy compliance, continuous improvement, and TQM approaches, compared with school improvement directed towards social justice.
A first level—Compliance—represents an external policy level of focus where
data sources are limited to those provided by policy actors at the state or federal
level, and analysis and improvement planning activities are focused on meeting
policy demands. A second level—Student Focused—represents an internal organizational focus where data sources, analysis, and improvement planning are
centered at the student level with little to no consideration of other organizational or community factors that are interconnected to educational outcomes.
A third level—Organization Focused—represents an internal organization focus where data sources, analysis, and improvement planning are centered at
the organization level. At this level, there is a clear recognition of the various
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organizational factors that are related to diverse educational outcomes, and this
organizational focus is reflected in the SIP’s data sources, improvement goals,
and improvement strategies. A fourth level—Critical Community Focused—
represents a focus on the sociocultural and historical context of the community
that the educational organization serves and the organization’s relationship to
the community. Diverse data sources from within the organization and community are used, and improvement planning behaviors are collaborative among
a diverse group of community and organizational stakeholders.
The rubric’s left side offers five components that are frequently included
and/or required by policy mandates in SIPs: Data Sources, Data Use and Analysis, Improvement Goals, Improvement Planning and Strategies, and Research
Use. We chose to divide the four above-mentioned SIP focus levels by these
five SIP components based on the recognition that schools may have a different
focus level for different components (e.g., schools may include increasing engagement of families and caregivers, but families and caregivers may have little
involvement in the improvement planning process).

Assessment and Feedback on the Rubric by Educational Stakeholders
The SIP Focus Rubric was introduced to graduate students in educational
leadership master’s degree programs at a large Midwestern public university.
This group of graduate students was selected because they are practitioners
in an urban district that serves a community that is more than 60% African
American/Black, 7% Hispanic or Latino, 6% multiracial, 1% Asian or Pacific
Islander, and is less than 25% White. The community this district serves has experienced historical economic oppression and currently experiences increasing
levels of gentrification. Due to this urban community’s sociopolitical context, a
majority of the district’s schools have been identified as “F,” or failing, on their
state report cards. However, a few magnet schools in the district, which enroll
significantly more White, middle- to high-income students, have received “A”
grades on their state report cards. Thus, this district is an important example
of a “high-needs urban district” that is often the target of accountability policy demands, including mandated school improvement planning. We believe
introducing our rubric in this community was a necessary step for centering at
least some of this work in critical contexts.
These graduate student educational practitioners were asked to reflect on the
SIP Focus Rubric as part of their course activities in multiple lessons of a course
titled “Data-Informed Decision-Making” and as part of a special seminar series in school improvement titled “Family–School–Community Partnerships
Teacher Leadership Seminar.” While we wanted to understand how these educational practitioners would respond to the granular aspects of the rubric, we
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also wanted to determine their general perception of the four SIP focus levels.
For this reason, students were provided with a rubric in which the four SIP
focus levels were alphabetized from left to right (ComplianceCritical Community FocusedOrganization FocusedStudent Focused), which differs from
the rubric shown in the Appendix. Students were then guided in their reflection on the rubric using the following questions: “What looks familiar in the
rubric? What looks new or different? What looks challenging? Is there anything
that you would add, delete, or change?” The final format, language, and level
descriptions of the SIP Focus Rubric were informed by the feedback from these
educational practitioners balanced with the research literature that informed
the rubric’s initial development.

Evaluating SIPs Using the School Improvement Plan Focus Rubric
We catalogued publicly available accountability (e.g., ESSA) guidelines (see
Table 1) to assess whether a SIP is focused beyond compliance with accountability policies. SIPs were assessed according to the SIP Focus Rubric. While
formally submitted SIPs may not be indicative of the full school improvement
process, they are the publicly available documents that represent that process
and can be considered part of the school’s orientation towards its community.
To assess SIPs using the rubric, we reviewed a convenience sample of SIPs from
four states—Florida, Tennessee, Texas, and Wisconsin—because all four states
had publicly available SIPs that could be easily accessed either from state education agency databases or from local educational agency or school websites.
The next sections provide a brief description of each state’s school improvement planning requirements and/or approach.
Florida
The Florida Department of Education provides a state template—the
“Continuous Improvement Management System (CIMS)”—that all traditional public and charter schools must use to construct and submit their SIPs.
CIMS is connected to the statewide accountability data collection system and
provides public access to accountability data and SIPs. The CIMS template
does not require schools to include families or community members in the
construction of the SIP. Only Title I schoolwide program schools, identified
by federal guidelines as serving high percentages of low-income families, are
required to create a “Parent and Family Engagement Plan” and to describe
student social–emotional supports, student transition plans, how schools will
provide individual student interventions, and strategies for advancing college
and career awareness.
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Tennessee
The Tennessee Department of Education provides a state template—“ePlan”—that all public schools must use to construct and submit their SIPs.
The ePlan system also provides public access to SIPs. Tennessee also has a
statewide comprehensive data dashboard that schools use to prepopulate their
ePlans with required achievement data (English language arts [ELA] and mathematics in elementary and middle schools; ELA, mathematics, and science in
high schools), disaggregated by ESSA-identified student subgroups. This data
dashboard also provides additional measures related to school climate and to
Multi-Tiered System of Supports (MTSS) data. In addition to identifying
trends in achievement data, the ePlan template also requires schools to explain
how families were engaged in the SIP’s creation and create goals and identify
action steps for addressing chronic absenteeism, discipline including suspensions and expulsions, student instructional interventions, technology access
and use, staff professional development, and parent involvement (Tennessee
Department of Education, n.d.).
Texas
Texas has a longstanding data system that supports academic indicator
reporting, and—like Florida—was an early adopter of public-facing School
Report Cards (see Texas Education Agency, 2020a). In contrast to Florida
and Tennessee, the Texas Education Agency (TEA) does not provide a SIP
template. However, schools are only required to create a SIP—known as a
“Campus Improvement Plan”—if they are identified as a federal Title I schoolwide grant school or as a “turnaround” school (the latter label coming after
being identified as “unacceptable” for two consecutive school years). The TEA
does provide both templates and completed examples of SIPs for these kinds
of schools. These templates require parents and community members to be included on SIP committees, and turnaround schools must publicly disseminate
their SIPs and solicit feedback through public meetings (TEA, 2020b).
Wisconsin
Similar to Texas, the Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction does not
provide a SIP template. Rather, SIP templates and contents are determined by
local education agencies or school districts. While all templates consistently
require sections for setting goals and implementing activities related to ESSA
indicators, the extent to which community engagement is discussed, measured,
and planned for is largely connected to school district policies and/or federal
Title I guidelines.
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Table 1. Summary of Accountability Indicators in State Every Student
Succeeds Act (ESSA) Approved Plans for States Included in Pilot Study
ESSA
Indicators

Florida

Tennessee

Texas

Wisconsin

Summative
Classification

A–F
Grades

A–F Grades

A–F Grades

Performance
Index Score

Academic
Achievement

ELA and
math

ELA and math

ELA and math

ELA and
math

Other Academic Indicator

ELA and
math
proficiency and
growth

ELA, math,
science proELA and math growth over
ficiency and
a two-year period
growth in ELA
and math

Graduation
Rate

4-year only 4-year only

School Quality/Student
Success

Science
achievement,
AP, IB,
dual enrollment,
career and
tech ed.

High School: AP, dual enrollment or earned associate’s degree in high school,
AP, IB, dual
military enlistment, indusenrollment,
try certification, completion chronic abcareer and tech
of a college prep course,
senteeism
ed., chronic
Elementary/Middle Schools:
absenteeism
achievement on ELA, math,
science, social studies, and
writing assessments

English Language Proficiency

WIDA
proficiency and
growth

WIDA proficiency and
growth

Composite rating on Texas
English Language Proficiency Assessment System
(TELPAS)

WIDA
growth

Yes

No

No

Title I Schoolwide Programs and Turnaround
schools

Determined
by local
educational
agency/Title
I requirements

State Improvement
Yes
Plan Template

Title I
Parent InSchoolvolvement ReYes
wide Proquired in SIP
gram Only

4-year only

Sources: Education Commission of the States (2018); Education Week (2018).

growth in
ELA and
math
4-year and
7-year

School Accountability, Demographic, and Achievement Information
School accountability ratings and performance index scores were obtained
from publicly available school report cards from the prior academic year
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(2017–18; see Table 2). School demographic information—including percent
African American/Black, Asian, Hispanic, Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, Multiracial, Native American, and White student enrollment, percent disabled student
enrollment, percent economically disadvantaged or free/reduced lunch student
enrollment, and percent Limited English Proficiency student enrollment (see
Table 3)—was obtained from publicly available state education agency data
dashboards or school report cards.
Table 2. State Assigned Accountability Rating of Pilot Schools
Frequency

Percent

Valid
Percent

Cumulative
Percent

8

12.3

12.3

12.3

A

11

16.9

16.9

29.2

B

10

15.4

15.4

44.6

C

8

12.3

12.3

56.9

D

8

12.3

12.3

69.2

Exceeds Expectations

7

10.7

10.7

80.0

Meets Expectations

6

9.2

9.2

89.2

Meets Few Expectations

5

7.7

7.7

96.9

Significantly Exceeds
Expectations

2

3.1

3.1

100.0

65

100

100

Min

Max

Mean

SD

24

98

68.89

18.22

State Accountability Rating
No Rating

Total
State Accountability Score
(n = 63)

Note. Tennessee does not provide performance level ratings. Three Florida schools were not
assigned a rating because the schools did not have a sufficient data history.

Scoring of School Improvement Plans
SIPs for the 2018–19 academic year were given a numerical rating for each
component (Data Sources, Data Use and Analysis, Improvement Goals, Improvement Planning and Strategies, Research Use) based on focus level (0 =
Compliance, 1 = Student Focused, 2 = Organization Focused, 3 = Critical Community Focused). Based on feedback on the SIP Focus Rubric from our educational
practitioners, SIPs were not given an overall rating because SIPs frequently included a mixture of focus levels for different components.
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Table 3. Demographic Characteristics of Schools
Percentage of Student
Demographic Group

N

Minimum Maximum
Mean
Std.
Percentage Percentage Percentage Deviation

American Indian Students

65

0.00

2.20

0.29

0.41

African American Students

65

0.00

96.00

23.31

23.10

Asian Students

65

0.00

17.90

3.76

4.15

Hispanic Non-white

65

2.20

92.60

30.62

20.94

Hawaiian/Pacific Islander

65

0.00

49.00

0.83

6.07

Two or More Races

59

0.00

14.10

4.16

3.44

White

65

0.00

91.00

38.05

26.35

Students with Disabilities

65

0.80

27.60

12.54

4.97

Economic Disadvantage

65

6.90

94.30

53.30

24.79

Limited English Proficient

65

0.00

51.10

15.26

11.40

One research team member was identified as “Rater 1”—the “main rater”—because she conducted the literature review and drafted the initial version
of the SIP Focus Rubric. Thus, she was uniquely positioned to understand
how the rubric’s initial version could be used to evaluate SIPs. Four additional
research team members acted as independent raters who each rated a randomly assigned subset of SIPs so our research team, as a whole, could determine
interrater reliability of the SIP Focus Rubric (see Shenton, 2004 for more explanation on establishing trustworthiness in qualitative research studies). Our
research team also came to the work of scoring SIPs with the recognition that
our positionalities influence our use and understanding of the rubric and the
lens through which we view SIPs broadly:
• The main rater—Rater 1—is a former urban high school educator, administrator, and current educational leadership faculty member. She also
came to this work with considerable training and experience in educational improvement science, data-informed decision-making, and school
improvement planning from her K–12 teaching and leadership contexts,
specifically from working in schools that were identified as “F” schools and
schools “in need of improvement.”
• Another faculty rater—Rater 2—taught and served as a teacher leader in
an urban public school before becoming a university administrator and later a faculty member. He has professional and research experience in urban
and rural communities and has engaged in the K–12 school improvement
planning process and improvement science initiatives across multiple higher education institutions.
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•

Another faculty rater—Rater 3—taught and was a school leadership team
member in an independent school in an urbanized area before becoming a
faculty member. He has professional and research experience in collaborative school improvement approaches and has conducted numerous studies
on the school improvement planning process.
Another faculty rater—Rater 4—is also a current educational leadership
faculty member, but he has no practitioner background in K–12 contexts.
However, his scholarly work focuses on intersectionality and marginalization in both K–12 and higher education spaces.
A final rater—Rater 5—is a graduate student in the field of counselor education. The graduate student team member has academic training in school
counseling and educational psychology but has only internship experiences
in schools.

•

•

Examining the Relationship of SIP Focus Level and Components
With School Characteristics
Given the link between accountability policy and school improvement
planning, we also examined the relationship between the focus level of the Improvement Planning and Strategies component of the SIPs and several school
demographic and achievement characteristics. We selected this component of
the rubric for increased scrutiny because this component is where schools’ actions reside, and it is these actions that are the very work of improvement.
We conducted separate ANOVA tests to examine differences in economic
disadvantage, racial makeup of schools, and accountability ratings (see Table
2) between focus levels (Compliance, Student Focused, Organization Focused,
Critical Community Focused) and the Improvement Planning and Strategies
component.
We chose to examine differences in economic disadvantage, racial makeup
of schools, and accountability ratings for three reasons. First, all state report
card grades and accountability ratings for our four states are connected to standardized test scores in ELA and mathematics—and, historically, this narrow
measure of school success has been consistently linked to the numbers of economically marginalized and racially minoritized students served by a school
(see Lee, 2002; OECD, 2019; Reardon, 2011; Reardon et al., 2012; Sirin,
2005; Tienken, 2012). Second, in states like Texas, only schools identified for
“turnaround” due to poor performance on academic indicators are required
to complete SIPs. Finally, among the four states sampled in the present study,
all Title I schoolwide program schools, a policy measure of economic disadvantage, are required to include some aspects of parent, caregiver, family, or
community participation or engagement in SIPs.
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The school improvement planning process is often wrapped in intersections
of economic disadvantage and race/ethnicity. Title I program identification
has a direct policy connection to percent economically disadvantaged students,
and percent economically disadvantaged students is frequently correlated with
percent racial/ethnically minoritized students (Orfield et al., 2012), both of
which are often negatively correlated with standardized achievement measures
(Dixon-Román et al., 2013; Huntington-Klein & Ackert, 2018; Lee, 2002;
Reardon, 2011; Reardon et al., 2014). However, this intersection of economic disadvantage and racial and ethnic minoritization and segregation is often
correlated with longstanding structural inequities in communities (Orfield et
al., 2012) that schools may or may not seek to address as a part of the school
improvement planning processes. Due to the complexity of the interactions
among demographics, achievement, accountability policy, and school improvement planning, we view the analysis in the present study as exploratory
but necessary for gaining an initial understanding of the connection between
improvement planning and the context of schooling.

Findings
Perceptions of the School Improvement Plan Focus Rubric by
Practitioners
As noted earlier, we wanted to understand how educational practitioners
responded to the specific aspects of the rubric along with their general perception of the SIP focus levels. With regards to the SIP components listed
on the rubric’s left side, there was considerable agreement that the components captured the current parts of their SIPs, although different templates
may present components differently (e.g., for a single goal, SIPs may provide
data, analysis, strategies, and an accompanying evidence base). There was also
wide agreement that the SIP Focus Rubric was considerably more detailed in
its descriptions than any current SIP template these practitioners had previously been exposed to—and that the focus levels were a unique feature. There
was some debate and confusion about the organization of the SIP focus levels. Students were accustomed to reading rubrics as rankings from left to right
(lower score to higher score), leading them to assume that Student Focused was
the most desirable type of SIP.
When students were informed that the focus levels were alphabetized,
there was additional debate about which SIP focus level was the most desirable for their schools. This point led to additional debate about whether the
rubric should be used to “grade” SIPs or if it was a “tool that could be used
to write SIPs.” Several students suggested that the rubric could be used for
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both purposes. Regarding what students found challenging, most reported that
their schools did not have the capacity (e.g., time, financial, and/or technical
resources) to execute many of the aspects of the Critical Community, Organization, and Student Focused SIP focus levels, even if they aspired to do that work.
Finally, these practitioners thought it would be valuable to be able to work at
different focus levels for different SIP components to create a document that
would be useful for meeting their individual schools’ needs.

Usability and Interrater Reliability of the School Improvement
Plan Focus Rubric
While we hope the SIP Focus Rubric is useful for practitioners as both a
SIP assessment and design tool, we also hope it may be a useful research tool.
To examine this type of usability, we had five separate raters assess a randomly
assigned subset of the 65 SIPs that were initially examined by Rater 1.
A broad comparison of Rater 1 and Raters 2–5, collectively, shows that
for the Data Sources and Data Use and Analysis components, there was some
disagreement between the Student Focused and Organization Focused levels.
However, the profiles of Rater 1 and Raters 2–5 were more comparable for the
Improvement Goals component, and differed in the Compliance and Organization Focused ratings for the Improvement Planning and Strategies component,
with Rater 1 scoring this component as being Organization Focused rather than
Compliance Focused. There was broad agreement among all raters, though, that
the Research Use component was dominantly Compliance Focused across the
SIPs in this study.
An examination of kappa values and percent agreement shows that Rater 5 had generally high interrater reliability with Rater 1. Raters 3 and 4 had
marginal agreement with Rater 1, and Rater 2 had little agreement with Rater
1 (see Table 4). Although we broadly consider this initial work with the rubric to be exploratory, we were surprised by these findings. The rater with no
K–12 practitioner or scholarly experience—Rater 5—had ratings that were
most closely aligned with Rater 1, and the two raters with similar professional experience to Rater 1—Raters 2 and 3—had ratings that were least closely
aligned with Rater 1.
However, because they have experience in K–12 school leadership, Raters 2 and 3 also provided qualitative comments clarifying how they arrived
at their ratings when they had difficulty arriving at a final rating. Raters 2
and 3 typically assigned a lower rating if part of a SIP component was listed, but not contextualized or connected with evidence. For example, Rater
2 assigned a Student Focused rating for the Improvement Goals component if
a school listed organizational goals but did not connect them to any current
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Table 4. Agreement of SIP Ratings by Component Between Rater 1 and Raters 2 Through 5
Data Sources

κ

Improvement
Goals

Improvement
Strategies

Research Use

%
Agree

κ

%
Agree

κ

%
Agree

κ

%
Agree

κ

%
Agree

21.43

0.11

35.71

0.00

25.00

0.02

14.29

-0.03

78.57

58.33

-0.14

25.00

0.21*

33.33

0.09

33.33 1.00*** 100.00

55.56

0.09

42.22

0.19*

48.89

0.05

34.09 0.66*** 97.78

88.89 0.67*** 81.48 0.51*** 70.37 0.70*** 81.48 0.74*** 96.30

Note. Crosstabs were constructed where comparisons were to the main rater. Numerical values were assigned to focus areas where Compliance
Focused = 0, Student Focused = 1, Organization Focused = 2, and Critical Community Focused = 3. Therefore, positive kappa values indicate that
the main rater scored an SIP with a “higher” focus category compared to the alternative rater.
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Rater 2
-0.06
(n = 28)
Rater 3
0.12
(n = 12)
Rater 4
0.19*
(n = 45)
Rater 5
0.80***
(n = 27)

Data Use
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or future indicator, measure, or improvement strategy. Similarly, Rater 3 assigned a rating of Compliance for the Improvement Planning and Strategies
component, even if there were action steps for teachers or other staff—such
as professional development—if the SIP only included ELA and mathematics
in their Improvement Goals and Data Sources components. This approach
to rating indicates that the two raters with K–12 experience were examining
SIPs through a coherence lens and looking for connections across components.
This finding can be contrasted with Raters 4 and 5 who were largely unable
to use a coherence lens because they did not have enough K–12 experience to
identify if or how SIP components should connect to one another. Rater 1 also
rated each component independently because she had piloted the rubric with
the group of graduate student educational practitioners described above who
viewed their own SIPs as having components that should be rated at different
focus levels compared to other components within the same SIP.
The findings presented in the next sections are connected to our first research question, which focuses on the usability of the SIP Focus Rubric as a
tool for assessing SIPs. The remainder of the findings are focused on identifying
social justice and equity orientations in SIPs and are connected to our second
research question. The latter findings are connected only to Rater 1’s ratings,
however, because she was the only rater who independently scored all 65 SIPs.

SIP Focus Levels
The majority of SIPs reviewed by Rater 1 were rated as being either Student
Focused or Organization Focused across the components of Data Sources, Data
Use and Analysis, Improvement Goals, and Improvement Planning and Strategies (see Figure 1). The majority of schools referenced and utilized data beyond
what are included in state data management systems. These internal data sources were diverse and included local and nationally normed academic benchmark
assessments, student behavioral data, student perception data, teacher work
behavioral data (e.g., PLC meeting minutes, lesson plans, teacher attendance).
These data were used to create and evaluate progress towards both student-oriented and organization-oriented goals.
Few SIP components (see Figure 1) could be classified as Critical Community Focused, and no single SIP examined had a Critical Community Focused rating
across all components. While some SIPs referenced some aspects of community
relationships—such as using culturally relevant practices, providing for family
and caregiver input through school or parent advisory committees, or partnering with businesses and organizations to provide resources for the school or
families—there was little evidence that these interactions had an influence on
the goals or improvement strategies cited in the SIP. Only 14.0% of schools
158

COMMUNITY IN IMPROVEMENT PLANS

had a parent/caregiver represented on their SIP development teams, and only
55.4% of SIPs cited collecting or using any parent/caregiver/community perception data. The overall finding is that family and community involvement in
school improvement planning is limited to one-way data collection rather than
a two-way engagement model where co-creation of knowledge between schools
and their communities is prioritized (Ishimaru, 2020; Weiss et al., 2013).
Figure 1. Frequency of School Improvement Plan Critical Data Use and School
Improvement Planning Rubric Ratings

Percent of SIPs

Main Rater Frequency of School Improvement
Focus Ratings
100.0
90.0
80.0
70.0
60.0
50.0
40.0
30.0
20.0
10.0
0.0
Data Sources
Compliance

Data Use

Student Focused

Improvement
Goals

Organization Focused

Improvement
Strategies

Research Use

Critical Community Focused

Percent of SIPs

Alternate Raters Frequency of School Improvement
Focus Ratings
100.0
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Differences in SIPs Between States
ESSA increased states’ abilities to create more flexible accountability policies, and the four states examined in this study had key differences in their SIP
templates, including no statewide template at all in Texas. We found that there
are also differences in focus levels for SIP components (see Figure 2). Texas SIPs
had approximately 20% of all components except Research Use rated as being
Critical Community Focused, but only one of the 20 Texas SIPs had coherence,
with all components except Research Use being rated as Critical Community Focused. Tennessee SIPs had the largest percent of Improvement Planning
and Strategies (50%) that were rated as Critical Community Focused. SIPs from
these two states differ from Florida SIPs, which had no components that were
rated as Critical Community Focused.
Texas, Tennessee, and Wisconsin SIPs had similar percentages of schools
that used an Organization Focused approach to Data Sources and Data Use and
Analysis, and Florida, Texas, and Wisconsin had similar percentages of SIPs
that used an Organization Focused approach to School Improvement Planning
and Strategies. A contrast between the Florida SIPs and the SIPs from the other three states, though, is that Florida schools tended to connect Organization
Focused strategies to Student Focused Data Sources, Data Use and Analysis, and
Improvement Goals (see Figure 2). Another key contrast was between Wisconsin SIPs and SIPs from the other three states in that nearly all Wisconsin SIPs
have Improvement Goals that are Student Focused, but, in many cases, leverage
organizational data and strategies to work towards those goals.
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Figure 2. State Comparison of Percent of Components at Each School
Improvement Plan Focus Level
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Family and student stakeholder involvement also differed between states
(see Figure 3). Tennessee SIPs had the highest percentage (66.7%) indicating
that at least one parent/caregiver was part of the school improvement planning
team, but the Tennessee SIP template required schools to indicate how they
are engaging families/caregivers in the improvement planning process. Unlike
Tennessee, though, Florida does not require parent/caregiver participation in
the school improvement planning process, and Florida had the lowest percentage (10.5%) of SIPs indicating parent/caregiver involvement. Across the
states where there was parent/caregiver participation in the school improvement planning process, the parent/caregiver was directly serving on the school
improvement planning committee. Some schools, however, engaged families
through a family and community engagement liaison employed by the school.
No SIPs from any state, though, indicated that students served on school improvement planning committees. Wisconsin had the highest percentage of
schools (80.0%) that reported collecting and using family and/or community perception data, but this high percentage was primarily driven by a survey
administered to all schools within the Madison Metropolitan School District;
this finding is not surprising given that Wisconsin does not have a statewide
SIP process and that local school districts are responsible for creating and implementing SIPs. As was the case with parent/caregiver participation in the
school improvement planning process, Florida also had the lowest percent of
schools (31.6%) that collected parent/caregiver or community perception data.
Figure 3. State Comparison of Stakeholder Involvement in School Improvement Planning Process
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Relationship of SIP Focus Level to School Demographic Factors
In our document reviews, we learned that Florida’s statewide SIP template
and Wisconsin school district templates connected parent, family, and community engagement activities to school Title I status. In addition, Texas only
required schools rated as “unacceptable” (i.e., lowest state accountability rating) or those that receive Title I schoolwide grants to complete annual SIPs.
The U.S. federal Title I program is part of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, of which ESSA is the most recent iteration, and Title I funds
are provided to schools to support students identified as “economically disadvantaged.” Due to this connection and the long-documented relationship
between school accountability “failures” and enrollment of racially minoritized
students discussed previously, we sought to examine if SIP focus level in the
School Improvement Planning and Strategies component was related to percent
enrollment of students identified as economically disadvantaged and percent
enrollment of American Indian/Indigenous, African American/Black, Asian,
Hispanic non-White, Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, and multiracial students.
Prior to this examination, we explored the relationship of percent enrollment of economically disadvantaged students and percent enrollment of racial/
ethnic student groups to overall accountability ratings (see Table 2 for descriptive statistics). We felt this exploration was important for two reasons. First,
accountability ratings are often related to school demographics, with schools
with lower accountability ratings often serving higher percentages of economically disadvantaged and/or racially/ethnically minoritized students and
families. Second, in states like Texas, only schools with the lowest accountability ratings are required to complete SIPs. For this sample of schools, percent
enrollment of economically disadvantaged students (B = -0.34, p < .001, R2 =
0.20) significantly related to school accountability rating, where schools that
served a higher percent of economically disadvantaged students had lower accountability ratings.
A multiple regression examination of the relationship of percent student
enrollment by race/ethnicity found it to be a significant predictor of accountability rating (F (3, 61) = 9.78, p < .001, R2 = 0.54). Percent African American/
Black student enrollment, though, was the only non-White race/ethnicity that
was significantly related to accountability rating when compared to White student enrollment. Schools with higher percent enrollment of African American/
Black students had significantly lower accountability ratings (B = -0.53, p <
.001). Thus, this sample of schools is representative of historical trends that
demonstrate the link between accountability scores and levels of community
economic disadvantage and racial/ethnic minoritization.
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Due to the policy relationship of Title I funding and the requirement for
parent/caregiver involvement in the school improvement planning process, we
hypothesized that a SIP’s improvement strategies would be more likely to be
Critical Community Focused if a school served a higher percentage of economically disadvantaged students. We conducted ANOVA tests to examine whether
mean percent enrollment of economically disadvantaged students differed between the Improvement Planning and Strategies SIP component and SIP focus
levels (e.g., Compliance). ANOVA results demonstrate a significant relationship
between Improvement and Planning Strategies SIP component and percent
enrollment of economically disadvantaged students (F (3, 61) = 4.18, p < .01,
partial η2 = .17, observed power = 0.83). However, in contrast to the relationship we hypothesized that Critical Community Focused improvement strategies
would correspond to schools with higher percent enrollment of economically disadvantaged students, we found the opposite relationship. Schools with
more economically disadvantaged students were significantly more likely to
have Compliance Focused improvement planning and strategies compared to
Organization Focused (Mean Difference = 33.99, p < .05; see Figure 4).
Race/ethnicity is often linked to socioeconomic status due to structural
economic oppression in communities of color (Dixon-Román et al., 2013;
Huntington-Klein & Ackert, 2018; Lee, 2002; Reardon, 2011; Reardon et al.,
2014), and Title I funding—which is tied to general SIP mandates and specific
SIP components—is connected to school percent enrollment of economically
disadvantaged students. Therefore, we also thought it was important to determine if there was a connection between the focus level of the Improvement
Planning and Strategies SIP component and percent enrollment of students
by race/ethnicity. A series of ANOVA tests were conducted to determine if the
percent enrollment of students by race/ethnicity (see Table 3 for descriptive
statistics) differed by focus level of Improvement Planning and Strategies. The
only racial/ethnic student group that significantly differed between focus levels was percent African American/Black students (F (3, 61) = 6.41, p < .001,
partial η2 = .24, observed power = 0.96). Schools with Compliance Focused ratings of their Improvement Planning and Strategies enrolled significantly higher
percentages of African American/Black students compared to schools with Organization Focused (Mean Difference = 41.36, p < .001) or Critical Community
Focused (Mean Difference = 36.62, p < .01) ratings (see Figure 4). No other
race/ethnic group enrollment percentage had a relationship to focus level of the
Improvement Planning and Strategies SIP component.
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Figure 4. The Relationship of Mean School Percent African American/Black
Students and Percent Enrollment of Economically Disadvantaged to School
Improvement Planning and Strategies Focus Level
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These results suggest the following: schools serving communities that are
economically oppressed and/or African American/Black communities are more
likely to have lower accountability ratings and use compliance-driven improvement strategies. As we discuss in the next section, the nuance of this argument
and intersections of these specific sociocultural and political factors are critical areas for future study, but the initial characterization of these relationships
aligns with the historical context of race, economic oppression, and the effects
of accountability policies (see Vasquez-Heilig & Darling-Hammond, 2008;
Vasquez-Heilig et al., 2014).

