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Online schools are a more widely adopted option for today’s generation of 

learners. While online learning at the kindergarten to twelfth-grade level has grown in 

popularity, research-based investigations into teacher communication patterns with 

parents whose children attend an online school are limited.  

There is reason to believe relationships between online teachers and students’ 

families are as important as, if not more important than, those relationships in the 

traditional school setting. Research studies on parental involvement and teacher 

communication focus solely on traditional schools. Few empirical studies in kindergarten 

through twelfth-grade virtual schooling incorporate teacher communication patterns. 

Therefore, analysis of teacher communication patterns with parents whose children 

attend an online school could improve development of new communication frequency 

and strategies for online school teachers, schools, and parents.  

The purpose of this study was to analyze teacher communication patterns with 

parents whose children attend a virtual school, to examine middle-school and high-

school social studies teachers’ communication patterns; and to examine the frequency 

of teacher-initiated contact with the families. This exploratory study used an online 
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survey adapted from research by Joyce Epstein and Karen Salinas, sampling online 

social studies teachers from one online school in the state of Florida.  

 Results indicate that online social-studies teachers from the selected online 

school communicate more than twelve-hours per week with parents. Implications of 

these findings could increase the effectiveness of teacher and parent communications 

and develop communications policies for online schools. This study also contributes to 

future research on teacher communication patterns with families. Such research could 

increase the success of students in an online school.   
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 

Background 

Parent involvement is associated with increased student success, especially 

when it includes a two-way exchange of information between home and school (Adams, 

Womack, Shatzer, & Caldarella,  2010; & Cox, 2005). Communication from the school 

to home is sometimes considered “parental involvement.” According to Epstein (1986), 

communication from the school to the home is usually considered “parent information” 

and most of these activities are considered one-way. Teachers send information home 

to the family about schedules, special events, progress reports, and in traditional 

school, emergency procedures.  

The term “familial involvement” is used to describe the participation of a child’s 

primary caregiver. The caregiver may be two parents, a single parent, grandparents, 

foster parents, and in some cases, older siblings. The No Child Left Behind Elementary 

and Secondary Act (ESEA) Public Law PL 107-110 moved family involvement to the 

forefront of enhancing student achievement through family and community partnerships. 

Baldwin and Jackson’s (2008) research showed a strong correlation between schools 

with highly rated family partnership programs and students making gains on state tests. 

Oakes, Rogers and Lipton (1999) researched race and socioeconomic orientations in 

the context of school-to-home relations, contending that “ugly racial histories in many 

communities make some parents of color reticent to be a visible presence at school” (p. 

335).   

Parents have a desire for their children to do well in school. Regardless of 

educational level, ethnic background, or income level, parents want their children to be 
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successful in school (Epstein, 1986).  According to Hoffman (1991), parents are 

involved to a greater and more consistent degree when they view their participation as 

directly linked to the achievement of their children. Cripps & Zyromski (2009), showed 

that parental involvement in schools can improve achievement in mathematics (Sirvani, 

2007) and literacy (Whitmore & Norton-Meier, 2008) and that parental involvement in 

middle-school can positively impact future high-school graduation (Englund, Egeland, & 

Collins, 2008). While parental involvement improves student achievement, reduces 

problematic behaviors in schools, and creates positive self-efficacy for students (Epstein 

&Sheldon, 2002; Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1995; Van Voorhis, 2003), parental 

involvement tends to decline in secondary schools (Van Roekel, 2008). According to 

Sheldon (2002), parental involvement decreases as the social network decreases for 

parents. Less-educated parents are less involved because they are not as 

knowledgeable about their child’s curriculum in middle and high school. Low-income 

parents do not have ready access to information about schools; these parents lack 

confidence that would enable them to involve themselves in school (Oaks and Lipton, 

1999).   

 Often, a lack of parental involvement is blamed for low student achievement or 

engagement (Barnard, 2004; Desimone, 1999; Hill & Craft, 2003; Hill & Taylor, 2004; 

Jeynes, 2011). According to Henderson and Mapp (2002), when parents are involved in 

a child’s education, the child is successful. This success includes improved 

understanding resulting in improved grades, improved behavior, and enrollment in 

higher education (Henderson & Mapp, 2002). Parental involvement has consistently 

been associated with school success in a multitude of areas such as better 
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achievement and behavior, lower absenteeism, and more positive attitudes toward 

school (Cole-Henderson, 2000; Jeynes, 2005; Taylor, Hinton, & Wilson, 1995).  

Role of Familial Involvement in Traditional Schools 

According to Carlisle (2005), the extent to which parents are willing to be 

involved in their children’s education is related to the quality of experience they had in 

their own education. Title I, Improving the Academic Achievement of the Disadvantaged 

§1001(12) gives parents meaningful and considerable opportunities to participate in 

their children’s education. The H.R. 1804 Section 2 of Goals 2000: Educate America Act 

financially helps primary and secondary schools involve parents in their children’s 

academic work at home and encourages skills to advocate for their children at school. 

Eligibility for Title I money is now contingent on development of school-family compacts 

in which families and schools declare their mutual responsibility for children’s learning 

(Baker, Kessler-Skylar, Piotrkowski, & Parker, 1999). 

While most agree that parent involvement is a requisite for children’s school 

success (Epstein, 1986, 1995; Henderson & Berla, 1984), there is little consensus about 

what constitutes effective parent involvement. Parents have always been viewed by 

society as occupying a central role in their children’s education. From the early years in 

America, parental activities were carried out privately in the family, rather than publically 

in schools (1994).Beginning with colonial schools, parents were expected to be involved 

with school governance, support for the curriculum, selection of teachers, and backing 

of religious teachings (Hiatt, 1994). In colonial times, schools carried out the religious 

teachings set forth in the homes, and parental involvement was the norm (1994). As 

public education evolved in America, so has the concept of parental involvement.  
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Gardner (1983) restated the need to reconnect the child’s home life with school 

life and expectations. Gardner’s 1983 report highlighted the quality of teaching and 

learning in the nation’s public and private schools (1983). In addition, Parent and 

Teacher Associations (PTAs) were created with the goal of increasing parents’ control 

in their child’s school.  

Family involvement can be defined in many ways. Epstein (1985) identified six 

standards of family involvement: welcoming all families into the school community; 

using two-way, regular communication; supporting student success; collaboration 

between school and home; advocating for their child; and collaborating with the 

community to enhance learning. The traditional definition of parental involvement 

includes activities in the school and at home. Volunteering in the school and helping 

children with their homework are the most common types of parental involvement. Other 

possibilities include attending school functions, visiting the classroom, sharing expertise 

as a guest speaker, serving in leadership and decision-making roles, and collaborating 

with teachers including sharing strategies useful at home to help with student success 

(Carlisle, Stanley, & Kemple, 2005). According to Snipes (1995), research does not 

support which type of parental involvement is most effective. Further, parents 

volunteering in school have shown a significant academic effect only for white students 

(Desimone, 1999). In terms of parental involvement, Black and Hispanic parents scored 

lower than Caucasian parents (Simoni and Adelman, 1993). 

Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler (1992) said parents can provide direct and indirect 

instruction of academic skills. Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (1995) discussed three 

reasons parents often become involved in their child’s education. First through their 
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friends’ involvement in their children’s school, parents have learned to become involved. 

Second, the parents’ self-efficacy may include “verbal persuasion by others and 

emotional arousal induced by society” (p. 320). Third, families were invited by their 

child, school, or teachers (1995). Hoover-Dempsey, Bassler and Brissie (1992) said 

lack of teacher efficacy also influenced parental involvement.  

Singh, Bickley, Keith, Trivette and Anderson (1995), in another perspective, 

recognized four components of parental involvement: parental aspirations for children’s 

education, parent-child communication about school, home structure, and parental 

participation in school-related activities. Grolnick, Benjet, Kurowski and Apostoleris 

(1997) specified three levels of parental involvement. In the first level, the focus is on 

parent and child characteristics. In the second level, these individuals may be seen 

acting within a context surrounding family circumstances (such as marital status of the 

parent, or income level). The third level focuses on other institutions that interact with 

the family (teacher practices and school environment).  

Some research has demonstrated that parental involvement in education is 

positively associated with adolescents’ academic outcomes throughout middle and high 

school (Catsambis, 2001; Hill et al., 2004). The most widely cited among existing 

frameworks is Epstein’s (Epstein, 1987; Epstein, 1995; Sanders, Epstein & Connors-

Tadros, 1999; Epstein & Sanders, 2002), which includes school-home based 

involvement strategies. In her research, Epstein (1995; 2010) said when schools and 

home recognize their shared interests in and responsibilities for children’s education 

and development, they develop a partnership. This partnership, as explained by 

Epstein, places the student at the center of each choice made. The Partnership for 
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Schools Comprehensive School Reform Model (CSR), developed by Joyce Epstein, 

and based on the theory of overlapping spheres of influence (Epstein, 2001), says 

“students learn more when home, school and community work together to support 

students’ learning and development” (Epstein, 2005, p. 159). The spheres of influence 

design, engages, guides, energizes, and motivates students to produce their own 

success. The assumption is if children feel cared for and encouraged, they are more 

likely to work hard and remain in school.  

 According to Barge & Loges (2003), a variety of parent characteristics influence 

parents’ desire and ability to involve themselves with their children’s education: efficacy 

in involvement (Ames, Khoju, & Watkins, 1993); level of education (Baker & Stevenson, 

1986); socio-economic status (Kerbow & Bernhardt, 1993; Ho Sui-Chi & Willms, 1996); 

parents’ negative experiences while in school (Aronson, 1996); and lack of 

transportation (Moles, 1993). The intricacy of curriculum choices and course tracking in 

middle school complicates parental involvement. According to Hill and Tyson (2009), 

some parents find middle schools complex, large buildings that leave them confused 

about how to be involved effectively. The large number of students in a middle school 

teacher’s classroom makes it challenging for teachers to develop and maintain 

productive relationships with parents; thus making it difficult for parents to know who to 

contact regarding their child.   

Role of Familial Involvement in Online Schools  

Online learning is teacher-led education that takes place over the Internet, with 

the teacher and student separated geographically. Web-based educational delivery 

system software provides the learning environment.  The course may be synchronous 

(communication in which participants interact in real time, such as online video) or 
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asynchronous (communication separated in time, such as email or online discussion 

forums). Students may access their course from various settings (in school and/or out of 

school buildings) (Watson, Murin, Vashaw, Gemin, Rapp, 2013). Online learning 

environments offer multiple mechanisms to provide rich feedback and communicate 

about student performance (Dennen 2005; Rice, Dawley, Gazel, & Florez, 2008; Swan 

2004).  

With the rise of online schools, according to The International Association for K-

12 Online Learning (iNACOL), thirty states, including Washington, D.C., have statewide, 

full-time, kindergarten to twelfth-grade, online schools. In 2009-2010, approximately 

1,816,400 online kindergarten to twelfth-grade course enrollments were offered 

compared to 10 years ago (400,000) (Florida TaxWatch, 2007). “More students are 

taking online and blended courses than ever before, but because so many of these 

students are in programs that are not tracked the exact number is unknown” (Watson et 

al., 2013, p. 5). Many districts and states are using online learning to replace or 

supplement teaching in traditional schools (Bakia, Shear, Toyoma, & Lasseter, 2012). 

According to Bakia et al. (2012), in late 2010, online learning opportunities were made 

available to students in 48 states and Washington, D.C. The Florida Virtual School 

(FLVS) is the main supplemental provider of online learning. The FLVS had 303,329 

supplemental course enrollments in 2011-12, a 17% increase from 2010-11 (Watson et 

al., 2013). 

The FLVS, an online, accredited, free public school is the largest provider of 

online learning in the world. Florida is the first state to provide full-time and part-time 

funded options to all students in kindergarten to twelfth grade (Watson et al., 2013). In 
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the 2012-2013 school year, according to Watson, et.al, (2013), an estimated 240,000 

students took one online class with FLVS; and FLVS successfully served 410,962 

course enrollments.  

