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Parent Involvement in 
Kindergarten and 3rd Grade Education: What Former 

Participants in Early Childhood Family Education 
(ECFE) and Other Parents Report 

 
2003 Special Study—Executive Summary1 

 
The Federal No Child Left Behind Act requires school districts2 to implement programs 

and procedures for the involvement of parents. In discussions about public school reform, 
questions are abundant about the roles of parents in student learning and school productivity. 
Policy makers and educators are looking for strategies that use parent involvement to strengthen 
children’s education. 
 
Objectives & Overview 

One purpose of this study is to understand what parents report they do to support their 
children’s learning in the early years of elementary school. Another purpose is to determine 
whether former participants in district Early Childhood Family Education (ECFE) report 
different levels of involvement than non-participants. The primary intended users of this study 
are the staff responsible for ECFE in the participating districts. The study’s findings serve to 
assist discussion among district educators about the roles parents play in children’s learning and 
academic achievement. The findings also highlight policy and practice opportunities.  
 

Districts participating in this study include Anoka-Hennepin, St. Paul, Eden Prairie, 
Forest Lake, Hopkins, Robbinsdale, Chisago Lakes, Hermantown-Proctor, Jackson County 
Central, Mankato, North Branch, Shakopee, and St. Francis. The districts involved in the study 
and the Minnesota Department of Education funded the study. 
 
Approach 

This study’s findings and conclusions are based on two sources of information. The first 
source draws from a review of the research related to parent involvement in children’s learning. 
The second source draws from a survey completed by 2,276 parents. The research review looks 
at definitions of parent involvement, explores the relationships between parent involvement and 
children’s academic achievement, and then focuses on what schools can do to encourage and 
improve parent involvement.  
 

The parent survey sought parents’ responses on what they do to support children’s 
learning. The definition of parent involvement includes two parts: parent involvement at home 
and parent involvement with school.  

 
 
Parent involvement at home includes four areas:  

• Parent interaction with their child focused on school and learning 

 
1 Prepared by Marsha R. Mueller, principal investigator for the 2003 Special Study, Parent Involvement in 
Kindergarten and 3rd Grade Education: What Former Participants in Early Childhood Family Education (ECFE) and 
Other Parents Report. 
2 Those districts receiving Title I, Part A funds. 



• Parent efforts to structure the home environment  
• Parent knowledge of child and child development  
• Parent problem solving supports and information seeking strategies   

 
Parent involvement with school includes three areas:  

• Parent initiated communication with school 
• Parent participation in school sponsored activities 
• Parent volunteer contributions at school 

 
Parents were randomly selected from two types of lists submitted by the school districts 

participating in the study. The first list included former ECFE participants who participated one 
or more years in ECFE and whose children were born between September 1, 1996 and August 
31, 1997 (kindergarten students) or between September 1, 1993 and August 31, 1994 (3rd grade 
students). The second list included all children enrolled in district kindergarten and third grade 
classes in the fall of 2002. The adjusted overall response rate was 68%. The response rates for 
former ECFE participants were 76% for kindergarten parents and 74% for 3rd grade parents. The 
response rates for other parents were 62% for kindergarten parents and 63% for 3rd grade parents. 
 

What We Learned From the Research Literature 
 
Parent Involvement and Children’s Achievement 

There is growing evidence of positive relationships between parent involvement and 
child success in school. Much of what happens in the home environment, as well as parent 
attitudes and parenting style, affects school achievement. Parent behaviors such as volunteering 
in school and attending school events and conferences are associated with children’s higher 
competence and self-control, higher reading scores on standardized tests, lower rates of grade 
retention, and fewer years in special education. 
 

Many studies show associations between background characteristics of parents (for 
example, education level, economic status, marital status, and ethnicity) and children’s academic 
achievement.  Despite socioeconomic related variation in academic success, studies also show 
that parents from different cultural and economic backgrounds have similar attitudes toward the 
value of education. Education is regarded highly. Parents, however, also have diverse ways in 
which they become involved in their children’s learning.  
 
Supporting Parent Involvement 

Another strand of research focuses on understanding what schools and teachers do to 
support parent involvement. Encouraging effective parent involvement depends upon 
understanding the diverse nature of parents and having teachers who have positive attitudes 
toward involving parents. Communication between home and school is a key strategy for 
encouraging and supporting parent involvement. The most successful practices are those focused 
on encouraging and expecting all parents to become involved rather than targeting efforts to a 
few select families. Teachers who examine their assumptions, resist labeling parents based on 
socioeconomic or cultural factors, and have high expectations for all parents are likely to have 
classrooms with high levels of parent, teacher, and student involvement. 
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Parent Involvement and School Reform 

A recently published study of elementary school reform in Chicago Public Schools 
explores the connection between the desired outcomes of school reform (improvements in school 
productivity and student achievement) and the quality of relationships between adults in a school 
(parents, teachers and principals).3  The researchers theorized, and subsequently found, that high 
levels of social trust are necessary for the “sustained adult efforts” needed to make improvements 
in teaching and school organizations in ways that ultimately lead to gains in student 
achievement. Bryk and Schneider found that elementary schools with strong levels of trust at the 
outset of reforms in the 1990’s had a 3.5 times greater likelihood of making significant 
improvements in math and reading than those with weak relationships. 
 
 

2003 Special Study—What We Learned About Parents’ 
Involvement in Children’s Learning 

 
The analysis of the survey data included two parts. The first part involved the 

construction of parent involvement scores to ascertain whether statistical differences existed in 
study group responses. Two scores were created: Score I—Parent Involvement at Home and 
Score II—Parent Involvement with School. Score I included four sub-scores, one each for parent 
interaction with their child focused on school and learning, parent efforts to structure the home 
environment, parent knowledge of child and child development, and parent problem solving 
supports and information seeking strategies. Score II included three sub-scores, one each for 
parent initiated communication with their child’s teacher/school, parent participation in school 
activities, and parent volunteer contributions. Group means (average scores) were compared 
using a 2-tailed t-test to determine whether former ECFE participant average scores were 
statistically different from other parent average scores at or beyond the .05 level.  
 

The second part of the analysis examined response patterns to understand practical 
similarities and differences among study groups.  
 
Statistically Significant Differences in Parent Involvement Scores 
 

• Former ECFE participants had significantly higher total scores than other parents on 
parent involvement at home and parent involvement with school for both kindergarten 
and 3rd grade respondent groups.  

 
• Former ECFE participants had significantly higher sub-scores than other parents on 5 out 

of 7 sub-scores for both kindergarten and 3rd grade parent groups. There were significant 
differences between group means of former ECFE participants and other parents for the 
following sub-scores: parent interaction with their child focused on school and learning, 
parent problem solving supports and information seeking strategies, parent initiated 
communication, parent participation in school sponsored activities, and parent volunteer 
contributions. 

 

 
3 Bryk, A. and Schneider, B. (2002). Trust in Schools, A Core Resource for Improvement. New York: Russell Sage 
Foundation. 



• There were no statistically significant differences between group means of former ECFE 
participants and other parents for two sub-scores: parent’s efforts to structure the home 
environment and parent knowledge of child and child development. 

 
Practical & Significant Differences Between Study Groups 
 

• At home, a higher percentage of former ECFE participants reported reading or telling 
stories with their child nearly every day and regularly visiting the library with their child. 
In addition, a higher percentage of former ECFE participants than other parents reported 
the use of social supports for problem solving and information seeking. Examples of 
these activities include talking to people they perceived as knowledgeable about 
parenting, talking to a friend or neighbor, or talking to parents of other children in their 
child’s class or activities. In addition, ECFE parents were more likely to report that they 
talk regularly with other parents of children in kindergarten and 3rd grade. 

 
• With their child’s school, former ECFE participants report more frequent communication 

with their child’s teacher. A higher percentage of former ECFE participants report 
visiting or observing in their child’s classroom during the school day, attending meetings 
at school, and volunteering at school than other parents. 

 
 
Practical Similarities Between Study Groups—What Most Parents Report 
 

Despite differences, important positive patterns of parent involvement were reported by both 
former ECFE participants and other parents: 
 

• Three-fourths or more of all survey respondents reported involvement at home and with 
school in ways that are generally accepted as basic and supportive of children’s learning. 
For example, most parents reported structuring the home environment, understanding 
their child, and communicating with their child’s teacher about their child. Nearly all 
parents reported attending conferences (98%-100%), fall open houses, and other school 
orientations. 

 
• Very few parents reported they were not comfortable at their child’s school (3%-4%). 

 
• Most parents, 84% or more, reported positively about their child’s teacher’s 

understanding of how their child learns, that home-school expectations are clear, and that 
they know about the learning activities that go on in their child’s classroom. 

 
• Most kindergarten parents, over 92%, reported their child was prepared to start 

kindergarten and they had the information they needed to prepare their child for 
kindergarten. 
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Participation in ECFE 

Although voluntary, ECFE is a popular program and that popularity varies by district. 
Participation in ECFE is calculated as the percentage of district families with children age birth 
through four years enrolled in ECFE. In 2002, four study districts reported participation rates of 
60%-89%, four reported participation rates between 42%-55%, and five reported participation 
rates ranging from 26%-35%.  

 
Former ECFE participants responding to the survey reported repeat involvement in 

ECFE. Almost 75% of former ECFE participants reported participating in more than one type of 
class with their child. In addition, approximately 80% indicated they had other children in the 
family with whom they had participated in addition to their kindergartner or 3rd grader. 
 
Study Limitations 

The design used in this study is appropriate for its intended uses: to broaden district’s 
understanding of parent involvement and to stimulate discussion about possible improvements in 
parent involvement programs and practices. Limitations associated with technical aspects of the 
design and budgetary constraints are noted in the full report.  
 

The most important limitation of the study is the scope of the inquiry. Data collection was 
limited to parents. We did not link student achievement data to pre-kindergarten experiences. 
Parents are one part of a complex relationship between schools and families. The study budget 
did not allow for data collection about practices, what ECFE or schools do to support parent 
involvement, teacher and principal views about the role of parent involvement in children’s 
learning and schools, or their assessments of parents’ involvement. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

I. Questions for District Discussion—Policy and Practice 
Opportunities 

 
Does parent involvement as practiced and supported in schools lead to sustained adult efforts?  

Our current environment emphasizes student gains on test scores, accountability by 
schools for student gains, and providing parents information to make “informed choices” for 
their children. After all the information is reviewed and choices are made about what schools 
children attend, adults (parents, teachers, principals) make more choices. The research suggests 
that for adults (parents, teachers, principals) the most significant of these choices are about their 
roles and relationships in supporting children’s learning. Sustained adult efforts are needed to 
enhance teaching and improve organizational effectiveness in ways that ultimately lead to gains 
in student achievement. 
 

Support of parents’ involvement in their children’s learning and development is the 
centerpiece of ECFE’s mission. The other outcome of ECFE, that of involving parents with other 
adults (district staff, other parents, parent educators) is equally profound in its significance and is 
possibly even more far-reaching in its potential. Data from this study suggest ECFE parents 
arrive at school participating in their children’s learning and in the school community and 
connected to other parents. Parents who are connected to their communities and schools are more 
likely to have a sense of ownership and enduring commitment to these institutions. In an era of 
expanding public school choice and competition, ECFE becomes a resource that districts can use 
to involve parents early, in ways that set the stage for sustained adult efforts. 
 

In this study, most parents reported involvement at home and with schools in basic ways 
that are important to children’s learning. For example, most parents report providing structure at 
home, attending conferences and open houses at school, and communicating with their child’s 
teacher about their child. However necessary and important these kinds of involvement may be, 
we must ask: are they sufficient? In this era of mandated achievement standards and high stakes 
testing, the substance of parent-teacher-principal relationships may benefit from further attention 
and development. 
 
How can we use our knowledge of parents in ways that lead to trusting relationships and 
improved learning?  

In this study we found that when parents have questions about how to support their 
child’s learning, they seek information and find support through social and personal 
relationships. Parents seek advice from their child’s teacher, friends, or other adults whom they 
trust and perceive as knowledgeable. The implication here is that trusting relationships and 
sustained involvement are most likely to be facilitated by direct engagement with and personal 
outreach to parents. 
 

A recent study by the Minnesota Department of Education found that more than 50% of 
the children entering kindergarten in the fall of 2002 did not demonstrate proficiency in four of 
the five domains tested. In contrast, in the 2003 Parent Involvement Study nearly all parents 
(97%) reported that their children were fully ready for kindergarten and they had all the 
information they needed to prepare their children for kindergarten. It is not uncommon to 
discover differences in parents’ and teachers’ assessments of children’s abilities.  
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The discrepancy between parents’ and teachers’ assessments of children’s readiness for 
kindergarten, however, brings an added challenge to realizing the goal of school readiness for all 
children. 
 

The Fall 2002 Minnesota Department of Education study offered a number of 
recommendations to support children’s school readiness. In addition to stressing the importance 
of quality early childhood care and education programs, the Department made two 
recommendations specifically focused on parents. First, parents should be supported in their role 
as children’s first teacher. Second, parents and early childhood professionals should be provided 
with opportunities to learn more about promoting children’s language/literacy and math skills. 
To these ends, publications and a web site are suggested as sources of information. 
 

Pamphlets and websites are useful reference materials. In addition to these materials, 
ECFE provides the means to engage parents more directly and personally as they begin their 
child’s school experience. At a broader level, however, the challenge is to determine how the 
resources and capabilities of EFCE and the districts can be used to effectively foster trusting 
relationships with parents on a sustained basis. 
 

To meet the challenge of sustained and trusting relationships with parents, the decisions 
about how to best engage parents in children’s learning must be based on informed judgments 
not “working assumptions”. Although the parent involvement study did not explore judgments 
about parents by educators, the research review indicates that the quality of these judgments is 
critical. Effective engagement of parents in learning oriented parent-child interactions requires 
that we understand how parents actually work with their young children. It also requires that we 
understand how parents work with other adults to become better teachers of their children. 
 

Working assumptions shape actions when educators have limited contact with parents. As 
Epstein4 and others have reported, working assumptions are often no more than judgmental 
assessments based on labels, prejudice, bias, or ignorance; for example, single parents do not 
have time to be engaged with their children, high income parents are “pushy”, low-income 
parents are “incapable”, educated parents “know” what to do and do not need attention. 
Sustained adult efforts required for student achievement and school productivity are the outcome 
of trust. Trust cannot happen if adult relationships are characterized by misguided working 
assumptions or limited information.  
 

Educators who know how parents work with their children garner respect and trust. 
Educators who know how parents actually identify problems and seek solutions can more 
effectively support parents’ work with their children. The best way for educators to obtain this 
knowledge and to operate with informed judgment is to engage parents on an on-going basis and 
to strive for meaningful interaction with parents. Educators must get connected with parents 
early but also stay connected. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
4 J. L. Epstein (2001). School, Family, and Community Partnerships: Preparing Educators and Improving Schools. 
Boulder, CO: Westview Press. 
 



How do elementary schools and district early childhood programs work together to understand 
and engage families new to districts?   

Student mobility is a fact of life in many school districts. In the Parent Involvement Study 
37%-52% of kindergarten parents reported moving in the past five years (37% of former ECFE 
participants and 52% of other kindergarten parents). In addition, 8%-19% reported moving more 
than once. 
 

Stable student populations enhance student achievement, school productivity, and parent 
involvement. There are many reasons why families make residential changes. There is also some 
evidence pointing to the quality of social ties families have with schools as a contributing factor. 
Public school programs focused on parents and their young children prior to compulsory 
schooling may be important tools for engaging parents in children’s education, developing 
trusting relationships with district staff and other parents, and setting the stage for more stable 
school populations. 
 
 
 
Can more be done to develop and use parents’ observation skills?  

In this study, a significantly higher percentage of former ECFE participants than other 
parents reported visiting/observing at school during the school day. There are many reasons for 
developing observation skills and it may be helpful to have ECFE educators, School Readiness 
child educators, and their elementary colleagues discuss how observation is used to support 
children’s learning.  
 

ECFE emphasizes developing parent’s observation, reflection, and questioning skills. In 
the context of ECFE classes, parents’ focus of observation is on how their children interact with 
others. Observation, as emphasized in ECFE, is intended to equip parents with a vital skill for 
understanding their children. 
 

Structured observation has been an integral part of School Readiness programs for a 
number of years and is central to assessing children’s progress. Implementation of the child 
progress assessment strategy was monitored closely as it was adopted by districts in the 1990’s. 
School Readiness staff found the discipline of structured observation was central to 
understanding children’s learning and often led to changes both in curriculum and how they 
worked with young children. In some districts, School Readiness educators involve parents in 
this structured observation process. 
 

The purpose of parent observation in elementary school may be different than in ECFE or 
School Readiness programs and structured in different ways. Understanding how observation is 
currently used in district early childhood programs and early elementary grades may lead to 
opportunities to strengthen and coordinate approaches.   
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Can more be done to encourage parents to turn off televisions and computers and practice 
reading, nearly every day?  

In this study, a significantly higher percentage of former ECFE parents than other parents 
reported reading with their child nearly every day. However, the percentage of 3rd grade former 
ECFE participants and other parents reporting this behavior is much lower than kindergarten 
parents. Parent reading to their children on a regular basis (or children reading to their parents) 
has been found to be linked to children’s academic achievement. In addition, only about half of 
all parents in the study reported placing limits on how much time their children spend watching 
TV, videos, or using the computer. 
 

ECFE educators and their district colleagues may want to discuss how the importance of 
reading is approached in ECFE and opportunities for coordinating approaches designed to 
encourage parent-child reading at home as well as other early literacy skills. In addition, ECFE 
educators and their elementary school colleagues may want to discuss how issues about 
structuring home environments to support student learning are approached with parents and 
whether the suggestions provided to parents are perceived as practical and useful. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



II. Recommendations for District Discussion 
 
Achieving the gains in student learning and school productivity expected today rests 

heavily on the decisions and choices made by parents, teachers, and principals about their roles 
and relationships in supporting children’s learning. Public school programs for parents and their 
young children, before compulsory education begins, are tools for ensuring that many parents 
arrive at kindergarten with their children ready for school. Districts may want to review their 
expectations and assumptions about the role of voluntary early childhood programs for parents 
and their children.  

 
The strategic value of these programs for elementary schools may reside in their ability to 

support and deliver parents ready for school. Parents who arrive at kindergarten already 
participating in their child’s learning and in the school community and connected to other 
parents can be quickly engaged in the sustained adult efforts needed for student achievement and 
school productivity. 
 

The following recommendations are offered for District discussion: 
 

• Districts should continue to support and recognize ECFE’s central mission—that of 
engaging parents in their children’s learning and development. 

 
• Districts should consider stronger support for ECFE as a strategic resource for involving 

parents early in ways that lead to parent readiness for school and sustained parent 
commitment to schools. 

 
• Opportunities to more strongly link ECFE’s work with parents and children to early 

elementary education programs and strategies should be pursued. 
 
Project History 
Promoting parent involvement in children’s learning and education in the school-age years is one of eight 
published goals of Early Childhood Family Education (ECFE). In 2001, the State Early Childhood Family 
Education Evaluation Committee identified assessment of this goal as a priority. A consortium of school 
districts representing ECFE programs, geographically distributed around the state and interested in 
participating in the study, was formed in collaboration with the Minnesota Department of Education. The 
consortium contracted with the University of Minnesota Center for Survey Research in December 2002 to 
implement the parent involvement survey and function as administrative agent. Marsha R. Mueller, 
principal investigator for the study, worked with the consortium to develop the study design and survey 
instruments beginning in 2001. Mueller was also responsible for data analysis and preparation of the report. 
The districts involved in the study and the Minnesota Department of Education funded the study. 
 
Additional Information 
The full report of this study was prepared by Marsha R. Mueller, President, Mueller Associates, LLC. 
Contributors to the report include Rossana Armson, Director, Minnesota Center for Survey Research,  
University of Minnesota, and Shannon Rader, Research Assistant, University of Minnesota. 
 
A copy of the complete report may be obtained from the Minnesota Department of Education or accessed 
on the department web site at http://education.state.mn.us   Contact Betty Cooke at (651) 582-8329 or 
betty.cooke@state.mn.us  to request a copy. 
 