Discussion
School improvement planning and data-use have become widely accepted and ubiquitous features of schooling in the modern accountability policy
era, especially in the U.S. There is, however, emerging recognition that being “data-driven” and overly focused on narrow measures of school success
(e.g., standardized test scores) can contribute to and reinforce deficit views
of nondominant communities (Vasquez-Heilig & Darling-Hammond, 2008;
Vasquez-Heilig et al., 2014). Moreover, there have been ever-increasing calls
for reimagining the role of family and community in schooling, specifically increasing family engagement (i.e., authentic partnerships) in schools and setting
aside traditional family involvement models that maintain status quo power
dynamics and also contribute to deficit views of nondominant communities
(Ishimaru, 2020). The presence of blind spots in either of these common features of schooling—school improvement and data use and then family and
community engagement—can lead to similar outcomes. At best, nondominant
communities may be undervalued and their assets for schooling untapped,
and, at worst, they are blamed for school and student failure (Ishimaru, 2020;
Watson & Bogotch, 2015). Still, it is quite rare to see school improvement
and family and community engagement discussed in the same empirical or
conceptual work; in fact, these topics are siloed within separate areas in the educational research space (see Ishimaru, 2020).
In the present study, we sought to bring together the fields of school
improvement and family and community engagement. We explicate the family–school–community–policy improvement connection through a rubric that
can be used to assess the focus level of SIP components most frequently required by accountability policies. Scholarly work has repeatedly demonstrated
the power of deep family–school–community engagement—not merely tangential involvement—that addresses historical opportunity gaps and education
debts, particularly for bicultural families and children (Arriaza, 2004; Khalifa,
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2012; Olivos, 2006). In fact, co-creation of knowledge between schools and
communities may even be considered an imperative for school improvement.
Our findings in the present study, however, demonstrate that families, caregivers, and community stakeholders are still viewed as subaltern voices in school
improvement efforts. This study sought to understand the scope of this othering of community as separate from school in the improvement planning
process and to provide a tool for coupling school improvement and family–
school–community engagement. Our findings further highlight a need for
work that seeks to return school improvement to serving communities.
The present study also echoes previous empirical work that shows schools’
improvement planning efforts are closely connected to accountability policies
(Mintrop & MacLellan, 2002; Mintrop et al., 2001; VanGronigen & Meyers,
2017). Where states provide SIP templates that emphasize or require schools to
include families and/or community members in their improvement planning
activities (e.g., Tennessee’s SIP template), schools are more likely to include
these stakeholders and also have a stronger community focus in their improvement strategies.
We also find that significant equity blind spots remain in school improvement planning activities and in the SIPs themselves. Even when state or school
district SIP templates require community engagement activities for schools receiving Title I funding (i.e., funding tied to percent enrollment of economically
disadvantaged students), schools with the highest percentage of economically
disadvantaged students—on the whole—were more likely to have a Compliance
focus to their improvement strategies rather than a Critical Community focus.
We found a similar relationship between SIP focus level and percent enrollment of African American/Black students. Scholars have demonstrated
that African American/Black families and caregivers often have diminished
relationships with their children’s schools that are related to families’ and caregivers’ failure to comply with normative stances of participation rooted in
support for and deference to schools (e.g., Lareau & Horvat, 1999). The intersection of race and socioeconomic class, however, influences the ways that
African American/Black families interact with schools as well; middle- and upper-class African American/Black families can leverage their social and cultural
capital to interact with schools in ways that working-class African American/
Black families cannot (Diamond & Gomez, 2004). Our study affirms that access to critical decision-making processes like school improvement planning
continues to be connected to socioeconomic class and race. This finding is
troubling and needs further investigation because it suggests that even state
and federal accountability policy pressure might not overcome the barriers between schools whose faculty and staff continue to be predominantly White and
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middle class and the economically oppressed communities that they may serve
(Olivos, 2006; Weiss et al., 2013).

Implications, Limitations, and Next Steps
Although accountability policies in the U.S. have evolved from the state
flexibility of IASA and Goals 2000 to the height of federal prescription
under NCLB and ARRA to the return of state flexibility in ESSA, school improvement planning activities remain intimately connected to these policies’
requirements. Although the return of more localized accountability flexibility
under ESSA was in part premised on addressing NCLB’s social justice failures,
including NCLB’s failure to adequately address opportunity gaps for marginalized and minoritized students and communities (Hursh, 2007), state ESSA
plans remain problematically race-neutral (Diem & Welton, 2020). The perpetuation of race-neutrality and community disengagement in state ESSA
plans has implications for SIPs due to a tight linkage between accountability policies and school improvement planning. Where ELA and mathematics
scores are promoted by policy, ELA and mathematics scores remain a focus
of SIPs; where states emphasize family and community engagement as a vital
component of school improvement, SIPs include plans for engaging families and communities. Thus, the present study has implications for state- and
district-level policymakers; if policymakers believe that schools should serve
communities and that families and communities should have an active voice
in determining the purpose and goals of schools and how those goals and purposes are best achieved, then data dashboards and SIP templates and guidance
should center these voices.
However, we also suggest that there is potential for a school-based movement towards critical community-based school improvement. In fact, engaging
with families and community stakeholders, shifting away from deficit views of
children and families, and creating structures for collaboration around data and
improvement have all been linked to closing gaps in student outcomes (e.g.,
Leithwood, 2010). Although schools may seem to be limited by SIP templates
and requirements that are external to their organizations, educational leaders
can choose to use the SIP Focus Rubric to engage in school improvement planning that goes beyond external requirements. Educational leaders who choose
this path can also choose to engage in practitioner scholarship and policy advocacy by reporting their experiences with efforts beyond external requirements.
In these ways, we see potential to partially decouple—if not wholly reclaim—
school improvement efforts from external accountability policy requirements
and return those efforts to serving school communities.

168

COMMUNITY IN IMPROVEMENT PLANS

Yet significant work remains to be done that should more fully characterize
this phenomenon and demonstrate the potential for critical community-based
school improvement. At this time, we have only preliminary findings from
SIPs from four states. We plan to continue this work, reviewing additional
SIPs from other states. Adding cases to this study would also allow us to examine more relationships between school context and SIPs. Additionally, as we
and hopefully others proceed to reviewing additional SIPs, it is also critical to
consider the nuanced differences between community engagement and involvement as these conversations continue in the literature (Ishimaru, 2020; see also
Ferlazzo, 2011).
Finally, we also recognize the need to determine the validity and reliability—including interrater reliability—of assessing SIPs using the SIP Focus
Rubric. If we are suggesting that school, district, and state leaders use the rubric to create shifts in their school improvement planning approaches, we
should continue to describe and critique the process of how researchers use the
rubric. Although there is important work that needs to be done, we believe that
reclaiming school improvement for families and communities is a worthwhile
endeavor that can benefit all students.
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Component

Compliance

Student Focused

Organization Focused

Critical Community Focused

Data
Sources

Data sources are limited to
accountability assessments
and student subgroup demographic information defined by
an external source (i.e., state
or federal agency).

Data sources may include data beyond state mandated assessments;
however, data sources are centered
at the student level (e.g., student demographic information, student state
assessments, student behavior data,
local student assessments, student
perceptions).

Data sources include data related to a
range of organizational characteristics of
the school or local educational agency
(e.g., student data, teacher data including
demographic and professional characteristics and/or teacher perception data, organizational structure, and process data).

Data sources include data emerging from
and related to the broader community
sociocultural and historical context (e.g.,
data that can be used to understand
shifts in community demographics data,
community perception data, community
engagement data, community asset data,
community needs data).

Data
Use and
Analysis

Data is not disaggregated by
student subgroups. Analysis is
limited to a single year of data
with little or no consideration
of historical trends in data.
Analysis is conducted only on
externally collected achievement data (achievement data
collected as part of state/federal accountability). Analysis
is used to identify student academic achievement goals for
the entire student population.

Data is disaggregated by student
subgroups (e.g., student race/ethnicity, economic characteristics, special
needs classifications). Analysis may
be limited to a single year of data with
little or no consideration of historical
trends in data. Analysis is conducted
on a variety of student data sources
(e.g., student demographic information, student state assessments,
student behavior data, local student
assessments, student perceptions).
Analysis is used to identify student
goals for a range of outcomes
(e.g., academic proficiency and/or
growth, attendance, behavior and/or
social–emotional indicators, student
perceptions).

Data in a variety of organizational areas
is disaggregated by student subgroups,
teacher subgroups, and/or other organizational subgroups (grade levels, departments, services). Analysis may be limited
to a single year of data with little or no
consideration of historical trends in data.
Analysis may be conducted on a variety
of school or local educational agency data
sources (e.g., student data, teacher data
including demographic and professional
characteristics and/or teacher perception
data, organizational structure and process
data). Analysis is used to identify goals
for a range of organizational members
including students, teachers, service providers, and organizational structures and
processes.

Data in a variety of organizational and
community-focused areas is disaggregated by student subgroups, teacher
subgroups, organizational subgroups.
Analysis has a consideration of historical
trends in data. Analysis may be conducted
on a variety of school, local educational
agency data, and community data (e.g.,
data that can be used to understand shifts
in community demographics, community
perception data, community engagement
data, community asset data, community
needs data). Analysis is used to identify
goals for a range of organizational members including students, teachers, service
providers, organizational structures and
processes, and community needs and
community engagement.
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Appendix. School Improvement Planning Focus Rubric

Appendix, Continued

Improvement goals address a range
of student indicators that may be
established by external sources (i.e.,
state or federal agency) or internal
organizational goals. However, goals
focus on a range of student outcomes
(e.g., academic proficiency and/or
growth, attendance, behavior and/or
social–emotional indicators, student
perceptions). The selection of goals
is contextualized with explanations
of goal selections clearly articulated
and grounded in student context and
history.

Improvement goals address a range of organizational characteristics of the school
or local educational agency (e.g., student
goals, teacher goals including teacher
quality and development, and/or organizational structure and process goals). The
selection of goals is contextualized with
explanations of goal selections clearly
articulated and grounded in organizational
context and history.

Improvement goals address a range of
organizational characteristics and community needs and engagement. Goals are
equity focused and address opportunity
gaps identified through critical data use
practices and community engagement
processes and structures. The selection
of goals is contextualized with explanations of goal selections clearly articulated
and grounded in the community context
and history.

Improvement
Planning
and
Strategies

There is evidence that the improvement planning process includes
a student voice component (e.g.,
inclusion of students, student groups,
student advocates). Improvement
strategies are diverse and connected
to a range of student outcomes (e.g.,
academic proficiency and/or growth,
attendance, behavior and/or social–
emotional indicators, student perceptions). Improvement strategies are
differentiated for student subgroups
or individual students.

There is evidence that the improvement
planning process includes members from
across the organization (faculty, staff, administration, service providers, students).
Improvement strategies are diverse and
connected to a range of organizational
outcomes (e.g., student goals, teacher
goals including teacher quality and
development, and/or organizational structure and process goals). Improvement
strategies are differentiated for student
subgroups or individual students, faculty
subgroups, and/ or specific organizational
structures or processes.

There is evidence that the improvement
planning process includes members from
across the organization and community
(faculty, staff, administration, service
providers, students, families and caregivers, and community-based organizations
or partners). There is evidence that
members of the improvement planning
process were identified with the intention
of diversity in community representation.
Improvement strategies are diverse and
connected to a range of organizational
and community outcomes. Improvement
strategies are selected and differentiated
based on student and community sociocultural and historical contexts.

There is evidence that the improvement planning process
was limited to organizational
faculty, staff, and administration. Improvement strategies
are limited to general curriculum and instruction practices
with little to no emphasis on
diverse needs of student subgroups or individual students.
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Improve- Improvement goals address
ment
academic indicators required
Goals
or emphasized by an external
source (i.e., state or federal
agency). The selection of
goals is decontextualized with
little to no explanation for selection of goals.

Research
Use

Research may or may not be
referenced. Research is limited to curricular and instructional strategies. Research is
decontextualized and/or generalized to a program name or
title (e.g., RTI, UDL, PLC) with
little to no explanation of how
the program or research will
be implemented in the specific
school, district, or community
context.

Research is referenced to support
improvement strategies. The research
basis for improvement strategies
draws on research related to multiple domains of student outcomes.
The research is contextualized with
explanations of the ways in which research-based programs or strategies
will be implemented given the student
context.

Research is referenced to support improvement strategies. The research basis
for improvement strategies draws on
research related to multiple domains of
organizational outcomes. The research
is contextualized with explanations of the
ways in which research-based programs
or strategies will be implemented given
the organizational context.

Research is referenced to support improvement strategies. The research basis
for improvement strategies draws on
research related to multiple domains of
organizational and community outcomes.
The research is contextualized with
explanations of the ways in which research-based programs or strategies will
be implemented given the organizational
and community context. The research
base includes a cultural competency
component.
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Appendix, Continued

Creating Safe Classroom Learning Spaces for
Students Living in Urban Areas of Poverty
Kim M. Anderson, Jasmine D. Haynes, Courtney J. Wilson, and
Norma E. Conner
Abstract
The current pilot study introduced trauma-informed professional development for teachers in an urban, K–8, Title I public school prior to the COVID-19
pandemic. Equipping middle school teachers with trauma knowledge and resources enabled them to modify their pedagogical approach to align better with
students’ emotional and academic needs shaped by living in poverty. Thematic analysis of qualitative data (i.e., 48 teacher journal entries, one focus group
transcript) produced three overarching themes related to changes in teaching
practices, student engagement, and classroom culture: (a) transforming to teach
(i.e., teacher empathy, awareness, understanding of students’ living conditions),
(b) teaching to transform (i.e., teacher critical thinking about students’ needs,
reactions, and consequences), and (c) transforming to learn (student engagement, expressiveness, confidence). This study’s findings highlight how middle
school educators can effectively implement trauma-sensitive techniques in their
classrooms to enhance safe learning spaces, student support, and classroom
management for stress-affected young people. This study’s university–community school partnership may offer a model for the design, structure, and
resources necessary to implement classroom-level, trauma-informed professional development for Title I nonclinical middle school personnel.
Key Words: trauma-informed schools, teacher professional development, trauma exposed students, Title I, community schools, safe classroom learning spaces, urban poverty, middle school youth, nonclinical personnel
School Community Journal, 2022, Vol. 32, No. 2
Available at http://www.schoolcommunitynetwork.org/SCJ.aspx
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Introduction
Even before the COVID-19 pandemic, approximately 50–80% of children living in poverty experienced trauma, including higher violence and drug
exposure rates than their more socioeconomically advantaged counterparts
(Borofsky et al., 2013; Izard, 2016). Additionally, they experienced more significant chronic stress related to food insecurities, environmental hazards, and
unsafe housing conditions than young people growing up in more affluent
areas (Jensen, 2013; Powell & Davis, 2019). Experts highlight how the pandemic has exacerbated such adverse experiences for children residing in areas
of economic disadvantage and communities of color (Claypool & Moore de
Peralta, 2021, Sonu et al., 2021). Additionally, childhood exposure to domestic violence and emotional abuse increased across socioeconomic statuses in
the pandemic, particularly during the period of stay-at-home orders (Bryant
et al., 2020).
While children living in poverty are at heightened risk for higher numbers
of adverse experiences and are more disproportionally affected by psychosocial
challenges than their more affluent counterparts, protective factors can buffer
the harmful effects of chronic stress (Komro et al., 2011; Raver et al., 2015;
Powell & Davis, 2019; Santiago et al., 2011). Research from 60 high-poverty
schools indicates the primary factor in student motivation and achievement
is the school and teacher and not the student’s home environment (Irvin et al.,
2011). Therefore, regardless of students’ living conditions, every child has the
potential to learn and flourish in the classroom setting (Ginwright, 2018).
However, trauma-sensitive approaches that affect student stress, facilitate safe
learning spaces, and create community in the classroom are often missing from
teachers’ classroom management strategies (Bell et al., 2013; Yates, 2017). This
is particularly true for teachers in underresourced Title I schools where mental health resources and services are insufficient to meet the needs of a student
body largely affected by poverty-related adversity (Lambie et al., 2019).
This is where a university–school partnership can help in the design,
structure, and providing resources necessary to implement trauma-informed
professional development for teachers (Swick et al., 2021). This study’s middle
school personnel worked within an urban community school that included key
partnerships among the school district, a leading nonprofit agency (i.e., child
welfare), a university, and a health provider. The community partnership school
director, a child welfare employee situated in the school, conducted monthly
meetings with all partners to plan and coordinate school initiatives. An identified area of need was training and support for middle school teachers who had
expressed feeling ill-equipped in the classroom to address the effects of student
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trauma. The first author, a faculty trauma expert from the partner university,
subsequently developed a trauma-informed professional development training
to pilot and evaluate at the community school. Participating teachers received
lesson plans (i.e., trauma-focused scripts, activities, student worksheets) to implement in the classroom with their students. Specialized support and expertise
during and between classroom applications was also provided. The pilot study
was guided by the research question: How do Title I middle school teachers
perceive the changes in their teaching practices, student engagement, and classroom culture resulting from implementing a trauma-informed approach for
stress-affected students living in urban areas of poverty?

Literature Review
Child developmental research has established a negative correlation between
adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) and academic outcomes (Coohey et al.,
2011; Duncan et al., 2010; Font & Maguire-Jack, 2013; Tanaka et al., 2015).
ACEs is a concept and term coined by Felitti et al. (1998) to describe childhood
experiences within the family such as “psychological, physical, or sexual abuse;
violence against mother; or living with household members who were substance
abusers, mentally ill or suicidal, or ever imprisoned” (p. 245). Childhood adversity also encompasses environmental influences such as living in high-poverty
urban areas affected by food deserts, dangerous housing conditions, environmental pollution, and community violence (Francis et al., 2018; Halfon et
al., 2017). Research indicates that Black and Hispanic youth and youth living
in poverty are more vulnerable to ACEs than White youth and youth living
above the poverty line (Sacks & Murphey, 2018). ACEs can lead to trauma
that causes negative impacts on one’s mental, physical, social–emotional, and
spiritual well-being (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration [SAMHSA], 2014). For example, chronic exposure to ACEs, along with
school-based stress in early adolescence, is associated with increased risk of depression, anxiety, suicidality, and decreased school connectedness for middle
school students (Feiss et al., 2019; Lensch et al., 2021; Wan et al., 2019).
Being in a chronic state of stress impairs children’s attentional focus, impulse
control, and working memory, along with the higher-order brain functions of
problem-solving and reasoning (Evans & Schamberg, 2009). Distressed students, therefore, are not learning ready because they are in a protect and defend
mode rather than an information processing mode. Thus, teachers’ jobs are affected as they attempt to balance instructional delivery with effective responses to
lessen rather than exacerbate student stress (Souers & Hall, 2016). A meta-analysis of school-based, universal social and emotional learning (SEL) programs (N
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= 213) found that interventions led by teachers effectively impacted a variety of
student outcomes, including emotional distress, along with academic and behavior performance (Durlak et al., 2011). Such results suggest that nonclinical
school staff can effectively support students experiencing trauma, yet more research is necessary to understand better how teachers may support educational
success in the classroom for children living in urban poverty.
As students’ trauma and adversity rates increase in high-poverty schools,
social skills decrease while problem behaviors increase, creating classroom
disruptions (Báez et al., 2019). Children in such states of distress are often reacting rather than responding to circumstances as they are working from the
survival part of the brain, referred to as fight, flight, or freeze (Souers & Hall,
2016). Chronic stress causes response dysregulation, and thus young people
may fluctuate between being out of control, withdrawn, or apathetic in the
school environment (Scott, 2020). Teachers may assume that such students are
defiantly acting out on purpose or are unmotivated to learn instead of understanding how these behavioral responses are related to chronic stress (Goodman
et al., 2012; Overstreet & Chafouleas, 2016; Souers & Hall, 2016). Lacking
awareness of trauma and its effects, educators often respond to such behaviors with standard disciplinary actions such as students being removed from
the classroom or being suspended or expelled from school (Souers & Hall,
2016). In contrast, a trauma-informed educational approach enables teachers
to recognize and respond to the unmet social and emotional needs of stress-affected students to ensure each child is engaged and supported in the learning
environment. Trauma-informed programs in schools vary from schoolwide
trauma-informed initiatives (Dorado et al., 2016) to student-specific interventions (individual or group counseling) delivered by mental health professionals
(Allison & Ferreira, 2017; Kataoka et al., 2011; Mendelson et al., 2015).

Trauma-Informed Programs Based in Schools
Herrenkohl, Hong, and Verbrugge (2019) examined 28 trauma-informed
programs based in schools and found that the majority encompassed individual and small group counseling (n =14) or full-school models (n = 10), rather
than those at the classroom level (n = 4). Individual or group-focused services
often involved screening students for posttraumatic symptoms, who were then
referred to mental health clinicians and school professionals for counseling
such as cognitive–behavioral therapy. Such services were not part of the standard academic curriculum and pulled selected students out of the classroom.
In contrast, full-school models are systemwide and include multitiered interventions, such as psychoeducation and trauma training for school personnel,
along with targeted services for students with trauma histories. Schoolwide
180

TRAUMA-INFORMED CLASSROOMS

initiatives also include outreach and education to parents and service providers in the community. Classroom-level only interventions involve specialized
training for teachers or school personnel on the prevalence and effects of trauma, along with student skill-building to manage their stress better, regulate
their emotions, and lessen their conﬂict with others.
School-based trauma interventions used in high-poverty schools are found
to reduce students’ trauma-related symptoms such as posttraumatic stress,
depression, anxiety, and aggressive behaviors, along with improving academic outcomes (Jaycox et al., 2019; Jaycox et al., 2009; Kataoka et al., 2011;
Mendelson et al., 2015; Powell & Davis, 2019). The current study’s professional development was guided by research on trauma-informed groups and
classroom-based interventions specific to students in high-poverty schools
(Herrenkohl et al., 2019; Powell & Davis, 2019). For a summary of all 28 trauma-informed school models (e.g., program components, evaluation elements,
results), see Herrenkohl et al. (2019); demographics for school personnel delivering trauma-informed programming were not identified for studies reviewed.
Group-Based Trauma Interventions
Overall, group-based interventions, such as the Journey of Hope (JoH;
Powell & Davis, 2019), Cognitive Behavioral Intervention for Trauma in
Schools (CBITS; Kataoka et al., 2011), Support for Students Exposed to Trauma (SSET; Jaycox et al., 2009), and the Rap Club (Mendelson et al., 2015), are
effective in addressing a small portion of trauma-affected students in high-poverty schools but are not efficient or wide-ranging models for addressing chronic
stress within the larger student body of Title I schools (Baker et al., 2006).
Such interventions are delivered primarily by school personnel with clinical
training or certification who are often too few in number to serve the mental
health needs of an entire school. For instance, in a study of elementary schools
serving impoverished communities (N = 1,099 students), 56% of students
were identified as having mental health needs (Baker et al., 2006). Additionally, group models often screen students for posttraumatic stress symptoms
related to acute stress from a major traumatic life event rather than long-term
stress from exposure to multiple traumatic events. Yet young people living in
areas of urban poverty often face several concurrent ACEs over time, producing chronic stress reactions such as impaired concentration, memory problems,
behavioral disruptions or withdrawal, and emotional dysregulation (Souers &
Hall, 2016).
Classroom-Wide Trauma Interventions
Classroom-wide trauma-informed programming in high-poverty schools
has the potential to beneﬁt many students, improve classroom climate, and
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reduce the burden on schools’ limited resources for addressing mental health
demands (Herrenkohl et al., 2019). Such interventions aim to enhance students’ self-regulatory abilities (Brown et al., 2006; McConnico et al., 2016),
psychological resources (Moore & Begoray, 2017), and relational abilities (e.g.,
healthy peer relationships, stable relationships with adults; Ijadi-Maghsoodi et
al., 2017). Although classroom-wide interventions differ in the types offered
(e.g., cognitive behavioral therapy, critical literacy programs) and the school
personnel who implement them (educators or mental health professionals),
overall, they are shown to be effective in improving classroom management
(Herrenkohl et al., 2019). For high-poverty schools that do not have the
resources to offer schoolwide trauma-informed models, classroom-based programming is an option to reach a larger scale of students than individual or
group interventions. Additionally, limited empirical attention has been given
to investigating a trauma-informed approach from the perspective of teachers
working with trauma-impacted students (Wall, 2021).

The Current Study
The current pilot study offered trauma-informed professional development training to middle school teachers in an urban K–8 Title I public school.
The first author from the partner university met with the community school’s
administration to determine the school’s needs regarding trauma-informed
programming. The school was interested in piloting a classroom-level model
rather than offering clinical group-based interventions because they did not
want to limit the eligibility to only a few students who could receive it. Additionally, they were interested in specialized support for their middle school
teachers who had expressed feeling overwhelmed and unprepared to address the
severity of social–emotional needs of students served at the school. Taking into
consideration administration and teachers’ needs, the first author developed a
multipronged professional development including (1) training on trauma-informed care related to student development, learning, and skill-building; (2)
prepared lesson plans for classroom implementation; and (3) access to support
and guidance during and between classroom applications. Additionally, participating teachers provided input on lesson plans and activities throughout the
process, and the curriculum was adjusted to the needs of the teachers and their
students as implementation progressed.
School Setting
The community school (approximately 900 students) was in its second
year of operation and was located one block from the partner university’s new
downtown campus, then in its first year of operation. The school had one social worker and two school counselors for the student population. Based on
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school demographics for 2018–19, 84% of students were African American/
Black, 3% were White, and 13% Hispanic. Children who attended the community school lived in communities where the child poverty rate was 73%,
and the median household income was approximately $15,000 (U.S. Census
Report, 2019).
Training and Implementation Procedure
Teachers received three in-person, two-hour professional development
modules across 12 weeks (see Table 1 for objectives, topics, and activities).
Each learning module consisted of a two-hour interactive presentation, inclusive of trauma content, hands-on practice of trauma-sensitive strategies, peer
discussion, and trauma expert consultation. After each module, teachers implemented the training activities with their middle school students for two to
three weeks. Teachers selected one class per week for classroom implementation. The day and class period (55 minutes) stayed the same throughout the 12
weeks. The first author, who identified as Caucasian and was a 30-year licensed
clinical social worker and trauma researcher, delivered the three learning modules and provided feedback on teachers’ weekly self-reflective journal entries.
Two social work doctoral students (one male, one female), who each identified
as African American and were trained on trauma-informed care, attended the
designated classes and assisted the teachers with implementation.
The professional development training encompassed children’s experiences
of living in poverty and how chronic stress can impact student learning and
engagement. The first module included statistics on regional risk factors for
students attending the Title I school (e.g., rates of poverty, unemployment,
crime, homelessness, etc.). Such information was provided to contextualize the
environmental stressors faced by families living in poverty and highlight their
impact on students’ perceptions of safety within and outside of the classroom.
Creating a safe learning environment at school was underscored, including
prioritizing positive and enriching teacher–student relationships (Dombo &
Sabatino, 2019; Izard, 2016). An overview of trauma-informed care (TIC) was
presented to raise teachers’ awareness of the underlying reasons for children’s
behaviors and to focus more on what students are trying to communicate (fear,
worry, doubt) rather than how it is communicated (acting out, resistance, inattention). Understanding the why of students’ behaviors allows educators to
respond in a trauma-sensitive manner rather than from a punitive stance that
removes the student from the learning environment (Izrad, 2016). Teachers
also received hands-on practice in stress reduction and relaxation techniques
(e.g., deep breathing, guided imagery) to instruct their students on how to
calm and soothe themselves.
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Module(s)

Lesson Objectives and Implementation Activities
Objectives
Lesson 1
Build safe and supportive relationships for
teachers and students

Module 1: Introduction to
TraumaInformed Care
(TIC)

Define and understand the meaning of stress;
understand what stress looks and feels like for
children living in areas of poverty

Best Practices for Trauma-Informed Instruction
(https://wasa-oly.org/WASA/images/WASA/6.0%20Resources/
Hanover/BEST%20PRACTICES%20FOR%20TRAUMA-INFORMED%20INSTRUCTION%20.pdf )
Signs of Stress Overload (https://www.kiddiematters.com/helpingkids-learn-stress-management-skills/)
Introduction to class stress ball
Deep breathing exercises and guided imagery

Lesson 2
Learn and practice student relaxation skills

Module 2:
Emotional
Response
Regulation

Worksheets/Activities

What is Relaxation (https://arfamiliesfirst.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/05/Your-Very-Own-TF-CBT-Workbook.pdf )
Safe Place (https://arfamiliesfirst.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/05/Your-Very-Own-TF-CBT-Workbook.pdf )
What is Worry? (https://www.therapistaid.com/therapy-worksheet/
what-is-worry)

Lesson 3
Define and understand what Worry and Fear/ STOP Plan for Fear (https://www.anxietycanada.com/sites/default/
Anxiety look and feel like for children living in files/The_STOP_Plan_handout.pdf )
poverty
Anxiety Thermometer (https://do2learn.com/activities/SocialSkills/
Stress/Anger-Anxiety-Thermometer.pdf
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Table 1. Trauma-Informed Training Modules

Table 1, Continued

Module 2:
Emotional
Response
Regulation
(Continued)

Lesson 4
Identify different feelings and ways to cope
with feelings

Lesson 5
Define anger and practice anger management

Module 3:
Psychological
Resources:
Cognitive
Coping, Social
Problemsolving &
Goal Setting

Thinking Errors (https://www.therapistaid.com/worksheets/
cbt-thinking-errors.pdf )
Lesson 7
Identify thought problems and thinking errors; Thought Problems (https://arfamiliesfirst.com/wp-content/uplearn how to challenge negative thinking and
loads/2013/05/Your-Very-Own-TF-CBT-Workbook.pdf )
navigate decision-making
Challenge Negative Thinking (https://www.anxietycanada.com/
sites/default/files/Challenging_Negative_Thinking.pdf )
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Lesson 8
Learn social problem-solving skills and goal
setting

Lost at Sea (http://www.humber.ca/centreforteachingandlearning/
instructional-strategies/teaching-methods/classroom-strategies-designing-instruction/activities-and-games/lost-at-sea.html)
Goal Setting Worksheet for Children (https://www.kiddiematters.
com/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/goal-setting-worksheet1.pdf )
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Lesson 6
Understand the connection between
Thoughts-Feelings-Actions to learn and practice changing unhelpful thoughts

Emotional Wheel (https://www.therapistaid.com/worksheets/wheelof-emotions-children.pdf )
How I Feel Handout (https://www.therapistaid.com/worksheets/
how-i-feel-cbt-tool.pdf )
Feeling Jars (https://www.intraquest.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/Feeling-Jars.pdf )
What is Anger? (https://www.therapistaid.com/worksheets/
what-is-anger-activity.pdf )
Anger Thermometer (handout) (https://do2learn.com/activities/SocialSkills/Stress/Anger-Anxiety-Thermometer.pdf
Thoughts, Feelings, and Actions (https://www.therapistaid.com/
worksheets/cbt-for-kids.pdf )
Mindfulness Mandalas (https://www.free-mandalas.net/difficulty-level/easy-children/)
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The second module provided psychoeducation on emotional dysregulation
regarding children’s physiological and behavioral responses to fear, including
fight (e.g., act out), flight (e.g., withdrawal), or freeze (e.g., shutdown; Wall,
2021). Students in “survival mode” experience increased heart rate and blood
pressure where brain energy is focused on seeking safety (Wall, 2021). It was
explained if students are not emotionally regulated, they do not feel safe, and
if they are not safe, they are not emotionally regulated (Souers & Hall, 2016).
Thus, if this cycle is not disrupted, students’ learning abilities are impeded
as traumatic stress can affect executive brain functions for emotional regulation, sustained attention, reasoning, and information attainment (Cross et
al., 2017). By teaching students to name their emotions and bodily responses (such as an increased heart rate, sweating, or upset stomach), they begin to
understand their brain and the connections between external events, internal
emotions, and triggered responses (Wall, 2021). Teachers received hands-on
practice with crisis interventions techniques to de-escalate distressed students.
Additionally, they learned self-regulation methods to teach their students to
decompress and avoid emotional escalation (e.g., emotional containment, verbalizing emotions).
The third module included psychoeducation on students’ higher-order brain
functions, particularly cognitive coping (i.e., how one thinks affects what one
does), social problem-solving (i.e., group decision-making), and goal setting
(i.e., defining specific goals with action steps). The professional development
underscored how children affected by poverty might experience unpredictable
living circumstances (e.g., homelessness), making planning, goal setting, and
execution difficult (Wall, 2021). As such, students may act out or withdraw to
gain control in the classroom. Research was presented on how children who
live in poverty view their lives and futures as having more negative than positive
aspects compared with their middle-class counterparts (Jensen, 2018; Robb et
al., 2009). Thus, they may have a sense of hopelessness that overflows into the
classroom by seeming uninterested in school (Wall, 2021). Research was also
presented on how educators operating from a deficit lens reinforce students’
misconceptions about their abilities and potential (Boucher & Helfenbein,
2015). The importance of teachers cultivating possibility and promise in their
students’ abilities was underscored. This included helping students understand
their agency in navigating school challenges and expectations, along with planning for their futures. Teachers received hands-on practice to instruct their
students on how to challenge defeating and limiting thoughts (i.e., cognitive
restructuring), to problem-solve as a group (i.e., team building), and to develop academic and personal goals with action steps (i.e., SMART goals).
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Methods
Participants and Procedure
Participants
Participating middle school teachers included three African American females and one Hispanic male. The minimum age was 26 and the maximum
was 57 years old (M = 38, SD =13.63). The number of years in teaching ranged
from 2 to 16 years (M = 11, SD = 6.7). Teachers taught language arts, reading,
and science for students in sixth through eighth grades. Focal class sizes included 7, 14, 17, and 30 students (M = 17, Med = 16, SD = 9.63), respectively, for
a total of 54 students.
Sampling and Recruitment
This study used purposive sampling in which participants were selected based on the needs of the study (i.e., teachers working with stress-affected
youth) and their potential to provide adequate information about the study’s
focus (Etikan et al., 2016). The school administration selected the four project participants (out of approximately 16 core subject middle school teachers)
based on their interest in the study focus, students served, and the potential to
fulfill the study’s requirements.
Compensation
Teachers received $750.00 stipends as compensation at the study’s conclusion. Additionally, each received professional development materials for future
use (e.g., stress balls, electronic trauma-based curriculum, copies of handouts).
Ethics
Upon approval by the university institutional review board, teacher participants were asked to sign an informed consent form advising them of their
rights, protective confidentiality measures, voluntary status, and the purpose
of the study. The research team selected the following pseudonyms to maintain
the confidentiality of the participants: Mr. Rafael—Grade 6, Ms. Joy—Grade
8, Ms. Harris—Grade 6, and Ms. Drew—Grade 7.