According to Florida TaxWatch 2007, evidence suggests that FLVS views 

parents as partners in student success and FLVS values family involvement. Parents 

are given a Guardian Account with 24/7 access to their child’s submitted/graded 

assignments and personal grade book. Additionally, parents receive at least one 

telephone call per month from teachers, monthly progress reports emailed to the 

parent’s account, and regular email updates from teachers. Daily access to teachers is 

extensive, with established hours of 8:00 a.m. to 8:00 p.m. during the week and 

additional hours on the weekend (Florida TaxWatch, 2007). The FLVS teachers 

communicate by various methods including telephone; email messages; text messages; 

and online video/audio conferencing with students and their parents, in a three-way 

dialogue, with the goal of partnering with parents to ensure their child’s success.  

The state of Florida does not require professional development for online 

teachers (Watson et al., 2013), however, FLVS teachers undergo extensive, three-

phase, 60-day, New Educator Training (NEO) on how to be an effective online teacher. 

This training emphasizes the importance of involving the parent in the student’s 

education. Professional learning extends throughout the teacher’s career. One 

professional learning expectation is for teachers to read specific books about customer 

service, with the goal that teachers understand and embody the school’s mission 

statement “The student is at the center of every decision we make” (FLVS, 2014). 

According to the FLVS website, all courses are written by a curriculum team and are 
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universally designed to meet the needs of all learners. The courses are housed in a 

learning management system (LMS) and teachers teach from a course shell. The 

course shell ensures equity in students’ pedagogy.  

Purpose of Study 

One area of research that has not received adequate attention is online teacher 

communication patterns with parents in an online school. This study explored the role of 

teacher communication patterns (verbal, written, and electronic) on familial involvement. 

The purpose of this study was to analyze teacher communication patterns with parents 

whose children attend a virtual school; to examine middle-school and high-school social 

studies teachers’ communication patterns; and to examine the frequency of teacher-

initiated contact with the families.  

The study’s findings will contribute to research on teacher communication 

patterns with parents in online learning, because previous research has been limited or 

nonexistent. These findings may also be useful to traditional schools and other online 

schools. Knowledge of teacher communication patterns contributes to parent 

involvement in a child’s learning. Information gained from this study could be used by 

the district schools to understand the impact of teacher-parent communication on 

students’ success and to strengthen schools programs for parental communication. The 

research questions were as follows: 

 What is the relationship between teacher characteristics and communication 
patterns with parents?  

 What are the communication patterns of online middle-school and high-school 
social-studies teachers?  

 How often do teachers communicate with families in an online school? 
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Limitations 

One of the study’s most important limitations is the scant literature that exists 

regarding family involvement and virtual schools. Therefore, this study is exploratory in 

nature and analyzes communication patterns of teachers at one online school. 

Exploratory research design is conducted when there are few or no earlier studies to 

refer to (Cuthill, 2002). Therefore, findings should be used cautiously, if at all, by other 

districts since the study’s focus was one online school. Limitations are further clarified in 

Chapter 5.  

Additionally, teacher quality and characteristics were not the focus of this study 

and were not considered, even though both would influence parent engagement in any 

setting. Furthermore, conducting research about online learning is challenging (Thomas, 

2009) as in any educational setting, because of the many variables and the difficulty 

controlling them. 

 Summary 

To summarize, in a 1983 report, Thomas restated the need to reconnect the 

child’s home life with school life and expectations. Thomas’ report highlighted the quality 

of teaching and learning in the Nation’s public and private schools. The purpose of this 

study was to analyze teacher communication patterns with parents whose children 

attend a virtual school, to examine middle-school and high-school social studies 

teachers’ communication patterns; and to examine the frequency of teacher-initiated 

contact with the families. 
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CHAPTER 2 
REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Familial involvement has been identified as a crucial component of student 

achievement in the traditional school environment. Several studies suggest greater 

familial involvement in a student’s education can improve homework habits; facilitate a 

positive attitude toward school; and thereby maintain a positive attendance record which 

will enhance student achievement (Fehrmann, Keith, Reimes, 1987; Lareau, 1987; 

Stevenson & Baker, 1987; and Darsch, Miao, & Shippen, 2004). Several researchers 

suggest a role of familial involvement for students in virtual schools (Clark, 2001; Rice, 

2006).  

 The goal of Chapter 2 is to review literature pertaining to teacher communication 

and to parental involvement in virtual schools by establishing the context of parental 

involvement in traditional schools. This review of literature establishes a context for 

teacher communication in virtual schools and provides the platform for discussing the 

role of familial involvement in virtual schools. 

Overview of Familial Involvement on a Child’s Education 

Generally, family involvement can be defined as parents’ (or grandparents’ or 

other adult guardians’) investment of resources (time, money, energy) in their children’s 

education (Gardner, 1983; Sheldon, 2002). The term ‘parent involvement’ is used to 

describe participation by a child’s primary caretaker(s) whether that is a single parent, 

two parents, grandparents, foster parents, or an older sibling.  

Parental involvement has proven beneficial to students’ academic success 

(Epstein, 1994; Hiatt, 2001). Typically, parents and caregivers are a child’s first and 

most interested teachers. This critical role of educating their child continues when 
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children enter school (Larocque, Kleiman, & Darling 2011). Students whose parents are 

actively involved in their education have higher grades and test scores, enroll in higher-

level programs, graduate from high school, and go on to post-secondary education 

(Henderson & Mapp, 2002).  

Family involvement can be defined as a parents’ investment of resources (time, 

energy, and money) in their child’s education (Sheldon, 2005). More broadly, many 

parent-involvement programs also address the needs of the entire family and include 

younger siblings and others’ roles in creating school success. Hoover-Dempsey and 

Sandler (1995) define parental involvement as interactions between the child and parent 

outside school (learning related behaviors; attitudes or strategies, parental activities) for 

helping with homework.   

Familial involvement has been identified as a crucial component of student 

achievement in the traditional school environment. Several studies suggest greater 

familial involvement in a student’s education can increase homework habits; facilitate a 

positive attitude toward school; and thereby maintain a positive attendance record which 

will enhance student achievement (Fehrmann, Keith, Reimes, 1987; Lareau, 1987; 

Stevenson & Baker, 1987; and Darsch, Miao, & Shippen, 2004). Other possibilities of 

parental involvement include helping in the classroom, sharing expertise, participating in 

parent groups, serving on school leadership boards, and telling teachers which 

strategies are successful at home (Haxby, 1998; Jordan, 1998).  

Parent involvement aids in student success. Children whose parents are involved 

in their education demonstrate higher gains in academic achievement, have more 

favorable attitudes toward school, and have better homework habits than those whose 
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parents are not involved (Epstein, 1985; Baum & Murray-Schwartz, 2004) Many studies 

have shown that students in secondary schools earn higher grades in English and math, 

attain better reading and writing skills, have better attendance, and exhibit fewer 

behavior problems when parents are involved (Catsambis, 2001; Catsambis & 

Beveridge, 2001; Desimone, 1999; Ho & Willms, 1996; Keith, Keith, Jroutman, Bickley, 

Trivette & Singh, 1993; Lee & Croninger, 1994; Parcel & Dafur, 2001; Sanders & 

Epstein, 2000; Simon, 2004).  

Research shows parental involvement has a positive effect on a child's social 

and academic success (Clark, 1983; Snow, Barnes, Chandler, Goodman, & Hemphill, 

1991; Chowa, Masa, & Tucker, 2013)). Parental involvement is important for the quality 

of education students receive beyond just achievement, such as parent and student 

satisfaction with school, fewer discipline problems, positive attitudes and more effective 

programs and schools (Lewis, 1993). Some educators have increasingly identified 

parental involvement as the primary vehicle by which to raise academic achievement 

from current levels. Topor, Keane, Shelton, and Calkins (2010) research included 158 

children, their mothers, and their teachers. Results showed parental involvement 

improves the academic achievement of children.  

A parent who believes he or she has the ability to make a difference in their 

child’s academics can build a bridge between the home and school. Hoover-Dempsey 

(1992) defined a parent’s self-efficacy as “parent beliefs about personal ability to help 

children succeed in school.” Parents’ sense of efficacy is based on Bandura’s (1977) 

theory of self-efficacy and refers to parents’ beliefs that their involvement in their 

children’s schooling will positively affect their children’s learning and school success 
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(Anderson & Minke (2007). Compared to parents with low self-efficacy, parents with 

high self-efficacy generally set higher goals and are more likely to invest the time to 

reach those goals (Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1997; Bandura 1977). Other barriers, 

(such as inconvenient meeting times, transportation, child care, and communication 

from the school) were identified by parents that prevent parents from being more 

involved in their child's education (Johnson, Pugach, & Hawkins, 2004). Parents’ 

perceptions of racism (Johnson, Pugach and Hawkins, 2004) and their own negative 

school experiences and poverty (Hill & Taylor, 2004) also deterred from familial 

involvement.  

Teachers play a crucial role in the school-to-home relationship and also affect 

parental involvement (Barge & Loges, 2003). Parent involvement helps teachers gain 

insights on how to better meet students’ needs (Larocque et al., 2011). Studies show 

meaningful connections with students’ families offer added benefits to teachers and 

schools, including greater job satisfaction and improved classroom behavior 

(Christenson & Sheridan, 2001). Parents and teachers who work together are less 

inclined to blame one another for lack of student motivation, misconduct, or poor 

performance. “As children see their parents and teachers interact in cooperative and 

friendly ways they hear the message that school is a place valued by their families” 

(Carlisle, Stanley, & Kemple, 2005, p. 155).  

There is reason to suspect family involvement plays an equal, if not more 

important role, in student achievement in online learning (Russell, 2004). Several 

researchers suggest a role for familial involvement for students in virtual schools 

(Downs & Miller, 1999; Darling, 2000; Clark, 2001; Cavanaugh, Gillian, Kromrey, Hess, 
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& Blomeyr, 2004; Morris, 2005; Rice, 2006; U.S. Department of Education, 2010; 

Hawkins, Barbour, & Graham, 2011). While it is tempting to assume the same factors 

influence student achievement in the two types of schools, the current literature on 

parental involvement focuses mainly on the traditional school setting for kindergarten to 

twelfth-grade education (Black, 2009; Liu, Black, Algina, Cavanaugh, & Dawson, 2010). 

Unfortunately, no published studies empirically investigate the impact of parental 

involvement on a student’s achievement in a virtual school (Russell, 2004; Black, 

Ferdig, DiPietro, 2008; Borup, Graham, and Davies, 2013). “A belief commonly held in 

the K-12 education community is that parents can have a positive impact on their child’s 

learning. However, little research has examined parental involvement in an online 

learning environment” (p. 44).  

Familial involvement, for some parents, depends on their home situation, their 

experience with school, and their experience with teachers. Kohl, Lengua, and 

McMahon (2000) reported on family factors that potentially put parental involvement at 

risk: parent’s views of their role as teacher and their degree of comfort in 

communicating with teachers might reflect on their own education experience.  In 

addition, meager or limited parental education may diminish parental involvement in 

their child’s education, as may single-parent status. Single-parent status might place 

limits, especially regarding of time available to support the child educationally (Kohl et 

al., 2000). Harry (1992) reported that many low socioeconomic-level parents in the 

United States found home-school contacts unnatural, insubstantial, and awkward.  

A poor or limited personal education might leave the parent lacking in vision or 

confidence or competence in supporting the child. Parents in two-parent families were 
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more likely to participate and provide higher levels of home supervision than were single 

parents, but the extent to which parents discussed school programs or communicated 

with school staff was not related to family structure (Sui-Chu & Willms, 1996). 

