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A Descriptive Analysis of Parent and Teacher Perceptions
Regarding Parent Involvement in a Program for the

Preschool Handicapped

by
Alma Louise Watson
Committee Chairman: Philip R. Jones
Administration and Supervision of Special Education
(ABSTRACT)

The 1986 Amendments to the Education of All Handicapped
Children's Act (P.L. 99-457) require that the individual
education plans for students ages three to five, "must include
instruction for parents so that they can be active and
knowledgeable in assisting in their child's progress" (U.S.
House of Representatives Report, 99-860, p. 20). Expansion
of special education services to preschool children, will
require educators to increase their efforts to involve parents
in the child's educational program.

Because schools have traditionally focused on child
needs, additional insights into the parent involvement process
are needed to effectively implement broader-based models more
likely to result in active parent involvement. The purpose
of this study was to examine teacher and parent perspectives
on involvement to better understand the involvement process.
Teacher and parent interviews were conducted in a large well-
developed public preschool program. The interviews, together

with observations and program documents, were analyzed to gain



a better understanding of involvement practices. The teachers
interpreted the parents' level of involvement according to how
well they complied with teacher perscribed activities and
teacher expectations. Parents rated as most involved were
seen by the teachers as cooperating with child-level
activities, expressing an interest in participating and
providing positive feedback for teachers' efforts. However,
parents identified as 1least involved were viewed as not
initiating contact with the teacher or showing little interest
in participating in program activities. Most teachers relied
on positive feedback from the parents to continue their
efforts with them and use it to define the relationship with
them. The teachers attributed the variations in involvement
to family characteristics and to their belief about the
family's concern for the child's development.

The meanings which the parents gave to the involvement
practices were distinct for the 1least and most involved
groups. How the parents conceptualized the child's
development and their belief about their impact on it appeared
to contribute to parents' perceptions about their role in the
involvement process. These differences in role perception can
explain their interactions with the teachers as well as their
level of participation in activities. Levels of involvement
can be further explained by the degree to which activities
were relevant to a particular family's needs and the control

they felt to act on their own behalf. The understandings



gained from examining parent and teacher perspectives of the
involvement process can help ensure effective involvement

practices with families.
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Chapter 1

Introduction to the study

An interest in parent involvement within the educational
process has seen a resurgence during the last two decades.
Powell (1989) identified several important influences which
have contributed to the <current emphasis on parent
involvement. Powell described these influences as being: (a)
a heightened awareness among professionals for the importance
of higher quality staff-parent interactions in early childhood
programs, (b) federal, state, and 1local initiatives to
intervene with the young child, (c) increased interest in the
interaction between child's development and child-rearing
practices, and (d) the recent changes in family demographic
characteristics.

The numbers of parents and early childhood professionals
who believe that the responsibility for the child's education
should be shared between both parties are increasing (Linder,
1984; Vincent, 1988). Advocates of parent involvement,
especially as it applies to educational interventions with the
young handicapped child, are arguing for a partnership
relationship between the parent and professional (Dunst &
Paget, in press). Commenting on the evolving attitude about
relationships between parents and professionals, Linder (1984)

has said:



Parent involvement in its broadest context implies
shared responsibility for the child's educational
process. It also implies that as a member of a
dynamic family unit, the handicapped child has as
great an impact on the family as the family has on

the handicapped child; it 1is a reciprocal
relationship. The family is a critical factor in
the child's environment, and thus, parent

involvement implies an ecological approach to

handicapped children. (p. 154)

Preschool programs, such as Head Start and the
Handicapped Children's Early Education Programs (HCEEP), which
provide services to young children with at-risk or
handicapping conditions, have taken the lead in involving
parents since their initial beginnings in the 1960's
(Peterson, 1987). Research suggests that attempts to create
a meaningful and lasting impact on these children require
active parent involvement. As early as the mid 70's,
Bronfenbrenner (1974) concluded from his review of outcomes
of early intervention programs that child performance was
positively correlated with the amount of parent involvement
in the child's program. His highly publicized findings have
influenced the development of practices designed to increase
parent involvement 1in programs serving young handicapped
children. These practices have continued to expand within the
federally funded HCEEP projects where a parent involvement
component is required as a prerequisite for funding.

The Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975

(PL 94-142) provided a legal basis of parent participation in



special education programs with the implementation of the
informed parental consent and due process requirements of the
Act. These requirements essentially obligated public schools
to inform and involve parents in the decision-making process
regarding the identification and placement of children ages
3-21. Special education services for preschool children have
remained optional in many states because the PL 94-142
statutes require states to serve only 6-17 year olds, if 3-
5 and 18-21 year olds were not included in existing state
statutes. Most state legislatures have been reluctant to
expand services to children ages three-to-five because of the
high costs of expanding special education services to all
children in this age group. The twelve states in which
services are mandated and programs where federal preschool
incentive moneys are used, have been required by PL 94-142 to
document procedures to involve parents.

The recent 1986 Amendments to the Education for All
Handicapped Children Act (PL 99-457) are intended to extend
a free and appropriate public education (FAPE) to
preschoolers, ages 3-5, needing special education and related
services nationwide by 1991. These amendments have
strengthened the requirements for parent involvement on behalf
of these children. The report accompanying these statutes
states that:

Family services play an important role in preschool
programs and that whenever appropriate and to the



extent desired by the parents, the preschooler's

individualized education plan (IEP) written for each

identified student must include instruction for
parents so that they can be active and knowledgeable

in assisting in their child's progress. (House

Report 99-860, 1986, p. 20)

Increasing levels of support for the importance of active
parent involvement in the child's educational program is also
being generated from leaders in early childhood special
education (Dunst & Trivette, 1988; Gallagher & Vietze, 1986;
Odum & Karnes, 1988; Turnbull & Turnbull, 1986). This
positive value placed on parent involvement has gradually
heightened as professionals become more sensitive to the needs
of families with a handicapped child. Today support and
assistance to the family are viewed as a major goal of
intervention efforts with young children requiring special
educational services (Smith & Strain, 1988). As programs
serving the preschool child who has special education needs
expand, administrators and teachers report many attempts to
involve parents in the educational process through activities
such as writing parent newsletters, using parent volunteers
in the classroom, conducting parent group meetings, and
conducting home visits.

Peterson (1987) recently outlined a number of goals for
parent involvement which range from sharing information about
child development with parents to providing systematic family

support. Peterson, like other leaders in the field, views

parent involvement as a dynamic process which has advanced



well beyond a standard menu of activities which was typical
of parent involvement practices twenty years ago. She
proposed the following operational definition of parent
involvement to guide parent-professional interactions:

Parent involvement or participation denotes a

process through which parents are brought into

contact with (a) the staff that has responsibility

for giving service to the handicapped child (and

parent) for purposes of educational intervention,

and (b) activities involving the child, which are

created to inform parents and to facilitate parent

roles with their own child. Involvement implies a

variety of alternative activities that vary from

program to program. Differences in the options

available are affected by the unique features of a

program, the geographical setting, the population

of children and parents to be served and resources

available. (p. 434)

While active parent involvement is highly valued in the
early intervention process, little is known about the nature
of the involvement process or about its effects on families
as it has been practiced (Odum & Shuster, 1986). Descriptions
of parent involvement practices with the families of 280,000
children whose special education programs are being supervised
or delivered by the public schools are lacking. Likewise,
teachers have reported that their attempts to promote
effective practices have met with varying levels of success.
A state-wide survey of Headstart and preschool teachers in
Oregon, who work with young children with handicaps, indicated
that they view issues related to parent commitment second to

salaries as a significant stressor in their Jjobs (Stile,

Wright, Davis, Moore, Templeman, Toews & Wilson, 1987).



In the past, evaluations of the benefits of parent
involvement have used measures of child progress as the
indicators of success (Dunst, 1986; Odum & Shuster, 1986).
These narrowly defined outcome measures have prompted critics
and advocates of parent involvement to challenge those working
in the field to search for more comprehensive delivery systems
and evaluation procedures to measure the benefits of parent
involvement in early intervention programs (Casto &
Mastropieri, 1986; Dunst & Snyder, 1986; Strain & Smith, 1986;

White, Mastropieri & Casto, 1984).

Background

Powell (1989) identified several broad premises upon
which parent involvement practices have been based. The
premises are: (a) that the doctrine of parental rights gives
the parent the responsibility for determining the child's best
interests, (b) that familial influences are more powerful than
school 1in predicting and influencing a child's academic
performance, and (c) that parent participation in decisions
and programs which influence their child is ensured within the
value system of a democratic society.