Data Sources
Self-Reflective Journal Entries
Teachers completed journal entries to document their experiences (e.g.,
methodologies, use of material, students’ behaviors, teachers’ experiences) with
the training and the implementation of the interventions. Reflective journal
entries were electronically submitted to the faculty trauma expert who provided feedback. A total of 12 journal entries per participant were collected (N =
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48); all participants completed each journal entry, although the length varied
from a few paragraphs to a few pages. Teachers responded to guided prompts,
including: (1) How has the training influenced how I perceive my students’
behaviors? (2) How has the training influenced the way I interact with my students? (3) How has the training influenced my teaching? and (4) What aspect
of the training has been the most useful so far? Why?
Teacher Exit Focus Group Guide
The study’s data collection process included an exit focus group with teacher participants to explore the totality of the professional development training.
The focus group took place one week after the 12-week professional development ended. The focus group took place at a date and time agreed upon
by participants and researchers. The 90-minute focus group consisted of four
open-ended questions: (1) How did participating in the professional development training affect you personally and professionally? (2) Thinking back,
compare you and your designated classroom before you attended the professional development and you and your classroom now. Discuss the most
influential strategies. How do you know they were influential? (3) In addition
to the designated classroom, how have you used these strategies in your other
classroom periods? (4) As trauma training will be offered again, what recommendations do you have for future implementation?

Data Analysis
Qualitative data analysis used a constant comparison method, a procedure
that identifies and extracts significant statements or “meaningful units” to be
conceptualized and reconstructed in new ways (Oktay, 2012). Using inductive
logic, two researchers coded the focus group transcript and teacher journals
(Creswell, 2013). The two researchers then debriefed to discuss commonalities
and differences among codes. After reaching a consensus on ascribed codes,
the researchers collectively merged initial codes into final codes to answer the
research question. This debriefing and merging of the codes helped enhance
interrater reliability and the rigor of the data analysis (Creswell, 2013; Saldaña,
2015).
Initially, open coding involved searching for data related to changes in teaching practices, student engagement, and classroom culture. Next, axial coding
entailed delineating subproperties for each open code category (Oktay, 2012).
For example, we categorized classroom strategies and resources (process) that
contributed to changes in teaching practices (outcomes). Finally, selective coding
(Oktay, 2012) examined overall patterns across all sub/categories that produced
three overarching themes: transforming to teach (i.e., teacher empathy, awareness, understanding toward students’ living conditions), teaching to transform
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(i.e., teacher critical thinking about student needs, reactions, consequences),
and transforming to learn (student engagement, expressiveness, confidence).

Results
Transforming to Teach
Even though teachers shared similar racial and ethnic backgrounds as many
of their students, they did not have similar childhood experiences, particularly
related to economic disadvantage and adverse childhood experiences. Teachers’
awareness was heightened to understand the chronic stress middle school students endure from living in high-poverty urban communities and how such
environmental influences affect their learning within the school setting. Teachers reported how eye-opening it was to get a glimpse of what it was like to walk
in their students’ shoes.
Participating in the trauma training really opened my eyes to being a
bit more empathetic towards the students. The experiences they’re going
through are much tougher than what I personally went through when
I was a child. It’s not that they are mad or upset at us; it’s just they are
upset at the environment they’re living in right now. (Mr. Rafael)
I didn’t come from their environment either. There was a killing over
here yesterday, and I didn’t have to deal with that [when I was a child].
Like I didn’t have to worry about food on the table. Nothing. I didn’t
have to worry about any of this. So, trying to be in their shoes and realize, all right, it’s just not about my work. (Ms. Joy)
Teachers came to understand the level of concern students had about the
well-being of their families and the pressure they put on themselves to help
out. Mr. Raphael stated, “I had some of the kids that wrote they were worried
about paying the electricity bill, paying the rent, and they shouldn’t have to
worry about that because they are 11 and 12 years old.” Teachers learned how
students’ short- and long-term goals were often centered on what they could
do to lessen their families’ burdens.
I noticed a lot of their goals were trying to work goals that would help
their family. “I want to work in the summer. I want a job to help my
mom out.” They’re taking on a lot of responsibility, and then they’re
making their goals of what they can do to help with getting food in the
house or helping to take care of the siblings. So, they’re putting all this
stuff on their little shoulders. (Ms. Harris)
Throughout intervention implementation, teachers provided students with
weekly activity worksheets that often included an art component which enabled
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students to externalize what they were feeling and experiencing (e.g., drawings
of themselves feeling stressed or angry). Completing such handouts provided a
medium for students to share and process their experiences and an avenue for
teachers to gain a window into their students’ inner emotional worlds. In doing so, teachers came to understand the challenges children face in navigating
their lives, especially without the necessary emotional tools to do so effectively.
Being aware of children’s emotional burdens helped educators really “see” the
student over the behavior.
For me, it was when we did one of those first drawings with anger, and
he [student] had like bumps all over his face, and his fists were just balled
up, and I was just like, “Oh my God, he’s walking around like that all
day.” He was getting kicked out of classes because the teachers were just
yelling at him all day—and I was one of them, and so I really, really started to empathize with him. I think I kind of softened, and then he kind
of softened, and we were able to start communicating, so I could actually
see him, if it sounds strange, as a student. (Ms. Joy)
The drawings were graphic and displayed the level of anger some of my
students carry around. I realize that quite a few of them just don’t know
what to do with it, but then [drawing helps] also the quiet students that
want to disappear. “Don’t bring attention to me. Just let me be, I just
want to sit here.” It helps you to understand them, too. (Ms. Harris)

Teaching to Transform
Teachers came to understand students’ needs and what was necessary to
provide a safe and supportive learning space. Having a designated time each
week for students to relax and reflect allowed them the opportunity to explore
their internal worlds, so they could learn to respond differently to their external circumstances.
They really did feel at ease in the classroom, and I’m glad I was able to
provide that space for them for those 55 minutes of that day. That was
one thing that I really, really noticed that they probably don’t ever get.
It’s just a place to think about some of their feelings and why they are
angry or change their thoughts. So that’s something that I really felt
good about. (Ms. Harris)
Prior to the professional development training, all teacher participants had
a physical safe space for students in the classroom as a result of a districtwide
trauma initiative. However, such spaces were often uninviting (a chair in a corner) or used instead for classroom storage. As the trauma training progressed,
the classroom safe space was reconfigured to be more appealing and comforting
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(e.g., added pillows, blankets, positive messaging, partitioning). Additionally,
teachers directed students to use the safe space more often as a classroom management strategy to recompose themselves.
I utilize safe space more. I may have a particular student or students that
I know based on how they approach the classroom that this is an off day
for him or her. So immediately they’re instructed, “Go to your safe space,
sit in there for a while.” I may go over and have a little conversation here
and there. If I realize they don’t want to converse, then I say, “Okay, stay
in your safe space. When you feel like you’re more comfortable, then
you can get back.” So that has helped me to be more understanding with
them and be more patient because some of them may require the entire
class period. While some, they probably just need five minutes to stay
there. (Ms. Drew)
Creating a safe learning space also included teaching students various methods to emotionally self-regulate and calm themselves. Intervention activities
such as deep breathing exercises helped students manage their stress levels better while garnering emotional safety.
Breathing exercises have been the most impactful strategies in my classroom. Since the first day when we introduced breathing exercises to calm
stress, students have shown that they are calmer when we practice our
breathing. Children like them, and I love them, personally. In the beginning, it was a joke to them [students], but as soon as they felt comfortable doing it and knowing that this exercise would lower their stress
levels, at least for a short period of time, then it ran smoothly. I have
students reminding me about the breathing exercises if I do forget them.
When I’m looking stressed, they just tell me to go ahead and breathe
because that’s what they do. (Mr. Rafael)
As teachers came to understand the external factors affecting their students’
actions and reactions in the classroom, they began to respond in a more trauma-sensitive manner. They gained insight into how their responses could lessen
or exacerbate student stress.
They come to us with all different kinds of issues. They’re reacting to
some of those things that we have no privilege to know about because
they’re not here when those things happen; they’re just reacting to it, and
then I’m just reacting unless I do something different. (Ms. Harris)
Before the trauma training, I would find myself yelling a lot. I have to
yell because when you yell, that’s what they conform to. But having gone
through the training, I now let them know that I understand they may
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have been coming from home with a bad morning or bad starts. (Ms.
Drew)
Teachers began to adapt the learning environment to support students emotionally as well as academically. Changes in their teaching practices included
stepping back and asking, “What’s going on with the student?” rather than
“What’s wrong with the student?” Reflecting on students’ needs helped teachers not personalize their behaviors and thus respond in a supportive rather than
a punitive manner.
Kids are not reacting just because they do not like me, but they’re reacting because that is what has been taught to them. I’ve noticed that
I actually take a step back now, and I’m like, you need to go ahead and
[ask] “What’s going on?” and be a little bit more empathetic towards the
kid. (Mr. Raphael)
I’m taking a step back, and I’m looking at each of them because I know
there’s other situations I may not know about specifically. Like my quiet
students, they’re probably going through some things too that I don’t
know about, and they just sit there, and they never say anything. So, I
make sure to acknowledge all of my students, “Hey, I didn’t see you today” or “I didn’t get to talk to you because so and so had all my attention,
but how are you doing today?” or “You didn’t come yesterday; I missed
you. What’s going on?” Just to let them know that they are seen. (Ms. Joy)

Transforming to Learn
With the implementation of trauma-sensitive strategies and teachers’ enhanced understanding of their students’ inner emotional worlds, students
began responding differently in the classroom setting. They were more able to
approach rather than avoid classroom situations perceived as difficult or stressful because they gained confidence in expressing themselves and connecting
with others.
Like even today, he [student] was passing my door, and he turned back,
“Oh hi, Ms. Drew!” I said, “Hi, are you having a good day?” and he said,
“Yes.” So, like him in particular, you see the change with him. He’s more
into his own now. He believes in himself a little better. He’s in the group;
he’s participating; he’s smiling. So, if it’s just him, then I feel satisfied because he was a very, very hard nut to crack. So, this has helped me to help
him believe in himself, to do his work, to feel like, “No, I’m not alone.”
For him to not feel left out, you’re counted. (Ms. Drew)
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Students really need more time to understand their feelings and emotions and to be able to label them. I wrote it in one of my reflections
that just out of the clear blue, we were talking about FSA [state testing]
coming up, and [a student] was like, “I’m just ready to get it done and
over with. I’m anxious.” and another student was like, “Well, I’m scared.
I’m nervous.” and I was like…they’re using the terminology from the
class. I was so impressed with them. (Ms. Joy)
As students shared their experiences during classroom implementation,
they realized their peers often had similar worries and concerns. As they were
all learning trauma-sensitive strategies simultaneously, no student was more
advanced or behind than any other student in skill development. Thus, everyone was in the same boat learning how to row through similar emotional
undercurrents.
So far, the training has been substantial in helping my students. They
freely express themselves about stress and what they can do when they
feel stressed. They also share ideas with peers and me as we learn about
each other. (Ms. Drew).
I was really impressed with the ease of sharing and how at ease the students were in expressing and saying the things they did. No one was
laughing, unless it was just something funny with the whole class laughing, but nobody felt, “Oh, I don’t want to say that because someone’s
going to say something.” (Ms. Harris)
As students became more engaged and open to sharing with peers, they
learned to work together toward a common goal. For instance, students completed an activity on consensus building about being stranded on a boat and
lost at sea. As a group, they had to decide on their top five materials to survive living at sea. During the process, they experienced moments of conflict in
which group members disagreed on the ranking of items. This conflict challenged students to express their points of view, justify their item selections, and
work together to achieve consensus. Students were able to do so in a fun and
supportive manner rather than a conflictual one, as was often the case before
implementing trauma-sensitive strategies in the classroom.
The most impactful one would have been the last training session. They
enjoyed our problem-solving [activity] when they were on the lost island, and they had to decide, everybody had their own separate number
one, but then they came together and said, “Okay, this would be most
important for our survival.” So, it encouraged team effort and let each
of them know that you’re valued, and your contribution is also essential.
(Ms. Drew)
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Recommendations for Schoolwide Change
As participants gained awareness of students’ inner emotional worlds, they
realized that the burdens students carry into the classroom were much more
severe and complex than they had initially realized. They perceived the school’s
administration was also probably unaware of the degree of unmet social and
emotional needs within the student population.
The administration needs to understand that the kids that we are actually helping in the school, they’re traumatized kids; they are all going
through trauma. One of my kids came in, gave me a paper, and then
he just said, “Do not open it until I leave.” and then I opened it when
my [class] period was over, and it was him with a bunch of knives across
him. And then I talked to him, and he told me, this is how I feel. And
we [school staff] do not talk about those things. We’re not trained for
that, and as teachers, we are taking a lot in, in this type of school. I just
talked to the school social worker, and I’m like, “How are you not an
alcoholic?” (Mr. Rafael)
Participating teachers advocated for implementing in some manner schoolwide, trauma-based programming, even if a multitiered approach was not
feasible. For instance, they recommended assigning a weekly trauma-sensitive
activity for the entire school to learn and implement.
It should be like a strategy, maybe for each day or for the week that
students are working on, and the teachers are aware. So, if they’re [students] acting out, or they’re not doing the work, or there’s an incident,
and you’re ready to send them out [of the classroom], that the student
is directed to do this strategy, and the teacher writes down whether they
did it or didn’t do it with the behavior. But it can’t be a different strategy
for each student because nobody will keep up with trying to track it for
everyone. (Ms. Joy)
Another strategy participants proposed was to offer trauma-informed skills
training for students as an elective class for two nine-week periods. This would
allow students the time to practice activities and build on them over time. Participants underscored how the instructor would need to be trauma-trained and
have good classroom management skills.
Like a social skills training class that they could attend [as an elective],
some of them don’t want to be in music, and they’re just put in there
because they don’t have any place else for them to go. I think two nine
weeks that would be their time spent in there. That would definitely take
the relief out of P.E. It’s 600 kids in there. Or band, he’s got 75 students
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that don’t want to play an instrument in the band. That would definitely
alleviate that issue. (Ms. Harris)

Discussion
This pilot study’s findings highlight how trauma-informed professional development for educators can offer an avenue for transforming teaching
practices, student engagement, and classroom culture to provide safe learning
spaces for children attending high-poverty middle schools. Gaining awareness of students’ internal emotional worlds helped teachers empathize with
the many burdens children face while growing up in areas of urban poverty.
In-class, trauma-sensitive activities allowed students to externalize their inner
experiences and serve as a conduit for enriching teacher insight, empathy, and
understanding. As a result, educator participants thought more critically about
young people’s emotional needs and transformed their teaching practices to
be more responsive to students chronically affected by stress. Taking a step
back and asking what is going on rather than what is wrong with the student allowed teacher participants to not personalize children’s conduct, while
also selecting classroom management methods that lessened rather than exacerbated the emotional load of students. As teacher–student interactions and
classroom culture transformed, students became more expressive, confident,
and engaged in prosocial behaviors.
An empathetic disposition is a significant characteristic of culturally responsive teachers as it creates opportunities for supportive classroom climates and
student-centered pedagogy (Gay, 2013; McAllister & Irvine, 2002). In the
current study, teacher participants had similar racial and ethnic backgrounds
as their students; however, they differed in childhood experiences, particularly socioeconomic status. In education, this is not an uncommon trend, as
few teachers come from high-poverty backgrounds themselves (Reay, 2001).
It is impractical to expect educators to have all the same experiences as their
students; however, as in the case of the current study, teacher empathy can
be enhanced to bridge such divisions. Student completion of weekly trauma-based worksheets offered an accessible means for expressing the emotional
burdens they carried into the classroom. Although teacher participants were
previously aware that their students were affected by living in poverty, they did
not understand the severity of stress students experienced nor how pervasive it
was within the classroom until the application of trauma-informed programming. Subsequently, teachers realized the weight students were carrying on
their young shoulders to help their families out while trying to focus on school.
In high-poverty schools, positive learning environments include providing
safe and positive connections, along with student emotional and behavioral
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self-regulation (Dombo & Sabatino, 2019). “With the right type of instruction and emotional support, traumatized children can regain their ability to
achieve academic and social mastery” (Craig, 2015, p. 2). This pilot study’s
findings highlight the importance of offering students in high-poverty schools
dedicated time to relax and have a reprieve, states of being hard to come by in
their young lives. Having a designated period each week for students to explore
their internal worlds helped them to process and regulate their reactive mode
of functioning in the classroom. Learning to manage their stressed physiological and emotional states allowed students a sense of control and an avenue to
become better prepared to learn and improve their academic aptitude.
Student engagement and peer relations are enhanced when classroom settings are transformed into trauma-sensitive learning spaces (Bell et al., 2013;
Dombo & Sabatino, 2019). The current study provides insight into how
such changes may occur. Implementation of activities for the entire classroom
provided an opportunity for students to get to know each other beyond an academic level. As students became more expressive with each other, they realized
they were not alone in their worries and fears. Seeing their peers as similar, regardless of their academic adeptness, helped them feel they were all in the same
boat. As a result, students navigated conflicts and relations with each other differently. Rather than laughing, bullying, or teasing, students listened and, in
many cases, encouraged each other to use their newly acquired skills (e.g., deep
breathing). They came to understand and thus empathize that everybody is going through something even though it might not be known or visible to others.

Limitations
Our sampling involved teachers interested in trauma-informed instruction; thus, results may differ with teachers less interested in trauma-informed
professional development or in a faculty-wide compulsory professional development setting. However, our results are reasonably consistent with other
studies on trauma-based school programming regarding changes in teaching
practices, student engagement, and classroom culture (Herrenkohl et al., 2019;
Ijadi-Maghsoodi et al., 2017). Areas of improvement for implementing a larger
scale study (e.g., increased sample size) would include student input along with
assessments of academic, social, and behavioral outcomes. Initially, our study
did include students’ perspectives on ratings of perceived helpfulness for each
of the different trauma-informed techniques and activities. However, as we did
not clearly define helpfulness, students responded more from the perspective
of what they enjoyed (i.e., goal setting, deep breathing) rather than how such
activities affected them. Defining helpfulness and conducting student interviews of why they think the strategy was helpful would enhance study validity.
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Implications
Studies using standardized trauma-based training curricula for school personnel, such as Cognitive Behavioral Intervention for Trauma in Schools
(CBITS) and Support for Students Exposed to Trauma (SSET), have found
cognitive behavioral therapy techniques helpful in improving students’ emotional regulation, social and academic competence, and classroom behaviors
(Jaycox et al., 2009; Kataoka et al., 2011). However, absent from the professional literature is the suitability of such programming within a particular
social context (e.g., student economic status), level of trauma (e.g., individual,
family, or community), or type of stress (acute or chronic). This study’s findings address this gap by delineating cognitive–behavioral strategies specific to
addressing poverty-related effects on student development and well-being.
Our stepped care approach began with teaching interventions on physiological stress reduction, then progressed toward emotional regulation, before
moving toward higher-order brain functions (e.g., decision-making; Jensen,
2018; Robb et al., 2009). Presenting a hierarchy of implementation clarified
for teachers the overall purpose of trauma-informed programming and the
need for systematic intervention with chronically stressed children living in
poverty. Future research should broaden the concept of trauma-related experiences to include poverty-related adversity and assess how integrating such
content may further impact teachers’ attitudes, dispositions, skills, and behaviors in Title I schools.
Caldera (2018) challenges teachers to consider contextual and cultural influences on students’ behaviors and academic performance to better adapt the
classroom setting for optimal learning. This study’s findings highlight how educators in Title I schools need more preparation to teach in culturally safe
(Varghese, 2016) and trauma-informed ways (Brunzell et al., 2015). For the
current study, data on regional risk factors provided a macroview of students
and their families’ living conditions in high-poverty urban communities. Furthermore, research on the effects of chronic stress on children’s development
allowed teachers to gain an understanding of students’ unmet social–emotional
needs (e.g., safety, security, certainty, esteem, intimacy) and their connection to
behavioral manifestations in the classroom (Dombo & Sabatino, 2019; Souers
& Hall, 2016).
An issue for high-poverty schools and therefore for the preparation of teachers is “knowing” their local communities, especially for educators who come
from different life experiences or viewpoints (Lampert, 2021). Replicating this
study’s university–community school model can enhance teachers’ knowledge
of students’ social and emotional needs; transform teachers’ attitudes, skills,
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and behaviors; and address the emotional well-being of students affected by
poverty. Additionally, enhancing teachers’ knowledge of students’ cultural and
contextual experiences also requires that teachers understand the adversity,
stress, and trauma that Black and Brown students often experience in schools
(Anderson et al., 2019; Goldin et al., 2021). Therefore, future replication of
this study should also include factors such as racism in schools, while also
encouraging educators to cultivate healing-centered spaces that appreciate students’ cultural identities and strengths (Blitz et al., 2020; Pickens, 2020).
The role of universities is adapting to meet increasing community needs,
and how universities partner with public schools must continue to change also
(Anderson et al., 2015). A community school model offers an avenue to effectively address trauma-informed professional development needs, particularly
for under-resourced schools (Officer et al., 2013). A university–community school partnership can provide the necessary resources (i.e., trauma-based
curriculum) and support (i.e., mentoring, support, guidance) for enhancing
educators’ self-efficacy in working with students affected by ongoing stress
while addressing their social–emotional needs as a result of poverty adversity.
However, relationships developed between higher education institutions and
community schools will be effective only when both parties feel they are represented in the program planning and implementation process (Anderson et
al., 2015). In the case of the current study, university faculty members’ regular presence and contributions at community school partnership meetings
underscored the university’s commitment toward collaboration. In addition to
partnership meetings, the first author attended several meetings with school
administrators to discuss teachers’ professional development needs and requests for enhanced trauma-informed knowledge, skills, and resources in the
classroom setting.
The continuation of trauma-informed practices following the completion
of the study is still helping teachers with classroom management and student
engagement, allowing for more productive class time. Participants reported
that the trauma training was beneficial and recommended that professional
development opportunities be offered for all teachers at the school. The administration was receptive to this recommendation, and the authors provided
all teachers a one-hour overview of trauma and its impact on student learning, along with a summary of the findings from the pilot study. At the request
of the school administration, the trauma-informed professional development
training was further developed by the first author to meet the needs of elementary school teachers and the children they serve. As a result, seven K–5 teachers
were selected to participate in the 12-week professional development training the following school year. Teachers also recommended adding a separate
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trauma-informed class for students to take in place of electives such as physical
education or a music class; although this is under consideration, it has not yet
been implemented.

Conclusion
The public education system is under-resourced to address the level of
student mental health demand in high-poverty schools (Báez et al., 2019).
Caldera (2018) notes that teachers need more preparation in culturally responsive trauma-informed approaches. Although there are repeated calls for mental
health literacy among educators (Leschied et al., 2018), understanding is lacking on how to successfully implement trauma-informed programming at the
classroom level by nonclinical school personnel (Bell et al., 2013). The current
study highlights how a university–community school partnership may offer
the professional development resources necessary to transform classrooms in
high-poverty schools into safe learning spaces.
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Abstract
Enabling students, teachers, and parents to become more informed about
stress during adolescence can improve student emotional and social support.
This article documents the growing problem of student stress and resulting effects on mental health. Students (Grades 9–12) at one public high school in
the southern United States were invited by the principal to complete an anonymous online poll about sources of stress in their lives. The intent of the school
principal was to use the findings to strengthen student support and contribute
to the Continuous School Improvement Plan. Results of the 17-item Stress
Poll are presented by frequency and percentages for the 349 students and compared by gender responses (females n = 172, males n = 177). Results indicated
the most prominent student stresses at school involved worrying about getting
good grades in required courses, not understanding some of their courses, being
unable to concentrate, and having poor time management practices. Students
felt that teachers should collaborate to reduce undue student stress by avoiding overloading and letting students make mistakes without affecting grades.
Outside of school the main stress was getting along with relatives; in addition,
parents should set more reasonable expectations for academic achievement.
Students felt that workshops about stress could improve understanding and
influence their parents and teachers.
Key Words: adolescents, stress, teachers, mental health, high school, Continuous School Improvement Plan, student voice polls, parents, students
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Introduction
Emotional health depends on being able to cope with anticipated and unforeseen sources of stress, respond to frustration in a healthy way, and avoid
preoccupation with worries about the future. Some adults believe that students
lack stressful experiences because they do not yet have mortgage payments,
property taxes, aging relatives to care for, and a need to save money for retirement. However, students must contend with other sources of stress that
parents and teachers should be aware of to foster mental health and academic
achievement (Strom & Strom, 2021a, 2021b).
The goals for this article are to (a) document the increase of adolescent student stress in a fast-paced environment; (b) describe the influence of resilience
in managing stress; (c) explain why anxiety and uncertainty are more prominent than for previous generations; (d) provide an online, empirically based,
data gathering method that allows student input to decision-making about
stressful experiences at school; (e) explore views of adolescents at one high
school about the stress they experience; and (f ) identify ways that parents,
teachers, and classmates can minimize undue stress they impose on students.

Prevalence of Stress
The American Psychological Association (2020) conducts annual surveys
on Stress in America. This national data gathering effort examines sources of
stress, intensity of anxiety, and how people of various ages respond to stress. The
2020 findings show that Generation Z, ages 13 to 23, reported higher levels of
COVID-related stress than all older generations. High school students struggled
with uncertainty about their future and consequent inability to make plans. In
addition, they reported less motivation to do school work, felt that they did not
learn as much as in previous years, and had a difficult time concentrating.
Public surveys during the COVID-19 pandemic found many people felt the
crisis had adversely influenced their mental health (Benenson Strategy Group,
2020; Brenan, 2020; Holmes et al., 2020). Twenge and Joiner (2020) tried to
verify these subjective perceptions by empirical comparisons. They examined
views of a nationally representative sample of adults reporting in 2020 during
the pandemic with a similar population that reported in 2018. Both groups
(N = 21,000) completed the Kessler-6 scale, a commonly applied and validated measure of mental distress. The respondents in 2020 were eight times more
likely to fit the criteria for serious mental distress (28% vs. 3%), and three
times more likely to fit the criteria for moderate mental distress (70% vs. 22%).
Differences appeared across all demographics with the largest among younger
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adults and those with children in their household. These outcomes reveal that
mental distress was considerably more prevalent during the pandemic than in
2018. Specifically, differences implicated every item on the Kessler scale with
the greatest differences reported for feeling hopeless and sad. The respondents
in 2020 were four times more likely to report feeling sad (46% vs. 11%) and
six times more likely to feel hopeless (38% vs. 6%). Fears about the virus,
closure of public schools, disruption of businesses, and loss of employment
continued as prominent sources of stress. Mental health has emerged as a higher priority for every generation (Fazel & Hoagwood, 2021).

Health and Resilience
Nowicki (2016) documented how people differ in sources of stress they
experience and extent to which they are influenced by external pressures. The
weight imposed by external stress is not the only factor to require consideration. Another variable is the way people perceive their situation. At one pole of
vulnerability are those who appear to be stress resistant—able to manage considerable pressure and still carry on effectively. At the opposite pole are persons
who appear to break down when confronted by even slight pressure. Fricchione et al. (2016) observed that people who appear stress-resistant have shared
characteristics. They recognize their environment includes negative forces but
are not preoccupied by them, and they remain willing to make changes in personal behavior. In addition, they view unfamiliar situations as opportunities
for growth, feel a need to be involved if they believe their actions could make
a difference, and regard themselves as in charge of most things that happen to
them (Fricchione et al., 2016).
The way an individual sees a situation can be more important than the objective reality. According to Abramowitz and Blakey (2020), individuals who
readily adapt to new conditions while also retaining a sense of control demonstrate greater tolerance for stress. Resilience is the ability to restore balance
following some difficult experience and integrating it into the total life perspective. Southwick and Charney (2018) reported resilient individuals are inclined
to strive toward a good outcome without feeling overwhelmed by risks that can
threaten development. They experience doubts and uncertainties like everyone
else but possess the ability to recover quickly from setbacks or disappointments
that might cause others to give up. The resilient are flexible and share faith,
hope, and optimism regarding their future. Resilience has been observed in
students from hostile environments who beat the odds, overcame difficulties of
their adverse circumstance, and became healthy adults recognized for achievement (Goldstein & Brooks, 2021; Lustig, 2020).
Masten (2015) has led a 45-year longitudinal study, following 205 ordinary
students from the public schools in Minneapolis. The goal of her study was to
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trace student resilience over a long period of time. When Project Competence
began in 1976, the subjects were 8- to 12-year-olds and Grades 3 through 6
in school. Follow-ups have been carried out every few years, maintaining a
90% retention rate of the participants. In Masten’s book Ordinary Magic, she
described obstacles and protective influences in the lives of these students. An
important finding was that individuals who overcame risks early in life, such as
poverty and family instability, had greater protection and more resources than
less successful peers who lacked the same access to external assets.
Lustig (2020) reported that resilience is a skill everyone has to some extent
from an early age. Resilience is at highest levels when children are young, but
when they become teenagers, resilience levels drop sharply, as much as 50% by
the time youth are 18 to 23 years old. This resilience curve is alarming because
it also revealed that Generation Z is the least resilient among all of the generations and appear to be the loneliest. Other researchers have reported similar
findings (Goldstein & Brooks, 2021; Mayo Clinic, 2022).

