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Abstract

Most studies examining influences on parent involvement focus on common
demographic factors, such as social class or gender, and on elementary grades.
In the present study, we investigated a more malleable influence, perceptions of
ability, in the context of middle school. We examined how perceptions held by
parents, teachers, and students concerning students’ academic abilities affected
parents’ involvement and teachers’ facilitation of school programs for involve-
ment. We considered differences between parents who spoke Spanish or English
in our sample drawn from two low-income, urban middle schools with a large
Latino population. We also examined how involvement and programs are re-
lated to discrepancies in perceptions of children’s academic abilities between
parents, teachers, and students. In general, as discrepancies increased between
parents and teachers or between parents and students, parents tended to be less
involved and teachers tended to facilitate fewer programs for parent involve-
ment. Furthermore, significant differences in involvement were found between
Spanish- and English-speaking parents related to parent—teacher discrepancies
in perceptions of students” general scholastic abilities and to parent—student
discrepancies in students’ math abilities. This study indicates that perceptions
of student ability held by teachers, parents, and students have an influence on
parents’ and teachers’ actions regarding family and school partnerships. It also
underscores the importance of clarifying how beliefs are indirectly communi-
cated in order to improve our efforts to promote collaboration.
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Introduction
Overview

Educational practitioners and policymakers continually seek ways to increase
and maintain parent participation and interest in their children’s academics,
stemming from decades of research supporting the benefits of such involve-
ment. Benefits range from enhancing students’ academic success (Fan & Chen,
2001; Jeynes, 2003; Juang & Silbereisen, 2002; Kenny, Gallagher, Alvarez,
& Silsby, 2002) to creating more positive academic self-beliefs and behav-
iors (Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 2005; Juang & Silbereisen, 2002; Sanders,
1996). In order to successfully promote parent involvement, we need a better
understanding of factors that facilitate or impede cooperation and collabora-
tion by parents and teachers.

To date, much of the literature has focused on common demographic fac-
tors, such as social class, ethnicity, and gender (see Jeynes, 2003 meta-analysis)
and on elementary grade levels (Boethel, 2003). In the present study, we in-
vestigated a more malleable influence, perceptions of ability, in the context of
middle school. We examined how perceptions held by parents, teachers, and
students concerning students’ academic abilities affected parents’ involvement
and teachers’ facilitation of school programs for involvement. We considered
differences between Spanish- and English-speaking parents in our sample
drawn from two low-income, urban middle schools with a large Latino popu-
lation.

Going beyond the question of how perceptions affect parent involvement
and school programs, we also examined how involvement and programs are
related to discrepancies in perceptions of children’s academic abilities between
parents, teachers, and students. Exploring these differences is particularly in-
triguing given previous research revealing parents’ tendency to overestimate
their children’s academic and developmental abilities (Pharis & Manosevitz,
1980 as cited in Miller, 1988), which often conflict with teachers’ more accu-
rate accounts (Miller & Davis, 1992). For example, Ames and Archer (1987)
found mothers’ judgments to be less accurate, especially if they did not hold
performance-based goal orientations for their children, while Miller and Davis
(1992) noted that though parents and teachers overestimated students’ abili-
ties, it was more pronounced among parents.
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While these studies clearly illustrate the discrepancies between parents’ and
teachers’ perceptions of students’ abilities, they provide little insight into any
actual effects of the perceptions, accurate or otherwise, on children’s academic
progress. In a more recent study, Msengi (2007) suggested that a lack of shared
understanding among parents, children, and teachers regarding perceptions of
students’ reading abilities and activities was related to students’ actual reading
levels. When the families and teachers were in agreement, students’ reading
levels were at or above the class average. Our present research examined agree-
ment among parents, children, and teachers regarding students” abilities, with
a focus on its relationship to parents’ participation in their children’s education
and to teachers’ facilitation of programs for parents’ participation. We expected
that larger parent—teacher and parent—student discrepancies in beliefs would be
related to greater social distance between the groups as measured by parents’
reports of their involvement and teachers’ facilitation of school programs.

Theoretical support for our research comes from Epstein’s theory of over-
lapping spheres of influence (Epstein, 2001). Accordingly, parent involvement
is a function of interinstitutional interactions between the family, school, and
community and the philosophies, experiences, and practices embedded within
each. The influences of these three spheres overlap and are integral to the de-
velopment of the child. Time, the fourth factor, reflects an individual’s age and
grade level, as well as the historical time during which development occurs. At
varying times, the forces will either become closer with more overlap or pull
further apart resulting in less overlap.