Recently, leaders in the field of early childhood special
education have begun to search for more effective approaches
to parent involvement which are sensitive to needs of the

family. Interest has stemmed 1largely from the recent



theoretical and research bases which support viewing human
development from an ecological or system's perspective
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1986; Cochran & Brassard, 1979; Dunst,
1986; Foster, Berger & McLean, 1981; Hobbs, Dokecki, Hoover-
Dempsey, Moroney, Shayne & Weeks, 1984). These systems'
theorists argue that more potential for child development can
be realized when interactions between a program and the family
are focused on family-level needs.

If one believes that the family needs and resources play
a major role 1in <child development, intervention the
justification can be made for directing energy toward
supporting the family unit to respond to family-level needs,
such as better housing or suitable day care. From a systems
or ecological perspective, both of these family-level needs
impact on the child's development. When they are met the
likelihood that the child's needs will be met also increases.

Foster, Berger, and McLlean (1981) were among the first
to challenge their colleagues to extend beyond child-focused
intervention practices to accommodate family-level needs.
They took the position that intervention practices must take
the needs of the family into consideration to be effective.
Zigler and Berman (1983) also claimed that a family-centered
approach would promote development and enhance functioning
within the family unit and would, in turn, enhance the child's

progress. As Bronfenbrenner's (1979) theory of the



interactive nature of development became more accepted by the
field of child development, the notion that the needs of the
family unit interacts with a wide range of factors such as:
parental well-being; family integrity:; parent-child
relationships; and child behavior and development has received
greater acceptance.

Thus, an argument for parent involvement practices which
are responsive to the needs of the family can be made if it
is recognized that the needs of the child, parents, other
family members, and significant others, reside in the social
unit or system (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Dunst, 1986; Minuchin,
1985; Sawyers & Moran, 1985). Dunst (1986), expanding on the
ecological perspective advanced by Bronfenbrenner and others,
has stated that "a fundamental tenet of social systems theory
is that ecological units do not operate in isolation, but
interact both within and between levels so that changes in one
unit or subunit reverberate and impact upon other units" (p.
114). By attending to the structures, hierarchy, and life-
cycle differences within the family, the professional can
successfully address a family's needs and support them in ways
which are mutually beneficial to the child and his or her
family (Bronicki & Turnbull, 1987).

Dunst, Trivette, and Deal (1988) have provided a set of
principles for practicing family-center intervention and have

documented successful experiences using this approach for



meeting child-level goals within the context of family needs.
This Family-Center Model of Assessment and Intervention
developed at the Family Infant Preschool Program (FIPP) at
Western Carolina Center 1in Morganton, North Carolina,
exemplifies the concept that all families are capable of
growth and learning to improve decisions for their own behalf.
Using this family-centered model the role of the professional
becomes one of enabling and supporting the family unit through
effective help-giving strategies. The model, which is derived
in part from social network theory (Cohen & Syme, 1985),
subscribes to mobilizing the family's informal support system
to meet their needs. Principles set forth in the hélp—giving
literature (DePaulo, Nadler & Fisher, 1983) are used to guide
the professional in attending to family concerns which becane
the basis of needs the family identifies as being important.
For example, since the family sets the agenda the professional
engaging in effective help-giving behavior must be willing to
accept that the family has the right to accept or reject help
that is offered by a service provider.

Other researchers and program developers who are
incorporating the constructs of a family-centered approach
into practice have also reported success in their efforts
(Bailey, Simeonsson, Winton, Huntington, Comfort, 1Isbell,
O'Donell, & Helm, 1986; Kjerland & Kovach, 1986; Turnbull &

Turnbull, 1986). Experimentation with these approaches shows



promise for bringing about active parent involvement within
programs serving the preschool handicapped child. These
research and development efforts are providing much needed
insight into the many variables affecting the extent to which
the family becomes involved in the child's early intervention
program.

A series of investigations by Dr. Carl Dunst and his
colleagues at the Family Infant and Preschool Program provided
evidence that 1levels of parent involvement in early
intervention programs are 1linked to family-level needs.
Research findings reported by this team of researchers also
indicated a family's perception that resources are inadequate
to meet their needs is significantly related to increased
stress and 1lack of parental time, energy, and personal
commitment to carrying out child-level interventions (Dunst
& Leet, 1987).