Symptoms of Stress
The symptoms of student stress that get most attention from teachers and
parents are aggressive actions, destruction of property, bullying, stealing, and
other anti-social behaviors. However, mental health professionals explain these
indicators are not the primary symptoms of stress. Such behaviors are bothersome, and they inform others that a person is experiencing stress and needs
help. These individuals may feel threatened or overburdened but continue to
struggle and, if provided mental health intervention, could become able to effectively manage stress (Neill et al., 2021).
Severe symptoms of stress include depression, withdrawal, and resignation.
Students who demonstrate these behaviors have quit. Depression is a serious
threat to mental health at all ages through life. An estimated 4.1 million adolescents (ages 12 to 17) in the United States must manage depression (National
Institute of Mental Health, 2022). According to the Mayo Clinic (2022), depression is not just a problem of being moody or having to cope with a difficult
environment; instead, individuals have given up hope so they no longer try
to adjust to situations that are seen as overwhelming. Despite fairly equal depression rates during childhood, rates change during adolescence when teen
females become three times more likely than teen males to have recent experiences with depression (Geiger & Davis, 2019).

Anxiety and Uncertainty
Abramowitz and Blakey (2020) described anxiety as the feelings of uncertainty that arise when an unfamiliar situation or event is anticipated. In
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previous generations the slower pace of change meant feelings of certainty were
more pervasive; the future seemed more predictable so anxiety was less common. Certainty has great appeal to people in modern societies where daily
affairs present continuous uncertainty. Individuals worry about what is going
to happen next and have doubts about what to expect. Schulte (2015) observed
that youth commonly have to manage anxiety related to school performance,
uncertainty regarding choice of a career, worries about the cost of higher education, doubts about readiness to become qualified for employment, concerns
for maintaining friendships, living with parents while attending college, getting along with a romantic partner, establishing intimacy while knowing that
some relationships do not last, and balancing time to avoid continually overscheduling themselves. Feeling uncertain and having doubts can be beneficial
when it stimulates the expression of curiosity and creative thinking. However,
when uncertainty becomes excessive, the resulting stress can lead to emotional
disturbance. Schools and families should help students to avoid this dangerous outcome of anxiety (Brooks & Lasser, 2018; Jackson, 2018; Turkle, 2015).

Managing Stress
Optimism, the expression of hope, is considered an aspect of emotional intelligence that can have enormous influence on a person’s ability to deal with
frustration. Keefer, Parker, and Saklofske (2018) suggested that the way individuals explain their failures and successes to themselves mediates how they
process frustration. An optimistic self-explanatory style enables a student to
see failure as a temporary setback, an outcome the individual has the power to
change by increasing time for study, reading more carefully, and paying attention in taking notes from teacher presentations. A pessimistic self-explanatory
style causes someone to believe the reasons for their failure reflect personal
shortcomings over which they lack control and should accept instead of making vain attempts to improve their behavior (Seligman, 2018). In a study of
500 college freshmen at the University of Pennsylvania, Seligman (2018) found
that their scores on a measure of optimism were the best predictor of grades
during the first year of higher education.
There is evidence that cognitive orientation influences emotions and behaviors. The key factor seems to implicate reliance on accurate thinking more
than only positive thinking. Goleman and Davidson (2018) documented that
resilience is supported in schools and homes where lessons are continually provided and reinforced about the importance of hope, optimism, assertiveness,
and flexibility. This strategy can improve an individual’s outlook about life,
motivate better academic performance, and diminish the probability of experiencing depression. Seligman (2018) conducted international studies with
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2,000 students from ages 5 to 18 who were taught to think more realistically and flexibly about concerns. Emphasis was placed on slowing down the
problem-solving process, clarifying goals, retrieving data without emphasis on
speed, and generating options to attain their purposes. Over the next two years
the rates of optimism rose while rates of depression declined by half.
Relatives and friends should recognize the powerful influence of encouragement for one another, admitting their own setbacks, resolving to overcome
obstacles, and identifying attitudes and behaviors that require correction (Damour, 2019; Southwick & Charney, 2018). This resilience enables confidence
to regard difficulties in the future as opportunities. When relatives try to protect students from exposure to the stress of adversity, their efforts can have an
unintended effect of rendering individuals less capable of managing unforeseen
challenges that will inevitably be experienced by everyone. Fricchione et al.
(2016) and Jensen and Nutt (2016) agree that development of resilience requires some exposure to risk.

Stress and Social Status
A widespread belief is that the amount of stress someone experiences depends on their social status. By this reasoning, the president of a company,
manager of a business, or a school principal is exposed to greater stress than the
employees for whom they are responsible. Is this impression accurate? Marmot
(2005, 2015) tracked 28,000 British Civil Service employees over a 40-year
period. All subjects in the study were assigned a rank that identified relative
standing within the status hierarchy. They all had job stability and equal access
to the same government health care system. Marmot discovered that high status
employees were much less likely to present elevated levels of stress and cholesterol. They had cleaner arteries, fewer heart attacks, and a lower disability index
than colleagues whose rank in the status hierarchy was beneath their own.
These counterintuitive outcomes suggest that improvement of social environments can contribute to better physical and mental health. School principals
encounter daily challenges of management involving students, teachers, staff,
parents, and the community. Teachers also feel extensive demands that often
require them to take work home after school. Students occupy the lowest status
level in the school hierarchy and have little input into decisions about institutional changes they believe would improve their instruction and achievement;
they are often exposed to stress that adults are unaware of or underestimate but
have the power to diminish. In a socially responsive school environment where
student voice is heard, they can contribute a unique perspective to improve institutional effectiveness and be assured the faculty will take their ideas seriously
(Lubelfeld et al., 2018; Strom & Strom, 2016).
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Importance of Student Voice
A movement called student voice has gained international attention over
the past decade. The goals of this movement are to (a) describe aspirations
of youth, (b) explain their perceptions about the strengths and shortcomings of education, (c) reveal how adolescents believe that their instruction
could be improved, and (d) identify ways to ensure educational equity. Three
award-winning American school superintendents—Lubelfeld, Polyak, and Caposey (2018)—documented their experiences in Student Voice: From Invisible
to Invaluable. The premise of their book is that student voices have not been
heard, and this was a possible reason why middle schools and high schools have
failed to innovate to the extent they should to better serve students. They urged
administrators to connect directly with students by finding out their ideas on
ways to improve instruction and relevance of curriculum.
A meta-analysis of 49 studies on student voice reported by Gonzalez et al.
(2017) confirmed that student voice reveals insights not otherwise available
in research framed from the view of administrators or teachers. The studies
generally recommended that schools consider ways to shift from the present
adult-centric pattern to become more student-centric. Students are stakeholders with the most to gain or lose from innovation to keep American education
globally competitive. Southwick and Charney (2018) recommended that
when the opinions of students and educators are considered together, an intergenerational perspective emerges to portray school strengths and limitations.
Empirical data analysis should be applied to track continuous school improvement (Bernhardt, 2017).

Polling Students for School Improvement
Prior to the current investigation, Strom and Strom (2016) constructed 10
online multiple-choice polls to access student voice. Each poll focused on a
separate condition of learning, including career exploration and identity, time
management, selective attention and distraction, motivation to learn from the
Internet, tutoring, peer support, cheating, student frustration, cyberbullying,
and school stress. Students at several secondary schools were invited to judge
the relevance of the poll topics, ease of understanding item content, and suitability of the response options. Based on student feedback, some polls were
modified and then reexamined by students. The Flesch-Kinkaid Readability
Index indicated that difficulty levels of the 10 polls ranged from grade level 5
to grade level 8.
Following poll development, administration methods and software were
field-tested at eight underperforming schools that enrolled substantial proportions of minorities (Strom et al., 2008). The students who participated in the
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field-test (N = 2,575) completed polling at their school computer labs where
they were provided password-protected entry data for poll access and an individual code drawn from a random generator. This method guaranteed the
anonymity of students and ensured no one could participate more than once.
Student responses exceeded 75% at each of the eight schools. Each principal
was provided a full report about their school only with overall findings and
breakdown of student responses by grade, age, gender, and race. All student
polls were submitted anonymously.
The purposes for the field-test were to analyze whether relationships were
dependent or independent between student responses and variables of gender,
grade, race, and school location (Strom et al., 2008). Non-parametric chisquare testing was conducted on poll items that allowed multiple options. Each
response had to be tested because students could choose more than a single
option as their response; therefore, each had a separate data field. Chi-square
was also applied to assess responses at specific schools to detect significant differences between student views from school to school. Overall, the variable
of school location had the most significant influence in shaping student perceptions about conditions of learning. The results of the field-test meant that
polling students at a single school ensured the findings had local relevance,
motivated stakeholder involvement, and guided plans for continuous school
improvement.
In summary, the review of literature on stress confirmed it is a widespread
concern and represents a significant obstacle to well-being. Symptoms of stress
have been identified along with benefits of an orientation that embraces hope
and optimism. Educators should strive to be better informed about the student experience to find out what schools can do to reduce unnecessary stress
and improve conditions of learning. The student voice movement has motivated greater willingness by the public to consider student recommendations for
changing some school practices.

Method
Purposes of the Current Study
The goals of the current study were to determine stressful experiences of adolescents at one school, identify how they felt their stress could be reduced, and
determine the overall results. The intent of the principal was to use the findings
of the study to strengthen student support and to contribute to the Continuous School Improvement Plan.
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Subjects
A public high school in a rural area of the southeastern United States was
the site for this investigation. The school principal invited all 466 students to
volunteer to complete the online Stress Poll. Students were informed that their
opinions would be anonymous, and taking the poll was not a required assignment. The number of students who volunteered was 349; this was 74.9% of
the school population. Average age of students was 16.08 (SD = 1.26). Respondents were 172 females (49.4%) and 177 males (50.6%); they classified
themselves as White (55.6%), Black (37.5%), Hispanic (2.3%), and Other
(4.6%). The students were in Grade 9 (24.4%), Grade 10 (25.5%), Grade 11
(25.2%), and Grade 12 (24.9%). Demographics were recorded by each participant when completing the poll.

Procedures for Faculty and Students
Before poll administration, the school principal and faculty were oriented to
the origins of student polling, previous research outcomes, administration procedures, feedback method, and ways to use results for the Continuous School
Improvement Plan. Students were given passwords and went online using their
computer or smart phone to complete the poll. They were provided the following written directions about how to complete the poll:
The purpose of the Stress Poll is to find out how students at this high
school feel about their stress. Some stress can help students perform better. However, too much stress can jeopardize learning and undermine
mental health. Teachers and parents can be more helpful when they are
aware of conditions that cause student stress. For each of the 17 multiple-choice items, select the answer(s) that tell how you feel. On 14 of
these 17 items you may choose more than one answer. If an answer you
want is not listed, type it on the line marked Other. Your responses are
anonymous and will be combined with others in a report for students,
faculty, and parents.
The school principal and institutional review board approved use of the
Stress Poll for the purpose of gathering student impressions for the current
study. All data collected and analyzed remained anonymous regarding individual student identification. Scheduling for administration of the Stress Poll was
planned at a time when there was no conflict with semester testing. The length
of time to complete the poll was approximately 15 minutes. The period of poll
taking occurred in 2021. No part of the Stress Poll included questions about
COVID-19; no Other comments were entered by respondents regarding the
pandemic.
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Results
Table 1 presents overall findings reported by frequencies and percentages
for each of the 17 Stress Poll items. In addition, poll data were analyzed using
a series of Chi-square independence tests to compare the gender (female vs.
male) responses. Cramer’s V was applied to detect effect size.
There was a surprisingly large proportion of students’ who typed in Other comments for item 3, My sources of stress outside of school. More than half
of these comments indicated the students did not experience stress outside of
school. Additional comments were related to time management and included finishing homework along with household chores, having a part-time job,
babysitting for nieces and nephews, and being assigned too much schoolwork.
Table 1 presents a statistical comparison of gender differences. Both female
and male students reported that expectations by their teachers were easy to
manage. A greater proportion of females indicated that worrying about getting
good grades and not understanding some of their courses were sources of stress
at school. When considering stress outside of school, females were more likely
than males to report stress in getting along with family members.
A majority of males and females agreed that expectations of teachers are
usually easy to manage and were optimistic about their future most of the time
or some of the time. However, the ways students handled feelings of stress differed by gender. Males were far more likely than females to play video games,
watch tv, and do physical exercise to reduce stress. Sources of stress while at
school showed that males did not worry as much as females about getting good
grades and not understanding some courses. Getting enough sleep on weeknights was reported as less of a problem for males than for females.
In contrast, females were more likely to talk with friends, parents/teachers,
or sleep as ways to cope with stress. In addition, more female students knew
they were stressed when they had headaches or stomachaches, could not sleep
well, felt helpless or hopeless, upset, and mad. More females than males worried about how well they performed in class and how they will pay for college;
they also reported more often that teachers should plan together to avoid overloading students and allow students to make mistakes in class without affecting
grades. Also, more females than males wanted parents to set reasonable academic expectations and would like to spend more family time together. More
females stated classmates could reduce stress by not expecting them to quickly
answer text messages, respect their decisions, and tutor them if needed. Female
students were more likely than males to report a lack of resilience after experiencing most problems.
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Table 1. Overall Results and Comparison of Gender Responses for the High School Stress Poll
Overall
Females
Males
©
(N = 349) (n = 172) (n = 177)
Stress Poll Items
f
%
f
%
f
%
1. Expectations of teachers
Cause little stress
77 22.1 33 19.2 44 24.9
Are easy to manage
192 55.0 101 58.7 91 51.4
Are too demanding
59 16.9 28 16.3 31 17.5
Are beyond my skills
21 6.0 10 5.8 11 6.2
2. My sources of stress at school are
Worrying about grades
272 77.9 159 92.4 113 63.8
Not understanding some courses
209 59.9 122 70.9 87 49.2
How my classmates feel about me
40 11.5 24 14.0 16 9.0
Not getting tutoring
35 10.0 21 12.2 14 7.9
Poor time management
126 36.1 65 37.8 61 34.5
Other comments
40 11.5 11 6.4 29 16.4
3. My sources of stress outside school are
Getting along with family
107 30.7 70 40.7 37 20.9
Related to boyfriend or girlfriend
47 13.5 27 15.7 20 11.3
Being bullied or teased
37 10.6 23 13.4 14 7.9
Friends on social media
55 15.8 27 15.7 28 15.8
Other comments
177 50.7 70 40.7 107 60.5

4. Ways I handle stress are to
Talk with friends
Talk to parents or teachers
Smoke or drink
Play video games
Watch TV
Do physical exercise
Sleep
Other comments
5. Signs that tell me I am stressed are
Headache and stomachache
Inability to sleep
Feeling helpless or hopeless
Getting upset
Unable to concentrate
Other comments
6. Things that worry me are
Doing well in classes
How I look compared with peers
Figuring out my career
How to pay for college
Other comments

183
82
12
113
123
95
213
63

52.4 101 58.7
23.5 51 29.7
3.4
5 2.9
32.4 23 13.4
35.2 56 32.6
27.2 37 21.5
61.0 131 76.2
18.1 24 14.0

82
31
7
90
67
58
82
39

46.3 5.37
.02*
17.5 7.15
.01*
4.0 0.29
.59
50.8 55.95 <.001***
37.9 1.07
.30*
32.8 5.58
.02*
46.3 32.65 <.001***
22.0 3.85
.05*

.12
.14
.03
.40
.06
.13
.31
.11

154
143
146
206
202
47

44.1 114 66.3
41.0 92 53.5
41.8 91 52.9
59.0 128 74.4
57.9 108 62.8
13.5 24 14.0

40
51
55
78
94
23

22.6
28.8
31.1
44.1
53.1
13.0

<.001***
<.001***
<.001***
<.001***
.07
.79

.44
.25
.22
.31
.10
.01

246
56
164
101
53

70.5 147 85.5
16.0 29 16.9
47.0 88 51.2
28.9 65 37.8
15.2 13 7.6

99
27
76
36
41

55.9 36.57 <.001***
15.3 0.17
.68
42.9 2.37
.12
20.3 12.92 <.001***
23.2 16.24 <.001***

.32
.02
.08
.19
.22

67.51
21.96
17.09
33.23
3.36
0.07
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130
79
117
45
85
54

37.2
22.6
33.5
12.9
24.4
15.5

39.0
25.6
37.2
9.3
27.9
9.3

63
35
53
29
37
38

35.6
19.8
29.9
16.4
20.9
21.5

.52
.20
.15
.05*
.13
.002**

.04
.07
.08
.11
.08
.17

209
108
70
174
66
44

59.9 116 67.4
30.9 54 31.4
20.1 41 23.8
49.9 104 60.5
18.9 42 24.4
12.6 13 7.6

93
54
29
70
24
31

52.5 8.06
.005**
30.5 0.03
.86
16.4 3.02
.08
39.5 15.27 <.001***
13.6 6.71
.01**
17.5 7.85
.005**

.15
.01
.09
.21
.14
.15

151
130
91
103
78

43.3
37.2
26.1
29.5
22.3

55
61
34
50
45

31.1 21.75 <.001***
34.5 1.19
.28
19.2 8.78
.003**
28.2 0.28
.60
25.4 1.96
.16
19.95 <.001***
29 16.4
41 23.2

.25
.06
.16
.03
.08
.24

86 24.6
89 25.5

67
44
64
16
48
16

96
69
57
53
33

55.8
40.1
33.1
30.8
19.2

57 33.1
48 27.9

0.42
1.68
2.07
3.90
2.32
9.87
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7. Ways my parents taught me to handle stress are
Show patience
Stop over-scheduling
Balance work and play
Do physical exercise
They have not taught me
Other comments
8. Ways teachers can help reduce student stress are to
Plan together to avoid overloading
Assign group tasks to share the load
Have class discussions about stress
Allow mistakes without grading
Teach students about meditation
Other comments
9. Ways parents can help reduce my stress are to
Not expect me to out-perform others
Prevent over-scheduling
Plan more family time together
Show me how to relax
Other comments
10. Getting enough sleep on school nights is
Always a problem
Often a problem

Seldom a problem
Never a problem
11. I am resilient
After a failure at school
After breakup of a romance
After losing a competition
I am not resilient
Other comments
12. Ways classmates could reduce my stress are to
Stop cheating
Not expect quick texts
Respect my decisions
Not bother my studying
Tutor me if I need help
Other comments
13. The decisions I make about situations
Affect most things that happen to me
Do not matter because others decide
Seldom happen since parents decide
Should allow me to change my goals
Are too hurried for good judgment
Other comments

74 21.2
100 28.7

32 18.6
35 20.3

42 23.7
65 36.7

137
60
104
117
65

39.3
17.2
29.8
33.5
18.6

71
33
49
73
18

41.3
19.2
28.5
42.4
10.5

66
27
55
44
47

37.3 0.58
.45
15.3 0.95
.33
31.1 0.28
.60
24.9 12.10
.001**
26.6 14.90 <.001***

.04
.05
.03
.19
.21

41
70
162
111
71
93

11.7
20.1
46.4
31.8
20.3
26.6

19
45
95
63
46
37

11.0
26.2
55.2
36.6
26.7
21.5

22
25
67
48
25
56

12.4 0.16
14.1 7.88
37.9 10.59
27.1 3.64
14.1 8.57
31.6 4.58

.69
.005**
.001**
.06
.003**
.03*

.02
.15
.17
.10
.16
.12

228
45
23
69
46
55

65.3 125 72.7 103 58.2
12.9 26 15.1 19 10.7
6.6
9 5.2 14 7.9
19.8 36 20.9 33 18.6
13.2 25 14.5 21 11.9
15.8 19 11.0 36 20.3

.004**
.22
.31
.59
.46
.02*

.15
.07
.05
.03
.04
.13

8.08
1.49
1.02
0.29
0.54
5.67
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9.91

.02*

.17

66
63
21
27

37.3
35.6
11.9
15.2

51
64
73
52
40

28.8
36.2
41.2
29.4
22.6

11.65
.001*
12.80 <.001***
13.69 <.001***
5.93
.02*
11.45
.001**

.18
.19
.20
.13
.18

49
58
64
47
46

27.7 4.99
.03*
32.8 21.66 <.001***
36.2 20.64 <.001***
26.6 15.01 <.001***
26.0 7.88
.005**

.13
.25
.24
.21
.15

29
20
34
72
53

16.4 0.001
11.3 2.68
19.2 1.39
40.7 0.78
29.9 4.26

.98
.10
.24
.38
.04*

.001
.09
.06
.05
.11
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14. I am optimistic about my future
Most of the time
129 37.0 63 36.6
Some of the time
146 41.8 83 48.3
Seldom
35 10.0 14 8.1
Never
39 11.2 12 7.0
15. My teachers could benefit from workshops about
Stress faced by students
131 37.5 80 46.5
Helping students deal with stress
159 45.6 95 55.2
Understanding stress and its effects
178 51.0 105 61.0
How to deal with their job stress
124 35.5 72 41.9
Other comments
56 16.0 16 9.3
16. My parents could benefit from workshops about
Stresses faced by young people
116 33.2 67 39.0
Helping their kids deal with stress
157 45.0 99 57.6
Understanding stress and its effects
168 48.1 104 60.5
How to deal with parent stress
127 36.4 80 46.5
Other comments
70 20.1 24 14.0
17. Ways that dating stresses me are
Being rejected
57 16.3 28 16.3
Not getting along well
50 14.3 30 17.4
Breaking up
76 21.8 42 24.4
I am not stressed
150 43.0 78 45.3
Other comments
88 25.2 35 20.3
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. Copyright © by P. Strom and R. Strom.
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Female students anticipated greater benefits than male students about the
prospective benefits of stress workshops offered by the school for parents and
teachers. They felt their parents and teachers could benefit from the workshop
recognizing student stress, ways to help students deal with stresses, and how to
deal with their own stress on the job and as a parent. There were no statistically
significant differences on their stress related to dating or romantic relationships.

Discussion
Implications for Teachers
Most students reported that teacher expectations were usually easy to
manage and did not cause them much stress. However, students expressed
disappointment about their instruction, specifically how teachers explained
concepts and problem solving in class. A majority (59.9%) reported feeling
stressed because they did not understand content presented in some courses.
The teacher practice of asking students to raise their hand to show lack of understanding seldom produces a response because students see this request as a
cause for embarrassment. Students do not want to be seen by classmates as incapable (Allouche et al., 2021; Neill et al., 2021).
A one-time teacher demonstration on solving a mathematics problem is
usually insufficient. A more effective teaching strategy is to provide students
access to video presentations of lessons they identify as difficult and then post
step-by-step procedures on the school learning management system. Teachers
could recommend short videos for any curriculum subject posted online at the
Khan Academy (Khan, 2020) and place links to these on the course management system used by the school for ongoing free student access (e.g., see Khan
Academy khanacademy.org). In this way, students can review the steps in a
problem-solving process on video at home many times, pause when needed,
and avoid peer embarrassment.
Students thought teachers could reduce school stress by planning together
to avoid overloading students, allowing mistakes without affecting grades, and
increasing cooperative learning group assignments so teammates could share
the load and become peer teachers (Strom et al., 2022). Teachers and parents
need to support resilience knowing that resilience levels drop sharply during
the adolescent years (Goleman & Davidson, 2018; Lustig, 2020). Students
reported that workshops should be offered at the school to help teachers deal
with student stress and their own stress as educators. These considerations can
contribute to the mental health of students and faculty (National Institute
of Mental Health, 2022). When a school implements these measures of assessment polling followed by intervention workshops, the outcomes can also
220

HIGH SCHOOL STRESS

contribute to continuous school improvement planning (Bernhardt, 2017;
Strom & Strom, 2016).

Implications for Parents
Students felt their greatest stress outside school was getting along with
family members. A common view was that relatives could reduce the undue
pressure they impose by setting more reasonable expectations for academic
achievement. In addition, parents should strive to be continually aware of the
emotional and behavioral well-being of their adolescent. This includes parent–child discussions about what is expected of being a teenager or to help
determine symptoms of teen depression, especially for daughters (Geiger &
Davis, 2019). By talking together, parents can try to determine if their adolescent appears to be able to manage life’s challenges or if life seems overwhelming
(Brooks & Lasser, 2018; Mayo Clinic, 2022). Parents should watch for extreme
signs of withdrawal, smoking or drinking (American Academy of Pediatrics,
2022), skipping school, deciding to drop out of school, or attempting suicide
(Damour, 2019).
Adolescents also need resilience (American Psychological Association, 2020;
Fricchione, 2016). Not being resilient after experiencing most problems was
the self-assessment of 33.5% of the overall students in the study school. The
development of resilience is hampered by self-centeredness. Parents should understand the importance and need for resilience and how parents influence
self-centeredness when they discourage children from admitting personal limitations or failures.
Narcissism is defined as excessive self-admiration, demonstrated by inflated
self-impression. The Narcissism Personality Inventory was initially field-tested
by Raskin and Terry (1988). Since then, Twenge (2018) analyzed data from
16,000 students who had completed the inventory; results indicated that twothirds of adolescents agreed they are more narcissistic and self-centered than
previous generations.
Twenge (2018) pointed out that the hyper-individualistic orientation seems
to be the result of a non-stop parent promotion of child self-esteem, independent of their academic performance. This happens in families where parents
too often tell children they are special, urge them to pursue unrealistic and narrow definitions of success, and protect them from admitting their failures and
limitations. The result of such actions by so-called “tiger moms” and “helicopter parents” is that they prevent the growth of resilience needed to recover from
setbacks when things go wrong (Levine, 2020; Masten, 2015). Adolescents
whose parents cause them to suppose they always perform well do not learn
how to process criticism. Accepting and interpreting criticism in a constructive
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manner should become a priority goal during the teenage years (Mintz, 2015;
Scott, 2016; Strom & Strom, 2021b).
There was a high proportion of agreement among students, mostly females,
that parents should reduce their imposition of excessive stress caused by expecting them to perform better academically than peers. Students also wanted
parental guidance to prevent overscheduling (Schulte, 2015). Reduction of
stress for students could be provided by workshops for parents sponsored by
the school. Parents could benefit from workshops on understanding stress and
its effects on individuals, helping adolescents manage stress, becoming aware of
stresses students face, and learning to better manage their own individual stress
as parents (Geiger & Davis, 2019; Levine, 2020; Mayo Clinic, 2022).

Implications for Peers
The good news is that, at the high school in this study, only a small proportion of students (3.4%) reported that they deal with stress by smoking or
drinking (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2022). Students preferred to process stress by talking to friends more often than sharing their concerns with
parents or teachers. However, they reported that friends don’t respect their
goals, too often interrupt during study times, and pressure them to quickly
answer all text messages. Faculty should encourage more favorable peer norms
by reminding students to think about how they define friendship. One definition of friendship is to always look out for the best interests of someone we
care about, mutually sharing feelings and ideas, and providing advice that is
intended to support development (Turkle, 2015). Classmates should support
the self-declared assets of peers such as showing resilience after failure, seeking help when it is needed, being optimistic about the future, and recognizing
personal accountability for most things that happen to them. Friends can also
motivate one another by reinforcing healthy behaviors they observe (Allouche
et al., 2021; Strom et al., 2019).

Implications for Individual Students
Most respondents reported that they worried about not getting good grades
in school (77.9%) and how well they performed in classes (70.5%). Overcoming these worries can relate to poor time management habits that were
recognized by the students as a self-imposed source of stress (36.1%). Time
management should be seen as a necessary condition to reach personal goals
(Brooks & Lasser, 2018). Individuals whose priorities receive enough attention are more able to govern events in their lives. When adolescents lack time
to process ideas or think about options for solving problems, they may reject
reflective thinking in favor of hasty methods of information processing. As a
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result, instead of deferring judgment until multiple options are examined, students accustomed to being hurried tend to reach premature conclusions based
on partial information (Schulte, 2015; Seligman, 2018). Strom and Strom
(2021b) determined that time management should be the focus of continuous
lessons taught at home and at school for adolescents.
Spending many hours daily phoning and texting friends and participating
in e-media are distractions from the primary obligation of students to invest
time on learning (Jackson, 2018). Establishing rules that limit the amount of
time adolescents are permitted to communicate with friends is a practical way
courageous parents support self-regulation and school success (Anderson & Jiang, 2018; Jensen & Nutt, 2016; Keefer et al., 2018; Strom et al., 2019).
In a rapid-paced environment with competing priorities and information
overload, some decisions are based on impulse, stress, and expedience (Schulte,
2015). Adolescents should be able to learn from adults who help them appreciate the mental health benefits that accompany time management. Individuals
who possess this ability generally avoid taking on too many responsibilities,
breaking promises made to others, ignoring the people and activities they say
matter most to them, and organizing a personal calendar that reflects a sensible distribution of their time. When parents cannot provide a healthy example
of time management, adolescents may repeat the same dysfunctional behavior
by overscheduling themselves, experiencing undue stress, and being unable to
control their lives (Strom & Strom, 2021a, 2021b; Wojcicki, 2020).
Most adolescents would prefer to make decisions for themselves (Brooks &
Lasser, 2018; Levine, 2020). The scope of individual independence was evident
by the finding that a majority of students (65.3%) believed the decisions they
make about situations are responsible for most things that happen to them.
Few students (6.6%) indicated that parents made their decisions for them.

Connecting Student Voice to School Improvement
The importance of student voice is being recognized by an increasing number of disciplines, including medicine. In the international medical journal The
Lancet: Child and Adolescent Health, Fazel and Hoagwood (2021) commented
about the need to expand sources of future data gathering methods to determine the medical needs of young people: “We have entered a new stage in
research in which young people’s participation in the development and assessment of an intervention needs to be at the forefront” (p. 157). Student mental
health must integrate young people’s voices to identify problems they face and
their views about how to solve them. Polling should become a prominent tool
in the future to understand the views of students about conditions of learning
and for development of the Continuous School Improvement Plan.
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Limitations of This Study
Limitations of the study were that the poll was a self-report which took
place at one school and lack of an existing measure on student stress for comparison. Students receiving special education services were not identified as a
population for separate data analysis; having such information could be helpful
and will be proposed to principals in future high school polling studies.