Technical Report #03-17 covering all aspects of survey implementation may be obtained from the 
Minnesota Center for Survey Research. Contact Rossana Armson at (612) 627-4282 or 
armso001@umn.edu to request a copy. 
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Preface 

This study is the result of 13 school districts’ interest in exploring what parents* do to support 
children’s learning. The report is designed to assist discussion among district educators about the 
role of parents in children’s learning and school readiness, to examine whether differences exist 
in what former participants and non-participants in district Early Childhood Family Education 
(ECFE) report they do to support children’s learning, and to highlight policy and practice 
opportunities. This study was supported by funds from the districts involved in the study and the 
Minnesota Department of Education. 

 
 

Project History** 
 

Promoting parent involvement in children’s learning and education in the school-age 
years is one of eight published goals of Early Childhood Family Education (ECFE). In 2001, the 
State Early Childhood Family Education Evaluation Committee identified assessment of this 
goal as a priority. A consortium of school districts representing ECFE programs, geographically 
distributed around the state and interested in participating in the study, was formed in 
collaboration with the Minnesota Department of Education. The consortium contracted with the 
University of Minnesota Center for Survey Research in December 2002 to implement the parent 
involvement survey and function as administrative agent. Marsha R. Mueller, principal 
investigator for the study, worked with the consortium to develop the study design and survey 
instruments beginning in 2001. Mueller was also responsible for data analysis and preparation of 
the report.  
 
 
What Follows 
 
 

                                                

The purpose of this report is to stimulate discussion among district educators about the 
roles parents play in children’s learning and academic achievement. Part I reviews information 
about and from the research literature. The research milieu shapes what empirical information is 
available to parents, teachers, and district officials. Basic features of that milieu are described to 
provide a simple framework for understanding findings from different kinds of studies related to 
parent involvement. The research review included in Part I includes both discipline based and 
field initiated studies. 
 

Part II describes the 2003 Special Study and what was learned from parents about what 
they do to support children’s learning. Study findings include significant and practical 
differences and similarities between former ECFE participants and other parents. 
 

The commentary in Part III is intended to stimulate discussion about opportunities for 
policy and practice improvements. The topics are presented in the form of questions and are 
drawn from the literature discussed in Part I and from the study reported in Part II. Part III 
concludes with recommendations for district discussion.  

Part I 
 

* The word “parents” includes all individuals who function in a primary parenting role. 
** Betty Cooke, Marilee Christensen-Adams, and Lois Engstrom prepared this paragraph. 



 
Research Review 

 
 Section 118 of the No Child Left Behind Act requires each school district that receives 
Title I, Part A, funds to implement programs, activities, and procedures for the involvement of 
parents. Policy makers, as part of school reform initiatives, are looking for strategies that 
incorporate parent involvement in children’s education. In debates about public school reform, 
the question of parent roles in student learning and school improvement emerges. This section 
explores what we have learned from research and begins with a description of the research 
context. Features of the research landscape shape what we know, and don’t know, about parent 
involvement. 
 

The Research Landscape 
 
 The volume of published and unpublished research focused on understanding theories 
and concepts associated with child development, parent involvement in children’s learning, 
school readiness, and achievement is large. The literature includes studies of early learning, 
parent-child interaction, parent involvement, children’s motivation to learn, parenting styles, 
parent roles in learning, school readiness, and academic progress. This research comes from 
multiple disciplines (anthropology, psychology, sociology, economics, neuroscience) as well as 
education.  
 
 As a society, our expectations of research may not always be realistic. Many times we 
hear or read phrases such as “studies show” or “research tells us”. We have come to expect 
irrefutable evidence and conclusions to guide what we do, to solve problems, and to improve the 
quality of our lives. We want truth and perfection today, not tomorrow. We fail to recognize that 
the accumulation of empirical knowledge takes time, studies are imperfect, and few studies may 
meet our specific needs for information. 
  
 Attributes of the research environment shape what we know about parent involvement in 
children’s learning. This introduction to the research literature begins with a simple statement of 
what we know, looks briefly at research funding streams, and highlights study attributes such as 
purpose, intended use, and quality. Three different categories of research are described to sort 
out existing empirical information relevant to parent involvement. The section ends with reviews 
of discipline based research and field initiated studies. 
 Starting Point—What we know   

Children’s readiness for school, as well as their long-term academic success, is shaped in 
important ways by the parents with whom they live. It is well documented that the early years in 
human development are important (Lyon, 2002; Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000), children’s 
development can be positively changed (Ramey & Ramey, 2002), and the investment in young 
children is cost effective (Reynolds, et al, 2001; Rolnick & Grunewald, 2003). Practical 
questions remain about what kinds of early childhood and parent involvement strategies work 
best, for whom, under what conditions, for what purpose, and at what cost.  

 
Spending on Research 

Money available for research determines what topics will be pursued. In addition, money 
available for specific projects sets practical constraints on how a topic is studied. Total spending 
on research related to early childhood and on early childhood programs is not reported in any one 
place and is difficult to quantify. Three different categories of figures are presented here to 
provide a general picture of research spending and dollars available for specific projects.  
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Public and Foundation Support. A report by Mathematica Policy Research examined 

spending by federal and state governments and foundations in 1997 related to early childhood 
and family programs. Mathematica estimated spending on programs to be $16.5 billion (federal), 
$973 million (states), and $51.6 million (foundations). In 1997, federal funding for early 
childhood research across all departments (excluding child health) was $48.7 million. 
Foundation funding for research totaled $10.2 million. Mathematica estimated state spending on 
research and evaluation to be negligible.  

 
Federal Spending on Education Research. In FY 2003 the potential increase in federal 

spending on educational research is significant. Under Sec. 194 of the authorization legislation 
for the Institute of Education Sciences and regional laboratories, $500 million is authorized for 
fiscal year 2003 (American Educational Research Association, 2003). This is substantially more 
than the authorized $109 million per year provided in the 1994 reauthorization. New grant 
competitions to support educational research in FY 2003 were announced early this year. The 
research agenda underlying the competition covers seven defined areas including one 
specifically focused on young children. The Preschool Curricular Evaluation Research Grant will 
support up to 15 separate projects evaluating whether or not established curricula actually 
improve school readiness of preschoolers.5 Typical awards for federal grants are 
$350,000/year/project for 3-5 years. 

 
Minnesota Spending. As the Mathematica figures imply, states typically focus on 

delivery of programs rather than studies about programs. State spending since 1990, appropriated 
for special studies of Minnesota’s School Readiness and Early Childhood Family Education, 
totaled approximately $150,0006. One foundation grant, for $150,000, supported a study of 
ECFE from 1993-1996.  

 
 

Research Purpose, Use and Quality—A Complex Arena.  
The usefulness of research related to early childhood, parent involvement, and student 

achievement depends on who is asking the questions, intended uses of the findings, and whether 
the technical quality of the studies is consistent with intended uses. What is useful and 
appropriate information at one level of decision making rarely meets the information needs at 
another level (Chelimsky, 1997, 1987; Weiss, 1993). Research is not a ‘one size fits all’ 
enterprise. 

 
Findings, lessons learned, and implications from social science research about parent 

involvement and student achievement are useful to different audiences for different purposes. 
For example, of interest to parents and educators is credible empirical information that can be 
applied to everyday activities with individual children to best support growth and development, 
readiness for school, and school success.  In Minnesota early childhood and family programs, 
findings from research, as well as local efforts to evaluate what they do, are routinely reviewed 
and used by staff to shape continuing professional development of educators and improve 
program development in ways that ultimately support effective interaction between parents and 
young children. School district officials, site councils, and school boards want to know attributes 
of effective and developmentally appropriate work with young children, if children in their 

 
5 Other topics on the FY 2003 competition list include grants to study effectiveness of reading, science, and math 
“interventions”, research on cognition and student learning, quality teaching, and social and character development. 
6 Conversation with Betty Cooke, Minnesota Department of Education, June 18, 2003. 



districts are arriving ready to learn, what kinds of parent involvement efforts best support student 
achievement, how ideas and models tested or applied in one place fit locally, and what is known 
about the results of local innovations. State policy makers and elected officials seek solutions for 
how best to appropriate and account for public dollars insuring that all children arrive at school 
ready to learn and do, in fact, succeed. At the federal level, policy makers seek “proven” 
classroom strategies and structural change models to advance educational reform and policy 
agendas.  
 
 

                                                

The process of planning a study is a balancing act. Any study involves making decisions 
about two types of issues: conceptual and technical. Conceptual issues include clarifying 
purposes and intended users and uses of the study, study questions, standards and criteria for 
judging the study, and political considerations as well as the time and resources available for the 
study. Technical issues relate to the study design, the plan for data collection and analysis. 
Technical issues are shaped and constrained by how conceptual issues are resolved.    
 

How planning choices are resolved determines why one study may meet the needs of one 
group of users and not another. For example, the study design of parent involvement reported in 
Part II is methodologically appropriate given the intended purpose of the study: to support 
district discussion about parent involvement by analyzing what parents report about their 
involvement with their child’s learning. A different design would be needed if the intended uses 
of the findings were, for example, to advise a specific group of parents about how they could 
enhance what they do at home to support their own child’s learning. Another approach would be 
needed to assist school officials and advisory groups in making judgments about the 
effectiveness of different kinds of parent involvement strategies at different grade levels and the 
relationship of those strategies to student achievement and school productivity. Still another 
approach would be needed to help state or federal policy makers make decisions about funding 
for early childhood and family programs.  

 
Studies in education often provide findings that are situationally specific rather than 

generalizable (applicable) across localities, a state, or the country. Constraints and limitations 
associated with studies in education are a source of frustration to public policy makers at the 
national level (American Educational Research Association, 2000). In Washington, much 
discussion has developed over what constitutes credible empirical information, who decides what 
is credible, and what empirical information will be made available to the public.  

 
The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (HR1) states that educational research is lacking 

and federal funds should only be used to support programs and strategies backed by scientifically 
based research (SBR). Randomized trials, experimental models, and review standards used in 
medicine for testing drugs and treatments used in the U.S. health care system are proposed as the 
only legitimate strategy for evaluating effectiveness of public educational programs and 
strategies (Whitehurst, 2002; Paige, 2002). Standards for acceptable evidence, and ultimately for 
what can be considered as acceptable educational practices, are under review (Feuer, Towne & 
Shavelson, 2002). Research experts recognize both opportunities and problems in applying SBR 
principles to education (Berliner, 2002; Feuer, Towne & Shavelson, 2002).7   
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7 A summary of opinions about SBR, from leading researchers, was reported in a recent issue of the Harvard Family 
Research Project’s newsletter, Evaluation Exchange Volume IX, Number 2 (Summer 2003, pages 11-14). 
Comments from researchers supporting SBR in that summary ranged from those noting that researchers claiming 
SBR can’t be done in education are naïve and need to become familiar with the Campbell Collaboration, an 
electronic register of randomized and possibly randomized trails accessible through the U.S. Department of 
Education’s What Works Clearinghouse (Boruch) to comments about the opportunities for increased funding and 
advanced quality of research that will result (Schneider, Morrill). On the other side, researchers expressed concerns 
about SBR providing too narrow a lens on education and thus limiting our knowledge to “what is effective 
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Identifying and/or designing useful and credible studies always requires thoughtful and 

informed work by researchers and users of research. This is not the first time standards have 
been set or reviewed (Feuer, Towne & Shavelson, 2002) or that the research community has 
been called upon to solve domestic issues and public policy debates (Weiss, 1993; Patton, 1997, 
Berliner, 2002).    

 
General Categories of Research8 

Social science studies related to early childhood and family programs can be divided into 
three groups based on the underlying purpose and use of research: discipline based studies, 
federally initiated program evaluations and policy analyses, and field initiated studies.  

 
Discipline Based Studies. Discipline based studies pursue basic and applied research 

questions. Their objectives are to understand and explain the nature of problems and processes.  
 
Some discipline based social scientists study parent involvement to understand how and 

why it matters to children’s academic success. These studies may look at family processes to 
explore phenomena such as parent talking and parent-infant interaction and its effect on later 
achievement (Hart and Risley, 1995), the relationship between family socioeconomic 
characteristics and student achievement (Baker and Stevenson, 1986; Epstein, 1990; Shaver and 
Walls, 1998), parenting styles (Darling and Steinberg, 1993; Hart & Risley, 1995; Zellman & 
Waterman, 1998), and parent goal orientation based on achievement motivation theory and how 
it relates to student achievement (Watkins, 1997).  
 

Other discipline based social scientists look at parent involvement as one component in a 
system of interactions in schools that affect student achievement. Along this line, and central to 
this study, is work by Epstein (1983, 1984, 1986, 1987, 1989, 1992) to organize what we know 
about parent-child dynamics and student achievement into a framework for conducting programs 
and studying school-home interactions and student achievement. Studies using Epstein’s 
theoretical framework have explored parent involvement and child achievement (Shaver & 
Walls, 1998), teacher and school efforts related to parent involvement (Epstein, 1991), and 
school approaches that increase or limit parent involvement in children’s learning (Grolnick & 
Slowiaczek, 1994).  

 
A recent addition to our understanding of school reform, student achievement, and 

parent-school relationships based on a systems approach comes from an examination of 
elementary school reform efforts in Chicago Public Schools.9 Bryk and Schneider (2002) found 

 
educational materials, curricula, and teaching strategies that cover good learning for the average student” (Greene). 
Howard Gardner stressed that effective programs grow out of practice rather than clinical experiments and there is a 
need for practice-based studies. Lisa Towne noted that opportunities of SBR outweigh challenges but cautioned that 
it is important to keep in mind that 
“. . .[s]cience is enabled by the appropriate use of methods to address the question at hand; it is not, however, 
uniquely defined by methods, and certainly not any one method.” Other comments from researchers about SBR can 
be found at the What Works Clearinghouse, www.wwcinfo@w-w-c.org. It remains to be seen to what extent and 
how SBR will actually be used/misused in policy formulation. 
8 A more comprehensive discussion of research types by purpose, use, approach, and publication mode is provided 
by Patton (1990, 160-161). 
9 In 1988, the Secretary of Education declared the Chicago Public School System the worst in America. The 
Chicago School Reform Act passed by the Illinois Legislature in 1988 was designed to bring about more direct 
involvement of local school professionals, parents, and community members in school improvement. The act did not 
specify how reform should take place and resulted in many different local initiatives. According to Bryk and 

http://www.wwcinfo@w-w-c.org/


that the quality of relationships in the school, the social practice among adults (teachers, parents, 
principals), and the quality of social trust exhibited in day-to-day interactions among those 
adults, is strongly related to sustained school improvement (school productivity) and student 
achievement. These researchers theorized, and subsequently found, that high levels of social trust 
are necessary for the “sustained adult efforts” needed to enhance teaching and school 
organizations in ways that ultimately lead to gains in student achievement. In the 1990’s, 
Chicago public elementary schools with strong levels of trust at the outset of reforms had a 3.5 
times greater likelihood of making significant improvements in math and reading than those with 
weak relationships. Bryk and Scheider note the following about the importance of trust to 
achievement and school improvement: 

 
“[W]e documented a strong statistical linkage between improvements in relational trust and gains in 
academic productivity. Relational trust does not directly affect student learning. Rather trust fosters a set of 
organizational conditions, some structural and others social-psychological, that make it more conducive for 
individuals to initiate and sustain the kinds of activities necessary to affect productivity improvements.” 
(Bryk & Scheider, p. 116) 
 
Some researchers question how parent roles in children’s learning should be approached 

and whether new policies are needed that emphasize parent involvement in schools. In an 
extensive review of research evidence backing different kinds of school reform proposals, 
Downey concludes that programs designed to promote parent-teacher interaction should be 
continued but with greater emphasis on initiatives designed to improve the parent-child 
relationship at home (Downey, 2002).10 
 
 A review of discipline based studies, beginning on page 20, discusses what we know 
about parent involvement and children’s achievement as well as the technical status of the 
research. 
 

Federally initiated program evaluations and policy analyses. Federal program 
evaluations and policy analyses emphasize what has been learned about the effectiveness of early 
childhood and family programs and policies.11 Different kinds of approaches are used in studying 
programs for national policy consideration. Three approaches commonly reported include meta-
analysis, longitudinal studies, and cost-benefit analyses.  

 
Meta-analysis is an analytical technique designed to assess and synthesize the findings of 

many different studies of similar programs or policies. For example, The Future of Children 
(Gomby, et al, 1995) is a meta-analysis, funded by the Packard Foundation, of government-
funded early childhood and family programs. This meta-analysis reviewed studies of preschool 
programs, family support programs, and children’s experiences in schools, placing them in a 

                                                                                                                                                             
Schneider, this created a natural experiment for investigating differences in change processes. Some schools 
improved dramatically and others did not. Their study focused on examining the variability between schools to 
understand how local actors (school professionals and parents) work together to improve their schools and children’s 
academic achievement. 
10Downey notes that “[t]he current evidence suggests that there may be some profit in improving parent/teacher 
relations, but that a more effective way to improve children’s school performance involves improving parent/child 
relations. This is disconcerting news for policymakers, because parent/child relations are much more difficult to 
affect via policy than parent/teacher relations” (2002, p.64).  
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11 Federally initiated studies are driven by federal level policy concerns. At the national level, evaluations and policy 
analyses developed in the 1960’s and 1970’s in response to questions about whether or not policies and programs 
were making a difference in ameliorating the effects of poverty on young children (e.g. Head Start, Follow 
Through). Work in the 1980’s and 1990’s focused on assessing specific early childhood and family programs and 
strategies with regard to welfare reform. Currently, federally initiated program evaluations and policy analyses of 
early childhood and family programs are expected to support administration efforts associated with educational 
reform.   
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broad historical, international, and public policy context. The verdict of this particular meta-
analysis is mixed about the role of parent involvement in student achievement and about program 
strategies designed to support both early childhood development and parent economic self-
sufficiency.  

 
Longitudinal studies of discrete programs provide another venue of empirical evidence 

for policy makers. Recent reports from the long-term study of Chicago Child Parent Center 
(CPC) note benefits of parent involvement in early childhood programs. Reynolds and his 
colleagues studied participants and a comparison group for 15 years. The long-term study closely 
examined student achievement and identified a constellation of effective family and parent 
attributes (Reynolds, et al, 1995, 1996, 1998, 1999).  

 
Cost-benefit analyses are pursued to determine the relationship between program costs 

and program outcomes (benefits) expressed in dollars. A cost-benefit analysis of CPC showed 
the economic benefits of a public early childhood program (Reynolds, 2001). The highly 
publicized work of Art Rolnick showing the economic benefits of early childhood development 
is another example of cost-benefit analysis. In 2006, information will be released from large 
scale, federally funded, controlled studies examining the impact and effectiveness of Head Start.  

 
Field Initiated Evaluations. Not all evaluations are initiated at the federal level or driven 

by federal level policy agendas. Field initiated evaluations, as defined in this report, are designed 
and implemented independent of federal research priorities and policy agendas.12 Field initiated 
evaluations look at a range of empirical questions to help solve problems, specify improvement, 
and understand effectiveness of specific programs, in specific places, for specific users of 
studies. Evaluations of Minnesota early childhood and family programs fall in this category and 
are described in the last portion of Part I beginning on page 23. The Parent Involvement Study 
reported in Part II is also an example of this type of research. 
 
 

Insights From Discipline Based Studies∗ 
 

Increasing amounts of programming resources have been dedicated to developing 
partnerships between home and school for the purpose of benefiting children’s academic success 
(Shaver & Walls, 1998; Epstein, 2001). Although the rhetoric surrounding parent involvement is 
positive and encouraging, the research regarding practices and outcomes of parent involvement 
is inconclusive (Downey, 2002; Henderson & Berla, 1994; Mattingly, Prislin, McKenzie, 
Rodriguez, & Kayzar, 2002; White, Taylor, & Moss, 1992). In general, the literature points to a 
positive association between parent involvement and child academic success. However, little is 
known regarding how parent involvement works or what practices are most effective in 
supporting parent involvement. 
 

 
12 The term field initiated evaluations was created here to draw a simple distinction between types of research based 
on purpose and users. The definition provided is that conventionally referred to as utilization focused evaluation (see 
Patton, 1997). The term “field initiated research” is a designated federal research grant category referring to studies 
designed independent of the priorities of the U.S. Department of Education. The label is adapted here and used to 
refer to evaluations designed in response to empirical questions users (educators, practitioners, parents, etc.) have 
about programs and funded outside the federal system.  
 
∗ This section, Insights From Discipline Based Studies, was prepared by Shannon Rader.  



