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This qualitative research study investigated patterns of parental understanding and 

participation in an elementary school Response to Intervention (RtI) process. More 

specifically, this study examined the ways in which parents developed an understanding 

of their children’s academic progress information as well as the ways in which parents 

participated in educational decision-making for their children. In addition, the roles that 

teachers and other support personnel at the school played in parents’ understanding 

and participation in decision-making were explored. 

Qualitative methodology was used to gain a deep, meaningful understanding of 

parents’ perceptions about their children’s data, the ways in which they construct their 

role as decision-makers, and their experiences and impressions from engaging with 

school personnel during the RtI process. To obtain this rich information, data was 

collected over a 5-month period through individual interviews, observations, and review 

of relevant documents. Data analysis included coding, creating categories from the 

codes, finding patterns, and identifying and labeling themes.  

Data analysis produced four major themes regarding the ways in which parents 

develop an understanding of their children’s academic progress information: 1) diverse 
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and numerous opportunities to make sense of their child’s progress; 2) reliance on joint 

examination of the data; 3) establishing a close, trusting relationship with their child’s 

teacher; and 4) realizing the “whole picture” of their child. In terms of parent participation 

in decision-making for their children, three interactive and connected themes were 

revealed: 1) determining their level of involvement based on the intensity of their child’s 

needs; 2) experiences within the parent-teacher dyad; and 3) interacting with existing 

components of the school system. In addition to these major themes, parents’ unmet 

needs are discussed. Finally, suggestions for future research are offered. 
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CHAPTER 1 
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Nature of the Problem 

The roles of parents in their child’s education are constantly evolving. Over time, 

parents have moved past fulfilling basic obligations to becoming more directly involved 

in their child’s education through making educational decisions, being advocates, and 

supporting learning at home (Henderson & Berla, 1994). This expansion of roles is not 

surprising, as researchers have repeatedly demonstrated the importance of parental 

involvement in their child’s education (Childre & Chambers, 2005; Dyson, 2001; 

Mundschenk & Foley, 1994). Benefits include increased levels of student academic 

motivation and achievement (Norris, 1999; Watkins, 1997) as well as the establishment 

of a trusting relationship between the school and home (Christenson & Sheridan, 2001; 

Steere, Pancsofar, Wood, & Hecimovic, 1990). In addition, parents who participate in 

their child’s education have a higher level of satisfaction with the educational decision-

making process (Stancin, Reuter, Dunn, & Bickett, 1984) and more effective problem-

solving strategies (Newmann & Wehage, 1995). However, despite the benefits of 

involving parents in their child’s education, schools still experience difficulties with 

facilitating parent participation in meaningful ways (Burns & Gibbons, 2008). In fact, 

researchers assert that current practice emphasizes “more rhetoric than action” when 

constructing opportunities for parental involvement (Reschly, Coolong-Chaffin, 

Christenson, & Gutkin, 2007, p. 148). 

Communication and decision-making are two important roles that parents often 

take on (Epstein, 2005). Various research studies have examined parents’ 

understanding about academic progress information they receive from their child’s 
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school (i.e., home-school communication) (Brantlinger, 1987; Harniss, Epstein, Bursuck, 

Nelson, & Jayanthi, 2001; Harry, 1992; Waltman & Frisbie, 1994) and parent 

participation during educational decision-making (Childre & Chambers, 2005; Harry, 

1992; McNamara, Telzrow, & DeLamatre, 1999; Vaughn, 1988). However, few studies 

to date have examined such roles of parental involvement within Response to 

Intervention (RtI) processes. RtI is designed to not only improve instruction and 

intervention for students, but also enhance parental involvement. However, since 

procedures associated with RtI are newly implemented in schools, it is important for 

researchers to investigate how parents understand and participate in these new 

processes. 

The following literature review examines the traditional ways in which schools 

interact with parents through two methods: the information that is provided to parents 

regarding their child’s academic progress and the ways in which parents are involved in 

educational decision-making for their child. For this study, these topics were examined 

in light of RtI implementation. Therefore, topics related to RtI were also examined, 

including components of RtI that facilitate parental understanding and involvement, the 

alignment of these components with legal documents and policy initiatives, and ways 

that RtI processes can improve upon current parental involvement practices. 

This study examined various aspects of parental understanding and involvement 

within RtI processes, thus the literature review begins with a description of RtI. This 

includes an explanation of core components of RtI, available roles for parents within RtI 

processes, and challenges to including parents in RtI. Then, the political and legal 

rationale for implementing RtI is discussed. In particular, this section analyzes the No 
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Child Left Behind (NCLB, 2002) and Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA, 

2004) policies with regards to what these federal laws describe as ideal parental 

involvement practices. Next, actual parental involvement practices are described. In 

particular, this includes a summary of research about traditional patterns of home-

school communication and parental participation in educational decision-making. In the 

final section, a rationale for parental involvement in RtI is provided. 

Following the literature review, the research methodology for the study is 

explained. This includes a description of the setting and participants, as well as the data 

collection procedures and analysis methods. In addition, methodological issues are 

discussed and a researcher subjectivity statement is provided. 

Description of Response to Intervention (RtI) 

Response to Intervention (RtI) is a multi-tiered service delivery method that is 

currently being implemented in public schools. The primary goal for an RtI approach is 

to improve instruction for all students, and secondarily, to replace the traditional “refer-

test-place” model of disability identification in the school system (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006). 

In achieving these goals, the RtI process might look different from school to school, 

district to district, and state to state; however, several core components are generally 

included in an RtI process. Implementation of RtI processes will ideally address 

limitations of current practices, including enhancing parental involvement within the 

school system (Reschly et al., 2007).   

Effective RtI processes include several core components, such as high quality, 

research-based instruction in the general education setting (Jimerson, Burns, & 

VanDerHeyden, 2007; Mellard & Johnson, 2007), multi-tiered intervention with 

increasing intensity based on student need (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006; Mellard & Johnson, 
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2007), and a focus on prevention and early intervention efforts (Mellard & Johnson, 

2007; Vaughn, Wanzek, Woodruff, & Linan-Thompson, 2007) paired with early 

identification of learning difficulties (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006). Furthermore, instruction and 

interventions are evaluated to measure fidelity of implementation (Jimerson, Burns, & 

VanDerHeyden, 2007; Mellard & Johnson, 2007). In addition, RtI processes emphasize 

the importance of data to drive educational decision-making, including continuous 

monitoring of academic progress to assist in determining instructional modifications and 

identification if necessary (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006; Vaughn, Wanzek, Woodruff, & Linan-

Thompson, 2007), as well as collaborative problem-solving efforts between school staff 

and parents (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006; Jimerson, Burns, & VanDerHeyden, 2007).  

To improve instruction for all students, RtI highlights the necessity of providing 

research-based instruction in the general education setting, as well as more intensive, 

research-based intervention for students who require additional instruction (Fuchs & 

Fuchs, 2006; Jimerson, Burns, & VanDerHeyden, 2007; Mellard & Johnson, 2007). 

Schools are required “to use scientific knowledge to guide selection of core curricula” 

(Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006, p. 94) so that the academic needs of the majority of the student 

population are met by the core curriculum in the general education classroom. 

Furthermore, research methodology is used to inform the choice of multi-tiered 

intervention strategies. That is, “multiple tiers of increasingly intensive interventions are 

directed at correspondingly smaller and smaller population segments” (Mellard & 

Johnson, 2007, p. 3). More targeted, small-group interventions should be implemented 

with only “15% to 20% of the student population…[with] approximately 5% of the 

student population requiring such an intensive data collection and analysis procedure” 
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(Jimerson, Burns, & VanDerHeyden, 2007, pp. 4-5). Therefore, if the core curriculum is 

effective, only a small proportion of the total student population should receive the most 

individualized and intensive instructional intervention. The focus on successful core 

instruction emphasizes the importance of prevention/early intervention and early 

identification, which are key features of RtI (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006; Mellard & Johnson, 

2007; Vaughn, Wanzek, Woodruff, & Linan-Thompson, 2007). 

While instruction is occurring, data are collected, both on student progress as well 

as intervention implementation integrity (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006; Jimerson, Burns, & 

VanDerHeyden, 2007; Mellard & Johnson, 2007; Vaughn, Wanzek, Woodruff, & Linan-

Thompson, 2007). Throughout multi-tiered instruction, students’ academic progress is 

monitored to determine effectiveness of the instruction they receive and student 

responsiveness to intervention. This includes both universal screening of academic 

difficulties for all students as well as progress monitoring of students receiving tiered 

intervention. Collecting such data assists teachers in determining if students are 

meeting the expected standards, as well as guides them in modifying instruction to 

better meet student needs (Mellard & Johnson, 2007). In addition, intervention 

implementation is assessed so that the RtI process can be enhanced and intervention 

outcomes can be systematically linked to intervention implementation (Mellard & 

Johnson, 2007). 

A final core component of an effective RtI approach is collaborative problem-

solving. Researchers (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006; Jimerson, Burns, & VanDerHeyden, 2007) 

suggest that problem-solving efforts should include teachers, other school staff involved 

with the student, and the student’s parents. Collaboration among individuals with 
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various areas of expertise helps to ensure that the student is receiving the most 

appropriate services in a timely manner. In addition, the goal of involving the parents in 

all stages of the problem-solving process is “to help the teacher select, implement, and 

monitor the effectiveness of an intervention” (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006, p. 94). That is, 

school-based professionals and parents become familiar with the stages of problem-

solving: problem identification, problem analysis, intervention planning and 

implementation, and plan evaluation. Pairing this systematic process with reliance on 

data to guide educational decision-making should lead to the most effective decision for 

the student (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006). 

RtI and the Roles of Parents 

The 2004 Learning Disabilities Roundtable Coalition indicated that “documentation 

of parent involvement throughout the [RtI] process” is a major component of RtI (Klotz & 

Canter, 2006). In fact, Reschly and colleagues (2007) proposed that “parents are 

necessary, not optional, in a well-conceived application of RtI” (p. 153). The following 

section is a commentary on what roles researchers expect parents to take on during RtI 

processes. While these perspectives and opinions are based on the body of literature 

addressing parent involvement, studies have not yet been conducted on parental 

involvement within RtI. Utilizing the core components of the RtI process can lead to 

several benefits related to parental involvement in their child’s schooling. First, parents 

can gain a more comprehensive understanding of their child’s academic skills based on 

the information they receive throughout the RtI process. Second, RtI’s focus on a 

process from early intervention through evaluation of intervention integrity allows 

parents to be involved throughout the entire educational decision-making process for 

their child. Third, the problem-solving feature of RtI points to the importance of 
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professional training related to home-school collaboration efforts. All of these key 

features can have a positive impact on parental involvement in their child’s education.  

RtI processes focus on collecting functional, instructional data related to a 

student’s performance in their academic environment. The information collected 

“emphasizes teachable skills related to the curriculum that informs decision-makers 

about what to teach and how to teach it” (Gresham, 2007, p. 20). Data frequently 

includes curriculum-based measurements, which are collection procedures based on 

classroom’s instructional materials (Deno, 2003). Consequently, the data carry 

significant value for improving instruction, which often times is not indicated by 

traditional evaluations (Gresham, 2007; Klotz & Canter, 2006; Reschly et al., 2007). By 

continuously collecting information about a student’s progress in the academic 

environment, everyone involved in the RtI process gains a better understanding of the 

student’s current level of performance as well as rate of progress compared to other 

students in the class (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006). Parents are included in the process and 

receive comprehensive data on their child, which can assist them in becoming informed 

about the instruction their child is receiving as well as academic progress. Overall, the 

use of data examined by the entire decision-making team, not hunches or professional 

guesswork, drives the educational decisions in RtI (Gresham, 2007). 

Given that RtI emphasizes practices to prevent academic difficulties (e.g., high-

quality core instruction, universal screening and progress monitoring) as well as early 

intervention (e.g., multi-tiered intervention, data-driven decision-making), parents have 

an opportunity to become involved early in their child’s education (Reschly et al., 2007). 

Additionally, decision-making teams, which include parents, examine all student data 
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and implementation integrity while intervention is occurring, therefore parents have an 

opportunity to play a strong role throughout the entire decision-making process 

(Gresham, 2007).  

Finally, RtI processes emphasize the necessity of collaboration efforts between 

the home and school environments (Jimerson, Burns, & VanDerHeyden, 2007). For 

school staff, this can lead to professional development opportunities surrounding 

effective home-school communication and strategies to involve parents in their child’s 

education at school. Professional development might also focus on communicating 

student data. For parents, collaboration efforts include being informed about a child’s 

academic performance, becoming involved in educational decision-making, and seeking 

opportunities to become involved in their child’s education at home and school. 

Although benefits for parents exist throughout RtI processes, challenges also 

occur. Some parents do not know how to seek out or access information related to RtI 

processes (Klotz & Canter, 2006). In addition, even if provided with such information, 

their understanding may be limited. Or, parents may feel that their child’s education is 

the responsibility of the school, and may not want or know how to evaluate 

effectiveness of instruction. Furthermore, it can be challenging for parents to understand 

their rights as outlined by regulations and guidelines, which includes a timeline of the RtI 

process as well as the ability to request an evaluation for special education services 

(Klotz & Canter, 2006). It is essential that these challenges be addressed throughout RtI 

implementation so that schools can most effectively meet the needs of parents. 

Political and Legal Rationale for RtI 

The rationale behind RtI has been driven by legal and political forces. The 2001 

passage of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) and the 2004 reauthorization of the 
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Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) have spurred the usage of RtI as a 

primary service delivery method in school systems. Both NCLB and IDEA promote the 

use of service delivery methods that provide universal screening of academic 

difficulties, progress monitoring for students at-risk, and multi-tiered interventions based 

on a student’s responsiveness to instruction, which are major components of RtI 

(Fletcher & Vaughn, 2009). IDEA also allows for better provision of early intervention 

services for at-risk students, which has an effect on how instruction is delivered, where 

it is delivered, and who delivers it, which are also elements of RtI (Fuchs & Fuchs, 

2006). 

The Relationship Between Political/Legal Initiatives and RtI 

NCLB is a federal policy initiative that primarily focuses on increasing student 

achievement through system-wide accountability and high-quality instruction (NCLB, 

2001). Core components of RtI that align with the goals of NCLB include prevention and 

early intervention for academic difficulties (U.S. Department of Education, 2003), use of 

scientifically-based research (Cortiella, 2006), and accountability efforts (Mellard & 

Johnson, 2007). Within RtI, this means that all students are screened for academic 

difficulties, and those who are experiencing difficulties receive intervention supports to 

increase their achievement. In addition, students’ academic progress is monitored 

(Mellard & Johnson, 2007). Furthermore, use of research-based practices is required in 

the general education classroom as well as during tiered interventions so that students 

make progress toward grade-level benchmarks (Cortiella, 2006; Mellard & Johnson, 

2007). Within RtI processes, high-quality instruction is closely linked to frequent 

assessment of student progress to ensure that students are making progress toward 

state standards. That is, “RtI has clear parallels to these [NCLB] goals with its own 
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goals for high student achievement and the alignment of instruction, interventions, and 

assessment to promote student learning” (Mellard & Johnson, 2007, p. 17). 

IDEA is the federal law that assists in serving individuals with disabilities, ages 3-

21, throughout their education (IDEA, 2004). Core components of RtI that align with 

practices mandated by IDEA include early intervention services, alternative processes 

for identifying and documenting a disability, data collection, and the use of scientifically-

based research for students with disabilities through the general curriculum (Cortiella, 

2006; Mellard & Johnson, 2007). For students with disabilities, this includes access to 

the general education curriculum, which is required to be research-based. This also 

means that students’ academic progress is monitored frequently and consistently within 

the general curriculum. In addition, an individualized education program (IEP) should be 

created for each student with a disability (Cortiella, 2006). According to IDEA, IEPs are 

to be created by collaborative problem-solving teams and should outline student goals, 

a description of their instruction and interventions, and document the student’s 

academic progress within the curriculum (Mellard & Johnson, 2007). 

NCLB, IDEA, and Parental Involvement 

To conduct an analysis of the relationship between NCLB, IDEA, and parental 

involvement, several sources were reviewed (Burns & Gibbons, 2008; Cortiella, 2006; 

Deno, 2003; Epstein, 2005; Esquivel, Ryan, & Bonner, 2008; IDEA, 2004; Landsverk, 

2004; NCLB, 2002; Reschly et al., 2007; Sheridan & Kratochwill, 2008; U.S. Department 

of Education, 2003; Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction, 2005). The primary 

sources that guided this analysis were documents created to help parents understand 

the meaning and requirements of the aforementioned policies (Cortiella, 2006; Epstein, 
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2005; Landsverk, 2004; U.S. Department of Education, 2003; Wisconsin Department of 

Public Instruction, 2005). 

Both NCLB and IDEA can impact the ways that parents interact with schools, 

especially parents of children receiving intervention. At the intersection of these 

initiatives are: the involvement of parents from early on in their child’s education to 

evaluation of educational decisions (U.S. Department of Education, 2003); the delivery 

of comprehensive information regarding the general education curriculum, the 

assessment process, and state standards (Landsverk, 2004; Wisconsin Department of 

Public Instruction, 2005); ongoing home-school communication regarding student 

academic progress (Epstein, 2005; Landsverk, 2004; Wisconsin Department of Public 

Instruction, 2005); collaboration during educational decision-making; parent training 

(Landsverk, 2004; Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction, 2005); and professional 

development regarding parental involvement in schools (Landsverk, 2004; Wisconsin 

Department of Public Instruction, 2005). All of the aforementioned requirements of 

NCLB and IDEA align well with RtI processes and will be explained more fully in the 

following sections. 

Early and Continued Involvement 

Requirements of NCLB and IDEA work to ensure that parents are involved in their 

child’s education from beginning to end. This includes receiving basic information about 

the classroom curriculum to giving consent for an evaluation to evaluating the student’s 

educational program (Epstein, 2005; IDEA, 2004; NCLB, 2002). While not all parents 

will need to participate in a comprehensive evaluation for their child, they will be 

provided with useful information regarding their child’s strengths and weaknesses as 

early as possible so that their involvement can begin early (U.S. Department of 
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Education, 2003). In relation to RtI, this will include various types of information 

regarding their child’s academic performance, including strengths and difficulties. In 

particular, researchers suggest that “the focus on screening, early intervention, and 

progress monitoring provide an opportunity for active parent engagement and 

partnering between family and school personnel much earlier in the development and 

identification of a student’s academic or behavioral difficulty” (Reschly et al, 2007, p. 

153). 

Although it is expected that all parents receive information regarding the general 

curriculum, assessment processes and state standards, not all parents will necessarily 

need to give consent for an evaluation. However, in the event that a child does not 

respond adequately to intensive interventions, “the public agency must make 

reasonable efforts to obtain the informed consent from the parent for an initial 

evaluation to determine whether the child is a child with a disability” (IDEA, 2004). 

Therefore, parental involvement is maintained throughout the educational decision-

making process, especially for parents of students receiving intervention. 

Delivery of Comprehensive Information 

As mentioned, NCLB requires that all parents be informed about the general 

education curriculum of their child’s classroom as well as basic assessment information. 

Utilizing RtI processes, all parents will be able to receive information about the 

academic material their child is learning, as well as the ways in which their child’s skills 

are being assessed (U.S. Department of Education, 2003). Furthermore, RtI processes 

enhance the ease with which assessment processes and expected proficiency levels 

can be explained. This is because much of the assessment information is tied to their 

child’s curriculum (i.e., curriculum-based measurement); so, teaching them about the 



 

25 

curriculum along with the assessment tools tied to it will likely enhance parental 

understanding of the curriculum-assessment link (Landsverk, 2004). Doing so assists in 

joint monitoring (at school and home) of student academic progress as well as 

maximized student learning time by informing parents of the curriculum and their child’s 

unique needs (Reschly et al., 2007). In addition, it is expected that the provision of such 

information will encourage parents to become involved in their child’s interventions in 

the home environment as well as at school (Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction, 

2005). Parents are encouraged to participate, using the information gained from the 

school and their child’s teacher, in intervention strategies at home (Reschly et al., 

2007). Furthermore, curriculum-based standards that the child is expected to meet can 

be easily explained in graphic format (Deno, 2003). Providing parents with a visual 

representation of expected standards in comparison to student achievement will likely 

assist them in better understanding the state’s academic expectations (Deno, 2003). 

Parents are also encouraged to remain involved throughout the evaluation of their 

child’s educational program (NCLB, 2002). Schools should maximize opportunities for 

parent participation (Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction, 2005). In particular, 

within RtI processes, parents can be informed, contributing participants within the 

collaborative problem-solving team. Therefore, they will be better able to help evaluate 

their child’s educational program since they have received basic information regarding 

the curriculum, the assessment process, and expected standards (Wisconsin 

Department of Public Instruction, 2005). 
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Ongoing Home-School Communication 

NCLB and IDEA require that teachers communicate frequently and in 

understandable formats with parents regarding their child’s academic progress (Epstein, 

2005). NCLB states that the parent-teacher compact should:  

address the importance of communication between teachers and parents 
on an ongoing basis through, at a minimum—parent-teacher 
conferences…, frequent reports to parents on their children’s progress; and 
reasonable access to staff (NCLB, 2002) 

 
NCLB requires that strong home-school communication practices occur, in written 

and face-to-face formats. The home-school link should be a strong one, as parents are 

supposed to receive comprehensive information about their child in a method and 

language that they can understand (Epstein, 2005). Furthermore, IDEA requires that 

“each participating agency must permit parents to inspect and review any education 

records relating to their children that are collected, maintained, or used by the agency 

under this part. The agency must comply with a request without unnecessary delay and 

before any meeting regarding an IEP” (IDEA, 2004). In other words, schools are 

required to provide parents with all information related to their child’s education. Within 

RtI processes, this includes universal screening information, curriculum-based 

measurements, and progress monitoring data. According to NCLB, schools must 

provide this information on a regular and continuous basis, so assessment should be 

dynamic and ongoing (NCLB, 2002; Reschly et al., 2007). However, the school’s 

responsibility does not stop at solely providing the information. School staff must be 

reasonably available to meet with parents to further clarify the information and to 

address parents’ questions or concerns (Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction, 

2005). In terms of children who are receiving intensive intervention and may require an 
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IEP, parents must be provided with such information before the IEP process begins 

(IDEA, 2004). Such requirements have several implications for RtI processes, including 

the ways in which schools communicate with parents and are informed about their 

child’s progress (Epstein, 2005; IDEA, 2004; Landsverk, 2004). 

Collaboration 

It is the school’s responsibility to provide parents with comprehensive information 

about their child’s education as early as possible and to facilitate their involvement in 

educational decision-making (Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction, 2005). In fact, 

NCLB and IDEA require that parents be afforded the opportunity to be a part of all 

educational decisions made about their child (Esquivel, Ryan, & Bonner, 2008). 

Although NCLB does not define “appropriate” participation, IDEA requires that parents 

have the opportunity to be a collaborative, participating member at any meeting 

involving their child’s education (Cortiella, 2006). NCLB further explains that the school 

must make a satisfactory effort to involve the parents in educational decision-making, 

which can include altering the meeting time, place, or method (Wisconsin Department of 

Public Instruction, 2005). If the parents do not wish to be involved, then schools must 

document their efforts to ensure that they attempted to involve parents as best as 

possible (NCLB, 2002). 

These regulations closely relate to the collaborative problem-solving component of 

RtI processes. Within RtI, NCLB and IDEA regulations would require that parents be 

equal and participating members of the problem-solving team for their child. While this 

includes the provision of information regarding the classroom curriculum and academic 

progress, it also includes the ability to evaluate and make suggestions regarding their 

child’s educational services (Burns & Gibbons, 2008). With valuable information 
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provided to them by the school paired with their own experiences with the child at home, 

parents should be seen as a valuable contributor within the RtI process. They should 

have the ability to be a part of the collaborative problem-solving team in whatever 

capacity they prefer, from receiving information to participating in interventions to 

evaluating intervention effectiveness (Burns & Gibbons, 2008). 

Parent Training and Professional Development 

Components of NCLB also have major implications for building knowledge and 

skill capacities of those involved in a student’s education (Wisconsin Department of 

Public Instruction, 2005). This includes both parent training and professional 

development activities for school-based professionals in areas such as home-school 

communication, strategies for increasing student achievement, and the importance of 

collaboration.  

These requirements could have many implications within an RtI framework. Such 

practical applications include a variety of parent training opportunities to enhance 

understanding of the school environment and policies (Landsverk, 2004), allocating 

resources to increase parental participation (Epstein, 2005), and training school staff to 

work more collaboratively during the problem-solving process (Landsverk, 2004). In 

terms of parent training, NCLB indicates that this can come in the form of the school 

delivering information to parents as well as parents training other parents, as in the case 

of a parent advisory council (Landsverk, 2004; NCLB, 2002). The goal of such training 

is to ensure parental understanding of a variety of information, such as state standards, 

assessment methods, and how to enhance student academic achievement at home and 

to enhance home-school collaboration so that intervention begins early and is ongoing 

(NCLB, 2002). Similarly, professional development activities are mandated for school 
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staff by NCLB. This is required for many reasons: so that school-based professionals 

are informed of the value of parents and their contributions to their child’s education, so 

they can learn how to reach out to parents as partners in education, and so that the 

importance of home-school ties is emphasized (NCLB, 2002). Within an RtI framework, 

this centers around the notion of collaboration within a problem-solving team. By 

enhancing the skills of participants from the school and home environments, it is 

expected that all parties will feel a sense of involvement and responsibility for the 

student’s education, which will in turn increase the likelihood that the interventions will 

promote positive outcomes for the student (Sheridan & Kratochwill, 2008). 

Traditional Parental Involvement Practices 

It is apparent from the analysis of NCLB and IDEA that, ideally, parents are 

afforded the opportunity to participate in a wide variety of roles throughout their child’s 

education. However, this analysis depicted regulatory expectations of ideal parent 

participation. Researchers suggest that parents may not want or are unable to be 

involved in their child’s education in every role possible for a variety of reasons (Fish, 

2008; Goldstein, Strickland, Turnbull, & Curry, 1980; Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 

1995). However, over time, two roles have been emphasized within the parental 

involvement literature as important to influencing educational outcomes and enhancing 

home-school collaboration. Those roles are communicator and decision-maker (Epstein, 

2005; Gettinger & Guetschow, 1998). Home-school communication and participation in 

educational decision-making have been deemed consistently as important ways for 

parents to participate in their child’s education (Abrahamson, Wilson, Yoshida, & 

Haggerty, 1983; Center for Appropriate Dispute Resolution in Special Education, 2010; 

Christenson, 2010; Fish, 2008) and will be the foci of the following sections.  
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The communicator role is described as parents participating in two-way 

communication about their child’s academic progress and, more broadly, school events 

(Sheldon & Epstein, 2005). This includes understanding information about their child’s 

educational program, being aware of their child’s academic progress, assisting in 

problem-solving about their child’s challenges, and interacting effectively with school 

staff (Partnership Center for the Social Organization of Schools, n.d.). The decision-

maker role is described as participating in decision-making for their child as well as 

becoming more involved at the systems level as a parent advocate (Gettinger & 

Guetschow, 1998). While both of these roles have implications for parents at the 

individual (their child) level and systems (school-wide) level, only the roles that relate 

particularly to their child will be examined. The following sections describe actual, 

traditional practices of the aforementioned roles as examined by researchers. 

Traditional Home-School Communication Practices 

An important aspect of parental involvement is home-school communication, 

defined as the provision of information to parents about their child’s academic progress, 

which aids in informed educational decision-making (Sileo, Rude, & Luckner, 1988; 

Steere et al., 1990). Advantages of home-school communication are improved student 

transitions to the next grade level (Greenen, Powers, & Lopez-Vasquez, 2001) and 

enhanced parent and student advocacy skills (Alper, Schloss, & Schloss, 1996). 

Additionally, Dyson (2001) summarized research that found that home-school 

communication increases different types of direct parental involvement with the school. 

Furthermore, in their review of existing literature, Carlson and Christenson (2005) 

suggested that the most successful parent involvement programs were those that 
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included successful methods of shared communication and dialogue about the child’s 

educational services. 

Christenson and Sheridan (2001) indicated that home-school communication is 

the most important element for parental involvement in a student’s education. In 

addition, Mundschenk and Foley (1994) concluded that it is necessary for all information 

to be shared with parents and teachers so that all parties will have enough information 

for decision-making. A major goal of home-school communication is “to provide 

consistent messages to families that the school will work with them in a collaborative 

way to promote the educational success of the student” (Weiss & Edwards, 1992, p. 

252). Besides delivering important information regarding a student’s behavior or 

academic progress, home-school communication delivers other valuable messages to 

families: that schools want to work collaboratively with them, that parental input about 

the student is valued, and that mutual problem-solving is in the best interest of the 

student (Weiss & Edwards, 1992). Embracing such messages also allows for parents 

and teachers to trust and respect each other, which will likely reduce miscommunication 

(Mundschenk & Foley, 1994).  

Therefore, communication between the home and school environments leads to 

joint recognition of information about a student, which facilitates collaborative 

educational decision-making (Christenson & Sheridan, 2001). By communicating 

successfully and on an ongoing basis, important information is shared with both parties 

regarding student needs and skill levels, as well as expectations for the student in the 

classroom and at home. In addition, when parents and teachers communicate 

frequently and effectively, parents are able to learn ways to participate in the student’s 
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learning at home. Furthermore, both parties learn to work collaboratively to best meet 

the needs of the student (Christenson & Sheridan, 2001). 

Due to the importance of home-school communication in facilitating parental 

involvement in their child’s education, researchers have investigated typical home-

school communication practices. Despite the literature base to support parental 

involvement in schooling, it appears that schools generally do not communicate 

effectively with parents (Brantlinger, 1987; Childre & Chambers, 2005; Harniss, Epstein, 

Bursuck, Nelson, & Jayanthi, 2001; Harry, 1992; McNamara, Telzrow, & DeLamatre, 

1999; Vaughn, 1988). The information that parents receive from their child’s school 

frequently comes in written format, including report cards, letters to parents, and 

psychoeducational evaluations (Waltman & Frisbie, 1994). However, as Harry (1992) 

reports,  

The very task of communicating with a parent about the learning difficulties 
of a child is by nature a high-context activity; that is, an activity in which all 
aspects of the discourse are dependent on subtle, often imprecise personal 
and cultural information—and therefore open to interpretation. To approach 
such a task with low-content tools such as standardized tests of language, 
intelligence, or academic skills, or with a chain of communication that relies 
on the most low-content of all communication tools—the written word—is to 
set the stage for failure (p. 113). 

 
Harry (1992) argued that communicating with parents through written text assumes that 

parents understand the nature of their child’s difficulties and the tools by which they are 

being assessed. Often times, parents are not informed of such details, so 

communicating in written format with little or no explanation is not helpful. In addition, 

the academic progress information that is provided to parents often requires a high level 

of comprehension for understanding (Harry, 1992; Roit & Pfohl, 1984), contains too 

much technical jargon (Childre & Chambers, 2005; Harry, 1992), and is presented too 



 

33 

late after their child’s academic situation has worsened (Childre & Chambers, 2005; 

Jayanthi, Bursuck, Epstein, & Cumblad, 1992, as cited in Harniss et al., 2001). 