The overlapping spheres are commonly drawn apart by individuals’ famil-
ial practices and developmental characteristics, as well as historical and policy
contexts, all of which create fewer opportunities and incentives for shared ac-
tivities (Epstein, 1996). Consequently, rather than reinforcing shared goals,
families and schools tend to be disconnected in their teaching (Epstein, 1990).
Children often get lost in the discontinuity between the values and norms pro-
moted at school and those which are supported by their families (Coleman,
1988). In contrast, greater family—school overlap in goals and practices creates
more collaboration and partnerships by closing the social and psychological
distance between family and school members (Epstein, 1996). Students are
then more likely to receive common messages through common patterns of
communication, reinforcing social norms associated with educational success
and promoting academic success itself (Msengi, 2007). The congruity in val-
ues and sanctions on behavior increases the amount of information that can be
shared among the social networks linking schools, families, and communities

(Coleman, 1988; Epstein, 1996).
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Epstein posits that the interinstitutional interactions reflect six modes of
parent involvement: parenting (developmental support), school-home com-
munication, school-based volunteerism, home-based activities, participation
in school governance, and the use of community resources. Parents are not
expected to initiate all forms of involvement nor to participate in them in iso-
lation. Partnerships require that schools, families, and communities work in
conjunction with one another to ensure children’s academic success (Epstein,
2001).

Parent Involvement in Middle School

The research on parent involvement and teacher communication in middle
school is limited but generally suggests that both activities decline significantly
from elementary school, creating greater social distance between families and
schools. There is a greater likelihood for elementary school teachers to have
strong communication practices in place and to demonstrate more effective in-
clusion of parents at school and at home with homework (Dauber & Epstein,
1993). On the other hand, middle school teachers use fewer specific commu-
nication practices and communicate less often and with fewer families (Epstein
& Dauber, 1991, Vaden-Kiernan & McManus, 2005). They also provide more
limited information regarding student expectations and how parents can help
with homework (Van Voorhis, 2003), leading to a deficit of parent involve-
ment (Epstein, 2001).

[t appears that parents’ perceptions of this lessening communication impacts
their decisions to become involved, as noted in the framework of involvement
by Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (1995, 1997). In an example of this, Bal-
li, Demo, and Wedman (1998) found that teachers could influence parents
of middle-schoolers to become involved with homework by directly inviting
them or by influencing students to invite parents. Their findings relating to
math homework and middle school students indicated that families receiving
prompts to be involved directly from the teacher or from the students were
significantly more involved in math homework activities than those families re-
ceiving no prompts. Van Voorhis (2003) similarly reported significantly higher
amounts of parent involvement from parents who received direct requests to
interact with their children on their homework.

These studies reinforce the necessity for continuous and open communica-
tion on behalf of the schools to facilitate parent involvement. Fargnoli’s (2004)
study reinforces this as it also showed that parents recognized the need to be
involved with their adolescent children and to support learning at home. They
also wanted to maintain communication with their children’s teachers and were
willing to use alternative methods than those used at the elementary level.
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Although research demonstrates that middle school teachers generally pro-
vide fewer invitations, we cannot draw a parallel with their actual beliefs about
parent involvement. Pelco and Ries (1999) reported that elementary, middle,
and secondary school teachers (99%) “agreed or strongly agreed that parent in-
volvement is important for a good school and that parent involvement can help
teachers be more effective with more students” (p. 269). However, elementary
school teachers reported significantly higher levels of actual personal support
for parent involvement than did middle school teachers. Despite the high ex-
pectations for parents to be supportive, the majority of teachers felt that parents
provided only minimal to some support for family—school collaborative efforts,
and that parents’ roles in school decision-making needed to increase. The ma-
jority of the middle school teachers (60.5%) believed that parents did not want
to be involved in their children’s education more than they were currently.

To explain their results, Pelco and Ries (1999) used Hoover-Dempsey and
Sandler’s (1995) framework of why parents become involved in their children’s
education to propose a comparable model of why teachers involve parents. The
framework includes the need for teachers to “perceive opportunities, invita-
tions, or demands from their students, their students’ families, their schools’
administration, and/or the community for such initiatives” (p. 273). As Ep-
stein’s theory asserts, communication must stem from both the family and
the school. It is important for both parents and teachers to receive invitations
for collaboration (Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1995, 1997; Pelco & Ries,
1999).

Parent Involvement and Ethnicity

When middle school teachers communicate less with parents, they also
receive less information from parents. This can create misunderstandings
about the ways by which parents can and do participate with their children.
Consequently, parents’ reports of actual family involvement are commonly in-
consistent with school reports of family involvement. These inconsistencies are
greater for schools with larger minority populations (Boethel, 2003).

Research shows that the vast majority of parents from all ethnic groups
support their children’s learning at home in a variety of ways, reflecting dif-
fering cultural patterns (Catsambis & Garland, 1997; Desimone, 1999;
Onikama, Hammond, & Koki, 1998; Pena, 2000; Ramirez, 2003). While
there are important differences in parenting styles among ethnic groups, the
basic mechanism of support and scale of impact with regards to parental in-
fluences is constant across all ethnic groups (Desforges & Abouchaar, 2003).
Despite prevalently cited research (Coleman, 1987; Delgado-Gaitan, 1991),
minority families are repeatedly found to be highly interested in their children’s
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education and to hold high expectations for their academic success (Boethel,
2003; Mapp, 2002).