Conversely, the findings showed that the amount of
support available to families of young children can positively
influence a host of family- and <child-level outcomes
(Trivette, Deal, & Dunst, 1986). Realistically any number of
demands on the family system can influence the behavior of
family members at a given time and the interactions between
the professional and the parent. Dunst and Trivette (1988)
have substantiated claims that involving the family in child

level interventions can add additional stress to the family

10



when the activity did not meet family needs or was not offered
in such a way that promoted the family's feeling of
competence.

These parent involvement models responsive to family
needs have been developed in several experimental programs and
are demonstrating positive results. However, at a point when
the public schools are assuming major responsibility for
implementing special education services for preschool
children, little is known about the process for involving
parents. For example, it is not known what teachers believe
about their role, what their attitudes and expectations of
parents are, or their communication skills and interactions
with parents. These factors may explain how successful they
can be with parents from differing socioeconomic groups.

Schools nationwide implementing services by 1991 under
the provisions of PL 99-457. As previously indicated, in
addition to extending the provision for a free and appropriate
public education (FAPE) guaranteed under PL 94-142 to the 3-
5 year old, the 1986 Amendments require additional efforts on
behalf of parents designed to result in their active
participation (U.S. House of Representatives, 1986). With the
report accompanying the 1legislation emphasizing parent
education as a related service in preschool programs the
concept of involvement will need to be expanded. As defined

in the PL 94-142 regulations, a related service is employed
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when it is needed for the child to utilize special education
services. Thus the drafters of this landmark legislation
judiciously considered the influence the family exerts on the
young child and made provision for incorporating parent
involvement activities into the preschool handicapped child's
IEP as one of the related services.

Educating students has always been the primary mission
of schools and parents have supported these efforts. For the
most part, they have been expected to carry out professionally
developed or prescribed activities such as homework, drill and
practice, or therapy exercises. The stream of commissions and
reports focusing on improved student achievement have renewed
the emphasis in securing parent involvement in the educational
process in general. For example, the October, 1989, issue of

Educational Leadership was focused on the need to develop and

strengthen parent-professional "partnerships." While parent
involvement would seem to have come of age, the 1long
established history of professionally directive interactions
with parents makes it unlikely that schools will embrace
family-center interventions without a major philosophical
shift in the relationship between parents and schools.
Likewise, attempts to measure the effectiveness of
involvement efforts with families are inconsistent and
incomplete. In many instances, the evaluation of parent

involvement has been 1limited to counting the number
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participating in activity-oriented group meetings or parent
conferences. This narrow definition of parent involvement
causes one to ask, what should the parent involvement process
consist of and what standards do teachers have for evaluating
effectiveness. Bricker (1986) observed that while objective
data are lacking, it is likely that parents who are actively
involved represent a biased sample of better educated, middle
income families.

our lack of knowledge regarding how the parents view
their involvement within publicly operated preschool programs
is equally troubling. 1In one of the few studies conducted in
this area, Winton and Turnbull (1981) reported the results of
their efforts to investigate aspects of the parents'
perspective about their involvement. These researchers
interviewed parents of young handicapped children who were
participating in a private day care program selected by the
parents. The results showed that professionals operated on
the assumption that they were acting in the best interest of
the child by encouraging parents to be actively involved--
that is taking part in program activities such as parent
meetings and parent-teacher conferences. However, these
inducement were not necessarily seen as helpful by the
parents. The researchers found wide variability in parent
attitudes about involvement. Contrary to the popular

assumption that more is better, the parents in this study
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expressed a need to exercise the option of minimal
involvement. The majority of parents in the sample wanted
informal contacts with teachers. For example, they preferred
the natural interactions associated with drop-off and pick-
up time over more formal activities such as conferences and
teaching sessions.