Conclusion
Stress and emotional health are linked. The pressures adolescents experience
are reflected by their reports of anxiety, frustration, uncertainty, and depression. Exceptions are the resilient who see setbacks and failures as opportunities
to overcome obstacles and improve their behavior. The optimistic thinking of
resilient students enables them to accept unfamiliar challenges, retain a consistently positive outlook, and persevere when tasks become difficult. Being
disadvantaged can occur when parents prevent students from acknowledging
academic failure because adults mistakenly believe that setbacks reduce student
self-esteem.
Teachers should continually observe how students react to stress. Advocating an internal locus of control motivates confidence, sustained effort, and
resilience. Educators can minimize student uncertainty by presenting easily
understood goals for lessons and giving clear directions for assignments. There
is evidence that more tutoring is needed than provided at this school. Teachers should video lessons that students commonly identify as difficult and place
them on the course management system or school website. In this way students
can view step-by-step methods to reach solutions at home without suffering
embarrassment from insensitive classmates. The most prominent source of
worry for students is how well they perform in required classes.
Guided discussions about time management, friendship, and emotional
support can offer lessons that are a valuable use of class time as part of the
school improvement procedures. Some students reveal stress by aggressive behavior and drawing attention to themselves. The more severe symptoms of
stress include depression, withdrawal, and resignation. Teachers should strive
to be seen as approachable so students can feel comfortable talking about their
stress. To further the efforts of teachers, schools should consider increasing
counseling staff as we face the rise in student stress and depression. When students show signs of excessive stress, educators should make referrals to mental
health professionals for screening and possible intervention.
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The Language Teachers’ Perspective on Parental
Involvement: A Focus on Primary State Schools
in Greece
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Abstract
The research literature has shown that teachers’ beliefs and attitudes towards parental engagement have an influence on sustaining parents’ balanced
involvement in education. This current study aims to raise awareness of the
issue within the Greek primary English Language Teaching context and provides suggestions on how balanced and effective parental involvement can be
achieved. In this study the authors conceptualized teachers’ perspective of parental involvement in state school language education as a multidimensional
construct and examined the association of these elements with teachers’ attitude
and confidence regarding their profession. Online surveys were distributed to
primary state school English as a Foreign Language (EFL) teachers. The surveys
contained 27 questions and addressed several topics, such as background information, parents’ attitude towards EFL from the teachers’ perspective, teachers’
collaboration with the parents, and their expectations of the parents. This article attempts to shed light on the significant issue of parental involvement by
examining the language teachers’ perspective and offering suggestions for further studies in this underresearched area of language education.
Key Words: parental involvement, teachers’ perspective, English Language
Teaching (ELT), English as a Foreign Language (EFL), primary language education, Greek state schools
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Introduction
Parental involvement is a core issue in the field of education (Koutrouba
et al., 2009), as effective communication between parents and teachers helps
ensure positive learning outcomes for students (Barón Velandia & Corredor
Daza, 2007). In fact, according to Redding (1992), parental involvement relates to parental engagement in children’s learning, which is not restricted to
within the home environment or to specific learning exercises. On the contrary, the formation of habit and attitude create opportunities for children’s
academic learning and development and are the key components of parental
involvement.
Although a number of valuable contributions have shed light on parental
involvement from the parents’ viewpoint (see, e.g., Antony-Newman, 2019;
Liang et al., 2020; Snell, 2018), the literature also displays research concentrating on teachers’ beliefs and attitudes towards parental involvement and their
influence on sustaining balanced parental involvement in education. Teachers’
knowledge and guidance can determine the likelihood of partnership between
the two parties and the use of similar strategies in order to achieve mutual goals
(Souto-Manning & Swick, 2006). Teachers who are aware of the meaning and
effects of parental involvement have been observed using various strategies
for improving parents’ involvement in education via regular communication,
keeping them informed, providing school/class websites, and so on (Pakter
& Chen, 2013). Christianakis (2011), who investigated parental involvement
from the teachers’ perspective through narratives, revealed that teachers saw
parents as supportive figures, rather than partners working collaboratively.
When it comes to the influence of parental involvement on foreign language
learning, research has shown that it has positive influence on children’s second
language (L2) development (Panferov, 2010), as it affects their achievement,
motivation, and social and cognitive development (Emerson et al., 2012).
This current study aims to raise awareness of the issue within the Greek primary English Language Teaching (ELT) context and to provide suggestions on
how effective parental involvement can be achieved. More specifically, the research focuses on the following questions:
1. What parental involvement challenges do state school language teachers
face?
2. What are teachers’ understandings of parental involvement?
For the purpose of the present study, it is pertinent to look at how teachers perceive parental involvement and the expectations they have of parents when it
comes to English as a Foreign Language (EFL) in primary Greek state schools.
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The Context
Research data concerning parental involvement in the Greek context are
not extensive and mainly concentrate on elementary education. There is evidence, according to Poulou and Matsagouras (2007), that Greek parents adopt
a very different role to that of their child’s teacher, due to the fact that teachers are seen as having indisputable authority. Parents are viewed as those who
are self-entrusted with their children’s out-of-school activity, social/emotional
development, and assistance with homework. Matsagouras (2008) has argued
that the distinction of these roles strengthens the sense of authority of the
school and the dominant role of teacher, whereas parents generally do not intervene in their children’s in-school academic development. The result of this
could explain outcomes of studies indicating that Greek parents believe that
only the provision of help during homework can be advantageous, while other parental engagement in school activities can cause damage (Pnevmatikos et
al., 2008).
Nonetheless, parental involvement has been emphasized by the educational
authorities in the country (Xanthakou et al., 2013), and parents’ participation
has been formalized with the establishment of a Parents’ Association in every
school unit (Lazaridou & Kassida, 2015). However, the Greek law concentrates on the formal and legal dimension of parental involvement in the
school unit, while there is less interest in an essential pedagogic relationship
between the family and the school (Xanthakou et al., 2013). It is important
to mention here that, currently, efforts to improve parent–school communication and involvement have been put on hold due to the country’s economic
crisis, teachers’ relocations after school closures, extended employment freezes
(Filippidis et al., 2014), and troubles caused by the pandemic, which have all
led to an overall reduction in the teaching workforce. Understandably, teachers
have been facing an increased workload and have limited time for collaborating with parents (Anastasiou & Papagianni, 2020). However, parents’ will
for their children to learn the English language is strong and could be characterized as unique. As Greek is a lesser spoken world language, Greek parents
believe in the necessity of mastering English, which will allow their children
to communicate with speakers of other languages beyond the borders of their
country. English is expected to provide children with important educational,
professional, and socioeconomic opportunities, which makes it the first foreign
language the majority of Greeks choose to learn (Angouri et al., 2010). Within
this context, the present study should be seen as an attempt to shed more light
into the matter of parental involvement in EFL learning in Greece and share
outcomes of the particular (and similar) context with stakeholders and policymakers in order to improve the situation for everyone involved.
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Literature Review
Parental involvement that supports an understanding regarding the purposes and meaning of academic performance and creates strategies that students
can effectively use can have the strongest positive relations with achievement
(Hill & Tyson, 2009). The term parental involvement has been used to describe parental beliefs and expectations in academic achievement and parental
multifaceted behavior at home and in school that will help improve children’s
educational performance (Hill & Taylor, 2004). Furthermore, it has been
asserted that the home is the primary environment in which the child’s potential and personality takes shape (Barge & Loges, 2003). Therefore, it is vital
that a positive atmosphere is created in order to support what happens in the
classroom and motivates children to learn. Research has also shown that family–school collaboration holds a variety of benefits for practitioners due to the
fact that teachers and parents are considered to be pedagogical allies, which
helps teachers be confident (Garcia, 2004), feel accepted and rewarded as a
professional (Ryan & Cooper, 2007), and hold high levels of job satisfaction
(Christenson & Cleary, 1990). Furthermore, according to Molland (2004),
teachers who maintain a close relationship with parents are likely to form a
better understanding of a child’s multiple learning needs.
When teachers and parents collaborate, they can help students construct
knowledge and reach success in their academic life (Dooley, 2010). Furthermore, parental involvement in English language learning has been explored
(see Cojocariu & Mareş, 2014; Necşoi et al., 2013), and it has been found that
even when parents are not proficient in the English language, they still have the
potential to help with EFL learning from a non-linguistic perspective by monitoring children’s homework, providing advice, and creating conducive learning
conditions at home (Aldemar et al., 2016). Similarly, Gao (2012) argues that
parents may influence their children’s EFL learning directly and indirectly; (a)
directly when parents work as learning advisors and nurturers, training their
children to be good language learners, and (b) indirectly when parents act as
learning facilitators and teachers’ collaborators and by motivating children
to learn English. Nonetheless, the assumption that foreign language learning
development is largely the teachers’ responsibility exists (Ustunel, 2009) and
makes the parental involvement and language learning situation relatively complex. Research in relation to English language education reflects parents’ belief
that their involvement had a significant influence on children’s achievement
(Mahmoud, 2018); however, in one study, parents’ actual involvement was not
sufficient, despite being aware of its significance (Al-Mahrooqi et al., 2016).
It has also been documented that it has not always been possible for a teacher to develop a positive relationship with the parents; many teachers either
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avoid contact (Cullingford & Morrison, 1999), indicate parents’ unwillingness
to be involved in their children’s schooling (Dauber & Epstein, 1993), or feel
it is not necessary to communicate with parents as their students grow older
(Tozer et al., 2006). Furthermore, empirical evidence has shown that practitioners often encourage parental involvement when it comes to children’s
well-being and homework support. However, the literature has documented
that teachers provide parents with little or no guidelines to help their children
at home (Finders & Lewis, 1994) and that there is a fear of parents’ criticism or
negative involvement. However, some studies suggest that teachers who reach
out with positive contact early in the school year are less likely to receive criticism and more likely to be able to partner with the parents should difficulties
with the student arise (Ramirez, 2002).
The researchers of the present study have identified two gaps in the existing literature, which will be discussed in this article. First, although parental
involvement has been widely explored in a number of Western countries, little research has been undertaken within the Greek context. Second, previous
studies of parental involvement have had a major focus on children’s overall
learning. Few studies have explored how teachers perceive parental involvement
in the primary EFL context. Thus, the present study follows the definition of
parental involvement that emphasizes parents’ observable activities in foreign
language education.

Method
For the needs of the study, an online survey, created by the researchers,
was distributed to primary state school EFL teachers. The survey was offered
in English and was created on Google Forms with built-in features to facilitate data collection and analysis. The survey contained 27 questions (6 Likert
style questions, 3 open-ended questions, 10 demographic questions, 4 yes/
no questions, and 4 multiple option selection) and addressed the following
themes: (1) background information; (2) parents’ attitude towards EFL; (3)
teachers’ collaboration with the parents; and (4) teachers’ expectations of the
parents. The survey, estimated to take approximately 25 minutes to complete,
reached its audience via email requests. The email sent to individual respondents contained information regarding the purpose of the study and the link to
the online survey. Participants were sent a reminder email with the survey link
again after a four-week period.
The analysis attempted to find natural clusters in the dataset and distinguish the various characteristics of parental involvement within the context.
Microsoft Excel was used for straightforward functionality and the descriptive
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analysis conducted on Google Forms facilitated the process. The researchers
also adopted a coding process for the open-ended responses, which involved
the manual allocation of categories to the practitioners’ responses (see Giorgetti
& Sebastian, 2003); the open-end responses were coded and categorized into
groups.

The Demographics
The Greek context provides language learners with a number of options
when it comes to language learning and foreign language exposure. Students
from across the country begin their language learning at a very young age,
in both the private and public sector (in most cases, simultaneously). The
language learning that takes place in the private sector is known as “shadow education,” and focuses mostly on the preparation for language examinations and
creating successful “language exam takers.” This is not the case in mainstream
schools. Although there is a focus on language learning rather than language
testing, state schools lack in other domains. For instance, there is a limited
amount of time for language lessons and a lack of facilities (technology, etc.)
and infrastructure. Due to the “testing culture” that exists in the country, many
parents tend to focus on the language learning that takes place in the private
sector rather than the public sector. This creates a vicious cycle where teachers
in mainstream schools feel they are not taken seriously since parents are not as
involved in their children’s state school language learning as they are in their
private language education (see also Tsagari & Giannikas, 2021).
The online survey was distributed across Greece, including the regions of
Attica, Thessaly, Achaia, Messinia, Loutraki, Viotia, and Argolida. There were
a total of 54 teachers (from a rough estimate of 98 schools) who participated
in the study and taught in schools that were a mix of different socioeconomic
groups. According to the data, 29.6% of the participants were between the ages
of 31–40 years, 53.7% were 41–50, and 16.7% were over the age of 51. Additionally, only 3.7% were male participants; the vast majority (96.3%) were
female. Half hold an MA, which was the highest degree stated. The majority
(92.6%) were permanent teaching staff, while only 7.2% were substitute teachers. Furthermore, 61.1% have been teaching from 11–20 years, and 31,5%
for over 20 years; 51.9% work in one public school, 25.9% work in 2 schools,
11.1% work in 3, and 11.1% work in 4 different schools. The majority of the
participants (44.4%) have been working in their current schools between 2–5
years, and 24.1% between 6–10 years. The vast majority of the respondents
(87%) teach English to Year 5 students (age 10), and 83.3% teach English to
Year 4 students (age 9). Slightly less (81.5%) teach Year 3 and 6, and 68.5%
teach Year 1 and 2. The responses indicate that the participants teach students
in multiple years.
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Results
This section will present detailed descriptive statistics for specific items and
variables employed in the study. The areas of focus revolve around the teachers’ opinions on parental involvement, the EFL teachers’ attitude, parental
involvement regarding EFL homework, and teachers’ recommendations and
propositions for change.
As shown in Figure 1, 37% of the respondents have a neutral attitude
towards the lack of parental visits and whether it indicates indifference towards
their children’s language learning at schools. However, 31.5% Strongly Agree,
and 20.4% Agree with this statement, an anticipated high outcome as parental visits at schools are the principal mechanisms of communication between
parents and EFL state schoolteachers. These visits refer to prearranged or impromptu parent–teacher individual meetings, which are the typical practices in
Greek state schools for all teachers.
Figure 1. Teachers’ Perspective of Parents’ Level of Interest and Whether They
Stay Informed About Their Children’s Language Learning in State Schools

As seen in Figure 2, a little over half (51.9%) of the respondents strongly
encourage parents to visit them at school to discuss their children’s progress. A
lower percentage of 20.4% of the respondents are neutral towards inviting parents to discuss at school, indicating a sense of distance between the two parties.
Less respondents (5.6%) are reluctant to encourage parent visits, while only
1.9% are completely against it. There was no mention of online parent–teacher meetings.
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Figure 2. Encouraging Parents to Visit at School to Discuss Their Children’s
Progress

Findings displayed in Figure 3 tend to differ as the question shifts the focus
to appreciation of their work done in language learning in state schools. A high
number of respondents moderately agree (35.2%), and a very close number of
respondents are neutral to the issue (31.5%), which indicates that teachers are
not positive whether or not their efforts are appreciated.
Figure 3. Parental Appreciation Regarding State School Teachers’ Work in the
Language Classroom

Over half of the respondents believe that parents’ educational background
plays an important role and can interfere in their engagement when it comes
to school visits. A slightly lower but significant percentage, 40.7%, believe
that teachers and parents have a very different perception of what classifies
for parental involvement, indicating that while teachers may expect parents to
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pay them visits to ask about their children’s progress, this may not agree with
parents who may not see EFL learning at state schools as being important. It
is important to mention here that social class often determines employment
times and regulations. Working class parents in shift work may not have jobs
that allow them to go to the school. Nonetheless, how teachers perceive parental involvement and whether parents’ time and convenience is taken under
consideration says a lot about collaboration between the two parties.
The data collected show that the teachers’ need for parent–teacher meetings,
which could invite more effective and efficient communication among teachers and parents, are not encouraged in all schools (as stated by 49.1% of the
participants). This could be alarming as it deprives students from holistic language education and possible collaboration between parents and teachers that
could lead to better results. It shows the need for raising awareness on the issue
of parental involvement at an institutional level, as well as in language teacher
training programs where practitioners need to be informed on how to sustain
a healthy balance and effective collaboration with parents. Teachers also stated
that None have experienced full parental attendance when and if teacher–parent meetings take place. It is important to mention here that the participants
have not specified whether parent time and convenience was considered, nor
have they mentioned whether parents are offered any alternatives if they cannot attend at the set times.
According to the data, teachers are equally divided on whether or not they
make the effort to display the work they do with students to their parents. This
has an immediate connection to whether parents take an interest in what is
being taught in state schools and whether language teachers’ work in the language classroom is appreciated as much as the work done in private language
schools. It is possible to assume that if teachers made it a point to show their
work to the wider public, including the parents, their stance as language educators might be viewed differently. Consequently, parents would be informed of
the progress and innovations their children are exposed to and would be more
likely to provide state school language teachers with the acceptance and reassurance they may be craving from their community as professionals.
According to the data, teachers’ own views about parental involvement indicates that they believe the parents’ role is to help children with their homework
(51.9%), speak to their children about different cultures (70.4%), and encourage the children to search for online resources (88.9%). Furthermore, the vast
majority (92.6%) of teachers indicate that the parents’ limited involvement is
due to the fact that they rely on the language lessons that take place in private
language learning (shadow education, as previously mentioned). A second high
perspective (74.1%) is that parents’ lack of attention to state school language
237

SCHOOL COMMUNITY JOURNAL

classes is due to parents’ professional responsibilities, and 35.2% argue that
parents do not see English as one of the challenging subjects taught in school.
The assignment of homework is almost equally divided; 55.6% of the participants claim to assign their young learners homework after every lesson,
while 44.4% do not. Homework, in the productive sense, can bring the parent
closer to what is being done in the language classroom.
The participants also indicated about modifications (less homework or easier assignments) teachers made in homework assignments (response options:
(1) no modifications, (2) decrease the number of tasks that the young learners
have to do, (3) provide additional information to students’ parents so they can
help their children, (4) other). Teachers were able to add items they thought
were missing from the survey’s checklist and would have been their answer.
Data shows that teachers modify students’ homework so as not to overburden
them (70.4%); few provide additional information to prompt parents to help
at home (16.7%), and only 9.3% of the respondents do not modify the homework load at all.
On a scale of 1–5 (1 = no, 2 = sometimes, 3 = indifferent, 4 = most of the
times, 5 = always), the highest percentage response on whether or not teachers inform parents if students do not attend to their homework is indifferent
(51.9%). This indicates poor communication between teachers and parents
and degrades the use of homework and the child’s efforts to work at home.
The open-ended question, “What recommendations do you give to your
students’ parents to help their children with their foreign language development?” invited a number of responses. A sample is provided in Table 1.
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Table 1. Excerpt of Sample Responses of Recommendations to Parents to Help
Their Children With Their Foreign Language Development
Survey #

Open-Ended Response

Survey 5 They should help them at home when needed.
Survey 8 To encourage them and avoid causing them anxiety towards English.
Survey 10

To focus more on their children’s language learning that takes place AT
STATE SCHOOL!

Survey 17

To encourage them to read English literature or English magazines in
their free time.

Survey 18 Read books, provide links to educational sites for extra practice.
Survey 22 I ask them to check [that] they do homework.
Survey 23

To help them listen to various English sources and encourage them to
read in English various texts.

Actually, I advise them not to do their children’s homework when they
have difficulties. I need to be sure what they don’t know so that I can
Survey 27
help. Also, I recommend encouraging their kids to listen to English
songs or play educational games on the PC under their supervision.
Survey 32

I mainly focus on the fact that the language learning process in state
school is not inferior to the process in private institutions.

Survey 35 Nothing.
They should tell their children that English taught in school is as imSurvey 40 portant as any other subject (including English taught in private English schools).
Discussion at home about the importance of the English language.
To learn to pay attention as if it is Maths or any other subject. Parents
Survey 46 cannot have a saying about how I conduct my lesson. With cooperation we can solve all the behavioral and cognitive problems, but they
cannot interfere with my work.
Survey 47

To come in touch with me and to check if they do their homework—
not correct it!

Survey 50 None. They don’t ask for any.
Survey 54

First make sure that their children do their homework. I give them
vocabulary lists, so at least they can help them with that.
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Five common themes emerged according to the responses. These are displayed
in Table 2.
Table 2. Emerging Themes According to the Responses
N

Themes

n = 11

Encouragement

n = 12

Help with/check homework

n=6

Authentic material

n=6

Focus on state school language learning

n=2

Let children do their homework themselves

Based on teachers’ responses, as seen in Figure 4, 14.8% strongly agree
that home-based involvement is vital, and 33.3% moderately agree. The same
number of respondents (33.3%) were indifferent to home involvement, which
displays teachers’ doubts. A lower percentage of 14.8% moderately disagree,
and 3.7% strongly disagree.
Figure 4. Home-Based Involvement for Language Education From the Teachers’ Perspective

It is also important to share that the vast majority of teachers either Strongly Agree (48.1%) or Agree (42.6%) that they welcome parents’ questions regarding students’ homework, as it is a very important part of the respondents’
teaching, as seen in Figure 5.
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Figure 5. Encouragement of Parents’ Questions Regarding Their Children’s
Homework

The data showed that slightly over half (55.6%) hope for change of the current situation, while 40.7% are not sure if they would like things to change in
their collaboration with parents. Finally, teachers were asked to give their own
suggestions on how to improve the balance of parental involvement. Only 24
out of 54 participants provided responses to this prompt. Table 3 provides a
sample.
The research also analyzed the differences of demographic characteristics (e.g., parents’ education level, socioeconomic status, and marital status).
According to the data, the demographic characteristics were factors that influenced parental involvement; however, they make no significant difference on
teachers’ perceptions about it.
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Table 3. Teachers’ Suggestions for the Improvement of Parental Involvement
Within the Greek Context
Survey #

Open-Ended Response

Survey 2

Teachers should keep a distance from parents.

Survey 9

I believe that they should get informed about the goals and the methods
of teaching before they interfere or criticize.

Parental involvement is welcome as long as it does not interfere with
the methods adopted by the state teacher. It is also anticipated in cases
of children’s misbehavior and learning difficulties. Parents are invited to
Survey 22
discuss what works best for their child as they are supposed to know him
or her on a deeper level than the teacher does. Then the teacher will be
ready to differentiate his or her teaching where needed.
Teachers should organize activities that include and welcome parents’
Survey 25 participation. Parents should pay more attention to language learning
at school.
A formal article by the Ministry of Education to be read by parents at
Survey 32 the start of the school year, regarding the levels of ESL taught at state
schools, so as to enhance the professional status of English teachers.
Survey 36 Read books, provide links to educational sites for extra practice.
Survey 38 I ask them to check they [the children] do homework.
Survey 40

Parents should start regarding English at school as being as important as
the other subjects and encourage their children to do the same.

Survey 44

To help them listen to various English sources and encourage them read
in English various texts.

Actually, I advise them not to do their children’s homework when they
have difficulties. I need to be sure what they don’t know so that I can
Survey 45
help. Also, I recommend encouraging their kids to listen to English
songs or play educational games on the PC under their supervision.
Survey 46

PARENTS SHOULD NOT GET INVOLVED IN THE TEACHING AND EVALUATION PROCESS!!!

They need to realize that the English language learning CAN happen
at school, that language learning is not about getting a certificate, that
the “frontistirio” [private language institutions] lessons do not guaranSurvey 52
tee adequate basis for their child’s school course, and that the school
English lesson is much more than “a revision” (sic) for the afternoon
private schools’ curriculum.
Since most of the ESL teachers do not have permanent positions in
Greek public schools and most of them go to two, three, or even four
Survey 53
schools per week, parental involvement—which is a complicated issue
in any case—will always be a problem.
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Discussion
In this study the authors have conceptualized teachers’ perspectives of
parental involvement in state school language education and examined the association of these elements in teachers’ attitude and confidence regarding their
profession. This particular issue and set of teachers are a neglected area in the
literature, and one that needs to be highlighted. English language teachers face
a number of obstacles that other teachers in the same setting do not—they
are required to teach multiple grade levels at multiple schools, in a context
where there is perceived competition with private classes on the same subject
(although with a different approach). Extra supports are needed to assist these
teachers in establishing positive and efficient communication with all their students’ families, and it is to the authors’ understanding that individual meetings
are not entirely feasible in this circumstance and therefore suggest that group
parent meetings and/or brief text messages or emails might be more beneficial.
The findings suggest that there is uncertainty on behalf of state school language teachers as to how involved they would ideally want the parents to be.
On the one hand, the majority of teachers state that they encourage parents
to perform school visits and help their children with homework; nonetheless,
teachers claim that a low percentage of parents respond to school invitations
regularly and help children with their English at home. On the other hand,
they fear that parents’ zeal may lead to complications and negativity as parental involvement stretches over to areas within the school that are traditionally
teachers’ sole domain (as indicated in the teachers’ responses in Table 3), which
may constitute a threat towards teachers’ pedagogical autonomy (Back, 2010).
The data also revealed signs of potential resentment towards parents, as the participants feel there is little appreciation for their work and state school status.
Some teachers focused directly on parent limitations, reﬂecting on the control
issues inherent in the parent–teacher relationship (see also Ramirez, 1999). As
confirmed in Fischer (2009) and in line with our findings, many of the teachers describe difficulties collaborating with parents and handling those who
question their quality as a language teacher. This may have prompted teachers
to lose faith in creating a healthy relationship with the parents to benefit their
language learners. These mixed emotions have shown that teachers desire limitations when it comes to parental involvement, especially where assessment
and evaluation are concerned (see Table 3).
Previous research has presented teachers’ views regarding parental involvement and has contributed to our understanding of practitioners’ and parents’
attitudes towards family and school initiatives and collaboration (Ryan & Cooper, 2007). Koutrouba et al. (2009) showed that Greek school mainstream
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educators embrace parental involvement without hesitation and seek to improve collaboration. Within the same context, this study sheds light on a very
different outcome and emphasizes the fact that although mainstream state
school educators see parental involvement positively, state school language
teachers are divided and see parental involvement positively up to a point,
which, if exceeded, can develop into a threat (see also Epstein, 2008).
The vast majority of the language teachers in this particular study describe
communication with the parents as being weak. According to the data, missed
opportunities largely happen due to conflicting schedules, professional obligations, personal responsibilities, and/or social background. This outcome has
also been confirmed in previous studies, such as Fisher (2009) and Sanders
and Lewis (2005). However, an important finding of the current study is that
not all schools support language teachers in the efforts they make to establish
healthy and balanced communication with the parents.
The data reveal that teachers are in need of the support of their institutions
and the Greek Ministry of Education, as it plays a leading role in the country’s
centralized education system. Participants suggest that the Ministry should
inform parents and guide them towards their involvement in their children’s
learning. This is a sign that teachers are trying to maintain a collaborative relationship with the parents on their own; however, they have not been provided
guidance or training on how to achieve the balance that would be beneficial to
their students and facilitate an effective relationship with the family unit. The
potential applications of the data compiled in this article are important due to
the fact that the negativity and hesitation language teachers reveal, in comparison to the more positive attitudes of Greek mainstream teachers in previous
studies, that the chain is no stronger than its weakest link. Language teachers are in need of specific training, support and appreciation, not only from
parents, but from the broader educational community, which would lead to
increased school efficiency.

Conclusion
The present study sought to investigate the significant issue of parental involvement by examining the language teachers’ perspective. The main findings
and implications could be summarized as follows: (a) hesitation and negativity
towards parental involvement beyond homework and misbehavior, (b) lack of
appreciation for the status and efforts of the state school language teacher, and
(c) the need for support and specified training. It is also important to highlight
that, according to the data, teachers are conscious of their language lessons and
the significance of homework responsibility when it comes to the children’s
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academic work. Therefore, with respect to parental involvement from the
teachers’ perspective, they feel their work and contribution to their student’s
English language development are overlooked. Finally, demographic characteristics generally made no significant difference on teachers’ perceptions about
parental involvement.
Acknowledging the limitations of the quantitative study for drawing causal
inferences, more research is required to further explore the findings displayed
above. Longitudinal studies involving parents and children will offer a more
holistic view of the situation in the particular or similar contexts. Further research is needed in the field, specifically, involvement through the parents’
viewpoint. This could shine even more light on how the parent–teacher relationship works and how it could be improved for the benefit of all.
One of the most significant practices for educational success is to construct partnership between teachers and parents. This article offers insights to
policymakers and stakeholders on parental involvement and should prompt
immediate interference, training, and support towards the relationship between
families and state school language educators in order to reinforce students’
achievement and promote the quality of education (Mafa & Makuba, 2013).
The above findings advance our knowledge and awareness of the reasons why
parents adopt the type of involvement in their children’s language education
in state schools within the Greek context, as well as teachers’ attitudes towards
this involvement.
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Parent Involvement in the Science Fair: Helping
Students or Hindering Equity?
Erica Fields, Jackie DeLisi, Janna Kook, Lukas Winfield, and
Abigail Jurist Levy
Abstract
Science fairs have been around for decades, yet their critics question the extent to which parent involvement shapes students’ investigations and creates
inequitable experiences. Parent involvement in the science fair has been viewed
as objectionable by parents themselves. However, research has shown that parent support can play a vital role in student learning. This article describes the
results of research that explored the role of parents in middle school science fairs.
Data from parent surveys and interviews, teacher interviews, and student focus
groups were gathered from 21 schools across the U.S. (prepandemic) to examine patterns in parents’ involvement in science fairs, including the roles parents
play and whether involvement varied by parental characteristics. Findings show
that parents’ income and education affected their level and type of involvement,
as did certain features of the science fair itself. Our findings have important implications for the structures of and equity in school-based science fairs.
Key Words: science fairs, parent participation, involvement, parental role, middle school, equity, science education, home, STEM teachers

Introduction
A lot of parents really dread [the science fair], just because a lot of times
it ends up being a lot more work on the parent…I think a lot of parents
kind of cringe at the idea of it. (Parent, School 224)
School Community Journal, 2022, Vol. 32, No. 2
Available at http://www.schoolcommunitynetwork.org/SCJ.aspx
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Science fairs provide students with one of few opportunities to engage in
authentic science experiences wherein students can ask questions, collect and
analyze data, and present their findings to others (Banilower et al., 2018; Jeanpierre, 2006). Proponents of science fairs claim that engaging in science fairs
increases students’ interest in science and provides a pathway to science careers. However, others view science fairs as a burden for both students and
parents (or families/guardians). For example, Susan Messina’s satirical science
fair poster, How Much Turmoil Does the Science Project Cause Families? went viral, indicating that parents view the science fair as an unnecessary and painful
experience. Other critics claim that schools lack the resources to make the science fair a truly valuable learning experience, requiring parents to pick up the
slack. Since parents vary in their educational attainment and scientific background, reliance on parental support for such a large project may result in
an experience that privileges those from particular backgrounds (Grinnell et
al., 2018; Hampton & Licona, 2006). In her 2014 blog post, Susan Messina
also acknowledges that science fairs advantage students from privileged backgrounds and that, to be equitable, the projects should be done in school.
The National Science Teachers’ Association’s statement about parent involvement offers suggestions for encouraging children’s interest in science and
science careers as well as strategies for parents to become more involved in their
child’s science schooling. While research shows a positive relationship between
parent involvement and children’s academic achievement (Galindo & Sheldon, 2012; Henderson & Mapp, 2002; Hill & Tyson, 2009; Pate & Andrews,
2006), as well as motivation (Park & Holloway, 2018; Simons-Morton & Chen,
2009), specific types of support have been shown to have a larger impact. In
particular, Hill and Tyson (2009) found that “academic socialization”—which
includes parents conveying academic expectations to their children, offering
learning strategies, and strategizing for the future—had the strongest positive
association with student achievement, while a popular form of parental support—help with homework—had the strongest negative association.
While this prior research provides some insight into parent involvement in
children’s schooling in general, parent involvement has not been formally studied specifically in the context of science fairs—an experience that can include
challenging investigations and competition, which is ultimately distinct from
typical classroom experiences. The study described in this article was conducted as part of a larger research project on the implementation of middle school
science fairs and the relationship between participation in them and students’
interest in science, science careers, and mastery of the science and engineering
practices. Among other things, the larger study also raised questions around the
equity of science fairs, finding that science fair implementation varies widely
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across schools (DeLisi & Pasquale, 2019; Kook et al., 2020) and that teacher support for students’ project work is more limited in high poverty schools
and schools with a high proportion of African American students (DeLisi et
al., 2020). Looking more closely at parent involvement in science fairs arguably becomes even more important in schools where teachers are providing less
support, potentially providing additional insight into the roles of parents for
equitable implementation of school science fairs.

