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Executive Summary

Background and Purpose
This study on parent involvement in Peel District School Board ((PDSB) was first commissioned by the Board’s Parent Involvement Committee in the fall of 2008. The first stage of this study, which consisted of focus groups with parents and principals, was reported in August 2009. This second report incorporates the findings of Stage 2, which comprised teacher focus groups and a teacher survey. The teacher focus groups provided detailed responses to the findings of Stage 1 and the teacher survey provided broad representation. 

PDSB Communications staff and the Parent Involvement Committee participated in preparing the recommendations. 

Conclusion Highlights
1. Parents in Peel Region are most engaged in first three of Epstein’s (1995) six types of involvement: parenting, assisting student learning, and communication with the school. Teachers value these types of involvement very highly. This result suggests a good match between what teachers expect and what parents can typically provide.
2. Parents typically consider themselves to be involved with their children’s education. The most common kind of involvement is daily follow up: asking children about their day at school, reading over agendas, ensuring homework is done, and generally monitoring their children’s progress. Teachers recognise the efforts of many parents, especially in the lower grade levels.  At the same time, teachers say that some parents are not involved or are inappropriately involved. Inappropriate involvement includes completing homework for the child, making excuses for the child, and not supporting the teacher when problems arise. 

3. Assisting with homework is very common and many parents like to help. However, the nature and the amount of homework is controversial with parents and some find it difficult to assist. Teachers value parents’ help with homework but emphasize that parents must stop short of doing the homework themselves, a problem they encounter with some families. Teachers see the role of textbooks as a specific area where parents need to be educated.
4. Principals also seek to encourage the other three types of parent involvement: volunteering, school decision-making and advocacy, and involvement with the community (Epstein, 1995). Many parents are involved in these three ways. However, there are challenges for newcomers to become involved in these ways including language issues, lack of confidence to initiate discussions, and confusion about what involvement is expected in Canada. Fortunately, teachers are aware of parents’ limitations in being able to spend time in the schools. They also recognize that older children discourage their parents’ presence there. Teachers see the value of strategies specifically designed to encourage newcomers to feel comfortable in the schools.

5. The importance of communication was reflected throughout the findings. Parents and principals both identified communication between home and school as a crucial aspect of parent involvement. Typically the key point of contact is the teacher. Teachers greatly value communication with parents, naming personal conversations as by far their best personal strategy to encourage parent involvement. However, while teachers highly value attendance at parent-teacher interviews, parents are often frustrated by these brief meetings. 
6. Principals make communication with parents a priority, particularly in the lower grades, and generally parents are pleased with communication they receive. Some parents feel they do not receive enough information from the school and newcomers especially may find it difficult to initiate communication with the school. On the other hand, while making considerable effort at communicating with parents, teachers are sometimes disappointed by a defensive response. 

7. Principals said many families are experiencing other barriers to involvement such as more poverty, poorer nutrition, and more social problems. They are seeing more children with special needs than in the past. They also see parents being busier than ever before. Teachers feel that there is less parent involvement than in the past, largely as a result of parents being very busy. They want to see parents making their child’s education a priority no matter how busy they are.
8. Principals feel that settlement workers provide a very important personal service that encourages a trusting relationship with the school. Parents’ references to settlement workers support this view. Teachers agree that settlement workers are invaluable in educating parents on the school system.
9. While parents usually feel well connected to the school in the early grades, this sense of connection deceases in later grades. In addition, children often don’t talk to their parents about school. Teachers also feel that parent involvement decreases with older children. They would like to see it continue in higher grades and shift in nature to supporting greater self responsibility.  