Misunderstanding frequently occurs when parents are asked to understand their child’s 

report card grades (Waltman & Frisbie, 1994) as well as the results of 

psychoeducational evaluations (Harry, 1992; Roit & Pfohl, 1984). These forms of 

communication often lead to parental misunderstanding because of the variability in 

grading practices, the little amount of information that letter grades reveal about their 

child’s progress, and the unfamiliarity with types of scores reported (e.g., standard 

scores) (Harry, 1992; Waltman & Frisbie, 1994). 

One reason for this miscommunication is that school professionals rely heavily on 

technical and educational jargon when reporting academic information about students 

(Childre & Chambers, 2005; Harry, 1992). While this is sometimes evident with report 

card grades, it is most apparent during the presentation of psychoeducational report 

results, which contain information such as standard scores, percentile ranks, and test 

descriptions (Meisels, Xue, Bickel, Nicholson, & Atkins-Burnett, 2001). Parents often 

experience difficulty understanding educational terminology and the assessment 

process, but report that they want to know more about how it works (Robinson, 1996). 

Interestingly, in one study, parents did not feel that the educators should have spoken in 

more comprehensible terms, but that the parents themselves should have understood 

what was being described (Childre & Chambers, 2005). Providing academic information 

to parents in unconstructive ways not only limits their ability to understand their child’s 

progress and engage in the decision-making process, but also forces them to feel 

powerless and uninvolved in the school setting (Harry, 1992).  
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Parents also report that they are not informed of their child’s lack of academic 

progress until the situation has become considerably worse (Childre & Chambers, 2005; 

Jayanthi et al., 1992, as cited in Harniss et al., 2001). For example, this information may 

only be presented in a report card at the end of the grading period or in a report that 

parents do not get to view until their child’s individualized education program (IEP) 

meeting. In one research study, parents expressed concern that they were unaware of 

their child’s academic difficulties until the situation warranted a formal meeting or 

educational programming decision (Jayanthi et al., 1992, as cited in Harniss et al., 

2001). They also were critical of the frequency of which they received information, as 

they noted that they did not receive academic progress information consistently 

throughout the school year (Jayanthi et al., 1992, as cited in Harniss et al., 2001). 

All in all, although schools appear to be making an effort to provide parents with 

adequate academic progress information, they often do so in the form of written 

communication, which parents may not understand for many reasons. They may have a 

low level of literacy, may speak a primary language other than English, or may simply 

not understand how to interpret the information that the school sends home and its 

implications for their child’s schooling (Harry, 1992). Furthermore, schools have 

traditionally communicated with parents after their child’s situation has worsened rather 

than when the problem is first recognized. 

Traditional Participation of Parents in Educational Decision-Making 

Schools also communicate with parents via face-to-face communication, including 

parent-teacher meetings and more formal meetings for educational decision-making. 

While difficulties with home-school communication have been demonstrated in the 

literature, so have traditional patterns of parent participation in educational decision-
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making. Traditionally, parents have held the following roles throughout their child’s 

education: being informed of their rights and responsibilities, being informed of any 

changes to their child’s education, giving consent for evaluations, and attending and 

receiving information during decision-making meetings (Barton, Barton, Rycek, & Brulle, 

1984). All of these roles are markedly passive. Despite the passage of earlier laws, 

such as PL 94-142 in the 1970s which mandated that parents be active participants in 

their child’s education, researchers concluded that parents were actually involved 

minimally in the process (Barton et al., 1984; Brantlinger, 1987; Gilliam & Coleman, 

1981; Goldstein et al., 1980; Lustahus, Lusthaus, & Gibbs, 1981; Vaughn, Bos, Harrell, 

& Lasky, 1988; Yoshida, Fenton, Kaufman, & Maxwell, 1978). The majority of these 

studies focused on parent participation during the IEP meeting because “it is often the 

parents’ first contact with the decision-making process” and because parent 

expectations of their role in the decision-making process are often formulated at this 

time (Vaughn et al., 1988, p. 82).  

From these studies, researchers discovered that parents are involved minimally in 

the educational decision-making process in that they are primarily passive recipients of 

information during the decision-making process (Lusthaus et al., 1981), that they are not 

provided with enough information from the school to be an active participant in the 

process (Barton et al., 1984), and that they are left out of the educational decision-

making process until the time of the IEP meeting (Gilliam & Coleman, 1981; McNamara, 

Telzrow, & DeLamatre, 1999). There are many reasons for this low level of involvement 

during the decision-making process, including lack of parental knowledge about the 

process (Goldstein et al., 1980) and a high level of discomfort with the IEP conference 
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situation (Brantlinger, 1987). In addition, families are given few opportunities to 

participate in the process. For example, parents indicated that the educational goals for 

their child had already been drafted prior to the decision-making meetings and were 

made without their input (Sheehey, 2006). In fact, one study reported that 78% of 

parents were not contacted for their opinions or informational input before their child’s 

IEP conference (Mundschenk & Foley, 1994).  

IEP meetings are often closely linked to the information that is relayed through 

home-school communication, which impacts the quality of parental involvement in 

educational decision-making. When parents are primarily recipients of information and 

do not have ample opportunity to actively participate in the educational decision-making 

process, the process becomes professional- rather than student-centered (Childre & 

Chambers, 2005). Brantlinger (1987) aptly describes this situation: “When parents have 

less than complete information, viable choices are not likely, and special education 

professionals may simply be facilitating the agenda of those who wish to educate only 

certain learners in mainstream settings.” (p. 100). That is, the individual student’s 

situation is not considered during the process due to the lack of parental input, and the 

interests of the school professionals are carried out instead. Because parental 

informational needs regarding their child’s academic progress are not being met, they 

feel lost and confused during the IEP process (Harry, 1992), which makes it difficult for 

parents to become actively involved in educational decision-making. 

Professionals’ perceptions of the roles of parents also hinder parental involvement 

during educational decision-making. In these studies, school professionals indicated 

that parents should only gather and present information about the student during the 
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decision-making process (Goldstein et al., 1980; Lusthaus et al., 1981) and that parents 

do not have the necessary expertise to participate in the process (Gilliam & Coleman, 

1981). Therefore, professionals would prefer that parents wait passively as decisions 

are made about their child’s education, rather than be involved in “developing and 

judging programs and finalizing decisions as active participants” (Gerber, Banbury, 

Miller, & Griffin, 1986, p. 158). Thus, parental participation during educational decision-

making is adversely impacted by negative perceptions of parental involvement held by 

school-based professionals. 

Interestingly, parental reactions to this low level of participation in decision-making 

during IEP meetings are varied (Center for Appropriate Dispute Resolution in Special 

Education, 2010). Despite having a low level of participation in the IEP meetings 

themselves, some parents reported surprisingly positive reactions to the conferences 

(Fish, 2008; Goldstein et al., 1980) while others reported feeling hindered by preset 

goals (Childre & Chambers, 2005) or feeling marginalized, isolated, and devalued (Cho 

& Gannotti, 2005; Lo, 2008). Researchers suggest that the positive reactions might be 

“due to the parents’ lack of knowledge of the purpose of the IEP meeting” (Goldstein et 

al., 1980, p. 284). Or, parents may have viewed any communication as an improvement 

over past experiences, or could have looked forward to any additional help their child 

would receive as a result of the IEP meeting (Fish, 2008; Goldstein et al., 1980). In 

contrast, it is likely that the negative perceptions resulted from the practices discussed 

earlier.  

Overall, minimal parental involvement in educational decision-making is due to 

several factors, including the receipt of unconstructive information regarding their child 
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(Barton et al., 1984), the expectations of playing a passive role (Lusthaus et al., 1981), 

and IEP agendas that have already been determined by school staff without the help of 

parents (Gilliam & Coleman, 1981; Sheehey, 2006). In addition, the perceptions of 

school staff regarding the roles of parents in educational decision-making continue to 

promote a low level of parental involvement during the decision-making process (Fish, 

2008; Yoshida et al., 1978). However, despite this, parents’ reactions to the roles they 

play in educational decision-making are varied (Childre & Chambers, 2005; Cho & 

Gannotti, 2005; Fish, 2008; Goldstein et al., 1980; Lo, 2008). 

In conclusion, what we have learned from research on parent involvement is that 

traditionally, parents are often passive recipients in the educational decision-making 

process. Not only are they provided with information by the school that is difficult to 

understand or that is delivered too late for meaningful involvement, but also, they are 

expected by school professionals to give and receive information during decision-

making meetings rather than participate more actively. Despite this, their reactions to 

these experiences are sometimes positive, so it is important for future research to 

examine the nature of parent participation in educational decision-making, including 

desired roles and responsibilities during the process. 

Rationale for Parental Involvement in RtI Processes 

While the majority of research has concluded that parents are often passive 

players in their child’s education, researchers have noted that many parents wish to 

take on an active role in educational decision-making (Lusthaus et al., 1981) and would 

like to become involved directly in their child’s schooling (Gettinger & Guetschow, 

1998). Such key places for parental involvement that align with RtI processes include 

improved home-school communication as well as enhanced involvement in educational 
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decision-making, such as involvement in prevention/early intervention and collaborative 

problem-solving. Although researchers have not examined parental involvement in RtI 

processes in total, various studies have made conclusions separately about the 

involvement of parents in the aforementioned processes. 

The information that parents receive throughout RtI processes (i.e., home-school 

communication) differs from past practices. The content and meaningfulness of 

information collected through an RtI process is different than in traditional models, which 

should ideally have a positive influence on the level of involvement with their child’s 

education. As discussed, NCLB (2002) requires that parents are informed of the 

classroom curriculum, assessment process, and state standards that their child is 

expected to meet. The content of this information will assist parents in understanding 

what their child is being taught and what they are expected to learn by the end of the 

school year (U.S. Department of Education, 2003). In addition, the standards 

information will help parents to understand typical performance of students in their 

child’s grade (Deno, 2003). And, because parents will receive information about the 

instruction their child is receiving, they will be better able to collaborate with teachers 

during decision-making as well as assist their child in interventions at home (Wisconsin 

Department of Public Instruction, 2005). Therefore, RtI emphasizes a close link between 

the child’s curriculum and what skills are being assessed, which is different than in 

previous models and practices.  

Traditionally, common complaints that parents have had regarding information 

they receive from their child’s school are that it is difficult to understand (Harry, 1992; 

Roit & Pfohl, 1984) and is delivered too late after a problem has worsened (Childre & 
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Chambers, 2005). But, the information delivered throughout an RtI process will 

hopefully alleviate such complaints. As opposed to cognitive and achievement data that 

is common for traditional psychoeducational evaluations, the information provided to 

parents throughout the RtI process is functional, instruction data related to a student’s 

performance in their academic environment (Gresham, 2007). Receiving curriculum-

based assessment information will help parents to understand what their child is 

learning and how successfully they have mastered particular skills. This kind of 

information is easier for parents to understand and preferred by them because it is more 

informative of a child’s strengths and weaknesses (Meisels et al., 2001). Finally, this 

information is delivered on a frequent and consistent basis so that parents are informed 

of their child’s progress before difficulties worsen (Deno, 2003). 

One study that examined parents’ level of satisfaction with an authentic 

performance assessment system put into place at their children’s school (Meisels et al., 

2001) mimics the ways in which academic information collected through the RtI process 

can be presented. Parents received assessment data about their child’s progress with 

specific targeted skills over time. Parents reported that they had a good understanding 

of this type of assessment system. Furthermore, 79% indicated that it helped them to 

better understand the ways in which their child learns. In addition, 81% said they 

learned more about their child from this assessment system than they could have 

learned from a traditional report card. At the completion of the study, 62% of parents 

requested to receive this type of assessment information rather than a traditional report 

card (Meisels et al., 2001). Providing such information to parents may empower more 

parents to gain an understanding of their child’s academic achievement, as well as 
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become information givers and active participants during educational decision-making 

(McNamara et al., 1999). These results would be vastly different than the patterns that 

research has revealed traditionally. 

In addition to differences in home-school communication being different through 

an RtI process, points of active parental involvement throughout RtI also look different 

as compared with traditional practices. Numerous studies have indicated that parental 

involvement in prevention and early intervention activities assists in improving the 

academic and social-emotional functioning of students (Bradshaw, Zmuda, Kellam & 

Ialongo, 2009; McWayne, Hampton, Fantuzzo, Cohen, & Sekino, 2004; Reid, Eddy, & 

Fetrow, 1999). Such involvement allows parents to learn effective teaching strategies at 

home, as well as to better understand their child’s academic progress (Bradshaw et al., 

2009; Dunst, Trivette, & Hamby, 2007). Christenson, Hurley, Sheridan, & 

Fenstermacher (1997) suggested that a greater congruence between home and school 

environments enhances student success in school. Such congruence can be achieved 

through streamlining intervention activities in both environments and involving all parties 

in the process. Furthermore, results of one study suggested that the degree to which 

parents supported interventions at home was significantly associated with their child’s 

goal attainment (McNamara et al., 1999). That is, instead of becoming involved in 

primarily passive activities, such as giving consent and receiving information about their 

child, parental involvement through an RtI process would emphasize active involvement 

in direct intervention activities. These activities could range from helping to plan the 

intervention, to implementing interventions at home, to evaluating intervention 

effectiveness (McNamara, Telzrow, & DeLamatre, 1999). All in all, parents desire closer 
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and more direct involvement in their child’s education (Gettinger & Guetschow, 1998) 

and the RtI process should help to facilitate such involvement. 

Political initiatives, such as NCLB, encourage that parents become meaningful 

partners with schools throughout their child’s education (Dowd-Eagle, 2007). One such 

way to do this is through collaborative problem-solving during RtI, which is a process 

that allows parents to participate meaningfully in planning, implementing, and evaluating 

educational services that their child is receiving. McNamara and colleagues (1999) 

argued that “parents play a key role in problem solving, not only as information givers, 

decision makers, and implementors of intervention plans, but also as potential 

advocates for the effectiveness of school policies and practices” (McNamara et al., 

1999, p. 345). Researchers have suggested that parental involvement with school-

based problem-solving teams has led them to better understand the systemic nature of 

schools and demonstrate their own expertise as well as understand the expertise of 

teachers (Jowett & Baginsky, 1988).  

One example of the effectiveness of collaborative problem-solving was 

demonstrated by McNamara, Telzrow, and DeLamatre (1999), who examined the 

success of Intervention-Based Assessment (IBA) in several Ohio schools. IBA, which 

includes multidisciplinary problem-solving in conjunction with parents similarly to RtI, 

was introduced for the purpose of “empowerment of parents through active recruitment 

and nonhierarchical decision making” (McNamara et al., 1999, p. 345). Parents were 

involved throughout all stages of the problem-solving sequence. Overall, parents rated 

their experiences positively. And, the more they were involved throughout the IBA 

planning process, the more positively they rated their experiences. In particular, early 
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involvement was a key factor in satisfaction with the process: “Parents who had served 

on the multidisciplinary team from the start rated the intervention plan as more adequate 

in addressing their child’s special needs” (McNamara et al., 1999, p. 353). Furthermore, 

results indicated that intervention success was not necessarily related to parent 

satisfaction with the IBA process (McNamara et al., 1999), which suggests that parents’ 

level of active involvement is most closely related to their level of satisfaction with IBA.  

In a dissertation study by Dowd-Eagle (2007), parents and teachers rated the 

collaborative problem-solving process as acceptable in meeting goals for students. 

Similar to the previous study, the more that parents were involved in the planning 

process, the more they were satisfied with it, regardless of student outcomes. Parents 

also agreed that the process was effective and that they were satisfied with it (Dowd-

Eagle, 2007).  

A study by Esquivel and colleagues (2008) also suggested that parents benefit 

when they are able to participate in problem-solving about their child. Besides enjoying 

involvement in the process, parents indicated that they gained helpful information from 

participating in collaborative problem-solving. Parents felt that receiving information 

about their child’s progress continuously and before the formal meetings was useful. 

Parents also suggested that they appreciated the use of data during decision-making, 

especially when their child had been receiving a number of interventions or when there 

was a dispute between team members (Esquivel, Ryan, & Bonner, 2008). In conclusion, 

parents have indicated in a number of studies that they want to continue to participate in 

activities associated with collaborative problem-solving and that they were satisfied with 

these opportunities (Dowd-Eagle, 2007; Esquivel, Ryan, & Bonner, 2008; McNamara et 
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al., 1999). Despite this, however, research also indicates that parental involvement in 

collaborative problem-solving processes has been minimal (Wilson, Gutkin, Hagen, & 

Oats, 1998). 

Overall, researchers have concluded that several core components of RtI have 

been successful in meeting the needs of parents: the consistent delivery of assessment 

information connected to their child’s curriculum, involvement in intervention activities 

throughout the decision-making process, and participation in collaborative problem-

solving. Although researchers have not investigated the effects of all of these 

components together on parental involvement, it can be argued from examining various 

research studies that parents should be involved in these processes, which are core 

components of RtI models. 

All in all, home-school communication and parental participation in educational 

decision-making are important facets of parental involvement in a child’s education. 

Increased involvement and effective home-school communication can have positive 

effects on student achievement, as well as parents’ feelings toward the school 

environment and their ability to facilitate their child’s success. Regardless of these 

findings, though, schools do not appear to be meeting the needs of many parents. Too 

often parents are uninformed about their child’s academic progress and do not 

understand the information presented to them, and often times are passive participants 

throughout educational decision-making for their child. These traditional practices seem 

to be in sharp contrast with the requirements of parental involvement set forth by federal 

laws, such as NCLB and IDEA. With the recent implementation of RtI, which aligns with 

the federal regulations mentioned above, schools have the opportunity to re-invent the 
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ways in which they inform parents about their child’s academic progress and the ways 

in which parents are included in educational decision-making. However, professionals 

will need to examine the results of educational research that detail strategies for more 

effective home-school collaboration and understand the implications for RtI 

implementation in their schools. 

Critique of Existing Literature and Problem Statement 

RtI requires that parents receive functional, instructional data related to their 

child’s performance in the academic environment on a frequent and ongoing basis 

(Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006; Gresham, 2007), which often comes in the format of curriculum-

based measurement and progress monitoring data (Deno, 2003). Given the recency of 

schools implementing RtI processes, research is not yet available on parental 

understanding of the academic information they receive about their child when a school 

is implementing RtI. However, parents have expressed difficulties understanding and 

using traditional sources of academic information (e.g., report cards, psychoeducational 

reports) and are not satisfied with the timing of when they receive this information 

(Barton et al., 1984; Waltman & Frisbie, 1994). Understanding the results of these past 

research studies can help to inform and guide researchers and practitioners regarding 

how academic progress information should be delivered to parents in newly 

implemented RtI systems. It is especially critical to investigate this phenomenon since 

RtI is the new framework promoted in federal regulations and policy initiatives (Reschly 

et al., 2007). 

Meisels and colleagues’ study (2001) investigated parental perceptions about a 

work sample system in elementary school, which reflects the way progress monitoring 

information can be delivered to parents. Results indicated that parents found this 
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method helpful to understanding their child’s skills and areas of targeted needs. They 

also indicated they learned more about their child from this system than with traditional 

report cards, and that they would like to receive this type of information in the future 

(Meisels et al., 2001). While this is noteworthy, the parents in this study completed only 

one rating scale, which utilized a four point Likert scale, to assess their opinions about 

the effectiveness of the summary report, the effectiveness of the portfolio, and their 

overall opinions. Also, the survey was completed at only one point in time—after the 

system had been in place for a year. It is unknown if the parents’ opinions changed over 

time, which information in the report was most helpful to them, or if the receipt of more 

instruction-based information enhanced their participation in educational decision-

making. Other noteworthy research studies that examined home-school communication 

practices also utilized one-time parent surveys (Barton et al., 1984; Harniss et al., 2001; 

Waltman & Frisbie, 1994). Thus, research is needed to gain insight into parental 

understanding of information received, particularly through an RtI process, as this will 

inform school professionals of ways to enhance home-school communication practices 

within this new service delivery framework. 

In terms of parental participation in educational decision-making, while the majority 

of research about educational decision-making has centered around parental 

participation during the IEP conference (Gilliam & Coleman, 1981; Goldstein et al., 

1980; Lusthaus et al., 1981; Vaughn et al., 1988), research on parental participation in 

collaborative problem-solving is emerging. This most closely resembles educational 

decision-making during an RtI process. Studies by McNamara and colleagues (1999), 

Dowd-Eagle (2007), and Esquivel and colleagues (2008) have examined parental 
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participation in collaborative problem-solving. And, while the results of these studies are 

noteworthy, further research in this area is still needed. Two of the studies (Esquivel, 

Ryan, & Bonner, 2008; McNamara et al., 1999) utilized surveys to obtain general 

information about parental opinions while the other used standardized rating scales 

(Dowd-Eagle, 2007). McNamara and colleagues (1999) used a thirteen item, Likert 

scale survey that examined consumer satisfaction with the problem-solving process. 

Dowd-Eagle (2007) investigated similar areas by extracting particular scores from three 

different rating scales. The areas examined included effectiveness, acceptability, and 

satisfaction as rated by parents. While valuable information was gained from these 

studies, researchers examined general perceptions, such a level of satisfaction or 

enjoyment with the process, and did not gather information regarding the ways in which 

parents actually participated during educational decision-making. Furthermore, the 

researchers collected this information at one point in time, after the completion of the 

problem-solving process. It is important for future studies to examine parental 

participation through different activities and stages in an RtI process, and not just during 

one meeting. 

In another study, Esquivel and colleagues (2008) mailed two qualitative surveys 

containing prompts about parental experiences with educational decision-making, such 

as what happened at the meeting and parents’ reactions to the meeting. Interestingly 

enough, 31% of parents wrote about their experiences with an IEP conference, which is 

a formal meeting at one point in time, often focused on a placement decision (Esquivel, 

Ryan, & Bonner, 2008). The researchers concluded that parents enjoyed participating in 

problem-solving about their child and appreciated collaborative input from all parties. 
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Although the researchers sought the opinions of experienced parents on a special 

education advisory council using a qualitative methodology, their measure was a written 

survey with limited space, which could have hindered full parental input. In addition, the 

surveys only discussed one meeting where parents were present, and many parents 

responded about the IEP conference, which is traditionally where decisions occur after 

a problem-solving process has taken place. Furthermore, parents did not describe the 

ways in which they participated during educational decision-making. McNamara and 

colleagues (1999) suggested that it is important for future researchers to further 

examine the actual activities and contributions of parents during collaborative problem-

solving rather than just their membership status. 

Researchers have suggested that parents typically display passive participation 

during educational decision-making (Center for Appropriate Dispute Resolution in 

Special Education, 2010) and that many want to take on more direct roles during 

educational decision-making about their child (Gettinger & Guetschow, 1998; Lusthaus 

et al., 1981). Gaining a deeper understanding about these issues will aid in facilitating 

meaningful parental involvement throughout educational decision-making in RtI 

processes. Overall, these studies have examined a breadth of parental involvement 

roles using quantitative methodology, but none have examined these roles or 

experiences in the depth that can be gleaned from qualitative research (Patton, 2002). 

Therefore, examining this phenomenon by using a qualitative methodology and over a 

longer period of time will be helpful in achieving greater understanding of parental 

experiences. 
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This research study used a qualitative methodology to examine parental 

understanding of and involvement in a Response to Intervention (RtI) process. More 

specifically, this study examined home-school communication practices with parents 

and parental participation in educational decision-making as part of an RtI process in an 

elementary school. The primary research questions that guided the study were: 

1. How do parents of children receiving intervention develop an understanding of 
academic progress information during an RtI process? 

2. How do parents of children receiving intervention participate in educational 
decision-making during an RtI process? 

 



 

50 
 

CHAPTER 2 
METHODS AND PROCEDURES 

This chapter outlines the research methodology and procedures that were used for 

this study. This includes information about the nature of the study, a description of the 

setting and participants, and the data collection procedures and analysis methods. In 

addition, methodological issues are discussed and a researcher subjectivity statement 

is provided. 

Nature of the Research Study 

This qualitative research study investigated parental understanding of, and 

involvement, in an elementary school RtI process. More specifically, this study 

examined home-school communication practices with parents and parental participation 

in educational decision-making in a school that implemented RtI. The primary research 

questions that guided the study were: 

1. How do parents of children receiving intervention develop an understanding of 
academic progress information during an RtI process? 

2. How do parents of children receiving intervention participate in educational 
decision-making during an RtI process? 

 
Qualitative methodology was used to investigate these research questions 

because the goal of qualitative research is to “understand how people interpret their 

experiences, how they construct their worlds, and what meaning they attribute to their 

experiences” (Merriam, 2009, p. 5). Qualitative researchers are most concerned with 

the ways in which individuals interact with the world around them, or the participants’ 

perspectives about a certain experience. That is, qualitative researchers “are interested 

in understanding the meaning people have constructed, that is, how they make sense of 

their world and the experiences they have in the world” (Merriam, 2009, p. 13). Rather 
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than examining particular variables at a time, qualitative research is focused on the 

ways in which the parts work together as a whole, in order to gain a deeper 

understanding of a particular phenomenon (Merriam, 2009). In this case, there is a need 

to gain a deeper understanding about home-school communication practices in an RtI 

model, parental participation in decision-making, and parent experiences and 

perspectives as they engage with school personnel in the RtI process.  

Although this will be discussed in more detail throughout the following section, a 

brief description of the methods and procedures for this study is provided. The data 

collection methods for this qualitative study included individual interviews, observations, 

and document review. Data collection began in February 2011 with an observation of 

the beginning of the year Student Success Team (SST) meeting for first grade. Then, 

the researcher met with the first grade teaching team (i.e., three teachers) to begin the 

recruitment process with parents. Primary participants included eight parents of first 

grade students who were receiving intervention in reading and/or math and one parent 

who was identified as a rich source of information, as well as the student’s classroom 

teacher. These participants were interviewed around critical school dates (e.g., release 

of report cards, parent-teacher conferences), beginning in April 2011 and continuing 

until the end of the summer literacy program. Seven parents were interviewed one time 

and two parents were interviewed twice since their child attended the summer literacy 

program. The three teachers were interviewed once. In addition, other school personnel 

who were involved with the student and parents during an RtI process were interviewed 

one time at the end of the school year. The researcher also conducted observations. 

These observations occurred during two grade-level Student Success Team (SST) 
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meetings at the school in February 2011 and April 2011. The researcher also observed 

one parent-team decision-making meeting in May 2011. The topics of this meeting 

included the student’s academic progress, possible participation in the summer literacy 

program, and retention. Data analysis occurred continuously in conjunction with data 

collection so that researcher immersion with the data took place. Data were analyzed 

until no new themes emerged. Please see Table 2.1 for the data collection and analysis 

schedule for this study. 

The purpose of the interviews, observations, and documents included examining 

the kinds of information parents receive from the school about their child’s academic 

progress, what kinds of information were most helpful for parents, and the link between 

the information received and educational decision-making in RtI. The purpose of these 

procedures also was to examine parents’ perceptions of the RtI process over a short 

period of time and their expectations for next steps. In addition, teachers’ goals for 

involving parents, their rationale for presenting information in the ways they do, and 

what they wanted to accomplish during data presentation and decision-making were 

examined. The focus of interviews with other school personnel addressed their goals for 

communicating with parents, their framework for presenting data to parents and 

involving them in decision-making, and their perceptions about roles during the RtI 

process. 

This study exhibited the six characteristics of qualitative research as defined by 

Bogdan and Biklen (2007). These criteria are: 1) the research is carried out in natural 

settings, 2) the researcher gathers the data directly, 3) the research provides rich 

narrative descriptions, 4) the research is concerned with process, 5) the data are 
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analyzed inductively, and 6) the perspectives of the participant are important. In other 

words, the researcher conducts the study within a naturalistic setting because they 

believe that behavior is observed most naturally in its original context (Patton, 2002). 

Furthermore, the data that the researcher collected on-site were in the form of words, as 

direct quotations from participants help to illustrate the claims (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). 

These data were then used to draw conclusions about a process (e,g,, “How?” or 

“Why?”) rather than simply describe outcomes or products (e.g., “What?”), which leads 

to a rich portrayal of data that becomes more specific as the analysis process advances 

(Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). Yielding a rich description about process was particularly 

relevant for this study, as parental involvement within an RtI process has not yet been 

examined by researchers. Throughout all of these steps, the participants’ perspectives 

were the most important consideration, as it is the researcher’s goal to accurately 

capture the participants’ unique experiences and interpretations (Bogdan & Biklen, 

2007).  

Description of Setting 

A university affiliated developmental research public school in north central Florida 

(DRS) was the setting for this study. DRS is a public school that serves 1155 students 

from kindergarten through twelfth grade.  As a laboratory school, DRS is responsible for 

developing innovative educational solutions and providing that information to other 

school districts. Therefore, there is a strong emphasis placed on educational research. 

Furthermore, DRS seeks to enroll a student population that is representative of the state 

of Florida in terms of racial/ethnic and socioeconomic backgrounds. This allows for 

research with a strong focus in working with diverse populations.  
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In addition to their dedication to innovative research, DRS was also chosen for the 

site of this study because of their history of RtI implementation. The school began 

implementing RtI in the 2006-2007 school year with the use of tiered intervention, 

progress monitoring, and data-based decision-making in K-2 reading instruction. RtI 

processes were implemented in subsequent years to include reading in K-5, along with 

math and school-wide behavior systems. In addition to the use of a school improvement 

process to implement RtI over a five-year period, DRS staff has initiated a series of 

Research in Action workshops to share data and information about the essential 

components of RtI implementation, as well as the benefits and challenges of RtI. These 

workshops have been provided to hundreds of teachers and administrators representing 

school districts in north central Florida over the past three years. 

Description of Participants 

Participants in this study included nine parents of first grade students, three 

teachers that comprise the first grade teaching team, and three instructional support 

personnel. Eight of the parents had a student who was receiving intervention services in 

reading and/or math. One parent, whose child was not receiving intervention services, 

was selected because the teacher nominated her as a source of rich information due to 

her experiences at DRS. Demographic information about the parent participants can be 

found in Table 2.2.  

Selection of the first grade level was based on the amount of academic progress 

information and description of intervention services provided during first grade. The RtI 

process focuses on early prevention and intervention, thus first grade includes the 

collection of extensive curriculum-based and progress monitoring data for students. 
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Academic difficulties identified at the middle and end of first grade often indicate a need 

for more intensive intervention services in reading and math.  

In addition to parents, the teachers of the aforementioned students were primary 

informants for the study. The first grade team, which consists of three teachers, 

represented a range of professional experiences. See Table 2.3 for teacher 

demographic information. 