 When trying to understand parents’ involvement choices, one should consider 

the socioeconomic level of the family. Lower-resource families may respond differently 

than do families with greater resources (Anderson & Minke, 2007). Families’ abilities to 

participate or comply with teacher expectations also differ because of varying levels of 

resources. According to Anderson and Minke (2007), middle-class families tend to have 

more flexible work schedules and easier access to transportation. Parents from higher 

socioeconomic classes have more opportunity, compared to those in lower classes, for 

school involvement; particularly when physical presence is required (McGrath & Kuriloff, 

1999). Virtual schools may off opportunities to decrease the social class barrier. 

Griffith (1998) reported that African American families are involved less often in 

their child’s school than are Caucasian parents. Discrimination and bias experienced by 

many African Americas has resulted in a mistrust of school and teachers by many 

African American parents (Lareau, 1987; Obgu, 1978). However, Ho & Willms (1996) 

reported no difference between the two groups.  

Overview of Communication on a Child’s Education 

Few studies look at teacher characteristics and teacher communication with 

parents or students. A literature search at the University of Florida library was done 

using Academic Search Premier Database, ProQuest Database, and Google Scholar 

with the following search terms: teacher communication, communication with parents, 

communication with students, and student-teacher and teacher-parent communication.  
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Mentions of teacher communication in contemporary literature were limited to: Simpson 

& Erikson (1983); Eaves (1985) Baum (2000); and Berger, (2004).  

In a study by Baum (2000), pre-service teachers emphasized the importance of 

using words such as “ongoing” “frequent” and “honest” when addressing the topic of 

communication with parents. While it is not uncommon for parent involvement/ 

communication textbooks to include a chapter on communication with parents, it is likely 

that a more comprehensive approach to teaching communications skills would be 

beneficial (Wright & Stegelin, 2003; Berger, 2004). According to Baum, (2000) teacher 

educators stress the importance of appropriate communication between teacher and 

family, but seldom teach students the skills needed to be successful communicators. 

Pre-service teachers can attend parent-oriented meetings and parent advisory boards 

and support groups, and can observe parent-teacher conferences to create further 

understanding. Since many pre-service teachers do not have children, they are lacking 

in empathic communication (Baum, 2000). 

Simpson and Erikson (1983) observed teachers’ verbal and nonverbal behaviors 

for the independent variables of student race, student gender, and teacher gender. 

Results showed that white teachers directed more verbal praise, criticism, and 

nonverbal praise toward males. In contrast, teachers directed more nonverbal criticism 

to black males than to black females or white males. The race of the child and the race 

of the teacher, according to the Eaves’ study (1985), function as variables which 

mediate the interpretation of appropriate and inappropriate behavior. Eaves’ study found 

white teachers are more likely to rate black children as deviant and white children less 

deviant compared to the ratings of black teachers. Aaron and Wells’ (1987) study 
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echoed those results and found that black children receive more negative academic and 

behavioral feedback than do their white peers.  

 

The National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES, 1994) indicated that Asian 

American parents were less likely to communicate with their children’s teachers (Hong 

& Ho, 2005). Hong and Ho’s (2005) longitudinal study of parental involvement across 

ethnic groups concluded, for the Asian American sample, parental aspiration was 

effective for immediate achievement but was not long lasting. Parental communication 

did not have an immediate effect, but had a successive effect on student achievement. 

For the Hispanic sample, parental communication proved the only effective involvement 

factor. It had an immediate initial effect and was not long-lasting across 4 years. In the 

same study, parental communication and parental aspiration for the Caucasian sample 

were most effective. They had both immediate and subsequent long-lasting effects on 

student achievement (2005).  

Teacher communication connects the school and the home. It is important for 

teachers to communicate with families about their students. Schools and teachers are in 

an advantageous position when it comes to furthering parental involvement and 

ensuring an effective exchange of information pertaining to the student (Oostdam & 

Hooge, 2009, Larocque et al.,2011; Chowa et al., 2013). Effective communication by 

the teacher and school is one of the most significant components of effective instruction 

(Irvine, 1985). A 1983 Gallup poll provides further evidence of teacher communication. 

The public rated the ability to communicate as the number-one desirable characteristic 

of an effective teacher.  
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Another factor in parental involvement is parenting style. Authoritarian/ autocratic 

parents have complete control over their child’s activities (Santrock, 1990). 

Authoritative/democratic parents communicate with children in a nurturing way and are 

able to maintain friendly relationships with peers and cooperate with adults (Santrock, 

2004) which create the opportunity for teacher-parent communication to work well for 

students. Whereas, permissive/laissez-faire parents establish minimum amounts of 

control and do not actively participate in their children’s lives (Santrock, 2004).  

As a result, parents cannot be viewed as a homogeneous group because they do 

not participate the same way; some have more of a presence in the school than do 

others. Given that increased parental involvement in schools, and in the education of 

their children is positively correlated with increasing educational achievement, 

Larocque, Kleiman, and Darling (2011) said there is a need to move from the idea that 

parents are the same, with the same needs given that increased parental involvement in 

schools.  

Government Policies and Mandates for Familial Involvement 

According to the U.S. Department of Education, §1111 (USDOE, 2004), parental 

involvement means the participation of parents in three distinct ways: (1) parents’ 

engage in two-way, significant communication regarding their child’s academics, and 

extracurricular activities and assisting in their child’s learning; (2) parents are 

encouraged to actively participate in their child’s school, and education at school; and 

(3) parents are complete partners in their child’s education.  

The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) (Elementary and Secondary Educational 

Title IX, §9101(32) Parental Involvement) requires schools to develop ways to get 

parents involved in their child’s education and help parents make informed educational 
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choices for their child (2002). A Nation at Risk (1985) expressed the importance of 

familial involvement in a child’s school life and echoed the rising need for the student’s 

home and school lives to connect (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 

1983).  

Required in the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), family 

involvement builds positive relationships between home and the school; reinforces new 

behaviors and skills; and increases optimism among students, parents and teachers 

(Parent Participation, §300.322). The No Child Left Behind Act (Elementary and 

Secondary Educational Title IX, §9101(32) Parental Involvement) defines parental 

involvement as “the participation of parents in regular, two-way, and meaningful 

communication involving student academic learning and other school activities, (NCLB, 

§9101(32)) including ensuring  

 That parents play an integral role in assisting their child's learning; 

 That parents are encouraged to be actively involved in their child's education at 
school; 

 That parents are full partners in their child's education and are included, as 
appropriate, in decision making and on advisory committees to assist in the 
education of their child; 

 The carrying out of other activities, such as those described in section 1118.”  

The National Education Technology Plan (2010) promotes a change in the 

traditional views of kindergarten through twelfth-grade education. According to Rice 

(2010), the emphasis on virtual schools in the National Education Technology plan is no 

coincidence. Under the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), virtual schools are considered 

“a legitimate option for school choice.” “A virtual school can be among schools to which 

eligible students are offered the opportunity to transfer as long as that school is a public 
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elementary or secondary school as defined by state law” (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2004, p. 13). The U.S. Department of Education National Technology Plan 

(2005) supports e-learning and virtual schools. The National Technology Plan 

 Provides every student access to e-learning  

 Enables every teacher to participate in training 

 Explores creative ways to fund e-learning                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  

 Uses e-learning options to meet NCLB 

 Develops e-learning quality measures and standards. 

Carlisle and Kemple (2005) provided an example of two-way communication as 

communications in person or on the phone, or video and pictures to keep the family 

connected. Teacher communication with families can help to make the school 

experience safe and supportive for children and their parents (Carlisle & Kemple, 2005). 

The National Association for the Education of Young Children’s (NAEYC) Code of 

Ethical Conduct, Section II Principle 1.2 defines “family” as parents and those 

responsively involved with the child.  

Parent involvement has been linked to a child’s educational success (Desimone, 

1999). The U.S. Department of Education said parents need to be more fully integrated 

into children’s learning activities, a role that includes increasing and improving 

interactions with their children and with their children’s teachers (2010). In traditional 

schools and in non-traditional forms of education, parental involvement is a key 

component of a child’s education (Bulkley & Fisler, 2003; Hoover-Dempsey, 2007). With 

the advent of technology, parents and teachers have the possibility of communicating 

regularly. The proliferation of technology using electronic communication tools has 

brought correspondence instruction into the mainstream of educational delivery systems 
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and has modified it so interaction between student and teacher is more immediate and 

in some cases instantaneous (Watson & Ryan, 2006).  

Several ethical principles facilitate communication between school and family. In 

the 1940s, parents of all social classes considered monthly Parent-Teacher Association 

(PTA) meetings a mandatory community event and during the first part of the 20th 

century, there was a strong PTA connection (Hiatt, 1994). Project Head Start in 1965 

required families and community members to serve on boards and participate in 

classroom activities (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2012). The 

Association of American Educators Code of Ethics (Principle IV, 1994) for Educators 

makes concerted efforts to communicate to parents all information that should be 

revealed in the interest of the student. The National Association for the Education of 

Young Children’s (NAEYC) Code of Ethical Conduct (Principle 2.4) says, “We shall 

inform families of and, when appropriate, involve them in significant decisions affecting 

their child.”  

The communication from teacher to parent has been focused on misbehavior 

(poor performance, missing class, failed exam, etc.) and reports of good behavior are 

unexpected by parents (Emmer & Evertson, 2012). Schools in more economically 

depressed communities make more contacts with families about the problems and 

difficulties their children are having, unless they work at developing balanced 

partnership programs that include contacts about positive accomplishments of students 

(Epstein, 1995). There are challenges associated with communications. Schools do 

need to consider parents who are non-English speakers or who may need large type 

font (Epstein, 1985). In addition, teachers and administrators are encouraged to review 
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the readability, clarity, and frequency of all memos, notices, and other print and non-

print communications. Epstein (1987) said to expect to disagree with parents every so 

often and embrace this disagreement as an opportunity to see things from a different 

perspective. 

Teachers can make significant strides toward improving student achievement if 

they are able to involve parents (McDermott & Rothenberg, 2001). Other challenges to 

teacher communication with parents, according to Olmstead’s research study (2013): 

“teachers unanimously said that they do not provide their cell phone numbers to 

parents, but two teachers had exchanged text messages with parents” (p.340) despite 

the fact that, according to the research, “almost all parents indicated they owned a cell 

phone (n=86 of 89; 96.6%)” (p. 338). The same study asked teachers if they would be 

willing to use text messaging as a form of communication with parents. Most (n=5; 

71.4%) teachers responded “no.” 

Models of Familial Involvement 

The Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler Model of Parental Involvement (1995; 2005) 

shows levels of parental involvement. Their study showed how student achievement is 

affected by parents’ involvement in their child’s education. Cotton and Reed-Wikelund 

(1999) found that active forms of parent involvement, such as participating in phone 

calls with teachers, reading and signing homeschool communications, and participating 

in parent teacher conferences, produce greater achievement benefits than more 

passive form produce. Best practices for schools support parents’ trust in schools by 

establishing and maintaining respectful and collaborative attitudes toward families 

(Griffith, 1998; Lawson, 2003) and facilitating frequent two-way communication between 

teacher and parents (Adams & Christenson, 2000). Strategies to increase parental 
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involvement, according to Hoover-Dempsey and colleagues (2005) focus on developing 

two-way communication, adapting and improving communication between home and 

school, and seeking community and district support for new communication mediums 

(such as email, blog, websites) (Figure 2-1).  

In recent years, the concept “parent involvement in education” has become a 

common lens through which to explore and understand the relationship between 

families and schools. Parent involvement has been examined from many different 

angles. For example, Epstein (1987) devised a framework based on a theory of 

overlapping spheres of influence. Overlap (Figure 2-2) among home, school, and 

community increased involvement of families in schools. Epstein’s model emphasizes 

the cooperation and collaboration of schools and families and locates the student in the 

middle. Spheres representing family and school may be pushed together or pulled apart 

by three forces. Time (Force A); the characteristics, philosophies, and practices of the 

family (Force B); and those of the school (Force C). According to Olmstead (2013), 

these forces may or may not help create opportunity for shared activities between family 

and school. These spheres overlap to a greater extent during a student’s preschool and 

primary school years; when parents participate in their child’s education (Force B), the 

zone of interaction between the two spheres increases. This scenario is repeated when 

the teacher’s activities encourage parent involvement in schooling (Force C) Epstein 

(1995; 2010). 