Turnbull and Turnbull (1982) have systematically examined
the assumptions underlying parent participation in the
educational process and found that professional understandings
regarding active parent participation are not based on sound
research data. These researchers concluded that parent
involvement practices have been founded on assumptions
formulated by advocates, policy makers and legislators.
Likewise, the teacher's ability to work with minority groups
and their respective value systems has been questioned
(Winetsky, 1978). Kjerland and Kovach (1986) have observed
that the teacher's attitudes and priorities affect their
involvement practices with parents. In the absence of a
parent involvement model that is responsive to families'
needs, it was speculated that teachers are more 1likely to
impose their standards for involvement on families with whom
they work. Additionally, they are parentalistic and act in
ways which they feel are in the child's best interest. Also,
teacher interactions with the family impact them in subtle and

not so subtle ways depending on what assumptions they make
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about the family (Dunst & Trivette, 1988). In fact, lower
socioeconomic families may require greater support from
professionals because they lack financial resources and self-
confidence in their abilities (Dunst & Leet, 1987). The
professional's skill in supporting the economically and
culturally different family, in keeping with its values and
in ways that promote competence, is seen as an important

variable in the family's ability to be involved.

Assumptions of the Study

Because the family is regarded as the single greatest
influence on the development of the young child (Maccoby &
Martin, 1983; Parke, 1984; Silber, 1989), parent involvement
practices which respond to family identified needs can be
justified as an important dimension of intervention practice.
A family systems approach to intervention represents a sound
theoretical base upon which parental involvement programs can
be planned as early childhood special education teachers
provide services to young children and their families
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1986). It is assumed that 1low
involvement is more likely when activities do not meet the
parents' perceived needs (Dunst & Leet, 1987). Given the long
tradition of child-focused programming in the public schools,

a family-centered orientation with families will require a
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redefinition of the beliefs and attitudes of public school

personnel toward families (Schaefer, 1983).

Statement of the Problem

During a period of rapid expansion of programs for the
preschool handicapped in the public schools, a better
understanding of the parent involvement process is needed.
Some first person reports (Featherstone, 1980; Turnbull &
Turnbull, 1985) and a limited number of research studies
(Dunst & Trivette, 1988; Dunst, Leet & Trivette, 1988; Winton
& Turnbull, 1981) have explored parent involvement issues from
the perspective of the family. Reports of wide variations in
the levels of parent involvement warrant further exploration
of teacher and parent perspectives about parent involvement.
An interpretation of current parent involvement practices and
the involvement process was needed to interpret the variations
which teachers report in parent involvement. For example,
understanding more about teacher and parent expectations and
beliefs about the involvement process were needed. Also,
since some families do not participate, there is concern that
the activities have been professionally prescribed.

Interpretations of parent involvement practices which
account for the family perspective are needed to ensure that
necessary awareness and commitment is available to school

administrators and program leaders to implement models which
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are sensitive to family-level needs. It is reported that many
professionals operate on the assumption that parents aren't
involved "because they don't care" (Fuqua, Hegland & Karas,
1985) provided evidence to suggest that when professionals
play a supportive role with parents and use effective help-
giving behaviors they are 1likely to have success with
involving parents (Dunst & Trivette, 1988). Currently, it is
not known to what extent public school programs are practicing
effective help-giving strategies.

Therefore, greater insight into the nature of the parent
involvement process within public school programs and the
extent to which it incorporates the parent's perspective is
needed to ensure effective parent involvement practices within
public programs. Additional insights into teacher and parent
perceptions about their roles, beliefs, and expectations are
needed to explain why outcomes of efforts to involve parents
vary widely. Examination of parent and teacher variables can
lead to a better understanding of how these variables interact
in the involvement process. These understandings are needed
by policy makers and program leaders to design, implement, and
evaluate more effective parent involvement practices.
Finally, more knowledge about parent and teacher perceptions
of involvement 1is needed to develop better training

procedures. The problem of this study was to examine teacher
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and parent perspectives about parent involvement in a public

preschool handicapped program.

Purpose of the Research

The purpose of this study was to determine teacher and
parent perceptions of parent involvement practices to better
understand the involvement process. Teacher perspectives
about involvement activities and their roles with parents were
expected to define the meanings they gave to parent
involvement practices. As teachers applied the same
expectations or standard to all families, a mismatch resulted
between the expectation and what some parents demonstrated.
This mismatch influenced teachers' attitudes and interactions
with the parents.

The parents were seen as interpreting their interactions
with the program according to how they viewed their role in
the child's development. It is believed that a family's
history with social agencies and their conceptualization of
the child's development exerted considerable influence on this
perspective about their role. When the parents perceived
their role as being to enhance the child's development, their
behavior more often matched the teachers' expectations. The
teachers interpreted the behavior of these parents as
indicative of them sharing in the responsibility for the

child's program. When the teacher and parent views were
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