As Azmitia and Cooper (2002) explained, it is more common for White,
higher-income parents to participate in activities held at school. Minority par-
ents, who are less visible at school, are often perceived as not valuing or being
interested in education. Consequently, their involvement is often underestimat-
ed by teachers who focus on direct school participation, such as volunteering.
For instance, Azmitia and Cooper reported that teachers rated White parents as
being significantly more involved than Latino parents even though both were
equally involved at home. These results parallel other research showing that
parents who are ethnic minorities are no less participatory than their White
counterparts (Ho & Willms, 1996), and misconceptions related to this may be
due to White parents’ tendency to be more active in the school building (Grif-
fith, 1998).

Data from the Parent and Family Involvement in Education Survey of the
2003 National Household Education Surveys Program (weighted sample size
51,394,188) indicated that, in fact, there are differences in school com-
munication practices and opportunities for parent involvement between
English-speaking and Spanish-speaking households. A greater percentage of
students in English-speaking households than in Spanish-speaking households
had parents who reported receiving personal notes or emails about the student
(50% versus 40%) and newsletters, memos, or notices addressed to all parents
(92% versus 82%). They also reported more opportunities to volunteer (88%
versus 58%) and to attend general meetings (97% versus 89%) and school
events (78% versus 65%). Differences were still apparent after taking pover-
ty status into account (Enyeart, Diehl, Hampden-Thompson, & Scotchmer,
20006).

Research Purpose and Hypotheses

The purpose of our research was to examine how parents’, teachers’, and
students’ perceptions of the students’ abilities affect parents’ reports of their
involvement and of school programs to facilitate their involvement. This went
beyond the commonly measured demographic characteristics, although we
also examined our results by language groups. Extending our investigation fur-
ther, we explored how parent involvement and school programs were related to
discrepancies in perceptions of abilities. We based our research on the theoreti-
cal framework of overlapping spheres developed by Epstein (2001). Using this
theory, we suggested that discrepancies in perceptions of students’ abilities may
result in less overlap between the family and school and thus less involvement
and fewer school programs for parents.
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Our first set of hypotheses was derived from research that suggests that
English- and Spanish-speaking parents are involved in distinctive ways (Cat-
sambis & Garland, 1997) and that schools interact differently with parents
of diverse cultures (Enyeart et al., 2006). Furthermore, we considered the re-
search suggesting that as students increase in grade level, parent involvement
declines (Epstein & Dauber, 1991; Vaden-Kiernan & McManus, 2005; Van
Voorhis, 2003). Therefore, we hypothesized that differences would exist be-
tween English- and Spanish-speaking parents’ reports of their involvement and
that parent involvement may vary as a function of their children’s grade level. In
a parallel manner, we hypothesized that differences would exist between Eng-
lish- and Spanish-speaking parents’ reports of school programs for involvement
and that school programs may vary as a function of children’s grade level.

Our second set of hypotheses was based on research suggesting that parents’
and teachers’ estimations of students” abilities are often conflicting (Miller &
Davis, 1992), which result in less collaboration (Epstein, 1996). We hypoth-
esized that greater parent—teacher differences and parent—student differences
would predict less involvement by parents and fewer school programs facili-
tated by teachers.

Our final set of hypotheses built upon the first two. We hypothesized that
discrepancies in perceptions of students’ abilities by parents, teachers, and stu-
dents would be correlated with more specific types of involvement practices:
volunteerism, parenting, and learning at home on the part of the parents, and
communication, invitations to volunteer, and facilitation of learning at home
on part of the teachers. More specifically, we hypothesized that these correla-
tions would vary for English- and Spanish-speaking parents.

Methodology
Participants

We recruited participants from sixth, seventh, and eighth grade regular edu-
cation classes in two K-8 public schools in a large, urban area in the Southwest.
Both are designated as Title I schools and serve ethnically diverse student pop-
ulations. We invited 437 parents/guardians and their children to participate.
We received an overall return rate of 41%. Thirty-nine percent of those were
completed in Spanish. Frequency distributions are represented in Table 1. Ad-
ditionally, 12 teachers, 6 self-contained sixth grade teachers as well as 3 math
and 3 English/language arts (ELA) teachers at the seventh and eighth grade
levels, were asked and agreed to participate.
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Measures

School and Family Partnerships: Survey of Parents in Elementary and
Middle Grades

We administered the School and Family Partnerships Survey (SEPS), cre-
ated by the Center on School, Family, and Community Partnerships at John’s
Hopkins University (Epstein & Salinas, 1993), to obtain parents’ reports of
their involvment and of school programs to facilitate their involvement, such
as communication and invitations from teachers. The survey included ten
broad questions, each with multiple items. We utilized only two questions for
a total of 32 Likert-style items. The content areas addressed by the two ques-
tions were (1) parent involvement, and (2) parents’ reports of school programs.
Parent involvement questions offered a four-level Likert response set ranging
from disagree strongly to agree strongly. Parents’ reports of school program
items offered a three-level Likert response set including “does not do,” “could
do better,” and “does well.”