Also, due to the nature of the RtI process and the different circumstances around 

student academic needs, as well as parent and teacher interactions, other support 

personnel (i.e., curriculum coordinator, instructional support teacher, teacher on special 

assignment) were included as informants in the study. It was expected that support 

personnel would be able to provide rich, descriptive information due to interactions with 

the student through intervention, as well as the teachers and parents throughout the 

school year. In addition, these support personnel typically provide supplementary data 

regarding student academic progress to parents during the RtI process and have 

distinct perspectives regarding parental participation in decision-making. Therefore, 

additional information was examined regarding how and what the problem-solving team 

communicates to the parents. See Table 2.4 for demographic information about the 

support personnel. 

Thus, the researcher collected information by following nine parents from the 

release of midyear data to the end of the summer literacy program as the RtI process 

proceeded for their child who was experiencing difficulties in reading and/or math. While 

specific learning needs and the circumstances differed for each of the nine students, the 

school-established process was followed, and thus parent understanding of relevant 
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academic progress information and their participation in educational decision-making 

were explored. 

Merriam (2009) noted that nonprobability sampling is the most common participant 

sampling approach in qualitative research and it was utilized in this study. This 

represents purposeful sampling, or selecting a small number of participants, but 

exploring the research questions in great depth (Patton, 2002). Nonprobability sampling 

is most common when qualitative researchers are seeking to discover what is occurring, 

as well as the practical implications of those experiences. That is, “purposeful sampling 

is based on the assumption that the investigator wants to discover, understand, and 

gain insight and therefore must select a sample from which the most can be learned” 

(Merriam, 2009, p. 77). Furthermore, as recommended by Merriam (2009), researchers 

select participants based on the goal and purpose of the research study by setting 

particular selection criteria. Because the goal of this study was to understand parent 

experiences in an RtI process, the selection criteria included: 1) being a parent of a first 

grade student at DRS who is receiving academic intervention, and 2) being nominated 

by a first grade teacher who expected them to share rich information about their 

perceptions and experiences. It was presumed that the most would be learned from 

parents who met these criteria. After these selection criteria were met for the primary 

participants, the secondary participants were included. That is, the child’s classroom 

teacher and other members of the decision-making team were named as secondary 

participants due to their involvement with the parents throughout the RtI process. 

Because these school professionals worked with the students and parents on a ongoing 
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basis, it was also assumed that they were able to provide valuable insights into parents’ 

experiences during the RtI process.  

There are multiple types of nonprobability sampling, including typical sampling and 

snowball sampling, aspects of which were used to select the sample for this study. In 

particular, researchers utilize a typical sample because it “reflects the average person, 

situation, or instance of the phenomenon of interest” (Merriam, 2009, p. 78). To recruit 

potential participants, the researcher asked the first grade teachers to nominate parents 

in their classroom who met the aforementioned criteria. Then, the researcher sent out 

an informational letter about the study to all parents that the teachers nominated. The 

researcher then followed up with individual phone calls to ask if the nominated parents 

were willing to participate in this study. Fifteen parents were contacted by the 

researcher and nine parents indicated that they were willing to participate. Then, an 

initial interview was scheduled with each parent. By utilizing parents who had a child 

receiving intervention services and who received a wealth of information regarding their 

child’s academic progress, it was presumed that this sample provided an intense 

representation of parental experiences in an RtI process, both in terms of understanding 

the information and participating in decision-making. 

Data Collection Procedures 

Data collection primarily occurred through the use of interviews, observations, and 

document review. Interview meetings were scheduled with each participant, and 

observations were conducted during predetermined parent-team and systems-level 

meeting times. All participants were informed of the purpose and components of the 

research study in the letter of consent and all participants signed the letter of consent 

(Appendix A, Letters of Informed Consent). Demographic information was also collected 
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from all of the participants. Participants were asked to complete the demographic 

information form (Appendix B, Demographic Information Forms) after the initial 

interview. The interview guides were tailored to participants based on their role during 

the RtI process (Appendix C, Interview Guides). 

Interviews 

Interviews with participants were the primary means of data collection in this study. 

Patton (2002) indicated that the purpose of interviews is to find out things from 

participants that we would not understand from directly observing them. That is, “the 

purpose of interviewing…is to allow us to enter into the other person’s perspective…to 

find out what is in and on someone else’s mind, to gather their stories” (Patton, 2002, p. 

341). Furthermore, this conversation between the interviewer and interviewee is a 

purposeful one, or one in which the interviewer is seeking out information from the 

interviewee (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). An interview guide was utilized to focus the 

content of each interview (Appendix C). Topics that were addressed included the kinds 

of information parents receive from the school about their child’s academic progress, 

what information is most helpful for parents, and the link between the information 

received and educational decision-making. In addition, topics addressed during teacher 

interviews included their goals for involving parents, their rationale for presenting 

information in the ways they do, and what they hope to accomplish during data 

presentation and decision-making. The successive interview guides, including those 

with parents, teachers, and support personnel, were developed from emerging themes 

and unanswered questions out of the initial set of interviews and observations. These 

interviews focused on parents’ perceptions of the process from beginning to end, the 

value they place on particular kinds of information, and their expectations for next steps. 
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In addition, interviews with teachers and support personnel addressed their goals for 

communicating with parents, their framework for presenting data to parents and 

involving them in decision-making, and their perceptions about roles throughout the 

process. 

The use of an interview protocol allows for a semi-structured approach to 

interviewing. That is, although particular pre-determined topics are initiated, this 

approach is more flexible so that the interviewer can prompt or probe for further detail 

when necessary (Patton, 2002). Therefore, the approach is both structured (in the 

topics selected) and flexible (in the amount of detail that the interviewer seeks out 

based on the goal of the question). In addition, utilizing this type of interview meets 

three other goals: 1) The interview protocol is available for future inspection, 2) the 

interview is focused for the sake of time efficiency, and 3) analysis is facilitated by 

making responses easier to find and compare across participants (Bogdan & Biklen, 

2007; Patton, 2002). Thus, collecting data using this approach helps to facilitate a richer 

understanding of parent, teacher, and support personnel perspectives, yet offers a 

reasonable balance between structure and flexibility to aid in understanding their 

perspectives on a meaningful level. 

This study included a series of interviews with parents, teachers, and support 

personnel over a 5-month period. Each interview lasted approximately 30 to 90 minutes 

and was audiotaped so that the conversations were preserved for continuous analysis. 

In addition, the interviewer took detailed field notes during the interviews. The purpose 

of the notes was not to write the conversation verbatim, but to assist the interviewer in 

formulating prompts or additional questions for the current interview, and to provide 
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relevant insights into future interview protocols (Patton, 2002). Furthermore, note-taking 

assists in practical aspects of data analysis, such as serving as a back-up in the event 

that the tape recorder fails, helping to locate important quotations, and providing 

nonverbal feedback to the participant about what is notable (Patton, 2002).  

As described earlier, parents were the primary informants in this study as the goal 

was to examine their perceptions and experiences throughout the RtI process. 

However, teachers and other support personnel, such as instructional support teachers 

and other support staff, were also participants in this study. There are limitations to 

collecting data through interviewing techniques. Most notably, as Patton (2002) 

described: “Because qualitative methods are highly personal and interpersonal…and 

because in-depth interviewing opens up what is inside people—qualitative inquiry may 

be more intrusive and involve greater reactivity than…quantitative approaches” (p. 407). 

That is, due to the personal nature of the interview process, some participants may not 

feel comfortable and may react negatively to the interviewer in a variety of ways, from 

not discussing a topic or changing their answers so that they feel protected (Hatch, 

2007). Furthermore, qualitative researchers are sometimes accused of “leading” 

participants’ answers in their wording of questions. To address these issues, the 

proposed study occurred in a comfortable and familiar place for the participants (i.e., on 

the school campus). Rapport was also established with the participants before asking 

questions from the interview protocol so that participants felt comfortable in the 

interviewing situation (Hatch, 2007). In addition, the interviewer utilized active listening 

skills so that the participants feel understood and important, and open-ended questions 

were be used so that participants’ voices were heard (Hatch, 2007; Patton, 2002). 
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Observations 

Merriam (2009) emphasized the importance of interweaving interviews and 

observations as primary types of qualitative data collection. These two methods are 

complementary because, while interviews can elicit information about participants’ 

perceptions of the world, observations occur in the natural setting itself and represent a 

direct and personal encounter with the phenomenon being investigated (Merriam, 

2009). In fact, Patton (2002) indicated that, without personally experiencing a 

phenomenon and relying merely on interview data, it is difficult to fully understand the 

experience. Observations have other benefits too, including allowing the researcher to 

be open and inductive in the new setting, uncovering information that participants may 

be unaware of or have not paid attention to, and discovering information that 

participants may not want to discuss in an interview (Patton, 2002). Researchers can 

also use their unique firsthand experience when interpreting the observations, rather 

than relying on secondhand report of the experience (Merriam, 2009). To gain this 

firsthand experience, the researcher had the opportunity to observe two grade-level 

SST meetings and one parent-team meeting that was held to discuss academic issues 

and retention at the end of the school year.  

Although observations are often used as a source to help triangulate and confirm 

existing data (Merriam, 2009), there are limitations to conducting observations. Bogdan 

and Biklen (2007) and Patton (2002) summarized these limitations, which include 

selective perception of data by the researcher, difficulty observing particular behaviors, 

and participants feeling intruded upon or watched, which may change their typical 

behavior. However, to combat these limitations, observation can be used a research 

tool, rather than in everyday living, meaning that the observer trains his or her self to 
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learn to pay attention, to write descriptively, to practice recording field notes, and to 

know “how to separate detail from trivia…and using rigorous methods to validate 

observations” (Patton, 2002, p. 260-261). 

Document review 

The third data collection strategy that was employed in this study was review of 

relevant documents. Merriam (2009) indicated that, in fact, document review is not 

much different from interviews and observations, because what is said in the documents 

is often comparable to what is seen and heard in fieldwork. In fact, reviewing these 

documents can provide a closer look at what is not revealed in observations and 

interviews (Patton, 2002). As in interviews and observations, the data gathered from 

documents “can furnish descriptive information, verify emerging hypotheses, advance 

new categories and hypotheses, offer historical understanding, track change and 

development, and so on” (Merriam, 2009, p. 155). In addition, there are strengths of 

incorporating documents as sources of data. First, documents are easily accessible to 

the researcher. Unlike interviews and observations, documents are sources of data that 

can be collected unobtrusively in most settings and in a brief amount of time. Also, the 

researcher can collect documents without necessary cooperation from other people 

(Merriam, 2009). Furthermore, as was the case in this study, documents “contain 

information that would take an investigator enormous time and effort to gather 

otherwise” (Merriam, 2009, p. 155). Finally, documentary material is stable in that the 

presence of the researcher does not change what is being said or done. That is, 

documents provide a more objective source of data for qualitative research (Merriam, 

2009). 
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The types of documents included as sources of data in this study were the 

curriculum-based measurement (CBM) sheet and field notes. These CBM sheets were 

delivered to parents four times a year and detailed their student’s academic progress. In 

addition, included on the back of the CBM sheet was an explanation of the assessments 

that students were administered that year. This provided brief descriptions about what 

each assessment was measuring as well as simple definitions of the areas of reading. 

Finally, the researcher took notes during grade-level SST meetings and the parent-team 

meeting.  

There are limitations to document review. Some data may be incomplete or 

incompatible for use in a research study. Or, the documents may be in a format that is 

not helpful to the researcher. Finally, researchers may experience difficulty determining 

the “authenticity and accuracy” of such documents (Merriam, 2009, p. 154). However, 

as Merriam (2009) indicated, a document is deemed valuable if it contains insight that 

may be pertinent to the research questions and if it can be obtained in a logical manner. 

Based on these statements, the documents in this study were considered of value for 

data collection and analysis. 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis occurred throughout the data collection process, which took place 

during the spring semester and the summer literacy program of the 2010-2011 school 

year. This continual analysis process is due to the fact that qualitative analysis is 

dynamic and emergent, so it should continue as data are still being collected (Merriam, 

2009). Because this study examined a topic that has not yet been investigated by 

previous researchers, the purpose was to conduct a descriptive study about parental 

experiences in understanding information and participating during educational decision-
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making during an RtI process. The stages of data analysis will be described in the 

following section. 

Patton (2002) indicated that the first step of data analysis, after transcribing 

interviews verbatim, is to develop a coding scheme. This is further described as 

“identifying, coding, categorizing, classifying, and labeling the primary patterns in the 

data…analyzing the core content of the interviews and observations to determine what’s 

significant” (Patton, 2002, p. 463). Units of data, or codes, were identified that have the 

potential to relate to the research question and can be understood on its own without 

additional context (Merriam, 2009). In this study, notes were made in the margins of the 

transcripts and observation notes to identify such codes. All of these potential codes 

were typed. Then, similar notes were organized into a single system, and a code label 

was given for that topic. When possible, notes relating to the same code were 

categorized using similar language to facilitate the sorting process. In this study, the first 

reading was done to develop the coded categories, and subsequent readings were 

conducted to formalize the coding systematically (Merriam, 2009; Patton, 2002).  

During the next stage of data analysis, the task is to move from  

concrete description of observable data to a somewhat more abstract 
level…using concepts to describe phenomena…classifying data into some 
sort of schema consisting of categories, themes…The categories describe 
the data, but to some extent they also interpret the data (Merriam, 2009, p. 
188).  

 
That is, these coded categories were further grouped on a more abstract level, as 

themes emerged naturally from the categorized codes. This process continued 

throughout immersion of the data until no new categories or themes were discovered, 

as all categories will be “responsive to the purpose of the research, exhaustive, mutually 



 

65 
 

exclusive, sensitizing, and conceptually congruent” (Merriam, 2009, p. 186). That is, 

constantly comparing the data throughout the initial coding and thematic understanding 

levels of analysis ensures that all substantive data are revealed (Merriam, 2009). 

Methodological Issues 

Although methodological issues can arise when conducting any type of research, 

steps were taken to ensure that the data used in this study were valid and reliable 

sources of information. The primary techniques incorporated in this study to address 

methodological issues included triangulating data, constantly comparing the data, 

utilizing a researcher journal, and implementing member checks. The techniques will 

further be explained in the following section. 

Researchers have distinguished four methods for triangulating data, all of which 

strengthen the value of the study’s results. These types include data triangulation, 

investigator triangulation, theory triangulation, and methodological triangulation 

(Merriam, 2009; Patton, 2002). In this study, data triangulation and methodological 

triangulation were used. Data triangulation refers to using a variety of data sources in a 

study (Merriam, 2009; Patton, 2002). In this study, the experiences of parents were 

examined by including parents, teachers, and support personnel as key sources of 

information. In addition, methodological triangulation, which is using multiple methods to 

study a phenomenon, was also utilized (Merriam, 2009; Patton, 2002). The multiple 

methods were individual interviews with all study participants (i.e., parents, teachers, 

and support personnel) as well as observations during educational decision-making 

meetings in which these participants are present and review of relevant documents. 

Incorporating these two types of triangulation into the current study allows for “cross-

data validity checks” rather than relying on one source of information or one method to 
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obtain the data (Patton, 2002). Furthermore, the interconnectedness of interviews and 

observations were discussed earlier. By utilizing interviews and observations throughout 

the study, the limitations of one method can be accounted for by the strengths of the 

complementary method (Patton, 2002).  

Another technique that was used in this study to enhance the credibility of the 

findings was long-term observation of the phenomenon, which occurs when “you begin 

to see or hear the same things over and over again, and no new information surfaces as 

you collect more data” (Merriam, 2009, p. 219). That is, long-term observation of a 

phenomenon allows for researcher immersion with the data over time until no new 

information is revealed (Patton, 2002). Utilizing this technique allows for constant 

interaction with the data, using multiple sources and methods throughout the analysis 

until no more unique information is discovered. In this study, the researcher was 

immersed in the data from the midyear SST meeting, and continued to be immersed 

through interviews, observations, and document review over a five month period. 

The researcher also utilized a researcher’s journal throughout the data analysis 

process. The purposes of keeping a researcher’s journal include: to explore preliminary 

themes and interpretations, to think critically about the context of the study as well as 

more theoretical issues, and to refine future interview protcols (Merriam, 2009). 

Because the analysis process was ongoing for several months, the researcher was able 

to keep track of emerging themes from the data in a structured way. In addition, it 

facilitated the process of checking that no new themes had emerged after all of the data 

were analyzed together. The researcher was also able to reflect on participants’ words 

and the relationship of the emerging themes to broader theoretical issues. Furthermore, 



 

67 
 

memos from the researcher journal aided in tailoring the initial and follow-up interview 

protocols.   

Finally, member checks were integrated into the methodology of this study. 

Member checks include “soliciting feedback on your emerging findings from some of the 

people that you interviewed” (Merriam, 2009, p. 217). In doing this, the researcher asks 

whether the interpretation “rings true” to the participants so that they can provide their 

input “throughout the course of the study” (Merriam, 2009, p. 217). In this study, initial 

interpretations were shared with three parents and three teachers. The researcher 

utilized member checks to ensure the accuracy of the findings, but also to seek out 

feedback from the participants regarding the interpretation (Hatch, 2007; Merriam, 2009; 

Patton, 2002). Participants were invited to share their opinions and reactions to the data 

interpretation, as qualitative data collection and analysis is often a coconstructive 

process, and it is important to examine the findings “in partnership with the participants” 

(Hatch, 2007, p. 188). 

Researcher Subjectivity Statement 

Another way to enhance the reliability and validity of the study findings is to 

understand the experiences and assumptions of the researcher conducting the study 

(Hatch, 2007; Merriam, 2009). As the primary data collector for this study, it is important 

to understand information that as a researcher, I have unique perspectives and 

experiences related to the topic of this study.  

I entered into the school psychology program at the University of Florida in the fall 

of 2007, directly after graduating with my B.A. in psychology and comparative religion 

from Miami University in Ohio. I earned my M.Ed. in school psychology in 2010 during 

the pursuit of my Ph.D. in school psychology. While I had worked with children in 



 

68 
 

various ways, I had never been employed in a school setting before entering graduate 

school. I volunteered throughout college as a tutor for kindergarten and fifth grade 

students struggling in reading, math, and science. I also worked for several summers as 

a counselor at a therapeutic summer day camp for children with Emotional and 

Behavioral Disorders (EBD). But, when I entered into my graduate program, I was new 

to the intricate inner-workings of school systems. Throughout my time at UF, I have 

gained practicum experience at DRS for two years as well as in two other counties 

surrounding Gainesville, Florida. Although I learned a great deal of information and 

gained practical skills from all of these placements, each was vastly different from the 

next, yet all have influenced the ways I conceptualize school psychological services as 

well as parental involvement roles. 

Working at DRS as a practicum student opened my eyes to a more innovative 

school system. Not only does DRS place a heavy emphasis on learning from research 

and has a majority of teachers with advanced degrees, but also school staff have been 

in the process of implementing RtI for a number of years. Furthermore, they have 

implemented a number of opportunities for parental involvement and the parents at 

DRS appear to be more involved in their children’s education than was observed at 

other school sites. These characteristics are important to note because through 

experiences at DRS, I have been able to gain a greater understanding of the 

effectiveness of RtI processes and have personally witnessed the positive outcomes of 

parental involvement. For example, during my third year, I consulted with a teacher and 

parent regarding a student’s behavioral difficulties in the classroom. I used a Conjoint 

Behavioral Consultation model (Sheridan & Kratochwill, 2008) to address the student’s 
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difficulties, and think of it as one of my most successful cases to date. This was due to 

shared responsibility of all parties in the student’s success as well as consistency 

between the home and school environments since the teacher and parent were 

implementing similar interventions (Sheridan & Kratochwill, 2008). I understand that not 

every case will result so positively, but having an “ideal” experience certainly 

enlightened me about the powerful benefits of parental involvement. Furthermore, in 

terms of RtI implementation at DRS, I have observed parents’ joy about their child 

responding to a new intervention, as well as the advantages of collaborative problem-

solving between parents, teachers, and other school professionals. Contrasting these 

experiences with some experiences I’ve had at other schools has opened my eyes to 

the research to practice gap that is all too common in schools today. These experiences 

enhanced my desire to conduct research that will inform effective practices, especially 

in terms of facilitating meaningful parental involvement in their child’s education.  
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Table 2-1. Data collection and analysis schedule 

Date Task 

February 2011  Attended mid-year SST meeting.  

 Reviewed student CBM data. 
March 2011  Recruited 9 parents, 3 teachers, and 3 

support staff as participants. 
April 2011  Conducted initial interviews with 

parents. 

 Attended the end-of-year SST meeting. 

 Transcribed parent interviews. 

 Began researcher journal. 

 Began analysis of interviews. 
May 2011  Conducted teacher interviews. 

 Attended one formal decision-making 
meeting with parent present. 

 Transcribed teacher interviews and 
observation notes from meetings.  

 Analyzed parent and teacher 
interviews together. 

June 2011  Conducted interviews with school 
support personnel.  

 Transcribed support personnel 
interviews. 

 Continued to analyze data from all of 
the participants together. 

July 2011  Conducted follow-up interviews with 
parents whose child participated in the 
summer literacy program. 

 Transcribed follow-up parent 
interviews. 

 Continued ongoing data analysis. 
August 2011  Finished interviews with school support 

personnel. 

 Finished interview transcriptions. 
September 2011-February 2012  Continued data analysis. 

March 2012  Shared preliminary findings with 
participants for member checking. 
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Table 2-2. Parent demographic information 
Participant Age Gender Race/Ethnicity Level of Education Child’s Intervention 

Services 

A 41 Female Caucasian Graduate/professional 
school 

Tier 2 in reading 

B 53 Female Caucasian College Tier 2 in reading 
C 29 Female Caucasian College Tier 2 in reading, Tier 2 

in behavior 
D 40 Female Caucasian College No intervention 

services 
E 41 Female Caucasian Graduate/professional 

school 
Tier 2 in reading 

F 34 Female Caucasian College Tier 2 in reading 
G 42 Female Caucasian Graduate/professional 

school 
Tier 2 in reading 

H 45 Female Caucasian Graduate/professional 
school 

Tiers 2 & 3 in reading 
and math 

I 31 Female African-
American 

Graduate/professional 
school 

Tiers 2 & 3 in reading 
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Table 2-3. Teacher demographic information 
 

 

 

 

 
  

Participant Age Gender Race/ 
Ethnicity 

Years 
teaching 

Years 
at 

DRS 

Years 
involved 
with RtI 

1 
 
2 
 
3 

26 
 

50 
 

56 

Female 
 

Female 
 

Female 

Caucasian 
 

Caucasian 
 

Caucasian 

2 
 

28 
 

30+ 

2 
 

25 
 

14 

2 
 

5 
 

5 
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Table 2-4. Support personnel demographic information 

Participant Age Gender Race/ 
Ethnicity 

Years in 
education 

Years 
at 

DRS 

Years 
involved 
with RtI 

Involvement with 
RtI process 

1 34 Female Hispanic 13 8 5  Serve as 
elementary 
Reading 
Coach. 

 Lead the RtI 
Leadership 
team. 

 Lead grade-
level SST 
meetings. 

 Coordinate RtI 
efforts in 
elementary 
school. 

2 30 Female Caucasian 8 8        4  Classroom 
teacher 
providing Tier 
2 intervention. 

 Instructional 
support 
teacher in 
grades 4 & 5 
providing Tier 
3 reading and 
math 
intervention. 

 Teacher on 
special 
assignment 
responsible for 
elementary 
school 
administration 
and 
participation 
on RTI 
leadership 
team. 

3 41 Female Caucasian 20 3 3  Instructional 
support 
teacher for 
grades K-2 
providing Tier 
3 reading and 
math 
intervention. 
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CHAPTER 3 
RESULTS 

DRS was the setting for this study. DRS is a public school that serves 1155 

students from kindergarten through twelfth grade. Approximately 350 students are 

enrolled in kindergarten through fifth grade. The school began implementing RtI in the 

2006-2007 school year with the use of tiered intervention, progress monitoring, and 

data-based decision-making in reading instruction in kindergarten through second 

grade. RtI processes were implemented in subsequent years to include reading in third 

through fifth grade, along with math and school-wide behavior systems. This study was 

designed to investigate two research questions regarding parents’ understanding of and 

participation in the RtI process at DRS through the use of interviews, observations, and 

document review. More specifically, this study examined the ways in which parents 

developed an understanding of their children’s academic progress information as well 

as the ways in which parents participated in educational decision-making for their 

children. In addition, the roles that teachers and other support personnel at the school 

played in parents’ understanding and participation in decision-making were explored. 

Eight parents of first grade students receiving intervention in reading and/or 

mathematics and one parent who was identified as a rich source of information were the 

primary participants in this study. In addition, the first grade teaching team was asked to 

participate. Other members of school staff (i.e., an instructional support teacher, the 

curriculum coordinator, and a teacher on administrative assignment) were also asked to 

participate based on their level of involvement with the parents throughout the RtI 

process. Qualitative methodology was used to gain a deeper understanding about 

home-school communication practices in an RtI model, parental participation in 
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decision-making, and parent experiences and perspectives as they engage with school 

personnel during the RtI process. 

The results of this study are organized around the two major research questions, 

which are: 1) How do parents of students receiving intervention develop an 

understanding of academic progress information during at RtI process?; and 2) How do 

parents of children receiving intervention participate in educational decision-making 

during an RtI process? Analysis of the data related to specific themes, and quotes from 

parents, teachers, and school support personnel will be provided. 

Data analysis produced four major themes regarding the ways in which parents 

develop an understanding of their children’s academic progress information: 1) diverse 

and numerous opportunities to make sense of their child’s progress; 2) reliance on joint 

examination of the data; 3) establishing a close, trusting relationship with their child’s 

teacher; and 4) realizing the “whole picture” of their child. In terms of parent participation 

in decision-making for their children, three interactive and connected themes were 

revealed: 1) determining their level of involvement based on the intensity of their child’s 

needs; 2) experiences within the parent-teacher dyad; and 3) interacting with existing 

components of the school system. The following chapter provides a detailed discussion 

about each of these themes. 

The Ways in Which Parents Develop an Understanding of Their Child’s Academic 
Progress Information 

In this section, the four major themes regarding the ways in which parents 

developed an understanding of their child’s academic progress information will be 

discussed. The four themes are: diverse and numerous opportunities to make sense of 

the data; reliance on joint examination of the data; establishing a close, trusting 
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relationship with the child’s teacher; and realizing the “whole picture” of their child’s 

academic progress. Please see the following figure for a visual display of the themes 

represented in the first research question. 
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Figure 3-1. How do parents of children receiving intervention develop an understanding of academic progress information 
during an RtI process? 
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Diverse and Numerous Opportunities to Make Sense of the Data 

This theme emerged from the data as parents consistently discussed developing 

an understanding of their child’s data through a variety of informational sources and 

interacting directly with the child’s teacher and other school staff. Parents relied on 

qualified professionals to help them make sense of the data and better understand their 

child’s achievement, and conversations often centered on the assessment-intervention 

link. At DRS, parents were afforded a variety of opportunities to interact with teachers 

and other school staff. This included formal interactions, such as during parent-teacher 

conferences and through the curriculum-based measurement (CBM) sheet, as well as 

informal interactions, such as phone calls, emails, and seeing each other before and 

after school. Through these interactions, parents were able to gain a well-rounded 

understanding about how their child was progressing in school and what they could do 

to help at home. These interactions also allowed them to ask questions, express 

concerns, and understand what was happening in the classroom.  

Patterns of Formal and Informal Communication 

DRS has a formal, school-wide protocol for establishing initial parent contact, 

which all teachers in this study followed. As Teacher 1 states: “The protocol is that we 

test every nine weeks and then after the first assessment time is when we bring the 

parents in. It’s kind of like October-November is conference month. That’s the formal 

time”. In the fall, an individual parent conference is held with each student’s parents to 

discuss their child’s academic progress. At this time, they are given the first formal 

indicator of their child’s academic progress: the curriculum-based measurement (CBM) 

sheet. The CBM sheet details their child’s progress on classroom-based assessments 



 

79 
 

in all areas of reading and in their overall math achievement. The assessment tools 

used to measure progress are also listed. Their child’s scores are indicated, and the 

grade-level benchmarks during each assessment period throughout the year are also 

denoted on the CBM sheet. On the back of the CBM sheet, parents are given a brief 

description about what each area of reading means.  

When asked about parent-teacher conferences, parents generally presented clear 

descriptions of the conference protocol, as Parent D described:  

The first conference is the end of the first 9 weeks. If they’ve had any of 
those assessments done, we discuss those. And sort of their progress, 
again fitting into the group, their behavior, how they’ve scored based 
on…sometimes we look at last year’s last quarter CBM. Sometimes there is 
quite a shift, a drop, or maybe just staying the same and you wonder why 
and so the teachers have always been good at explaining how the summer 
relates to that. The different skill levels that are expected in the next grade if 
they progress, different expectations also. 

Parent H also said: “She helps explain a lot of it, and in the meetings, Teacher 3 

certainly clarifies a lot of it as well to kind of give us an idea of like where he is and 

where we want to get him to and kind of what her goals are and how she--what she’s 

doing to work towards those goals”. All parents in this study attended the initial parent 

conference, and it was obvious that they had a understanding of the goals of this 

meeting. Similarly, regardless of the teacher whose class their child was in, parents 

described the conference outline in remarkably similar ways. Through following the 

school-wide protocol, the first grade teaching team created a well-defined agenda for 

the conference situation that the parents understood and could recall.  

Another major element of the conference situation was the use of the CBM sheet 

(Appendix D, Sample CBM Sheet). Teachers suggested that the CBM sheet is used as 
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the primary frame of reference during the conference when describing to parents their 

child’s academic progress. Teacher 3 indicated: 

I do use our CBM form as my frame of reference because that says all the 
information really clearly. It’s because it is all numerical, and with that, there 
are many different kinds of tests, but I feel like that’s been very 
helpful…what the expectations were and where their child scored within 
that realm…Where their child is and where they need to go. That’s actually 
been really helpful. 

As Teacher 3 suggested, teachers feel that the use of the CBM sheet helps to 

streamline communication with parents by clearly describing grade-level expectations in 

comparison to their child’s progress. After the first formal conference with parents, the 

CBM sheets are sent home for the remaining three quarters. She also saw that the 

CBM sheet improved the ease of explaining individual student data and the objectivity of 

the data source. The CBM clearly, specifically, and visually displayed individual student 

progress in relation to grade-level targets in each academic area. Furthermore, Teacher 

2 suggested that the CBM sheet was helpful in explaining grade-level expectations: “I 

think it’s a good way to show the parents what our goals are for first grade”. So, parents 

were able to see the current benchmark for the academic area as well as the end-of-

the-year expectation. Parents also appreciated this aspect, as Parent D described: “I 

think it also is helpful to us as parents that we get to look at sort of what he’s expected 

to do by the fourth quarter. I like how that’s already there and we can constantly kind of 

revisit that and see the overall picture”.  