Status of Research and Structure of Review  
 The field of parent involvement as a research priority and a focus for educational 
program reform is relatively new and originates from a wide variety of disciplines. Despite the 
growing amount of literature concerning parent involvement, design limitations lead to problems 
in understanding the nature of parent involvement and how it makes a difference for children’s 
school success. Limitations are associated with both conceptual and technical aspects13 of the 
studies. Additionally, studies related to parent involvement have divergent purposes and uses, 
which will affect the type of results and conclusions that can be drawn.14  
 

Despite these limitations, there is growing evidence that parent involvement does make a 
difference in the academic success of children. It is apparent there is a relationship between 
parent involvement and children’s school success, although the nature and extent of this 
relationship is less than perfectly clear. In the following brief review of discipline based studies, 
the definition of parent involvement and how it is related to children’s academic achievement is 
discussed. Successful strategies used to support parent involvement are also identified.  
 
Defining Parent Involvement 

The definition of parent involvement varies in the literature, and includes a range of 
behaviors and attitudes. Variations in definitions make it difficult to understand and tease out the 
possible relationships and effects of parent involvement (Campbell & Ramey, 1995; Fagan & 
Iglesias, 1999; Miedel & Reynolds, 1999; Olmstead & Rubin, 1983; Reynolds, 1992). 
Definitions range from those centering on parent attitudes and values (such as parenting style, 
attitude toward education, and valuing reading) to others emphasizing specific observable 
behaviors (such as volunteering in classrooms, attendance at school events, and amount of time 
spent helping with homework).15  

 
One way to sort through the varying definitions of parent involvement is to divide the 

definitions into two broad categories: indirect parent involvement, such as how the home 
                                                 
13 Many studies of parent involvement describe a relationship but do not provide direct evidence of causation. It is 
important to note, however, that experimental designs may have so many confounding variables that it is difficult to 
infer causality (Spector, 1981).  Despite the limited number of experimental studies of parent involvement, the 
quantity of descriptive studies that demonstrate evidence of a relationship between parent involvement and school 
success could be argued as evidence enough. Reviews of the parent involvement literature, including meta-analyses, 
have mixed conclusions regarding the impact of parent involvement on school success. For additional information 
analyzing the quality of parent involvement study designs, see White, Taylor, and Moss (1992), Downey (2002), and 
Mattingly, Prislin, McKenzie, Rodriguez, and Kayzar (2002). For a description of the distinction and relationship 
between conceptual and technical aspects of studies see page 15 this report. 
14 A question can be explored in different ways depending upon intended use and intended users as discussed 
previously on pages 15-16 of this report. For example, a program may want to explore in depth how parents interact 
with children in order to design appropriate parent involvement activities. In that case, they may want to have in-
depth interviews and observations with a small sample size. On the other hand, if the federal government plans to 
support a program that includes parent involvement, they may want evidence from experimental studies that allow 
for generalization.  
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15Epstein’s typology of parent involvement is the dominant framework for defining parent involvement in the 
literature. It encompasses an entire range of parent involvement behaviors, including communication between 
parents and schools, volunteering and attending conferences and events, monitoring, supporting, and interacting at 
home on specific learning activities that are associated with classroom learning, and involvement in decision-making 
in the school. See Epstein (1987; 1989), Epstein & Connors (1995), and Epstein & Sanders (2001) for a complete 
description of this typology and the theory of overlapping spheres of influence. Grolnick and Slowiaczeck (1994) 
postulate a complementary model of parent involvement, based on motivational theory. In this model, parent 
involvement is loosely defined as allocation of parental resources to school activities, based on behavioral, 
intellectual, and personal dimensions. The behavioral dimension is defined as physical presence in school, while 
exposing a child to stimulating and academic/cultural activities at home is considered the intellectual dimension. 
The personal dimension focuses on parental attitudes toward school and parenting styles (Grolnick, Benjet, 
Kurowski, & Apostoleris, 1997; Grolnick & Ryan, 1989). 



 

MINNESOTA CENTER FOR SURVEY RESEARCH PAGE   19 

environment supports learning, and direct parent involvement, such as helping with homework 
and volunteering in the school.  

 
Indirect parent involvement is broadly characterized by how the family system as a whole 

supports children’s learning. This incorporates aspects such as parenting style, holding high 
expectations for children’s school performance, reading at home, valuing education, and going to 
museums and other cultural events (Campbell & Ramey, 1995; Grolnik & Ryan, 1989; Hoover-
Demsey & Sandler, 1997; Ryan & Adams, 1995).  

 
Direct parent involvement can be described as activities related directly to school work, 

such as reading drills, helping with homework, monitoring use of time, engaging children in 
discussions about school, and playing learning games (Epstein, 1990; Grolnik & Ryan, 1989; 
Ryan & Adams, 1995; Scott-Jones, 1995). Direct parent involvement can also include 
volunteering in the classroom, communication between home and school, attendance at 
conferences and/or school functions and events, and participation on school decision-making 
committees (Epstein, 1987; Stevenson & Baker, 1987).  

 
As a child grows, the definition of parent involvement also tends to evolve. This reflects 

both the developmental nature of the parent-child relationship and societal expectations. For 
example, parent involvement in preschool emphasizes what happens within the family and is 
often a partnership between parent and teacher (Edwards & Raikes, 2002; Pianta, Kraft-Sayre, 
Rimm-Kaufman, Gercke, & Higgins, 2001; Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 1999; Schweinhart & 
Weikart, 1997; Schweinhart, 2000). In elementary school, parent involvement tends to become 
more focused on specific behaviors targeted toward academic success, such as helping with 
homework, and parental presence within the school building (Campbell & Ramey, 1995; Miedel 
& Reynolds, 1999). When a child enters middle school and high school, parents become less 
involved in activities in their children’s school, but continue to try to set rules and monitor 
children (Epstein, 1990; Epstein & Sanders, 2002). In high school, parents have more 
discussions with their children concerning academic offerings at school and postsecondary plans 
(Catsambis & Garland, 1997). 

 
Parent Involvement and Children’s Academic Achievement 

There is growing evidence of a positive relationship between parent involvement and 
child success in school (Dauber & Epstein, 1993; Henderson & Berla, 1994). Parent involvement 
seems to have both a direct relationship with academic success, and an indirect relationship to 
academic achievement by influencing factors such as student motivation, competence, and drop 
out rates.  

 
Much of what happens in the home environment, as well as parent attitudes and parenting 

style, has been found to be related to school achievement. It has been argued that what happens 
in the home environment is more important to school success than parental involvement in the 
school (Downey, 2002). Characteristics of children that are positively associated with school 
achievement include feelings of competence, motivation to achieve, attitudes toward school, and 
positive self-esteem, and these characteristics can be enhanced by what parents do in the home 
environment (Epstein, 1989; Grolnik & Ryan, 1989; Scott-Jones, 1995; Downey, 2002). The 
authoritative parenting style, characterized by warm acceptance, firm control, and responsive 
interactions, is associated with a range of positive child outcomes, including self-reliance and 
achievement orientation (Baumrind, 1966, 1968). This type of parenting style is also associated 
with children having fewer behavioral problems, more competence in school, and higher 
achievement (Grolnick & Ryan, 1989; Mantzicopoulos, 1997; Zellman & Waterman, 1998). 



When studies hold demographic characteristics constant (such as income, education, or 
ethnicity), parenting style emerges as a key predictor in parent involvement and school success, 
independent of parental demographic variables (Downey, 2002; Ryan & Adams, 1995; Zellman 
& Waterman. 1998).  

 
Parental attitudes, such as parental satisfaction with school, expectations for their 

children’s education, and attitude toward education, are also related to children’s achievement. 
Parents who have high expectations for their children and who are satisfied with schools tend to 
have children who are more successful academically and have fewer incidents of problem 
behaviors at school (Clark, 1993; Mantzicopoulos, 1997; Reynolds & Gill, 1994).  

 
Parent involvement as defined by parent behaviors in the school environment, such as 

volunteering, is significantly related to child achievement in terms of scores on reading and/or 
math achievement tests (Grolnick & Slowiaczek, 1994; Reynolds, 1992; Stevenson & Baker, 
1987). Behaviors such as volunteering in the school and attending school events are correlated 
with children’s higher competence and self-control, higher reading scores on standardized tests, 
lower rates of grade retention, and fewer years in special education (Grolnick & Slowiaczek, 
1994; Miedel & Reynolds, 1999; Shaver & Walls, 1998).  

 
Studies of school-based programs focusing on enhancing parent involvement at home 

show mixed results. Many of these programs attempt to increase parent involvement at home 
through enhanced communication between parents and teachers while creating home activities 
that complement and extend classroom activities. Programs like this that focus on literacy 
development result in greater language development gains in children, particularly when home 
behaviors closely followed what was taught in school (Epstein, 1991; Lonigan & Whitehurst, 
1998; Morrow & Young, 1997; Walberg 1984). However, these same types of programs were 
found to have little effect on math achievement (Epstein, 1991; Epstein & VanVoorhis, 2001).  

 
 Another source of information about the relationship of parent involvement and 
children’s academic success is longitudinal studies. However, the parent involvement component 
of these programs is only one aspect of a larger constellation of programming goals for both 
children and parents. As a result, efforts to disentangle the effects of parent involvement from the 
effects of the children’s educational programs are limited. Evidence from these studies does 
suggest positive benefits for children, including improved academic achievement and school 
readiness, particularly in reading and literacy development, fewer years in special education, and 
less grade retention (Campbell & Ramey, 1995; Miedel & Reynolds, 1999; Schweinhart, 2000; 
Schweinhart & Weikart, 1997; Reynolds, Mavrogenes, Bezruczko, & Hagemann, 1996). 

 
Many studies have found that background characteristics of parents, such as education 

level, socioeconomic status (SES), marital status, and ethnicity play a significant role in the link 
between parent involvement and academic achievement (Epstein, 1990; Grolnick, Benjet, 
Kurowski, & Apostoleris,1997; Grolnik & Ryan, 1989; Kerbow & Bernhardt ,1993; Olmstead & 
Rubin, 1983; Reynolds, 1992).16 Studies have also found that parents from different cultural and 
economic backgrounds have similar attitudes toward the value of education and parents may 
have diverse ways in which they become involved (Chavkin & Williams, 1993; Lareau, 2000; 
Reynolds & Gill, 1994). For example, higher SES parents may contact the school more often or 
become involved in PTOs, while Asian parents may be more involved in activities at home. 
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16 In addition to the background characteristics of parents, other variables have been postulated to play a role in why 
and how parents become involved (Hoover-Demsey & Sandler, 1997). These factors include the parent’s 
construction (definition) of their parental role, attitudes toward school, and sense of efficacy in helping children with 
activities related to school. For example, Hoover-Dempsey, Bassler, & Brissie (1992) found parental efficacy to be 
positively associated with volunteering in the classroom and educational activities at home. 
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Lower SES African-American and Hispanic parents tend to be more involved within the school 
context than their white counterparts (Kerbow & Bernhardt, 1993). What is most interesting, 
however, is that when schools and teachers implement parent involvement programs aimed at all 
parents, these differences tend to diminish (Shaver and Walls, 1998; Epstein & Dauber, 1991). 
Having high expectations for all parents and including all parents in parent involvement 
programs enhances school achievement for all children.  

 
Supporting Parent Involvement 

Another strand of research focuses on what schools can do to encourage and improve 
parent involvement. Encouraging effective parent involvement appears to depend upon 
understanding the diverse nature of parents and families, and teachers who have positive 
attitudes toward involving parents. Teachers who are considered leaders in parent involvement 
and make a concerted effort to involve parents in supporting children’s learning have higher-
achieving students in their classrooms (Epstein, 1990). Creating a welcoming environment in the 
schools for parents and children of all socioeconomic and cultural backgrounds is a key aspect of 
this (Chavkin & Williams, 1993).  

 
Communication between home and school is a key strategy for encouraging and 

supporting parent involvement. Much of the communication initiated by the schools is in regard 
to administrative issues and is through the use of written notes (McBride, Bae, & Wright, 2002). 
Parent-initiated communication with teachers is usually in response to a child’s performance or 
behavior in school (Kerbow & Bernhardt, 1993). Communication between parents and schools 
can be enhanced when contact is initiated by teachers, and the more teachers and staff 
communicate with parents, the more parents will initiate contact with the school (Epstein & 
Becker, 1982; Kerbow & Bernhardt, 1993).  

 
Another crucial factor in encouraging parent involvement is teacher attitudes. Teachers 

who are considered leaders and committed to encouraging parent involvement tend to make 
more requests of all parents, while less committed teachers may be more inclined to target 
parents based on assumptions about background factors such as marital status (Epstein, 1990). 
Positive attitudes toward involving parents tend to encourage more parental involvement in the 
school and at home (Grolnick et al, 1997; Epstein, 1990; Epstein & Dauber, 1991). Finally, 
teachers who display a positive attitude toward parent involvement also have colleagues who 
support parent involvement practices (Epstein & Dauber, 1991).  

 
Examining schools as a system of relationships, both within the building and in the 

greater community, is yet another way to encourage parent involvement. When teachers, 
administration, staff, and parents are working toward a common goal of partnership, a culture of 
parent involvement is created. Trust between teachers, administrators, and parents forms a basis 
of social resources in a school community. In addition, trust is an essential aspect of developing a 
culture of partnership and facilitating school reform. To improve children’s academic 
achievement, instructional reform may be necessary, but just as important is creating a school 
climate that engages and excites students, parents, and teachers, and focuses on interpersonal 
relationships and trust (Bryk & Schneider, 2002)17. Downey (2002), in a comprehensive review 
of the parent involvement literature, postulates a different way of looking at relationships. He 
concludes effective parent involvement programs will focus not only on involving parents within 

 
17 The Byrk and Schneider (2002) research provides a classic example of a discipline based study incorporating both 
qualitative and quantitative data to develop and test a theory of relational trust as integral to school reform and child 
achievement. 



the school environment and improving the teacher-parent relationship, but also by focusing on 
what happens at home and improving parenting skills and the parent-child relationship (Downey, 
2002). 

 
As teachers and schools implement specific parent involvement practices, parents 

become more involved in their child’s education (Epstein & Dauber, 1991, 1995; Epstein & Van 
Voorhis, 2001; Fagan & Iglesias, 1999; Shaver & Walls, 1998). The most successful practices to 
encourage parent involvement tend to focus on encouraging and expecting all parents to become 
involved rather than targeting efforts to a few select families (Epstein, 1990; 1991). Teachers 
who examine their assumptions, resist labeling parents based on socioeconomic or cultural 
factors, and have high expectations for all parents regarding parent involvement are likely to 
have classrooms with high levels of parent, teacher, and student partnerships. Because parents 
may have varying ways in which they become involved in school, often dependent on time, 
resources, and values, it seems clear that teachers who recognize that parent involvement comes 
in many forms, both within the school context and at home, will be more successful in promoting 
diverse types of parent involvement (Grolnick & Slowiaczeck, 1994; Shaver & Walls, 1998).18 
 

Insights From Field Initiated Studies—Evaluations of  
Minnesota Programs 

 
In Minnesota, as in other states, there exists a range of program and services for young 

children and their families. When looked at individually, programs and services exhibit diverse 
approaches, different goals, and are, in many cases, designed to meet the needs of specific 
communities and targeted groups. Funding for programs in Minnesota comes from federal, state, 
local and/or foundation sources. At the local level, programs for young children and their 
families are highly collaborative and interwoven with respect to service delivery (Mueller, 2000; 
Office of the Legislative Auditor, 2001).  

 
Early Childhood Family Education (ECFE) was one of three publicly funded early 

childhood and family programs reviewed in response to legislative request (Office of the 
Legislative Auditor, 2001).  Head Start and School Readiness also were included in the review. 
Head Start services are designed to promote children’s cognitive, physical, and social 
development and are targeted to families and children meeting federal poverty guidelines. School 
Readiness programs are targeted to developmentally disadvantaged and at-risk pre-kindergarten 
children over the age of 3 ½ and are designed to provide children adequate opportunities to 
participate in child development programs that enable the children to enter school ready to learn. 
ECFE is open to all families with children from birth to kindergarten, regardless of income, and 
is designed to promote healthy child development through parent-child education and interaction.  

 
Head Start is funded by both federal and state funds. ECFE and School Readiness are 

Minnesota innovations funded by state dollars (and local levies in the case of ECFE).  
 
According to a report prepared by the Office of Legislative Auditor (2001), no 

evaluations of Minnesota based Head Start programs have been conducted. Modest 
appropriations were made for evaluation of ECFE and School Readiness programs beginning in 
the pilot phase of both programs.  
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18 For more information on developing partnerships between home and school and supporting parent involvement, 
see Epstein (1989, 2002) and Swap (1993). 
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Evaluation of ECFE 
ECFE evaluation is characterized by staff working with professional evaluators to 

formulate questions, gather and analyze data, develop recommendations, and integrate findings 
and implications of studies into practice. This type of approach to evaluation is characteristic of 
utilization focused evaluation (see Patton, 1997) and participatory action research (see Whyte, 
1991). Similar approaches are used in farming systems research, industry, international 
development programs, as well as different types of efforts focused on the adoption and diffusion 
of innovations in complex systems.  

 
ECFE studies completed prior to 1986 involved a variety of methods to monitor quality, 

program growth, and implementation (Kurz-Riemer, K. & Engstrom, L. 1986). These methods 
included program reviews, surveys, and panels of national experts. After 1990, studies focused 
on understanding short-term outcomes demonstrated and/or reported by program participants.  

 
Two evaluations completed in the 1990’s allowed for in-depth study of participant 

change. The first study was based on beginning and end-of-program year interviews with 183 
parents from 24 districts. Parents selected for the study were first time participants in general 
parent groups or groups specifically designed for single or teen parents. Staff found a majority of 
coded responses reflected change in feelings of support from others, increase in knowledge, 
awareness and understanding about children and child development, changes in expectations for 
themselves as parents and for their children, and change in parenting behavior (Cooke, 1992).  

 
The purpose of the second study was to understand immediate outcomes demonstrated by 

lower-income families participating in ECFE from three different perspectives. The second study 
refined the interview and analysis processes used in the first study, added videotaped 
observations of parent-child interactions and children interacting with other children, and 
compared parent, staff, and expert assessments of parent change (Mueller, 1996). Fourteen 
school districts participated in the study. A purposeful19 sampling strategy was used to identify 
150 study participants during the first few weeks of the 1994-1995 program year. In general, the 
study found that: (1) study parents demonstrated positive change in knowledge of their child and 
child development, in attitudes about their parenting, and in behavior related to interacting with 
their child following participation, (2) measures of social and economic status did not predict 
knowledge and behavior change among study parents, and (3) different data collection methods 
suggested different intensities of parent change (in essence, more parents reported more and 
different kinds of changes following participation than were assessed by staff interviews with 
parents or from expert assessments of videotaped parent-child interactions). 

 
Relevant to the current study is the evidence from field initiated studies which suggests 

that parents participating in ECFE demonstrate improved understanding of children and child 
development, of parent-child interactions, and of parenting roles. ECFE’s approach is based on 
the assumption that parents who acquire and demonstrate certain knowledge and behaviors 

 
19 Purposeful sampling is one form of  nonprobability sampling. Nonprobability sampling is typically used in studies 
where sample sizes are small and the purpose of the study is not to generalize to a larger population. Purposeful 
sampling allows for selecting information-rich cases related to the research. A full discussion of purposeful 
sampling can be found in Qualitative Evaluation and Research Methods (Patton, 1990). Purposeful sampling should 
not be confused with haphazard, convenience, or accidental sampling. For example, in the 1996 study, purposeful 
sampling involved surveying all families new to the program (n=711) in the fall of 1994, identifying families 
reporting incomes in three strata less than $30,000, selecting 150 families to participate in the study, and assessing 
whether selected families were different in significant ways from other lower-income families enrolling in the 
program at the same time (Mueller, 1996, pp.25-27). 



before their children enter school, will assist their children’s transition to school, school 
readiness, and long term academic success.  