Reliability estimates of the factors were calculated by the questionnaire de-
velopers using the Cronbach alpha formula, which was appropriate given the
Likert-style items. Parent involvement reflected four distinct factors: collective
parent involvement (a0 = .77), parenting activities (& = .44), volunteering ac-
tivities (o = .49), activities for learning at home (a0 = .73); as did facilitation of
school programs: collective school programs (a = .83), school programs for vol-
unteering (o = .56), school programs for communication (a = .66), and school
programs for learning at home (a0 = .71).

Following the predefined subscales provided by the developers of the SEPS,
we measured collective parent involvement (a = .83), parenting activities (ol =
.42), volunteering activities (o = .68), activities for learning at home (o = .79),
collective school programs (o = .86), school programs for volunteering (o =
.62), school programs for communication (a = .68), and school programs for
learning at home (o0 = .76) for the sample utilized in this study.

Perceived Competence Scale for Children (PCSC)
We administered the Perceived Competence Scale for Children (PCSC)

to measure students’ general scholastic abilities. Harter (1982) designed the
PCSC to measure children’s ability to make distinct evaluations concerning
their ability in a particular domain: cognitive competence, social acceptance,
physical competence, and general self-worth. We utilized only the six-item sub-
scale measuring school-related cognitive competence. Each item in the scale
contained two conflicting statements. Each student had to determine which
statement is more indicative of himself/herself. For example, item number
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one includes two statements: “Some kids feel that they are very good at their
schoolwork” and “Other kids worry about whether they can do the schoolwork
assigned to them.” After a decision has been made, the participant then marked
if that statement is “really true” or “sort of true” for himself/herself, highlight-
ing distinct evaluations concerning ability (Harter, 1982).

In order to measure parents’ and teachers’ perceptions of students’ general
scholastic abilities, we used a teacher-rating version of the cognitive competence
subscale. Harter constructed this parallel teacher-rating scale as a secondary
goal to examine the relationship between pupils’ perceived competence and the
perceptions of their teachers. Items were reworded to obtain the teachers’ best
judgment of their students’ competence. We employed the cognitive compe-
tence subscale from this version of the PCSC in the present study to measure
parents’ and teachers’ perceptions of students’ general scholastic abilities. The
results of this measure were averaged into a parental perceptions variable (o =
.82) and a teacher perceptions variable (o = .95). The discrepancy factor for
general scholastic abilities was derived by calculating the absolute difference
scores between parents and teachers and between parents and students. The
measures of general scholastic abilities by the math and ELA teachers were first
averaged together for one teacher factor before examining the discrepancy be-
tween parents and teachers.

Letter Grades

We measured parents’ perceptions of their children’s abilities in math and
ELA by asking parents to state the grade they believe their children should
have earned in math and ELA given their ability. Teachers reported the stu-
dents’” actual grades earned on their most recent report card. Grades reported
were converted into numerical scores based on a 4.33 scale, equivalent to an
A+. Difference scores (absolute) were calculated between parents’ perceptions
and teachers’ actual reports to derive the discrepancy factor. The same was done
for parents and students. The teacher reports of math and ELA grades were left
separate.

Procedures

Upon IRB approval, we collected data at the end of the first grading pe-
riod in the academic year. At School A, questionnaires were hand delivered to
parents who attended parent—teacher conferences. The remaining parents at
School A and all of the parents at School B were provided the questionnaires in
an envelope taken home by their children. Students and their teachers decided
whether they would take home a Spanish or English version of the question-
naire. The accompanying consent form relayed the focus of the study, stressed
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the voluntary nature of participation, and requested permission for parents’
children to participate in the study. Participating parents were asked to return
the questionnaire to the school in the provided envelope, sealed, along with the
signed consent form. Questionnaires and consent letters were sent home on 2
separate occasions.

Participating students were asked by the principal to gather in the school
cafeteria. We read a verbal script explaining the study and the participants’ role.
Students were then asked to sign an assent form. Completed questionnaires
were then collected. Teachers were asked to complete their surveys within the
following weeks. Consequently, for each parent who returned both an involve-
ment and perceived competence measure there was a correlating measure of
perceived competence from each student’s math teacher, ELA teacher, and
from the student himself/herself. Although all participants were asked to in-
clude their names so that the researchers were able to match parent, teacher,
and student surveys, a coding page was utilized for all surveys so that names
could be removed after the data were collected to ensure confidentiality.