Based on the theory of overlapping spheres of influence and years of research in 

schools across the country, a framework of the six types of school-family involvement 

was created (Epstein, 1995). Perhaps the most widely used and comprehensive 
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typology is Epstein’s (1992, 1995) categories of parental involvement (Barge & Loges, 

2003). Joyce Epstein’s model of parental involvement highlights six domains of school-

to-home relationships: parenting, communicating, volunteering, learning at home, 

decision making, and collaborating with the community. Although both frameworks 

(Hoover-Dempsey and Epstein’s) were designed in a face-to-face learning environment, 

they may provide insights applicable to online learning environments. This research 

study used Epstein’s overlapping spheres of influence and Epstein’s Communication 

Domain framework to examine and explore the communication patterns of social 

studies teachers in an online school. The goal was to gain a comprehensive 

understanding, as it relates to communication; of parental involvement within the 

context of virtual schooling.  This research study addresses communication, patterns on 

teachers in an online school environment.   

Standards identified by the National Parent-Teacher Association (NPTA; Epstein, 

1985) build on six types of parental involvement: parenting skills, home-school 

connection, volunteering, learning at home, decision making at school, and 

collaborating with the community (Florida TaxWatch, 2007). According to the National 

Center for School Engagement, the Epstein Model of Six Types of Involvement provides 

a framework to review research that ties family and community involvement in schools 

to positive student outcomes (Hoover-Dempsey et al., 1992).  

Parents who monitor their student’s school work and daily activities, communicate 

frequently with teachers, and help develop their children’s plans for education or work 

after high school have children more likely to graduate from high school and to pursue 

post-secondary education (Henderson & Berla,1994). According to Epstein (2010), at all 
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grade levels, evidence suggests that school policies, teacher practices and family 

practices are more important than race, parent education, family size, marital status, 

and even grade level, in determining whether parents continue to be part of their 

children’s education.   

A study by Epstein and Sanders (2006) explored the preparation of future teachers 

and educational leaders to conduct school, family, and community partnerships. 

Results: 55% strongly agreed and 40% agreed that school principals wanted to hire 

teachers who knew how to communicate and work well with all families. Nevertheless, 

many principals and teachers report that lack of parent involvement continues to be an 

obstacle to increasing student achievement at school (Epstein, Sanders, Simon, 

Salinas, Jansorn, & Van Voorhis, 2002). Communication scholars’ interest surrounds 

the development of numerous typologies that highlight the wide variety of 

communicative relationships families can create as they become involved with their 

child and school (Jones 1993; Honig, 1990; Berger, 1991; & Bauch, 1994). Examples of 

how teachers interact with parents include notes and telephone calls, newsletters, 

parent-teacher conferences, home visits, weekly folders, dialogue journals, and open-

house nights (Fredericks & Rasinski, 1990; Epstein & Salinas, 1993; Baskwill, 1996; 

Bohler, Eichenlaub,& Litteken, 1996; Farris, Fuhler, & Walther, 2004). 

A study by Epstein (1986) found that school-related issues (such as lack of 

adequate communication between teachers and parents) influenced the level of 

parental involvement. Bouffard (2008), however, said only 36% of families indicated that 

teachers use the Internet to communicate with them, even though 60% of principals 

reported that teachers use the Internet in this way. “Specifically, 16% of parents 
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reported never receiving correspondence from the teachers, 35% reported never having 

parent-teacher conferences, and 60% reported never speaking directly to the teachers 

on the telephone” (Epstein, 1986, p. 281). Epstein’s framework includes sample 

practices, challenges, redefinitions, and expected results. Epstein and Van Vooris 

(2010) and Epstein’s Framework Center on School, Family and Community 

Partnerships recommend the following:  

 Conferences at least once per year, with follow-ups as needed 

 Language translators to assist when needed 

 Weekly or monthly folders of student work sent home for review 

 Parent/student pickup of report card, with conferences for improving grades 

 Regular schedule of useful notices, memos, phone calls, newsletters, and other 
communications  

 Clear information on choosing schools or courses, programs, and activities within 
schools 

 Clear information on all school policies, programs, reforms, transitions. 

This research study aligned the conceptual framework of The 5 Cs, developed by 

Jeanne Repetto and Cathy Cavanaugh (2011). According to Repetto and Cavanaugh 

(2011), five general themes need to be evident to impact practice with students: a 

connection between the skill they are learning and the skills they need outside the 

school setting; a safe and supportive climate; students’ control over their learning and 

behavior; curriculum grounded in effective teacher strategies; and a caring community 

that values them as learner and person. Each of these objectives relates to one or more 

of the 5 Cs (connect, climate, control, curriculum and community) and is supported by 

recent research findings in virtual schooling (Repetto & Cavanaugh, 2011). In effort to 
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understand the connection of the 5 Cs and virtual schooling, professional standards 

from the Council of Exceptional Children (CEC) and the International Association for K-

12 Online Learning (iNACOL) were reviewed (Council for Exceptional Children, 2009). 

These 2 organizations represent special education (CEC) and virtual schooling 

(iNACOL) (Repetto & Cavanaugh, 2011).  

Family Involvement and Communication in Virtual Schools 

The iNACOL Research Committee (2009) developed and sent a survey to 108 

virtual schools regarding policies surrounding communication among teachers and 

students, teachers and parents/guardians, and students with students. Their study 

identified highly effective online teachers as those who used “highly facilitated 

interaction.” According to Cavanaugh, Barbour, Brown, Diamond, Lowes, Powell, Rose, 

Schieck, and Van der Molan (2009) highly facilitated interaction implies the use of 

emails, frequent phone conversations, and the use of collaborative tools such as 

threaded discussions and synchronous chats. In addition, highly effective online 

teachers use a disciplined approach to keep the lines of communication open as part of 

the daily routine.  

Since the early 1930s, elementary and secondary students have learned by 

using electronic distance learning systems (Cavanaugh, Ginnan, Romrey, & Blomeyer, 

2004). The 1980s and 1990s saw the rise of online education and networking at all 

levels of education evidenced by the invention of email and the development of 

computer networking (Harasim, 2000). According to Hafner and Lyon (1996), networked 

communication systems “were the fruit of the research of visionaries who sought to 

create broad opportunities for “meetings of minds” . . . and interconnected social and 
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cognitive communities” (p. 206). Thus the 21st century began with a shift in thinking 

about online education. Cavanaugh et al. (2004) reported several benefits for 

kindergarten to twelfth-grade distance education, including greater parental influence on 

a child’s education. Benefits, according to Cavanaugh et al. (2004) included increased 

educational opportunities for students and increased student-teacher communication. 

With this comes the need for adult supervision of most kindergarten to twelfth-grade 

students, to encourage and monitor their learning.  

Education in which instruction and content are delivered primarily via the Internet 

can be defined as online learning (Florida TaxWatch, 2007). Many kindergarten to 

twelfth-grade online learning programs in North America are referred to as virtual 

schools or e-learning (Kennedy, Cavanaugh, & Dawson, 2013). Clark (2001) defined a 

virtual school as “an educational organization that offers K-12 courses through internet- 

or web-based methods.” For students in underserved regions, virtual schools create 

access to educational opportunities; extensive educational opportunities for students 

unable to attend traditional school; and access to resources, including instructors not 

locally available (Hiatt, 1994). Virtual kindergarten to twelfth-grade education is a form 

of distance education. Distance education might be defined as formal education in 

which most instruction occurs while teacher and learner are separate (Verduin & Clark, 

1991). It includes delivery methods such as synchronous and asynchronous study, 

using videoconferencing and other instructional technologies (Clark, 2001). Although 

kindergarten through twelfth-grade online learning programs have evolved and grown 

over the past decade, there is a limited amount of published research on virtual 

schooling practice (Barbour & Reeves, 2009).  
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Virtual schools offer the one-on-one environment to all students and create a 

student-centric learning experience (Christensen & Horn 2008). Student-centric 

teaching in online courses creates a personal connection between learner and teacher 

because of the increased communication in an online course. According to Cornelius-

White (2008), positive student outcomes (including motivation and critical thinking, as 

well as dropout prevention) stem from the relationship of student and teacher.  

According to Pomerantz and Litwack (2007), when online courses replace homework 

time in an expanded learning-time school, family involvement opportunities shift from 

home-based to school-based—a form of involvement associated with student skill and 

motivation development. Furthermore, the need for more parent involvement with 

students’ academics becomes clearer.  

Florida Virtual School (FLVS) is a free online public school for students living in 

the state of Florida. Originally called The Florida High School, FLVS was a government 

grant pilot project between two county initiatives. During summer 1996, Orange County 

Public Schools piloted The Florida High School (FHS) with five courses. This “web 

school” was a catalyst for Orange and Alachua Public Schools and was overseen by the 

Florida Department of Education (Florida TaxWatch, 2007). In 1996, the Florida 

Department of Education gave the two districts $200,000.00 as part of the “break-the-

mold” grant. After forming the FHS alliance, in August 1997, FHS was officially 

launched. From 1997 to 2004, specific legislative appropriations controlled the funding. 

In 2000, legislation established FLVS as an independent education entity. Legislation 

enacted in 2002 and 2003 granted parental rights for public school choice: 108 listed 

FLVS as an option, and defined full-time equivalent (FTE) students for FLVS based on 
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course completion and performance rather than on seat time (Watson, 2012). Governed 

by Florida State Statute 1002.37, in 1997 (the inception year), the FLVS served 75 

students. In 2011-2012, the FLVS completed over 314,000 enrollments. 

In 2003-2004, FLVS transitioned from a grant-based funding school to the Florida 

Education Finance Program (FEFP) (Florida TaxWatch, 2007). Today, the FLVS offers 

a classic, part-time program that houses most students who choose the courses as part 

of their curriculum for many reasons. Some students use the FLVS courses as part of 

their homeschool curriculum; other students attend traditional school and take courses 

that are not offered at their school or for credit recovery. Some students are taking 

FLVS courses while pursuing their dream as an actor or athlete, while other students 

choose FLVS due to illness. The full-time public program was created in 2011 for 

kindergarten to twelfth-grade students wishing to take courses online and receive their 

diploma (Florida Virtual School, 2012). Students and parents retain the right to choose 

FLVS courses to satisfy their educational goals. Florida Virtual School courses are 

universally designed to meet the needs of all populations of learners 

Florida Virtual School teachers proactively monitor each student’s progress 

through regular contact via phone, text, email, and synchronous live lessons. The 

teacher, according to the FLVS Student Handbook (2013-2014), is the primary contact 

for students and parents/guardians and each teacher is qualified to provide instructional 

interventional strategies to handle student needs. According to the Student Handbook 

(2013-2014), students and guardians are required to have regular communication with 

their teachers at least once per month. In addition, teachers (within the teachers’ 40-

hour week) are expected to have weekly contact with their students in the form of text, 
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email, live video chat, phone, and grading feedback to ensure continuous learning 

gains. Examples of how online teachers interact with parents and students include text 

message notes, email notes, telephone calls, video conferencing, and virtual open 

house. Volery (2001) identified the online teacher’s use of communication tools to foster 

a high level of interaction as an important factor in assisting student learning in online 

learning.  

The FLVS is accredited through two agencies: The Southern Association of 

Colleges and Schools (SACS) and The Commission of International and Trans-

Regional Accreditation (CITA). In addition, the course curriculum has been approved by 

National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) (Florida Virtual School, 2012). 