 
In another study, ECFE staff from 5 districts interviewed 124 former participants and 100 

non-participants to understand parental involvement in children’s learning in elementary school. 
Study participants were randomly selected and interviewed by trained volunteers. The study 
summary noted former ECFE participants reported higher levels of involvement both at school 
and at home than other parents (Minnesota Department of Education, 1990). This 1990 study 
was the beginning point for developing the 2003 Special Study. 
Evaluations of School Readiness Programs 

To date, ECFE evaluations have focused on collecting information from and about 
parents.20 School Readiness evaluations, on the other hand, focus almost exclusively on 
children’s progress. Evaluation dollars allocated for School Readiness programs (approximately 
$60,000) were used in the 1990’s to build the capacity to assess children’s progress. This 
included identifying a nationally recognized and developmentally appropriate strategy for 
assessing child progress, developing the observation and reporting skills staff need to assess 
child progress using the strategy, identifying and building the expertise needed to support high 
quality assessments, and using the approach in selected sites to examine the usefulness of 
aggregated data, combined with data from kindergarten teachers, to assess children’s progress 
and transition to kindergarten. Many ECFE professionals were closely associated with this 
work.21 Several studies assessing child progress in School Readiness and First Grade 
Preparedness (all day kindergarten) were reported in the past decade based on this work 
(Mueller, 1995, 1998a,b, 1999a,b, 2001). The child assessment strategy used in School 
Readiness and First Grade Preparedness evaluations was recently applied, as a pilot effort, to 
assess school readiness of a general sample of Minnesota 5-year-olds (MN Department of 
Education, 2003).  

 
Two early School Readiness studies included interviews with parents to understand their 

expectations of School Readiness programs and how they talk about their parenting role 
(Mueller, 1995, 1998). The 1998 School Readiness study included half-hour interviews with 74 
parents from eight school districts. Parents were selected using a purposeful sampling strategy to 
represent different levels of parent involvement as perceived by children’s school readiness 
teachers. The interview guide used in the 1996 ECFE study was modified for use with School 
Readiness parents. Parent responses were coded and scored low (not yet), medium (developing), 
or high (proficient). The skill level pattern demonstrated by most parents in that study was at the 
developing level (Mueller, 1999b, 14-15). No attempt was made to link parent ratings and child 
progress data given the purpose, intended use of the study, and study design. 
 

At this time, studies have not been funded to examine links between state supported  
early childhood and family programs and children’s school readiness or early academic success. 
22  Our understanding of parent contributions to children’s readiness for school and long term 
                                                 
20 Preliminary work was done in the late 1990’s, at the local level, to assess children’s progress while participating 
in ECFE with their parents (conversation with Betty Cooke, Minnesota Department of Education, June 18, 2003). 
21 It is important to keep in mind that both School Readiness and ECFE are based in school districts. Families may 
participate in both programs. In addition, parent education or early childhood education is not an exclusive function 
of either program. Innovative work with parents and children emerged, in some districts, in the collaboration of both 
programs (for example, working with parents to enhance observation skills and understanding the cognitive and 
social domains used to assess child progress). Resources did not permit exploratory studies to examine the 
effectiveness of these approaches and children’s transition to kindergarten and academic progress in elementary 
school. 
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22 Work in Georgia is examining pre-school programs and children’s academic progress (Henry, 2001). The Pre-K 
Longitudinal Study is following children in Georgia’s universal access pre-kindergarten programs. The Pre-K 
Longitudinal Study explores relationships between children’s school readiness, approaches used by schools and 
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academic success would benefit from a broader range of questions than have been funded to 
date. Understanding the interplay of interactions between parents and school professionals, and 
the relationship of these interactions to both student achievement and school productivity, would 
expand the level of information for policy discussions and program development.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Part II 
2003 Special Study 

Parent Involvement in Kindergarten and 3rd Grade 
Education: What Former Participants in Early 

Childhood Family Education (ECFE) and Other 
Parents Report 

 
Study Overview 

 
 
Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to understand what parents report they do to support 
children’s learning in the early years of elementary school and whether former participants in 
district Early Childhood Family Education (ECFE) report different levels of involvement than 
non-participants. This report is based on survey responses from 2,276 parents of kindergarten 
and 3rd grade children from 13 school districts. The survey was designed to understand parents’ 
reports of what they do to support children’s learning at home, reasons for communicating with 
teachers, extent of participation in school-sponsored activities, and volunteering in the school 
community.  
 
Intended Users and Uses 

The primary intended users of this study are staff directly responsible for Early 
Childhood Family Education (ECFE) in the districts involved in the study. One goal of ECFE is 
to promote parent involvement in children’s learning and education in the school-age years. 
Information from the study will be used to assist discussion among district educators about what 

 
teachers of young children, educational qualifications of pre-school teachers, and school achievement. The Georgia 
study, however, does not include a strong focus on parent involvement (Henry, et al., 2001).  
 



parents report they do to support children’s learning and how ECFE supports parent 
involvement.23 
  
Study Question and Definitions 

The study was designed to understand what parents report they do to support their child’s 
learning and to determine if there are any differences between the responses of former ECFE 
participants and non-participants in how they report involvement in their child’s learning.  In this 
study, participation in ECFE was defined as parent and child enrollment in the program for at 
least one program year prior to their child’s entry into kindergarten.  

 
The definition of parent involvement includes two parts: parent involvement at home and 

parent involvement with school. 
 
Parent involvement at home includes four areas:  

• Parent interaction with their child focused on school and learning 
• Parent efforts to structure the home environment  
• Parent knowledge of child and child development  
• Parent problem solving supports and information seeking strategies   
 

Parent involvement with school includes three areas:  
• Parent initiated communication with school 
• Parent participation in school sponsored activities 
• Parent volunteer contributions at school 

 
Definitions of the sub-concept areas build on Epstein’s framework of home-school 

interactions, ECFE goals, and published literature about parent involvement. Appendix 1 
displays the sub-concept areas, associated survey items, and references to prior studies. 
 
Study Approach 

A cross-sectional, descriptive design was used in this study to explore questions about 
parent involvement. The study is based on survey responses of parents of children entering 
kindergarten or third grade in the fall of 2002.  Districts participating in this study included 
Anoka-Hennepin, St. Paul, Eden Prairie, Forest Lake, Hopkins, Robbinsdale, Chisago Lakes, 
Hermantown-Proctor, Jackson County Central, Mankato, North Branch, Shakopee, and St. 
Francis. 
 

Survey Development and Implementation. An interview guide that was developed for 
a pilot study of parent involvement (Minnesota Department of Education, 1990) was 
significantly revised and adapted for use as a mail survey. Telephone interviews, rather than mail 
surveys, were considered but rejected due to cost. The survey instrument was reviewed many 
times by consortium members during the 2001-2002 school year and pilot tested with a limited 
number of parents in the fall of 2002. The budget for this study did not permit translation of the 
survey instrument into other languages. Kindergarten and third grade versions of the mail survey 
are similar, with a few additional questions included on the kindergarten form, and minor 
wording differences. The University of Minnesota Center for Survey Research (MCSR) was 
responsible for all aspects of survey implementation.  

 
Sampling Strategy. Parents were randomly selected from two types of lists submitted by 

the school districts participating in the study. The first list included former ECFE participants 
                                                 

PAGE  26                                               MINNESOTA CENTER FOR SURVEY RESEARCH 

23 Part III highlights questions for district discussion, emerging from the 2003 Special Study and the literature 
reviewed in Part I, focused on policy and practice opportunities.  
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who participated one or more years in ECFE and whose children were born between September 
1, 1996 and August 31, 1997 (kindergarten students) or between September 1, 1993 and August 
31, 1994 (3rd grade students). The second list included all children enrolled in district 
kindergarten and third grade classes in the fall of 2002. After selecting a random sample, MCSR 
removed former ECFE participant names from district-wide listings. The names remaining on 
the district-wide list after this process was completed were the potential non-participant survey 
respondents. A total of 1,931 former ECFE participants and 2,234 non-participants, divided 
between kindergarten and third grade lists, received the survey during the last week of February 
2003. The adjusted overall response rate was 68%. Table 1 shows the response rates for each 
study group.24  
 
 
 

Table 1: Survey Response Rates 
 Former ECFE 

Participants 
 

Other Parents 
Kindergarten Parents 76% 62% 
3rd Grade Parents 74% 63% 

 
 Limitations of the Sampling Strategy. Sample selection, no matter how straightforward 
the intent, inevitably presents unexpected practical difficulties and this study is no exception. 
Retrieving participation lists going back to 1993 proved to be a daunting task. In several districts, 
the years under study coincided with changes in record keeping practices from paper to computer 
or major changes in district computer hardware and/or software. Not all records survived 
technological transitions. The lists of former ECFE participants who participated at least one 
year that were submitted by districts represent best efforts to retrieve participant information 
from existing records.  
 

Finally, a total of 403 “non-participant” respondents (31% of “non-participant” 
respondents) indicated they had participated in ECFE. Although voluntary, ECFE is a popular 
program, and that popularity varies by district. Participation in ECFE is calculated as the 
percentage of district families with children age birth through five years enrolled in ECFE. In 
2002, four study districts reported participation rates of 60%-89%, four reported participation 
rates between 42%-55%, and five reported participation rates ranging from 26%-35%.25 These 
high ECFE participation rates meant that even parents who were expected to be “non-
participants” had substantial experience with ECFE and were reclassified as participants for 
analysis. 
  

Analysis. Analysis of survey data involved two parts. The first part involved construction 
of parent involvement scores to ascertain whether differences existed in study group responses. 
Two scores were created: Score I--Parent Involvement at Home and Score II--Parent 
Involvement with School. Score I included parent interaction with their child focused on school 
and learning, parent efforts to structure the home environment, parent knowledge of child and 
child development, and parent problem solving supports and information seeking strategies. 
Score II included parent initiated communication with their child’s teacher/school, parent 
participation in school activities, and parent volunteer contributions. Table 2 lists the number of 

                                                 
24 The report (Technical Report #03-17) covering all aspects of survey implementation is available from the 
Minnesota Center for Survey Research. 
25 Information about participation rates obtained from Betty Cooke, Minnesota Department of  
Education, August 15, 2003. 



survey items included in each score and possible score range. Appendix 1 lists questions 
included in the scores.  Group means (average scores) were compared using a 2-tailed t-test to 
determine whether former participant average scores were statistically different from other 
parent average scores at or beyond the .05 level.  

 
The second part of the analysis focused on examining response patterns to understand 

practical similarities and differences among study groups. Study resources did not permit 
additional analysis beyond what is reported. 

 
Other information, not included in the parent involvement scores but collected from 

respondents, included frequency of parent initiated communication, parent’s assessment of 
teacher’s understanding of their child, reasons preventing parent’s participation at school, 
kindergarten parent’s assessment of their child’s transition to kindergarten, and characteristics of 
respondents. In addition, former ECFE participants were asked about the nature of their 
participation and their assessment of their experience.26 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 2:  Parent Involvement Scores 
(Number of Items and Possible Score Range for Total Parent Interview Scores I & II and Sub-Scores) 

Kindergarten Form 3rd Grade Form  
Items Possible 

Score Range 
Items Possible 

Score Range 

Score I: Parent Involvement at Home (Kindergarten 
& 3rd Grade) 

 
29 

 
29-123 

 
29 

 
29-123 

Parent interaction with child focused on school and 
learning 

8 8-39 8 8-39 

Parent efforts to structure the home environment 6 6-24 6 6-24 
Parent knowledge of child and child development 6 6-24 6 6-24 
Parent problem solving supports and information seeking 
strategies 

 
9 

 
9-36 

 
9 

 
9-36 

Score II: Parent Involvement with School 
(Kindergarten Form) 

 
35 

 
0-35 

 
32 

 
0-32 

Parent Initiated Communication 14 0-14 13 0-13 
Parent Participation in School Activities 11 0-11 9 0-9 
Parent Volunteer Contributions 10 0-10 10 0-10 

 
 
Design Limitations. A limitation of the design used in this study is that there is no 

formal means of determining whether former ECFE participants and other parents were similar 
except for ECFE participation. For example, ECFE is a voluntary program and there may be 
differences between parents that seek out and participate in such programs (selection bias) and 
those that do not. In addition, resources available for this study did not allow for a thorough 
examination of the different kinds of exposure respondents may have had to early childhood and 
family information, education, and/or activities either from ECFE or other sources. Given the 
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prevalence of information and programs for parents of young children in Minnesota, parents who 
did not participate in ECFE may well have sought out information or experiences from other 
venues, and parents who did participate in ECFE may also have sought out or participated in 
other opportunities. In addition, the budget for this study did not permit follow-up of non-
respondents. Consequently, it is unclear how non-respondents might differ from parents who 
responded to the survey. 

 
Finally, the most important limitation of the study is the scope of the inquiry. Data 

collection was limited to parents. We did not link student achievement data to pre-kindergarten 
experiences or parent involvement scores. The study did not include an assessment of practices 
used in ECFE to encourage parent involvement in children’s learning in the school-age years. 
Parents are one part of a complex relationship between schools and families. The study budget 
did not allow for data collection about what schools (administrators and teachers) do to support 
parent involvement (policies, practices, resources), their views about the role of parent 
involvement in children’s learning and schools, or their assessments of parents’ involvement.  
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

Respondent Characteristics 
 
 Demographic data reported by respondents were statistically analyzed to determine 
whether study groups differed. Table 3 summarizes the demographic information reported by 
parents and shows chi-square test results. 
 
 

Table 3: Characteristics of Respondent Groups 
Kindergarten Parents 3rd Grade Parents  

 
Attribute 

Former ECFE 
Participants 

n=767 

Other 
Parents 
n=415 

Former ECFE 
Participants 

n=658 

Other 
Parents 
n=436 

Gender* 
Female 91% 81% 91% 83% 

Male 9% 19% 9% 17% 
Age* 

Younger than 33 18% 30% 8% 16% 
33-37 35% 33% 25% 27% 
38-42 34% 26% 42% 33% 

Older than 42 14% 11% 25% 24% 
Marital Status* 

Married/partnered 91% 83% 87% 79% 
Single/widowed/divorced/separated 9% 17% 13% 21% 

Other Children* 
No other children 10% 16% 8% 13% 

Older child/children 34% 34% 32% 34% 
Younger child/children 36% 30% 37% 32% 

Both older and younger children 19% 19% 23% 20% 



Education* 
Some high school or less 2% 3% 2% 4% 

High school diploma or GED 8% 16% 10% 13% 
Some college or trade school beyond high 

school 
 

30% 
 

34% 
 

31% 
 

38% 
Associate Degree/Bachelor’s Degree 47% 36% 46% 32% 

Graduate or professional school degree 13% 12% 11% 12% 
English First Language* 

Yes 94% 89% 95% 92% 
No 6% 11% 5% 8% 

--continued-- 
 

 
Table 3,Continued: Characteristics of Respondent Groups 

Kindergarten Parents 3rd Grade Parents  
Attribute Former ECFE 

Participants 
n=767 

Other 
Parents 
n=415 

Former ECFE 
Participants 

n=658 

Other 
Parents 
n=436 

Moved in last 5 years* 
Yes 37% 52% 25% 45% 
No 63% 48% 75% 55% 

Employment status* 
Employed 25 hours or more per week 39% 68% 50% 71% 

Employed less than 25 hours per week 23% 10% 25% 11% 
Unemployed, seeking employment 3% 3% 3% 2% 

Unemployed, not seeking employment 
(includes full-time parent, student, or retired) 

35% 19% 23% 16% 

Household income before taxes 
Less than $19,999 5% 9% 6% 10% 
$20,000-$39,999 14% 16% 16% 15% 
$40,000-$59,999 24% 20% 22% 18% 
$60,000-$79,999 23% 23% 24% 21% 
$80,000 or more 34% 32% 32% 36% 

Ethnic/racial background♦ 
*White 94% 89% 94% 86% 

American Indian/Alaskan Native 2% 1% 1% 3% 
**Asian or Asian American 5% 8% 5% 7% 
*Black or African American 2% 6% 4% 8% 

Hispanic or Latino 4% 6% 4% 5% 
Other 0 2% 1% 1% 

♦Multiple responses permitted. Respondents instructed to “circle all that apply.” 
*Chi-square tests (both kindergarten and 3rd grade) yield significant differences in proportions for former ECFE 
participants and other parent groups beyond .05 level. 
** Chi-square tests (kindergarten only) yield significant differences in proportions for former ECFE participants and 
other parent groups beyond .05 level. 
 

Characteristics of a typical respondent. A typical respondent to the survey was female 
(81%-91%)27, married (79%-91%), had children in addition to their kindergartener or 3rd grader 
(84%-92%), and reported having achieved education beyond high school (81%-90%). The 
typical respondent also reported English as their first language (89%-95%), being employed 
(62%-82%), having a pre-tax income of $40,000 or greater in 2002 (75%-81%), and their 
racial/ethnic background as white (86%-94%). 

 
 Areas of differences and similarity between study groups. The most notable 
differences between former ECFE participants and other parents were related to employment 
status and mobility. Former ECFE participants were less likely to be employed full-time, and 
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were more likely to be working part-time or to be unemployed and not looking for work because 
they were a full-time parent, student, or retired person. Specifically, former ECFE participants 
were less likely to be employed 25 hours or more per week than other parents (39% of ECFE 
kindergarten parents and 50% of ECFE 3rd grade parents vs. 68% of other kindergarten parents 
and 71% of other 3rd grade parents). Not unexpectedly, ECFE parents were then more likely than 
other parents to be employed less than 25 hours per week (23% of ECFE kindergarten parents 
and 25% of ECFE 3rd grade parents vs. 10% of other kindergarten parents and 11% of other 3rd 
grade parents) or to be unemployed and not seeking employment, which would include a full-
time parent, student, or retired person (35% of ECFE kindergarten parents and 23% of ECFE 3rd 
grade parents vs. 19% of other kindergarten parents and 16% of other 3rd grade parents).  

 
Former ECFE participants reported lower mobility than other parents. They were less 

likely than other parents to have moved in the past five years and if they have moved, they were 
likely to have moved fewer times. Only about one third of the former ECFE participants had 
moved in the past five years, while about half of the other parents had moved (37% of ECFE 
kindergarten parents and 25% of ECFE 3rd grade parents vs. 52% of other kindergarten parents 
and 45% of other 3rd grade parents). Other parents were also more likely to have moved multiple 
times. A higher percentage of other parent respondents reported moving more than once (19% of 
kindergarten parents and 15% of 3rd grade parents) compared to former ECFE participants (8% 
of kindergarten parents and 6% of 3rd grade parents). 
 
 Less dramatic differences between respondent groups appeared for education, marital 
status, age, ethnicity, and first language. A higher percentage of former ECFE participants 
reported having received an associate degree or completed a higher level of education (60% of 
kindergarten parents, 57% of 3rd grade parents) than other parents (47% of kindergarten parents, 
45% of 3rd grade parents). Although over 75% of all respondents reported they were married, a 
higher percentage of other parent respondents indicated they were single, widowed or divorced 
(17% of kindergarten parents, 21% of 3rd grade parents) than former ECFE participants (9% of 
kindergarten parents, 13% of 3rd grade parents). Most respondents (70% or more of kindergarten 
parents and 84% or more of 3rd grade parents) reported being 33 or older. However, a higher 
percentage of other parent respondents indicated they were younger than 33 (30% of 
kindergarten parents, 16% of 3rd grade parents) than former ECFE participants (18% of 
kindergarten parents, 8% of 3rd grade parents). A higher percentage of other parent respondents 
reported Black or African American background (6% of kindergarten parents, 8% of 3rd grade 
parents) compared to former ECFE participants (2% of kindergarten parents, 4% of 3rd grade 
parents). Finally, a higher percentage of other kindergarten parents reported that English was not 
their first language (11%) compared to former ECFE participant kindergarten parents (6%). A 
list of first languages other than English that were reported by respondent groups appears in 
Appendix 2. Finally, there was no statistically significant difference between the distributions of 
household income reported by former ECFE participants and other parents.  
 
 

Findings 
 

Statistically Significant Differences in Parent Involvement Scores 
 

Background. Two separate parent involvement scores, and seven sub-scores, were 
calculated for each survey respondent. These were simply additive scores, where the answers to 
all items included in that score were added together. For example, the most basic additive score 



was the sub-score related to Score II—Parent Volunteer Contributions. The sub-score for Parent 
Volunteer Contributions was based on the number of times the parent marked “Yes” to one of 
the ten items included in the score. Since there were ten items in this sub-score, a parent’s sub-
score could be zero if they did not say “Yes” to anything, it could be ten if they said “Yes” to 
everything, or it could be any number in between.  