Statistical Analyses

To determine if levels of collective parent involvement and parents’ reports
of collective school programs differed across parents’ language and grade level,
we conducted multiple one-way analyses of variance (ANOVA). Secondly, we
conducted linear regression analyses to examine the predictive ability of de-
screpancies in perceptions of abilities on collective parent involvement and
parents’ reports of collective school programs. We further specified the analyses
of discrepancies by examining their correlational relationships with more par-
ticular forms of parent involvement and school programs. We examined these
separately for English- and Spanish-speaking parents. Fisher z transformations
were used to make direct comparisons between the two groups where differ-
ences appeared.

Results

We conducted two one-way between groups ANOVA to determine if levels
of collective parent involvement varied across students’ grade level and across
parents’ language. See Table 1 for means and standard deviations. With respect
to grade level, differences in amounts of parents’ participation in collective
forms of involvement significantly varied (see Table 2). Follow-up post hoc
tests conducted using the Bonferroni method to control for Type 1 error in-
dicated that the significant differences occurred between parents of sixth and
eighth graders with the former being more involved. Parents of seventh graders
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were no more or less likely to be participatory than parents’ of sixth and eighth
graders. With respect to parents’ language, Spanish-speaking parents were sig-

nificantly more involved than English-speaking parents (see Table 2).

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for Collective Parent Involvement and

School Programs by Parents’ Language and Students’ Grade Level

Collective Parent Collective School
Involvement Programs
Parents’ Students’
Language Grade Level N M- SD N M Sp
English 6 28 3.00 .40 29 2.54 .40
7 45 2.90 45 44 2.51 42
8 36 2.75 .53 36 2.32 S1
Total 109 2.88 47 109 2.45 45
Spanish 6 26 311 41 26 269 .29
7 33 296 .44 34 249 43
8 11 3.06 42 10 2.63 41
Total 70 3.03 42 70 2.59 .39
Total 6 54  3.06 .40 55 2.61 .36
7 78 2.93 44 78 2.50 42
8 47 2.82 52 46 2.39 .50
Total 179 294 46 179 251 43

Table 2. ANOVA Results for Collective Parent Involvement and
School Programs by Students’ Grade Level and Parents’ Language

Dependent
Variable Factor SS df MS F
Collective parent involvement
Grade level 137 ) 68 3.36*
Between
Within 36.01 177 .20
Collective school programs
Parents’ language 132 1 132 65
Between
Within 37.08 183 .20

*p<.05
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We then conducted bivariate linear regressions to examine the ability of
discrepancies to predict collective parent involvement and collective school
programs for involvement. We used absolute differences, meaning the analyses
did not distinguish between whether the parents or the teachers reported high-
er ratings of children’s ability. Instead, it explored the effect of the magnitude
of the discrepancy and its relation with parent involvement and school pro-
grams for involvement. For each dependent variable, there were a total of six
regressions performed, each including one of the following factors: discrepancy
in math ability between parents and math teacher, discrepancy in ELA ability
between parents and ELA teacher, discrepancy in general scholastic ability be-
tween parents and teachers, discrepancy in math ability between parents and
students, discrepancy in ELA between parents and students, and discrepancy
in general scholastic ability between parents and students.

The results of the bivariate regression analyses for the variables predict-
ing collective parent involvement revealed only one significant relationship:
parent—student discrepancy in perceptions of students’ general scholastic abil-
ity predicted collective parent involvement activities; as the parent—student
discrepancy increased, the amount of parent involvement generally increased.
Although none of the discrepancy variables regarding ELA or math ability were
significant predictors, they were negatively related to the measure of collective
parent involvement.

Regression results predicting parents’ reports of collective school programs
revealed two significant relationships. Parent—teacher discrepancies in ELA abil-
ity and in math ability predicted parents’ negative reports of collective school
programs for facilitating their involvement. Although the other measures of
discrepancy were not statistically significant, they were negatively related to
parents’ collective involvement and reports of collective school programs. This
suggests that, in general, as parent—teacher or parent-student discrepancies
increased, parents tended to be less involved and the school offered fewer op-
portunities for involvement. Table 3 summarizes the results of the regression
analyses.