In addition, the objectivity of the data was helpful when communicating to parents 

about their child. Teacher 3 indicated that “because it’s objective rather than subjective, 

parents really seem to get it, grasp it better”. She further stated:  

I felt like there was a lot less parent…potential upset. Like parents would 
come back and say well you said, you said this. There was a lot more of 
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you said this and now you’re saying this and it doesn’t match. Where from 
my point of view, what I was saying was very similar, but when it’s numbers 
on a page and we have this ongoing history, there’s not so much upset 
generated on the parents’ part. Fewer surprises because otherwise parents 
hear what they want to hear, but when they are seeing it as well, there’s just 
less discrepancies. And less upset I think on the parents’ part. 

The use of the CBM sheet provided a framework for the clear presentation of 

comprehensive data. It also allowed for teachers to talk objectively about child progress 

with their parents, which also decreased the potential for parent upset about a teacher’s 

subjectivity. Communicating with the CBM sheet seemed to make the grading process 

more uniform for teachers and provide a comprehensive picture regarding a child’s 

skills. Thus, when communicating about a student’s achievement, teachers were able to 

talk about a child in context of their performance using data as a guide for the 

conversation. Researchers (Harry, 1992; Waltman & Frisbie, 1994) suggested that 

parental misunderstanding is often caused by variability in grading practices and the 

little amount of information that letter grades reveal about a child’s progress. In the case 

of DRS, however, the CBM sheet is used each quarter and across grades.  

While communication occurred through formal routes of the parent-teacher 

conference and the CBM sheet, it also happened through more informal routes, such as 

email, phone calls, and check-ins during student drop-off and pick-up after school. 

Teacher 2 seemed to utilize phone calls the most, saying: “So it’s mostly phone calls…I 

make phone calls when I’m concerned about things. But then I try to be able to make a 

phone call too maybe if we’ve been concerned about something and I’m seeing a 

change, we’ve seen some progress. I try to make a follow up phone call too”. Teacher 3 

and Teacher 1 seemed to prefer sending emails as a quick check-in with parents. 
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Teacher 3 said, “Lots of family emails…individualized emails…Used to do a lot more 

phone calling before email”. Teacher 1 added:  

I communicate mostly through email, so something comes up, I email them. 
I also email them every Friday as to say this is what we’re doing next week 
in the classroom…I feel like that’s a quick way so that parents can be in the 
loop and ask their kids, you know, when they come home. And then also, 
then parents if they have any questions can feel free to email me back. 

In fact, most teachers and parents agreed that more frequent communication about day-

to-day news occurred informally. Teacher 1 stated: “I feel like more happens through 

the day to day discussions on the front circle or a parent popping their head in or 

sending an email versus like the actual sit down, let’s look at the scores. I feel like that 

happens almost weekly”. Teacher 3 added: “And so the more kids I have that go to 

parent pick up or that actually bring kids in the morning, the more face to face contact I 

end up having”.  

These informal, frequent conversations were an additional source of information 

for parents to stay connected to the classroom and updated about their child’s progress. 

Parent A indicated that this communication happened on an almost daily basis:  

She’s really good about talking with me after school if there’s something 
going on, just if I’m picking him up… I love the circle because I just see her 
do that with all of us. You know, she’s letting us know just kind of good 
day/great day, this is you know, gosh we did quarters today and he got that 
so quickly. Just you know, those regular check ins are, to me, very helpful. 

Having informal routes of communication allowed for more frequent contact instead of 

relying solely on formal lines of communication. Informal contact also allowed parents to 

remain updated even if they were unable to be present at school for a meeting or 

conference. Parent C described the importance of these informal check-ins for parents 

who are unable to be at school each day: “And I do like that she keeps in contact 

through email, constantly sending home reminders and giving progress updates as far 
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as all the kids made their reading log, their 75 minutes this week, so everybody gets a 

prize. You know, stuff like that, it keeps you connected to the classroom without having 

to be there”.  

While parents found the informal routes of communication to be helpful for quick 

updates, most indicated that they did not want to hear important updates about their 

child’s education through a phone call or an email. They appreciated receiving that kind 

of news in a face-to-face meeting. Parent I best expressed this concern:  

Well when it comes to my kids, I don’t want to email anything, I want to see 
you face to face…So when I drop him off, if it’s something that I’m 
concerned about that I’m seeing at home so I want to know how is this 
working at school, I just, like if I’m dropping him off for school, I just stay 
and wait until they walk off to class to talk to the teacher. 

Overall, teachers also indicated that they communicated with parents of students 

receiving intervention more frequently in comparison to other parents. Teacher 3 stated: 

“And kids that are being progress monitored or are receiving intervention are families 

that I have more regular, specific contact with”. And, Teacher 1 added: “Especially the 

kids that are struggling. I’ll talk to their parents you know, three, four, five times a year”. 

So, despite there being a school-wide protocol for formal communication, it was evident 

that parents of students receiving intervention are in more frequent contact with their 

child’s teacher.  

All in all, using informal modes of communication helped to maintain frequent 

communication between parents and teachers. It also allowed teachers to deliver 

information to parents that served as good updates about the child’s progress. Parents 

and teachers suggested that informal communication occurred much more frequently 

than formal routes of communication. And, although teachers did not use informal 

communication methods to deliver information that was as comprehensive as what was 
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received during the conference, these routes of communication seemed to be just as 

valuable for parents. Parents appreciated the ability to stay updated about their child 

and the classroom, especially when they received that information frequently. 

Focus on the Assessment-Intervention Link 

A majority of the parent-teacher conversations were centered on the assessment-

intervention link. This occurred for several reasons, including that teachers informed 

parents what they were doing to help their struggling child in the classroom and 

because all parents expressed a desire to help their child at home.  

During the conference situation and throughout the year, teachers informed 

parents about their child’s area(s) of difficulty. This was based on information shared 

through the CBM sheet, so parents were able to see gaps in their child’s achievement.  

For teachers, a natural progression from talking about the assessment piece was to 

discuss the intervention strategies they had used with that student to improve their skills 

in the classroom. Parent H indicated that this conversation happened without her having 

to ask the teacher what her child was receiving in the classroom to help improve his 

skills:  

So it really hasn’t been as if we’ve had to say, well what are you doing here, 
because we see that he’s below grade level. When they present those, both 
of them have been very efficient and effective in telling us as they present 
them what they’re doing to be able to help with each of those areas. And 
some pretty specific, you know, specific things about when he would, what 
it would be in his reading, what she was doing in class to be able to help 
him with his reading. Or she would pull him aside, you know, if there was 
something he was struggling with, or help him with a particular area. So 
both of them were very proactive in telling us what their plans were for them 
as he came up short in the different areas. 

Parent B also described how this conversation occurred naturally during her contact 

with the teacher: “We talked a little bit about the strategies she is employing in the 
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classroom to try to kind of emphasize or focus on the areas where we noted some 

weaknesses”. Again, the use of data led to an inherent conversation about intervention 

strategies in the classroom. 

All parents in this study expressed a desire to help their child with academic tasks 

at home. Henderson and Berla (1994) discovered that support for learning at home is 

becoming a more prevalent role that parents wish to take on in their child’s education. In 

this study, understanding that their child was not making adequate progress incited 

parents to seek out opportunities to help their child as much as they could. Most of the 

time, they sought advice from their child’s teacher, as Parent B noted: “And then like I 

said, a couple more times just more focused on strategies of ways to help out at home. 

Things that were working well in the classroom, to try and reinforce what she’s doing in 

the class”. Parents appreciated when teachers gave them specific strategies to practice 

their targeted areas at home. This occurred frequently as parents requested more 

information about how to take part in their child’s learning at home. For example, Parent 

G said, “Teacher 2 has been really, really good at telling me things that I could do at 

home. So she’s recommended we buy a white board. So we purchased a white board 

and then she’s given me lists of things we could be doing on the white board, and those 

kinds of things”. Parent F had a similar experience, stating: “And then areas that P 

wasn’t quite where she needs to be, we obviously spent a lot more time on those areas 

and what kinds of things we could do at home to help raise those scores”.  

Furthermore, parents often used these conversations to discover ways to 

streamline home-school intervention. Once parents were able to find ways that the 

teacher was helping their child at school, they wanted to attempt to employ similar 



 

86 
 

strategies at home. Parent B provided an example of this home-school intervention link: 

“And then like I said, a couple more times just more focused on strategies of ways to 

help out at home. Things that were working well in the classroom, to try and reinforce 

what she’s doing in the class”. By doing this, parents and teachers were able to work as 

a team to increase the child’s academic achievement by utilizing consistent intervention 

strategies.  

Reliance on Joint Examination of the Data 

Parents relied on examining their child’s data with someone who is familiar with 

progress information for a number of reasons. For parents in this study, this occurred 

most frequently during direct contact with the teacher and secondarily with other 

sources of social support. Having face-to-face conversations about the data allowed 

parents to better make sense of unfamiliar educational terms, better understand their 

child’s individualized needs, and establish open lines of communication with their child’s 

teacher. 

During Direct Contact with the Teacher 

When receiving information about their child’s academic progress, parents desired 

to examine the data with the teacher to better understand the academic areas and their 

child’s specific progress. In fact, parents seemed to rely on this contact to make sense 

of their child’s data. Similarly, teachers desired to communicate in clear, parent-friendly 

ways. The quality of these face-to-face interactions is discussed below. 

The first formal interaction that allowed for direct contact was during the 

beginning of the year parent-teacher conference. It was discovered that parents valued 

the face-to-face aspect of the parent-teacher conference. First, they appreciated the 

comprehensive information they received about their child. Second, they welcomed the 
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fact that teachers presented the CBM data and then explained the data to them. Finally, 

having direct contact with the teacher initially opened the lines of communication in the 

relationship for the rest of the year. 

A major aspect of the conference situation that parents most appreciated was the 

ability to have face-to-face contact to discuss their child’s progress.  In meeting face-to-

face with the teacher, using the CBM sheet as a guide, parents were able to gain a 

clearer understanding of their child’s progress. Teachers described the data collected, 

but also placed the data in the context of the individual child. During the conference 

situation, teachers described what the numbers meant for the individual child in terms of 

their progress, their comparison to grade-level benchmarks, and strategies they used in 

the classroom to improve student performance, as Teacher 1 described: 

We present the data because the scores itself on the CBM sheet with the 
DIBELS and the Fox in the Box and everything…Those scores are what we 
determine them as below grade level or on grade level. So we use those 
scores to present those to parents to say yep, your daughter/son whatever 
is on the way to second grade, or you know they’re really below. This is 
how we’re gonna support them here, maybe this is how you can support 
them at home so they can make progress. 

Parents most valued receiving information about their child’s academic progress when 

meeting with the teacher in person because the teacher tailored the conversation to the 

individual student’s progress and needs. The teacher also helped parents to understand 

what the data meant in terms of their child’s academic progress. Parent A stated that 

“it’s helpful to meet with her because she puts kind of meat to the bones. You know, 

makes it make sense”. Each conference seemed to follow the standard protocol, but 

was tailored to the individual student, which parents appreciated. 

Another element of the conference situation that was helpful for parents was that 

the teachers did not rely on written text alone to deliver comprehensive progress 
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information. Harry (1992) argued that communicating with parents through written text 

assumes that parents understand the nature of their child’s difficulties and the tools by 

which they are being assessed. Often times, this is not the case. Rather than sending 

home the initial CBM sheet, the teachers in this study met with each parent individually 

to relay a comprehensive picture of each child’s functioning based on data. They also 

discussed the types of data collected and the rationale behind the collection of data 

throughout the year.  

According to parents, relying on the data from the CBM sheet without a 

conference would have confused and frustrated them. Parent A explained: “I think 

probably it’s one of those things that if you’re a teacher, it’s very simple and you look at 

this and you get it, but parents don’t always. We don’t really always understand what’s 

coming home”. Furthermore, Parent F said: “I rely on her handing this [CBM sheet] to 

me and telling me, or a follow up email with what this means, how she feels about the 

test, how she feels P is doing based on the other kids in the class or where she needs 

to be at that time of the year”. Parent H added: “One of the things that, like from a 

parent perspective, this is probably a broader sense, these to me are very difficult to 

understand”. For parents, examining data without personal interaction with the teacher 

can be confusing and overwhelming. As many parents stated, they often times do not 

understand educational jargon or the significance of the data. Consistent with previous 

research, the use of technical jargon paired with a high level of comprehension 

necessary to understand assessments is a common problem in traditional home-school 

communication practices (Childre & Chambers, 2005; Harry, 1992; Roit & Pfohl, 1984). 

Although the language included in the CBM sheet is different than that of report cards or 
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psychoeducational evaluations, it is apparent that parents still do not feel comfortable 

understanding and interpreting that data on their own. So, having a teacher present to 

describe the data and answer any questions is invaluable to parents.  

In addition, having an initial in-person conference opened the lines of 

communication between the teacher and parent. The majority of parents stated that 

they wanted to be able to talk freely with the teacher about their concerns and 

questions. Parents also wanted to feel like their voices were being heard in the parent-

teacher relationship. Parent I summarized this idea: “Just having been there and having 

that open dialect with the teacher. Just having you know, I can state how I feel about it, I 

can agree to disagree with you and not have to worry about whether my child is going to 

be treated different”. This is consistent with previous conclusions from researchers. 

Weiss and Edwards (1992) suggested that, through consistent and effective home-

school communication practices, school staff are telling parents that they want to work 

collaboratively with them and that mutual problem-solving is in the best interest of the 

student. Beginning the year with a positive face-to-face conference also set the stage 

for straightening out any misconceptions. As Parent C stated: “I think that the very first 

meeting is the most valuable because it’s that, the one on one, there’s no chance of 

miscommunication. If there is, you’re able to clear it up. I think that the face to face is 

very important”. Establishing these clear lines of contact in a face-to-face meeting was 

valuable for parents so that they could ask questions and clarify confusion about their 

child’s data or the RtI process. Similarly, Mundschenk and Foley (1994) concluded that 

believing in these messages of collaboration and shared information allows for parents 
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and teachers to trust and respect each other, which will likely reduce future 

miscommunication.  

All teachers expressed the desire to communicate with parents in a clear and 

understandable way, particularly during the initial conference. First, teachers wanted 

parents to be able to make sense of their child’s data. They did this by attempting to use 

parent-friendly language that better explained the skills on the CBM sheet and their 

child’s academic progress. In doing so, teachers tried not to use educational jargon. 

Teacher 1 stated:  

I try to deliver the information in a sense where they can understand. It’s not 
that I’m trying to talk down to them by any means but DRS and the 
education field is very big on acronyms and so trying to deliver the 
information to them and make sure they have a really thorough 
understanding of what it is that their child is achieving, not achieving. 

Teacher 3 also indicated that using basic, easily comprehensible language instead of 

technical jargon is important: “I don’t ever want them to feel like I’m talking over their 

heads or give them too much information at a time, so I try to kind of slow it down and 

ask them to ask any questions if they’re confused about anything”. Teachers tried to 

make the information meaningful and usable for parents by describing the data in a way 

that made sense to parents. Teacher 3 indicated: “I just want to have it as clear as 

possible and have it be meaningful to the families so that they understand what it is that 

we’re both testing and learning”. To check for understanding, teachers also encouraged 

parents to ask questions and share their thoughts. Teacher 2 said, “I’m sharing it and 

I’m explaining it and asking them if they have any questions and that kind of thing” when 

describing her process of explaining the CBM data. 

Overall, when receiving information about their child’s academic progress, parents 

desired to examine the data with the teacher. These face-to-face meetings allowed 
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parents to make sense of the data, ask questions, and understand their child’s 

individual needs. In fact, parents seemed to rely on this contact to make sense of their 

child’s data. Likewise, teachers desired to communicate clearly and effectively with 

parents in a constructive manner.  

With Other Sources of Social Support 

Parents believed that interacting with the teacher was the most helpful way to 

make sense of their child’s data; however, if their understanding was still unclear, they 

sought out other sources to help them make sense of the data. Other sources of social 

support helped parents better understand their child’s academic progress information 

and supplemented interactions with the child’s teacher. Experience with academic 

progress information from other children also supplemented their understanding. 

Parents described seeking out a variety of sources to help enhance their 

understanding of their child’s academic progress information. Such people included 

other parents, friends, and family members in the education field. First, it should be 

noted that parents looked to other sources of social support to clarify or enhance what 

their child’s teacher had discussed with them, not to replace that information. Parent D 

said, “Yeah, and not in lieu of the teacher, just like, did that ever happen to you?”. When 

seeking out the advice of others in their lives, parents specifically wanted the 

information described to them in a more comprehensible fashion. Despite the teachers’ 

attempts to communicate in a clear, parent-friendly way, there was still a communication 

breakdown in several parent-teacher relationships. This often occurred due to the 

technical language that teachers used when describing data from the CBM sheet. 

Parent I described who she contacted after receiving the CBM sheets and her rationale 

for doing so:  
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My husband is a high school teacher so when I get this, I take this to 
whichever one of them that can help me the most. Which is usually his 
auntie because she’s very good in this area and my husband is more in the 
high school. And she dissects this and breaks it down one by one for 
me…So with my sister in law, I can say okay, so in laymans terms, tell me 
what this means. What can I do to help him at home? And so she’s able to 
break that down for me. 

Parent H also suggested that she seeks out family members who are educational 

professionals to help her make sense of her child’s data: “My mother in law actually is a 

school teacher, so she’ll usually work with us too to explain them”. By seeking out other 

sources of social support, parents were able to fill in the gaps of their understanding by 

talking to people who did not use technical or educational terms.  

Seeking out other sources of social support also helped to reassure parents about 

their understanding of the information they received from their child’s teacher. Parent F 

said, “I ask a lot of questions to the other parents about what kind of feedback are you 

getting from Teacher 1. You know, how do you perceive your child is doing? Well, you 

know, this is what I’m hearing, what are you hearing? When you read with your child, 

does this happen?”. Parents wanted to feel a sense of comfort that they were receiving 

accurate information from the teacher. They also desired to check about the normality of 

their child’s skills in relation to their peers’ performance. Parent D was often asked 

questions like these from other parents due to her experiences in the classroom as an 

assistant. Parent D said: 

They wanted reassurance. They want to make sure that they weren’t 
overlooking something. And once a child becomes a reader and you’re 
bringing home books, they’re not nonsense words, so when they see that, 
well why are we still looking at nonsense words? They’re a secure reader, 
what role does that play? 

Beyond understanding their individual child’s data, parents still wanted to understand 

the meaning behind assessing particular skills at a particular time and how the scores 
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from the CBM sheet interacted with each other. For most parents, these questions were 

still left unanswered after the initial conference with the teacher and they wanted “to 

make sure that they weren’t overlooking something”.  

Another element outside of relationships with school staff that was helpful for 

parents when developing an understanding of their child’s academic progress data was 

their previous experience with data. In particular, several parents in this study had older 

children, many of whom attended DRS and had been assessed using CBM. Parents 

indicated that having previous experience with the CBM sheet made them more 

comfortable in their understanding of the data. Similar to other parents, Parent H 

identified experiences with other children as a significant factor in the development of 

her understanding of her child’s data, saying, “I think one of the advantages that I have 

over other people is that I have older kids… But it’s because I do have the experience, 

and a lot of people don’t have that to draw on”. When first exposed to the CBM sheet, 

parents remembered feeling confused. Parent B said: 

And at that point, I had no knowledge of what these were. The first time I 
ever heard DIBELS, I thought what in the world is somebody talking about? 
But there was a, some sort of a handout I believe, a little booklet maybe 
that described, or on the back side of these, that gives a little bit better 
description of what those things are as well as…I was in the classroom on a 
regular basis with my other daughter. At that point I was in the classroom at 
least one day a week every week and had participated in seeing some of 
these and how that testing is done, so I had a little bit of knowledge. 

However, as she became more familiar with CBM by reading about it and seeing it in 

action in the classroom, Parent B developed a better understanding of what the CBM 

sheet meant for her child. The same was true for Parent A, who said, “I think we just 

kind of know what those [skills measured on CBM sheet] mean. Maybe partially for our 

older son, we’ve seen this so many times”. The format of the CBM sheet and the 
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parent-teacher communication protocol has stayed pretty similar over the years, 

according to parents. This consistency has also aided in the development of their 

understanding of data. Parent D indicated this by saying, “And this, the CBM, at least 

the format is staying pretty similar”. Parent E added that “Being here and having the 

third child, you know it’s coming. They send home a form I think, you know October 

conferences are here, here is a list of dates and times that I’m willing to meet”. Overall, 

the familiarity with the CBM sheet and the consistency with the school-wide 

communication protocol helped parents to feel more comfortable with their 

understanding of their child’s data. 

Establishing a Close, Trusting Relationship with Their Child’s Teacher 

By interacting consistently and meaningfully with their child’s teacher, parents 

described how they developed trust in the teacher’s judgment about their description of 

their child’s academic achievement. Within this parent-teacher relationship, some 

parents also described seeing their child’s teacher as a source of emotional support for 

them while they developed an understanding of their child’s academic progress. 

Furthermore, parents continued to view their child’s teacher as a source of valuable 

information throughout their patterns of communication, particularly in terms of how to 

support student learning at home. 

Trust in Teacher Judgment  

A close parent-teacher relationship allowed parents to openly express their 

concerns and trust in the teacher’s judgment about their child’s achievement. This was 

particularly true when parents felt that the teacher understood their child as a unique 

individual. In spite of the data that they received, parents seemed to rely more on the 

teacher’s interpretation of the data than on the data themselves. In turn, they trusted 
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what the teacher told them because they relied on the teacher to help them make sense 

of the data. Parent A describes this trust in the teacher’s judgment about her child:  

She knows him. Which is very different than just seeing this (points to CBM 
sheet). She knows him and she knows I see this, and because I’m kind of, 
just the way my brain works, I go “okay…”…And I’ve asked her, like does 
he need a tutor or what do we need to do, because we’ll do it. And she’s 
like nope, I know the person and we’re okay. This is what we’re going to do 
about it. 

Parent A said she trusted the teacher’s opinion because “she sees it [the data] in 

context of our child probably more objectively than like, as a mom, you do. Because 

that’s, when he’s your child, it just makes you a little bit more concerned”. Parent G 

provided another example of trusting in the teacher’s judgment about her child’s 

achievement. She said:  

I go more by what the teacher tells me. I really do… If she would have said, 
I think we’re looking at dyslexia, or I think we’re looking at a learning 
disability, then my response would be completely different… If she would 
have said, he can’t focus or he doesn’t sit still or he doesn’t pay attention or 
he’s reading words backwards, then all of a sudden there’s a different 
response…She’s basically said all along, he’s a little bit low but I’m not 
worried. And I think she was probably right. He just needed some time to 
developmentally get there. 

Despite the data available to them, the teacher’s trusted professional opinion was most 

valued. Through effective and collaborative home-school communication, parents and 

teachers were able to establish a trusting relationship that embraced each others’ input. 

This approach paired with the CBM data also allowed for a decrease in parent-teacher 

miscommunication, which is consistent with past research (Mundschenk & Foley, 1994; 

Weiss & Edwards, 1992). 

Teacher as a Source of Emotional Support 

In some cases, parents felt that teachers were a source of emotional support, 

especially when their child was struggling. This support typically came in the form of 
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offering reassurance and comfort regarding their child’s skills. When examining the 

child’s data independently from the teacher, parents often worried and were seriously 

concerned about their child’s progress. However, interacting with the teacher and 

hearing their rationale for the data presentation often calmed their anxiety. Parent A 

describes her initial reaction to receiving her child’s CBM sheet and discovering that he 

was below grade-level in reading:  

When we went to see her to ask her about some comments, she was much 
more reassuring and was able to say, than a piece of paper is, this is why I 
put that …just letting us know what they saw at this point, or what she saw 
at this point, how concerned she was. She wasn’t very… she said he was 
going to be fine. You know, she was just kind of reassuring that this is going 
to be fine but this is where he’s technically showing up and this is how I’d 
like to address it. 

In meeting with the teacher, parents were sometimes able to gain a sense of 

reassurance and comfort through more fully understanding their child’s data.  

Having a teacher who appeared to be an emotional support to parents was 

important since parents often discussed having emotional ties to their child’s data, 

especially when their child was struggling. Such emotions included surprise, guilt, 

anxiety, and concern. Parent A described her reaction after hearing about her child’s 

academic struggles by saying, “Academically we felt like we had stayed in good 

connection with her and knew we were surprised about some of [her] comments [about 

him]”. While she had maintained good contact with her child’s teacher, she did not 

realize that he was struggling in more than one academic area. Parent F was also 

surprised to hear about her child’s struggles since no concerns were brought up the 

previous year. She said,  

I was very surprised that she was struggling so much based on the 
feedback I got with Ms. C [last year]… So I guess it my head I was having a 
little bit of confusion about, is this different teacher perception, is this we 
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didn’t spend enough time reading over the summer so maybe she was right 
where she needed to be in kindergarten? I guess I was just shocked to hear 
P was behind. I guess I had just assumed that how she was reading was 
how all her peers were reading. 

When parents discovered that their child was struggling in an academic area, most 

mentioned the feeling of guilt. Parents felt guilty when their child was performing below 

grade-level because they felt responsible for their struggles. They thought that it might 

have been their fault, whether through a biological link to learning difficulties or through 

an environmental cause, such as not working with them enough at home. When Parent 

E saw her child’s data, she asked herself, “So at first I was like, is it my fault?”. She 

thought that maybe she had not advocated enough for her child or had not read enough 

with her at home. Parent F discussed her guilt by saying:  

Is this we didn’t spend enough time reading over the summer so maybe she 
was right where she needed to be in kindergarten? I had a baby over the 
summer so we had a lot of changes around our house and we probably 
didn’t, we didn’t read much at all. So a lot of guilt with maybe I’ve caused 
her to slip way behind. 

These feelings of guilt were not uncommon for parents in this study, particularly when 

they were surprised by their child’s below grade-level performance. 

For a few parents in this study, they had older children to which to compare their 

child’s academic performance. In looking back at the ways they viewed their children’s 

data, they came to the realization that they paid more attention to their struggling child’s 

data. Again, there was more emotion tied to that data than to the data of their high 

achieving children. Parent E said: 

I think it really depends upon the child. Because my first two children are 
fairly high academic achievers. So when you get the scores, you know, I 
look at what’s the assessment that, the name of the assessment, and you 
know, I’ll read the back of what that is, and the teacher will then explain a 
little bit. Because my older two are so high achievers, you know you see 
that they’re way above, and then you just kind of move on. You don’t really 
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think too much about it. The problem now is A who’s not like that, and now 
these numbers mean far more to me than they did for the other two, okay? 
Because there’s a problem. So you know, that’s when you have to start 
asking more questions.  

Similar to Parent G, Parent E felt compelled to closely examine her child’s data and ask 

questions. She felt that she needed more information for this child than for her high- 

achieving children, and she felt that the data were even more important in that situation. 

All in all, when parents had other, high-achieving children as a frame of reference for 

understanding their struggling child’s progress, the data had more meaning for them. 

Parents felt responsible for looking at that data and understanding it since their child 

was performing below grade-level standards. 

Teacher as a Source of Valuable Information 

A trusting parent-teacher relationship allowed parents to feel comfortable to ask for 

the teacher’s advice. And, much of this advice centered on strategies for supporting 

learning at home, which was a central topic in parent-teacher communication. Teachers 

were perceptive regarding parents’ informational needs and their common questions, 

which likely aided in successful parent-teacher communication. 

A key element of a successful parent-teacher relationship in this study centered on 

being provided with valuable information, particularly ideas for supporting learning at 

home. Teachers often recommended online resources, as Parent E describes: 

I’ve been given online homework, or not homework, but games, homework 
type games like Ticket to Read that she likes to do at home and a couple of 
other ones, I know how to get on those from the webpage. Those are all 
accessible to me from the DRS webpage and the grade level page.  

In other cases, though, parents were given specific, academic strategies to help with 

their child’s specific difficulty. Parent E said: 
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When I talked to Teacher 2, she did give me some sheets to work with her, 
so what I did is I do a dry erase board and I have maybe different blends or 
different vowel sounds and I’ll say words and she needs to find the column 
in which it goes. It helps her with her spelling and try to sort what’s making 
the long /a/…what word makes the long /a/ sound or the long e sound. 

Parents appreciated that ability to have a personal influence on their child’s progress by 

working closely with them at home. In addition, it gave them a sense of relief to know 

that they were doing what they could to help. When they received advice regarding 

ways to support learning at home, all parents in this study indicated that they embraced 

that knowledge to help their child in any way possible. Parent I is a good reference point 

for this. She said: 

And when we get that information, we make our house what he needs. Like 
I know he was in the beginning having hard times with the…I don’t know 
what the words are called, they’re not WOW words because that was 
kindergarten, but whatever the words are that they’re working on. You 
know, I asked Teacher 2 to send me a list of them home and we put them 
on index cards. We tape them to the walls and the bathroom will be a 
certain amount, the dining room area will be a certain amount, in his room 
there’s a certain amount, in the front room there’s a certain amount so 
they’re everywhere. So he has to go and find these words as we call them 
out to him and he has to use them in a sentence and he has to break down 
the sounds. So we do our best to, once we get this information, to try to 
keep up with what Teacher 2 is doing at school. So we try to do that at 
home as well. 

Teachers were also aware that parents want to know more. The three questions 

that teachers indicated that parents most often ask are: “What do the CBM skills 

mean?”, “How does my child compare to other students?”, and “What can I do at home 

to help?”. Teachers listened to the parents, recognized common patterns in the 

questions that parents ask them, and gained a sense about parents’ common needs: 

which allowed teachers to guide their discussions at conferences and during in-person 

meetings. 
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Teacher 3 said that parents “sometimes just don’t get the numbers or don’t get 

what the skill is that’s being focused on” when discussing data from the CBM sheet. 

Parents often asked questions about the reading skills themselves, such as decoding or 

fluency. They wanted to understand what the skill was in order to help their child at 

home. When parents had difficulty understanding the meaning behind the skills, 

teachers typically gave a verbal and written explanation and also encouraged parents to 

ask questions. Teacher 2 explained her process for answering this question: 

Well they do ask, “What does it mean?” And I’ll talk to them and give them 
an explanation but I will also refer them to the back [of the CBM sheet]. 
Because I will tell them, you know, when you get home, you’re not going to 
remember all the things that I say. So back here is a written explanation. 
And then I tell them, you know, call me. If you get home and can’t 
remember exactly what it means, you’re trying to explain it to the other 
parent and you just can’t remember, just give me a call. 

This process was common for the entire first grade teaching team. They attempted to 

give parents a variety of ways to understand data and encouraged them to ask 

questions when necessary. 

When examining the CBM sheet in conjunction with the teacher, parents also 

wanted to know how their child was performing in relation to their peers. Teacher 1 said 

this was apparent during conversations with parents as well as when they volunteered 

in the classroom:  

They always want to compare. Parents always want to compare like, you 
know, are they at the top of their class, bottom of the class, you know? 
They’re always worried and I can see that when they come in to volunteer. 
They’re always like, cause I always have parents sit and read with kids or at 
a center, they’re always thinking, oh man, my son’s better than this group or 
lower than this group. 