 
To calculate the average (mean) for a study group, all of the parent scores were added 

together and then divided by the total number of parents in the study group. This produces a 
group mean representing the average score for the study group; for example, all former ECFE 
participants who are parents of a kindergartener. The group mean score for former ECFE 
participants was then compared to a separate group mean calculated for other kindergarten 
parents.  

 
Score I—Parent Involvement at Home, included four sub-scores; one each for parent 

interaction with children focused on school and learning, parent efforts to structure the home 
environment, parent’s assessment of their knowledge of their child and child development, and 
parent problem solving supports and information seeking strategies. Score II—Parent 
Involvement With School, included three sub-scores; one each for parent initiated 
communication with their child’s teacher or school, parent participation in school sponsored 
activities, and parent volunteer contributions.  

 
Key findings from the analysis of parent involvement scores are noted in the following 

box. A discussion of parent involvement scores follows as well as a table presenting study group 
scores and the results of the statistical analysis. 
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Key Findings: Statistically Significant Differences in Parent Involvement Scores 

 
 Former ECFE participants had significantly higher scores than other 

parents on parent involvement at home and parent involvement with 
school for both kindergarten and 3rd grade respondent groups:  

 
Score I—Parent Involvement at Home. The mean score for parent 
involvement at home was higher for former ECFE participants than other 
parents for both kindergarten (99.38 vs. 95.53) and 3rd grade (98.73 vs. 
95.94) respondents.  

 
Score II—Parent Involvement With School. The mean score for parent 
involvement with school was higher for former ECFE participants than other 
parents for both kindergarten (18.26 vs. 15.02) and 3rd grade (16.42 vs. 
13.98) respondents.  

 
 Former ECFE participants had significantly higher scores than other 

parents on 5 out of 7 sub-scores for both kindergarten and 3rd grade 
parent groups: 

 
Score I Sub-scores—Parent Involvement at Home. There was a statistically 
significant difference between group means of former ECFE participants and 
other parents for two of the four Score I sub-scores: parent interaction with 
their child focused on school and learning, and parent problem solving 
supports and information seeking strategies. 

 
There was no significant difference between group means of former ECFE 
participants and other parents for two Score I sub-score areas: parent’s efforts 
to structure the home environment and parent knowledge of child and child 
development. 

 
Score II Sub-scores—Parent Involvement With School. There was a 
statistically significant difference between group means of former ECFE 
participants and other parents for each of the three sub-scores: parent initiated 
communication, parent participation in school sponsored activities, and 
parent volunteer contributions. 
 

 
 Total scores. Total group mean scores of former ECFE participants were higher than 
other parents for both kindergarten and 3rd grade respondent groups. Table 4 shows group means, 
standard deviations, and results of T-tests comparing means. The total mean score for parent 
involvement at home was higher for former ECFE parents than other parents for both 
kindergarten (99.38 vs. 95.53) and 3rd grade (98.73 vs. 95.94) respondents. The total mean score 
for parent involvement with school was higher for former ECFE parents than other parents for 
both kindergarten (18.26 vs. 15.02) and 3rd grade (16.42 vs. 13.98) respondent groups.    T-tests 
for a comparison of group means were statistically significant at or beyond the .05 level. 

 



Table 4: Parent Involvement Scores 

Kindergarten Parents 3rd Grade Parents  
 
 
 
 

Former ECFE 
Participants 

n=767 

Other Parents 
 

n=415 

Former ECFE 
Participants 

n=658 

Other Parents 
 

n=436 

SCORE I: PARENT INVOLVEMENT AT HOME—TOTAL SCORE GROUP MEANS 

Mean 99.38* 95.53 98.73* 95.94 
Standard Deviation 11.840 10.931 11.050 12.025 

Score I: Parent Involvement at Home—Sub-score Group Means 
Interaction with child focused on school and learning 

Mean 33.25* 32.48 32.81* 32.19 
Standard Deviation 4.261 4.628 4.120 4.846 

Parent efforts to structure home environment 
Mean 21.28 21.03 22.00 21.80 

Standard Deviation 2.356 2.509 2.131 2.205 
Knowledge of child and child development 

Mean 19.93 19.75 19.46 19.46 
Standard Deviation 3.125 3.241 3.250 2.957 

Problem solving supports and information seeking strategies 
Mean 25.48* 22.60 24.94* 23.02 

Standard Deviation 4.476 4.738 4.303 4.594 

SCORE II: PARENT INVOLVEMENT WITH SCHOOL--GROUP MEANS 

Mean 18.26* 15.02 16.42* 13.98 
Standard Deviation 4.810 4.809 4.709 4.780 

Score II: Parent Involvement With School—Sub-score Group Means 
Parent initiated communication with school  

Mean 8.73* 7.62 8.10* 7.50 
Standard Deviation 2.728 2.966 2.679 3.049 

Parent participation in school sponsored activities 
Mean 6.60* 5.55 5.33* 4.47 

Standard Deviation 1.702 1.684 1.578 1.466 
Parent volunteer contributions at school 

Mean 3.04* 2.04 3.13* 2.23 
Standard Deviation 1.799 1.504 1.788 1.637 

*T-test (2-tailed) significant at or beyond the .05 level. 
 

Sub-scores. Former ECFE participants had significantly higher scores than other parents 
on 5 out of 7 sub-scores for both kindergarten and 3rd grade groups. Table 4 shows sub-score 
means, standard deviations, and results of T-tests comparing means. There was a statistically 
significant difference between group means of former ECFE participants and other parents for 
two of the four Score I—Parent Involvement at Home sub-scores: parent’s interaction with their 
child focused on school and learning, and parent problem solving supports and information 
seeking strategies. The sub-score means for parent interaction with their child focused on school 
and learning were higher for former ECFE parents than other parents for both kindergarten 
(33.25 vs. 32.48) and 3rd grade (32.81 vs. 32.19). The sub-score means for problem solving 
supports and information seeking strategies were higher for former ECFE parents than other 
parents for both kindergarten (25.48 vs. 22.60) and 3rd grade (24.94 vs. 23.02). There was no 
statistical difference between group means of former ECFE participants and other parents for 
two Score I sub-score areas: parent’s efforts to structure the home environment and parent 
knowledge of child and child development.  

 
There was a statistically significant difference between group means of former ECFE 

participants and other parents for each of the three Score II sub-scores: parent initiated 
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communication, parent participation in school sponsored activities, and parent volunteer 
contributions. The sub-score means for parent initiated communication were higher for former 
ECFE parents than other parents for both kindergarten (8.73 vs. 7.62) and 3rd grade (8.10 vs. 
7.50). The sub-score means for parent participation in school sponsored activities were higher for 
former ECFE parents than other parents for both kindergarten (6.60 vs. 5.55) and 3rd grade (5.33 
vs. 4.47) respondents. The sub-score means for parent volunteer contributions at school were 
higher for former ECFE parents than other parents for both kindergarten (3.04 vs. 2.04) and 3rd 
grade (3.13 vs. 2.23) respondents. 

 
Practical and Significant Differences Between Study Groups 
 
 Background. To understand the nature of differences between study groups, items in five 
sub-scores were examined. These five sub-scores were selected because tests for differences in 
group means for these sub-scores were all statistically significant. The box below notes the key 
findings about areas of difference between study groups. A discussion of differences between 
study groups follows. The discussion begins with differences in responses to items included in 
Score I—Parent Involvement at Home and concludes with a discussion of  differences in 
responses to items included in Score II—Parent Involvement With School. 
 
 
Key Findings: Practical and Significant Differences Between Study Groups 
 
At home, a higher percentage of former ECFE participants reported reading or telling 
stories with their child nearly every day and regularly visiting the library with their 
child. In addition, a higher percentage of former ECFE participants than other parents 
report social supports for problem solving and information seeking (such as talking to 
people they perceived as knowledgeable about parenting or talking to parents of other 
children in their child’s class or activities). 
 
With their child’s school, former ECFE participants report more frequent 
communication with their child’s teacher. A higher percentage of former ECFE 
participants report visiting or observing in their child’s classroom during the school 
day, attending meetings at school, and volunteering at school than other parents. 
 
 

Areas of Difference—Parent Involvement at Home. There was a significant difference 
between group means of former ECFE participants and other parents for two of the four Score I 
sub-scores: parent interaction with their child focused on school and learning and parent problem 
solving supports and information seeking strategies.  

 
With regard to parent interaction with their child focused on school and learning, 

former ECFE participants were more likely than other parents to read or tell stories with their 
child nearly every day (79% of ECFE kindergarten parents vs. 67% of other kindergarten 
parents; 48% of ECFE 3rd grade parents vs. 38% of other 3rd grade parents) and report regularly 
visiting the library with their child (37% of ECFE kindergarten parents vs. 25% of other 
kindergarten parents; 31% of ECFE 3rd grade parents vs. 20% of other 3rd grade parents).  
 

With regard to parent problem solving supports and information seeking strategies, 
former ECFE participants are more likely to report social supports for problem solving and 



information seeking than other parents. When parents have questions about how best to support 
their child’s learning at home, former ECFE participants were more likely than other parents to 
report that they almost always/sometimes do the following:  
 

• Talk to a friend or neighbor (81% of ECFE kindergarten parents vs. 68% of other 
parents; 76% of ECFE 3rd grade parents vs. 69% of other 3rd grade parents); 

• Talk to people who are knowledgeable about parenting issues. (78% of ECFE 
kindergarten parents vs. 69% of other kindergarten parents; 74% of ECFE 3rd grade 
parents vs. 64% of other 3rd grade parents);  

• Talk to other parents in child’s class or activities (57% of ECFE kindergarten parents 
vs. 37% of other kindergarten parents; 64% of ECFE 3rd grade parents vs. 45% of 
other 3rd grade parents); and, 

• Enroll in parenting classes or attend meetings about parenting (43% of ECFE 
kindergarten parents vs. 10% of other kindergarten parents; 28% of ECFE 3rd grade 
parents vs. 11% of other 3rd grade parents). 

 
Former ECFE participants were also more likely to strongly agree/agree that they talk regularly 
with other parents of children in kindergarten/third grade (72% of ECFE kindergarten parents vs. 
47% of other kindergarten parents; 76% of ECFE 3rd grade parents vs. 58% of other 3rd grade 
parents).  
 

Areas of Difference—Parent Involvement With School. There was a significant 
difference between group means of former ECFE participants and other parents for all three 
Score II sub-scores. Score II sub-scores included parent initiated communication, parent 
participation in school sponsored activities, and parent volunteer contributions at school.  

 
 
With regard to parent initiated communication former ECFE participants were more 

likely than other parents to report communicating with their child’s teacher for the following 
reasons: 

 
• To learn more about ways I can be involved and help in my child’s classroom 

(61% of ECFE kindergarten parents vs. 42% of other kindergarten parents; 52% 
of ECFE 3rd grade parents vs. 41% of other 3rd grade parents); 

• To find out how my child gets along with other children (86% of ECFE 
kindergarten parents vs. 76% of other kindergarten parents); 

• To help my child’s teacher better understand my child (76% of ECFE 
kindergarten parents vs. 64% of other kindergarten parents; 78% of ECFE 3rd 
grade parents vs. 70% of other 3rd grade parents);  

• To discuss behavior concerns I have about my child (47% of ECFE kindergarten 
parents vs. 37% of other kindergarten parents); and, 

• To give the teacher information about my child from my child’s pre-school (41% 
of ECFE kindergarten parents vs. 30% of other kindergarten parents). 

 
 
 
 

Parents were also asked how often they communicate with their child’s teacher. Although this 
information was not included in the score calculation the responses are pertinent. Former ECFE 
participants were more likely than other parents to report communicating with their child’s 

PAGE  36                                               MINNESOTA CENTER FOR SURVEY RESEARCH 



 

MINNESOTA CENTER FOR SURVEY RESEARCH PAGE   37  

teacher at least 2-3 times/month (62% of ECFE kindergarten parents vs. 42% of other 
kindergarten parents; 55% of ECFE 3rd grade parents vs. 38% of other 3rd grade parents).  

 
With regard to parent participation in school sponsored activities former ECFE 

participants were more likely than other parents to report visiting/observing in their child’s 
classroom during the school day (73% of ECFE kindergarten parents vs. 48% of other 
kindergarten parents; 66% of ECFE 3rd grade parents vs. 46% of other 3rd grade parents) and 
eating a meal (breakfast or lunch) at school with their child (50% of ECFE kindergarten parents 
vs. 40% of other kindergarten parents; 67% of ECFE 3rd grade parents vs. 59% of other 3rd grade 
parents). In addition, former ECFE participants were more likely than other parents to report 
participating in the following kinds of meetings or classes at school: 

 
• Meetings about school issues or district-wide issues (35% of ECFE kindergarten 

parents vs. 18% of other kindergarten parents; 39% of ECFE 3rd grade parents vs. 
24% of other 3rd grade parents); 

• PTA/PTO or other parent meetings (33% of ECFE kindergarten parents vs. 20% 
of other parents; 34% of ECFE 3rd grade parents vs. 20% of other 3rd grade 
parents); 

• Parent classes and programs, for example speaker nights or a series of meetings 
(27% of ECFE kindergarten parents vs. 10% of other kindergarten parents; 26% 
of ECFE 3rd grade parents vs. 14% of other 3rd grade parents). 

 
Finally, with regard to parent volunteer contributions former ECFE participants were 

more likely than other parents to report volunteering at their child’s school in the following 
ways: 

 
• Fund raisers/school projects (69% of ECFE kindergarten parents vs. 60% of other 

kindergarten parents; 73% of ECFE 3rd grade parents vs. 59% of other 3rd grade 
parents); 

• Classroom parent volunteer (65% of ECFE kindergarten parents vs. 39% of other 
kindergarten parents; 58% of ECFE 3rd grade parents vs. 37% of other 3rd grade 
parents); 

• School activities outside the classroom such as field trips, health screening, media 
center, clerical support (54% of ECFE kindergarten parents vs. 37% of other 
kindergarten parents; 67% of ECFE 3rd grade parents vs. 49% of other 3rd grade 
parents); 

• School advisory committees/site council (20% of ECFE kindergarten parents vs. 
6% of other kindergarten parents; 18% of ECFE 3rd grade parents vs. 8% of other 
3rd grade parents). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Parents were also asked about reasons for not participating in school activities or 
volunteering. Very few respondents (3%-4%) indicated they did not feel comfortable at school. 
The reasons most parents reported for not participating in school activities or volunteering at 



school were work commitments (41%-67%), scheduling conflicts (41%-55%), and family 
commitments (35%-45%). A higher percentage of other parents reported that work commitments 
prevented them from participating or volunteering (65% of other kindergarten parents and 67% 
of other 3rd grade parents) than was true for former ECFE participants (41% of  ECFE 
kindergarten parents and 53% of ECFE 3rd grade parents).  
 
Practical Similarities Between Study Groups—What Most Parents 
Report 
 

Background. An examination of positive responses to survey items, responses reflective 
of supportive involvement in children’s learning, was pursued to explore the similarity of 
responses among parent groups. The following box notes key findings about what most parents 
report. A discussion of the responses common to most parents follows.  

 
 
Key Findings: Practical Similarities Between Study Groups—What Most Parents 
Report 
 
Three-fourths or more of survey respondents from both former ECFE participants and 
other parent groups report involvement at home and with school in ways that are 
generally accepted as basic and supportive of children’s learning. For example, most 
parents reported structuring the home environment, understanding their child, and 
communicating with their child’s teacher about their child. Nearly all parents reported 
attending conferences, fall open houses, and other school orientations. 
 
Very few parents reported they were not comfortable at their child’s school (3%-4%). 
 
Most parents, 84% or more, reported positively about their child’s teacher’s 
understanding of how their child learns, and reciprocal understanding of home-school 
expectations. 
 
Most kindergarten parents, over 92%, reported their child was prepared to start 
kindergarten and they had the information they needed to prepare their child for 
kindergarten. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What Most Parents Report--Overview. The examination of positive responses reveals 

that most parents responding to the survey, approximately three-fourths or more, report 
involvement at home and with school in ways that are generally accepted as supportive of 
children’s learning in 6 out of the 7 sub-concept areas. Table 5  (kindergarten parents) and Table 
6 (3rd grade parents) on the following pages show the percentages of parents responding in ways 
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that reflect positive parent involvement. In these tables, survey items in each sub-score area are 
listed from highest to lowest frequency based on former ECFE participant responses as reported 
in column two. The third column lists the response frequency of other parents for the same item. 
Predominant patterns of parent involvement are described in statements following the tables. 
Patterns are listed by sub-concept areas and follow the order listed in Tables 5 & 6. Items 
mentioned by approximately three-fourths of all parents are listed first followed by items 
reported by approximately half to two-thirds of all respondents.  

 
 

Table 5: Positive Parent Involvement Response Patterns—Kindergarten Parents 
 
PARENT INVOLVEMENT AT HOME 

Former 
ECFE 

Participants 
n=767 

Other  
Kindergarten 

Parents 
n=415 

*Interaction with child focused on school and learning (nearly every day responses, unless indicated) 

Listen to my child to understand his/her interests and concerns 87% 81% 
Talk with my kindergartener about school friends, activities, and school 
experiences 

 
80% 

 
75% 

Read or tell stories with my kindergartener *79% 67% 
Talk with my kindergartener about school work and assignments 77% 74% 
My child regularly visits the library with me or someone in the family. 
  (almost always responses) 

 
*37% 

 
25% 

Work together with my child on school projects/assignments 36% 31% 
Help my child find more information about ideas or subjects he/she is 
interested in 

 
34% 

 
34% 

Talk with my kindergartener about how best to handle difficult 
situations at school 

 
30% 

 
29% 

Parent efforts to structure the home environment  (almost always responses) 

My child has a morning routine that includes eating breakfast. 93% 90% 
My child has a scheduled bedtime and evening routine. 88% 85% 
My child has a particular place to do school work at home. 74% 70% 
There are limits on how much time my child spends watching TV, 
videos, or using the computer. 

 
56% 

 
48% 

My child has responsibilities (tasks/chores) for helping out at home. 53% 45% 
My child has a regular time to do school work at home. 38% 44% 

Parent knowledge of child and child development (strongly agree, agree responses) 

In general, I understand how children grow, learn, and develop. 99% 97% 
Most days, I can tell whether my child had a good (or not so good) day 
at school. 

 
96% 

 
96% 

I have a good understanding of how my child learns. 95% 96% 
I have a good sense of what learning experiences are appropriate for 
children in kindergarten. 

 
94% 

 
90% 

I usually feel confident about the way I help my child with problems 
that come up at school. 

 
93% 

 
94% 

I have a good understanding of what a typical kindergarten child is like. 92% 89% 

*Parent problem solving supports and information seeking strategies (almost always, sometimes 
responses, unless indicated) 

When I have questions about how best to support my child’s learning at 
home, I know how to find help. (strongly agree, agree responses) 

 
93% 

 
89% 

Talk to my child’s teacher 88% 80% 
Talk to a friend or neighbor *81% 68% 
Talk to people I know who are knowledgeable about parenting issues 78% 69% 
I talk regularly with other parents of children in kindergarten.  *72% 47% 



(strongly agree, agree responses) 
Talk to a relative 66% 72% 
Talk to other parents of children in my child’s class or activities *57% 37% 
Look for information on the internet or in books and magazines 57% 50% 
Enroll in parenting classes or attend meetings about parenting *43% 10% 

   *Significant statistical difference between sub-concept area scores of former ECFE participants and other parents.  
-continued- 

 
PARENT INVOLVEMENT WITH SCHOOL 

Former 
ECFE 

Participants 
n=767 

Other  
Kindergarten 

Parents 
n=415 

*Parent initiated communication (Yes responses) 

To learn about how my child adjusted to school in the fall 92% 85% 
To learn how my child’s progress is assessed by the teacher 89% 86% 
To introduce ourselves (my child and me) to my child’s teacher before school 
started in the fall 

 
87% 

 
84% 

To find out how my child gets along with other children *86% 76% 
To get to know my child’s teacher 84% 76% 
To get ideas about what I can do at home to support my child’s learning 79% 71% 
To help my child’s teacher better understand my child *76% 64% 
To learn more about what is taught at school 73% 64% 
To learn more about ways I can be involved or help in my child’s classroom *61% 42% 
To discuss behavior concerns I have about my child *47% 37% 
To ask about a specific incident or situation that happened at school 44% 37% 
To give the teacher information about my child from my child’s pre-school 41% 30% 
To learn about school choice options 14% 11% 
To make suggestions about how my child’s classroom or school can be improved 13% 12% 

*Parent participation in school sponsored activities   (Yes responses) 

Parent-teacher conferences 100% 98% 
Participated in at least one regularly scheduled parent-teacher conference 99% 97% 
Kindergarten orientation meetings for children and/or parents prior to starting 
kindergarten 

 
96% 

 
94% 

Fall open house, school orientation 95% 89% 
Visiting/observing in your child’s classroom during the school day *73% 48% 
Eating a meal (breakfast or lunch) at school with your child 50% 40% 
Telephone calls or visits from the kindergarten teacher before school started in 
the fall 

 
45% 

 
42% 

Meetings about school issues or district-wide issues *35% 18% 
PTA/PTO or other parent meetings *33% 20% 
Parent classes and programs, for example, speaker nights or a series of classes *27% 10% 
Volunteer training classes for tutors/mentors (classes that help adults learn how 
best to support children’s learning) 

 
13% 

 
6% 

*Parent volunteer contributions at school (Yes responses) 

Fund raisers/school projects 69% 60% 
Classroom parent volunteer *65% 39% 
Gave materials, ideas, or things of interest to your child’s teacher to use for 
classroom or other activities 

 
*58% 

 
47% 

School activities outside the classroom (for example, field trips, health screening, 
media center, clerical, etc.) 