Our following analyses examined the correlational relationships of the dis-
crepancy variables with more specific types of involvement activities and school
programs. We also examined these separately by language. To make direct com-
parisons of statistical significance in the correlations between English- and
Spanish-speaking parents, Fisher’s 7 to z-transformations were conducted.
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Table 3. Summary of Bivariate Regression Analysis

PARENT-TEACHER-STUDENT DISCREPANCIES

Dependent Variable Factor B (SEB| B t |R
Collective parent  |Parent—teacher discrepancy in
involvement perceptions of students’...
Model 1
Intercept 3.01] .05 58.98
Math ability -.08] .04| -.15| -1.82].02
Model 2
Intercept 2.98] .06 51.44
ELA ability -.02| .04] -.04] -.45/.00
Model 3
Intercept 291 .06 47.12
General scholastic ability .08 .08] .09 .99/.01
Parent—student discrepancy in
erceptions of students’...
Model 4
Intercept 2.96] .05 64.31
Math ability -.02| .05 -.04] -.46/.00
Model 5
Intercept 2.97] .05 56.90
ELA ability -.04| .05] -.07| -.84].01
Model 6
Intercept 2.85 .06 45.26
General scholastic ability .17 .08 .18] 2.02*.03
Collective school  [Parent—teacher discrepancy in
rograms erceptions of students’...
Model 7
Intercept 2.59] .05 56.57
Math ability -.09] .04 -.20/-2.42*.04
Model 8
Intercept 2.55 .05 47.60
ELA ability ~.05] .04 -.10] -1.07].01
Model 9
Intercept 2.50] .06 45.56
General scholastic ability .03] .07| .04] .45/.00
Parent—student discrepancy in
perceptions of students’. ..
Model 10
Intercept 2.56| .04 62.02
Math ability ~07] .04 -.14] -1.70[.02
Model 11
Intercept 2.59 .05 57.13
ELA ability -.10] .04] -.20[-2.44* .04
Model 12
Intercept 2.53] .06 44.93
General scholastic ability .02| .07] .02 .21].00

*p<.05

127



THE SCHOOL COMMUNITY JOURNAL

Parent—Teacher Discrepancy

General Scholastic Ability

The first set of analyses focused on parent—teacher discrepancies with respect
to students’ general scholastic ability. For both English- and Spanish-speak-
ing parents, a significant correlation was found between the discrepancy and
parents’ reports of school programs for volunteering. This correlation was nega-
tive for English-speaking parents, and positive for Spanish-speaking parents.
A discrepancy between teachers’ and Spanish-speaking parents’ perceptions
of general scholastic abilities also correlated positively with school programs
related to learning at home. This correlation was not significant for the Eng-
lish-speaking parents. The difference in the correlations for the two groups on
this variable was significant (Fisher’s z = -2.12, p = .04).

English/Language Arts (ELA)

In the content area of ELA, there were no significant correlations between
the discrepancy factors and types of parent involvement and also none with
school programs for involvement. This was true for both the English- and
Spanish-speaking parents. This suggests that differences in parents’ perceptions
of their children’s abilities in ELA and the children’s actual reported grades did
not increase or decrease parents’ types of involvement, nor their reports of the
schools’ programs to facilitate their involvement.

Math

As for math, results indicated that for English-speaking parents, the dis-
crepancy with teachers was significantly negatively correlated with parents’
involvement in volunteering activities as well as parents’ reports of schools’ fa-
cilitation of communication and volunteering activities. Although these same
correlations did not achieve statistical significance for the Spanish-speaking
parents, Fisher’s z-transformations did not reveal any significant difference be-
tween the two groups of parents (Fishers z = -.24; z = -1.68; z = -.42) for
parental volunteering, schools” programs for communication, and schools’ pro-
grams for volunteering, respectively, all p > .05.

Parent-Student Discrepancy
General Scholastic Ability

Parent-student discrepancy in perceptions of students general scholastic
abilities was significantly positively related to parent volunteering activities for
the Spanish-speaking parents. Although this was not a significant correlation
for the English-speaking parents, the magnitude of the correlations for both
groups were not significantly different from each other (Fisher’s z = -1.91, p >
.05).
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English/Language Arts (ELA)

Parent involvement in parenting activities was significantly negatively cor-
related, for English-speaking parents only, with parent—student discrepancy in
perceptions of students’ ELA abilities. There was not a significant correlation
for Spanish-speaking parents; however, the correlations for the two groups were
not significantly different from each other (Fisher’s z = .75, p > .05).

Math

In the content area of math, there were four significant negative correlations
for the Spanish-speaking parents. These were for parents’ volunteering activi-
ties and parents’ reports of school programs for communication, volunteering,
and learning at home. There were no significant correlations for the English-
speaking parents; however, Fisher’s z scores indicated that there were only
significant differences between the correlations of the English- and Spanish-
speaking parents in cases of parents’ involvement in learning at home activities
(Fisher’s z = 2.22, p = .03) and reports of school programs for learning at home
activities (Fisher’s z = 2.22, p = .03). No significant differences existed between
the groups for parents’ reports of school programs for communication and vol-
unteering, Fisher’s z = 1.62 and z = 1.44, respectively, both p > .05.