While parents were interested in this information, they did not feel it was answered by 

the data on the CBM sheet. 
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Teachers sometimes expressed hesitation regarding home support for learning, 

questioning parents’ abilities to effectively help their child at home. Teacher 1 described 

this concern by saying, “They also ask like what can I do at home? And sometimes it’s 

hard to answer that question because when they don’t have the education background, 

it’s hard to tell them you know, things they can really do at home”. It appeared that 

teachers sometimes attempted to determine the parents’ level of knowledge before 

providing them with strategies to support learning at home. And interestingly, during 

SST meetings, teachers mentioned only a few parents in this study as helping their child 

at home, despite the fact that every parent reported supporting learning at home.  

Realizing the “Whole Picture” of Their Child’s Academic Progress  

Finally, parents developed an understanding of their child’s academic progress 

information by realizing the “whole picture” of their child’s academic achievement. This 

came from combining the academic data they had received from the school with their 

own observations and teacher observations.  

Use of Data in Conjunction with Parent and Teacher Observations 

Although the CBM sheet was an important source of information when developing 

an understanding of their child’s academic progress, parents suggested that they also 

used observations to make sense of their child’s progress. Many parents described this 

combination of sources as “layers” of understanding, as Parent D best described:  

And this [CBM sheet] definitely helps. I think again it paints another layer on 
how the child is developing, but I also think sometimes you know, the 
situation or the behavior or the group of kids, the environment, who did the 
testing, also is something that you extrapolate from that conversation you 
have with the teacher. 

In terms of comparing the data to parent observations, Parent B said, “And it kind 

of confirms again what I’m seeing at home in terms of where, what areas are difficult, 
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where we struggle, and what things are a little bit more easy”. Parent E echoed this 

sentiment, saying, “I use that in conjunction with what I see personally you know on a 

day to day level with her. I think what I do is I watch through her reading what she’s 

bringing home in her home reading and then I compare that to what I see”. Data from 

the CBM sheet helped parents to confirm or disconfirm what they were seeing at home. 

Data also helped them to hypothesize about why their child was struggling. For 

example, Parent C said, “He struggles in the beginning, and it’s been like this since 

preschool we noticed. But usually around, I don’t know, usually around now, January 

maybe, he seems to pick it up and start focusing on where he needs to be”. Parent E 

hypothesized that the timed circumstance of CBM had a negative impact on her child’s 

performance by saying:  

I know she doesn’t like to be timed. If she experienced some sort of 
discomfort or whatever, the location, the person or just the fact that she’s 
timed, she’ll start doing this (fidgets). Well that will affect her score. That’s 
important too. They might say that that’s not a problem, that’s just a poor 
test taker, and that’s something else you can work on too is getting used to 
being timed. 

Finally, parents used the data from the CBM sheet to plan for home support for 

learning. Parent G said, “It’s just more this tells me that my son is having trouble and I 

need to do something about it more than, oh I’ve got to work on his nonsense words or 

I’ve gotta work on…”. Parent I saw patterns in her child’s data on previous CBM sheets 

and knew what were his areas of difficulty to focus on at home. All in all, for parents, 

their child’s scores were just one element in making sense of their child’s academic 

progress. But, the data did help them to formulate hypotheses about their child’s 

achievement and plan for intervention.  
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Another element that was helpful for some parents was classroom observations. 

One major aspect of their child’s progress that parents were able to discover during 

their presence in the classroom was their child’s progress relative to their peers. 

Observing their child in the classroom helped to answer that question, which was left 

unanswered by the CBM sheet. Parent G stated that “getting in there and seeing him 

with the other kids is helpful. It helps me know that he’s really just pretty much a normal 

first grader. It’s not like he’s incredibly behind or ahead, you know what I mean?”. This 

aided in parents developing a better, “whole picture” view of their child’s functioning, 

which Parent D alluded to in this quote: “And then in the classroom, it might not be 

discussion about him, but it might be kind of a whole picture…kind of how kids are doing 

and kind of get an idea where he is in that”. Parents were able to gain a more 

comprehensive understanding of their child’s progress by seeing them in the classroom.  

Parents also used their classroom observations to facilitate support for learning at 

home. Parent B suggested that being in the classroom helped her learn ways to help 

her child at home when she was struggling. She said: 

I’ve been in the classroom several times in the past couple of months on 
Wednesdays. That’s a day that I’m available, so kind of observing some of 
the strategies that she was using with reading in particular and having 
a….when J’s gotten stuck in an area, kind of having, what kind of cues to 
help her be able to sound out words and things like that. 

Parent D was a classroom assistant in the previous year’s first grade class and 

volunteered in her child’s class this year. Parent D indicated, “I kind of got a good 

picture of what was happening and how I could make things at home be supportive of 

him learning”. Overall, parents saw real benefits to being present in their child’s 

classroom, including gaining a better understanding of their child’s progress relative to 

their peers and learning ways to help their child at home. This is consistent with 
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research by DeCusati & Johnson (2004), the results of which suggest that “learning 

about classroom goals and how to complement this at home seem to be important 

forms of parent involvement at the first-grade level” (p. 243). 

Interestingly, teachers also relied on data in conjunction with observations when 

describing student academic progress. Although the CBM sheet provided a framework 

for communicating with parents, teachers often supplemented their conversations with 

what they saw on a day-to-day basis, especially if the data did not present the most 

comprehensive view of student’s achievement. Teachers supplemented objective, 

number-focused data with their own qualitative observations. This also alluded to the 

idea of CBM data and observations as layers for developing understanding, as Teacher 

3 indicated by saying she uses “both my observation of working with them combined 

with their scores”. Teacher 1 said:  

Day to day interaction. I mean I just, I feel like teachers, well I don’t know I 
don’t want to say all, but I feel like teachers are intuitive by nature…It’s just, 
day to day, getting, having them rich with diverse texts in reading, leveled 
texts, texts with background knowledge, texts that they don’t have any 
background knowledge on. For math, it’s a lot of hands on so I can watch 
them and see where they’re missing a step…So to me it’s the every day. 
It’s the everyday informal observations. 

Teachers felt that their observations helped to “fill out” the data and present the 

individual child rather than numbers on a page. Like Parent A said, speaking with her 

child’s teacher helped her “put meat to the bones” of the CBM sheet. Teacher 3 

mirrored this by saying “I actually could tell them more for him through observation than 

scores. I could give them nuances of what he was now doing that he wasn’t doing in the 

beginning of the year”. Because the numbers sometimes did not adequately describe 

the unique individual, teachers would supplement this information with their own 

observations.  
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Presentation of a Balanced View About Their Child’s Progress  

Parents and teachers in this study were asked to discuss student progress based 

on data from the CBM sheet. When asked to describe each student’s academic 

progress, teachers presented a balanced view about the student’s achievement while 

emphasizing their positive characteristics. Interestingly, the parents explained their 

child’s data in remarkably similar ways to the teacher. They appeared to internalize and 

take on the teacher’s description as their own. It was discovered that, for parents of 

children who struggled the most, their greatest desire for their child was to be on grade-

level. And interestingly, the parents of students receiving Tier 3 services did not seem to 

recognize the intensity of their child’s struggles based on the data alone.  

Parents often began their conversations by starting to talk about their child’s area 

of difficulty. However, this was typically followed by a discussion about their strengths. 

Parent C provides a typical description of how parents described their child’s progress: 

He seems to struggle a little bit in math. Er, I’m sorry, in reading. But he 
excels in math. He likes math much more than reading. But he is an 
excellent reader. I think it’s just finding what interests him. When he finds 
something that interests him, and I think that’s true with most people, it’s 
easier for him to, you know, get into the story and read and that kind of 
thing. 

Parent F gave another common response in how parents described their child’s 

progress by saying: 

She was struggling. She was below even the number they list as minimally 
achieving for first grade with reading… Math is very easy to her. She just 
gets it so far. She can do her homework by herself.. And the teacher on the 
assessment says she’s where she needs to be. Like she’s not advanced 
per se, but she’s where she needs to be. And in class she’s a leader when 
it comes to math. 

Although her child was not above grade-level in mathematics, she mentioned this during 

conversation, especially after she had discussed her child’s reading performance, in 
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which she struggled. Parents rarely focused on only their child’s struggles, but this did 

occur when discussing the data, which was clearly an emotional experience for them. 

Parent E is a good example of this, because she expressed the most intense emotional 

reactions to her child data. For her, her child’s lack of progress made her sad and 

worried, and she frequently mentioned this. She felt partially responsible for her child’s 

struggles, and often brought this up during the interview. When asked to describe her 

child’s academic progress, she said: 

A is considered like a gray area child. She’s not low enough to get the 
services that somebody takes out and helps her, and so I have to work with 
her at home…She’s behind. And I’m hoping that we hit second grade ready, 
but not being able to read well means that she can’t read her math 
homework, you know. That affects her math score. So yes, she’s not where 
she needs to be by any stretch of the imagination.  

Overall, most parents did focus on presenting their child’s strengths and weaknesses, 

unless their emotions tied to their child’s data overwhelmed them. In that case, they 

focused on their child’s area of difficulty. 

Parents presented a balanced but more frequently positive view about their child. 

In particular, they emphasized the amount of progress that their child had made that 

year. This typically was discussed in the context of their child’s struggling area. Parent A 

depicted this, saying: 

I can tell you the difference between the first and the second quarter which 
she kind of was saying to us is, he was still showing below grade level 
second quarter, but she was really good about showing us, like had gone, 
he’s tripled his score here. So in other words, the Fox in the Box, he’s gone 
from 10 to 30. So he’s still not quite where they want him to be but he’s 
doing much…the growth she said was pretty impressive and…that’s not the 
word, encouraging to her.  

Parent F added, “So then in the testing in January, she did a lot better. She still falls 

below grade level, but definitely is catching up to where she needs to be based on what 
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Teacher 1 said to me”. When examining their child’s data, it was apparent that parents 

wanted to find the positive. They often talked about their child’s strengths or the 

progress that they had made in a particular area, despite their child’s struggles. 

Interestingly, teachers also revealed that they attempted to present a “whole-child” 

view of each student while emphasizing the child’s positive qualities. This included 

presenting a comprehensive view of students beyond the data alone. Teacher 3 

described this comprehensive, “whole child” picture she wanted to deliver: 

And if there were areas I was concerned, I would say that’s how I’m working 
with these, but there are so many other skills I picked up in and he would 
show me as he was decoding his guided reading levels that he was being 
able to decode new words. So I would describe how I could observe in 
context that he was actually doing these things so that these test scores 
didn’t really align with my observations of him. 

All teachers emphasized this “whole child” view and wanted to highlight student 

progress. Teacher 2 said: “But what I try to point out to the parents is if the gap is 

closing and if they’re getting closer to the targets”. Teacher 3 echosed this by saying 

that she wanted “to make sure that they [parents] get as much positive feedback as 

possible, especially initially”. Focusing on the child’s progress and positive attributes 

assisted teachers in building solid, constructive parent-teacher communication patterns. 

And, because parents relied on examining the data in conjunction with their child’s 

teacher to make sense of their academic progress, it is likely that they remembered the 

teacher’s presentation of the data. The ways that teachers presented the academic 

progress information really resonated with the parents and became their own 

description of the data in turn. Parents and teachers presented their views about 

student progress in remarkably similar ways. 
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When discussing their child’s academic achievement, parents often expressed the 

desire for their child to be on grade-level. This was especially true for parents when they 

interpreted their child’s struggles to be severe. Parent H’s child had been receiving Tier 

3 intervention all year, and she recognized that he was not meeting grade-level 

expectations. While coming to terms with this, she said: 

I think academics are very important, but I think they’re one component of a 
child. And so I think that it’s important for a child to excel academically, 
however, I say that at the same time that I would rather them be well 
balanced than excel academically…[I] see that education is very important, 
but to make sure that he’s on grade level. He doesn’t have to excel, he 
doesn’t have to be like the top 1% but that he is on grade level and that he 
is where he needs to be to continue to progress without being stressed out 
about or feeling like he’s always behind too. 

Parent I echoed this sentiment. Her child was retained in kindergarten and had been 

receiving Tier 3 intervention all year. Parent I stated, “And it’s not just about education 

for me. It’s about you know, his mind, his body, his heart, it’s about everything for me”. 

For these parents, it was less important for their child to be above grade-level and more 

important for them to be average and exhibiting other positive qualities. 

 Interestingly enough, the same parents of children receiving Tier 3 services did 

not recognize the intensity of their child’s struggles from looking at the CBM sheet 

alone. Although both students had either been retained or were performing significantly 

below grade-level benchmarks, Parent H said, “And struggles, I say he’s probably just a 

little bit below some of the other kids”. Parent I also said: 

Yeah cause I would think below would be like…he’s supposed to get 40, he 
got 20. Or 15. You know he was supposed to get 20 and 8, he got 11 and 
12. So I would think 6 and 7 would be bad. Or he’s supposed to get 18 and 
he got 19, he’s supposed to get…I would think it should have been some 
significantly different numbers than this because then they’re like numbers 
away.  
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Both of these parents expressed a desire to better understand what “on grade-level” 

meant in terms of the interaction of the CBM skills. In addition, neither of these parents 

were able to see their child in the classroom setting, so they were not able to gain an 

understanding of their child’s progress relative to their peers through the data or 

observations. Based on the data alone, these parents were not able to determine how 

significant their child’s reading difficulties actually were. 

Parents’ Unmet Informational Needs 

Despite parents’ overall positive view of the ways that they developed an 

understanding of their child’s academic progress information, they also expressed a 

number of unmet needs. In particular, parents desired to be informed of their child’s 

difficulties as early as possible, which many did not feel happened. Parents also wanted 

to gain a better understanding of CBM, including the skills measured and the classroom 

assessment schedule. Not surprisingly, parents also desired more information regarding 

how to support learning at home. Overall, parents wanted their concerns to be listened 

to, and when that occurred, most parents seemed satisfied with the information that 

they were given regarding their child’s academic progress. 

A major concern expressed by parents related to hearing of their child’s academic 

difficulties late. In previous studies, parents also reported that they were not informed of 

their child’s lack of academic progress until the situation had become considerably 

worse (Childre & Chambers, 2005; Jayanthi et al., 1992, as cited in Harniss et al., 

2001). Parent I expressed this concern best by saying: 

Having two kids, going to school myself, and having a full time job, I don’t 
want to have to come to you every single time to see how he’s doing. I 
want, if you notice something, to let me know right away…I don’t want this 
[CBM sheet] to tell me what my son is doing during the year. I don’t want to 
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wait until I get this [CBM sheet]. I want to know, like if you notice this on the 
3rd week of school just starting, I want to know then. 

Parents expressed the desire to be informed of any difficulty as soon as the teacher 

became aware of it. They also wanted to be informed about it through face-to-face, 

personalized communication with their child’s teacher rather than through printed data.  

Parents recognized the importance of identifying academic difficulties early, as 

Parent E explained here: “I do know that the earlier you get somebody help, the faster 

you can resolve the problem. So if there’s any indication that there is something going 

on, you know, I want to know as fast as possible”. Parents wanted to be informed as 

early as possible so that they could help their child, either at home or through other 

services.  Parent I indicated, “I think at times I could have been told sooner rather than 

later so that would have allowed me ample opportunity and more time to work with him 

on certain things”. Parent E said: “The turnaround…I’m just like, oh my goodness. It’s 

April, the end of April, she’s going to be tested in three weeks! And I can’t help her! 

Three weeks is not enough time!”. Regardless of what they did with the information, 

parents wanted to be informed of academic difficulties early.  

It was discovered that parents also desired more comprehensive information 

regarding CBM. They wanted to gain a better understanding about the CBM, including 

the test requirements and the assessment schedule in the classroom. Many parents 

expressed the desire to see the tests as a way to get a better picture about what their 

child was expected to do. Or, as Parent D said, “What kind of tests can my kids 

expect?”. She said: 

And I’m not sure if its about, you know they don’t want to breach what the 
words are, but maybe you could see last year’s or 6 years ago questions 
after they release them. So I’m curious if they can ever release those old 
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books so the teachers, I mean parents and teachers, can kind of both know 
what those assessments involve. 

Parent E echoed this sentiment, saying, “Show me the words. Show me the test. And it 

would be interesting”. Besides gaining a better understanding about the skills measured 

by CBM, which would be helpful for supporting learning at home, parents felt that seeing 

the CBM data sheets would provide them with additional information about their child. 

Several parents suggested that background information, including their child’s test-

taking behaviors and the testing environment, would be important to know. Parent G 

said that “it would be nice to know in what context he’s taking these types of tests… Or 

even when it’s going to be. But I know they can’t always even know that”. Parent E said: 

And I also think that it would be useful that since this is a snapshot in time, 
if there were notes from the individual who assesses. Is A, you know what 
is her demeanor right now? Does she appear tired? Was she sniffling? 
Does she seem nervous?...When I asked Teacher 2, she goes yeah that’s 
a very good question in why this isn’t changing, but she really couldn’t give 
me you know, a why. I really do think it takes a, let’s look at the actual test. 
Let’s pull it up and see what she did. And I think that would be very, very 
telling you know. 

Parent D, who was a classroom assistant in a previous year and had been involved in 

assessing children using CBM, found it valuable to have this kind of information. She 

said, “It’s not always clear unless you really can see that book or you’ve helped with 

literacy that why decoding is important or you know, what role sight words play in a kid 

becoming more fluent”.  

Consistent with previously discussed results, parents expressed the desire to 

know more about ways to support learning at home. Or, as Parent I said, “Just give me 

some insight for information”. Parent F suggested that this was often on her mind, 

saying “And then I guess the next most important thing I’m always gonna want to know 

is what can I do at home in this specific area”.  
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It was obvious that parents in this study required different levels of information to 

work with their child at home. Sometimes this was due to lack of knowledge about how 

to help their child and other times it was due to their intense concern for their child’s 

academic struggles that led them to seek out additional information. Parents felt that it 

was necessary for them to help their child at home and that their achievement partially 

depended on that. Parent E stated, “I have to work with her at home. And if I can’t figure 

out the problem, I can’t help her”. A few parents, such as Parent D, understood the 

primary areas of reading and the ways that these skills combined to develop a “good 

reader”. Other parents, though, did not understand the language of the CBM sheet and 

felt lost when trying to help their child at home in that area. Parent E said, “We can’t 

help him with this stuff at home because we don’t know what it represents. We don’t 

know how to line it up”. Parents desired recommendations that were more specific and 

tailored to their child’s individual needs. 

A recurring message that parents delivered when discussing their unmet needs for 

communication was that they just wanted to be heard. They wanted their concerns to be 

listened to. When they did not feel that this happened, parents became upset and 

frustrated. When this did occur, though, despite their child’s academic progress, parents 

appeared satisfied with the parent-teacher communication patterns. Parent E told her 

story by saying: 

I just have to let you know that, you gotta be on guard. There’s something 
wrong, I don’t know what it is. And then you know, and I know Teacher 2 
because we go to church together. And she said, “Well we’re a great place 
for this”…But then she started to slip! And then in January she goes, “Well 
this tells me now we need to be hyper aware of it.” And I’m like, “Okay.” So 
a little frustration on my part just because, you know, I’ve sensed and I’ve 
communicated that I think that there’s a problem, so… 
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Parent E felt that her child could have been receiving additional services earlier on if the 

teacher had listened to her concerns and trusted her opinions about her child.  

On the other hand, for parents who felt like their concerns were listened to, their 

satisfaction with communication was high. Although Parent H’s child struggled 

throughout first grade and received Tier 3 services all year, she expressed that she still 

felt that her voice was heard when discussing her child’s needs with the teacher. She 

said: 

They have taken the information because in particular I met with them I 
guess the beginning of the school year to talk about what our concerns 
were going into first grade. So I think they took the concerns that we had 
and talked with Teacher 3 and we talked with Teacher 3 and we were able 
to use those then to target areas for him that we felt like he needed to be 
focused on. They’ve been good about listening to what we had to say and 
taking it into consideration as they made decisions.  

It was clear throughout conversations with Parent H that her desire was for her voice to 

be heard. As long as her concerns were taken into account during communication with 

school staff, she seemed satisfied, despite the fact that her child still struggled in the 

classroom.  

Overall, parents expressed desires for communication about their child’s academic 

progress information. They hoped that the information would be delivered as early as 

possible so that they could seek help for them. They also wished that they had a better 

understanding of CBM and what kinds of tests their child was taking. Also, many 

indicated that they still wanted more information about ways to support learning at 

home. Finally, parents particularly wanted their concerns to be listened to and their 

voices to be heard when communicating about their child’s academic progress. 
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The Ways in Which Parents Participate in Educational Decision-Making for Their 
Child 

The second guiding research question for the study addressed parent participation 

in educational decision-making during an RtI service model. When analyzing the data 

relsted to this question, it was most helpful to describe it within the context of 

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory. According to Bronfenbrenner, human 

development occurs within the “progressivley more complex reciprocal interactions” 

between an individual and their surrounding environments (Bronfenbrenner, 2005, p. 4). 

Furthermore, “the ecological environment is conceived as a set of nested structures, 

each inside the other like a set of Russian dolls” (Bronfenbrenner, 2005, p. 5). These 

nested structures include the microsystem, the mesosystem, and the exosystem. The 

microsystem is the immediate environment in which a pattern of activities is 

experienced by the developing individual. The mesosystem is a system of microsystems 

that includes the processes taking place between several settings in which the 

individual is involved. And, the exosystem includes the events that occur indirectly, but 

also influence the environments of the developing individual (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). To 

describe the results for this research question, the microsystem is defined as the 

parents’ determination of their level of involvement in decision-making based on their 

child’s needs, the mesosystem includes experiences within the parent-teacher dyad, 

and the exosystem is comprised of parents’ interactions within the school system. 

Please see the following figure for a visual display of the themes represented in the 

second research question.
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Figure 3-2. How do parents of children receiving intervention participate in educational decision-making during an RtI 
process? 

 

 

Determining their 
level of 

involvement 
based on the 

intensity of their 

child’s needs 

Experiences 
within the 

parent-teacher 

dyad 

Information 
gathering 

Working collaboratively on 
their child’s team 

Interacting with existing 
components of the 

school system 
 

High level of 
parental 

involvement 

Description of 
RtI delivered to 

parents and 
staff 

Use of data 
to guide 
decision-
making 

Value of 
professional 
teamwork 



 

116 
 

Determining Their Level of Involvement Based on the Intensity of Their Child’s 
Needs 

At the individual and microsystemic level, parents’ discussions indicated an 

assessment of the intensity of their child’s specific needs. In doing so, this gave parents 

a better idea of how much they needed to be involved in educational decision-making 

for their child. Parents who felt that their child’s needs were significant, or very intense 

sought the most opportunities to be involved in decision-making. The reasons for this 

are detailed below. 

Most parents in this study had other children to which to compare their first grade 

child’s academic performance. In many of these cases, older children in the family were 

performing on or above grade-level. This situation allowed parents to express the 

differences in the way they view their child’s academic progress information and how 

their involvement in decision-making is different regarding their first grade child who was 

performing below grade-level. Parent E began addressing this topic by reiterating that 

some parents do not care or do not worry about their child’s performance, but that this is 

not the case for her. She said, “And some parents don’t care. Honestly, they don’t…but 

I’m like really nervous about it.” Parent E then detailed the differences in decision-

making for her on- and below grade-level children: 

I think it really depends upon the child. Because my first two children are 
fairly high academic achievers. So when you get the scores, you know, I 
look at what’s the assessment, the name of the assessment, and you know, 
I’ll read the back of what that is, and the teacher will then explain a little bit. 
Because my older two are so high achievers, you know you see that they’re 
way above, and then you just kind of move on. You don’t really think too 
much about it. The problem now is A who’s not like that, and now these 
numbers mean far more to me than they did for the other two, okay? 
Because there’s a problem. So you know, that’s when you have to start 
asking you know, more questions. 
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For Parent E, understanding that her child was struggling in reading led her to ask more 

questions and seek additional information to inform her decision-making. For this 

parent, that information included how to support learning at home as well as 

understanding the classroom interventions. It also meant volunteering more in the 

classroom and observing her child’s performance in relation to her peers. 

Other parents also expressed this idea that they wanted to be more involved in 

decision-making when it involved their struggling child as opposed to their child that was 

on grade-level. Parent H said, “I mean if he were on grade level, I’m good with that 

because I don’t have to need him to have to be in the top 1 percentile. If he’s on grade 

level, then I’m not as concerned as if he’s below grade level”. Parent G also explained 

that she paid more attention to the data of her child who was performing below grade-

level, and also made sure that they were working with him at home to remediate his 

difficulties: 

[My older son] I never worried, he was always just really above grade level, 
so I never really looked at it. Bad Mom. But with D, I need to look at it 
because he’s not necessarily really above grade level. And actually at least 
at the beginning of the year, below grade level…I need to look at it because 
he’s not necessarily really above grade level. And actually at least at the 
beginning of the year, below grade level…But I will say that I’ve been much 
more religious about after school reading with D. I mean, yes I did it with 
[my older son] and I still do it, but you know, I try not to miss any days. And 
you know, try to do at least once on the weekend. 

Overall, for parents of students who were receiving academic intervention services, it 

was most important for them to closely examine their child’s data—more closely than 

they would have for the children who were performing on or above grade-level. After 

understanding that their child was struggling, this also led them to desire better 

involvement in educational decision-making for their child. This involvement in decision-
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making consisted of asking questions, volunteering in the classroom, seeking the 

teacher’s advice, and helping their child at home. 

Experiences Within the Parent-Teacher Dyad 

At the mesosystemic level, parents’ participation in educational decision-making 

was also influenced by experiences within the parent-teacher dyad. Specifically, parents 

identified information gathering and working collaboratively on their child’s team as their 

primary roles in decision-making within the relationship with their child’s teacher. In 

terms of information gathering, asking questions and hypothesizing about their child’s 

struggles were two of the main responsibilities that parents discussed. In terms of 

working collaboratively on their child’s team, parents saw themselves as just “one piece 

of the puzzle” on the school-based decision-making team. To fulfill their role on this 

team, parents felt obligated to help their child at home. 

Information Gathering 

Consistent with past research (Barton, et al., 1984; Lusthaus et al., 1981), it was 

discovered that parents in this study continued to play a passive role in decision-making 

in that they identified asking questions or seeking additional information as a major role 

that they play in their child’s education. For parents in this study, they primarily asked 

questions about skills on the CBM sheet, their child’s data, and how to support learning 

at home. One goal of discovering this additional information was so that parents could 

actively participate in the problem-solving process regarding their child’s struggles. Most 

parents felt that they could not sufficiently participate in educational decision-making for 

their child without fully understanding their academic progress, which is also consisent 

with past research (Barton et al., 1984). 



 

119 
 

A major role that parents indicated that they play in educational decision-making 

for their child is asking questions to their child’s teacher and other school staff. Parent E 

described this best by saying, “I think that’s important…sometimes you don’t know the 

right questions to ask that would help your child, and that’s important”. She further 

stated the goal for asking questions and seeking out additional information, which is that 

it facilitate more effective participation in decision-making. She described: 

I’m really one of those, you know, parents who is all in it all the time. Where 
did this come from, why it has happened. Tell me more, tell me more. 
Because with that information, it gives you opportunity for decision making 
and if you don’t have all the information, then you know, you may not make 
the right choices for your child. Or you may make them too late, like I feel 
like I…I should have started this earlier. And I didn’t. 

Parents also asked questions to clarify information that they received about their child. 

For some parents, this included information about classroom interventions, and for 

others, the discussion revolved around retention. Parent H discussed some of the 

clarifying questions she asked when her child was in danger of retention: 

For me, from a parent’s perspective, a lot of the question, and I’ve been 
very open and honest about it in discussions, have had to do with, ‘What 
does this information tell me about where he is and where he needs to be 
grade wise? Does he need to be retained? Does he need to go on? Why 
does he need to go on or why does he need to be held back? At the end of 
the year, what is this going to tell me?’… So certainly in first grade, we’ve 
been more, I’ve been more vocal about my feelings on whether when we 
need to assess him at the end of the year. There needs to be the hard 
questions asked. ‘Does he need to be retained? Is this telling us, you know, 
do we want to continue to move him on at below grade-level status or does 
he need to do first grade again?’ 

Without fully understanding the requirements for retention and whether her child was 

falling far enough behind to be retained, Parent H did not feel like she knew how to 

participate in that decision-making process. Again, a lack of understanding about this 

information led to inaction or uncertainty about participation. 
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For other parents, questions that they asked centered around teacher’s advice for 

home or summer intervention or the CBM data. Parent G described her decisions about 

summer intervention for her child: 

If the third quarter is looking as good as Teacher 2 says it looks, maybe 
we’ll even wait until the fourth quarter to decide you know, are we going to 
hire a reading tutor over the summer? Are we going to get some remedial 
help?...And I’ll talk to Teacher 2 about whether she thinks we should to a 
tutor type of thing or whether I could just continue what I’m doing over the 
summer. 

Parent G looked to the advice of her child’s teacher to decide on appropriate 

intervention strategies for her child when he was not in school. Parents also asked 

questions to teachers about how to help their child at home, as discussed extensively in 

the previous section. Parent I summed up this idea by saying, “What does it mean? 

What does it do? How do I as a parent address it at home?...Just give me some insight 

for information”. Parents yearned for additional information about how to help their child 

at home, particularly in a way that would streamline classroom-home interventions. 

Parent B indicated: 

Like I said, just have as many different ways of reinforcing the skills as we 
can have, because we know we gotta work on them… Again, kind of the 
areas that are weak and strategies that we can utilize to kind of boost those 
skills. Not only in school, but particularly at home so that I know what kinds 
of things to do to try to improve her performance in school as well as just 
overall. 

Parents also wanted to clarify information found on the CBM sheet. Sometimes, this 

was regrding their individual child’s data, and other times it was regarding the skills 

measured by the CBM sheet. Parent H indicated that she sought out answers when she 

did not understand by saying, “When this comes home, we just like look at it and if we 

have questions, we address them with Teacher 3”. Again, asking questions was a major 

role that parents suggested they play in decision-making because this often led to more 
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effective participation in decision-making. Without sufficient and clear information, 

parents were not comfortable or able to participate fully in educational decision-making. 