According to Florida TaxWatch (2007), evidence suggests that FLVS views parents as 

partners in their children’s education. Each parent is given a guardian account granting 

access to the child’s course and submitted and graded assignments twenty four hours a 

day, seven days a week. Additionally, parents receive at least one monthly call, monthly 

emailed progress reports, and regular email updates from their child’s teachers, as 

outlined in the teachers’ contracts. 

Teachers engage in professional learning, training them to establish and 

maintain partnerships with parents throughout the time the student is in the course. The 

FLVS teachers are available from 8:00 a.m. to 8:00 p.m. seven days per week (Florida 

TaxWatch, 2007) and are required to return phone calls and email/text messages within 

24 hours. Most FLVS teachers work full-time. The FLVS employs 1150 full-time 

teachers and 30 part-time teachers (Florida Virtual School, 2013). 
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According to Picciano and Seaman (2009), kindergarten to twelfth-grade online 

enrollments are increasing rapidly and more students are taking courses from their 

home, thereby requiring parents to assume more responsibility for the child’s education. 

This may make kindergarten to twelfth-grade parental involvement more important in 

online learning than in traditional school settings (Russell, 2004; Liu, Black, Algina, 

Cavanaugh, & Dawson, 2010).  

Scant literature exists regarding family involvement and virtual schools. Liu et al. 

(2010) said researchers have neglected to give proper attention to parental involvement 

in virtual schooling. National policy initiatives focused on expanding educational 

opportunities for all students (Hassell & Terrell, 2004; U.S. Department of Education 

2004; Web-Based Education Commission, 2000), overcrowded traditional schools and 

shortages of funding, (Clark 2001), and an exploration of alternative routes for 

education (Collins, 2001; Herring 2004) are examples of the forces fueling the 

expansion of kindergarten to twelfth-grade education programs and schools. 

 A literature search was done at the University of Florida using the Academic 

Search Premier Database, ProQuest Database, and Google Scholar using the following 

search terms: online learning, familial involvement, family, parents, virtual school, 

Florida Virtual School, involvement, and teacher-parent communication. Parental 

involvement in virtual schools was only mentioned by Clark (2001); Russell (2004); 

Black, Ferdig and DiPietro (2008); Liu, Black, Algina, Cavanaugh and Dawson (2010); 

and Borup, Graham, Davies (2013). “One specific area of research that has not 

received adequate attention is the effect of parental involvement on student 

achievement in virtual schools. The lack of research is exacerbated by a fundamental 
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shortage of assessments validated with K-12 virtual school populations” (Liu et al., 

2010, p. 112). The current literature on parental involvement focuses mainly on the 

traditional face-to-face setting for kindergarten to twelfth-grade education (Black, 2009; 

Liu et al., 2010). According to Russell (2004), virtual schools should encourage parental 

involvement because of the asynchronous nature of learning and the degree to which 

parental involvement is an important component of a child’s educational experience.  

With the exception of two virtual schools (Kiel eSchool in Wisconsin and Florida Virtual 

School), no other virtual schools track and account for parental involvement (Ferdig, 

2006). “To date, the amount of research evidence in refereed journal publications and 

papers from refereed conferences in the field of virtual schooling is limited” (DiPietro et 

al., 2008, p. 14).   

While parents’ involvement in their child’s online learning may seem 

commonplace, Black, Ferdig and DiPietro (2008) found that few virtual schools track 

parental involvement activities. According to Cavanaugh and colleagues’ (2009) 

national survey, 43 of the 81 responding virtual schools had policies in place regarding 

the frequency of the parent-instructor interactions and 13 schools were in the process of 

creating similar policies. The contact method for communication was typically not 

specified and only 26% of the policies addressed the need for synchronous interaction. 

Some research indicates that parents do not understand their role in their children’s 

online learning (Litke, 1998; Boulton, 2008; Murphy & Rodriguez-Manzanares, 2009). 

Litke (1998) encouraged parents to more fully understand their essential role in their 

child’s online learning.  
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Summary 

Recent research provides evidence of familial involvement and student success 

in traditional schools. In traditional schools and non-traditional forms of education, 

parental involvement is a key component of a child’s education (Bulkley & Fisler, 2003; 

Hoover-Dempsey, 2007). Although kindergarten to twelfth-grade online learning 

programs have evolved, there is limited published research on virtual schooling 

practices (Barbour & Reeves, 2009) to inform new policy and practice for online 

schools. This literature review provides a basis for determining communication patterns 

of teachers and the role of familial involvement in children enrolled in an online school. 
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Figure 2-1. Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler model of parental involvement revised (2005) 
reprinted with permission from the family-school partnership lab. Psychology 
and Human Development Department, Peabody College, Vanderbilt 
University. Retrieved from http://www.vanderbilt.edu/peabody/family-
school/model.html.  

http://www.vanderbilt.edu/peabody/family-school/model.html
http://www.vanderbilt.edu/peabody/family-school/model.html
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Figure 2-2. Adapted from Sanders & Epstein’s (1998) Overlapping spheres of influence. 
Sanders, M. G., & Epstein, J. L. (2000). The National Network of Partnership 
Schools: How research influences educational practice. Journal of Education 
for Students Placed At Risk, 5(61) p.3. 
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Figure 2-3. Florida Virtual School (FLVS) completion history  
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CHAPTER 3 
METHODOLOGY 

The research study surveyed online teachers regarding their communication 

patterns, mode of contact, and frequency with students’ parents. 

Research Design  

A survey instrument designed by Epstein and Salinas (1993) was adapted for 

this research study (Appendix A). The instrument was developed by The National 

Network of Partnership Schools (NNPS) at the Johns Hopkins University (Baltimore, 

Maryland). The School and Family Partnerships: Survey and Summary: The Survey of 

Teachers in Elementary and Middle Grades Questionnaire assesses the degree to 

which teachers view parent involvement as important. After receiving written permission 

(Appendix B) from NNPs, this portion of the instrument was used for this study and was 

adjusted for online teachers. According to NNPS, the scales and measures were used 

“by professors, graduate students, and school districts to study current partnership 

practices in schools and families, attitudes, interests and needed improvements in 

programs of family and community involvement and to explore related research 

questions” (National Network of Partnership Schools Website, 2013). The Grolnick, 

Benjet, Kurowski, and Apostleris (1997) model is based on the Survey of Teachers in 

Elementary and Middle Grades Questionnaire, adapted from Epstein and Salinas 

(1993). Groelnick et al. (1997) examined factors influencing parents’ involvement in their 

children’s schooling. According to Groelnick et al. (1997), Epstein and Salinas the 

Survey of Teachers in Elementary and Middle Grades Questionnaire model assesses 

the degree to which teachers view parent involvement as important. In addition, 
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Grolenick et al. (1997) used and adapted the Teacher Behavior Inventory to assess the 

frequency to which teachers solicit parent involvement in various ways.  

The researcher in this study obtained permission and used Joyce Epstein and 

Karen Clark Salinas’ School and Family Partnerships: Surveys and Summaries 

Questionnaires (SPSS) for Teachers, 1993 for this exploratory study. The survey 

questionnaires have been used by various researchers (Grolnick, Benjet, Kurowski, & 

Apostoleris, 1997; Brilliant, 2001) and were tested for reliability and validity (Epstein and 

Salinas, 1993). This exploratory study used the same two portions of the Epstein and 

Salinas survey instrument (Appendix C). The researcher used a focus group to test the 

adapted survey instrument for good fit. Therefore, it can be assumed that the survey 

instrument used in this study has face validity. When a survey’s (or test’s) purpose is 

clear, even to naïve respondents, the survey is said to have high face validity (Nevo, 

1995; Gay et al., 2009). 

Epstein, Salinas, and Horsey (1994) reported the reliability of the 1993 Teacher 

Attitude toward Parent Involvement Questionnaire. Reliabilities of the teacher and 

parent scale reported reliability in terms of internal consistency through use of 

Cronbach’s alpha due to numerous Likert-type items. The reliabilities ranged from 

modest (α= .44) to very high (α=.91), indicating usefulness for research purposes 

(Epstein & Salinas, 1994). The six items of the Ways Teacher Contact Families, on the 

Epstein and Salinas’ 1993 study showed a reliability of .70. According to the Epstein 

and Salinas (1993) report, items were coded from 0 to 100% of the 224 surveys 

returned. Results indicated a mean of 31.07, a standard deviation of 17.89, and a range 

of 2.50 to 81.67. Subsequently, to determine how the selected teachers contact their 
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students’ families, based on the reliability coefficient of their study, Epstein and Salinas’ 

(1993) survey was used.  

Epstein and Salinas’ (1993) instrument was revised by excluding questions. 

Because virtual school teachers live throughout the state of Florida and the course is 

online, the teacher’s ability to communicate with parents is different for traditional school 

teachers. For example, teacher home visits are a challenge if a teacher lives in a 

different county than the student. With the assistance of a focus group consisting of 

seven online, middle school, non-social-studies teachers, the instrument was adapted 

for online school teachers. According to Gay, Mills, and Airasian (2009), a questionnaire 

should be tested by respondents similar to those in the study. “Pilot testing the 

questionnaire provides information about instrument deficiencies as well as suggestions 

for improvement; omissions, unclear, or irrelevant information should be revised” 

(p.182). Middle-school language arts teachers were chosen for the focus group study, 

as the goal of the focus study was to verify the type of communication online teachers 

use, and to avoid studying the same respondents in the focus group and the final survey 

(Babbie, 1990) as eliminating email addresses for the final survey was not a possibility. 

According to Epstein (2014) contact method and frequency are not influenced by the 

subject taught. 

Preliminary responses helped to adapt the survey for online teachers. The 

refined teacher survey was then subjected to content review by a subject-matter expert. 

Through this process, the survey was made more appropriate for use with an online 

learning population. The revised survey consists of three sections: demographic, 
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communication type, and frequency of contact. Based on findings, the IRB protocol was 

revised to encompass a portion of the survey.  

Population 

The target population was middle-and high-school online social-studies teachers in 

the state of Florida for the 2012-2013 school year. The online school comprises 1150 

teachers living in the state of Florida and beyond. According to the FLVS website, all 

teachers possess a valid Florida certificate and are certified in the subject they teach: 

125 instructors are national board certified (Florida Virtual School, 2013). The online 

teachers are primarily Caucasian (82%, n=1057) women (84%, n=1073), with an 

average of 3 years online teaching experience. Advanced degrees are held by 50% of 

the teachers. 

Sample and Sampling Procedures 

The online school used for this study has established data infrastructures 

allowing access to the research manager who sends the survey to the teachers’ email 

addresses. Teachers were recruited from 154 full-time, online social studies, Grade 6 to 

12 teachers at FLVS. Teachers served students in the state of Florida in the 2012-2013 

school year.  

The Florida Virtual School (FLVS), founded in 1997, is an online educational 

program that uses the Internet to provide course instruction to kindergarten to twelfth-

grade students. Students log into classes, access lessons, and work on assignments 

and projects (Florida TaxWatch, 2007). In 2000, the Florida Legislature established 

FLVS as an independent entity with a governor-appointed board. The FLVS is the only 

public school that uses performance-based funding. Students set their own pace but 

must complete assignments to remain active in the course. Florida-certified teachers 
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are used and 1150 faculty members live in the state of Florida and beyond, including 

125 National Board Certified teachers. The FLVS is accredited by the Southern 

Association of Colleges and Schools and is NCAA approved (Florida Virtual School, 

2012). According to its website, FLVS served over 148,000 students in 303,329 half-

credit enrollments in the 2011-2012 school year. Enrollment is free and open to public, 

private, and homeschool students in the state of Florida.  