Summary of Correlation Results by Language

For participating parents who responded to the English questionnaire, five
significant correlations appeared. The first four involved parent—teacher dis-
crepancies. As the discrepancy in perceptions of students’ general scholastic
abilities increased, parents reported fewer school programs to facilitate their
volunteering. Similarly, as the discrepancy increased in parents’ perceptions of
the students’ abilities in math and the teachers’ reports of actual grades, parents
reported less participation in volunteering activities, fewer school programs
to facilitate their volunteering, and fewer school programs to facilitate com-
munication with the school. The final correlation involved the parent—student
discrepancy in perceptions of the students abilities in ELA. As the discrepancy
increased, parents reported less participation in parenting activities.

There were seven significant correlations for the parents who completed the
Spanish questionnaire. Only two of those correlations involved a discrepancy
between the parents and the teachers. As the differences in their perceptions of
the students’ general scholastic abilities increased, parents reported more school
programs to facilitate their volunteering and more programs to facilitate their
learning at home activities. The remaining five significant correlations involved
parent—student discrepancies. As the discrepancy in perceptions of the stu-
dents’ general scholastic abilities increased, parents reported more participation
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in volunteering activities. However, as the discrepancy in perceptions of the
students’ math abilities increased, parents reported less involvement in vol-
unteering activities and fewer school programs to facilitate communication,
volunteering, and learning at home.

The significantly correlated variables were different according to the lan-
guage of the questionnaire. When differences occurred, we used Fisher’s 7 to z
transformations to make direct comparisons for actual significant differences
between the two groups. These transformations revealed two real differences
between the Spanish- and English-speaking parents: (1) in the case of parent—
teacher discrepancies in students’ general scholastic abilities, and (2) in the case
of parent—student discrepancies in students’ math abilities.

Discussion

Although most parent involvement literature demonstrates that a lack
of English fluency is often a barrier to involvement (Pena, 2000), it did not
appear to be the case here. Our results indicated that the Spanish-speaking
parents of middle-schoolers were more involved in collective activities relat-
ed to their children’s education than were the English-speaking parents. The
Spanish-speaking parents also reported more collective school programs to fa-
cilitate their involvement. Despite language being a significant factor, it only
accounted for a small portion of the variance.

Our results emphasize that language alone is not a sufficient criterion for
predicting parents’ and teachers’ activities. Instead, it remains an important
factor to consider within the context of the school and its community. For
example, the school district from which we gathered our sample population
has placed increasing importance on serving the Latino community due to
the rapidly changing demographics of the area. However, such school policies
and practices were not measured or taken into consideration in the analysis
to explain what could be facilitating the more active involvement of Spanish-
speaking parents over the English-speaking parents. We suggest that this is
likely not a function only of their language, but a reflection of the social ties
between the community and the schools. This creates greater overlap between
schools and the community to promote more collaboration and partnerships
between parents and teachers (Epstein, 1996).

Relationships between parents and teachers are an integral factor in the
creation of productive social ties between the community and school. We hy-
pothesized that if parents and teachers have differing views regarding students’
general scholastic competence and subject specific abilities, then their rela-
tionships and social ties may be weakened. In other words, as the discrepancy
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increases between the two groups, involvement on the part of parents and the
facilitation of programs on the part of teachers may decline. We examined these
relationships in terms of collective forms of parent involvement and collective
forms of teacher facilitation of involvement. As expected, as discrepancies in-
creased, reports of parent involvement and schools’ facilitation of involvement
declined. However, it is difficult to accurately measure the effects of discrep-
ancies on parent involvement and school programs for involvement using one
collective variable for each. Parent involvement is a term that encompasses a
wide range of activities, including direct participation with children on edu-
cational pursuits such as homework and studying for exams, communicating
with children about the importance of education, providing support, having
high academic expectations, communicating with the school, and visiting the
school to participate in programs, volunteer, and attend meetings (Epstein,
1995; Jordan, Orozco, & Averett, 2001). Additionally, it is difficult to accurate-
ly describe involvement among different cultures (Trumbull, Rothstein-Fisch,
& Hernandez, 2003). Therefore, separately for English- and Spanish-speaking
parents, we continued our analysis by examining correlations of parent—teacher
and parent—student discrepancies with parent involvement across three specific
activities: parenting, volunteering, and learning at home. Similarly, programs
facilitated by the school were grouped into three categories: communication
programs, volunteering programs, and learning at home programs.

For the English-speaking parents, it appears that parent—teacher disagree-
ments are more prevalent than parent—student ones. For the Spanish-speaking
parents, disagreements were more prevalent between parents and students. The
disagreements between the English-speaking parents and teachers about their
children’s abilities generally lead to less interaction with the school, particularly
for volunteering, whether initiated by the parents or the school. Overall, parents
reported receiving less facilitation of parent involvement by the school. When
parents disagreed with their children, they helped them less in educational pur-
suits at home. These results are not surprising, assuming that parent—teacher
disagreements about children’s abilities could lead to discomfort for both par-
ties. Their children’s ability is likely a sensitive topic for parents and as past
research shows, parents tend to rate their child’s abilities higher than the teach-
er would rate the child. Recognizing that the teacher feels less confident in
one’s child would logically be related to less interaction.