 
*54% 

 
37% 

PTA, parent advisory committee, school site council *20% 6% 
Resource person in the classroom on a special topic 14% 8% 
Playground, lunchroom supervisor, or bus monitor 10% 3% 
PTA/PTO officer and/or school committee chair person 8% 2% 
Tutor/mentor 6% 3% 
School Board/District advisory committee member 4% 1% 
*Significant statistical difference between sub-concept area scores of former ECFE participants  
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  and other parents.  
Table 6: Positive Parent Involvement Response Patterns—3rd Grade Parents 

 
 

PARENT INVOLVEMENT AT HOME 

Former 
ECFE 

Participants 
n=658 

Other  
3rd Grade 
Parents 
n=436 

*Interaction with child focused on school and learning (nearly every day responses, unless indicated) 

Talk with my 3rd grader about school work and assignments 88% 86% 
Listen to my child to understand his/her interests and concerns 81% 77% 
Talk with my 3rd grader about school friends, activities, and school 
experiences 

 
80% 

 
73% 

Read or tell stories with my 3rd grader *48% 38% 
Work together with my child on school projects/assignments 48% 49% 
My child regularly visits the library with me or someone in the family. 
  (almost always  responses) 

 
*31% 

 
20% 

Help my child find more information about ideas or subjects he/she is 
interested in 

 
29% 

 
31% 

Talk with my 3rd grader about how best to handle difficult situations at 
school 

 
27% 

 
31% 

Parent efforts to structure the home environment (almost always responses) 

My child has a morning routine that includes eating breakfast. 93% 90% 
My child has a scheduled bedtime and evening routine. 87% 85% 
My child has a particular place to do home work. 81% 77% 
My child has a regular time to do home work. 64% 66% 
My child has responsibilities (tasks/chores) for helping out at home. 59% 59% 
There are limits on how much time my child spends watching TV, 
videos, or using the computer. 

 
57% 

 
49% 

Parent knowledge of child and child development (strongly agree, agree responses) 

In general, I understand how children grow, learn, and develop. 98% 97% 
Most days, I can tell whether my child had a good (or not so good) day 
at school. 

 
96% 

 
97% 

I have a good understanding of how my child learns. 95% 97% 
I usually feel confident about the way I help my child with problems 
that come up at school. 

 
94% 

 
94% 

I have a good understanding of what a typical 3rd grade child is like. 91% 90% 
I have a good sense of what learning experiences are appropriate for 
children in 3rd grade. 

 
88% 

 
87% 

*Parent problem solving supports and information seeking strategies (almost always, sometimes 
responses unless indicated) 

When I have questions about how best to support my child’s learning at 
home, I know how to find help. (strongly agree, agree responses) 

 
93% 

 
90% 

Talk to my child’s teacher 90% 86% 
I talk regularly with other parents of children in 3rd grade.  
(strongly agree, agree responses) 

 
*76% 

 
58% 

Talk to a friend or neighbor 76% 69% 
Talk to people I know who are knowledgeable about parenting issues *74% 64% 
Talk to other parents of children in my child’s class or activities *64% 45% 
Talk to a relative 61% 61% 
Look for information on the internet or in books and magazines 56% 50% 
Enroll in parenting classes or attend meetings about parenting *28% 11% 

   *Significant statistical difference between sub-concept area scores of former ECFE participants and other parents. 
-continued- 



 
PARENT INVOLVEMENT WITH SCHOOL 

Former 
ECFE 

Participants 
n=658 

Other  
3rd Grade 
Parents 
n=436 

*Parent initiated communication  (Yes responses) 

To learn how my child’s progress is assessed by the teacher 90% 86% 
To introduce ourselves (my child and me) to my child’s teacher before 
school started in the fall 

 
88% 

 
87% 

To get to know my child’s teacher *84% 74% 
To learn about how my child adjusted to school in the fall 83% 76% 
To get ideas about what I can do at home to support my child’s learning 82% 78% 
To help my child’s teacher better understand my child 78% 70% 
To learn more about what is taught at school 73% 66% 
To find out how my child gets along with other children 70% 68% 
To learn more about ways I can be involved or help in my child’s 
classroom 

 
*52% 

 
41% 

To discuss behavior concerns I have about my child 45% 43% 
To ask about a specific incident or situation that happened at school 43% 47% 
To learn about school choice options 20% 18% 
To make suggestions about how my child’s classroom or school can be 
improved 

19% 17% 

*Parent participation in school sponsored activities (Yes responses) 

Parent-teacher conferences 100% 99% 
Participated in at least one regularly scheduled parent-teacher 
conference 

 
99% 

 
99% 

Fall open house, school orientation 92% 86% 
Eating a meal (breakfast or lunch) at school with your child 67% 59% 
Visiting/observing in your child’s classroom during the school day *66% 46% 
Meetings about school issues or district-wide issues *39% 24% 
PTA/PTO or other parent meetings *34% 20% 
Parent classes and programs, for example, speaker nights or a series of 
classes 

 
*26% 

 
14% 

Volunteer training classes for tutors/mentors (classes that help adults 
learn how best to support children’s learning) 

 
14% 

 
7% 

*Parent volunteer contributions at school  (Yes responses) 

Fund raisers/school projects *73% 59% 
School activities outside the classroom (for example, field trips, health 
screening, media center, clerical, etc.) 

 
*67% 

 
49% 

Classroom parent volunteer *58% 37% 
Gave materials, ideas, or things of interest to your child’s teacher to use 
for classroom or other activities 

 
52% 

 
47% 

PTA, parent advisory committee, school site council *18% 8% 
Resource person in the classroom on a special topic 14% 11% 
Tutor/mentor 11% 6% 
PTA/PTO officer and/or school committee chair person 10% 4% 
Playground, lunchroom supervisor, or bus monitor 8% 4% 
School Board/District advisory committee member 6% 3% 

  *Significant statistical difference between sub-concept area scores of former ECFE participants and OTHER 
      
What Most Parents Report—Parent Involvement at Home 

Interaction with child focused on school and learning.28 About three-fourths of all 
parents indicated they do the following nearly every day: 
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Listen to my child to understand his/her interests and concerns (77%-87%); 
Talk with my child about school work and assignments (74%-88%); and, 
Talk with my child about school friends, activities, and school experiences  (73%-
80%). 

 
Parent efforts to structure the home environment. About three-fourths of all parents 

indicated they almost always provide the following: 
 

A morning routine that includes eating breakfast (90% -93%); 
A scheduled bedtime and evening routine (85%-88%); and, 
A particular place to do school work at home (70%-81%). 
 

In addition, one-half to two-thirds of all parent respondents indicated they almost always 
provide: 

 
A regular time to do home work (3rd grade: 64%-66%); 
Limits on how much time my child spends watching TV, videos, or using the 
computer (48%-57%); and, 
Responsibilities/tasks/chores for helping out at home (45%-59%). 
 

Parent knowledge of child and child development. At least 87% of all parents indicated 
they strongly agreed or agreed with the following statements: 

 
In general, I understand how children grow, learn, and develop.(97%-99%) 
Most days, I can tell whether my child had a good (or not so good) day at school. 
(96%-97%) 
I have a good understanding of how my child learns. (95%-97%) 
I usually feel confident about the way I help my child with problems that come up 
at school. (93%-94%) 
I have a good understanding of what a typical kindergarten (3rd grade) child is 
like. (89%-92%) 
I have a good sense of what learning experiences are appropriate for children in 
kindergarten (3rd grade). (87%-94%) 
 

 
 
 
 
Problem solving supports and information seeking strategies. At least 80% of all 

parents reported the following:  
 

When I have questions about how best to support my child’s learning at home I 
know how to find help. (89%-93%) 
(If parents have questions they almost always, sometimes) talk to their child’s 
teacher. (80%-90%) 

 
and expectations. A second group of comments focused on the attributes or goals of the parent-child interaction 
such as “being together” or “encouraging learning”, “responsibility”, and “interests”. A third group of comments 
mentioned by a few parents stressed guidance, monitoring, and control. For example, comments in this category 
included statements such as “good manners”, “limit wardrobe choices”, “provide structure”. 



 
In addition, one-half to two-thirds of all parents indicated that, when they have questions or 
concerns about what they can do at home to support their child’s learning, they almost 
always/sometimes do the following: 

 
Talk to a relative (61%-72%); and, 
Look for information on the Internet or in books and magazines (50%-57%). 
 

What Most Parents Report--Parent Involvement With School 
 
Parent initiated communication.  Three-fourths or more of all parents mentioned the 

following reasons for communicating with their child’s teacher or school: 
 

To learn how my child’s progress is assessed by the teacher (86%-90%); 
To learn about how my child adjusted to school in the fall. (76%-92%); 
To introduce ourselves (my child and me) to my child’s teacher before school 
started in the fall (84%-88%); and, 
To get to know my child’s teacher (74%-84%). 
 

In addition to the above, one-half or more of all parents mentioned the following reasons for 
communicating: 

 
To get ideas about what I can do at home to support my child’s learning (71%-
82%); 
To find out how my child gets along with other children (68%-86%); 
To help my child’s teacher better understand my child (64%-78%); and, 
To learn more about what is taught at school (64%-73%). 

 
Participation in school sponsored activities. Over 85% of all parents reported they 

participated in the following: 
 

Parent-teacher conferences (98%-100%); 
Fall open house, school orientation (86%-95%); and, 
Kindergarten orientation meetings (94%-96% of kindergarten parents). 
 

Parent volunteer contributions at school. Half or more of all parents reported they 
volunteer at school in the following way: 

 
Fund raisers/school projects (59%-73%). 

 
 
 
 
 
What Most Parents Report—Additional Positive Response Patterns 

 
Positive response patterns were found for other survey questions not included in the two 

parent involvement scores. Eight survey items included questions about children’s teachers and 
classrooms, reciprocal understanding of parent-school expectations, and kindergarten parent’s 
assessment of their child’s transition to kindergarten. What most parents report is listed here. 
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Child’s teacher and classroom. Over 90% of all parents responded positively (strongly 
agree, agree unless indicated) to the following statements: 

 
I am comfortable talking to my child’s teacher (95%-98%). 
My child’s teacher has a good understanding of how my child learns (90%-96%). 
I know (a great deal, some) about the learning activities that go on in my child’s 
classroom (91%-95%). 
 
Parent-school expectations. Over 80% of all parents strongly agreed or agreed with the 

following statements about home-school expectations: 
 
I know what to expect from my child’s school. (88%-91%) 
I know what my child’s school expects from me. (84%-91%) 
 
Kindergarten transition questions. Parents of kindergartners were asked three questions 

about their child’s transition to school in the fall. Over 92% of all parents strongly agreed or 
agreed with the following statements: 

 
I believe my child was prepared to start kindergarten (97%). 
I had the information I needed to prepare my child for  
kindergarten (94%-96%). 
The adjustment to kindergarten went smoothly for my child and me  
(92%-93%). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Former ECFE Participants 
 
 Background. Former ECFE participants responded to questions about the nature of their 
participation in ECFE. They were also asked to describe what difference participation made for 
them and their child. Key findings about ECFE participants are noted in the following box. A 
discussion of the responses made by former ECFE participants follows. 
 



 
Key Findings—About Former ECFE Participant Respondents 
 
Former ECFE participants responding to the survey reported repeat involvement in 
ECFE. Almost three-fourths of former ECFE participants reported participating in 
more than one type of class with their child. In addition, approximately 80% indicated 
they had other children in the family with whom they had participated in addition to 
their kindergartner or 3rd grader. 
 
Most former ECFE participants (86% of kindergarten parents, 79% of 3rd grade 
parents) reported their involvement in ECFE influenced what they do now to support 
their child’s learning and development at home and at school. 
 
 
 Participation. Parents were asked what kinds of ECFE classes/activities they had 
participated in with their child before their child started kindergarten. As Table 7 indicates, 79% 
participated in ECFE classes for parents and children 3-5 years old, 70% participated in ECFE 
classes for parents and toddlers, and 50-51% participated in ECFE classes for parents and 
infants. Over half of the former ECFE participants noted attending special events or field trips, 
33%-38% participated in ECFE classes for parents and children of mixed ages (birth-
kindergarten), and 11% participated in ECFE home visiting for families. 
 
 About three-fourths of the former ECFE participants reported participating in more than 
one type of class with their child. Approximately half of the former ECFE participants 
participated in 2-3 classes with their child and almost a quarter reported participating in four or 
more classes. In addition, most former ECFE participants (78%-80%) indicated they had other 
children in their family with whom they had participated in ECFE. 
 

Table 7: Former ECFE Participants—Nature of Participation in ECFE 
Former ECFE Participants  

Kindergarten 
Parents 
n=767 

3rd Grade 
Parents 
n=658 

Program or activity participated in before child started kindergarten (3rd grade). 
ECFE classes for parents and 3,4, or 5 year olds 79% 79% 

ECFE classes for parents and toddlers 70% 70% 
ECFE classes for parents and infants 50% 51% 

ECFE classes for parents and children birth-kindergarten (mixed 
age group) 

 
38% 

 
33% 

   
ECFE special event or field trip 58% 58% 

   
ECFE home visiting for families 11% 11% 

Do you have other children in your family with whom you participated in Early Childhood 
Family Education (ECFE)? 

Yes 78% 80% 
  
 Parents’ Assessment of ECFE:  Most former ECFE participants (86% of kindergarten 
parents, 79% of 3rd grade parents) reported their involvement in ECFE influenced what they do 
now to support their child’s learning and development at home and at school. Over 75% of 
former ECFE participants responded to the open-ended question asking them to describe the 
difference participation in ECFE made. All written responses were read and coded. The response 
categories and frequency of mention are listed in Table 8.  
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Half of the kindergarten respondents and 39% of the 3rd grade parents mentioned child 
outcomes, such as socialization, school readiness, and/or adjustment to separation as outcomes of 
their participation in ECFE. A sense of community and support, coming from meeting other 
parents in the district and meeting other parents with similar interests and concerns, was 
mentioned by 43% of kindergarten parents and 50% of 3rd grade parents. Slightly over a third of 
the parents mentioned learning about parenting techniques, including guidance and control 
strategies. Twenty-five percent of kindergarten parents and 17% of 3rd grade parents mentioned 
improved understanding of their child and child development. Parents also mentioned that ECFE 
provided activities for them to do with their children (14%-18%), increased parent self-esteem 
(7%-11%), and increased awareness of special concerns and programs to address those concerns 
(2%-3%). Two percent of former ECFE participants stated that ECFE made no difference. 
“Other” comments were general statements, typically laudatory comments, about the program. 

 
Table 8: Former ECFE Participants’ Assessment of ECFE 

Former ECFE Participants  
 
Did involvement in ECFE influence what you do now to 
support your child’s learning and development at home and 
at school? 

Kindergarten 
Parents 
n=767 

3rd Grade 
Parents 
n=658 

Yes 86% 79% 
 
What difference did your participation in Early Childhood 
Family Education (ECFE) make for you and your child? 

Number of 
comments (%)  

n=621 

Number of 
comments (%) 

n=508 
Child outcomes: socialization/school readiness/adjustment to 

separation 
 

312 (50%) 
 

198 (39%) 
Sense of community/ support for parents 270 (43%) 256 (50%) 

Learned about parenting techniques 221(36%) 188 (37%) 
Understanding of child and child development 157 (25%) 88 (17%) 

Provided parent activities to do with children 90 (14%) 92 (18%) 
Increased parent self-esteem 67 (11%) 34 (7%) 

Increased awareness of special concerns and programs 12 (2%) 14 (3%) 
Other 14 (2%) 17 (3%) 

No difference 12 (2%) 11(2%) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Summary & Limitations of Findings 
 
 Analysis of parent involvement scores shows a significant difference between former 
ECFE participants and other parents in how they report involvement in their child’s learning at 
home and with school. At home, a higher percentage of former ECFE participants reported 
reading to their child almost daily and regularly visiting the library. A higher percentage of 
former ECFE participants reported social supports for problem solving and information seeking 



than other parents. At school, former ECFE participants reported more frequent communication 
with their child’s teacher, visiting or observing in their child’s classroom during the school day 
(in addition to attending conferences and orientations), attending meetings about school and 
parenting issues, and volunteering at school than other parents. 
 
 Despite differences, both former ECFE participants and other parents reported important 
positive patterns of parent involvement. Three-fourths or more of all parents reported 
involvement at home and with school in ways that are generally accepted as basic and supportive 
of children’s learning. Most parents reported communicating with their child’s teacher about 
their child. Nearly all parents reported attending conferences, fall open houses, and other school 
orientations. Very few parents (3%-4%) noted they do not feel comfortable at their child’s 
school. In addition, most parents (84% or more) reported positive assessments of their child’s 
teacher’s understanding of how their child learns, reciprocal understanding of home-school 
expectations, and their child’s transition to kindergarten. For a comprehensive list of study 
findings, see Appendix 4. 
 
 

Limitations of the Findings. Limitations associated with the study are noted in several 
places in the report.29 It is important to remember that study findings reflect responses from 
2,276 parents in the 13 districts participating in the study. Study resources did not permit an 
exploration of what elementary teachers and schools do to support parent involvement in their 
child’s learning. In addition, study resources did not allow for an examination of how parent 
involvement is approached in ECFE in the 13 districts.  Thus, we only have a small piece of the 
story. Parents are one part of the complex relationship between schools and families. Study 
findings represent parents’ reports of involvement in their child’s learning at home and school. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Part III 
Policy & Practice Opportunities 

 
 The commentary in this section is intended to stimulate discussion about opportunities for 
policy and practice improvements. These topics are presented in the form of questions and are 
drawn from the literature discussed in Part I and from the 2003 Parent Involvement Study 
reported in Part II. This section concludes with recommendations for district discussion. 
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Questions for District Discussion 

 
 
Does parent involvement as practiced and supported in schools lead to 
sustained adult efforts?30 
 

The research on parent involvement provides convincing evidence that teacher 
leadership, and how that leadership is supported by administrators, significantly influences 
student achievement as well as the quality of parent’s participation in their children’s learning 
(Epstein, 2001). In addition, the most effective approaches used by teachers are those directed at 
all parents (Epstein, 1990; Grolnik et al, 1997; Epstein & Dauber, 1991).  
 

Bryck and Schneider (2002) deepened our understanding of the essential interconnections 
between the quality of adult relationships in a school, school productivity, and student 
achievement. They found that in the 1990’s the Chicago Public Schools with the highest gains in 
documented student achievement and overall school productivity were those with high levels of 
social trust among adults: teachers, principals, and parents. Bryck and Schneider theorized and 
subsequently found that high levels of social trust within school organizations are necessary for 
sustained adult efforts.  Sustained adult efforts are needed to enhance teaching and improve 
organizational effectiveness in ways that ultimately lead to gains in student achievement.  
 
 

                                                

Our current environment emphasizes student gains on test scores, accountability by 
schools for student gains, and providing parents information to make “informed choices” for 
their children. After all the information is reviewed and choices are made about what schools 
children attend, adults (principals, teachers, and parents) make more choices. For adults (parents, 
teachers, and principals), the most significant of these are the choices about their roles and 
relationships in supporting children’s learning (Epstein, 2001).  