Full-time, online social-studies teachers were recruited to participate in the 

survey. Social studies were chosen because this subject area is not on the state 

assessment for the 2012-2013 school year. This opens the possibility of teacher 

communication for reasons other than content. Surveys were created in 

SurveyMonkey.com. Survey Monkey provides templates for developing of 

questionnaires using a variety of response strategies (multiple choice, rating scales, and 

drop down) and the survey can be administered online. According to Truell, Bartlett and 

Alexander (2002), several benefits of email-distributed surveys, include response rate, 

speed, and completeness. Internet-based surveys produce significantly higher levels of 

completeness. 

Procedure for Data Collection  

This research study falls under the scrutiny of the University of Florida Institutional 

Review Board (IRB). The Behavioral and Non-Medical IRB (IRB02), is responsible for 

reviewing and monitoring research with human subjects collected at the University. 

Before engaging participants in the study, a research proposal was approved by the 

University of Florida (Appendix C) and by the research review board at Florida Virtual 

School (Appendix D).  
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Data were collected using Survey Monkey (http://surveymonkey.com), a secure, 

web-based survey interface. Teachers were contacted by the research manager at the 

online school via email explaining the survey and inviting participation. This email briefly 

explained the study and offered teachers the opportunity to remove themselves from the 

survey. Seven days after the initial survey invitation, a subsequent reminder was sent to 

the teachers.  

Factor analysis was the primary statistical technique used for this study. “Factor 

analysis is used to discover patterns among the variations in values of several values of 

several variables, essentially through the generation of artificial dimensions (factors) 

that correlate highly with several real variables” (Babbie, 1990, p. 313). According to 

Gay et al. (1990), factor analysis determines how variables group together based on 

what they have in common. The independent variables are the teacher characteristics: 

age, gender, ethnic background, education level, total years teaching, years teaching 

online and level of teaching experience (middle or high school).  

For data analysis, R software was used; the analysis for each factor is presented 

in this chapter. Data were reviewed and coded, and descriptive statistics were 

generated for the entire data set and for the middle and high-school data sets. A factor 

analysis was completed, disaggregating the data by the number of times teachers 

communicated with families and by each of the categories identified. This process 

allowed the researcher to conduct analysis of these data to identify areas of focus for 

online school with regard to communication patterns between teachers and parents. An 

a priori multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was then performed to determine if 



 

58 

there is a significant statistical difference between contact behaviors. Multivariate 

analysis is the simultaneous examination of two or more variables (Babbie, 1990). 

The goal was to analyze communication patterns of online teachers with parents 

whose children attend an online school. The aim was not to generalize communication 

patterns of teachers, but to conduct an exploratory study in an online school district. A 

Likert-style survey was used. A Likert scale is an ordered scale from which respondents 

choose one option that aligns best with their view. Respondents are given a statement 

and are asked fixed answers (Babbie, 1990).  

Data were exported from Survey Monkey and organized and sorted using R 

Software to efficiently code and transform data for analysis. A statistical analysis 

procedure was used to analyze. For the middle-school survey, missing data accounted 

for as little as .036% of responses to a question and as many as 100% responses to a 

question. In the high-school survey, missing data accounted for as little as .085% of 

responses to a question and as many as 100% responses to a question.  

Precautions were taken to protect teachers’ privacy and identity. According to 

Steneck, 2004, before researching, a responsible researcher understands how data -

management issues relate to the responsible conduct of research. Key principles 

(Coulehan & Wells, 2000) instituted to ensure data protection and integrity are 

 Notice: The researcher obtained research approval from the online school and 
the online school has been notified about the purposes for which the data was 
collected, the data will not be used for any other purpose. The school may 
contact the University of Florida for any inquiries regarding the study.  

 Privacy: The researcher works to limit the collection of identifiable information 
related to the teachers including their name, phone number, address, or other 
identifiable information. 

 Data integrity: Precautions were taken to protect access to data. The researcher 
strictly followed the industry’s best practices to protect the computer system used 
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to create the survey and data integrity. According to the Survey Monkey website 
(2013), database servers are updated and backed up regularly and use of 
firewalls and intrusion detection software were used to monitor access.  

An acceptable response rate was determined: 98% for middle-school teachers and 50% 

for high-school teachers.   

Participants 

This study was conducted in one online school containing both middle and high 

school. Participants comprised 30 middle-school and 124 high-school online social-

studies teachers. Respondents were asked to provide demographic characteristic 

information including information related to gender, race, age, education level, number 

of years as a teacher and specifically, number of years as an online teacher. 

Participants reflect the population at the online school. The social-studies teachers are 

primarily Caucasian (93%) women (79%), with a mean of 9 years teaching experience, 

and an average of 4.5 years of online teaching experience. Advanced degrees are held 

by 40% of the participants (Figures 3-1 to 3-5). 

Method of Data Analysis 

After data sources were located, data were organized and disaggregated, and a 

thorough factor analysis was conducted. Data were coded and a correlational analysis 

was completed, disaggregating the data by the number of times teachers 

communicated with families and by each of the categories identified. This process 

allowed analysis of these data, to identify areas of focus for FLVS regarding 

communication patterns between teachers and parents.  

A multivariate ANOVA was used to explore the independent variables: age, 

gender, ethnic background, education level, total years teaching, years teaching online, 

and level of teaching experience (middle or high school). The MANOVA was used to 
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test for a link between any of the independent variables and any of the dependent 

variables: the amount of time spent contacting families and type of communication.  

Summary 

This chapter presented and explained the methodology used for this study as it 

related to the selected online school was to analyze teacher communication patterns 

with parents whose children attend a virtual school and to examine the frequency of 

teacher initiated contact with the families by exploring teacher communication patterns 

with parents whose children attend one online school. Results from the data analysis 

were discussed in Chapter 4. 
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Figure 3-1. Teachers’ gender  

 
 

 
 
Figure 3-2. Teachers’ race 
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Figure 3-3. Teachers’ age  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 3-4. Teachers’ education 
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Figure 3-5. Teachers’ teaching experience in years 
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CHAPTER 4 
RESULTS 

The purpose of this study was to analyze communication patterns of teachers 

with parents whose children attend a virtual school, to examine the frequency of 

teacher-initiated contact with the families, and to examine middle-school and high-

school social-studies teachers’ communication patterns, exploring an area of research 

that has not received adequate attention. This study explored online teachers’ verbal, 

written, and electronic communication patterns.  

Sample  

Middle-school and high-school, online social-studies teachers from the Florida 

Virtual School were chosen for this exploratory study. The Florida Virtual School (FLVS) 

employs 154 total social-studies teachers. All of them were contacted, via email, with a 

request to take part in the study. When used correctly, exploratory surveys can be 

useful either as independent research or more often, as the preliminary phase of a 

descriptive or explanatory study. Exploratory surveys can be used to become more 

familiar with a topic, to explore it, and to try out preliminary concepts about it 

(Pinsonneault, 1993).  

To expedite the contact and data collection, an online survey application, Survey 

Monkey, was used. The respondent population can be divided into two distinct groups: 

middle-school social-studies teachers and high-school social-studies teachers. The 

middle-school group consists of 30 teachers with a response rate of 98%. The high-

school group consisted of 124 teachers with a 50% response rate. The total response 

rate of those teachers participating in this study was 59% Of the 154 total social-studies 

teachers, 77 responded to the survey. Thus, the teacher response rate based on a 
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possible 154 responses was 59%. A response rate of at least 50% is generally 

considered adequate for analysis and reporting of survey data (Babbie, 1990).  

Research Question 1: What is the Relationship Between Teacher Characteristics 
and Communication Patterns? 

The sample of online social studies teachers was primarily Caucasian (93%); 

young, with a median age of 38; and primarily female (79%). Overall teaching 

experience was evenly distributed among the sample. The median number of years of 

experience was 7 and the mean was 9. Online teaching experience was fairly evenly 

distributed for experienced online teachers, with an additional large contingent of first-

and second-year online teachers. 

Results showed teacher characteristics do not influence communication patterns, 

overall, except for the number of years teaching online. The MANOVA showed years 

teaching online were a better predictor than teacher age. Each year of experience 

teaching online adds 2.2 percentage points (p-value=.0043) to the number of families 

contacted (Table 4-1). From the data, we can conclude that a tenth-year online teacher 

will send 10% more letters to families than a fifth-year teacher will. Over time, behaviors 

change: teachers tend to communicate less with text and less with video. This could be 

a result of teachers being older. Main determinants of behavior were grade level 

(middle-versus high-school) and years of online teaching experience. In general, race, 

gender, and education level did not influence contact behavior.  

Research Question 2: What Are the Communication Patterns of Online Middle-
School and High-School Social-Studies Teachers?  

Middle-school teachers 

The middle-school teachers consisted of 30 individuals:  29 chose to participate 

and 28 submitted viable surveys. The middle-school social studies-teachers were 
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primarily Caucasian (82%); young, with a median age of 39; and primarily female (71%). 

Overall teaching experience was evenly distributed among the sample. The median 

number of years of experience was 7 and the mean was 7.6. Online teaching 

experience was fairly evenly distributed for experienced online teachers, with an 

additional large contingent of first- and second-year online teachers. 

Middle-school teachers spent more than 13 hours per week contacting parents 

(Figure 4-1). Most (68 %, n=20) did not contact families using letters; only 4 teachers 

(14%) contacted families by letter. Roughly half (n=13) contacted families by email. 

Most (62%, n=18) middle-school teachers contacted 25 to 75% of families by text 

message. Most (68%, n=20) contacted at least half of their student families by email. 

Patterns were similar for phone conversations: 82% (n=24) contacted all families by 

phone and 89% (n=26) contacted at least half of families by phone. Contact by 

scheduled call was evenly distributed with 55% of teachers (n=16) contacting families. 

The rarest contact method was video: 58% of teachers (n=17) contacted 10% or fewer 

families via video. 

There is a strong relationship between prevalence of contact by phone versus 

email (r=0.76). Contact by letter had no significant relationship with any other contact 

type, indicating that the use of letters is not likely a substitute for other forms of 

communication. Data analysis paired communication patterns: email and phone; phone 

and text; text and email; and scheduled calls and texts and emails and showed no 

significant difference in patterns teachers used to communicate with parents. For 

example, teachers used email at relatively same frequency as phone.  
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High-school teachers 

High-school teachers in the sample consisted of 124 individuals, 62 of whom 

responded to the survey. Of the responses, 15 were incomplete; so 47 surveys were 

viable. High-school teachers were primarily female (83%); Caucasian (100%); and 

young, with a median age of 37. The median number of years of experience was 8 and 

the mean was 9.9. Online teaching experience was fairly evenly distributed.  

Like the middle-school teachers, most high-school teachers spent more than 11 

hours per week contacting parents (Figure 4-2). Most (82%, n=38) did not contact 

families using letters; only 4 teachers (13%) said they contacted families by letter. About 

half, 47% (n=22), contacted families by email; and 79% (n=37) contacted at least half of 

their student families by email. Patterns were similar for phone conversations: 91% 

(n=43) contacted all families by phone and 77% (n=36) contacted at least half of 

families by phone. Contact by scheduled call was evenly distributed, with a mean of 

49% of teachers (n=23) contacting families. As for the middle-school teachers, the 

rarest contact method was video: 49% of teachers (n=23) contacted 5% or fewer 

families via video. 

There is a strong relationship between prevalence of contact by phone versus 

email (r=0.74). As with the middle-school teachers, contact by letter had no significant 

relationship with any other contact type, indicating that the use of letters is not likely a 

substitute for other forms of communication. Data analysis paired communication 

patterns: email and phone; phone and text; text and email; and scheduled calls and 

texts and emails and showed no significant difference in patterns teachers used to 

communicate with parents. For example, teachers used text at relatively same 

frequency as phone.  
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Middle-school teachers are more likely to use letters, scheduled phone calls, and 

video conferences; and tend to spend an extra hour-and-a-half contacting students’ 

families compared to high-school teachers (Figure 4-3). Middle-school teachers are less 

inclined than high-school teachers to use text messages.  

Research Question 3: How Often Do Teachers Communicate with Families in an 
online school?  