Prior Research on Parent Involvement
There are many ways for parents to become involved in their children’s
schooling. Epstein et al. (2002) identified six types of involvement, including
“learning at home,” which they define as providing “information and ideas to
families about how to help students at home with homework and other curriculum-related activities, decisions, and planning” (p. 14). A parent’s ability to
participate in this way, or in other ways such as volunteering or decision-making, is often correlated with many factors including income, level of education,
and race/ethnicity or cultural background, as described below.

Income
The literature on parent involvement in education shows that income plays
a significant role in the support parents provide their children. Higher income
parents are more likely to be involved in their child’s school and learning (Lee
& Bowen, 2006; Park & Holloway, 2018; Waanders et al., 2007.) They also
often have greater education themselves, making them more comfortable interacting with teachers and administrators in order to ensure their child receives
the best education possible (Park & Holloway, 2018). Income and social capital, including the social networks of middle-class families, allow greater access
to a variety of resources such as costly materials, laboratories to perform experiments, and mentors, each of which are relevant for conducting authentic
scientific investigations (Bencze & Bowen, 2009; Czerniak, 1996; Gifford &
Wiygul, 1992; Horvat et al., 2003).
The reasons that lower income parents are less involved are multifaceted.
Lareau’s (2000) research highlights how differently parents from varying income groups interact with schools; in comparison to higher income families,
lower income families viewed themselves as “educationally incompetent” and
were less likely to participate in their child’s learning or question a teacher’s
judgement. Other researchers have also described the perspectives of parents in
lower income communities as feeling unwelcomed by the school or not expected to participate (Dauber & Epstein, 1993; Hoover-Dempsey et al., 1995), or
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they may be influenced by their own negative school experiences (Williams &
Sanchez, 2012.)

Parent Education
While Lareau (2000) found that lower income parents were less likely to
be involved in their child’s schooling, parents’ income was not the only factor
that determined involvement; their knowledge and confidence in their abilities to help were equally important. In fact, research on the effects of parent
education on school involvement shows a close relationship to that of parent
income (Brody et al., 1995). Research linking parent education and parent involvement in school activities is less consistent, however. In a study of Mexican
American parents (Peña, 2010), the school principal indicated that parents
who volunteered were often those with the lowest levels of education; in contrast, Lee and Bowen (2006) and Shumow et al. (2011) found that parents
with higher levels of educational attainment were more involved at school.
There is more consensus on the relation between parent education and the
type of involvement; both Peña (2000) and Lee and Bowen (2006) found that
parents with lower educational attainment were less involved with substantive
educational issues, such as those that are more deeply involved with learning,
including homework assistance, making connections to prior knowledge, and
discussing relationships between subjects. Peña found that parents with less education were less likely to help with homework, participate in PTO activities,
or attend parent workshops, reporting that these parents felt inhibited from
involvement due to a lack of knowledge. Similarly, Lee and Bowen found that
parents with higher levels of education had more substantive educational conversations at home and higher academic expectations. Interestingly, however,
Lee and Bowen did not find a significant difference in the amount of homework help provided.

Cultural Background
Research also points to the influence of race, ethnicity, and cultural background on parent involvement in education. One major obstacle to involvement
for non-English-speaking parents is language. Literature on Hispanic parents’
involvement in schools shows that they often face language barriers that alienate them from participation, leading to difficulties in communicating with
both teachers and administrators (Peña, 2000; Ramirez, 2003; Smith et al.,
2008). Other cultural barriers to involvement also exist for these families, especially in terms of their beliefs around the teacher as an authority figure. Parents
in Smith et al.’s (2008) study viewed teachers as being in charge of learning.
Their role as parents was to ensure their children attended school, completed
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homework, and respected authority, which extended to the authority of the
teacher. Because questioning a teacher’s expertise would be seen as disrespectful, these parents were not comfortable advocating for their children’s learning
or confronting teachers if there was a problem at school.
Similar barriers to involvement have been reported for other immigrant
populations as well. Zhong and Zhou (2011) reported that Chinese parents in
a Canadian school district were inhibited by the language barrier and by inexperience with Canadian culture, leading them to uncertainty about how to
best get involved. Exacerbating the complexity of language barriers can also be
the academic language used by schools in their communications with parents
(LaRocque et al., 2011). Educational jargon around curriculum, standards,
or learning objectives can further alienate parents from involvement in their
child’s education. Multiple studies have shown that in order to foster parent
involvement, communication and explicit invitations to participate are essential (Dauber & Epstein, 1993; Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2001; Peña, 2000),
perhaps especially for immigrant families (Ramirez, 2003; Zhong, 2011). In
a review of the literature, Henderson and Mapp (2002) found that “programs
that successfully connect with families and community invite involvement, are
welcoming, and address specific parent and community needs” (p. 43).

Current Study
The above factors influencing parent involvement are often intertwined in
the literature and are rarely focused on a singular school event such as a science
fair. The review of literature clearly suggests that demographic factors influence
parent support for school and for some school events, but there is little that
indicates specifically whether this is also true for science fairs. However, given
the general findings that there is greater involvement on a substantive level for
parents with higher income and higher levels of education, and fewer barriers to involvement for parents who identify as White, we questioned whether
there would be differences in the amount of substantive support provided for
the science fair between parents that are White and parents from other demographic groups. Given the prevalence of science fairs—as well as many schools’
expectations of parent assistance with materials, project work, and time management—our examination of how these factors influence parents’ roles in the
science fair experience has important implications for equity. In order to ensure
that all students have access to high quality science endeavors that reflect the
practices of scientists, it is essential to understand the demographics and the
role of parents involved in science fairs, as well as what the expectations are for
parents and how those differ by school. If we are going to level the playing field
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and make sure that access to science fairs is equitable and that all students have
the same opportunity to participate in high quality science fair experiences, we
need to make certain that parent involvement does not decide who has access
and who does not.
In this study, we explore parent involvement in middle school science fairs
and the extent to which science fairs rely on parent participation for a successful
experience. We address four research questions related to parent involvement
in the science fair:
1. What are parents’ perspectives of their middle school students’ science fair
experiences?
2. What types of support do parents provide to their children during the science fair experience?
3. Is there a difference in the types of support provided by parents of particular backgrounds (race/ethnicity, income/socioeconomic status, parent
education)?
4. What are some features of science fairs that influence parent involvement?
We answered these questions through an exploratory study using survey and
interview data from parents and teachers.

Methods
Sample
In order to answer our research questions, we collected data from 21 schools
from across the United States. We began identifying potential schools by following up with contacts obtained through the first phase of our study (Kook
et al., 2020). We then collected names of additional schools and science fair
coordinators through organizations such as the National Science Teachers’ Association (NSTA) and Broadcom Masters. We developed criteria for including
schools in the study based on our project’s definition of a science fair— any
occasion when a teacher (a) has students answer a question or solve an engineering challenge of their own choosing, (b) has students present their work to
others, and (c) has projects judged or assessed. Science fairs can happen within one classroom, across a grade, or a whole school; judging can be done by
teachers or volunteers; and there do not need to be winners or prizes. Schools
that met this definition were eligible to be included, and from there we ensured
that the sample represented schools from four regions of the U.S. (Northeast,
South, West, Midwest) and included schools from different locales. Schools
also varied by family income levels and school types (e.g., traditional public, charter, STEM focused). All schools included Grades 6–8 and provided a
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science fair experience for sixth grade students. One classroom of sixth grade
students in each school was selected as the focus of the study. More details
about the sample and criteria for choosing schools can be found in DeLisi et
al. (2020).
A total of 701 parents of sixth grade students who were participating in the
larger study were sent a consent form that also asked them to indicate whether
they were interested in participating in an interview and to provide their email
address and/or phone number. Of those, 272 parents expressed interest. Once
the science fair had been completed, we worked with the teachers to make sure
that all 701 parents were sent a link to a Parent Survey. Data collection instruments and the invitation to participate in the research were provided in both
English and Spanish, and some parent interviews were conducted in Spanish.
We collected survey data from 127 parents of sixth graders from 17 schools
participating in science fairs, as well as interview data from 39 of these parents
from 13 schools. Parents received a $25 gift card for completing the survey
and participating in an interview. Interviews with science teachers and science
fair coordinators at all schools also informed our understandings of the role of
parents in the school science fair. Parents were interviewed after their student
participated in the science fair, the timing of which varied by school. Each
interview lasted approximately 30 minutes, with an average transcript length
of seven pages. For each question, we both conducted descriptive analyses of
survey responses and coded interview data to identify and examine emergent
themes. To address Questions 3 and 4, we also conducted chi-square analyses to test if parent support and involvement was related to parental income,
education, race/ethnicity, and structure of the science fair (mandatory or voluntary). Descriptive information about the schools and parent respondents are
provided in Tables 1 and 2.
Table 1. School Sample
Voluntary/Mandatory
Voluntary – 3
Mandatory – 14

Locale
Urban – 6
Suburban – 4
Town – 3
Rural – 4

School Type
Regular – 14
Charter – 3

Notes. Voluntary – Participation in the science fair is voluntary. Students may decide whether
they want to participate or not. Mandatory – Participation in the science fair is required. All
students must participate in the science fair.
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Table 2. Science Fair Parent Survey Respondents
%
Annual Household Income (n = 98)
<$50,000
$50,000-100,000
>$100,000
Maternal Education (n = 123)
High School/GED or less
2-year college degree
4-year college degree
Graduate or professional degree
Race (n = 117)
White
African American/Black
Asian
Native American
Ethnicity (n = 111)
Hispanic/Latino

39.8
30.6
29.6
33.3
14.6
23.6
28.5
68.4
12.0
6.8
3.4
14.4

Measures
Both the Parent Interview and Parent Survey were designed to provide
descriptive information about students’ work on their science fair projects,
parents’ roles in supporting the investigations and the science fair event, and
parents’ perspectives on students’ learning and interest through the science fair
investigations. Each measure was designed specifically for this study. The interview protocol contained 22 items including questions about school support
and communication, such as, “How did you learn about how the science fair
works and what to expect?” and “What support did you get from the school to
help you?” The survey contained 31 items, including multiple choice, 5-item
Likert-scale, and open response questions. Data was also collected on parents’
demographic backgrounds and any professional or personal interest in science.

Analysis Methods
This study used exploratory analysis to gain an understanding of the factors
associated with parent participation in science fairs. We analyzed survey data
descriptively (Creswell & Creswell, 2017) to understand the percent of respondents who provided different types of support. Interview data were used to
further understand and describe what each type of support may have entailed.
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Interviews were audiotaped, transcribed, and reviewed by the interviewer for
accuracy. They were then entered into MAXQDA and coded based on a coding system previously defined for the larger study. As themes emerged from the
data, codes were developed to summarize themes around parent involvement
such as Family Responsibility (which was defined as any support for the students or the science fair event that is provided by a parent/guardian or other
family members including siblings, e.g., purchasing materials, creating a graph,
or decorating a board); Adult Feelings/Opinions About the Science Fair; and
Equity. The themes that emerged were relevant across research questions. More
details about the measures and qualitative analysis procedures can be found
in DeLisi et al. (2020). For the purposes of this article, parent and teacher
interviews were reviewed again to look for additional information to help understand the parent role.

Results
Students’ Science Fair Experience
Our first research question is focused on parents’ view of their students’
science fair experience. We analyzed survey data to understand parents’ perspectives and linked these findings to related themes that surfaced from the
interview data to provide greater detail. Parents were asked to provide three
words to describe their child’s science fair experience. A total of 125 parents
responded to this question, and although some parents provided words such
as “disappointing,” or “exhausting,” the responses to this question were overwhelmingly positive, with words such as “fun,” “interesting,” and “exciting”
being prominent, as is shown in the word cloud in Figure 1 (larger words are
those mentioned more frequently). Only 7% of parents responded with exclusively negative words, while 46% of parents responded with only positive
words, and an additional 46% responded with a mixture of negative, positive,
and/or neutral words.
During the interviews, many parents talked about the positives of the science fair and how much their children enjoyed participating. Some typical
comments included:
All the kids could decide for themselves whether to participate or not
in the actual fair, and he wanted to do it. And he was excited, and he
dressed up, and I did not even have to encourage him in any way to do
that. And now he has the choice to go to the county science fair, and he
really wants to do that. (Parent, School 228)
I only have my kids’ excitement or non-excitement to base it off of, and
they came home really excited. (Parent, School 421)
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They’re already researching, you know, what bigger and better project
they can do for next year, and they’re super excited about it. (Parent,
School 123)
Figure 1. Parent Descriptions of Child’s Science Fair Experience

Note. Larger words are those mentioned more frequently.

Some parents also described the challenges they faced in the science fair.
However, even those parents indicated that, overall, their children enjoyed it
and benefitted from the experience. Students having a sense of pride in their
work was an important theme for those students who overcame challenges.
Some of these comments included:
He found it initially very overwhelming. He kept saying, “I hope I don’t
get picked; I hope I don’t get selected to go farther” because he didn’t
want to have to do more work...but then, when he did get selected, he
was actually quite proud of himself and just that sense of accomplishment that something that was so difficult for him to master, and [that]
he was able to progress to the higher level was an achievement for him.
(Parent, School 421)
[Last year’s science fair] was stressful, but he had a lot of success. And this
year he built on that success, and he was able to apply himself without
the stress and do it. (Parent, School 228)
I think at the end when he saw his project, he felt good; he felt proud,
like “I made this.” I think the end result made him feel good also. (Parent, School 127)
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Parent Involvement in the Science Fair
Our second research question is focused on understanding the role of
parents in supporting their students’ science fair investigations. Survey data
provided a sharper picture of the support parents provided to their children
during the science fair experience. Parents were asked to check off all the ways
that they or other family members helped their child with the science fair project. The types of support were divided into two categories: (1) logistic support,
which included helping students manage their projects in terms of time and
staying on task, purchasing materials, or providing emotional support; and (2)
substantive support, which included more academic support such as helping
their child choose a question to investigate or providing hands-on help with
the experiment. Table 3 shows the survey answer options given to parents.
Table 3. Type of Support Provided
Category
of Help
No Help

Survey Answer Options

Did not help my child at all with their science fair project
ANY type of logistic help
• Helped my child choose a topic
Logistic
• Purchased materials/equipment/supplies
Help
• Made sure they stayed on schedule with the science fair
project
• Answered questions and/or provided encouragement
ANY type of substantive help
• Helped my child think about and organize project work
Substantive
• Provided some hands-on help with their science fair project
Help
• Provided access to science resources (e.g., labs, equipment,
investigators)
Did the majority of the project myself
Other
Other type of help (please describe)

11%
88%
14%
69%
57%
65%
58%
39%
44%
17%
0%
9%

The majority of parents provided their child with some type of assistance,
however a greater number offered logistic support. As Figure 2 shows, 31%
of parents offered only logistic support, 1% of parents offered only substantive
support, and 11% of parents reported that they provided no support at all.
Overall, 88% of parents provided logistic support, and 58% provided substantive support, with a slight majority, 57%, providing both.
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Figure 2. Types of Support Provided by Parents

Logistic support
only, 31%
Both logistic and
substantive
support, 57%

No support, 11%

Substantive
support only, 1%

Parent interviews reflected the types of support parents provided to their
children and shed further light on the specific actions they took. Parents described the ways in which they provided their students with logistic support.
For example, one parent helped their children manage a timeline so they could
complete their project on time:
I think the big thing for me was just getting them organized on a timeline…explaining to them, hey, if the science fair’s on a Thursday, you
need to get your testing done the previous Friday, and you need to get
all your write-ups done by Sunday, so then you can stare at the thing
for three days and make any changes that you might want to make.…
So really, I was just helping them from a time-management standpoint.
(Parent, School 123)
And another offered logistical support in terms of supplies:
The only thing he really needed from me was a hammer. So, you know, I
mean I offered, but he was like “No, I’ve got it,” you know, “I’m all set.”
(Parent, School 127)
Some parents also described more substantive support, including the kinds
of hands-on help they provided and the ways in which they prompted their
children to manage their projects. For example, one parent helped to organize
their child’s data materials:
He dug through my materials and got all the different fabrics that he
wanted. I did help him to, you know, think about how to organize them.
So, should they all be the same size, or should they be different sizes,
and how was he going to keep track of which ones were washed with the
fabric softener and which ones weren’t? (Parent, School 228)
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Meanwhile, another parent provided more assistance with research and data
collection:
My husband and I, we all kind of worked as a team…the nature of his
project, he made a hydroelectric generator, and creating that, we needed
dad’s help. You know, you had to get some magnetic wire, and you had
to spool the wire a certain way, so it was kind of one of those things
where we did the explanation, “Okay, this is what you need to do. This is
what the directions are.” So, then we showed him how to do it, and then
he was able to do it.…At one point my husband actually said, “I don’t
know anything about hydroelectric power.” I’m like, “Well, you better
do some research.”…So it actually worked out really well with the two
of us kind of doing the project with him together. (Parent, School 322)

Who Provided Support?
Our third research question focuses on understanding whether there are
patterns in the types of support offered based on the characteristics of parents. To examine the data for any of these patterns, we created crosstabs and
conducted chi-square analyses that tested for differences by characteristics, including parental income, education, race/ethnicity, and structure of the science
fair (mandatory or voluntary).
Income
Of the 127 parents who responded to the survey, 98 answered a question
about income, selecting one of five ranges of income. In order to avoid small cell
sizes and potential bias in chi-square testing (Haberman, 1988), we collapsed
the two lowest categories (“Less than $25,000” and “$25,000 to $50,000”),
and the two highest categories ($100,000 to $150,000” and “$150,000 or
more”). This resulted in three categories, with 39% falling in the low-income
range ($50,000 or less), 30% in the mid-income range ($50,000 to $100,000),
and 29% in the high-income range ($100,000 or more). Our analysis shows
that income was not significantly associated with the likelihood of providing
logistic support, χ2 (2, N = 98) = 0.82, p = .664. However, income was significantly associated with the likelihood of providing substantive support, χ2 (2,
N = 98) = 10.9, p = .004. Comparing each income group, high-income parents were significantly more likely to provide substantive support compared to
mid-income parents, χ2 (1, N = 59) = 5.85, p = .016, and compared to low-income parents, χ2 (1, N = 68) = 10.7, p = .001; mid-income parents were no
more likely to provide substantive support compared to low-income parents,
χ2 (1, N = 69) = 0.65, p = .422.
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Part of this difference may be explained, not by lower income parents’ lack
of interest in providing substantive support, but by their lack of confidence
in their knowledge and availability. Comments from the interviews indicated
that lower income parents often identified themselves as less able to support
their child with the science fair project. One lower income parent suggested
that they were unable to help because they didn’t have the knowledge to do so:
We all work, and it was hard to get them together all the time…I think
the only one that was helping them was one of the parents, because he
had a little bit more experience than us. (Parent, School 426)
And another did not have time to help their child:
The time overlapping between when I get home and he comes home
from school is very short, because I have to go to work, so it was he who
did everything, more than anything. (Parent, School 127)
Education
Of the parents who responded to the survey, 123 reported maternal education, or the highest level of education of the child’s mother. Of those mothers
represented, 27% had a graduate or professional degree, 23% had a Bachelor’s
or other 4-year degree, 14% had an Associate’s or other 2-year degree, 28%
had a high school diploma or GED, and 5% had not completed high school.
Relative to U.S. Census data (2019), this sample has a very high average educational attainment. In order to avoid small cell sizes and potential bias in
chi-square testing (Haberman, 1988), we split the sample as evenly as possible
into two groups: 52% with a Bachelor’s degree or higher (high educational level), and 48% with an Associate’s degree or lower (relatively lower educational
level). Chi-square testing showed that parents with a Bachelor’s or higher were
significantly more likely to provide substantive support to their children compared to parents with an Associate’s degree or lower, χ2 (1, N = 123) = 7.62, p =
.006. They were also significantly more likely to provide logistic support compared to parents with an Associate’s degree or lower, χ2 (1, N = 123) = 4.88, p
= .027.
Race/Ethnicity
Our tests for differences by race and ethnicity revealed that of the 111 parents who reported their race and ethnicity, there were no significant differences
in the type of support provided. White parents were marginally more likely
to provide logistic support compared to non-white parents, χ2 (1, N = 117) =
3.34, p = .068 and were no more likely to provide substantive support compared to non-white parents, χ2 (1, N = 117) = 1.62, p = .203. In addition,
Hispanic parents were significantly less likely to provide substantive support
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compared to non-Hispanic parents, χ2 (1, N = 111) = 4.45, p = .035, but were
no less likely to provide logistic support compared to non-Hispanic parents,
χ2 (1, N = 111) = 2.16, p = .141. However, Hispanic parents represented only
14% of the sample, so these findings need to be viewed in that context.

Features of the Science Fair
Our fourth research question focuses on understanding how the structure of
the science fair influenced the extent of parent involvement. Structural differences include whether the fairs were mandatory or voluntary, whether parents
were expected to be involved, and whether parents were invited to play a role in
supporting their child. In some of our sample schools, the science fair projects
were done primarily or entirely in class, so parents did not have an opportunity
to provide extensive support. In other schools, the projects were done primarily at home, with little class time or teacher assistance, and in some of these
schools there was an explicit expectation of parent support; and in others still,
students worked on their projects equally in class and at home.
Mandatory vs. Voluntary Participation
For those schools with mandatory participation, teachers often provided class time for students to work on their projects; however, for those with
voluntary participation, school time was rarely used for project support. Not
surprisingly, we found that parents at voluntary schools were significantly more
likely to provide substantive support χ2 (1, N = 111) = 10.6, p = .001. In mandatory schools, approximately half of the parents provided substantive support,
but in voluntary schools all parents provided this support. It should be noted, however, that we only had 12 survey responses from parents at voluntary
schools, which might explain the limited amount of variation with this small
sample. There was no difference for logistic support; parents at mandatory and
voluntary schools were equally likely to provide logistic support to their children.
Expectations for Parent Involvement
Expectations for parents in schools that primarily serve low-income students are quite different for those from schools that serve a higher proportion
of high-income students. Data from parent and teacher interviews show that,
in the schools with the greatest percentage of students eligible for free and
reduced lunch, parents were not expected to participate in or support their
students’ science fair project in a substantive way. According to teachers from
these schools:
Well, we really don’t require much of the parents beyond asking them to
show up for the science fair.…We try really hard to keep the burden of
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financial as well as even participation off of the parents. (Teacher, School
426)
Some of them don’t even have access to computers at home which is a
reason why I would do it at school. (Teacher, School 221)
Communication With Parents
An examination of the interview data also suggests that some parents wished
communication and information about the science fair had been shared more
readily so they could have been more involved. Feeling removed from the experience was a common theme that emerged from the parent interviews. Some
parents felt the school didn’t do enough to communicate with and involve parents in the process:
Felt some bit of a disconnect…maybe if there was like an email sent to
the parent saying…we’re going to be doing this, and if you want to be
more involved in the process or more involved in the choice or more
involved with this project, let us know, and that would have been an
opportunity for us being parents. We could have been more involved in
the actual project instead of on the back end. (Parent, School 125)
It was hard to get a lot of the answers from teachers because again, they
wanted the students to be responsible. They didn’t want parents to take
over, and I get that, but then there were times where the students—my
son, he just was completely clueless, and I would just have to keep reiterating to him to keep going back and just ask and ask and ask until you
get the right answer. So maybe, I think a little bit more in the way of just
orientation for parents. (Parent, School 421)
Another parent implied that it was their child who barred them from being
involved:
You know, that’s the only thing that I didn’t like, was that I felt like, you
know, I don’t know if it’s because of my son or because he felt like he
wanted to do it on his own, but I wish I could have been more involved
in the project. (Parent, School 127)

Equity in the Science Fair
Another common thread throughout the interviews was the issue of equity.
Teachers in our study were aware of the constraints put on families and had
developed some ways of addressing the challenges posed by the science fair.
Many teachers saw this as an equity issue, making sure all students had access
to the same resources.
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They can do it at home if they want, but there’s a lot of kids that can’t. So,
what we try and do is we give them the opportunity here at school, because it’s just an equity thing if we don’t…there’s a huge amount of support and a huge amount of wraparound. (SF Coordinator, School 123)
I think on the whole most families didn’t end up getting involved, at
least as far as I can see, and that was one of my goals, too, because I
know that a lot of our families, not all of them, but a lot of them usually
get that one parent is very busy working or both parents are very busy
working. You know, the student does a lot of household chores and other
things when they get home. So, I didn’t want to create a new burden for
a family. (Teacher, School 127)
However, other schools, even if they recognize the problem, simply don’t
have the resources or the capability to invest class time or teacher time. One
principal mentioned his concern that the most successful students might be
receiving more parent support, but also posited ideas for how to ensure equity:
I’m always curious about, well, our kids that were most successful, how
much outside support did they get? Are they more successful because
their parents are able to be more involved or parents have access to more
resources?...and so I’m always thinking about how we can level the playing field.…It’d be nice if we can partner with volunteers and/or aspiring
future science teachers who maybe want to come and mentor students
through their science fair project. I think that would also relieve some
of the burden off of the primary teacher from feeling like, again, time
they have to put in, either after school or before school or during class to
support kids with completing the project. (Principal, School 127)
Teachers also spoke about the inequity of having students work on their
projects at home. Lack of internet access was one problem:
Then the next day I couldn’t get the Chrome Book or Net Book cart
back. So, I think that’s been a struggle, because they haven’t had enough
computer time, and like I know there are kids who don’t have wi-fi at
home. (Teacher, School 125)
Parents with little free time or subject-matter knowledge was another impediment to equal access:
The biggest [challenge] is support from the home. We can only do so
much in the classroom. It’s such a significant project, and a lot of times
we have difficulty with students following through at home, and many
times, it’s because the parents are not fully aware of how to help them or
what to do. So that home connection is really difficult we found every
year. (Teacher, School 126)
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Many schools also expected the parents to provide the support that schools
cannot and acknowledged that success would be difficult without parental support. As one teacher said, “The parents had to be on board for these kids to
succeed” (Teacher, School 221). However, this is not always possible, as one
parent articulated, “I work in the evenings, and he studies in the morning, so
the time I spend with him is short” (Parent, School 127). Teachers and administrators were also aware of the inherent bias towards students with parents who
had the means and the time to help:
I mean a lot of students who get to do something like this with their
parents, or who have parents who can support them in a much more
independent environment, are sort of middle- and upper-class students.
Their parents have some education, who have experience and [have]
done their own science fairs. My students at my school, the vast majority
of them have parents who have barely finished high school. Very few of
the parents of my students have been to college. Very few parents of my
students have done something like science fair…so those parents can’t do
the background work. I can’t just throw something at students and say,
okay, go do this with your parents, because my parents can’t help their
students. (SF Coordinator, School 127)
Teachers and some parents recognized that students with access to fewer
resources at home not only require more support at school, but can also feel
demoralized when comparing their projects to students with more resources,
as these reflections illustrate:
I think the kids that are socioeconomically challenged, those kids who
have less support at home, they have less motivation to create a project
or put one together. They just require a lot more of my help, and then
because they’re not quite as resourceful, their projects might not look
like someone else’s project. So, I think that’s kind of a downside for the
kids who figure out, they’re like, “Hey, my parents don’t support me in
this, and look at that fancy one that I couldn’t do.” (Teacher, School 322)
It’s kind of discouraging when you see somebody’s project, and you’re
like, hmm, how much parent work was involved in that, you know? And
not all parents can be involved, so it kind of makes it not—I don’t want
to say fair. The projects are very different. You can tell. (Parent, School
123)
In addition, for schools where participation in the science fair is voluntary
and most students are from the gifted programs, the science fair can feel like a
self-selecting and exclusive club that is out of reach for other students.
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Also, there’s the elitism of a lot, you know, the majority of the kids doing
it are in gifted programs, and there’s nothing wrong with gifted kids, but
I wish...it kind of looks like an elitist thing if it gets too gifted. (Teacher,
School 423)
The amount of support students receive from schools and parents for their
science fair project is an issue of equity. Judging science fair projects of students
with such different levels of support and access to resources serves to perpetuate
inequities for students from households with incomes at or below the poverty
level or students from historically marginalized communities.

Discussion
Parent involvement in the science fair is a complex matter. Our study found
that parents viewed their students’ science fair experiences as primarily a positive experience. Higher income parents and those with greater educational
attainment were more likely to provide substantive support to their children,
while there was limited expectation of participation for lower income parents,
partially as a result of school personnel’s recognition that they have less time
and fewer resources available.
Results from a national survey of science fair coordinators (Kook et al.,
2020) indicated that teachers in low-income schools provide less support than
teachers in high-income schools, which means low-income students are getting
both less parent support and less teacher support, setting the science fair up to
be a selective competition. Our finding that higher income parents are more
likely to provide substantive support is consistent with the literature that students from higher income homes have a greater advantage when it comes to
the science fair (Bencze & Bowen, 2009). In addition, Grinnell et al. (2022)
found that Black students were much less likely to move beyond school-based
science fairs than students of other ethnicities, in large part because other students had greater access to resources and parent and teacher support. Some
schools earnestly try to compensate for parents’ lack of time, limited content
knowledge, and inadequate resources to help with the science fair, with varying
degrees of success.
Our study offers a unique lens on parent involvement in education. There is
much research about parent involvement in school activities and students’ education broadly (e.g., Hill & Tyson, 2009; Jeynes, 2007; Lee & Bowen, 2006;
Wilder, 2014), but research focused on science fairs is particularly scant. However, the unique nature of a science fair project and the attention that parent
communities give science fairs, as evidenced by Susan Messina’s (2014) viral
poster, indicates that they require attention separate from the broader, more
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general studies of parent involvement in schools or homework. Our study begins this conversation, although further research that looks specifically at parent
involvement in discrete academic projects such as science fairs would shed additional light on issues of equity and participation. Given the limitations of
our own research, the field would also benefit from studies with a larger sample
size, random sampling, and research questions that specifically explore the relationship between parent involvement and equity in the science fair.

Limitations
Study limitations included a low return rate on the parent survey, a small
sample size for parent interviews, particularly for lower income parents, and a
convenience sample. Due to these limitations, our results may not be representative of all parents in all middle school science fairs. However, these limitations
also highlight the findings that lower income parents may feel less comfortable
engaging substantively in their child’s schooling and that they have less availability to participate. In 28% of the schools in our sample, participation in the
science fair was voluntary; however, across our research we have found that voluntary fairs are less common (Abernathy & Vineyard, 2001; Kook et al., 2020).