 
Support of parents’ involvement in their children’s learning and development is the 

centerpiece of ECFE’s mission. The other outcome of ECFE, that of involving parents with other 
adults (district staff, other parents, parent educators) is equally profound in its significance and 
possibly even more far-reaching in its potential. ECFE provides a setting where parents, children, 
and educators voluntarily interact and develop social relationships. Parents and their young 
children meet other parents and young children, interact with educators, schools, and school 
districts before compulsory schooling begins. Parents, with their children, participate because 
they want to and typically enroll multiple times. Reported participation rates vary from district to 
district, 26%-89% in this study.  

 
Data from this study suggest ECFE parents arrive at school participating in their 

children’s learning and in the school community and connected to other parents. Parents who are 
connected to their communities and schools are more likely to have a sense of ownership and 
enduring commitment to these institutions. In an era of expanding public school choice and 
competition, ECFE becomes a resource that districts can use to involve parents early, in ways 
that set the stage for sustained adult efforts.  

 

 
30 The phrase sustained adult efforts comes from Trust in Schools (Bryk & Schneider, 2002). 



In this study, most parents reported involvement at home and with schools in basic ways 
that are important to children’s learning. For example, most parents report providing structure at 
home, attending conferences and open houses at school, and communicating with their child’s 
teacher about their child. However necessary and important these levels of reported involvement 
may be, we must ask ourselves: are they sufficient? In this era of mandated achievement 
standards and high stakes testing, the substance of parent-teacher-principal relationships may 
need further attention and development. 

 
 
 

How can we use our knowledge of parents in ways that lead to trusting 
relationships and improved learning?  
 

In this study we found that when parents have questions about how to support their 
child’s learning, they seek information and find support through social and personal 
relationships. Parents seek advice from their child’s teacher, friends, or other adults whom they 
trust and perceive as knowledgeable. The implication here is that trusting relationships and 
sustained involvement are most likely to be facilitated by direct engagement with and personal 
outreach to parents. 
 

A recent study by the Minnesota Department of Education found that more than 50% of 
the children entering kindergarten in the fall of 2002 did not demonstrate proficiency in four of 
the five domains tested. In contrast, in the 2003 Parent Involvement Study nearly all parents 
(97%) reported that their children were fully ready for kindergarten and they had all the 
information they needed to prepare their children for kindergarten. It is not uncommon to 
discover differences in parents’ and teachers’ assessments of children’s abilities.31 The 
discrepancy between parents’ and teachers’ assessments of children’s readiness for kindergarten, 
however, brings an added challenge to realizing the goal of school readiness for all children. 
 

The Fall 2002 Minnesota Department of Education study offered a number of 
recommendations to support children’s school readiness. In addition to stressing the importance 
of quality early childhood care and education programs, the Department made two 
recommendations specifically focused on parents. First, parents should be supported in their role 
as children’s first teacher. Second, parents and early childhood professionals should be provided 
with opportunities to learn more about promoting children’s language/literacy and math skills. 
To these ends, publications and a web site are suggested as sources of information. 
 

Pamphlets and websites are useful reference materials. In addition to these materials, 
ECFE provides the means to engage parents more directly and personally as they begin their 
child’s school experience. At a broader level, however, the challenge is to determine how the 
resources and capabilities of EFCE and the districts can be used to effectively foster trusting 
relationships with parents on a sustained basis. 
 

To meet the challenge of sustained and trusting relationships with parents, the decisions 
about how to best engage parents in children’s learning must be based on informed judgments 
not “working assumptions”. Although the parent involvement study did not explore judgments 
about parents by educators, the research review indicates that the quality of these judgments is 
critical. Effective engagement of parents in learning oriented parent-child interactions requires 
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that we understand how parents actually work with their young children. It also requires that we 
understand how parents work with other adults to become better teachers of their children. 
 

Working assumptions shape actions when educators have limited contact with parents. As 
Epstein32 and others have reported, working assumptions are often no more than judgmental 
assessments based on labels, prejudice, bias, or ignorance; for example, single parents do not 
have time to be engaged with their children, high income parents are “pushy”, low-income 
parents are “incapable”, educated parents “know” what to do and do not need attention. 
Sustained adult efforts required for student achievement and school productivity are the outcome 
of trust. Trust cannot happen if adult relationships are characterized by misguided working 
assumptions or limited information.  
 

Educators who know how parents work with their children garner respect and trust. 
Educators who know how parents actually identify problems and seek solutions can more 
effectively support parents’ work with their children.33 The best way for educators to obtain this 
knowledge and to operate with informed judgment is to engage parents on an on-going basis and 
to strive for meaningful interaction with parents. Educators must get connected with parents 
early but also stay connected. 
 
 
 
How do elementary schools and district early childhood programs 
work together to understand and engage families new to districts?  
 

Student mobility is a fact of life in school districts. In the 2003 Special Study 37%-52% 
of kindergarten parents reported moving within the past five years (37% of former ECFE 
participants and 52% of other kindergarten parents). In addition, 8%-19% reported moving more 
than once.  
 
 Student achievement, school productivity, and parent involvement is enhanced by stable 
student populations (Epstein, 2001; Bryk and Schneider, 2002). Social trust is required for 
developing the sustained adult efforts needed for student achievement and school productivity. 
“Trust relations are easier to maintain between parents and teachers in schools with more stable 
populations (Bryk and Schneider, p. 97).  
 
 

                                                

Researchers have studied the effects of family mobility on student achievement and have 
also explored family characteristics associated with high mobility and student achievement (see 
Epstein, 2001, p. 291 for a summary). Epstein identifies two questions missing from research on 
student mobility. 
 

“First, it is important to know whether the children had academic or behavioral problems before [emphasis 
original] they moved to determine whether mobility and family arrangements are responsible for academic 

 
32 J. L. Epstein (2002). School, Family, and Community Partnerships: Preparing Educators and Improving Schools. 
Boulder, CO: Westview Press. 
33 In the 1996 ECFE study, data from interviews and observations, assessed by ECFE parent educators and 
university experts, in addition to parent self assessments, provided a more in depth view of what parents know and 
don’t know about children’s development as well as how they interact with their child (Mueller, 1996). What is 
pertinent here is that ECFE educators found the effort expended to interview parents and to observe parents 
interacting with their child led to deeper understandings of parent skills and abilities that in turn led to improved 
practices. 



and behavioral problems. Second, it is important to know what schools do to welcome and orient new 
students and their families with useful information and school policies and parent involvement. Some 
school practices may reduce the stress of moving to a new community by integrating new students and 
families into the school community.” (Epstein, 2001, p. 291) 
 

Bryk and Schneider also note limitations of studies of student mobility and question the 
underlying assumption that “residential changes drive school changes. . .some evidence points to 
the quality of social ties families have with schools as an integral contributing factor” (Bryk and 
Schneider, 2002, p. 199).  
 
 Public school programs focused on children and parents prior to compulsory schooling 
may be important tools for engaging parents in children’s education, developing trusting 
relationships with district staff and other parents, and setting the stage for more stable school 
populations. 
 
 
Can more be done to develop and use parents’ observation skills?  
 

In this study, a significantly higher percentage of former ECFE participants than other 
parents reported visiting/observing at school during the school day. There are a many reasons for 
developing parent observation skills and it may be helpful to have ECFE educators, School 
Readiness program child educators, and their elementary colleagues discuss how observation is 
used to support children’s learning. 
 

ECFE emphasizes developing parent’s observation, reflection, and questioning skills. In 
the context of ECFE classes, parents’ focus of observation is on how their children interact with 
others. Questions parents have about what they observe are discussed with parent educators and 
other parents in the class. Parent questions about what they observe children doing serve as the 
basis for broader discussions of children’s growth and development. Observation, as emphasized 
in ECFE, is intended to equip parents with a vital skill for understanding their children. 
 
 Observation has been an integral part of School Readiness programs for a number of 
years. Structured observation is central to assessing child progress. Implementation of The Work 
Sampling System of Child Assessment was monitored closely as programs voluntarily adopted it 
in the 1990’s. School Readiness staff found the discipline of structured observation was central 
to understanding children’s learning and often led to changes both in curriculum and how they 
worked with young children (Mueller, 1995, 1998b). In some districts, School Readiness 
educators involve parents in this structured observation process. 
 
 The purpose of parent observation in elementary school may be different than in ECFE or 
School Readiness programs, and structured in different ways.  For example, observation may be 
viewed simply as an opportunity to invite parents into the school building. Or, teachers and 
schools may promote parent observation and structure it in ways that parents can see how 
teaching occurs in school, how children respond, and help parents learn about strategies that may 
be useful at home (Epstein, 2001).  
 
 In the 2003 Parent Involvement Study ECFE parents were more likely to report visiting 
or observing in their child’s class during the school day than other parents (73% of ECFE 
kindergarten parents vs. 48% of other kindergarten parents; 66% of ECFE 3rd grade parents vs. 
46% of other 3rd grade parents). Although other parents were less likely to observe in school than 
former ECFE participants, other parents were more likely to report visiting/observing in their 
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child’s class (46%-48%) than attending parent classes or programs (10%-14%). This suggests a 
possible preference for in-school participation and observation and the potential to expand this 
approach. 
 
 
 
Can more be done to encourage parents to turn off televisions and 
computers and practice reading nearly every day?  
 

In this study a significantly higher percentage of former ECFE parents than other parents 
reported reading with their child nearly every day. However, the percentage of 3rd grade former 
ECFE participants and other parents reporting this behavior is much lower than kindergarten 
parents. Parent reading to their children on a regular basis (or children reading to their parents) 
has been found to be linked to children’s academic achievement (Epstein, 1990; Grolnik & Ryan, 
1989; Ryan & Adams, 1995; Scott-Jones, 1995). In addition, only about half of all parents in the 
study reported placing limits on how much time their children spend watching TV, videos, or 
using the computer.  
 

ECFE educators and their district colleagues may want to discuss how the importance of 
reading is approached in ECFE and opportunities for coordinating approaches designed to 
encourage parent-child reading at home as well as other early literacy skills. In addition, ECFE 
educators and their elementary school colleagues may want to discuss how issues about 
structuring home environments to support student learning are approached with parents and 
whether the suggestions provided to parents are perceived as practical and useful. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Recommendations for District Discussion 

 
Achieving the gains in student learning and school productivity expected today rests 

heavily on the decisions and choices made by parents, teachers, and principals about their roles 
and relationships in supporting children’s learning. Public school programs for parents and their 
young children, before compulsory education begins, are tools for ensuring that many parents 
arrive at kindergarten with their children ready for school. Districts may want to review their 
expectations and assumptions about the role of voluntary early childhood programs for parents 
and their children.  

 



The strategic value of these programs for elementary schools may reside in their ability to 
support and deliver parents ready for school. Parents who arrive at kindergarten already 
participating in their child’s learning and in the school community and connected to other 
parents can be quickly engaged in the sustained adult efforts needed for student achievement and 
school productivity. 
 
 

The following recommendations are offered for District discussion: 
 

• Districts should continue to support and recognize ECFE’s central mission—that of 
engaging parents in their children’s learning and development. 

 
• Districts should consider stronger support for ECFE as a strategic resource for involving 

parents early in ways that lead to parent readiness for school and sustained parent 
commitment to schools. 

 
• Opportunities to more strongly link ECFE’s work with parents and children to early 

elementary education programs and strategies should be pursued. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Appendix 1: Parent Involvement— 
Sub-Concept Areas, Survey Questions and Literature References 

PARENT INVOLVEMENT AT HOME 
(*Q references to Kindergarten survey format) 
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Sub-Concepts Survey Questions* Parent Involvement at Home 
References 

Parent 
interaction with 
child focused on 
school and 
learning  

(5 point frequency scale) 
Q9. (a) Talk with my kindergartener about school work and 
assignments 
Q9. (b)Talk with my kindergartener about school friends, 
activities, and school experiences 
Q9. (g) Talk with my kindergartener about how best to handle 
difficult situations at school 
Q9. (d) Work together with my child on school 
projects/assignments 
Q9. (c) Read or tell stories with my kindergartener 
Q9. (e) Listen to my child to understand his/her interests and 
concerns 
Q9. (f) Help my child find more information about ideas or 
subjects he/she is interested in  
 
(4 point frequency scale) 
Q11 (e) My child regularly visits the library with me or someone 
in the family. 

Parent efforts to 
structure the 
home 
environment 

(4 point frequency scale) 
Q11 (a) My child has a particular place to do school work at 
home. 
Q11 (b) My child has a regular time to do school work at home. 
Q11 (c) My child has a morning routine that includes eating 
breakfast. 
Q11 (d) My child has a scheduled bedtime and evening routine. 
Q11 (f) There are limits on how much time my child spends 
watching TV, videos, or using the computer. 
Q11 (g) My child has responsibilities (tasks/chores) for helping 
out at home. 

Parent 
knowledge of 
child and child 
development 

(4 point Agree-Disagree; not sure) 
Q6. (d) In general, I understand how children grow, learn, and 
develop. 
Q6. (e) I have a good understanding of how my child learns. 
Q6. (f) I have a good understanding of what a typical kindergarten 
child is like. 
Q6. (g) I have a good sense of what learning experiences are 
appropriate for children in kindergarten. 
Q6. (o) Most days, I can tell whether my child had a good (or not 
so good) day at school. 
Q6. (n) I usually feel confident about the way I help my child with 
problems that come up at school 

 
Baumrind (1968) 
Campbell & Ramey (1995) 
Cooke (1992) 
Epstein (1989, 1990) 
Epstein & Connors (1995) 
Epstein & Sanders (2002) 
Epstein & VanVoorhis (2001) 
Grolnick, et al (1997) 
Grolnick & Ryan (1989) 
Grolnick & Slowiaczek (1994) 
Hoover-Dempsey, et al (1992) 
Hover-Dempsey & Sandler 
(1997) 
Lareau (2000) 
Lonigan & Whitehurst (1998) 
Mantzicopoulos (1997) 
Morrow & Young (1997) 
Mueller (1995) 
Mueller (1996) 
Mueller (1999b) 
Reynolds (1992) 
Reynolds, et al (1996) 
Reynolds & Gill (1994) 
Ryan & Adams (1995) 
Scott-Jones (1995) 
Schweinhart (200) 
Zellman & Waterman (1998) 
 



Parent problem 
solving supports 
and information 
seeking strategies 

(4 point Agree-Disagree; not sure) 
Q6. (j)  I talk regularly with other parents of children in 
kindergarten. 
Q6. (k)* When I have questions about how best to support my 
child’s learning at home, I know how to find help. 
 
(4 point frequency scale) 
Q10 (a) Talk to a relative 
Q10 (b) Talk to a friend or neighbor 
Q10 (c) Talk to my child’s teacher 
Q10 (d) Talk to other parents of children in my child’s class or 
activities 
Q10 (e) Talk to people I know who are knowledgeable about 
parenting issues 
Q10 (f) Look for information on the internet or in books and 
magazines 
Q10 (g) Enroll in parenting classes or attend meetings about 
parenting 
 

PARENT INVOLVEMENT WITH SCHOOL 
Sub-Concepts Survey Questions Parent Involvement With 

School References 
Parent Initiated 
Communication 

(yes, no) 
Q5. (b) To introduce ourselves (my child and me) to my child’s 
teacher before school started in the fall 
Q5. (e) To get to know my child’s teacher 
Q5. (a) To give the teacher information about my child from my 
child’s pre-school 
Q5. (c) To learn about how my child adjusted to school in the fall 
Q5. (d) To find out how my child gets along with other children 
Q5. (h) To help my child’s teacher better understand my child 
Q5. (k) To discuss behavior concerns I have about my child 
Q5. (l) To ask about a specific incident or situation that happened 
at school 
Q5. (f) To learn more about what is taught at school 
Q5. (g) To learn how my child’s progress is assessed by the 
teacher 
Q5. (i) To get ideas about what I can do at home to support my 
child’s learning 
 
Q5. (j) To learn more about ways I can be involved or help in my 
child’s classroom 
Q5. (n) To learn about school choice options 
Q5. (m) To make suggestions about how my child’s classroom or 
school can be improved 

 
Grolnick, et al (1997) 
Lareau (2000) 
Mueller (1995) 
Mueller (1999b) 
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Parent 
Participation in 
School 
Sponsored 
Activities 

(yes, no; not offered) 
Q1. (a) Kindergarten orientation meetings for children and/or 
parents prior to starting kindergarten 
Q1. (b) Telephone calls or visits from the kindergarten teacher 
before school started in the fall 
Q1. (c) Fall open house, school orientation 
Q1. (d) Parent-teacher conferences 
 
Q1. (h) Visiting/observing in your child’s classroom during the 
school day 
 
Q1. (e) PTA/PTO or other parent meetings 
Q1. (g) Eating a meal (breakfast or lunch) at school with your 
child 
Q1. (j) Meetings about school or district-wide issues 
Q1. (f) Parent classes and programs, for example, speaker nights 
or a series of classes 
Q1. (i) Volunteer training classes for tutors/mentors (classes that 
help adults learn how best to support children’s learning) 
 
(yes, no) 
Q7. Have you participated in at least one regularly scheduled 
parent-teacher conference? 

 
Campbell & Ramey (1995) 
Epstein & Sanders (2002) 
Grolnick, et al (1997) 
Grolnick & Slowiaczek (1994) 
Hoover-Dempsey, et al (1992) 
Hover-Dempsey & Sandler 
(1997) 
Lareau (2000) 
Mantzicopoulos (1997) 
Miedel & Reynolds (1999) 
Morrow & Young (1997) 
Pianta, et al (2001) 
Reynolds (1992) 
Reynolds, et al (1996) 
Reynolds & Gill (1994) 
Schweinhart (2000) 
Stevenson & Baker (1987) 
Zellman & Waterman (1998) 

Parent Volunteer 
Contributions at 
School 

(yes, no; not offered) 
Q2. (e) Tutor/mentor 
Q2. (f) Resource person in the classroom on a special topic 
Q2. (g) Gave materials, ideas, or things of interest to your child’s 
teacher to use for classroom or other activities 
 
Q2. (a) Classroom parent volunteer 
 
Q2. (b) Fund raisers/school projects 
Q2. (c) Playground, lunchroom supervisor, or bus monitor 
Q2. (d) School activities outside the classroom (for example, field 
trips, health screening, media center, clerical, etc.) 
Q2. (h) PTA, parent advisory committee, school site council 
Q2. (i) PTA/PTO officer and/or school committee chair person 
Q2. (j) School Board/District advisory committee member 
 

 
Epstein & Dauber (1995) 
Grolnick, et al (1997) 
Grolnick & Slowiaczek (1994) 
Hoover-Dempsey, et al (1992) 
Hover-Dempsey & Sandler 
(1997) 
Lareau (2000) 
Miedel & Reynolds (1999) 
Reynolds (1992) 
Reynolds, et al (1996) 
Reynolds & Gill (1994) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Appendix 2: First (Home) Languages—Reported by Respondents 
Kindergarten Parents 3rd Grade Parents  

First (Home)  
Language 

Former ECFE 
Participants 

n=767 

Other Parents 
 

n=415 

Former ECFE 
Participants 

n=658 

Other Parents 
 

n=436 
English 717(94%) 367(89%) 623(95%) 400(92%) 
American Sign 
Language 

 
1 

 
1 

 
--- 

 
--- 

Arabic 2 1 1 --- 
Cambodian --- 1 --- 1 
Cebrano --- --- 1 --- 
Chinese 1 1 --- 1 
Dutch 2 --- --- --- 
French 1 4 1 --- 
German 1 1 --- --- 
Hebrew --- 1 --- --- 
Hmong 4 24 9 20 
Hindi 1 --- --- --- 
Ibo --- 1 --- --- 
Igloo Language --- 1 --- --- 
Indonesian --- --- --- 1 
Japanese --- --- 1 --- 
Khmer --- --- 1 --- 
Korean --- 1 --- --- 
Lao --- 1 --- 2 
Madovian --- 1 --- --- 
Mandarin 1 --- --- --- 
Oromo --- 1 --- --- 
Polish --- 1 --- --- 
Romanian 1 1 --- --- 
Russian 12 4 --- 3 
Senegaliese --- --- --- 1 
Spanish 1 12 6 8 
Tagalog --- 1 --- --- 
Taiwanese --- 1 --- --- 
Teluge --- --- 1 --- 
Thai --- 1 --- --- 
Ukrainian --- 1 --- --- 
Urdu --- 1 --- 1 
Vietnamese 1 2 --- 5 
No Response 2 3 2 --- 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Appendix 3: Positive Response Patterns—Score I (Parent Involvement At Home) 
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Kindergarten Parents Third Grade Parents  
PARENT INVOLVEMENT AT HOME ECFE 

n=767 
Other 
n=415 

ECFE 
n=658 

Other 
n=436 

Interaction with child focused on school and learning (Nearly every day responses, unless indicated) 
Read or tell stories with my kindergartener (3rd grader) 79% 67% 48% 38% 
Listen to my child to understand his/her interests and concerns 87% 81% 81% 77% 
Talk with my kindergartener (3rd grader) about school friends, 
activities, and school experiences 

 
80% 

 
75% 

 
80% 

 
73% 

Talk with my kindergartener (3rd grader) about school work and 
assignments 

 
77% 

 
74% 

 
88% 

 
86% 

Work together with my child on school projects/assignments 36% 31% 48% 49% 
Help my child find more information about ideas or subjects he/she 
is interested in 

 
34% 

 
34% 

 
29% 

 
31% 

Talk with my kindergartener (3rd grader) about how best to handle 
difficult situations at school 

 
30% 

 
29% 

 
27% 

 
31% 

My child regularly visits the library with me or someone in the 
family. (Almost always response) 

 
37% 

 
25% 

 
31% 

 
20% 

Parent efforts to structure the home environment (Almost always responses) 
My child has a morning routine that includes eating breakfast. 93% 90% 93% 90% 
My child has a scheduled bedtime and evening routine. 88% 85% 87% 85% 
My child has a particular place to do school work at home. 74% 70% 81% 77% 
There are limits on how much time my child spends watching TV, 
videos, or using the computer. 