After gaining a better understading about their child’s academic progress 

information, parents often hypothesized about their child’s struggles. By combining 

information that they received from the CBM sheet, their own obervations, and teacher 

observations, parents felt comfortable discussing some reasons for why they thought 

that their child was struggling in an academic area. Some parents even discussed these 

hypotheses with their child’s teacher, which suggests a more active role in the problem-

solving process for their individual child. The reason that some parents looked more 

critically at their child’s data was because “once you find a pattern, then you know how 

to solve the problem”, as Parent E said. Some hypotheses that parents were suggesting 

included processing speed deficits, behavioral difficulties, and difficulties with a specific 

reading skill. Parent B and Parent E describe their hypotheses here: 

Parent B: Again she’s, was way, well not way, but below level here at the 
beginning and now she’s kind of moved up again, a little above where on 
grade level scoring is. Still struggling a little bit with the DIBELS fluency, 
that being able to get it out more quickly, which was again, that one is kind 
of the area where we’re most, more concerning I would say from a parent 
standpoint. Given sufficient amount of time, she’ll get there, but being able 
to do it in a test format or something else, it’s speed. It can be an issue.  

Parent E: Take, for instance, she’s on grade level here for reading. Her 
grade level for reading continues to improve but her decoding has remained 
exactly the same and her DIBELS are not…so how is she moving up grade 
level in reading when she can’t decode? So if you look…it would be 
interesting to look at the paper and say okay it looks like she’s got all the 
sight words down, it seems where she didn’t understand she’s either 
skipping or miscuing or something like that. Or if there was something like, 
every blend, she has a problem, or everything with a long vowel. Once you 
find a pattern, then you know how to solve the problem. 

Athough it was not common across all parents, some parents did feel comfortable 

hypothesizing about their child’s struggles. Those parents also felt comfortable asking 
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more detailed questions about their child’s progress, expressing their concerns to the 

teacher, and attempting to participate in the problem-solving process with their child’s 

teacher. For them, asking questions appeared to lead to more active involvement in 

educational decision-making for their child. 

Working Collaboratively on the Child’s Team 

Another role that parents played in decision-making and also desired more of was 

working collabortively with school staff who were members of their child’s decision-

making team. Parents described that their primary duty in collaboration is supporting 

learning at home, particularly in terms of continuing and streamlining classroom 

interventions at home. Parents, especially those of students receiving Tier 3 

intervention, expressed a desire to feel like a member of the team and work conjointly 

with their child’s teacher and other school staff. 

As described extensively in previous sections, parents felt obligated to help their 

child at home. They felt that this was the major way to collaborate and work with the 

school to enhance their child’s achievement. As Parent G said, “I see it as this is just 

part of your job as a parent is to provide those experiences that they might need to get 

them to where they need to be”. Specifically, parents found it important to join forces 

with their child’s teacher to understand what they could do at home that would be 

consistent with classroom interventions. Parent H expressed this notion by saying, “We 

can see a lot of the times some of the same…A lot of times we’ll mirror some of the 

things that we’ve tried at home with him…we encounter some of the same kinds of 

difficulties that she does and so we’re able to take kind of some of those strategies and 

try to apply them at home”. Parent E echoed this idea, saying, “If I know what you’re 

doing, I can probably do some of it at home”. Overall, the sense of teamwork that 
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parents felt in regards to decision-making was often centered around home-school 

collaboration about intervention strategies. 

Parents of students receiving Tier 3 intervention services discussed the idea that 

they feel responsible for their child, despite them being at school for most of the day. 

Because of this, they wanted their voice to be heard in decisions and they wanted to 

work in conjunction with school staff during the decision-making process. Parent I 

emphasized her role of being her child’s strongest supporter during decision-making. 

She said, “I’m C’s advocate. I’m his voice…So for me, it’s hard for me to say okay black 

and white, this is how it goes. Whereas it’s easier for them because they’re his teacher 

and that’s all that they are is his teacher. So for me I have to bring out the gray because 

I believe in the in between because it’s my child”. Parent I wanted to be assured that her 

opinion was taken into account during decision-making meetings, since she was able to 

provide information to school staff that teachers could not. Parent H also suggested that 

parents have valuable information to offer up about their child during decision-making 

by saying, “I see our role, the roles in his education as to be able to since we see him at 

home as well, to complement the resources that are available here and making 

decisions as to what’s best for him and how he can be academically successful”. For 

Parent H, working in conjunction with school staff also meant that she was assured that 

her child was receiving the most effective and comprehensive services available to him. 

She said: 

We are certainly more invested because he’s our child, so we’re personally 
vested in his success and academics, but most importantly, our role I think 
is to try to be able to take the resources that are available and kind of see 
what works best for him. Because I think ultimately we feel responsible for 
what the end, what happens with him academically because we’re his 
parents. So we’re responsible, but to be able to utilize the resources. So I 
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see us, I see our role certainly as a major role because we are his parents, 
but we are the kind of parents that we’ve utilized all the resources that are 
available for him as well. 

Because she felt responsible as a parent to ensure his success, she sought out all 

opportunities available to help her child achieve academically. For her, working in 

conjunction with school staff meant that her voice and opinions were heard, and that her 

child was receiving the best services possible. 

For Parents H and I, the parents of the two students in this study who were 

receiving Tier 3 intervention, two major decisions that they faced were participation in 

the summer reading program (SAIL) and the possibility of their child’s retention. For 

these parents, their involvement in decision-making was quite different. Parent I felt that 

the summer school decision was made without parental input, as she received a letter 

saying that he would need to attend. She said, “They just send you a letter in the mail. 

They don’t meet with you about it”. For Parent H, the decision felt more collaborative. 

She felt like she was a member of the team who made that decision for her child. Parent 

H said, “And the other thing that we agreed, all of us, that he needed to do the SAIL 

program during the summer. So he did SAIL during the summer, which helped him a lot. 

He progressed well in that program as well”.  

Interestingly, both parents expressed similar thoughts about their involvement in 

the retention decision. Parents felt that the retention decision was not theirs and that it 

was made by school staff instead. However, looking back on the decision, they 

indicated that they were satisfied with the decision that was made for their child and 

they would not have changed it. Parent I described how she struggled with the school-

based team’s decision: 
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And then we all held him back. We made a decision to hold him 
back…Well, they made the decision to hold him back, and I pondered on it 
if I should send him somewhere else to keep him with his grade level; 
however, I didn’t want him to go to a higher grade and struggle and then be 
resentful and mean and angry because he’s not able to keep up.  

Parent H described how the decision that school staff made was not what she and her 

husband wanted for their child. She said: 

I have strong feelings that he needed to be retained in kindergarten, and so 
and that didn’t really pan out, so he did go ahead and go to first 
grade…Because like at the end of kindergarten what I thought this told me 
was that he needed to be retained in kindergarten. Obviously there were 
different ideas about that that were outside of our control, but to me, if 
you’re below grade level and you continue to be below grade level, the 
question has to be raised: “Do you need to be in that grade again to get up 
to that grade level?” And so for me, in kindergarten, what I thought it meant 
was that he needed to be retained in kindergarten. There were different 
ideas. 

Parent H also struggled with accepting the school’s decision about retention 

because she did not undertand the criteria for retention and how her child did or did not 

meet those criteria. The information that could have helped both parents better 

understand the decision-making process for retention was not available to them, and 

they felt that their voices were not heard when making a decision about their child’s 

education. Conversely, the parents also felt responsible for their child’s success in 

school and being their advocate, so it appeared that they felt a sense of helplessness 

during the decision-making process about retention. 

Despite parents’ dissatisfaction with their low involvement in the retention decision, 

they expressed that they would not have changed the school’s decision. In hindsight, 

they felt that the school in fact made the best decision for their child, and they were 

satisfied with the results of the school’s decision to retain their child. This high level of 

satisfaction despite a described low level of involvement in decision-making is similar to 
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the results of Fish (2008) and Goldstein and colleagues’ (1980) studies. Parent I 

suggested that she had come to terms with the retention decision and decided to keep 

her child at the same school, saying, “So then I said maybe this is what he needs”. 

Parent H also accepted the school’s decision and expressed satisfaction with it by 

suggesting, “If I could go back, I don’t think that I would change anything”. She further 

explained: 

It ended up not being that way and he did go into first grade and one of the 
things I told them at the end of the year meeting: I think their insistence 
upon him being in first grade as opposed to kindergarten, the administrative 
insistence of him being in first grade as opposed to kindergarten, ended up 
being a very good decision for him. I think it was the best decision for him. 
And that’s based on the test scores for the first grade. Based on looking at 
how well, where he started first grade and where he ended first grade, I 
think first grade was the best decision for him. I think they made a very 
good decision in being insistent upon him going to first grade. And I told 
them that. I said you know I was wrong about that. I think first grade was 
better for him because he did advance…If you were asking me this last 
summer, I would have probably said something different, but in hindsight, it 
was a good decision to keep him in first grade. He has done well and 
because we had expressed our opinion about that, I think that the 
resources that were available to him and how the helped him in first grade, I 
mean there is nothing that I could have changed. I mean it was, he had help 
with his reading and he had the counseling and all of the other resources 
available to him. So I can’t say that I could have changed, at this point 
looking back, I can’t say that I would have changed anything or done 
anything differently. 

Parent H was satisfied with the decision because she felt that her voice and concerns 

had been heard. She also felt that her child had made good progress during his 

retention year, which further confirmed her satisfaction with the retention decision. 

Despite not feeling involved in the retention decision, parents still expressed satisfaction 

with the decision because they felt that it was in the best interest of their child. 

Based on these results, it appears that parents are still taking on the more passive 

role of asking questions and providing information. However, they are beginning to take 
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on a more active role in their child’s education by supporting learning at home. They 

also work collabortively with their child’s teacher to streamline school-home 

interventions. Parents concluded that they want to work with their child’s teacher and 

other school staff as a team. They want to feel included and play an active role in 

decision-making, just as the school-based professionals do. This includes being heard, 

having their opinions recognized and taken into account, and feeling valued during the 

process. Parent E described this desire by saying, “I try to partner up with the teacher”. 

Parents wanted to feel like a necessary piece of the educational decision-making 

puzzle, as Parent H expressed: 

We play a pivotal role in it as do the teachers and the administrators and L 
and the psychologists. Everybody together has really been involved with his 
education. I see us as really just a piece of the puzzle in his education. And 
kind of all of those things working together and we’ve been able to work 
successfully with everybody else. I don’t see us as the main resource, I see 
us just as a resource. 

And, parents wanted to feel like a necessary team member from the very beginning of 

their child’s struggles. Parent I, who did not feel like a valued team member at the 

beginning of the study, concluded that she needed to feel that way duing the next 

school year. She said: 

You know, for someone to say in the beginning, to sit down and say we’ve 
looked at C’s scores and his academic things since he’s been here. This is 
where he is, this is where we would like for him to be or this is a great spot 
for him to be, what can we all do together to keep this this way?...We figure 
if me and you do this together, then we could keep him at this point. How 
does this sound to you? 

Teachers in this study indicated that they wanted parents to be involved by 

attending meetings and helping their child at home. One teacher in particular, Teacher 

2, suggested that teamwork with parents was essential for student success. She 

discussed this idea by saying: 
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Well I want the parents to see, to consider our group a team. I want them to 
feel like they are part of the team and so they have an active role to play as 
well…Statistics really do show that children who leave first grade below 
grade level have a slim chance of being on grade level in fifth grade. And I 
feel like when I first heard that, I was startled by that statistic. So I feel like 
parents need to know how important this is. And so that’s why I need for 
them to be a part of the team. 

Teacher 2 often talked about the notion of teamwork, but did not describe in depth what 

she thought that parents’ roles on the team should be. All teachers, however, did 

discuss extensively the strategies that parents requested to support learning at home 

and their responses to them. Teacher 2 and Teacher 1 provided more standard and 

universal ideas to all parents, while Teacher 3 emphasized differentiating strategies 

depending on the individual parent and the student’s needs. In discussing this, Teacher 

2 said: 

One of the major things I emphasize too when we have a conferences is 
that I let the parents know that the children can be working at three different 
levels: independent level, instructional level, and frustration level. And I let 
the parents know that noone should be trying to force a child to work at 
frustration level and that I like to be the person who is helping the children 
at their instructional level and that I want the parents to be helping the 
children at their independent level. And I let them know that practice at a 
child’s independent level definitely builds their overall progress even though 
it might seem like at times that maybe it’s a little bit too easy. I tell the 
parents that I would much rather the child joyfully want to sit down and work 
with their parents than begrudgingly want to sit down because it’s too 
difficult. So I try to make sure that I explain the difference between those 
three levels and again let the parents know what I’m expecting from them. 
What their role is and that’s to work at independent level. 

Teacher 2 often recommended that parent read with their child at one level—their 

independent level. In contrast, Teacher 3 prided herself on providing individualized 

suggestions to parents about how to help their child. She said:  

I actually sometimes show them different things or give them examples of 
different tasks, especially if they’re asking about something in particular. 
And otherwise sometimes if it’s a task that they’re struggling with, I give 
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them an example and show them an example of how their child has 
responded or say this is the steps, strategies they’re using. 

Teacher 3 made an effort to provide different strategies to parents based on their child’s 

individual needs. All teachers responded to parents’ questions and concerns regarding 

how to help their child at home, which they felt was a more active way to be involved in 

decision-making. However, the ways in which teachers approached answering those 

questions varied. 

All in all, parents felt like they played an important and active role in decision-

making for their child by asking questions, seeking out information and resources, and 

helping their child at home. However, often times, they felt left out of important school-

based decisions. This was especially true in terms of retention decisions. Parents 

wanted their voices to be heard and their concerns listened to during the decision-

making process, and they wanted to be involved from the very beginning. 

Interacting with Existing Components of the School System 

At the exosystemic level, there were a variety of factors unique to this particular 

school system that likely impacted the ways in which parents developed an 

understanding of data and participated in educational decision-making. Such factors 

included the historically high level of parental involvement, the school-wide emphasis on 

data to make decisions, the value that teachers and other school staff place on 

professional collaboration, and the description of RtI that was provided to school staff 

and parents.  

High Level of Parental Involvement 

At DRS, there are several factors that impact parental involvement. First, teachers 

and support staff spoke to an “open door policy”, which welcomes parents and other 
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family members to experience different aspects of the school day or participate as 

volunteers. Teachers also have parents as regular volunteers in the classroom and as 

assistants during special events. Although school staff recognized barriers to parental 

involvement at the school level, they expressed a high level of satisfaction with parental 

involvement and suggested that they welcomed parental involvement in multiple ways. 

Support staff indicated that they emphasize an open door policy at DRS. That is, 

they want open communication with families and they want to encourage them to be 

present at the school as much as possible. Support staff X said, “Well we always have 

an open door policy. Parents can be involved as much as they like”. Teacher 3 agreed, 

suggesting, “I have a really open door policy where parents feel free to drop in”. Support 

staff X went on to describe how staff at DRS encourages parents by sharing information 

with them directly. She said: 

We have very frequently in first grade a significant amount of parents who 
like to volunteer, be involved you know in the goings on in the classroom, 
which is great. Parents are welcome to call and ask questions at any time. 
They are always invited to a first conference in October. Nothing goes 
home, meaning like no academic progress reports or anything, go home 
until a conference has been had with them. We do our very best to get 
every single parent in to do that. 

Support staff Z agreed with this by saying, “We have a very open communication 

system here”. All parents at this school are urged to meet with school staff and ask 

questions. Then, if any questions remained, they were encouraged to visit the school for 

a better understanding. Support staff Y said, “I always encourage parents to come in 

and see it too. If they don’t understand what SRA decoding is, come in and see it”. 

There is a noticeable system-wide agreement about the importance of an open door 

policy in addition to a welcoming environment to aid in parental involvement.  
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Teachers and support staff indicated that parents are regular classroom volunteers 

as well as participants in less frequent, special events. When participating regularly as 

volunteers in the classroom, parents typically helped to facilitate a small reading or math 

group. Teacher 2 said: 

I have some parent volunteers that come in and they’ll read one on one with 
children during our reader’s workshop time. And what they’re doing mainly 
is rereading familiar books. And it’s to help the kids with fluency. And then 
also to help them with vocabulary because they talk to them some about 
the books and that kind of thing too… Then I have 2 parents that come in 
some during math time and they’ll run a little math station. Usually it’s a 
game that I have the parent do. 

For some teachers, it was important for parents to feel comfortable when volunteering in 

the classroom. Teacher 3 attempted to make parents comfortable by allowing parents to 

choose from a variety of activities to participate in. She said: 

I try to also differentiate with them as well and give them what activities 
within their comfort range and their strengths. Some parents are fine 
working with small group activities, some really do well one on one, some 
really prefer prep work kinds of activities. I would rather have families if 
they’re in the classroom, work with the children. And so some parents who 
like more of the prep work kinds of things, I’ll actually package and send 
home and have them do it at home so that it can maximize classroom time 
as really being instructional support. 

Parents also were involved as chaperones and assistants for other events. Teacher 3 

said that parents at this school who work often look in advance for other, less frequent 

ways to volunteer. She said: 

I do have a lot of working moms this year. It’s actually, different groups of, 
depending really on the employment, a lot of them that are available really 
make a point of committing a certain amount of time. And working parents, 
especially this year, they want to know ahead for anything they could 
participate in terms of classroom events or field trips. You know I have 
people asking me months ahead, when is so and so? Because they want to 
be able to plan ahead for it. 
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Parents who were unable to commit to a regular volunteering schedule wanted to be 

accessible when possible. For things like field trips or classwide activities, parents tried 

to be there, as Teacher 1 indicated: “I of course invite them to be chaperones for field 

trips…In first grade, we do an economics unit, Mexican restaurant. So I ask parents to 

come in and help when we were preparing for that”. Support staff X added to this by 

saying, “Parent volunteers, they come and have lunch with their kids, some parents on 

a regular basis. A lot of participation with field trips. Classroom activities. We have a lot 

of different types of celebrations, there’s always something going on that the families 

can come and be involved with. It’s an open door basically”. Overall, it seemed that a 

number of parents at this school participated as classroom volunteers on a regular 

basis, and for those who were unable to participate as frequently, they were willing to 

help with special events. 

Some barriers to parent involvement at this school included crowding in the 

classroom, not feeling needed, and parents’ work schedules. Because of the training-

oriented nature of this school, teachers often had interns, pre-interns, and observers in 

their classrooms. This often led to a high number of adults in the classroom, and 

teachers felt that it would be overwhelming to have parents in the classroom as well. 

Teacher 1 discussed this issue: 

Last year I had them [parents] be reading volunteers all throughout the year 
but this year I got pre interns, and so I kind of kicked the parents out 
because it was just too many adults. Because in first grade we get an 
assistant for reading and math. So it was myself, an assistant, and then two 
pre-interns, and then if I had a parent volunteer, it’s almost too many 
people. But so I had them for reading volunteers. 

Another reason that led to decreased parent involvement was waning eagerness once 

they did not feel needed in the classroom. Teacher 3 explained: 
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A lot of parents are really eager, they’re super in eager in kindergarten to 
get into the room. They’re still fairly eager in first grade but what a lot of 
them what to do is come and scope things out and get a feel for things. And 
a lot of parents that I saw even as regular volunteers in kindergarten, once 
they come in the room, and I really focus a lot on kids being independent 
and responsible and self directed, so they almost feel like there’s not a 
need for them. And I feel like there are two things. It is because the kids are 
so good at working on their own and then they essentially feel like there is 
not, having another adult isn’t a necessity. And it’s not a necessity but it 
certainly adds another dimension to the instructional content. But I often 
find parents come summer one way or another kind of fizzle out…So a lot 
of eager participation here. But I do find it interesting how they tend to show 
up like, oh okay, you’re fine. 

Despite these barriers, however, support staff were satisfied with the level of parent 

involvement at this school. Support staff Z suggested, “This is probably the best 

situation I’ve ever been in as far as working with parents. I don’t have to track anybody 

down. They want to have their kids succeed”. Teachers and support staff agreed that 

parents at this school appeared to be more involved than is typical. From asking 

questions to volunteering in the classroom to planning ahead so that they could 

participate in special events, parents at this school appeared to active and involved. 

Use of Data to Guide Decision-Making 

Another element of this school system that impacted parents’ experiences was the 

school-wide emphasis on data to drive decision-making. This occurred at the individual 

teacher level as well as the systems level. Besides communicating with parents through 

their child’s data, teachers and school staff also used data to guide their core instruction 

and their intervention groups. Similar to teachers, school staff also believed that the use 

of data streamlined communication with parents, but that inconsistent use of data 

sometimes caused a communication breakdown. 

As discussed extensively in previous sections, teachers indicated that they used 

data, especially data from the CBM sheet, as a framework for describing individual 
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student progress. Support staff agreed that teachers and other staff use data in similar 

ways to inform parents of their child’s progress. Support staff emphasized student 

progress when explaining data as well as understanding the “whole picture” of the 

child’s achievement, which was very similar to teachers’ views about communicating 

through data. Related to emphasizing student progress and gaining a complete 

understanding when communicating with data, Support staff Z said: 

The progress of the kids, especially…I mean, the parents know that there’s, 
I mean, they know when their child is struggling. They may not know exactly 
what it is that they’re struggling with or what aspect of the subject area is 
causing trouble, but they know that they’re having problems. So the parents 
are already aware there is a concern, so when the teachers are able to 
speak to those concerns specifically about data and show them, this is 
exactly what’s going on, then that’s the most important. 

When discussing delivering a comprehensive, “whole picture” view of their child’s 

functioning to parents, Support staff X said: 

I think helping the parents see that not one of those tests or assessment 
pieces tell us everything we need to know. I think it’s really important for 
them to see the whole picture and the way in which we’ve designed the 
assessment system as a whole. That helps us really understand what’s 
happening with their children, especially in reading. That’s obviously where 
we, we’re good at this. Not so good at it in math. But being able to talk 
about how one particular part of this battery of assessments being below 
the expectation doesn’t always necessarily indicate that there’s an issue, 
could indicate that it’s an issue when combined with the other pieces. It’s 
helping them really understand that it’s a whole rather than “My kid is low 
on one and what do I do to make that better?”. It’s really understanding 
them as a reader. 

Overall, there is a system-wide support for using data to communicate student progress 

to parents. 

One reason for this school-wide emphasis on communicating through data was 

the belief that data streamlines parent communication. Teachers also agreed with this, 

frequently suggesting that the data serves as their framework for discussions about the 
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student. Support staff X spoke about the objectivity of data and how using data assists 

teachers in providing solid, trustworthy information about student progress. Support staff 

X said: 

I think that teachers really feel like the data helps them make their case. 
You know, I remember being a new teacher and talking to parents about 
kids that weren’t doing well, but I didn’t really know how to prove that they 
weren’t doing well because we didn’t have any such thing. You know, it 
would be, this is what I see, they would see “at home he does, blah blah 
blah”, and I didn’t have anything to go back on. Now there’s a lot of 
concrete proof and I think that that’s really comforting to teachers in being 
able to communicate kids’ progress. 

By speaking through data, teachers are able to rely on objectivity rather than 

professional guesswork to make decisions. This also provides them with better support 

when talking to parents about progress, since they do have emotional ties to the data 

and sometimes react negatively.  

Two of the primary ways, other than parent communication, that teachers and 

other school staff used data were to inform their core instruction and to guide decision-

making about individual students, particularly their need for additional intervention. In 

discussing how she used student data to inform her core instruction, Teacher 2 said: 

And it helped me strengthen my core. So it helped me understand what all 
children needed and of course that also there’s impact on the individual 
when you’re thinking about your core. But it just helped me be a more 
reflective teacher and think about what all kids need and then I could figure 
out also then what my Tier 2s needed. It’s informative. 

For Teacher 2, examining student data helped her to analyze the needs of her students. 

This was true for her whole-class instruction as well as her instruction to her smaller, 

intervention groups. She also felt that the data assisted her in making more reliable 

decisions rather than those based on guesswork. Teacher 2 added: 

And then what I really loved is that I just, I really liked feeling more informed 
about my decision-making. And so it was less gut-level and it’s just more 
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informed. And I did come to find that I did think that it was very 
predictable…That it really did play out in a way that I thought was… 
accurate. 

For Teacher 3, collecting data helped her to keep tabs on struggling students and 

objectively determine student progress. She indicated: 

I feel like more of my kids are at a higher level at the end of the year 
because I can really keep regular tabs on them…And since we’ve been 
doing that, really the majority of my kids, a very high percentage by the end 
of the year are making on their targets. On the last assessment, I had one 
child that didn’t meet several of his targets, but he’s also a child who was 
almost retained in kindergarten, and all my other intervention kids, a couple 
of them had missed one target, one missed two, and all the rest met all the 
targets. 

By collecting regular data to guide decision-making for her students, Teacher 3 felt very 

aware of her students’ progress, which she also felt led to increased student progress 

overall. 

In addition to informing core instruction, teachers indicated that they formulated 

their intervention groups based on data as well, particularly when examining data during 

the grade-level Student Success Team (SST) meetings. Teacher 3 said in regards to 

her intervention groups, “we figure out [those small groups] on based on the scores”. 

She expressed that using data to guide the formulation of these groups helped her to 

assist students who she would not have typically identified as needing extra support. 

For her, that identification was often due to a fluency issue. Teacher 3 said: 

So that’s been one of the most helpful things to me is having those timed 
tests because it really helps you discover kids sooner who aren’t processing 
as quickly as other kids so there’s so much going on in the classroom. And 
it’s not the main outliers, it’s not the kids who are obviously really slow, it’s 
the ones that seem sharp that have a lot of information that are just a little 
bit slow who are not meeting benchmarks who earlier in teaching 
kindergarten would not have seemed to be red flagged. So you pick up, I 
feel like the DIBELS especially, helped us pick up kids to work with sooner, 
more intensively than we were able to do prior to the DIBELS testing, which 
I would not have thought would have done that. 
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Data helped Teacher 3 to guide the group membership, especially for those students 

who were performing below grade-level or at the cusp, but who were not significantly 

below grade-level. The data helped her to identify those students early and provide 

them with additional support.  

However, using data to guide communication and decision-making was found to 

be tricky, especially when data were used inconsistently. This often led to a 

communication breakdown or allowed parents to receive mixed messages about their 

child from different members of school staff. Support staff X indicated that this occurs 

because teachers sometimes disregard data when they are inconsistent with their 

observations, or because different teachers explain the data in different ways. In terms 

of using other information in lieu of data, Support staff X said: 

I have seen instances where teachers will use data to explain away a 
problem. I’ve seen instances where teachers will disregard the data to 
parents and say they must have just been having a really bad day this day. 
Not that that couldn’t be the case, but…that “we don’t really look at the 
testing very much, we really rely on what we see everyday…This is just one 
piece”… For the teacher, when the data contradicts their expectations, 
sometimes there can be a communication breakdown, I guess I should say. 

Teachers reported using data in combination with their own observations, each as a 

“layer” for understanding and explaining student progress. However, when the data 

contradict their own personal beliefs or expectations, it appears that it causes a 

significant miscommunication between themselves and the parent. In other cases, there 

are individual differences in the ways that teachers explain data to parents, which often 

leads parents with mixed messages form year to year. Support staff X said, “So I’ve 

seen it where parents get a mixed message depending on who they sit with, and kind of 

all of the teachers’ expectations about it”.  
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Parents also reported sometimes receiving mixed messages from the school 

about their child’s progress, particularly in regards to the issues that Support staff X 

pointed out. For some parents, they were confused when their child’s data did not 

match up with the teacher’s explanation of his or her progress. Parent I explained her 

frustration with this situation: 

Because it seems that when I’m talking to you one on one about him, he’s 
doing great, you’re seeing good things. I don’t need to worry about 
anything. He’s doing great. But when you send these home, I don’t see 
great…Yeah because just during the year, it would be like when you would 
ask, oh he’ll be fine, he’s doing fine, he’ll be good. By the time we get here, 
he’ll be right where he need to be. And I’m like, oh God, here we go with 
this again. Just tell me. He’s not fine! I don’t want to wait until the end of the 
year to get there. I want to be above where he needs to be. 

Parent I saw a clear disconnect between the teacher’s explanation of her child’s 

progress, based on her own observations and experiences, and the actual data. This 

led to frustration on the part of the parents because she was not able to fully understand 

how her child was performing in the classroom. In another instance, Parent F was 

shocked to hear about her child’s struggles because of the differences in the way that 

her child’s kindergarten and first grade teachers explained the data. She discussed: 

Which, you may or may not be interested to know, is a concern because we 
had in kindergarten, Ms. C, and I had one parent teacher conference with 
her midyear and she did some more testing with P, same format. And 
everything she said was, “P is doing great, she’s ready to start reading 
early. There’s three kids that are ready to start reading early, I’m going to 
go ahead and push her with that group and she kind of went over the 
numbers. As you can see, P is right where she needs to be.” But then when 
I learned at the information session that those numbers actually meant even 
though they wanted her at a 12 and she was at a 12, that meant she was 
minimally achieving. So I had in my head in kindergarten, “Wow P is going 
to be advanced!” And then I learn in first grade, it means she’s barely 
slipping by. 
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Again, the lack of continuity in describing data led to a negative emotional reaction by 

this parent because she was given a description of the data by two different people in 

two totally different ways. 

Value of Professional Teamwork 

The teachers and other school staff at DRS also prided themselves on the value 

they placed on collaboration among each other. In particular, this was described in 

terms of participating during individual student meetings and assisting each other in 

uncomfortable situations. Again, professional teamwork is a major aspect of DRS’s 

school-wide culture that impacts the ways in which parents experience data and 

decision-making. 

When parents interacted with school staff, particularly during meetings regarding 

their individual child, a number of school-based professionals attended. That is, parents 

were usually interacting with a team of school staff to discuss their child’s needs and 

progress. Two primary examples of this occurred during parent-teacher conferences 

and Individualized Educational Plan (IEP) meetings. Support staff Z discussed how she 

was often involved during parent-teacher conferences: 

Parent conferences. After every CBM went home, the teachers schedule a 
conference with every child’s parent in the classroom. So with those 
parents that the student is in Tier 3, there are some definite concerns either 
because of being new to the system or because of the pace of the growth of 
the student, I’ll sit in on the meetings and basically speak to what I’m doing 
in here. And how it matches up with Tier 2 and Tier 1. 

Because she was another teacher who instructed the child and collected data about the 

child, she was involved in conferences to further discuss the child’s services, help 

parents make sense of the data, and answer any questions. Because she worked 
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closely with a number of students, Support staff Z also participated in IEP meetings, as 

she described here: 

IEPs…If the student is, we’re talking about first graders. So those students 
are typically Other Health Impaired or language, so I’m there as just a 
participant to talk about what’s going on with Tier 3 because the OT and the 
language specialist are doing the goals. With this particular student, 
however, we did do academic goals along with the language goals because 
his needs were so…that’s what we needed for him. So I wrote the goals 
and described those to the parents. 

Support staff Z’s participation during IEP meetings also consisted of sharing data, 

describing interventions, and discussing their child’s goal. Overall, in formal meeting 

situations, a team of several staff members, rather than one individual, frequently 

interacted with parents during decision-making. 

Another element of professional teamwork stemmed from helping each other in 

difficult situations when interacting with parents. This was often the case when teachers 

asked for assistance in explaining poor student progress or discussing other serious 

issues such as behavior difficulties or possible retention. Having another school staff 

member there helped teachers feel less nervous and also protected the important 

parent-teacher relationship. 