An initial model using all of the independent variables found only years of online 

teaching experience in the online school to be significant. Most (68%) spent more than 

12 hours per week contacting families in the online school.  

On average, teachers spent more than 12 hours per week contacting families at 

the online school. Most (77%, n=58) did not contact families using letters: only 13 

teachers (17%) contacted families by letter. Nearly all (96%, n=72) contacted families by 

email; 75% (n=56) contacted at least half of their students’ families by email. Patterns 

were similar for phone conversations: 93% (n=70) contacted all families by phone. 

Contact by scheduled call was evenly distributed, with a mean of 51% (n=38) of 

teachers contacting families. The rarest contact mode was video: 49% of teachers 

(n=37) contacted 5% or fewer families via video. 

There is a strong relationship between prevalence of contact by phone versus 

email (r=0.75). Contact by letter had no significant relationship with any other contact 

type, indicating that the use of letters is not likely a substitute for other forms of 

communication. There was also a positive correlation (r=0.1978) between years of 

online teaching experience and the number of hours spent contacting families (Table 4-

1). 
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The data show that teachers contact 3% more families by email for each 

additional year of experience. A teacher with 5 years of online experience would contact 

6% more families by email than a teacher with 3 years of online experience school. 

Data analysis paired communication patterns: email and phone; phone and text; text 

and email; and scheduled calls and texts and emails and data analysis showed no 

significant difference in patterns teachers used to communicate with parents. For 

example, teachers used email at relatively same frequency as phone.  

 This study used a linear model, not a logistic model. A technical error in the 

survey for online high-school teachers’ hours contacting families read “12 or more 

hours” instead of the range given in the online middle-school teachers’ hours contacting 

families (“12-15 hours” and “15 or more hours”). Therefore, I combined them into a 

single group. This should not have a significant impact on the findings. 

Summary of Findings 

The research questions sought to explore the following:  

 What is the relationship between teacher characteristics and communication 
patterns?  

 What are the communication patterns of online middle-school and high-school 
social-studies teachers?  

 How often do teachers communicate with families in an online school? 

Outcomes provide evidence that teacher communication occurs frequently each 

week. Findings suggest teachers use various modes of communication with phone, 

email, and text preferred. Results also show that the Epstein and Salinas (1993) 

assessment, adapted for this study, elicited internally reliable results. These results 

were applied to three research questions to provide a basis for analyzing teacher 

communication patterns with parents whose children attend an online school. Analysis 
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of these data showed several areas that should be addressed, as recommendations to 

the district (Chapter 5). 
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Figure 4-1. Middle-school teachers’ hours per week contacting families in the online 
school  
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Figure 4-2. High-school teachers’ hours per week contacting families in the online 

school  
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Figure 4-3. Contact Method and Percentage of families contacted by online teachers  
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Table 4-1. Regression coefficients and p-values: how number years of online teaching 
experience in middle-and high-school impact contact behavior 

Letter Email Phone Text Call Video 
Hours 
online 

p-
value 

-1.178 58.488 60.7008 69.052 42.343 10.7358 10.7821   

9.7008 -2.1299 10.6055 -18.49 6.6436 3.831 1.527 0.0007 

2.2992 3.1119 2.7661 -0.724 0.5685 -0.6984 0.1914 0.0043 
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CHAPTER 5 
DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS  

Introductory Remarks 

In an effort to analyze communication patterns of online teachers, an online 

survey was adapted from research by Epstein and Salinas (1993), sampling middle-

school and high-school social studies teachers from an online school in the 

Southeastern United States. Researchers have neglected to give proper attention to 

parental involvement in virtual schooling (Liu et al., 2010). With the exception of two 

virtual schools, (Kiel eSchool in Wisconsin and Florida Virtual School), no other virtual 

schools track and account for parental involvement (Ferdig, 2006; Watson et al., 2013).  

A better understanding of factors and strategies of successful kindergarten 

through twelfth-grade online educators is crucial (Yang & Cornelious, 2005). Parental 

involvement is seen as a significant factor in other non-traditional forms of education, 

including charter schools and home schooling (Green & Hoover-Dempsey, 2007; 

Bulkley & Fisler, 2003). There is reason to suspect family involvement plays an equal, if 

not more important role, in student achievement in online learning (Russell, 2004). 

Considering that teacher communication involves parents in the student’s learning, one 

can reasonably assume that teacher communication can impact parent involvement. To 

explore this concept, data were collected from a sample of online social-studies 

teachers. Responses were analyzed and a factor analysis was performed. Statistical 

analysis procedures were used to interpret the data.  

This chapter discusses outcomes and reviews implications associated with three 

research questions providing foundation for this study. This study sought to analyze 

teacher communication patterns with parents whose children attend a virtual school; to 
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examine the frequency of teacher-initiated contact with families; and examine to 

patterns of middle-school and high-school social-studies teachers’ communication. This 

chapter also discusses limitations, and recommendations based on results of this study. 

Discussion 

Research Question 1: What is the relationship between teacher characteristics 
and communication patterns?  

Some studies report teachers' age, teaching experience, and gender are some 

factors that affect communication. These factors have been examined by Egbert, 

Paulus & Nakamichi, (2002); Teo, (2008); Todman, (2000); Yaghi, (2001). These 

studies have found different results. For example, two contrasted results are reported in 

the studies about the impact of teachers' gender on communication. The first one (2002) 

found that teachers' gender affects the communication, but the second one (2008) 

found that teacher gender had no effect. The results of this study support the Teo 

findings; gender had no effect on communication. Furthermore, this study revealed 

teachers’ age, ethnic background, education level, total years teaching, and level of 

teaching experience (middle or high school) had no impact on communication. 

The online social studies teachers in this study were primarily Caucasian (93%); 

young, with a median age of 38; and primarily female (79%). Overall teaching 

experience was evenly distributed among the sample. The median number of years of 

experience was 7 and the mean was 9. The number of years as an online teacher was 

4.5 years. The results related to research question one, which seeks to determine the 

relationship between teacher characteristics and communication patterns, found only 

the number of years teaching online  was the only the teacher characteristic that 

influences communication patterns. Data reveal for each year of online teaching 
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experience online adds 2.2 percentage points (p-value=.0043) to the number of families 

contacted.  

The data show that teachers contact 3% more families by email for each 

additional year of online teaching experience. Therefore, it can be assumed, a teacher 

with 5 years of online experience would contact 6% more families by email than a 

teacher with 3 years of online experience.  

Research Question 2: What are the communication patterns of online middle-
school and high-school social-studies teachers?  

The researcher conducted a focus study and from the results, reframed the 

Epstein and Salinas (1993) survey (given to traditional school teachers) to better match 

communication styles of online teachers. The identified modes of communication for 

online teachers in this study were phone calls, text messages, email messages, letters, 

and video conferencing. These communication patterns foster communication between 

the online school, teacher, and the students’ families. The increased communication 

between the online teacher and the parent could lead to improved student 

understanding (Watson et al., 2013). Frequent two-way communication between 

teacher and parents it is essential to students’ success (Adams & Christenson, 2000). 

To do so, it is necessary to establish a foundation for online teachers’ communication 

patterns. Question two sought to do this by examining the online middle-school and 

high-school social studies teachers’ communication patterns.  

Data provide evidence that teachers use email, phone, and text messages most 

frequently. For the middle-school teachers: most (68 %, n=20) did not contact families 

using letters; only 4 teachers (14%) contacted families by letter. Roughly half (n=13) 

contacted families by email. Most (62%, n=18) middle-school teachers contacted 25 to 
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75% of families by text message and contacted at least half of their student families by 

email (68%, n=20). Patterns were similar for phone conversations: 82% (n=24) 

contacted all families by phone and 89% (n=26) contacted at least half of families by 

phone. Contact by scheduled call was evenly distributed with 55% of teachers (n=16) 

contacting families. The rarest contact method was video: 58% of teachers (n=17) 

contacted 10% or fewer families via video. 

The patterns for contacting parents are similar for the high-school teachers. Most 

(82%, n=38) did not contact families using letters; only 4 teachers (13%) said they 

contacted families by letter. About half, 47% (n=22), contacted families by email; and 

79% (n=37) contacted at least half of their student families by email. Patterns were 

similar for phone conversations: 91% (n=43) contacted all families by phone and 77% 

(n=36) contacted at least half of families by phone. Contact by scheduled call was 

evenly distributed, with a mean of 49% of teachers (n=23) contacting families. As for the 

middle-school teachers, the rarest contact method was video: 49% of teachers (n=23) 

contacted 5% or fewer families via video. 

There is a strong relationship between prevalence of contact by phone versus 

email (r=0.74). As with the middle-school teachers, contact by letter had no significant 

relationship with any other contact type, indicating that the use of letters is not likely a 

substitute for other forms of communication. Data analysis paired communication 

patterns: email and phone; phone and text; text and email; and scheduled calls and 

texts and emails and showed no significant difference in patterns teachers used to 

communicate with parents. For example, teachers used text at relatively same 

frequency as phone.  
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Middle-school teachers are more likely to use letters, scheduled phone calls, and 

video conferences; and tend to spend an extra hour-and-a-half contacting students’ 

families compared to high-school teachers. Middle-school teachers are less inclined 

than high-school teachers to use text messages.   

The iNCAOL study (2009) identified highly effective online teachers as those who 

used “highly facilitated interaction.” According to Cavanaugh, and colleagues (2009) 

highly facilitated interaction implies the use of emails, frequent phone conversations, 

and the use of collaborative tools such as threaded discussions and synchronous chats. 

In addition, highly effective online teachers use a disciplined approach to keep the lines 

of communication open as part of the daily routine. As mentioned previously, data 

provide evidence that teachers use email, phone, and text messages most frequently. 

Teachers who have highly facilitated interactions are related to increased student 

success shown in previous studies (Kortering & Braziel, 1999; Rice, et al., 2008; 

Repetto, et al., 2010).  

Research Question 3: How often do teachers communicate with families in an 
online school? 

The results for research question three seek to reveal the frequency of 

communication. Data reveal middle-school teachers spent more than 13 hours per week 

contacting parents; like the middle-school teachers, most high-school teachers spent 

more than 11 hours per week contacting parents. Based on a 40-hour work week, these 

teachers spent 30% of their time contacting parents.   

Several studies suggest greater familial involvement in a student’s education can 

increase homework habits; facilitate a positive attitude toward school; and thereby 

maintain a positive attendance record which will enhance student achievement 
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(Fehrmann, Keith, Reimes, 1987; Lareau, 1987; Stevenson & Baker, 1987; and Darsch, 

Miao, & Shippen, 2004). Findings of this study indicate that online social studies 

teachers communicate with parents 11 (or more) hours per week in the form of written, 

verbal, and online communication. Data revealed teachers from this research study 

connect school and home as evidenced by the various modes and frequency of contact.  

Florida State Statute Title XLV §100.20 K-12 Student and Parent Rights states 

parents of public school students must receive accurate and timely information 

regarding their child’s academic progress (The Florida Legislature, 2014). Florida Virtual 

School Student Handbook (2013) states the student and parent will receive a minimum 

of one monthly telephone call from the teacher. In addition, each call, email, and text 

message will be returned within 24 hours. Thus, it can be assumed teachers are 

seeking to involve parents in timely manner regarding their child’s academic progress. 

Implications  

Findings of this study indicate only the amount of years teaching online impacts 

communication patterns. Therefore, the results can assist instructional staffing 

specialists and educational leaders in retention and school leaders develop professional 

development opportunities. The results of this study also have implications for teacher 

preparation and pre-service programs. The results of this study also have hiring 

implications, assessing teachers’ ability and experience with communicating with 

parents. Staffing specialists would need to be better trained to select résumés for 

potentially highly qualified teachers. In addition, the interviewers would need to be 

trained to utilize questions designed to elicit responses finding teachers who are a good 

organizational fit.  
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According to Baum, (2000) teacher educators stress the importance of 

appropriate communication between teacher and family, but seldom teach students the 

skills needed to be successful communicators. Since many pre-service teachers do not 

have children, they are lacking in empathic communication (Baum, 2000). The results of 

this study reveal pre-service teacher programs must prepare teachers to communicate 

effectively with parents. 