Despite the seemingly logical relationships found for the English-speaking
parents, we were surprised by the results for the Spanish-speaking parents.
For the cases in which parents and teachers disagreed, reports of parent in-
volvement facilitated by the school increased, contradicting the results of the
English-speaking parents, whose involvement decreased. We will discuss this
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further, but at this point it is important to mention that upon viewing the re-
sults and recognizing our surprise, we also acknowledge the many underlying
assumptions we hold based on our own experiences in the mainstream culture
of the education system that are likely different than the experiences of recent
immigrants to the United States. What seems logical and what seems surpris-
ing is a matter of lived experiences within specific contexts.

In order to make more direct comparisons for actual significant differences
between the two language groups, we used Fisher’s 7 to z transformations. These
transformations revealed two real differences between the Spanish- and English-
speaking parents: (1) in the case of parent—teacher discrepancies in students’
general scholastic abilities, and (2) in the case of parent—student discrepancies
in students’ math abilities. We will begin with discussing the first case. Spanish-
speaking parents reported more learning at home activities when there was a
discrepancy between parents and teachers while there was no significant corre-
lation for the English-speaking parents, and Spanish-speaking parents reported
more school programs to volunteer while English-speaking parents reported
fewer programs. Thus, when parents and teachers disagree, Spanish-speaking
parents seemed to be more connected with the school through programs to
volunteer and learn at home, while English-speaking parents appeared to be
more distant.

Of consideration here is the fact that data on school programs were collect-
ed by parental report only; we cannot be sure whether the relationships existed
because teachers actually provided fewer invitations to volunteer to English-
speaking parents and more invitations to Spanish-speaking parents or if it is
the parents’ perceptions of invitations to volunteer that rose or declined with
larger discrepancies in beliefs about students’ general scholastic abilities. Either
way, the results of this study suggest that the communication of invitations is
not as effective for English-speaking parents if there are differing views about
the students’ general scholastic abilities. The inconclusiveness of the results also
demonstrates that a future study needs to help clarify how teachers’ perceptions
of their students may be reflected in their actions and words and thus be com-
municated to the parents. Moreover, additional data should be gathered on
how teachers’ actions and words are interpreted differently by parents and how
parents then decide to respond to a situation in which discrepancies occur. Of
great importance is also how these interpretations and decisions are based in
cultural beliefs and values.

The second case of significance occurred with discrepancies between par-
ents and students regarding students’ math abilities. For this discrepancy, the
Spanish-speaking parents were significantly negatively correlated, reporting
fewer learning at home activities and reports of school programs for learning at
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home. These were not significantly correlated for the English-speaking parents.
As opposed to the parent—teacher discrepancies, which seemed to lead to more
involvement by Spanish-speaking parents through learning at home, parent—
student discrepancies seemed to decrease the amount of involvement with
learning at home. As with the previous results, these findings are also incon-
clusive and we can only make assumptions as to their causes. These results may
be related to parents’ views of teachers versus children. Parents may be more
apt to recognize children’s needs when discrepancies are noted between them
and their children’s teachers. Being that parent involvement increased with the
parent—teacher discrepancies, this may further support the notion that teachers
communicated more clearly to the Spanish-speaking parents about what their
children needed in terms of parental support. Meanwhile, a decrease in home-
based involvement when parents and children disagree on ability level may be a
consequence of poor communication between parents and their children with
respect to the latter’s academic progress. In this case, parents have a less accu-
rate picture of their children’s abilities and, therefore, would be unaware of the
specific needs of the children.

Implications

Opverall, this study can support two general findings: one, that perceptions
of students’ abilities held by teachers, parents, and students are related to par-
ents’ and teachers” actions regarding family and school partnerships, and two,
that differences between language groups remains an important factor but we
need to look beyond the language itself. A closer examination of these two
findings underscores the need to clarify the mechanisms of more indirect com-
munication.

Middle schools and teacher training programs should consider the results
of this study carefully. First, the fostering of involvement should not focus on
parents alone; it is necessary to consider the role of teachers and administrators
in this process. More importantly, however, is the need to understand parents’
and teachers’ conceptualizations of student ability. In order for parent involve-
ment to be fostered, active, and productive, it is necessary that those involved
in the process understand the role of perceptions. It is not enough to provide
parents with specific opportunities to be involved, for instance, as a chaperone
for a school dance. Instead, productive involvement must begin with a conver-
sation about parents’ and teachers’ views of students, the purpose of schooling,
and the role of all stakeholders involved.

This endeavor is difficult to say the least. As such, it cannot be expected
that new teachers, or veteran teachers for that matter, will miraculously have
an understanding of these processes or the skill set to address them. Instead, it
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falls on the shoulders of teacher education programs and those planning pro-
fessional development to better prepare individuals in this area.
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