Sometimes, support staff assisted teachers in explaining data to parents. The goal 

of the support staff member was to help the parent gain a clear and comprehensive 

understanding about their child’s achievement. So, when the teacher was experiencing 

difficulty with this, the support staff either helped to train the teacher or assisted the 

teacher in-person at the meeting with the parent. Support staff X said:  

Most of the time, the teacher will request it or it’s a decision at the SST 
table for the most part. Or I’ve seen a red flag in the data and say hey, let’s 
call these parents in. Let’s sit down together and make sure we’re all on the 
same page. But most of the time, they’re asking me, “Can you please come 
and help the parents understand?”...I have also consulted from the back. 
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So giving teachers the words they need to be able to talk to parents about 
it.  

The first solution to this issue was to consult with the teacher and give them ideas about 

ways to explain the data. Support staff Y agreed that collaborating the with teacher was 

the first step, adding: “Most of the time, going to the teacher first and saying, listen this 

is what we gotta do and we gotta make sure that we have this conference with them. 

Because a lot of the time teachers are feeling attacked. And so there has to be some 

talking down before we get into that meeting”. 

If personal collaboration and consultation was not successful or if the situation was 

a very difficult one, then the support staff often jumped in to help out the teachers at the 

meetings. Support staff X indicated: 

I find that when data is not up to par, the teachers rely on me to come in 
and do the explaining for them. Sometimes they like that because they feel 
like it comes from a different authority, you know, with the parent. 
Sometimes they just feel nervous, especially new teachers feel very 
nervous about being able to explain it. 

When interacting with parents directly, some teachers felt uncomfortable explaining the 

data, especially when a student was not making progress. In those cases, the support 

staff members willingly assisted teachers in those situations to help the parents 

understand their child’s academic progress in a clear and comprehensible way.  

In other situations, teachers felt uncomfortable because of the topic of 

conversation, such as poor behavior or retention. Support staff were also asked to 

assist with these meetings so that teachers were able to maintain their positive 

relationships with the parents. For severe behavioral difficulties, Support staff Y was the 

person who interacted with parents, rather than the child’s teacher. She said, “I get 

involved…usually the child will misbehave and then I have to be called into the room or 
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wherever they’re at and then I go get them and then we talk about consequences or 

whatever needs to happen. And I always call parents when I see a kid”. The same was 

true for severe academic cases, such as in possible retention situations. Because of the 

sensitive nature of the topic, teachers did not want to be the one to explain the situation.  

But the really difficult ones. You know, the really hard ones. The retention 
conference kinds of things, the explanation of data. I’ve been involved in a 
few of those…Teachers really find that conversation very uncomfortable. 
They don’t really want to engage in that conversation at all. They want 
somebody else to come and say it, especially when, again, the child is 
doing quite well and the parents feel like they want him retained or her 
retained when the data indicates there’s no need for it. That’s where we 
tend to get into our most stickiest situations around decision-making roles. 
Rarely the other way. There will be some parents who don’t want their child 
retained, and even though they know they’re having problems, but often it’s 
the parents requesting retention when there is not a data-indicated need. 

When the topic is a difficult one to address with parents, the support staff assisted 

teachers and took on the primary role of explaining that. Support staff X said that her 

reason for doing that is to protect the parent-teacher relationship. She said, “You know, 

there have been tense conferences. I hate being the bad guy, but sometimes that’s my 

role to protect the relationship of the teacher is for me to go ahead and take the heat 

and let the teacher maintain the relationship that needs to be there for the sake of the 

child… If it goes awry, it can be on me. It doesn’t need to be on them”. Support staff X 

understood the significance of maintaining a positive relationship between the parent 

and teacher and understood that a conversation topic such as retention could have a 

negatie impact on that relationship. So, she was comfortable coming in as an outside 

voice to discuss that possibility. 

Description of RtI Provided to Parents and Staff 

A final element of the school system that affects parent’s experiences with data 

and decision-making is the information about RtI given to staff as well as parents. For 
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parents in this study, it seemed that there was a disconnect between what school staff 

and parents understood about RtI. That is, although parents expressed a general 

understanding about the intervention support that was provided to their student, they did 

not know any of the language associated with RtI and sometimes were not informed 

when their child was moving through tiered instruction. 

Support staff indicated that teachers followed a typical protocol during their 

conferences, which included a discussion about the student’s data in comparison to the 

grade-level standards as well as the support provided to them in the classroom. Support 

staff Z said: 

We have regular conferences that occur after CBM windows, so they’re 
sitting with the parents and going through their progress report cards, 
showing them exactly how they’re doing according to our progress 
monitoring. They’re also talking to them about the grade level standards 
and how their kid is working toward those grade level standards, where 
they’re excelling and where they’re having trouble. 

Support staff Y was also perceptive about the common format for conferences, agreeing 

that teachers delivered a general overview of the child’s achievement and intervention 

support: 

What I think they’re communicating about their data. I think they are 
communicating where the child is in comparison to other kids…And I think 
they’re also communicating what they have done and either if it’s worked or 
not worked…And I think they are also communicating how the kid is 
responding to what they have done…I think that it depends on the teacher, 
again. But I think they are very good at describing what they have done, 
how the kid is responding, and what the school is going to do now to try to 
help the kid. 

Support staff Z also indicated, however, that parents are also informed by the teacher 

about their child’s receiving of tiered instruction and a description about the RtI process. 

She noted: 
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They’re also talking to them initially about Tier 2 because it happens in the 
classroom and what kind of services are provided that way. And that’s 
where the first discussions start with Tier 3. The kids are usually…if they’re 
in Tier 3 at the end of the school year, they typically start the beginning of 
the year in Tier 3 so the parents are already familiar with the process. If the 
child’s been retained, they start the year in Tier 3, so again the parents are 
already familiar with the process. For those students who come in that are 
going to fall into the Tier 3 category by October, the teachers are having 
that discussion on how the RtI process works, what’s going on, and what 
they should expect if their kids are not doing well…They describe the RtI 
process about how we have the core instruction and that they work with 
them in small groups if they’re still having trouble in math or reading, so we 
call that Tier 2. And then additional support is available for Tier 3. We try to 
put it in very easy, laymans terms. 

For parents in this study, however, this was not the case. While some parents 

understood that their child was not meeting grade-level expectations and was getting 

extra support for that, they did not mention tiered intervention or the RtI process. Parent 

A gave a typical response when asked about her child’s intervention: 

Teacher 1 is giving him…she moved him into her specific reading group. 
He’s not being pulled out of the class for anything. At this point he’s doing 
his reading in the classroom and with stuff that’s coming home, but I think 
it’s the same stuff that’s going home for everybody. So I don’t think really 
anything different is happening for him except being put into her individual 
reading group when they are doing their practicing with an adult. 

Parent F also said: 

Well for reading, Teacher 1 splits the room into different reading levels. I 
think I’m kind of picturing that she has three different reading levels and P is 
probably with the group that needs a little extra help and I think Teacher 1 
has assigned herself to that group most days. And then parents and/or the 
interns or, I think Mr. D is a reading teacher, takes the middle and the high 
level readers. So just Teacher 1 herself working with P and the one or two 
other students in that grouping. It’s what I think happens. 

While these parents had a general understanding that their child was receiving some 

sort of extra support, they did not know specific details and did not mention the RtI 

process or tiered intervention.  
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For other parents, they were not appropriately informed about the intervention 

services that their child was receiving. Parent E, for example, did not understand the 

language on the CBM sheet that indicated that her child was receiving additional 

support. She said: 

I don’t really know of…Okay, so this was, I brought this (Kindergarten CBM 
sheet). This was after her kindergarten, they put this here (says “Tier 2 
KPals”) and nobody explained to me what this was. And it wasn’t until this 
year when I was talking to the guidance counselor, and she said, “Well is 
she Tier 1, is she Tier 2?” And I said, “Oh I remember seeing Tier 2.” And 
she said “Oh, well that means she must be getting in classroom help.” I’m 
like okay…And so we’re having this conversation and so she says, “Well, 
you know. Okay so X is not taking her out?” And I say, “No she falls in a 
gray area, you know.” “Is she Tier 1/Tier 2?” And I’m like, “Ohhh I saw that!” 
And that’s when she said, “Oh yeah, that means in-classroom help.” And 
that’s how… It wasn’t even in school that I find out! Yeah! It would’ve been 
nice to have an explanation of what this was. I didn’t know, and it would 
have been nice to know in the first quarter because she would have had, I 
would think, this in her file…Yeah, nobody told me. I had no idea. And I still 
do this day don’t know what K Pals means. What does that mean? What 
does that mean? And was that instruction for the first grade teacher? I don’t 
know.  

While Parent E knew that her child was participating in a small group, she did not 

understand the language that was being used to communicate this or what the RtI 

process even meant for her child. In other cases, parents did not understand the 

interventions that their child was participating in. For Parent I, she thought that her 

child’s interventions included receiving modified work in the classroom. In reality, he had 

been receiving Tier 3 instruction all year and was being pulled out of class. She 

explained:  

Mmhmm, in a different format, mmhmm. I think she’s good about that 
because it’s not noticeable to the other kids. It’s not like, okay C here, I’m 
going to sit you to the side because you’re going to do something different, 
you know? She just hands out the paperwork and when she gets to him she 
hands his and keep going. So I really like that because he had an issue 
when he was in kindergarten when they would pull him to the back of the 
class and do the speech stuff. He’s like, “Everybody knows something’s 
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wrong with me. I get pulled to the back of the class. I can’t do what the 
other people are doing.” So that was also another major issue for him. So 
now she doesn’t do it like how it was done, so I like that. 

During the member checks with participants almost a year after the initial interviews, 

each parent indicated that they did not know what RtI was or what it meant for their 

child. A disconnect exists between what support staff believe is happening in terms of 

communication with parents about RtI and what is actually happening. It seems that, in 

an attempt to communicate with parents in a clear and comprehensible fashion, 

teachers leave out information that they think will be too difficult for parents to 

understand. In this case, much of that information centered around the RtI process, 

specifically language related to RtI, as well as a general description of RtI and what 

impact RtI has on individual students. 
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CHAPTER 4 
SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION 

Summary 

Research has indicated that the benefits of parental involvement include increased 

levels of student academic motivation and achievement, the establishment of a trusting 

relationship between the school and home, and a higher level of parent-reported 

satisfaction with the educational decision-making process (Christenson & Sheridan, 

2001; Norris, 1999; Stancin, Reuter, Dunn, & Bickett, 1984; Steere, Pancsofar, Wood, & 

Hecimovic, 1990; Watkins, 1997). However, schools still struggle with facilitating parent 

participation in meaningful ways (Burns & Gibbons, 2008). Two roles that parents often 

take on are communicating with their child’s school and being involved in decision-

making (Epstein, 2005). Various research studies have examined parents’ 

understanding about academic progress information they receive from their child’s 

school (Brantlinger, 1987; Harniss, Epstein, Bursuck, Nelson, & Jayanthi, 2001; Harry, 

1992; Waltman & Frisbie, 1994) and parent participation during educational decision-

making (Childre & Chambers, 2005; Harry, 1992; McNamara, Telzrow, & DeLamatre, 

1999; Vaughn, 1988). However, few studies to date have examined such roles of 

parental involvement within a Response to Intervention (RtI) process.  

RtI is a multi-tiered service delivery method that is currently being implemented in 

public schools. The primary goal for an RtI approach is to improve instruction for all 

students, and secondarily, to replace the traditional “refer-test-place” model of disability 

identification in the school system (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006). Implementation of RtI 

processes will ideally address limitations of current practices, including enhancing 

parental involvement within the school system (Reschly et al., 2007). In fact, 
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researchers assert that “parents are necessary, not optional, in a well-conceived 

application of RtI” (Reschly et al., 2007, p. 153). Such key places for parental 

involvement that align with RtI processes include improved home-school communication 

through the use of ongoing curriculum-based measurement, the opportunity to be 

actively involved in prevention/early intervention activities, and participation in the 

collaborative problem-solving process (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006; Gresham, 2007; 

Jimerson, Burns, & VanDerHeyden, 2007; Reschly et al., 2007). Given the recency of 

schools implementing RtI processes, few studies have investigated parents’ 

understanding of academic progress information and participation in decision-making in 

a school using this service delivery framework. Thus, this study focused on how parents 

develop an understanding of academic progress information and how they participate in 

educational decision-making during one school’s RtI process. 

Data analysis produced four major themes regarding the ways in which parents 

develop an understanding of their children’s academic progress information: 1) diverse 

and numerous opportunities to make sense of their child’s progress; 2) reliance on joint 

examination of the data; 3) establishing a close, trusting relationship with their child’s 

teacher; and 4) realizing the “whole picture” of their child. In summary, at DRS, parents 

were afforded a variety of opportunities to interact with teachers and other school staff. 

This included formal interactions, such as during parent-teacher conferences and 

through use of a CBM data sheet, as well as informal interactions, such as phone calls, 

emails, and seeing each other before and after school. Through these interactions, 

parents were able to gain a well-rounded understanding about how their child was 

progressing in school and what they could do to help at home. These interactions also 
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allowed them to ask questions, express concerns, and understand what was happening 

in the classroom. It was revealed that a majority of conversations centered on the 

assessment-intervention link. This occurred for several reasons, including that teachers 

informed parents what they were doing to help their struggling child in the classroom 

and because all parents expressed a desire to help their child at home.  

It was also discovered that parents relied on examining their child’s data with 

someone who is familiar with academic progress data for a number of reasons. For 

parents in this study, this occurred most frequently during direct contact with the teacher 

and secondarily with other sources of social support. Having face-to-face conversations 

about the data allowed parents to better make sense of unfamiliar educational terms, 

better understand their child’s individualized needs, and establish open lines of 

communication with their child’s teacher. In fact, parents seemed to rely on this contact 

to make sense of their child’s data. Similarly, teachers desired to communicate in clear, 

parent-friendly ways. In addition, by interacting consistently and meaningfully with their 

child’s teacher, parents described how they developed trust in the teacher’s judgment 

about their description of their child’s academic achievement. Within this parent-teacher 

relationship, some parents also described seeing their child’s teacher as a source of 

emotional support for them while they developed an understanding of their child’s 

academic progress. Furthermore, parents continued to view their child’s teacher as a 

source of valuable information throughout their patterns of communication, particularly 

in terms of ways to support learning at home. 

Finally, parents developed an understanding of their child’s academic progress 

information by realizing the “whole picture” of their child’s academic achievement. This 
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emerged from combining the academic data they had received from the school with 

their own observations and teacher observations. Although the CBM was an important 

source of information when developing an understanding of their child’s academic 

progress, parents suggested that they used multiple sources of information to make 

sense of their child’s progress. The most common sources of information were the data 

from the CBM sheet in combination with parent and teacher observations, as well as 

experience with data from their other children. Furthermore, when asked to describe 

their child’s academic progress, parents talked about their child’s struggles as well as 

their successes. However, when interpreting the academic progress information, 

parents focused on their child’s positive qualities. Teachers also presented the data in 

similar ways, presenting a balanced view about the student’s achievement while 

emphasizing their positive characteristics.  

Despite parents’ overall positive view of the ways that they developed an 

understanding of their child’s academic progress information, parents still expressed a 

number of unmet needs. In particular, parents desired to be informed of their child’s 

difficulties as early as possible, which some did not feel happened. Parents also wanted 

to gain a better understanding of CBM, including the skills measured and the classroom 

assessment schedule. Not surprisingly, parents also desired more information regarding 

how to support learning at home. Overall, parents wanted their concerns to be listened 

to, and when that occurred, most parents seemed satisfied with the information that 

they were given regarding their child’s academic progress. 

 In terms of parent participation in decision-making for their children, three 

interactive and connected themes were revealed: 1) determining their level of 
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involvement based on the intensity of their child’s needs; 2) experiences within the 

parent-teacher dyad; and 3) interacting with existing components of the school system.  

At the individual level, parents’ discussions indicated that they first assessed the 

intensity of their child’s needs. In doing so, this gave them a better idea of how much 

they needed to be involved in educational decision-making for their child. Parents who 

felt that their child’s needs were very intense sought the most opportunities to be 

involved in decision-making. 

Parents’ participation in educational decision-making was also influenced by 

experiences within the parent-teacher dyad. Specifically, parents identified information 

gathering and working collaboratively on their child’s team as their primary roles in 

decision-making within the relationship with their child’s teacher. In terms of information 

gathering, asking questions and hypothesizing about their child’s struggles were two of 

the main responsibilities that parents discussed. In terms of working collaboratively on 

their child’s team, parents saw themselves as just “one piece of the puzzle” on the 

school-based decision-making team. To fulfill their role on this team, parents felt 

obligated to help their child at home. 

At the school level, there were a variety of factors unique to this particular school 

that likely impacted the ways in which parents developed an understanding of data and 

participated in educational decision-making. Such factors included the historically high 

level of parental involvement, the school-wide emphasis on data to make decisions, the 

value that teachers and other school staff place on professional collaboration, and the 

description of RtI that was provided to school staff and parents.  
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Discussion 

Alignment with Suggested Parental Roles During RtI 

In examining political/legal initiatives in light of RtI implementation, researchers 

have postulated that there are several points at that intersection that can lead to 

improved parental involvement practices. Such components include the involvement of 

parents from early on in their child’s education to evaluation of educational decisions; 

the delivery of comprehensive information regarding the general education curriculum, 

the assessment process, and state standards; ongoing home-school communication 

regarding student academic progress; collaboration during educational decision-making; 

parent training; and professional development regarding parental involvement in 

schools (Epstein, 2005; Landsverk, 2004; U.S. Department of Education, 2003; 

Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction, 2005). This study examined aspects of 

three of these elements (delivery of comprehensive information, ongoing home-school 

communication, and collaboration). Previous research has addressed these elements, 

but few studies have specifically examined these elements in light of schools’ current 

focus on RtI implementation.  

In terms of the delivery of comprehensive information, within an RtI process, 

parents ideally should be able to receive information about the academic material their 

child is learning, as well as the ways in which their child’s skills are being assessed 

(U.S. Department of Education, 2003). Much of the assessment information is tied to 

the child’s curriculum (i.e., curriculum-based measurement, or CBM). CBM can be used 

to inform parents regarding what their child is learning and how their learning is being 

measured. Providing them with CBM information also assists in joint monitoring (at 

school and home) of student academic progress and empowers parents with tools to 
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become involved in interventions (Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction, 2005). 

Furthermore, curriculum-based expectations can be explained in graphic format, 

therefore providing parents with a visual representation of expected standards in 

comparison to student achievement which will likely assist them in better understanding 

their child’s academic progress (Deno, 2003).  

Similarly, ongoing and frequent home-school communication is another element of 

parent involvement that is discussed at the intersection of political/legal initiatives and 

the RtI process. According to NCLB and IDEA, teachers are required to communicate 

frequently and in understandable formats with parents regarding their child’s academic 

progress (Epstein, 2005). This communication needs to occur in written and face-to-

face formats. In addition, according to IDEA, schools are required to provide parents 

with all information related to their child’s education. Within an RtI process, this could 

include universal screening information, curriculum-based measurements, and progress 

monitoring data. According to NCLB, schools must provide this information on a regular 

and continuous basis, so assessment should be dynamic and ongoing (NCLB, 2002; 

Reschly et al., 2007). School staff also must be reasonably available to meet with 

parents to further clarify the information and to address parents’ questions or concerns 

(Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction, 2005).  

Parents and teachers in this study suggested that CBM data were the most 

frequent sources of information collected on students. In fact, teachers indicated that 

the CBM reporting sheet was actually the framework for communicating with parents 

about their child’s academic progress. Parents understood that CBM was the primary 

way that students were being assessed; however, they still desired additional 
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information regarding CBM. They saw that the information on the CBM sheet was 

valuable because it painted a picture of the child’s progress in terms of the critical skill 

areas of reading and provided a well-rounded picture about their child’s academic 

achievement. Parents also saw the information as a source of ideas for how to support 

learning at home. But, many parents did not know how to make sense of the data on 

their own. And, even though direct contact and conferences with their child’s teacher 

increased their immediate understanding of the data, parents noted they often could not 

remember what many of the skills meant or how they were measured when later 

reviewing the CBM sheet at home. So, while parents believed that CBM provided 

valuable information about their child’s progress, they continued to struggle with making 

sense of that information on their own. Harry (1992) argued that communicating with 

parents through written text assumes that parents understand the nature of their child’s 

difficulties and the tools by which they are being assessed. Teachers in this study 

typically paired written communication with a face-to-face meeting or verbal explanation. 

Parents appreciated this, indicating that it would be impossible to understand the data 

based on the CBM sheet alone. Many parents had questions about the critical skill 

areas of reading as measured by the CBM sheet as well as what they could do with that 

information to help their child at home. Thus, it seems that CBM is a valuable tool for 

joint monitoring of student progress and can provide valuable information regarding 

ways to support learning at home, but schools must keep in mind that parents need 

direct and frequent contact with teachers and other school professionals to understand 

the data. Without that contact, parents feel lost, whether they are attempting to 
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understand report card data, technical information in psychoeducational reports, or 

curriculum-based measurement.  

Furthermore, a major concern that parents expressed in previous studies was that 

they heard of their child’s academic difficulties too late (Childre & Chambers, 2005; 

Jayanthi et al., 1992, as cited in Harniss et al., 2001). Some parents in this study 

expressed the same sentiment, despite the frequency with which CBM data was 

collected on a number of students. Ongoing assessment was occurring using CBM as 

recommended by educational initiatives, but many parents still felt less informed than 

desired about their child’s progress. They reported not receiving information about their 

child’s performance on progress monitoring assessments. In addition, parents were 

mostly satisfied with the availability of teachers and other school staff in providing 

information to them about their child’s education. While they were satisfied with the 

ongoing communication, some parents spoke about the desire to be listened to in 

conversations about their child’s educational needs and performance. They wanted to 

be a valuable contributor to their child’s education and wanted their concerns to be 

heard and taken into account. When this occurred, parents were trusting of school staff 

and satisfied, despite their child’ academic outcomes, which is similar to that of previous 

studies (Dowd-Eagle, 2007). When parents did not feel like a valued team member and 

did not believe that their voices were heard, they felt helpless or frustrated. 

Finally, collaboration is an important element of parent involvement that is 

discussed in political/legal initiatives in light of RtI implementation. According to these 

initiatives, parents must be afforded the opportunity to be a part of all educational 

decisions made about their child (Esquivel, Ryan, & Bonner, 2008). To be involved, they 
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must first be informed, which is the topic of prior sections. According to NCLB and 

IDEA, it is the school’s responsibility to provide parents with comprehensive information 

about their child’s education as early as possible and to facilitate their involvement in 

educational decision-making (Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction, 2005). This is 

not specifically defined, but is based on the assumptions that parents have the 

opportunity to be collaborative, participating members at any meeting involving their 

child’s education and that reasonable accommodations are made to enhance parental 

involvement (Cortiella, 2006; Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction, 2005). For 

Burns and Gibbons (2008), being a collaborative, participating member includes the 

ability to evaluate and make suggestions regarding their child’s educational services, as 

well as having the ability to be a part of the collaborative problem-solving team in 

whatever capacity they prefer. This could range from receiving information, to 

participating in interventions, to evaluating intervention effectiveness (Burns & Gibbons, 

2008).  

Parents in this study expressed a desire for collaboration with school staff and to 

be “one piece of the puzzle” on their child’s team. Most parents felt that they could not 

sufficiently participate in educational decision-making for their child without fully 

understanding their academic progress, which is consisent with past research (Barton et 

al., 1984). Understanding their child’s progress and becoming involved in collaborative 

decision-making about their child are inextricably linked. For many parents in this study, 

involvement was defined partially as giving and seeking out information about their 

child, a markedly passive role as discovered in previous research (Barton, et al., 1984; 

Lusthaus et al., 1981). Parents identified asking questions or seeking additional 
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information as a major role that they play in their child’s education. For parents in this 

study, they primarily asked questions about skills on the CBM sheet, their child’s 

individual data, and how to support learning at home. One way that every parent in this 

study desired active involvement in their child’s education, though, was through support 

for learning at home. Henderson and Berla (1994) discovered that home support for 

learning is becoming a more prevalent role that parents wish to take on in their child’s 

education, and this was confirmed by parents in this study. Every parent reported that 

they were trying to help their child with academics at home and wanted additional 

information about how to assist their child. Interestingly, though, teachers’ discussions 

suggested that they were aware of only a few parents who were actively engaged in 

supporting learning at home.  

For parents who were involved in more formal decision-making procedures, such 

as related to grade retention, they often expressed that the decision was not theirs. It 

was presented as a school-based decision and one that parents did not perceive as 

having much say in the matter. However, parents expressed a high level of satisfaction 

with the decisions despite a low level of involvement in decision-making, which is similar 

to the results of Fish (2008) and Goldstein and colleagues’ (1980) studies. For parents 

in this study, they felt that the decision was generally beneficial for their child in the long 

run, so they were able to reflect about their minimal participation in hindsight. This likely 

had an impact on their positive outlook about decision-making. In fact, parents 

suggested that they would have been much more negative and critical about their low 

level of involvement if they had been interviewed immediately after the decision was 

made. Despite this high level of satisfaction regardless of a low level of involvement in 
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some formal decisions, researchers suggest that parents should be valued collaborators 

regarding their child’s education. In terms of active support for learning at home, by 

employing similar intervention strategies at school and home, the teacher and parent 

are promoting continuity across the child’s learning environments and expressing 

shared goals and expectations (Sheridan & Kratochwill, 2008). And, collaboration can 

improve home-school communication and decision-making, as Mundschenk and Foley 

(1994) concluded that believing in collaboration allows for parents and teachers to trust 

and respect each other, which will likely reduce future miscommunication.  

Professional Development for Teachers and School Staff 

In improving the ways that schools interact with and involve parents, it is 

imperative to provide professional development opportunities regarding home-school 

interactions. As parents in this study indicated, they relied on teachers to provide them 

with valuable information and involve them in decision-making opportunities. That 

relationship with their child’s teacher was the most important one for parents to 

establish and maintain for the sake of understanding their child’s data and ways to be 

involved in their education. Similarly, Anderson and Minke (2007) emphasized the 

importance of the parent-teacher relationship, as specific invitations from teachers 

asking parents to be involved in decision-making had a strong effect on parents’ actual 

involvement in decision-making. Overall, the parent-teacher relationship cannot be 

emphasized enough in understanding how parents experience data and decision-

making at their child’s school. Thus, it is of the utmost importance that teachers and 

other school staff understand how to involve parents in effective and meaningful ways. 

A major contributor to parents’ understanding of data was the way in which a 

teacher described their child’s progress. It would be valuable to help all teachers learn 
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effective communication strategies to better improve the ways that they interact with 

parents on a day-to-day basis (Christenson & Sheridan, 2001). Such strategies include: 

begin all interactions with a positive message, convey to parents that their input is 

invaluable and that everyone wants to work as a team, listen while the parents are 

speaking and acknowledge their concerns, and “respect that the family members are 

experts” about their child (Christenson & Sheridan, 2001, p.194). Parents in this study 

expressed repeatedly that they wanted their concerns to be heard, that they wanted to 

work together as a team as “one piece of the puzzle” for their child, and that they 

wanted to be actively involved by helping their child at home. On a similar note, parents 

presented balanced views about their child’s academic achievement but also 

emphasized their strengths. It would seem that utilizing the aforementioned 

communication strategies would increase the likelihood that parents are satisfied with 

the information they receive from their child’s school as well as the ways in which they 

are involved in decision-making. 

Parents in this study also emphasized the notion of trust when building a 

relationship with their child’s teacher. By interacting consistently and meaningfully with 

their child’s teacher, parents described how they developed trust in the teacher’s 

judgment about their description of the child’s academic achievement. Within this 

parent-teacher relationship, some parents also described seeing their child’s teacher as 

a source of emotional support for them while they developed an understanding of their 

child’s academic progress. Furthermore, parents viewed their child’s teacher as a 

source of valuable information, particularly in terms of strategies for supporting learning 

at home. They trusted the teacher’s professional opinions once they were able to 
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establish consistent communication patterns and to have opportunities to understand 

the teacher’s perspective. Adams and Christenson (2000) also described trust as an 

important factor in the parent-teacher relationship when considering parental 

involvement. In fact, they discovered that the quality of parent-teacher interactions was 

a better indicator of parental involvement than the frequency of interactions (Adams & 

Christenson, 2000). Again, the most effective communication strategies are those that 

allow parents to be heard and assure them that they are a valued member of their 

child’s school-based team. Establishing open and continuous lines of communication 

with parents allows them to trust teachers and other school staff because they are 

recognized as informed, valuable members of their child’s team. 

Another important professional development activity to improve upon current 

home-school communication practices is to encourage school staff to examine their own 

perceptions about parental involvement. Previous research has suggested that 

professionals’ perceptions of the roles of parents hindered parental involvement during 

educational decision-making. In these studies, school professionals indicated that 

parents should only gather and present information about the student during the 

decision-making process (Goldstein et al., 1980; Lusthaus et al., 1981) and that parents 

do not have the necessary expertise to participate in the process (Gilliam & Coleman, 

1981). Therefore, professionals would prefer that parents wait passively as decisions 

are made about their child’s education, rather than be involved in “developing and 

judging programs and finalizing decisions as active participants” (Gerber, Banbury, 

Miller, & Griffin, 1986, p. 158). Similarly, Anderson and Minke (2007) indicated that 

many school-based professionals judge parents’ level of involvement based on their 
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visibility at school. However, most parental involvement activities occur at home and are 

invisible to school staff (Anderson & Minke, 2007). Teachers in this study indicated that 

they knew of only a few parents who were actively engaged in working with their 

children at home, despite the fact that each parent indicated throughout this study that 

they were participating in activities at home to support learning. This pre-judgment likely 

had an impact on the ways in which teachers interacted with parents that they 

considered “more” or “less” involved. Gaining an understanding of one’s own 

perceptions and the ways in which they impact professional practices hopefully will 

allow school staff to re-examine the ways in which they think about parents in the school 

setting. 

Preparing Parents 

In order to have a successful family-school partnership that encourages parental 

involvement in their child’s education, parents also must be prepared to take on that 

role. In many cases, this requires education and support to enhance parents’ knowledge 

and skills and to empower them to be engaged. However, it is important to note that 

“how we support families to enhance learning at home is different than home support for 

learning” (Christenson & Sheridan, 2001, p. 184). That is, schools should play a 

cooperative role in supporting parents to be educators at home. One way to do this is to 

give parents strategies to be proactive educators at home before their child begins to 

experience failure (Bempechat, Graham, & Jimenez, 1999). Parents in this study 

expressed similar desires: they wanted to be informed of difficulties early on and wanted 

to know ways to help alleviate those difficulties, particularly through supporting learning 

at home. Parents stated that they simply wanted information. Armed with strategies that 

were specific to their child’s struggles, parents felt empowered to help their child and 



 

162 
 

make a difference in their education. Without such information, parents felt helpless and 

frustrated, as if it were too late to have an impact on their child’s learning.   