The results of this study reveal online teachers’ promote parental involvement by 

utilizing synchronistic and asynchronistic communication types (email, phone, text) with 

parents but the parent-preferred method is unknown. Future research should assess 

parental preference in communication. This analysis is particularly important for 

teachers to ensure the communication types they are using are congruent with parents.   

The results of this study can assist educational leaders in developing 

professional learning opportunities for teachers on the following: 1. How to effectively 

communicate and build meaningful connections with students and their families. 2. 

Effective practices for engaging in purposeful, two-way communications with parents 

and students. These learning opportunities can equip teachers with tools to effectively 

communicate their message. In addition, educational leaders can conduct a needs 

assessment with the parents to better train teachers on parents’ preferred modes of 

communication.  

Online teachers communicate with parents, according to this study, 30% of their 

work week. In addition, teachers are expected to provide personalized feedback on 

every student’s assignment, within 24-48 hours, teach synchronous lessons each week, 

provided one-on-one instruction to students, and are paid for 40 hours. Teachers are 
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also expected to reply to emails, calls, and text messages within 24 hours, 7 days a 

week. The amount of work coupled with the current pay, have the potential to lead to 

teacher burn-out and the inability to retain well-trained teachers.  

The results of this study can assist policy makers in developing higher pay and 

bonus structure for online teachers. Policy makers should be cognizant of the amount of 

work and implement higher pay for teachers and provide bonus structure to those 

teachers who are spending more time with parents and demonstrating the value for 

student achievement. Senate Bill 1514 (2013) changed the funding structure for all 

schools, traditional and virtual, including FLVS. With the passage of SB1514, students 

can no longer generate more than one full-time equivalent (FTE); instead, a student’s 

FTE is distributed proportionally by the department of education (DOE) to each district 

(FLVS is considered a district) for as many courses as the student takes (Florida 

Department of Education, 2013). When a student chooses an online course, and does 

not complete the course, the district does not get paid. The teacher could spend up to 

18 weeks with the student. Therefore, it is recommended policymakers investigate the 

amount of time teachers spend communicating with parents about student performance 

and if this provides an additional amount of workload for teachers. Based upon the 

results of this study and the amount of time teachers communicate with parents 

changes the FTE as teachers are spending 30% more of their time communicating with 

parents. Policy makers could investigate the amount of time teachers spend 

communicating with parents about student performance and if this provides an 

additional amount of workload for teachers.  
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Limitations  

Few studies focus on teacher communication patterns in one online learning 

school. Therefore, this research is an exploratory, case study, the first limitation of this 

study. Case studies aim at the understanding of a single idiosyncratic case (Babbie, 

2009). Past research in online learning focused on student characteristics, student 

achievement, and predictive measures for student success in online environments 

(Hara, 1998; Singh, et al., 1995; Keith, et al., 1993; Parcel & Dufur, 2001; Henderson, 

2002; Van Voorhis, 2003; Cavanaugh et al., 2004; Hong & Ho, 2005; Irvine, 2005; 

Black, 2009, Topor, et al., 2010). There has been limited research on online teacher 

communication patterns. Additionally, few studies look at teacher characteristics and 

teacher communication with parents or students.  

This study was designed to analyze teacher communication patterns of online 

teachers with parents whose children attend an online school. Scant literature exists on 

online learning and this is one of the study’s most important limitations as the 

researcher did not include other subjects. Given recent research on STEM (science, 

technology, engineering, and mathematics) areas, teacher communication patterns and 

STEM may be valuable in enhancing communication and achievement in this area.  

A third limitation of this research study is that it did not investigate teacher quality 

and other characteristics pertaining to subject matter. Another limitation within this study 

is teacher quality and the impact of other characteristics on communication patterns 

(ethnicity, preparation programs, etc.).  

In addition, parents were not surveyed in this study and could aid in an online 

school’s understanding of parents’ preferred method of communication. Parents can 

provide their perspective of the communication patterns and discern if the 
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communication method teachers are using matches the communication method 

preferred by the family. Virtual school administrators need to question whether teachers 

are receiving adequate professional learning related to the importance of parental 

communication and involvement. 

In this study reliability was based on previous study by Epstein and Salinas 

however, the researcher did not conduct reliability for this population could be another 

limitation for this study. The researcher used a focus group to test the instrument for 

good fit (Gay, et al., 2009). Given the previous research (Brilliant, 2001; Grolnick, 

Benjet, Kurowski, & Apostoleris, 1997) the validity of adaptive survey was based on 

previous research by Epstein and Salinas, 1993. When a survey’s (or test) purpose is 

clear, even to the naïve respondents, the survey is said to have high face validity (Nevo, 

1995; Gay et al., 2009). Altering a test may suggest an impact on reliability. The 

author’s survey is assumed reliable and valid based on previous research by Grolnick, 

Benjet, Kurowski, & Apostoleris, 1997and Brilliant, 2001. However, it is important to 

note that altering the items of an established instrument has the potential of 

impacting/affecting the established reliability and validity. This survey was altered and 

was consider minor, so reliability would not be impacted.  

In addition, this study was conducted with online teachers from one online school 

in Southeast Florida regarding their verbal, written and electronic communication 

patterns with parents. Specifically, teachers were asked about their frequency of text 

messages, calling parents, scheduled calls with parents, email messages, letters and 

video conferencing. Nevertheless, there may be other contact methods not asked on 

the survey (such as social media). Finally, teachers were surveyed in December 2013 
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and asked to report on their communication patterns in the 2011-2012 school year. 

Timing and administering of surveys have potential to impact responses and reliability 

Babbie, 2009); data are as accurate as the teachers’ memory recalls.  

Recommendations 

Several recommendations for teachers, parents, leadership, and policy can be 

drawn from the outcomes associated with the three research questions. These 

recommendations provide a roadmap for future investigation into the characteristics of 

teacher communication patterns with parents in an online school and, at times, for all 

types of schools.  

     It is recommended that teachers use various methods of communication to reach 

parents. When speaking with parents for the first “welcome call,” teachers should verify 

parents’ preferred communication method. Further research that is recommended that 

engage teachers in ongoing professional learning opportunities where they learn how to 

utilize preferred communication patterns desired by parents to make better connections 

between home and school.  

It is recommended that school leaders and teachers familiarize parents, whose 

children attend online schools, with the Student Handbook at the online school. Parents 

may find comfort in knowing the teacher will call at least once a month, per the Student 

Handbook (2013-2014) and the teacher’s contracted expectation. Parents will not need 

to walk into a large, complex building for their child’s online education and those parents 

who have special needs, such as needing large type font, may find comfort in the 

accommodations (the written communication font may be easily adjusted). Parents can 

maximize time spent with their child’s teacher sharing strategies that work at home with 
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their child, their child’s learning preference, and be a willing partner to ensure academic 

success.  

It is recommended that educational leaders develop education program efforts to 

assist parents’ better understanding of the triad relationship (parent, teacher, and 

student) and its impact on student success, in all learning environments. This assertion 

is further supported by Cavanaugh (2009) whose research indicates a parent of an 

online student is an additional support to the student. It is also recommended that 

educational leaders address possible teacher-to-teacher coaching that enhances 

teachers’ ability to effectively communicate.  

As some virtual schools have rolling admissions (students may enter the online 

learning environment any day of the year), it is recommended that educational leaders 

host the parent education programs regularly to ensure equity among families. The 

establishment of best practices for virtual communications is essential due to the rapid 

growth of virtual programs. Without uniform standards for communications and other 

aspects of educational effectiveness, virtual schools will not be able to conform to the 

expectations that parents and school administrators have established (U.S. Department 

of Education, 2008; Ferdig, Cavanaugh, DiPietro, Black, & Dawson, 2009).  
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Recommendations for Future Research 

This study points to the need for further research on the variables that impact 

parental involvement at the secondary level. Future research should include 

 Virtual schools have the opportunity to enhance the entire educational field in the 
incorporation and adoption of specific, methodologically sound standards for the 
evaluation of family involvement. A comprehensive understanding of the impact 
of the family, communicated effectively to policymakers could have a tremendous 
impact on future virtual school funding. A longitudinal assessment of parental 
involvement and the success of their child at a virtual school should be initiated. 
This assessment should not be limited just to survey data, as qualitative data is 
necessary to build a comprehensive understanding of the parent, or families, role 
in the student’s life. Many online schools, specifically the online school used in 
this study, are part-time programs where students choose to enroll and take 
courses as needed/desired. With the rolling admission, student data is not easily 
tracked. When online schools are given access to state and district level 
databases, online teachers will have a well-rounded understanding of the 
students and the holistic ability to monitor student growth. 

 This study used one online school, whose 154 social-studies teachers had a 
mean of 5 years teaching experience and an average of 4.5 years online 
teaching experience. To broaden the sample size and increase generalizability, 
future researchers might use all teachers at one online school or choose all 
social studies teachers at several online schools and focus on the importance of 
teacher communication and student success.   

 A study on the degree to which parents whose children attend online school 
understand their role in their child’s online learning. A study on how parents 
perceive their role in online school versus traditional parental perceptions in brick 
and mortar school. Litke (1998) said “parents need to more fully understand their 
essential role in their child’s online learning.” This study focused on teacher 
communication patterns and surveyed online teachers. Therefore it is unknown 
whether parents understand their role in online school.  

 An analysis of the parents’ view of the teacher communication patterns. In this 
study of online teachers, the teachers communicated with parents by phone, text 
and email, but whether  these methods are the preferred methods of parents 
(text message, phone call, email, video conference, scheduled call) is the subject 
to further investigation. 

 Future research is needed on an investigation of the relationship between online 
teaching experience and the frequency modes of contact by the teacher. In this 
study, teachers tended to use email, phone, and text to contact parents. Other 
communication methods might have more of an impact on student learning which 
were not investigated in this study.    
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 An investigation of the relationship between teacher communication with parents 
and student achievement. Previous studies have indicated children whose 
parents are involved in their education demonstrate higher gains in academic 
achievement, have more favorable attitudes toward school, and have homework 
habits better than those whose parents are not involved (Epstein, 1985; Baum & 
Murray-Schwartz, 2004). However, this study was not specific to student 
achievement; therefore, it is worth investigating whether teacher communication 
contributes to student achievement in online or traditional schools.  

 Research indicates that teacher-parent communication is one of the most 
significant components of student learning.  However, research is needed on 
teacher preparation program that addresses parent-teacher communication.   

 A study on teacher quality and characteristics and the impact both would have on 
engaging parents in communication, both in an online setting or in a traditional 
brick and mortar school setting. Although, teacher quality and characteristics 
were not the focus of this study there is some evidence that these factors would 
be helpful for future research. Therefore it is unknown whether certain teacher 
qualities and characteristics disproportionately affected the frequency of contact.  

  
Summary 

This research study represents an analysis of online teacher communication 

patterns in online learning environment. Online schools are a more widely adopted 

option for today’s generation of learners. While online learning at the kindergarten to 

twelfth-grade level has grown in popularity, research-based investigations into teacher 

communication patterns with parents whose children attend an online school are limited.  

Virtual schools have the opportunity to enhance the entire educational field in 

incorporating and adopting specific, methodologically sound standards for evaluating 

family involvement. This dissertation focused on the communication patterns (mode and 

frequency) of online teachers as a foundation for future researchers who can work and 

build a body of evidence that affirming teacher communication, parental involvement, 

and student success in online learning and virtual schools. The communication between 
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a teacher and a parent is a key factor in learning for all children regardless of social 

class, living conditions, or physical location. 
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