Implications
In order for science fairs to be truly equitable and valuable for all students,
they need to be structured in such a way as to support those goals. School leaders need to consider the equity implications of engaging students in science fair
investigations and competitive showcases of their work. Some possible mechanisms for equalizing the experiences could be:
1. Make science fair investigations and participation in science fair events
mandatory for all students. This would mean that all students, and not
only the well-resourced students, participate in the competition.
2. Engage volunteers or partner with outside organizations. Parent volunteers
with knowledge and expertise can be recruited to help students other than
their own children, or schools can partner with local organizations who can
provide mentors and/or materials for science fair projects.
3. Allocate sufficient resources at the school level. Regardless of where project
work is completed, teacher time, access to materials, and space in the curriculum must all be provided for an equitable experience.
4. Do science fair projects exclusively in school. Allowing students to work
at home provides an advantage to students whose parents have the time,
money, and knowledge to provide support. One possible remedy is to have
students work on their projects in school. To accomplish this, however,
engaging outside volunteers and allocating resources at the school level
become even more critical.
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In order to create an equitable science fair experience, it is essential that
schools develop strategies to level the playing field and ensure that all students
have the opportunity to participate and the support to be successful. Cultural, educational, and socioeconomic factors can impact parent involvement in
the science fair, creating unfair advantages for some students and constraining
others with insufficient resources and support. Recruiting volunteers or partnering with outside organizations can help relieve some of the added strain on
teachers. Schools will still need to engage parents across all levels of income
and education, communicating about the purpose of the science fair, providing appropriate ways for parents to get involved, and inviting them to come
see student projects. Our research has shown that science fair implementation
varies considerably, with some schools creating mandatory experiences, while
others create voluntary experiences; some science fair investigations occur solely in classrooms, while for others they are “take home” projects (DeLisi et al.,
2020). Regardless of how a school decides to structure its science fair, school
leaders will need to determine how to attend to equity so that all students are
afforded opportunities for engaging in science and engineering practices. One
principal in our study felt strongly that the science fair should be an opportunity for underrepresented students to thrive and that one of the goals should
be “to dispel the beliefs that minority students can’t succeed at high academic
levels” (Principal, School 125). Indeed, if the science fair is one of few opportunities students have to engage in authentic science, it should be accessible to all.
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Satisfaction of Latina Mothers With Supports
Received During HIPPY Program Participation
Amber L. Brown and Preeti Jain
Abstract
This study aimed to determine the program satisfaction of Latina mothers
who participated in the Home Instruction for Parents of Preschool Youngsters
(HIPPY) program in a large, urban area in the Southwest with the purpose
of identifying the specific components of HIPPY that Latina mothers feel
best supported them in their role as their child’s first teacher. In addition, the
study examined areas where they were not as satisfied and didn’t feel quite as
supported. Thirty-seven Latina mothers whose children were in kindergarten
and completing their last year in the HIPPY program completed the HIPPY
Satisfaction Survey. Mean ratings on the 13 quantitative questions related to
satisfaction with the components of the HIPPY program was 8.67, with a range
of 1–10. This indicated that, overall, the Latina mothers completing the survey
were highly satisfied with the HIPPY program. Analysis of the first open-ended question (“What specific components of the HIPPY program do you think
were the most beneficial to you and your child?”) resulted in six themes: general comments about HIPPY being helpful, specific components of the HIPPY
program, academic benefits for their child, benefits to their child’s social development, changes in their parenting, and changes in their relationship to their
child. Analysis of the second open-ended question (“What additional information or training do you feel HIPPY could provide to better support you as your
child’s first teacher?”) revealed themes related to being completely satisfied with
no suggested improvements to the HIPPY program, academic changes, and
more parenting support.
School Community Journal, 2022, Vol. 32, No. 2
Available at http://www.schoolcommunitynetwork.org/SCJ.aspx
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Introduction
Decades of research support the importance of the first few years in the
life of a child. They are the foundation that shapes children’s future health,
happiness, growth, development, and learning achievement at school, in the
family and community, and for life in general (Bright & Thompson, 2018;
Sayre et al., 2015; Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000). Research also shows several aspects of the home environment, such as home language experiences, maternal
education, calmness, and home literacy activities, contribute to children’s academic and socioemotional development (Baker, 2014; Luo et al., 2021; Oloye
& Flouri, 2021). However, children from low-income, single-parent, and minority families face additional challenges that may lead to their starting school
with limited language skills, health problems, or social/emotional problems
that interfere with learning (Bright & Thompson, 2018; Campbell et al., 2015;
Reardon, 2011).
Latinos are the largest and most rapidly increasing ethnic group in the United States, accounting for 51.1% of the entire U.S. population growth from
2010–2020 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2021). About one in four (26%) of all children in the U.S. are Latino (Federal Interagency Forum on Child and Family
Statistics, 2021). Statistically, Latino youth are often characterized by high
dropout rates, low college enrollment, and a lack of educational attainment,
negatively perpetuating the pervasive Latino achievement gap (Ceballo et al.,
2010; National Center for Education Statistics, 2014). In contrast to these
statistics, Latino families tend to be invested in their children’s education, beginning in the preschool years (Ackert et al., 2018; Hernandez et al., 2008). As
a result, they often value high-quality education for their children in the early
years (Hernandez et al., 2008) and have high expectations for their children’s
educational attainment (Ceballo et al., 2014; Suizzo & Stapleton, 2007). One
problem is that these expectations do not always translate into the typical view
of parent engagement held by most teachers and schools. This typical view focuses on parents’ investment of resources such as time, energy, and intellectual
or monetary capital to support a child’s education (Epstein, 2019; Fishman &
Nickerson, 2015; Ice & Hoover-Dempsey, 2011; Sheldon & Epstein, 2005). It
may also include the parent’s ability to leverage social or professional networks
on behalf of the school (Epstein, 2019; Hayes, 2012).
Extensive research indicates the importance of parental involvement in children’s education (Cox, 2005; Epstein, 2019; Roksa & Kinsley, 2019). While
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among all ethnic groups, the most significant predictors of school achievement
are rooted in the home, Carpenter et al. (2006) found that parental involvement played the most significant role in school success among Latino families.
However, the engagement of parents is broader and more complex than researchers previously believed (Jeynes, 2011; Poza et al., 2014; Trumbull et al.,
2003; Vera et al., 2012). For many years, parent involvement was conceptualized as a set of deliberate, overt actions, such as frequently attending school
functions, helping children with homework, and maintaining rules for schoolwork and leisure (Jeynes, 2011; Poza et al., 2014). However, based on the
results of a series of meta-analyses, Jeynes (2011) found the most powerful aspects of parent involvement are often subtle—communication with the child,
parental style, and maintaining high expectations. In addition, key qualities
for schools to foster parent involvment are providing love, encouragement, and
support rather than providing specific guidelines and tutelage that is often offered to parents (Jeynes, 2011).

Why Is Parent Engagement Important?
The most important benefit of parents who are engaged and involved in
their children’s education is its positive impact on K–12 students. Research
over the past four decades recognizes that parental engagement in all areas of
their children’s development (cognitive, social, emotional) is essential for the
overall achievement of student success (Cox, 2005; Epstein, 2019; Hill et al.,
2004/2005; Roksa & Kinsley, 2019). In addition to higher academic achievement, children with involved parents or caregivers also have improved school
attendance (Brown & Lee, 2014; McConnell & Kubina, 2014), more positive attitudes toward school (Dearing et al., 2008), better behavior outcomes
(Brown & Lee; 2014; Garbacz et al., 2016), and superior social and emotional
stability (Warner, 2010) when compared to students without parental support.
In response to the growing body of research on parent involvement, the
U.S. passed the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act in 2001 and later the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) in 2015. NCLB required Title I schools to
have written parent involvement policies and school–parent compacts describing how parents should be involved in schools and how they will take part in
improving student achievement. With the passage of ESSA, the emphasis shifted from “involvement” to “engagement.” Although a seemingly insignificant
word exchange, the choice was intentional. Merriam-Webster defines involve
as “to enfold or envelope” and engage as “to attract” and “to interlock with.”
Thus, involvement implies doing to; in contrast, engagement implies doing
with (Ferlazzo, 2011). Research has shown that this shift from parent involvement (being present in the school building) to parent engagement (viewing
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multiple constructions of how parents are involved) produces better results for
children, families, and communities (Smith, 2019).
However, even with this shift in policy, terminology, and focus, Latino
parents, especially first-generation parents, often find it difficult to actively participate in school activities, partner with teachers, and work with students on
homework (McGill et al., 2011). Latino engagement in schooling often does
not include the traditional concepts of parent involvement typical in most early
and elementary schools in the U.S. (Jeynes, 2011). This may be due, in part,
to the lack of understanding from teachers and schools of different value systems. For example, the dominant culture of the U.S. is individualistic, whereas
most immigrant cultures are collectivistic (Trumbull et al., 2020). Immigrant
families reported forms of involvement they deemed valuable to their children’s
learning that are not always considered by teachers and schools. For example,
they often will seek out information not only from teachers/staff but also from
family, friends, employers, church contacts, and others in their community
(Poza et al., 2014; Vera et al., 2012). They will attend school events but also
church events, adult education, and parenting workshops. Therefore, important
to any involvement strategy is developing a system that engages parents as equal
collaborators in their children’s education (Poza et al., 2014; Vera et al., 2012).

Latino Parents and Parental Engagement
While parent engagement in a child’s life is important for all children, it is
particularly important for Latino children, since research has identified several risk factors common to Latino immigrant children in the U.S. and often
correlated with low academic achievement (Sibley & Brabeck, 2017). These
factors include low levels of maternal education, limited language skills, health
problems associated with living in poverty, and limited access to educational
supports such as internet access (Bohon et al., 2005; Espinosa, 2007; Marschall, 2006; Rhode Island KIDS COUNT, 2005). In addition, immigrant
families are likely to attend underresourced schools (Sibley & Brabeck, 2017,
Suárez-Orozco et al., 2010). It is important to note that despite these risk-factors, there are also several protective factors for immigrant children that are very
valuable for their education. For example, Latino families often demonstrate the
capacity to survive in physically and psychologically difficult circumstances that
require strength, determination, and resilience. Latino families emphasize family
obligations and strong connections with others that may provide the children
with high-quality relationships (Poza et al., 2014; Sibley & Brabeck, 2017).
Additionally, Latino immigrant children are more likely to live in two-parent
households and multilingual homes, which have been shown to positively impact children’s learning (Jeynes, 2011; Sibley & Brabeck, 2017).
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However, the parent engagement of Latino families is often misunderstood.
For example, first-generation Latino immigrant parents may find it difficult
to actively participate in school activities, partner with teachers, and work
with students on homework (McGill et al., 2011). Latino parent engagement
in schooling may not include the concept of parents acting as teachers in the
home or engaging in school activities in traditional ways. For example, in a survey conducted by the Tomas Rivera Policy Institute (2007), teachers, school
administrators, and counselors noted parent–teacher organizations as a form
of parental engagement. Yet no Latino parents cited those organizations when
describing various ways to participate in their child’s education. Factors such
as English language proficiency, discrimination, changes in family functioning,
separation from family, fear of deportation, insufficient employment, and intergenerational conflicts may also prevent Latino parents from engaging with
schools in ways typically expected from parents in the U.S. (Arbona et al., 2010).
The issue lies in bridging the gap between the traditional parent involvement
expectations in most American schools and Latino parents’ educational expectations and parenting styles. One way to bridge this gap is for U.S. educators to
recognize that all families have abundant knowledge that schools and early education programs can learn and use in their family engagement efforts (González
et al., 2005; Rodriguez, 2013). In addition, for children from minority families
to be successful, schools must be supportive of their cultural differences and integrate their strengths into parent interventions (Rodriguez, 2013).

Early Intervention Programs That Encourage Parental Engagement
While there are many types of intervention programs for children, those
designed to improve children’s school adjustment and to prevent later academic problems are most efficient when they occur at school entry or during the
preschool years (Hanson et al., 2006). Strategies emphasizing parent–child interactions promote children’s readiness to start school (Bierman et al., 2015;
Breitenstein, 2012; Marti et al., 2018). Home visiting is one delivery method for early intervention programs. During the preschool years, most home
visiting programs focus on the premise that parents are the first teachers of
their children. Home visiting programs also aim to improve a family’s access
to resources, meet basic needs, and strengthen family well-being (Duggan et
al., 2018). Home visiting has been shown to mitigate the negative effects of
adverse childhood experiences on children’s language development (Riggs et
al., 2021). By working intensively with families, these programs can help to
prepare children for successful engagement with the school environment. One
such program, Home Instruction for Parents of Preschool Youngsters (HIPPY), has shown positive effects on children’s school readiness at kindergarten
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and later school achievement (Brown & Johnson, 2014; Brown & Lee, 2014;
Goldstein, 2017; Payne et al., 2020).

HIPPY Program
HIPPY is a home-based early intervention program whose primary focus
is to support parents with limited formal education to be their child’s first
teacher. The HIPPY program targets low-income, primarily minority parents
through school readiness and parent engagement intervention. The program
provides educational enrichment and parent support through home visits by
paraprofessionals who are members of the community they serve. Also, the
program in the study region includes organized parent group meetings.
In addition to serving as an early education program, HIPPY incorporates
features of family support programs. HIPPY is based on an ecological approach that recognizes children’s development as powerfully influenced by the
families, communities, and societies in which they live (Westheimer, 2003).
HIPPY, therefore, aims to create greater continuity between home and school
by enhancing children’s home learning environments. HIPPY programs are
typically funded and administered by local agencies (usually public schools
or community-based organizations) that work to develop community support
and connections to other community-based organizations (HIPPY International, n.d.).
HIPPY programs are also influenced by the “funds of knowledge” concept.
The term “funds of knowledge” refers to the “historically accumulated and culturally developed bodies of this knowledge and skills essential for household or
individual functioning and well-being” (González et al., 2005, p. 133). HIPPY
programs uses a “funds of knowledge” approach to understanding the overall
abilities and strengths of families in order to provide support for families in a
way that enriches the family and their child’s early learning experiences. For example, HIPPY paraprofessional home visitors live in the same neighborhoods
as the parents with whom they work because program designers assumed that
paraprofessionals who shared similar backgrounds and lifestyles with the families would be nonjudgmental of the parents and better able to establish rapport
and deliver the program materials in a way that was consistent with the lifestyles and cultural belief systems of the families, which in turn would encourage
the families to learn and use the skills that were shared (Westheimer, 2003).
HIPPY, like many other family support programs, strives to respect the
cultural diversity of the families it serves (HIPPY International, n.d.). One
example of this effort is found in the books and activity packs provided for families. These have been revised significantly during the past several years to make
them more appropriate for ethnically and culturally diverse families. However,
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HIPPY diverges from other family support programs by using a structured
approach with parents, with set lesson plans designed to enhance children’s
cognitive skills. This approach contrasts with the more individualized nature of
many family support programs.
Another important aspect of the HIPPY program that encourages a sense of
community is the monthly group meetings. During these meetings, parents are
able to share their experiences and engage in enrichment activities involving issues related to parenting, employment, school/community/social services, and
personal growth. Parents choose the group meeting topics that help them learn
how to be more effective parents and members of the community. Childcare is
provided during the group meetings, and the children learn to interact socially
(HIPPY International, n.d.).
One of the strengths of the HIPPY program is the emphasis it places on
parents as their child’s first teacher. The HIPPY program strives to prepare
children for school by supporting their parents and caregivers to be aware of
and involved in their child’s education by enhancing the home literacy environment, the variety of parent–child verbal interaction, and the parent’s ability
to help their children learn. One study with primarily Latino families showed
that children participating in HIPPY had better expressive language skills,
and their mothers showed more parental engagement at home than a control
group (Necoechea, 2007). In a more recent study, parents participating in the
HIPPY program were more likely to have higher parenting self-efficacy and
lower attachment-related parenting stress than a comparison group (Nievar et
al., 2012). This same study showed that participating families provided more
learning materials, language stimulation, academic stimulation, role modeling,
and a greater variety of learning experiences than families who were not enrolled in the program.
Research over the past 30 years indicates children who participate in HIPPY perform better in measures of school performance such as reading ability,
language learning, social development, classroom adaptability, and mathematics skills than non-participants (Baker et al., 1999; BarHava-Monteith et al.,
2003; Barnett et al., 2012; Brown & Lee, 2014; Johnson et al., 2012; Lopez &
Bernstein, 2016). Other studies have shown that HIPPY students had better
attendance, more social skills, fewer behavior referrals, fewer suspensions, and
higher standardized test scores when compared to students from similar socioeconomic backgrounds (Bradley & Gilkey, 2003; Brown & Lee, 2014; Klein
et al., 2001).
While the outcomes for children involved in the program are essential,
equally important are the outcomes for the parents involved in the program. Outcomes for both the parents and children involved in any type of
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intervention program are often linked to the satisfaction the participants felt
with the program itself (Center for the Study of Social Policy, 2007).

Why Is the Satisfaction of Parents Participating in the HIPPY
Program Important?
The definition of customer satisfaction has been widely debated as organizations increasingly attempt to measure it. Customer satisfaction can be
experienced in a variety of situations and connected to both goods and services.
It is a highly personal assessment that is greatly affected by customer expectations. Satisfaction also is based on the customer’s experience of both contacts
with the organization (the “moment of truth” as it is called in business literature) and personal outcomes (Center for Study of Social Policy, 2007). The
definition of customer satisfaction is often linked to both the personal interaction with the service provider and the outcomes experienced by service users
(Center for Study of Social Policy, 2007).
Measuring customer satisfaction with social service or educational programs
began gaining acceptance in the early 1990s (Harris & MacDonald, 2000). It
began with the idea that consumers of services, even social and educational services, are citizens, implying rights to equity, representation, and participation
(Pollitt, 1998). Therefore, gathering information about both the process (how
services were delivered) and the outcome (benefits derived from services) is important when determining the effectiveness of a program (Tilbury et al., 2010).
As the concept of evidence-based practice for social and educational services
has evolved, client or participant service knowledge has become a vital piece of
information (Tilbury et al., 2010). Clients actively participate in quality evaluation of the types of services received as they use and reflect upon interventions
designed to assist them (Johnson & Austin, 2006). That is, “evidence-based
practitioners must integrate the best available knowledge about what works
with individual client values, capacities, and expectations—what works for
whom, in what circumstances?” (Tilbury et al., 2010, p. 80). At a more practical level, client satisfaction data can contribute to better practice and service
delivery. It is also argued that the process of being asked for their opinion is
empowering, as the agency sends a message about the importance of listening
to clients (Baker, 2007).

Significance of This Study
This work focuses on an early intervention program whose aim is to support
the parent engagement and academic success of children. In this study, the clients were Latino mothers who participated in the HIPPY program with their
preschool-age child. Just as with other social and educational programs, it is
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important in the HIPPY program to listen to the voices of these mothers not
only as consumers of a service or program but because of the diverse knowledge
and experience found in families that can be instrumental to the success of
the child. Moll et al. (1992) called such knowledge and experiences “funds of
knowledge.” The obvious place to discover the “funds of knowledge” possessed
by HIPPY children and families is from the “clients” themselves. By asking the
HIPPY mothers participating in the program about their personal experiences
and satisfaction with HIPPY, we can gain valuable information about how to
better support them as their child’s first teacher. This study is significant as very
limited studies on the HIPPY program have evaluated the program from the
parent’s perspective.
This study aims to determine the program satisfaction of Latina mothers
participating in the HIPPY program in a large, urban area in the Southwest
with the hope of identifying the specific components that Latina mothers felt
best supported them in their role as their child’s first teacher. In addition, the
study examined areas where the participants were not as satisfied or did not feel
quite as supported. By identifying these specific areas of strengths and weaknesses, HIPPY and other programs like it can better support Latino parents in
engagement with the educational attainment of their children.

Research Questions
•
•
•

How satisfied are Latina mothers with the services received in the HIPPY
program?
What specific components of the HIPPY program do Latina mothers suggest are the most beneficial to them and their children?
What additional information or training do Latina mothers feel the HIPPY program could provide to better support them as their children’s first
teacher?

Methods
Research Design
The study used a mixed-method, descriptive research design. The purpose
of descriptive research is to “[cast] light on current issues or problems through
a process of data collection that enables [the researcher] to describe the situation more completely than was possible without employing this method” (Fox
& Bayat, 2007, p. 45). A mixed-method research design was implemented,
first to get a quantitative perspective of the satisfaction of the parents with the
services received from the HIPPY Program and then to qualitatively clarify
and illustrate results from the quantitative survey. Specifically, the quantitative
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questions on the HIPPY Satisfaction Survey gave an overall impression of the
satisfaction of the parents with the services provided by the HIPPY program,
while the open-ended questions provided new insights into how the HIPPY
program has been beneficial to them and their children as well as provided
insight into any perceived shortcomings of the program. In summary, by integrating different methods, the study yielded better results regarding quality
and scope.

Participants
This study population included 37 Latina, Spanish-speaking mothers of
kindergarten children enrolled in the HIPPY program in a large, urban community in the Southwestern U.S. The HIPPY program is not limited to Latino
families or to mothers, but it just happened that all of the HIPPY participants
who completed the survey with their home visitor were all Latina mothers.
HIPPY is offered free of charge to eligible families. While each HIPPY site determines the eligibility requirements for families, sites in the state where the
study took place require families to be economically disadvantaged (ED) as
evidenced by low socioeconomic status through the free and reduced federal
lunch program and academically disadvantaged due to being an English language learner (EL) or homeless (C. Weir, personal communication, November
28, 2021). Table 1 contains demographic information of the mothers and children who participated in this study.
Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of Participants
Child’s Gender
Marital Status of Mother
Mother’s Country of Origin
Average Child’s Age at Kindergarten Entry
Average Mother’s Age at Child’s Birth
Average Family’s Annual Income

Male
Female
26
10
Single
Married
Divorced
3
32
1
Mexico
U.S.
Chile
33
2
1
65.6 months
22.3 years
$18,460

HIPPY Satisfaction Survey
The HIPPY Satisfaction Survey was developed by the HIPPY Director for
the state in which the study was located. This survey is given to all parents of
HIPPY children at the end of their Kindergarten year. The purpose is to determine the satisfaction of the family with their experience participating in
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HIPPY. The survey was available in both English and Spanish and consisted of
13 questions related to the components of the services provided by the HIPPY
program. Parents of the study children were asked to indicate their satisfaction
with aspects of the HIPPY program on a scale from 1 = “extremely dissatisfied”
to 10 = “extremely satisfied.” Scores in the lower quartile (mean scores of 2.5
or less) indicated “low satisfaction,” scores in the middle quartile (mean scores
of 2.5–8.5) indicated “average satisfaction,” and scores in the upper quartile
(mean scores of 8.5 or greater) indicated “high satisfaction.”
The HIPPY Satisfaction Survey also contained two open-ended questions
intended to gain insight into the specific aspects of the HIPPY program that
support or fail to support Latina mothers and their children. This part of the
survey provided qualitative data that were useful in explaining and making
inferences from the results of the quantitative analyses. The first open-ended
question of the HIPPY Satisfaction Survey asked, “What specific components
of the HIPPY program do you feel were the most beneficial to you and your
child?” The second question of the HIPPY Satisfaction Survey asked, “What
additional information or training do you feel HIPPY could provide to better
support you as your child’s first teacher?”

Data Collection
In order to capture the participants’ experiences during the HIPPY program,
responses to the HIPPY Satisfaction Survey were collected from the child’s parent during a regularly scheduled HIPPY home visit. The researcher was present
to explain the purpose of the study and obtain consent from each parent, with
the family’s HIPPY home visitor serving as a translator when needed. Parents
were given the option of completing the survey in English or Spanish. Parents
were also given the option to have the study read to them with the Home Visitor recording their dictated responses. For this study, 35 of the 37 participants
chose to complete the survey in Spanish, and none of the participants dictated
their responses. Completed surveys were collected by the researcher and given
an ID number to protect the privacy of the participant. The surveys completed
in Spanish were later translated into English by a bilingual graduate research
assistant, and the translations were verified by an associate professor of bilingual education at the researcher’s university.

Analysis and Results
Quantitative Results
Mean ratings on the 13 quantitative questions related to the parent satisfaction with the components of the HIPPY program were 8.67 with a standard
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deviation of 1.20. Since this mean score is higher than 8.5, it indicates that,
overall, the Latina mothers completing the survey were “highly satisfied” with
the HIPPY program. More specifically, of the 13 questions, the mean scores on
seven questions were above 8.5, indicating “high satisfaction,” and the other
four were between 2.5 and 8.5, indicating “average satisfaction.” Scores on the
individual questions for the HIPPY Satisfaction Survey are included in Table 2.
Table 2. Means, Standard Deviations, and Ranges for Items Scores on the
HIPPY Satisfaction Survey
Item

Mean

The academic skills presented in the Activity Packs
Role-playing the activities with the Home Instructor
Reviewing your child’s progress with the Home Instructor
Specific instruction on being your child’s first teacher
Information presented at group meetings
Friendships formed with other HIPPY families
Involvement of other family members in HIPPY activities
Involvement of other family members in other activities such as field trips, celebrations, etc.
Encouragement and instruction on the importance of
being involved with your child’s school
Referrals by Home Instructor, or other HIPPY staff
members, to resources in the community such as
healthcare & nutrition services
Referrals by Home Instructor, or other HIPPY staff
members, to economic assistance or job training
Information and support regarding parenting issues
Information and support regarding child development

9.67
9.61

Standard
Range
Deviation
7–10
.72
1.05
5–10

9.64

.76

6–10

9.51
9.61
8.19

.56
1.05
2.54

8–10
5–10
1–10

7.56

3.47

1–10

7.47

3.32

1–10

9.42

1.44

4–10

8.31

2.66

1–10

6.53

3.68

1–10

7.97
9.25

3.01
1.46

1–10
3–10

Note. Scores of 2.5 or less indicate “low satisfaction,” scores of 2.5 – 8.5 indicate “average satisfaction,” and scores of 8.5 or greater indicate “high satisfaction.”

Qualitative Results
Responses to the open-ended questions on the HIPPY Satisfaction Survey
were analyzed using NVivo to discover patterns and identify themes. These
themes and their frequency are discussed below, along with quotes from the
mothers.
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Analysis of the first open-ended question (“What specific components of
the HIPPY program do you think was the most beneficial to you and your
child?”) resulted in six themes:
• general comments about HIPPY being helpful,
• specific components of the HIPPY program,
• academic benefits for their child,
• benefits to their child’s social development,
• changes in their parenting, and
• changes in their relationship with their child.
The general comments made up 35.13% (n = 12) of all comments and
ranged from statements such as, “I think everything that we have done [in the
HIPPY program] has been very helpful for me and my child” to even more
broad comments such as “Everything with [the HIPPY program ] is fine.” Of
these general comments, 42% (n = 5) related the mothers’ impressions of the
HIPPY program as being helpful. For example, one mother stated, “HIPPY
helped me know how to interact with my children and with my parenting.”
Another mother stated, “I think everything we have done [with HIPPY] has
been very helpful for me and my child.”
Four mothers commented on specific components of the HIPPY programs,
such as the curriculum, home visits, or group meetings. One mother commented on the convenience of the home visitors coming to her house. Another
mother appreciated that the HIPPY program was in Spanish, which meant
that her son learned Spanish at home and English at school. Finally, one participant commented on the importance of the home visitor, “the instructor…
helps to understand the packages [packets of curriculum materials, books, and
games]…to support [my child’s] learning.”
Responses to the specific benefits of HIPPY largely centered around the
children’s academic learning and school readiness, with 58.33% (n = 18) of the
participants commenting on academics and cognitive skills. Several parents,
35.14% (n = 13), mentioned specific activities that yielded academic benefits
for their children, such as “the learning walks that are also useful for the learning of the child,” “science activities and math and games,” and “learning letters
while reading.”
Other parents, 21.62% (n = 8), talked about the results of the HIPPY activities and how those activities changed their children’s school readiness. For
example, one mother responded, “It [HIPPY] helps my son greatly to develop
his motor skills and his imagination. It prepared him for school, which allowed
him to be at a more advanced level compared to the rest of his classmates. It is
an excellent program.” Other parents focused on school achievement. For example, “Yes, my child didn’t go to PreK, and this year in kindergarten [because
285

SCHOOL COMMUNITY JOURNAL

of HIPPY] he knows many things, and the program helped him so much.” Another parent commented on early literacy skills, “[HIPPY] helped my son have
greater knowledge in letters and in learning how to read.” Others mentioned
developing children’s imagination, math learning, and understanding stories.
In addition to academic benefits, two mothers (5.40%) stated how HIPPY
helped improve their child’s social and emotional development. For example,
one mother mentioned her son’s ability to self-regulate, “The program helped
my child because he is learning much and his mind focuses itself more quickly.”
Several parents, 10.81% (n = 4), also responded that HIPPY supported
their parenting and their bond with their child. For example, one mother explained how her parenting changed as a result of the program, which led to her
child’s improved academic skills: “I prepared him for school, which allowed
him to be at a more advanced level compared to the rest of his classmates.” Another mother pointed out the commitment required for parents to work with
their child each day on activities, “It has helped him a lot since he is at a higher
academic level, and this is thanks to the program and the commitment that we
put into this.”
Other mothers, 16.22% (n = 6), remarked how the HIPPY program supported their relationship with their child and changed the way they discipline
their child. For example, one mother commented, “Thanks to this program
[HIPPY], we have managed to have a very good relationship. It has helped us
to communicate and to have a closer relationship. Two parents discussed how
HIPPY changed the way that they discipline their children: “I am pleased most
that HIPPY has helped me have more patience with my children” and “I feel
what was most beneficial was the fact that, when I correct her, I do not say ‘no.’
Instead, I ask her questions in order for her to get that understanding, or I explain it to her.” One parent clearly showed the connection between responsive,
supportive parenting and children’s learning. She remarked that improvements
in parent–child interaction showed benefits for general learning skills: “I have…
learned to talk to my children more so they can learn better.” This insight emphasizes the importance of relationships in young children’s learning.
Analysis of the second open-ended question (“What additional information or training do you feel HIPPY could provide to better support you as your
child’s first teacher?”) yielded the following themes:
• completely satisfied with no suggested improvements to the program,
• wanting academic changes
• more focus on parenting.
The majority of the mothers (62.16%, n = 23) said that the HIPPY program
was fine as it is and did not give specific feedback as to possible improvements.
Several mothers (27.03%, n = 10) indicated that they wanted changes to the
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academic focus of the HIPPY programs. For example, three mothers specifically asked for more mathematics-related materials and activities, for example,
commenting, “More interaction with math, with addition, and games with
numbers.” Another mother indicated she would like to see art activities and
sports incorporated into the HIPPY curriculum. One mother indicated she
wished the program offered home visits for younger children (children age 3–5
and their families are eligible to participate in HIPPY). Another mother wished
that HIPPY provided an afterschool program for her kindergartener. Finally,
one mother spoke to the academic rigor of the HIPPY program, indicating
that she felt the activities were repetitive by the kindergarten year, “In the last
age of HIPPY it is very repetitive.”
Like with the first question related to the benefits of HIPPY, a few mothers, 8.11% (n = 3), responded with specific suggestions for improvement that
focused on themselves and their parenting rather than just on their children.
One mother specifically indicated that she would like more opportunities to
interact with other parents: “More participation with the other parents in the
program.” Also, two mothers indicated that they would like specific classes on
parenting and programs to help them even more with the relationship with
their child: “Classes or programs to improve our relationship with our children” and “I wish that HIPPY would help me be able to talk to my daughter.”