One option that parents in this study were offered was a school-wide information 

session about CBM. According to the parents who attended the session, a relatively 

small number of parents were in attendance. Even those who attended did not seem to 

understand the goal behind the information session, but they did learn more about the 

types of assessments that their children were taking. Information sessions and 

workshops can be one way of providing valuable knowledge and materials to parents. 

Christenson & Sheridan (2001) suggested that schools offer a variety of parent training 

opportunities with a variety of ways to disperse information. This includes regularly 

scheduled training sessions, informational meetings, and parent-to-parent support 

groups. Christenson & Sheridan (2001) recommended both formal and informal 

opportunities for engaging with parents, as well as providing them with information in a 

variety of ways. This includes phone calls, printed material, and home visits. 

Christenson & Sheridan (2001) also emphasized the importance of providing this 

information in a user-friendly format. This idea was also promoted by teachers and 

school staff in this study, who desired to provide information in a clear and 

understandable way. Based on parents’ feedback during this study, such sessions could 

focus on understanding how CBM data are used, discussing the assessment schedule, 

and demonstrating effective strategies to support specific academic difficulties at home. 

Additionally, parents could share information to help educate other parents about these 

topics. In this study, parents indicated that they often talked to each other about the 

ongoing events and issues in their child’s classroom, feedback from teachers, and 
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strategies for home. Christenson & Sheridan (2001) recommended providing this 

information through formally established parent groups at school. Nominated parents 

could act as ambassadors to other parents in providing desired information to a larger 

group of parents. All in all, there are a variety of ways that schools can assist in 

preparing parents to become better informed about their child’s progress and more 

effective decision-makers in conjunction with school staff. 

Tiered Model for Working with Parents Systemically 

Although research studies have not investigated the effects of a system-wide 

tiered model for parental involvement, it seems that this could be effective, based on the 

results of the present study and previous studies that have been discussed. Christenson 

(2010) emphasized the components of RtI that align well with meaningful parental 

involvement: early and ongoing information-sharing and collaborative problem-solving. 

She suggested that the empirical and theoretial basis for RtI naturally aligns with 

effective parental involvement practices. According to Christenson (2010), schools 

should not take a “one size fits all” approach to parental involvement practices, much 

like schools’ RtI processes emphasize differentiated instruction and tiered intervention 

for students based on specific educational needs.  

Christenson’s (2010) tiered model suggests that, at the universal level (Tier 1), 

schools should demonstrate effective home-school communication practices with all 

parents. This includes utilizing successful communication strategies with each parent as 

well as establishing a system-wide protocol for communicating with parents. An 

example of a system-wide protocol was in place at the school used for the present 

study. Christenson (2010) further recommended formulating this system-wide protocol 

after conducting a needs assessment with parents about their involvement practices. 
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She also empasized the importance of re-visiting the protocol periodically to determine if 

the system was meeting the needs of the majority of parents. And if not, then additional 

assessments would be conducted to tailor the protocol.  

A school-wide communication protocol will likely look different in every setting, but 

based on the results of this study, would be essential in instilling open lines of 

communication with parents and clearing up common points of misinformation. Parents 

in this study indicated that they appreciated direct, face-to-face contact with teachers 

when receiving the CBM sheet, but that this occurred only one time in the fall. They also 

said that the CBM sheet was a useful “layer” in understanding their child’s progress, but 

that they often asked questions about the critical skill areas of reading as measured by 

CBM. They also wanted to know specific strategies about how to support their child’s 

learning at home in particular skills. Furthermore, parents expressed a general 

understanding about their child’s intervention services, but did not use the language of 

RtI and indicated that they did not know what RtI was or what it meant for their child. In 

a practical sense, establishing a sound, effective school-wide communication protocol 

might incorporate all of these elements. In the beginning of the school year, all parents 

could be invited to a grade-level meeting to learn about tiered intervention services, the 

RtI process, and CBM. While teachers and school staff could introduce parents to the 

vocabulary of RtI (e.g., multi-tiered intervention, progress monitoring), they could also 

present the information in a clear, parent-friendly format while encouraging parents to 

ask questions. At this meeting, all parents could receive a handbook or web-based 

resources that provides useful information about RtI and answers common questions. 

Parents could also be provided with information that describes specific strategies to 
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help their child at home in the five major areas of reading. This information, as well as 

sample questions that assess reading skills via CBM, could also be posted on the 

school’s website for parents’ access. As a result, at the fall parent-teacher conference, 

all parents would receive their child’s data from the CBM sheet after having learned 

background information about RtI processes. Common suggestions for supporting 

learning at home could also be provided on the back of the CBM sheet. 

Another major element of establishing a school-wide communication protocol 

would be preparing teachers to use honest, effective communication strategies. 

Teachers in this study often focused on the child’s positive qualities and academic 

progress, and parents ultimately took away that same perception from their child’s data. 

However, some parents did not fully understand the gravity of their child’s struggles 

based on the data alone. Support staff indicated that teachers often needed 

consultation or other forms of assistance to communicate with parents when the child’s 

data were suggestive of significant difficulties. Teachers seemed to struggle with 

balancing how to build a positive and trusting relationship with parents, while being 

straightforward and honest about the child’s data. When this occurred, parents 

sometimes received mixed messages about their child’s progress over the years. A 

comprehensive communication protocol would also contain preparation for teachers and 

support staff about how to communicate honestly with parents in difficult or 

uncomfortable situations. This would be especially important for teachers, given their 

day-to-day communication with parents in formal and informal ways.   

At the targeted level (Tier 2), schools would respond to parents with the most 

specific needs. For parents in this study, this could be exemplified by parents who 
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expressed a need for additional information to be successfully involved in their child’s 

education or by parents who expressed strong emotional ties to their child’s data. 

Christenson (2010) suggested that school staff “respond to family-identified priorities to 

assist children’s learning” (p.22). That is, teachers and school staff listen to parents’ 

concerns, hear their voices, and collaborate to effectively support parents in ways that 

the parents find valuable. Again, some parents simply require additional consultation in 

order to better understand their child’s needs and ways to become involved in 

educational decision-making. In a practical sense, it would be important to assess 

parents’ needs throughout the year to determine who would benefit from additional 

consultation or information. This could be completed by asking parents to complete a 

parent information/involvement survey or conducting small focus groups after the 

release of each CBM sheet. In assessing parents’ needs, schools can better determine 

gaps in their practices and better plan for meaningful parent involvement. In addition, if 

a group of parents have common needs, schools can be creative in answering their 

questions. At the Tier 2 level, it would be possible to integrate the use of parent to 

parent support groups to answer questions about ways to support learning at home or 

how to explain RtI in clear ways. Volunteer parents who were educated about RtI could 

also be responsible for answering questions through the use of an online dropbox 

system or for directing questions to appropriate school staff.  

Finally, at the intensive level (Tier 3), parents who need concentrated and ongoing 

support are receiving the most time and services from schools. Much like the RtI 

process, the number of parents who should require this amount of support is small. As 

Christenson (2010) states:  
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persistent outreach, ongoing sharing of information and resources, and 
solution-oriented problem solving directed toward a genuine interest in 
improving the child's success and school experience are necessary to 
engage parents for some students. We have also learned that ongoing 
support reflected in trusting relationships empower disengaged parents; 
they begin to believe in their capacity to make a difference (p. 23).  

Some parents require direct and frequent support from school staff to be able to 

understand information from their child’s school and participate effectively in decision-

making. In this study, parents receiving Tier 3 services might be those parents whose 

students are receiving Tier 3 academic intervention. And, as with the Tier 2 support, 

parents’ needs should be frequently assessed to determine what information or services 

would be most helpful for them to understand their child’s data and become more 

meaningfully involved in decision-making. Again, this model has not been examined 

fully, but pieces of the system-wide, tiered model make sense, especially for school staff 

that want to establish a school-wide process for engaging parents in meaningful and 

innovative ways.   

Limitations and Future Research 

Because this study was exploratory in nature and because research on its topic is 

scant, the need for future research in this area remains. While this study provides an in-

depth examination of the parental involvement practices during one school’s RtI 

process, it will be beneficial to gain a more comprehensive understanding about these 

practices to strengthen research-based practices in schools nationwide. In addition, 

despite the rigorous methods that were employed to insure that this study was sound 

and its data analyzed reliably, there were limitations to the study. 

First, while the participants provided rich, in-depth information regarding their 

experiences during the RtI process, one cannot overlook their demographic similarities. 
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While the school population is racially/ethnically and economically diverse, the majority 

of the parent participants in this study were markedly similar. All were female and 

mothers. All had a high school education and at least some sort of postsecondary work. 

Most were Caucasian, and only one parent was African-American. However, despite 

this high degree of similarity, parents presented a wide range of perspectives that are 

presented in the findings. The parents in this study also reported perspectives and 

experiences that were similar to results of previous research, such as wanting academic 

information as early as possible, desiring to take on a more active role in their child’s 

education, and expressing a high level of satisfaction when they were involved early in 

probem-solving for their child (Childre & Chambers, 2005; Dowd-Eagle, 2007; 

Henderson & Berla, 1994). 

Second, DRS is a school setting that is unique to most public schools. As 

discussed previously, it has close ties with a local university. Thus, the faculty pride 

themselves on implementing innovative and research-based practices in the classroom 

and at the school-wide level. Funding for research projects often comes from outside 

grants or is initiated at the university level, so the ability to implement research projects 

at this school is different than most. There is also a high sense of collaboration among 

its faculty, who are also more highly educated than typical school faculty as many hold 

advanced degrees. It is important to understand these characteristics because they set 

DRS apart from other schools and also situate the unique perspectives of the 

participants in this study. Furthermore, this school had gradually implemented 

components of RtI well before the mandated implementation of the process. Thus, 

teachers and staff received professional development training prior to implementation 
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and also gained exposure to the theoretical relevance of multi-tiered intervention before 

they were “required” to use it in their classrooms. Clearly, support and buy-in of RtI was 

much different at this school than the typical school, which likely impacted the results of 

this study. 

This qualitative research study provided an exploratory and in-depth look at 

parents’ involvement within a school’s RtI process. In particular, the research explored 

parents’ experiences with data and decision-making during this process. Few studies 

exist that have examined parents’ roles during the RtI process. And, while studies have 

examined traditional home-school communication and decision-making practices, they 

have not been examined within this newly required service delivery framework. Due to 

the lack of research in this area and the fact that RtI is required to be implemented in 

public schools, it is imperative to continue to build on the current, yet small research 

base. 

This study examined the experiences of parents within one school’s RtI process. 

The setting is unique in that it is a developmental research school with strong 

connections to the local university. These ties allow for rare opportunities for funding 

and research-based practices that are sometimes not afforded to the typical school. In 

addition, because of the nature of the school and enrollment practices, parents at this 

school are typically more involved in the day-to-day events of the school than in many 

other schools. Therefore, it would be helpful for future research to examine other, more 

typical public schools implementing RtI processes to explore whether similarities in 

parental experiences exist between settings.  
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It also would be informative for future research to examine what occurs during 

decision-making meetings with parents present. In this study, parents and teachers 

provided parallel explanations about the purpose, goals, and outline of parent-teacher 

conferences. Parents and teachers also described student progress in remarkably 

similar ways. However, it would be important to research these events to better 

understand how professionals’ attitudes and actions impact parent participation. It would 

also allow for long-term observation of parents as part of the decision-making team. The 

development of that team over time, in particular the roles that parents play, would be 

valuable to investigate.  

In addition, participating teachers in this study were highly educated and 

experienced in the field. Their experiences with RtI ranged from postgraduate classwork 

to professional development classes to personal research. They were highly motivated 

to be successful in implementing elements of the RtI process within their classrooms 

and also expressed confidence regarding these techniques. However, it would be 

interesting to see how newer, less experienced teachers view their roles within RtI and 

consequently interact with parents throughout the process. And, for those teachers who 

have been involved in professional development regarding RtI or parental involvement 

practices, it would be important to look at the effectiveness of teacher training on parent 

satisfaction with home-school communication patterns about academic progress data. 

Similarly, if parents are afforded the opportunity to gain a better understanding about 

the RtI process, including CBM data and ways to participate in the problem-solving 

process, their opinions should be investigated. For example, what factors assist parents 

in becoming more involved with collaboration efforts with their child’s school? What do 
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parents know about RtI? What resources do other schools use to facilitate teacher-

parent communication or help parents understand the RtI process? 

Overall, this study provides an exploratory examination of parents’ experiences 

with data and decision-making in an RtI process. The results of this study will be useful 

in helping schools understand parents’ needs and desires throughout the RtI process; 

however, it is important for future research to expand upon this topic so that educational 

professionals can continue to improve upon their practices in working with parents in 

innovative and meaningful ways. 
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APPENDIX A 
LETTERS OF INFORMED CONSENT 

Parent Form 
 

November 2010 
Dear Parent: 
 
The purpose of this letter is to obtain your consent for participation in a qualitative 
research study that will take place during the Spring 2011 semester. The goal of this 
study is to examine parents’ experiences in understanding information about their 
child’s academic progress as well as their participation in educational decision-making 
for their child throughout the Response to Intervention (RtI) process. If you agree to 
participate, you will be involved in the following: 
 

Interviews: Initial interviews will be conducted with individual participants in 
January or February. Additional interviews will likely occur near the middle 
and end of the semester, and will be scheduled with the interviewer based on 
participant availability. Each interview will last approximately 30-90 minutes 
and will be audiotaped and transcribed. All identifying information will be 
removed from the transcriptions. 
 
Observations: The researcher will be present at informal and formal 
educational decision-making meetings for your child. The purpose of this is to 
take notes about the RtI process and to provide information for future 
interview questions. 

 
Follow-up/feedback: The interviewer will send individual transcriptions to 
participants. This is done so that the participants can check the accuracy of 
the statements made and make any comments about the data. 

 
Your participation in this project is completely voluntary. The primary benefit in 
participating is that you will be able to provide helpful insight into future practices of 
schools regarding parent involvement practices within an RtI framework. I do not 
perceive that there are any risks in your participation. However, you are free to withdraw 
from the study at any time. You will not be provided compensation for your participation. 
Your identity will be kept confidential to the extent provided by law. 
 
Please sign and return this letter.  A second copy of the letter is provided to you for your 
records.  If you have any questions about the study or the procedures for data 
collection, please contact the investigator, Susan Craft (859 380-7060 or 
susancraft@ufl.edu) or the faculty supervisor, Nancy Waldron, Ph.D. (352 273-4284 or 
waldron@coe.ufl.edu). If you have any questions about the rights of research 
participants in this study, please contact the University of Florida Institutional Review 
Board (UFIRB02 Office, Box 112250, University of Florida, Gainesville, FL 32611-2250 
or 352 392-0433). 
 

mailto:susancraft@ufl.edu
mailto:waldron@coe.ufl.edu
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Sincerely, 
 
Susan A. Craft 
Graduate Student, University of Florida School Psychology Program 
 
 
_________________________________________________________ 
 
I have read the procedure described above. I voluntarily agree to participate in the 
procedure and I have received a copy of this description. 

Participant: _____________________________________ Date: _____________ 
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Teacher Form 
November 2010 

Dear Teacher: 
 
The purpose of this letter is to obtain your consent for participation in a qualitative 
research study that will take place during the Spring 2011 semester. The goal of this 
study is to examine parents’ experiences in understanding information about their 
child’s academic progress as well as their participation in educational decision-making 
for their child throughout the Response to Intervention (RtI) process. If you agree to 
participate, you will be involved in the following: 
 

Interviews: Initial interviews will be conducted with individual participants in 
January or February. Additional interviews will likely occur near the middle 
and end of the semester, and will be scheduled with the interviewer based on 
participant availability. Each interview will last approximately 30-90 minutes 
and will be audiotaped and transcribed. All identifying information will be 
removed from the transcriptions. 
 
Observations: The researcher will be present at informal and formal 
educational decision-making meetings for the student in your classroom. The 
purpose of this is to take notes about the RtI process and to provide 
information for future interview questions. 

 
Follow-up/feedback: The interviewer will send individual transcriptions to 
participants. This is done so that the participants can check the accuracy of 
the statements made and make any comments about the data. 

 
Your participation in this project is completely voluntary. The primary benefit in 
participating is that you will be able to provide helpful insight into future practices of 
schools regarding parent involvement practices within an RtI framework. I do not 
perceive that there are any risks in your participation. However, you are free to withdraw 
from the study at any time. You will not be provided compensation for your participation. 
Your identity will be kept confidential to the extent provided by law. 
 
Please sign and return this letter.  A second copy of the letter is provided to you for your 
records.  If you have any questions about the study or the procedures for data 
collection, please contact the investigator, Susan Craft (859 380-7060 or 
susancraft@ufl.edu) or the faculty supervisor, Nancy Waldron, Ph.D. (352 273-4284 or 
waldron@coe.ufl.edu). If you have any questions about the rights of research 
participants in this study, please contact the University of Florida Institutional Review 
Board (UFIRB02 Office, Box 112250, University of Florida, Gainesville, FL 32611-2250 
or 352 392-0433). 
 
 
 
Sincerely, 

mailto:susancraft@ufl.edu
mailto:waldron@coe.ufl.edu
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Susan A. Craft 
Graduate Student, University of Florida School Psychology Program 
 
 
_________________________________________________________ 
 
I have read the procedure described above. I voluntarily agree to participate in the 
procedure and I have received a copy of this description. 
 
Participant: _____________________________________ Date: _____________ 
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Other School Personnel Form 
November 2010 

Dear School Professional: 
 
The purpose of this letter is to obtain your consent for participation in a qualitative 
research study that will take place during the Spring 2011 semester. The goal of this 
study is to examine parents’ experiences in understanding information about their 
child’s academic progress as well as their participation in educational decision-making 
for their child throughout the Response to Intervention (RtI) process. If you agree to 
participate, you will be involved in the following: 
 

Interviews: Interviews will likely occur near the middle and end of the 
semester, and will be scheduled with the interviewer based on participant 
availability. Each interview will last approximately 30-90 minutes and will be 
audiotaped and transcribed. All identifying information will be removed from 
the transcriptions. 
 
Observations: The researcher will be present at informal and formal 
educational decision-making meetings for the students with whom you have 
been involved. The purpose of this is to take notes about the RtI process and 
to provide information for future interview questions. 

 
Follow-up/feedback: The interviewer will send individual transcriptions to 
participants. This is done so that the participants can check the accuracy of 
the statements made and make any comments about the data. 

 
Your participation in this project is completely voluntary. The primary benefit in 
participating is that you will be able to provide helpful insight into future practices of 
schools regarding parent involvement practices within an RtI framework. I do not 
perceive that there are any risks in your participation. However, you are free to withdraw 
from the study at any time. You will not be provided compensation for your participation. 
Your identity will be kept confidential to the extent provided by law. 
 
Please sign and return this letter.  A second copy of the letter is provided to you for your 
records.  If you have any questions about the study or the procedures for data 
collection, please contact the investigator, Susan Craft (859 380-7060 or 
susancraft@ufl.edu) or the faculty supervisor, Nancy Waldron, Ph.D. (352 273-4284 or 
waldron@coe.ufl.edu). If you have any questions about the rights of research 
participants in this study, please contact the University of Florida Institutional Review 
Board (UFIRB02 Office, Box 112250, University of Florida, Gainesville, FL 32611-2250 
or 352 392-0433). 
 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 

mailto:susancraft@ufl.edu
mailto:waldron@coe.ufl.edu
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Susan A. Craft 
Graduate Student, University of Florida School Psychology Program 
 
 
_________________________________________________________ 
 
I have read the procedure described above. I voluntarily agree to participate in the 
procedure and I have received a copy of this description. 

Participant: _____________________________________ Date: _____________ 
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APPENDIX B 
DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION FORMS 

Parent Form 
 
Initials  ______ 
 
Age  __________ 
 
I am a ______________. 
 
 Female 
  
 Male 
 
My race/ethnicity is _________________. 
 
 African-American 
 
 Asian/Asian-American 
 
 Caucasian 
 
 Hispanic 
 
 Native American 
 
 Multi Racial 
 
 Other.  Please specify: ________________ 
 
The highest level of education I have completed is ___________________. 
 
            Some high school 
 
            High school 
 
            Some college 
 
            College 
 
            Graduate/professional school 
 

Please indicate the number of children in your family and their 
corresponding grade levels. 
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Teacher Form 
 
Initials  ______ 
 
Age  __________ 
 
I am a ______________. 
 
 Female 
  
 Male 
 
My race/ethnicity is _________________. 
 
 African-American 
 
 Asian/Asian-American 
 
 Caucasian 
 
 Hispanic 
 
 Native American 
 
 Multi Racial 
 
 Other.  Please specify: ________________ 
 
How many years have you been teaching?  _________________________ 

 
How many years have you been teaching at DRS?  _________________ 
 
How many years have you been involved with Response to Intervention (RtI) 
implementation?  _______________________ 
 
Briefly describe your involvement with the RtI process  

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 
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School Personnel Form 
 
Initials  ______ 
 
Age  __________ 
 
I am a ______________. 

 
 Female 
  
 Male 
 
My race/ethnicity is _________________. 
 
 African-American 
 
 Asian/Asian-American 
 
 Caucasian 
 
 Hispanic 
 
 Native American 
 
 Multi Racial 
 
 Other.  Please specify: ________________ 
 
How many years have you been employed as an educational professional?  
_________________________ 

 
How many years have you been employed at DRS?  _________________ 
 
How many years have you been involved with Response to Intervention (RtI) 
implementation?  _______________________ 
 
Briefly describe your involvement with the RtI process  

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX C 
INTERVIEW GUIDES 

Parent Interview Guide (Initial) 
 
Today I’d like to talk to you about your perceptions and understanding of the information that you 
receive from your child’s school regarding their academic progress.  
 

1. First, how many children do you have at DRS?  How old are they and what grades are they in?  
2. Schools are very focused on academic achievement these days, and we see lots of academic 

information about students in first grade.  Talk to me about the information you receive from 
the school about your child’s academic progress. 

3. Tell me how you’ve developed an understanding about how your child is achieving in school. 
4. Talk to me about your child’s academic performance.  
5. What are the academic difficulties that your child has?   
6. Tell me about the support your child is getting at the school to address their needs.  
7. Tell me a little bit about your contact with your child’s teacher. 
8. One thing the teachers send home is this. (Show CBM sheet).  Talk to me about this. 
9. What information do you have to understand the CBM sheet? 
10. What do you make of all the information that has come to you from conferences, meetings at 

school, report cards, home folders, and the progress monitoring sheets? 
11. What information do you value most when developing an understanding of your child’s 

academic performance? 
12. Describe any questions that you have about this information. 
13. What other information would be important for you as a parent to have to understand your 

child’s academic progress? 
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Teacher Interview Guide  
 
Today I’d like to talk to you about your perspectives about communicating with parents about their 
child’s academic progress.  
 

1. First, talk to me about your goals for communicating with parents.  
2. Schools are very focused on academic achievement these days, and we see lots of academic 

information about students in first grade.  Talk to me about the information you deliver to 
parents about their child’s academic progress. 

3. Talk to me about how you present this information. 
a. Query: Tell me a little bit about why you present the information in the way you do.  

4. Tell me a little bit about your contact with parents throughout the year. 
5. Describe the supports that students in your classroom get to address their academic needs. 
6. Tell me about the ways that parents are involved in your classroom. 
7. From your perspective, what information do you value most when developing an 

understanding of a student’s academic performance? 
8. What information do you think is most valuable for the parents to help them understand their 

child’s academic progress? 
9. What issues have you encountered when explaining academic progress data? 
10. Describe any questions that parents commonly ask you about the information they receive. 
11. One thing parents receive is this. (Show CBM sheet for each student individually).  What do 

you make of the information on here for this student? 
12. Discuss the resources that are available to parents to understand this information. 
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Other School Staff Interview Guide  
 
Today I’d like to talk to you about your perspectives about communicating with parents about their 
child’s academic progress as well as parent involvement in educational decision-making. 
 

1.Talk to me about your goals for communicating with parents. 
2. Describe your expectations for communicating with parents. 
3. What do you see as teacher expectations for communicating with parents? 
4. Describe what you think teachers are communicating to parents about their child’s academic 
progress data. 
5. How do you think the first grade teachers describe the academic supports a child is receiving to 
parents?  
6. What information do you think is most important to be communicated to parents? 
7. What information do you think is most valuable for the parents to help them develop an 
understanding of their child’s academic progress? 
8. Talk about the issues that parents bring up to you regarding communication. 
9. Talk about the issues that parents bring up to you regarding decision-making. 
10. Tell me a little bit about your contact with first grade parents throughout the year. 
11. Tell me about your interactions with first grade parents at various meetings this year. 
12. Describe the ways that parents are involved at DRS during first grade. 
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SAIL Parent Interview Guide (Follow-up) 
 
Today I’d like to talk with you about your experiences with your child’s academic progress information 
and your participation in decision-making since the last time we talked.   
 

1. First, talk to me about the academic progress information you’ve received about your child 
from the middle of the year until now. 

2. Share your impressions about this now (show end of year CBM sheet). 
3. Tell me about your contact with your child’s teacher since the middle of the year. 
4. Discuss your involvement in the educational decisions that have been made for your child this 

year. 
5. Talk to me about what you see as your roles in your child’s education. 
6. Tell me a little bit about the SAIL program. 
7. Tell me about your child’s participation in the SAIL program this summer. 
8. Discuss the information have you received about your child since participating in SAIL. 
9. Talk to me about what will happen after the end of the SAIL program. 
10.  Describe any questions you have about the information you’ve received. 
11.  What are your expectations for next year at DRS? 
12. This year you’ve encountered a variety of sources of academic progress  

information, interventions for your child, and meetings at school.  How would you want this 
process to be different?  What would be ideal for you?
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APPENDIX D 

SAMPLE CBM SHEET 

DRS School 
1st Grade Progress Monitoring Assessment Report 

School Year: 2010-2011 
 

Student:                    Teacher:  
 

 
1st Quarter 

October 
 2nd Quarter 

January 
 3rd Quarter 

March 
 4th Quarter 

June 

 

Assessment Your child’s 
score  

On Grade 
Level score  

Your child’s 
score 

On Grade 
Level score  

Your child’s 
score 

On Grade 
Level score  

Your child’s 
score 

On Grade 
Level score  

Fox in the Box  
Sight Words 

 
 

 
30 

 
 

 
40 

 
 

 
45 

  
50 

Fox in the Box  
Decoding 

 
 

 
15 + 6 

 
 

 
20 + 8 

 
 

 
25 + 10 

  
30 + 12 

Fox in the Box  
Spelling 

 
 

 
12 

 
 

 
18 

 
 

 
18-24 

  
24 

DIBELS  
Nonsense Word Fluency 

 
 

 
24 

 
 

 
50 

 
 

 
50 

  
50 

DIBELS  
Oral Reading Fluency 

  
 

 
 

 
20 

 
 

 
25 

  
40 

Your Child’s Reading 
Level 

 
 

 
C 

 
 

 
E-G 

 
 

 
F-H 

  
I 

In READING your child 
is working 

 

BELOW Grade 
Level 

 

ON/ABOVE 
Grade Level 

 

BELOW Grade 
Level 

 

ON/ABOVE 
Grade Level 

 

BELOW Grade 
Level 

 

ON/ABOVE 
Grade Level 

 

BELOW Grade 
Level 

 

ON/ABOVE 
Grade Level 

Everyday Mathematics 
Individual Profile of Progress 

 
80% 

 
 

80% 
 

 
80% 

 
 

80% 
 

In MATH your  
child is working 

 

BELOW Grade 
Level 

 

ON/ABOVE 
Grade Level 

 

BELOW Grade 
Level 

 

ON/ABOVE 
Grade Level 

 

BELOW Grade 
Level 

 

ON/ABOVE 
Grade Level 

 

BELOW Grade 
Level 

 

ON/ABOVE 
Grade Level 

 

Additional Instruction 
(provided for students working 
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below grade level)  
 
 

 

Please sign & return 
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Fox in a Box 
Sight Words 

Students are shown a list of beginning sight words (e.g., the, you, me, he, one, 
said, would).  These words appear most frequently in our written language and 
are essential to a student’s foundation as a reader. 

Fox in a Box 
Decoding   
 
cvc=rug, cat, hop 
blends & digraphs=sh, 
th, ch, st, tr, dr, sc 
cvce=hike, tale, rope 
cvvc=boat, train, keep 

Students are shown a series of words and nonwords and are asked to sound 
them out and read them. Learning how to “sound out” unfamiliar words is 
essential to beginning reading.  Without this skill, students are unable to teach 
themselves new words.  Students’ phonics skills improve as they learn more 
about how to read words.  First, students learn to associate sounds with 
individual letters.  Later, they learn to associate sounds with letter 
combinations.  By the end of second grade, students are expected to recognize 
most common sound-spelling patterns.  Your child’s score indicates the 
following:  words + nonwords 

Fox in a Box 
Spelling 

The teacher calls out words for students to spell.  The spelling assessment 
measures students’ increasing use of correct spelling conventions (e.g., th, ch, 
tr, sp, ing, ed, ay). 

DIBELS Nonsense Word 
Fluency 

Students are shown a series of three-letter, nonwords with short vowel sounds 
(e.g., pid, jut, cam).  The teacher counts how many of the nonwords the student 
accurately reads or sounds out in one minute.  This is a standardized measure 
that allows us to measure how an individual student compares to thousands of 
typical first grade students.   

DIBELS  
Oral Reading Fluency 

Students are given one minute to read a selected first grade story.  Students do 
this three times in a row with three different stories.  The teacher records how 
many words are read correctly in one minute.  Students’ reading accuracy and 
automaticity (how quickly and easily they read) strongly correlate with future 
reading comprehension.  Measuring how many words are read correctly on a 
grade level story is an assessment measure that has been repeatedly studied by 
researchers.  The “on grade level scores” are derived from a national sample of 
thousands of first grade students. 

Your Child’s Reading 
Level 

It is important to identify the reading level of individual students so that we can 
be sure that students have opportunities to read books that are just right for 
them. Books that are too hard for students frustrate them and make it 
impossible for them to continue to grow as a reader. Books that are too easy 
provide opportunities for students to build their reading fluency but do not 
provide a learning challenge. The reading level system we use has been 
developed and researched by reading experts and has been adopted by many 
school districts throughout the United States. 

Everyday Mathematics 
Individual Profile of 
Progress 

The Individual Profile of Progress is provided by the publisher of our math 
series. Classroom teachers measure student mastery of math skills with end-of-
unit tests and one-on-one alternative assessments. Students are expected to 
demonstrate their understanding of targeted skills in a variety of ways.  
Adequate progress is measured towards end of year goals.  Students are 
considered to be “on grade level” if they demonstrate Adequate Progress (AP) 
for at least 80% of the grade level goals. 
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