 
56% 

 
48% 

 
57% 

 
49% 

My child has responsibilities (tasks/chores) for helping out at home. 53% 45% 59% 59% 
My child has a regular time to do school work at home. 38% 44% 64% 66% 

Parent knowledge of child and child development  (Strongly Agree, Agree responses) 
In general, I understand how children grow, learn, and develop. 99% 97% 98% 97% 
Most days, I can tell whether my child had a good (or not so good) 
day at school. 

 
96% 

 
96% 

 
96% 

 
97% 

I have a good understanding of how my child learns. 95% 96% 95% 97% 
I have a good sense of what learning experiences are appropriate for 
children in kindergarten (3rd grade). 

 
94% 

 
90% 

 
88% 

 
87% 

I usually feel confident about the way I help my child with 
problems that come up at school. 

 
93% 

 
94% 

 
94% 

 
94% 

I have a good understanding of what a typical kindergarten (3rd 
grade) child is like. 

 
92% 

 
89% 

 
91% 

 
90% 

Parent problem solving supports and information seeking strategies. (Almost always, Sometimes responses unless 
indicated) 
Talk to other parents of children in my child’s class or activities 57% 37% 64% 45% 
Enroll in parenting classes or attend meetings about parenting 43% 10% 28% 11% 
Talk to people I know who are knowledgeable about parenting 
issues 

 
78% 

 
69% 

 
74% 

 
64% 

Talk to a friend or neighbor 81% 68% 76% 69% 
Talk to my child’s teacher 88% 80% 90% 86% 
Talk to a relative 66% 72% 61% 61% 
Look for information on the internet or in books and magazines 57% 50% 56% 50% 

(Strongly agree, Agree responses) 
I talk regularly with other parents of children in kindergarten (3rd 
grade). 

 
72% 

 
47% 

 
76% 

 
58% 

When I have questions about how best to support my child’s 
learning at home, I know how to find help. 

 
93% 

 
89% 

 
93% 

 
90% 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Appendix 3, Continued: Response Patterns—Score II (Parent Involvement With School) 



Kindergarten Parents Third Grade Parents  
PARENT INVOLVEMENT WITH 
SCHOOL 

ECFE 
n=767 

Other 
n=415 

ECFE 
n=658 

Other 
n=436 

Parent initiated communication (Reasons for communicating)   (Yes responses) 
To get to know my child’s teacher 84% 76% 84% 74% 

To introduce ourselves (my child and me) to my child’s teacher 
before school started in the fall 

 
87% 

 
84% 

 
88% 

 
87% 

To help my child’s teacher better understand my child 76% 64% 78% 70% 
To give the teacher information about my child from my child’s 

pre-school (kindergarten only question) 
 

41% 
 

30% 
 

--- 
 

--- 
To find out how my child gets along with other children 86% 76% 70% 68% 

To learn about how my child adjusted to school in the fall 92% 85% 83% 76% 
To discuss behavior concerns I have about my child 47% 37% 45% 43% 

To ask about a specific incident or situation that happened at school 44% 37% 43% 47% 
To learn more about what is taught at school 73% 64% 73% 66% 

To get ideas about what I can do at home to support my child’s 
learning 

 
79% 

 
71% 

 
82% 

 
78% 

To learn how my child’s progress is assessed by the teacher 89% 86% 90% 86% 
To learn more about ways I can be involved or help in my child’s 

classroom 
 

61% 
 

42% 
 

52% 
 

41% 
To learn about school choice options 14% 11% 20% 18% 

To make suggestions about how my child’s classroom or school can 
be improved 

 
13% 

 
12% 

 
19% 

 
17% 

Parent participation in school sponsored activities  (Yes responses) 
Visiting/observing in your child’s classroom during the school day 73% 48% 66% 46% 

Parent-teacher conferences 100% 98% 100% 99% 
Have you participated in at least one regularly scheduled parent-

teacher conference? 
 

99% 
 

97% 
 

99% 
 

99% 
Fall open house, school orientation 95% 89% 92% 86% 

Kindergarten orientation meetings for children and/or parents prior 
to starting kindergarten 

 
96% 

 
94% 

 
--- 

 
--- 

Telephone calls or visits from the kindergarten teacher before 
school started in the fall 

 
45% 

 
42% 

 
--- 

 
--- 

Parent classes and programs, for example, speaker nights or a series 
of classes 

 
27% 

 
10% 

 
26% 

 
14% 

Volunteer training classes for tutors/mentors (classes that help 
adults learn how best to support children’s learning) 

 
13% 

 
6% 

 
14% 

 
7% 

Eating a meal (breakfast or lunch) at school with your child 50% 40% 67% 59% 
Meetings about school issues or district-wide issues 35% 18% 39% 24% 

PTA/PTO or other parent meetings 33% 20% 34% 20% 
Parent volunteer contributions at school  (Yes responses) 

Gave materials, ideas, or things of interest to your child’s teacher to 
use for classroom or other activities 

 
58% 

 
47% 

 
52% 

 
47% 

Resource person in the classroom on a special topic 14% 8% 14% 11% 
Tutor/mentor 6% 3% 11% 6% 

Classroom parent volunteer 65% 39% 58% 37% 
School activities outside the classroom (for example, field trips, 

health screening, media center, clerical, etc.) 
 

54% 
 

37% 
 

67% 
 

49% 
PTA, parent advisory committee, school site council 20% 6% 18% 8% 

Fund raisers/school projects 69% 60% 73% 59% 
Playground, lunchroom supervisor, or bus monitor 10% 3% 8% 4% 

PTA/PTO officer and/or school committee chair person 8% 2% 10% 4% 
School Board/District advisory committee member 4% 1% 6% 3% 
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Appendix 4: Comprehensive List of Study Findings 

 
Statistically Significant Differences in Parent Involvement Scores 
 
Former ECFE had significantly higher scores than other parents on parent involvement at home and parent 
involvement with school for both kindergarten and 3rd grade respondent groups:  
 

Score I—Parent Involvement at Home: The mean score for parent involvement at home was higher for 
former ECFE participants than other parents for both kindergarten (99.38 vs. 95.53) and 3rd grade (98.73. 
vs. 95.94) respondents.  

 
Score II—Parent Involvement With School: The mean score for parent involvement with school was higher 
for former ECFE participants than other parents for both kindergarten (18.26 vs. 15.02) and 3rd grade 
(16.42 vs. 13.98) respondents.  

 
Former ECFE participants had significantly higher scores than other parents on 5 out of 7 sub-scores for both 
kindergarten and 3rd grade parent groups: 
 

Score I Sub-scores—Parent Involvement at Home. There was a statistically significant difference between 
group means of former ECFE participants and other parents for two of the four Score I sub-scores: parent 
interaction with their child focused on school and learning, and parent problem solving supports and 
information seeking strategies. 

 
There was no significant difference between group means of former ECFE participants and other parents 
for two Score I sub-score areas: parent’s efforts to structure the home environment and parent knowledge 
of child and child development. 

 
Score II Sub-scores—Parent Involvement With School. There was a statistically significant difference 
between group means of former ECFE participants and other parents for each of the three sub-scores: 
parent initiated communication, parent participation in school sponsored activities, and parent volunteer 
contributions. 

 
 
Practical and Significant Difference Between Study Groups 
 
Parent Involvement At Home 
Parent interaction with child focused on school and learning. A higher percentage of former ECFE participants 
compared to other parents report the following: 

 
• Read or tell stories with their child nearly every day (79% of ECFE kindergarten parents vs. 67% of other 

kindergarten parents; 48% of ECFE 3rd grade parents vs. 38% of other 3rd grade parents); and, 
 

• Regularly visiting the library with their child (kindergarten parents: 37% of ECFE kindergarten parents vs. 
25% of other kindergarten parents; 31% of ECFE 3rd grade parents  vs. 20% of other 3rd grade parents). 
 

Parent problem solving supports and information seeking strategies. Former ECFE participants are more likely to 
report social supports for problem solving and information seeking than other parents. When parents have questions 
about how best to support their child’s learning at home, former ECFE participants were more likely than other 
parents to report that they almost always/sometimes do the following: 
 

 
• Talk to a friend or neighbor (81% of ECFE kindergarten parents vs. 68% of other parents; 76% of 

ECFE 3rd grade parents vs. 69% of other 3rd grade parents); 
• Talk to people who are knowledgeable about parenting. (78% of ECFE kindergarten parents vs. 69% 

of other kindergarten parents; 74% of ECFE 3rd grade parents vs. 64% of other 3rd grade parents);  
• Talk to other parents in child’s class or activities (57% of ECFE kindergarten parents vs. 37% of other 

kindergarten parents; 64% of ECFE 3rd grade parents vs. 45% of other 3rd grade parents); and, 



• Enroll in parenting classes or attend meetings about parenting (43% of ECFE kindergarten parents vs. 
10% of other kindergarten parents; 28% of ECFE 3rd grade parents vs. 11% of other 3rd grade parents). 

 
• Former ECFE participants were also more likely to strongly agree/agree that they talk regularly with 

other parents of children in kindergarten/third grade (72% of ECFE kindergarten parents vs. 47% of 
other kindergarten parents; 76% of ECFE 3rd grade parents vs. 58% of other 3rd grade parents).  

 
Parent Involvement With School 
 
Parent initiated communication. Former ECFE participants were more likely than other parents to report 
communicating with their child’s teacher for the following reasons: 
 

• To learn more about ways I can be involved and help in my child’s classroom (61% of ECFE 
kindergarten parents vs. 42% of other kindergarten parents; 52% of ECFE 3rd grade parents vs. 
41% of other 3rd grade parents); 

• To find out how my child gets along with other children (86% of ECFE kindergarten parents vs. 
76% of other kindergarten parents); 

• To help my child’s teacher better understand my child (76% of ECFE kindergarten parents vs. 
64% of other kindergarten parents; 78% of ECFE 3rd grade parents vs. 70% of other 3rd grade 
parents);  

• To discuss behavior concerns I have about my child (47% of ECFE kindergarten parents vs. 37% 
of other kindergarten parents); and, 

• To give the teacher information about my child from my child’s pre-school (41% of ECFE 
kindergarten parents vs. 30% of other kindergarten parents). 

• In addition, former ECFE participants were more likely than other parents to report 
communicating with their child’s teacher 2-3 times/month, or more (62% of ECFE kindergarten 
parents vs. 42% of other kindergarten parents; 55% of ECFE 3rd grade parents vs. 38% of other 3rd 
grade parents).  

 
Parent participation in school sponsored activities. Former ECFE participants were more likely than other parents 
to report: 

• Visiting/observing in their child’s classroom during the school day (73% of ECFE kindergarten 
parents vs. 48% of other kindergarten parents; 66% of ECFE 3rd grade parents vs. 46% of other 3rd 
grade parents); 

• Eating a meal (breakfast or lunch) at school with their child (50% of ECFE kindergarten parents 
vs. 40% of other kindergarten parents; 67% of ECFE 3rd grade parents vs. 59% of other 3rd grade 
parents);  

• Attending meetings about school issues or district-wide issues (35% of ECFE kindergarten parents 
vs. 18% of other kindergarten parents; 39% of ECFE 3rd grade parents vs. 24% of other 3rd grade 
parents); 

• Attending PTA/PTO or other parent meetings (33% of ECFE kindergarten parents vs. 20% of 
other parents; 34% of ECFE 3rd grade parents vs. 20% of other 3rd grade parents); and,  

 
• Attending parent classes and programs, for example speaker nights or a series of meetings (27% of 

ECFE kindergarten parents vs. 10% of other kindergarten parents; 26% of ECFE 3rd grade parents 
vs. 14% of other 3rd grade parents). 

 
Parent volunteer contributions. Former ECFE participants were more likely than other parents to report volunteering 
at their child’s school in the following ways: 

 
• Fund raisers/school projects (69% of ECFE kindergarten parents vs. 60% of other kindergarten 

parents; 73% of ECFE 3rd grade parents vs. 59% of other 3rd grade parents); 
• Classroom parent volunteer (65% of ECFE kindergarten parents vs. 39% of other kindergarten 

parents; 58% of ECFE 3rd grade parents vs. 37% of other 3rd grade parents); 
• School activities outside the classroom such as field trips, health screening, media center, clerical 

support (54% of ECFE kindergarten parents vs. 37% of other kindergarten parents; 67% of ECFE 
3rd grade parents vs. 49% of other 3rd grade parents); 

• School advisory committees/site council (20% of ECFE kindergarten parents vs. 6% of other 
kindergarten parents; 18% of ECFE 3rd grade parents vs. 8% of other 3rd grade parents). 

Very few respondents (3%-4%) indicated they did not feel comfortable at school. The reasons most parents reported 
for not participating in school activities or volunteering at school were work commitments (41%-67%), scheduling 
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conflicts (41%-55%), and family commitments (35%-45%). A higher percentage of other parents reported that work 
commitments prevented them from participating or volunteering (65% of other kindergarten parents and 67% of 
other 3rd grade parents) than was true for former ECFE participants (41% of  ECFE kindergarten parents and 53% of 
ECFE 3rd grade parents).  

 
Practical Similarities Between Study Groups—What Most Parents Report 
 
Three-fourths or more of survey respondents from both former ECFE participants and other parent groups report 
involvement at home and with school in ways that are generally accepted as basic and supportive of children’s 
learning.  
 
Parent Involvement at Home 
 
Interaction with child focused on school and learning. About three-fourths of all parents indicated they do the 
following nearly every day: 

 
Listen to my child to understand his/her interests and concerns (77%-88%); 
Talk with my child about school work and assignments (74%-88%); and, 
Talk with my child about school friends, activities, and school experiences  (73%-80%). 

 
Parent efforts to structure the home environment. About three-fourths of all parents indicated they almost always 
provide the following: 

 
A morning routine that includes eating breakfast (90% -93%); 
A scheduled bedtime and evening routine (85%-88%); and, 
A particular place to do school work at home (70%-81%). 
 

In addition, one-half to two-thirds of all parent respondents indicated they almost always provide: 
 
A regular time to do home work (3rd grade: 64%-66%); 
Limits on how much time my child spends watching TV, videos, or using the computer (48%-
57%); and, 
Responsibilities/tasks/chores for helping out at home (45%-59%). 
 

Parent knowledge of child and child development. At least 87% of all parents indicated they strongly agreed or 
agreed with the following statements: 

 
In general, I understand how children grow, learn, and develop.(97%-99%) 
Most days, I can tell whether my child had a good (or not so good) day at school. (96%-97%) 
I have a good understanding of how my child learns. (95%-97%) 
I usually feel confident about the way I help my child with problems that come up at school. 
(93%-94%) 
I have a good understanding of what a typical kindergarten (3rd grade) child is like. (89%-92%) 
I have a good sense of what learning experiences are appropriate for children in kindergarten (3rd 
grade). (87%-94%) 

 
Problem solving supports and information seeking strategies. At least 80% of all parents reported the following:  

 
When I have questions about how best to support my child’s learning at home I know how to find 
help. (89%-93%) 
(If parents have questions they almost always, sometimes) talk to their child’s teacher. (80%-90%) 
 

In addition, one-half to two-thirds of all parents indicated that, when they have questions or concerns about what 
they can do at home to support their child’s learning, they almost always/sometimes do the following: 

 
Talk to a relative (61%-72%); and, 
Look for information on the Internet or in books and magazines (50%-57%). 
 
 



 
Parent Involvement With School 

 
Parent initiated communication.  Three-fourths or more of all parents mentioned the following reasons for 
communicating with their child’s teacher or school: 

 
To learn how my child’s progress is assessed by the teacher (86%-90%); 
To learn about how my child adjusted to school in the fall. (76%-92%); 
To introduce ourselves (my child and me) to my child’s teacher before school started in the fall 
(84%-88%); and, 
To get to know my child’s teacher (74%-84%). 
 

In addition to the above, one-half or more of all parents mentioned the following reasons for communicating: 
 

To get ideas about what I can do at home to support my child’s learning (71%-82%); 
To find out how my child gets along with other children (68%-86%); 
To help my child’s teacher better understand my child (64%-78%); and, 
To learn more about what is taught at school (64%-73%). 

 
Participation in school sponsored activities. Over 85% of all parents reported they participated in the following: 

 
Parent-teacher conferences (98%-100%); 
Fall open house, school orientation (86%-95%); and, 
Kindergarten orientation meetings (94%-96% of kindergarten parents). 
 

 
Parent volunteer contributions at school. Half or more of all parents reported they volunteer at school in the 
following way: 

 
Fund raisers/school projects (59%-73%). 

 
What Most Parents Report—Additional Positive Response Patterns 

 
Child’s teacher and classroom. Over 90% of all parents responded positively (strongly agree, agree unless 
indicated) to the following statements: 

 
I am comfortable talking to my child’s teacher (95%-98%). 
My child’s teacher has a good understanding of how my child learns (90%-96%). 
I know (a great deal, some) about the learning activities that go on in my child’s classroom (91%-95%). 

 
Parent-school expectations. Over 80% of all parents strongly agreed or agreed with the following statements about 
home-school expectations: 

 
I know what to expect from my child’s school. (88%-91%) 
I know what my child’s school expects from me. (84%-91%) 
 

Kindergarten transition questions. Parents of kindergartners were asked three questions about their child’s transition 
to school in the fall. Over 92% of all parents strongly agreed or agreed with the following statements: 

 
I believe my child was prepared to start kindergarten (97%). 
I had the information I needed to prepare my child for  
kindergarten (94%-96%). 
The adjustment to kindergarten went smoothly for my child and me  
(92%-93%). 

 
 
 
 
Former ECFE Participants 
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Extent and nature of participation. Almost three-fourths of former ECFE participants reported participating in more 
than one type of class with their child. Most former ECFE participants (79%-81%) indicated they had other children 
in the family with whom they had participated in ECFE in addition to their kindergartner or 3rd grader. 

 
Parents’ assessment of their ECFE experience. Most former ECFE participants (86% of kindergarten parents, 79% 
of 3rd grade parents) reported their involvement in ECFE influenced what they do now to support their child’s 
learning and development at home and at school. Over 75% of former participants wrote brief statements about the 
difference participation in ECFE made. Parent’s written responses fell into the following categories: 

 
Child outcomes (socialization/school readiness/adjustment to separation) (39%-50%) 
Support for parents (43%-50%) 
Learning about parenting techniques (35%-37%) 
Understanding my child and child development (17%-25%) 
Activities to do with children (14%-18%) 
Parent self-esteem (7%-11%) 
Increased awareness of special concerns and programs to address those concerns (2%-3%) 
No difference (2%) 
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