Discussion and Conclusions
The purpose of this study was to determine the satisfaction of Latina mothers with services received through the HIPPY program, the specific components
they found most beneficial, and areas where they felt the HIPPY program could
provide better support. The overwhelming majority of the mothers who participated in this study were satisfied with the HIPPY program. The responses to
the qualitative questions reflected the mothers’ perceptions of their children’s
school readiness and academic achievement. Also, several of the mothers indicated that the HIPPY program had helped them in their parenting skills and
their relationship with their children. Perhaps even of more interest than the
positive responses to what the mothers felt were the benefits to the HIPPY
program are the topic they indicated as suggestions for improvement. While
62.16% of the mothers did not give suggestions for improvement, the participants that did provide suggesstion for improvement gave an interesting
perspective into the expectations for their children’s education. Of the parents
who made specific suggestions for improvement, 69.23% indicated that they
would like to see improvements to the academic rigor of the HIPPY program.
All of these comments related to the desire for additional academic materials
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and activities for their child. One parent indicated they would like the program
to begin earlier so younger children could participate, and another comment
felt the program was repetitive by the kindergarten year.
These findings are significant as the mission of the HIPPY program is to
support the parent engagement and academic success of children. A wealth of
research conducted over the past 30 years has found that Latino parents have
high expectations for their children’s education and want to participate in their
academic success (Ada & Zubizarreta, 2001; Delgado-Gaitán, 1994; Moles,
1993; Nieto, 2004). This desire for rigor and additional academic materials
and activities for their children is consistent with research indicating that Latino families desire a high-quality education for their children, beginning in the
early years (Hernandez et al., 2008).
School systems across the country are looking for strong early childhood
programs that focus on increasing the school readiness and parent engagement
for at-risk children. In doing so, it is important for these educators not to
overlook the unique needs of the nations’ fastest-growing population, Latino
children and their families. One way to ensure the unique strengths and needs
of Latino children are not overlooked is for American educators to recognize
that all families have abundant knowledge that schools and early education
programs can learn and use in their family engagement efforts (González et al.,
2011). Research suggests that when families are engaged in their children’s early
education, children are more likely to be successful in school (Cox, 2005; Epstein, 2019; Hill et al., 2004/2005; Roksa & Kinsley, 2019). This research on
the importance of school readiness and parent engagement in a child’s future
academic success has prompted a wide range of early childhood programs and
initiatives. As mentioned earlier, national policy (specifically ESSA, previously
known as NCLB) requires schools to support and educate parents as well as include them in every aspect of their child’s education. Schools that fail to do so
not only marginalize a large portion of children, but they can face serious consequences from the state and national departments of education (ESSA, 2015).
The results of this study indicate that Latino parents feel more involved in
their child’s education after participating in the HIPPY program. Programs
like HIPPY, which incorporate features of family support programs, aim to expand and enrich the traditional American expectations of parent engagement
in school by supporting children and families by enhancing children’s home
learning environments. The findings of this study suggest that schools can improve the ways in which they engage with Latino families by incorporating
programs, such as HIPPY, that embrace families “funds of knowledge” (Moll
et al., 1992).
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Just as with other social and educational programs, it is important in the
HIPPY program to listen to the voices of their participants, not only as consumers of a service or program, but because of the diverse knowledge and
experience found in families that can support the success of the child. School
and program personnel learning more about the existing resources or “funds of
knowledge” children and families (their clients) already possess better equips
them to support their clients. The results of this study uniquely provide useful
insights into the perspectives of the mothers who participated in the HIPPY
program as well as areas for potential improvement.
During the past several decades, the American public has begun to recognize the importance of the first few years of a child’s life and the impact their
earliest experiences have on future success. However, children and youth from
Latino families still tend to have lower achievement test scores (Crow, 2022),
higher dropout rates (National Center for Education Statistics, 2022a), lower
scores on college entrance exams (Smith & Reeves, 2020); and lower college
attendance (National Center for Education Statistics, 2022b) compared with
European and African American children. While Latino families often have
high educational expectations for their children (Ackert et al., 2018; Ceballo
et al., 2014), these expectations do not always translate into traditional parent
engagement activities in the schools and thus may not be recognized or valued,
and the majority of research on parent engagement has addressed school-based
parental engagement activities (Fan & Chen, 2012). This disconnect has led
many researchers to call for new studies to examine parental engagement in
education as a multidimensional construct (Fan & Chen, 2012). Through this
current study, we have added information on an early home intervention program—aimed to strengthen parent engagement and child achievement—to
the research base, from a Latina mother’s perspective.
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Book Review of Composing Storylines of
Possibilities: Immigrant and Refugee Families
Navigating School
David A. Housel
Despite fluctuating federal immigration and resettlement policies, the United States of America continues to rank among the countries with the largest
number of foreign-born residents in the world. The voices of these immigrant
and refugee families are fundamental to cultivating engagement with their children’s schools, not only to promote their children’s academic success, but also to
nurture the well-being of local communities and American society as a whole.
The works within the book, Composing Storylines of Possibilities: Immigrant and
Refugee Families Navigating School, edited by Martha J. Strickland, showcase
these voices while problematizing the relentless deficit model surrounding the
engagement of immigrant and refugee families in their children’s education.
Each chapter shifts the discourse of school personnel as omniscient experts to a
more collaborative approach through which schools strive to understand how
values and life circumstances shape these families’ actions, including how their
engagement might differ from dominant White, middle-class norms and expectations. The structure of the book, through storylines, reveals these families’
worldviews and provides insights into how and why they do what they do. Although the editors state the book is targeted toward preservice and practicing
teachers as well as educational administrators, the more research-based chapters will also appeal to educational researchers. There are practical guidelines
and suggestions provided throughout this edited text that highlight cooperative efforts among schools, communities, and families. This guidance should
ideally foster “community-engaged educators” who honor immigrant and refugee families’ collective cultural and community knowledge (Haddix, 2015).
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The common mantra among all 12 chapters, however, is the challenge for us
as educators and educational researchers to grapple with and unpack our own
personal biases and deficit beliefs. These deficit perspectives often inform and
infiltrate school policies and practices which can then inadvertently obstruct
or exclude richer engagement of immigrant and refugee families, shortchange
the personal and academic potential of their children, and unconsciously foster
harassment and bullying by “othering” these children and their families. The
philosophical underpinnings, practical suggestions, unwavering respect for the
resilience and capacity of immigrant and refugee families, and the uncompromising belief in the possibility for transformative family–school–community
partnerships embodied in this text echo the body of work and research conducted by Campano et al. (2016) and the scholarship of Housel (2020).
The book is separated into two sections. The first section, entitled “Listening
to the Storylines of Immigrant and Refugee Families,” contains seven chapters,
while the second section, entitled “Responding to the Storylines of Immigrant
and Refugee Families,” contains five. The first section provides a platform for
immigrant families to share their perceptions and feelings, typically confusion
and frustration, when attempting to interface with their children’s schools. For
example, in Chapter 1, a professionally trained mother originally from Pakistan
who ultimately became a teacher in the U.S. shared her initial struggles when
advocating for her American-born children in their schools. The school’s insensitivity to their cultural and religious needs (“ignoring the soul of the child”)
led to ostracism and bullying. She stressed that immigrant mothers need to
be directed on how to interface with schools. Similarly, in Chapter 2, a Latina
mother from the Dominican Republic had to grapple with the loss of professional status upon immigrating as well as being excluded from the goal-setting
process in her daughter’s early childhood class. She stressed the importance
of empathy, mutual respect, and authentic relationships with parents to build
trust and foster parental involvement. The Chinese cultural norm of humility as a strength, which lies counter to more assertive, individualistic American
standards and expectations, was explored in Chapter 3. Fostering bicultural
competence and understanding how humility might prevent parents from initiating contact with teachers, who are seen as authority figures, is crucial when
promoting engagement with immigrant families from East Asian cultures.
In Chapter 4, a Muslim family from Pakistan shared overcoming deficit
perspectives of their “genderized” culture, the disconnection between their
home identities and practices in school, and the importance of involving the
entire family, not just the parents, in outreach and activities with the school.
Chapter 5 highlighted how the lack of interpreters who are fluent in immigrant
parents’ home languages can thwart school engagement. Specifically, the home
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languages of many immigrant parents from Spanish-dominant countries are
not Spanish but indigenous languages. Salir adelante, to forge ahead, requires
that these parents be seen as equal partners in their children’s education, regardless of their own level of formal education, with school policies being “made
in conjunction with parents, not for them” (p. 93). Building on community
“funds of knowledge” (Gonzalez et al., 2005) and “cultural wealth” (Yosso,
2005) as a foundation, Chapter 6 shared how many Latino/a parents valued
relationships when the teacher listened to their concerns and did not talk down
to them. Ultimately, when resources from the community are provided to facilitate dialogue with immigrant and refugee parents, communication becomes
“fluid” and language is no longer a “barrier.”
The final chapter in this section, Chapter 7, was likely the strongest counternarrative to immigrant families’ alleged indifference toward their children’s
education. The grandparents of Lebanese and Germanic descent in this storyline escaped poverty and war to provide the educational opportunities in
the U.S. to their children and grandchildren that were denied to them in
their countries of origin. This reverence for education was passed from generation to generation in the family, where multicultural understanding was
cultivated as a strength and parents respected as co-instructors. As evidenced
in other storylines, “teachers should exercise caution when determining parental involvement based on attendance and leadership in school functions and
organizations” (p. 131) alone. As asserted by Tarasawa and Waggoner (2015),
refugee and immigrant parents value education deeply and typically have high
educational aspirations for their children, but they often support and nurture
their children’s education in more community- and home-based ways.
The second section provides more practical strategies so schools and
communities can collaborate to enhance engagement with these newcomer
families. The suggestions and strategies detailed are primarily informed by the
storylines presented in the first section. As mentioned above, most immigrant
families emigrated and make tremendous personal sacrifices post-resettlement
to provide a “high-quality education” to their children and better opportunities
overall through educational attainment. As explored in Chapter 8, community
centers are a way of providing out-of-school educational spaces and psychosocial resources for immigrant families. These centers also help the entire family
adjust to a new country, culture, and language while supporting immigrant
youth in culturally relevant ways and thus epitomize the concept of “community cultural wealth” (Yosso, 2005). Chapter 9 showcased community-based
research as a means of youth and community empowerment and transformation. Such research allows educators, researchers, and other community
members to learn with and from immigrant youth and their communities to
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co-create needed educational change. Through these collaborative endeavors,
educators and educational researchers must continually reflect on their power
and assumptions as well as their impact on these communities. This constant
self-reflection regarding power and privilege aligns closely with the work of
Kendi (2019). Similarly, as one of the contributors to this chapter, Campano’s methodological approach of actively involving immigrant youth and their
families in community-based research mirrors other research that he and his
colleagues have conducted (Campano et al., 2016).
The authors of Chapter 10 cautioned how wider structural inequities that
racialize and minoritize newcomers can impact perceptions of immigrant students and their families and the support they receive from schools. Specifically,
ignorance about the pace of academic additional language acquisition prompts
students to exit ELL classification within three years, versus the five to seven
years required. Similarly, the vagaries of language acquisition often get conflated with learning dis/abilities. The authors argued that these deficit frames
should be replaced with more “asset-based storylines of possibility.” The next
chapter focused on higher education, both in developing university partnerships to prepare reflective instructors who can support vulnerable immigrant
youth as well as providing the administrative resources and guidance to immigrant families during their children’s transition into postsecondary studies.
Fundamentally, any “deficit ideologies” need to be dismantled so immigrant
youth and their families are seen as equal partners and immigrant youth can
emerge as educational leaders. The final chapter places these anti-immigrant
sentiments in a more global and political context. These fraught messages often
create an incongruence between their immigrant students’ home and school
cultures. When teachers perceive parental views and experiences as different
from their own, they expect children to do worse academically. To counter
these oppressive messages and support parental engagement, schools need to
provide immigrant and refugee parents with a clearer overview of the educational system and support immigrant youth and their families as they adjust to
new norms and expectations (Tarasawa & Waggoner, 2015).
Perhaps the best summation of the current state of engaging immigrant and
refugee families with their children’s schools in the U.S. and the challenges that
educators must confront and overcome was found in Chapter 11:
Deficit thinking, hostility towards languages other than English, ethnic
and religious cultural backgrounds, implicit biases, a lack of professional
development and resources for teachers, and the stress of not knowing
how to engage immigrant families have discouraged school leaders and
educators alike from making efforts to develop ways to engage immigrant families and students in schools (p. 203).
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Since 9 out of the 12 chapters in the book were written by two or more
authors, collaboration and the melding of ideas and perspectives were the hallmarks of this edited text. Foregrounding the voices of immigrant and refugee
families is not commonplace in the research literature surrounding parental engagement with schools. Plus, using these voices as the inspiration for strategies
and interventions is extraordinary. For me, trauma was the unspoken undercurrent in all these storylines and interventions, but unfortunately it was not
explicitly addressed as an issue to be considered when nurturing engagement
among immigrant and refugee families. Perhaps future research articles and
edited texts for educational practitioners and researchers should address the
crucial and often overlooked need for trauma-informed policies and practices
in our schools (Gross, 2020).
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A Review of Teaching and Learning About
Family Literacy and Family Literacy Programs
Leslee Bailey Tarbett and Dana L. Skelley
The term family literacy is used to describe how families engage in home
literacy practices and also the intentional ways that schools and other community organizations seek to enhance adult learning along with children’s literacy
development. Family literacy programs, whether large-scale, federally funded
initiatives or small community projects, offer documented benefits of increased
parental involvement in schools, stronger school–home partnerships, and positive parent–child interactions (Brown et al., 2019).
In the book Teaching and Learning About Family Literacy and Family Literacy Programs, authors Lynch and Prins provide an accessible entryway into the
multifaceted and ever-evolving study of family literacy. The authors build a
robust argument for the importance of family literacy as both an area of study
and as an impactful community practice, giving educators a historical and theoretical context of family literacy. They critically examine the intersections of
race, ethnicity, culture, and social class, highlighting concerns related to pervasive deficit perspectives and social and cultural tensions. We found the book
to be exceptionally well-balanced and comprehensive and were hard pressed to
find ways to improve upon the authors’ efforts.
The book has fourteen chapters and is divided into five sections: (1) Introduction and Literacy Foundations, (2) Family Literacy and Diversity, (3)
Family Literacy in Practice, (4) Family Literacy: Focused Topics, and (5) Conclusions. Within each section, the authors begin with a short synopsis and end
with a conclusion, guiding questions/activities, and a list of suggested readings.
These items provide a consistent roadmap that reinforces important terms and
concepts. The questions at the end of each chapter ask readers to reflect and apply theoretical and conceptual knowledge to their professional context and/or
School Community Journal, 2022, Vol. 32, No. 2
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their personal everyday experiences. This section would be beneficial to teachers using this text in a professional study group or book club.
In the four chapters of section one, Introduction and Literacy Foundations,
Lynch and Prins offer a list of five key terminology and definitions related to
family literacy which includes a rational for how the term is and is not used
in the context of this book and a brief history of how each term has changed
over time. This glossary serves as an effective jumping-off point for readers,
once again centering a theme of culturally inclusive understandings of families and their literacy practices. The introduction continues with a discussion
of the historical origins and significance of family literacy and family literacy
programming, and the authors clearly explain how their working definition
of literacy is situated within a sociocultural view. Next, the most common
theoretical frameworks used in family literacy research are examined: social-constructivist, sociocognitive, and sociocultural perspectives. Ultimately,
this section ends with the authors expounding on early literacy development
and factors of adult literacy, each in their own chapter. A strength to this book
is that this introductory section offers foundational knowledge of family literacy and its components, making the topic accessible for a variety of readers who
may be reading for different purposes and end goals.
With section two, Family Literacy and Diversity, the authors thoughtfully consider how participants in family literacy programs inform the project
through their race, ethnicity, culture, and socioeconomic backgrounds. Chapter five outlines three concepts—cultural models, funds of knowledge, and
antiracist education—and discusses how their application can help those designing programs to foster a stronger understanding of families’ cultures while
examining their personal racial biases. Chapter six examines social class, how it
shapes home literacy activities, and how it can prevent families from accessing
educational resources and advantages. Like the previous chapter, the authors
encourage readers to consider how personal bias might cause one to assume
that a middle- or wealthy-class view on literacy and education is the only way
to design a program, when that approach is not effective for all. The authors do
more than define and explain in these chapters, as they also share specific examples of how these concepts have been applied in family literacy environments.
Again, this makes the content relatable to the various readers of this text.
Section three delves into the practical application of family literacy as it
details successful models and a selection of programs. Here, educators, administrators, community organizers, and other community members will find
ideas for program design grounded in the foundational and theoretical information discussed previously. Chapter seven outlines three commonly applied
models of family literacy programs: comprehensive, child-focused with parent interaction, and two-generation. More examples here highlight how these
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models can influence literacy outcomes. This chapter ends with an overview of
the different settings that can be used to host family literacy programs such as
schools, correctional facilities, libraries, or home visiting programs. The other
chapter in this section looks at program design and which program characteristics have had measurable success. Three programs with participants of diverse
backgrounds and settings are used as examples to outline and discuss their positive outcomes.
Section four is dedicated to focused topics within family literacy. The first
two chapters of this section examine family members’ impact on literacy development. Chapter 9 specifically explores fathers’ involvement in family
literacy practices and programs, building on promising research that suggests
boys’ reading and writing motivation increases as fathers’ engagement in literacy activities increase. The chapter discusses the connection between views of
fatherhood and traditional gender roles as a way to understand the “predominantly female environment of family learning” (p. 144). The authors highlight
the need for more research on the roles of fathers in their children’s literacy
learning (residential and non-residential) in order to understand, implement
greater support for involvement, and help fathers feel more comfortable participating in family literacy programs.
Notable in Chapter 10 is the acknowledgement that the term parental involvement is too narrow, and a new paradigm is needed to account for the
ways in which diverse families enact literacy practices that include extended
family, siblings, community members, and so forth. Just as Lynch and Prins
build on concepts of fatherhood in Chapter 9, they assert that notions of childrearing and family structure be examined as a prerequisite for understanding
how literacy practices may emerge in a given family unit. Family literacy can
be reenvisioned as a network of “literacy mediators” (p. 152) that shape children’s literacy learning over time and space. The implications for family literacy
programs and programming would also need to be reimagined to account for
this network perspective.
In the final chapters, Lynch and Prins discuss how family–school relationships may be strengthened through a better understanding of social and
institutional factors that act as barriers for family engagement and outreach.
Digital literacies (in Chapter 11) are framed by the intergenerational use of and
the accessibility of digital literacies, which are most impacted by social and economic factors. By framing the topic in this way, Lynch and Prins are able to lay
bare a number of inequalities children face when educators and other advocates
assume knowledge of and access to digital tools are a given. Lastly, the authors
assert that increased accountability and other performance measures of family
literacy programs create a complicated landscape for practitioners to navigate.
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At the conclusion of the book, Lynch and Prins stress the need for critically reflective practices for those designing and implementing programs.
They restate the importance of participant leadership and briefly discuss the
COVID-19 pandemic’s impact on family literacy programs. Finally, concerns
and future issues are thoughtfully shared. A major strength of this text is that
the content is accessible to many stakeholders; consequently, the text is a resource that has adaptability for differing needs. For the researcher, it is packed
full of literature giving insight to past and current research and models of
family literacy programs; for the designer, it can assist community leaders, educators, and researchers interested in beginning a family literacy program; and
for the higher education instructor, it would be a solid choice of textbook for
educating a graduate class on family literacy programs and their development.
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Book Review of Families and Professionals:
Trusting Partnerships in General and Special
Education
Cheryl Light-Shriner and Kary Zarate
Quality special education teacher preparation programs recognize the impact of the strong collaborative relationships between families and school
personnel for students with and without disabilities. Educational, behavioral, and social–emotional outcomes are multiplied when trusting partnerships
are built between home and school (Dunlap & Fox, 2007; Murray et al.,
2018). Dedicating a course to the essential strategies required for successful
family–professional relationships ensures that upon graduation, educators can
begin building trust and rapport with the families of their students. Collaborative rather than contentious relationships can benefit students, families, and
school professionals.
The text Families and Professionals: Trusting Partnerships in General and
Special Education (8th edition)—edited by Ann Turnbull, H. Rutherford
Turnbull III, Grace Francis, Meghan Burke, Kathleen Kyzar, Shana Haines,
Tracy Gershwin, Katharine Shepherd, Natalie Holdren, and George Singer—
provides comprehensive perspective and methods to build family–professional
relationships that address the core values: partnership, trust, and social justice.
The audiences that would primarily benefit from this book include preservice teachers, preservice early interventionists, and preservice related service
providers who work with children ages birth to 22 who receive early intervention or public education services. We have only had a small number of
practicing teachers exposed to this book within our courses; the few practicing
teachers we interacted with indicated that the case scenario and compendium are valuable resources. The book may also serve as a useful resource for
School Community Journal, 2022, Vol. 32, No. 2
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school administrators, especially if used in a professional learning community
for professional development of faculty and staff related to family–school partnerships. Individuals in other preservice programs that prepare professionals
who will interact with families and school personnel (e.g., clinical psychology,
social work, mental health counseling, rehabilitation, medical programs, etc.)
may also find this textbook an important resource. Even though family–professional partnerships are also important when supporting adults with disabilities
(older than 22), this text has the greatest application for those with career goals
that involve or intersect with an educational system.
The eighth edition of this book has been reconceptualized and updated
significantly from previous editions and provides updated information and additional sections (e.g., Compendium). Instructors and other readers should
note that this text includes ample references to federal and case law and policies
that were accurate at the time of publication in April 2021. Changes to federal
law following the publication of the text should be highlighted by instructors and used to openly dialog about how court decisions have an impact on
families, students, and family–professional partnerships. For instance, the text
describes the impact of Roe v. Wade and how the principles of liberty apply to
decision making and choice as related to individuals with disabilities. Since the
overturning of Roe v. Wade on June 24, 2022, instructors may need to facilitate
a discussion that invites students to think deeply about the immediate impact
of such policy decisions on family–professional partnerships and the role of law
within those relationships.
This book is marketed as both eText and bound copy formats. We appreciate that both options are available for users with a range of preferences and
learning needs. If both formats are being used by instructors or students, it will
be important to become aware and alert users of any discrepancies between
the two formats (e.g., different page numbers, ease of accessing supplemental
material). Based on our own recent experiences as instructors assigning this
book in a Family–Professional Collaboration course within a special education
preparation program at a large university in the Midwest, we believe that each
of these formats offer users slightly different experiences. For example, users
have more immediate access to supporting or supplementary information by
clicking direct links within the eText. Bound text users may experience delays
in accessing some information due to typing lengthy URLs into browsers to
obtain the content information. It may be useful for the publisher of this text
to offer one URL that takes the user to a common website where all materials
offered within the text are located or linked. The eText also offers accessibility features that provide a range of immediate access options for students with
a range of learning styles or disabilities that are not available with the bound.
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Alternatively, the bound text offers a non-screen option that is preferable by
some individuals since it is not dependent on internet access for core content.
We recommend that course instructors reflect on their own experience with
the content in the different formats as well as their students’ experiences when
planning reading assignments, activities, and supplemental activities related to
linked information included in the book.
The rich content within this book is unarguably impressive and important.
Due to the amount and variety of information in each section and chapter of
the book, we recommend that instructors dedicate extra time to preview content and determine when and how to incorporate key conversations, knowing
that it is not possible to specifically address every important concept presented in the text. We think it would be helpful to have additional guidance or
suggestions from the authors on how the content may be covered in a variety
of course formats (e.g., online asynchronous, online synchronous, traditional in-person) and time spans of courses (e.g., 4-week course, 8-week course,
12-week quarter system course, 16-week semester course, etc.). We had the
opportunity to utilize this book in traditional in-person format in two different time spans, that is, a traditional 16-week semester course (3 hours of class
time each week) and a short 4-week summer course offering (12 hours of class
time each week). In both arrangements, we agreed that there are ways we could
have incorporated the book content better with additional time and planning.
It would be helpful to have additional author recommendations and ideas.
One of our favorite aspects of the book was the inclusion of the Lopez family narrative that is woven through the entire book. The users in our classes were
able to accompany the Lopez family on their family’s journey while connecting the family’s lived experiences and struggles to strategies presented within
the text. The Lopez family illustrated how there is diversity and complexity
within the variety of partnerships required between home, school, and community. The story also demonstrated how family members and professionals
relate, navigate, negotiate, and collaborate across systems to achieve common
goals. Many students of our courses remarked on the usefulness of having the
Lopez family included in the book and how it gave them a new appreciation
for the importance of establishing respectful and trusting relationships with
the parents and families of the children they serve in educational settings. As
an instructor, using the Lopez family to provide detailed examples of situations
was incredibly useful, as it is sometimes difficult to provide real-time relevant
scenarios from our own histories.
This book is organized into four parts: (1) the “why” of partnerships, (2)
the “who” of partnerships, (3) the “how” of trusting partnerships, and (4) the
compendium of information and strategies that teach and prepare professionals
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to partner with families. Several detailed chapters are included per section and
provide a consistent format that includes learning outcomes to assist the user
in anticipating what content will be presented. In addition, the user is able to
visually discriminate overarching sections from subsections due to eye catching
headings of different sizes and colors. New enrichment segments or “multiple
pedagogies” have been added to the chapters. The segments include: Advocacy in
Action, Policy in Practice, Partnering With Students, A Cultural Lens, and Conflict Prevention and Resolution. They are contained within framed areas within
each chapter and offer application ideas and reflective questions. We found that
our students were excited about these segments and wanted to discuss them
further because they dug deeper into the topic and provided a safe platform for
difficult or uncomfortable conversations about issues and perspectives.
Part One of the book explains the importance of effective relationships in
promoting positive student outcomes through the delivery of appropriate services and supports. Chapter 1 defines family–professional partnerships and
identifies foundational aspects for successful partnerships. This chapter also
explains the key interrelated dimensions of the Sunshine Model of Trusting
Family–Professional Partnerships: trust, equity, respect, communication, advocacy, commitment, and social justice. In Chapter 2, the legal requirements to
include families in decisions and processes are presented in the context of four
federal laws. This chapter also informs future professionals of parents’ rights
in the educational process and decision-making for their children who receive
special education services or other accommodations. Readers are introduced to
the Lopez family and begin to understand how their history affects their family–professional partnerships. It is this part of the book that covered case law
and legal protections for families and children with disabilities.
Part Two is divided into three chapters which address the people who are
involved in the family–professional relationships and partnerships. Chapter
3 introduces and defines the family system and describe the characteristics of
the family regarding culture, identity, and experiences. Chapter 4 presents various family subsystems (partners, parents, siblings, extended family), family
functions (affection, self-esteem, spirituality, economics, daily care, recreation,
socialization, education), patterns of life activity related to the age of the child
or children in the family (early childhood, childhood, adolescence, young
adulthood), and various times of expected transition for the child and family
(moving from one school level to the next, transitioning from school system
to adulthood or post-school experiences) or unexpected transition (related to
other life experiences like divorce of parents, a death in the family, or an unexpected move). Our university students seemed positively affected by these
chapters and applied the content by telling us about their own lived experiences within their own family systems.
308

BOOK REVIEW-PARTNERSHIPS

Chapter 5 examines the school system (ecology, framework), school system characteristics (population, school types, educators, culture), types of
interactions within school subsystems (administrators, educators and staff,
community, families), school functions (educational, civics, family support,
community support), and school level (early childhood, elementary, middle
school, high school). This chapter may provide some valuable information for
families that are unfamiliar with how schools are structured. Additional information about structures in place related to young adult students (ages 18–22)
would have been beneficial since there are often unique systems in place that
may vary from one school district to another. Through a continuation of the
Lopez story in this part, readers develop understanding of interpersonal relationships and how each subsystem within the family and school is connected.
Part Three is divided into five chapters which focused on how professionals
and families can form and build trusting partnerships using proven strategies.
Each of the five chapters dives deeply into the teaching of specific skills to future and current professionals related to building a trusting relationship with
families. Each of the five dimensions of trust (respect, equity, communication,
advocacy, commitment) are uniquely addressed through a chapter within this
section. Each of these chapters apply the dimensions to the Lopez family experiences, provide a definition and rationale, identify barriers that interfere with
establishing this type of trust, and provide details about proven strategies and
activities that increase professional competencies.
Finally, Part Four of the book, the Compendium, is not divided into chapters but is an organized collection of very useful quick reference resources and
strategies that succinctly complement and supplement the text. It includes example documents such as an Individualized Education Program (IEP) and a
Section 504 Plan, additional information about the Sunshine Model, useful
strategies for developing partnership skills, and guidelines related to facilitating
effective meetings. It may be useful to begin the semester having students explore the Compendium as the wealth of resources and information are relevant
across chapters. We even thought it might be helpful to have additional references to the Compendium within each chapter to remind the user that this
content is included in the book. For example, in Chapter 4, the text discusses
how the concept of life span impacts relationships. Drawing on the Compendium to illustrate how to use person-centered planning through the MAPS
tool would be highly beneficial as an applicable strategy to collaboration. Another idea we discussed was adding a list within the summary section of each
chapter of applicable Compendium resources included.
This book is well organized and provides consistency across chapters addressing a range of stakeholders and perspectives. The content and special
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features allowed our students to think more deeply about their own biases
and learned interaction styles while challenging them to learn more about the
culture of the students and families they work with. We believe that this book
provides our students with ample strategies that, if practiced, could improve,
repair, maintain, and/or build partnerships when cultural biases emerge. One
of our students wrote, “I really appreciate the integrated learning (the text and
how it highlights the importance of family–professional partnerships and firsthand experiences and accounts of not only parents of children with disabilities,
but also siblings and persons with disabilities).” The information in Chapter
4 provided students in our respective courses on family–professional collaboration to examine their own family subsystems and reflect on their own lived
experience. We believe the content of this chapter provided a foundational
jumping off point for the reader to examine the relationships within their lives
(significant partner relationships, parental relationships, sibling relationships,
extended family relationships) and reflect on how those relationships shaped
their identities, ethics, decision-making, perspectives, and biases within their
professional partnerships. We believe that examining family subsystems assisted the reader in reflecting on how their own personal lived experiences may be
similar to or different from the families, children, and professional colleagues
they would be partnering with in the future.
Overall, the use of this text for a course on the importance of successful
collaboration between families and school is highly recommended. Grounded in research, this text provides a significant foundational knowledge base for
preservice and returning educators. However, as a first-time user, we encourage
instructors to read the preface as a guide for how to best incorporate the text
into their courses as well as spend time with each chapter of the book to effectively choose which of the many resources best suits their needs.
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