10. To enhance communication, principals try very hard to make parents feel welcome in the schools, and most parents feel welcome, with few exceptions. All staff, from the office staff to the teacher to the principal, can affect how much parents feel their involvement is wanted. Parents and principals agree that positive events such as parent conferences, information sessions, children’s performances, and parent-child activities are very important to encouraging involvement. Teachers recognise that some parents feel intimidated and some go out of their way to make parents feel more comfortable. They feel that administrators and other school staff also have a strong role in creating a welcoming atmosphere.
11. The majority of teachers have received some kind of support in encouraging parent involvement, most commonly a school wide strategy or written information. Teachers expressed a preference for support via these two methods, as well as a desire for PD workshops on parent involvement.
12. Reasons for calling home vary but generally teachers call home in response to concerns such as student absence or misbehaviour. On the other hand, some teachers stressed the need to contact parents for positive reasons, setting an encouraging tone for future communication.  On  the survey, some teachers cited ‘good news’ phone calls  as their personal best strategy for encouraging parent involvement. As some parents may feel intimidated by school, a policy of “positive first”  personal contact may be fruitful in encouraging involvement of these parents. 
Recommendations for PDSB Communications and Parent Involvement Committee 
The recommendations from the first two phases of the study were largely supported by the results for the teacher studies. 

1. Parents’ efforts at home to monitor and support their children’s learning, despite multiple challenges, should be valued and recognized as the chief form of involvement that parents themselves value and are most able to achieve. Along with this recognition, information about the benefits and the broad spectrum of parent involvement (Epstein’s six types) would help raise parents’ awareness of what is possible and show acceptance of diverse ways of being involved.  

2. Ongoing communication, particularly between parents and teachers, should remain a priority for schools. It is important for educators to acknowledge that parents feel less connected to the school as their children advance and to help parents understand how they can best remain involved. 

3. Parents require help and resources on how to communicate with children who may be reticent about school.  

4. To encourage involvement of all kinds, educators need to communicate their expectations clearly to parents. Newcomers especially need considerable encouragement and accommodation to help them overcome barriers including language issues, lack of confidence to initiate discussions, and confusion about what involvement is expected in Canada. Collaboration between the Board and community groups could facilitate communication with parents.

5. Parents, especially newcomers, need a very strong welcome from the schools at all points of contact. All staff, including office staff, teachers and principals, can affect how much parents feel their involvement is wanted. 

6. A strong settlement worker program is important to newcomer parent involvement and should be maintained and perhaps expanded.

7. Parents need help to understand how teachers implement the curriculum with their teaching methods and learn complementary ways of helping with homework.  

8. Educators should continue creatively planning events that help parents feel comfortable and welcome in the school. The numerous successful strategies listed in this report should be compiled and shared with all educators 

9. School wide strategies to encourage parent involvement should continue and perhaps be expanded. Development of other types of support such as written information and training may be in order. 

10. Teachers’ efforts to set a positive tone through personal conversation should be continued and supported through a general policy of “positive first”  personal communication.   
Summaries of Findings
For the reader’s convenience, the findings are first presented in summary form in five sections: 
1. Parent focus groups
2. Insights from the settlement workers who conducted focus groups
3. Principals’ Focus Groups
4. Teacher Focus Groups and survey comments
5. Teacher Survey

 The summaries are followed by detailed reports, with quotations. Findings from the English and non-English parent group are reported together because the themes were largely similar. Any notable variations in themes between these two groups are mentioned and illustrated with quotations. Differences noted by immigrants between the Ontario education system and that of their homeland are reported near the beginning as they are fundamental to many of the themes that follow. Note that the term ‘newcomer’ is used to refer to relatively recent immigrants.
For the focus group findings, themes are presented in order of relative strength. However, it important to note that focus group discussions do not yield exact frequencies of themes; therefore, the ordering merely provides a rough indication of relative importance. Open-ended survey comments are reported together with the teacher focus groups. This method analysis was used because the survey comments followed the same themes and combining them gives a better sense of the emphasis placed on each theme by teachers over all.
Summary of Parent Focus Groups
How Parents Feel About Involvement

In all focus groups, participants stressed the importance of parental involvement in children’s education. Parents typically expressed eagerness and a sense of responsibility to support their children’s learning. Many parents, especially those in the non-English groups, expressed gratitude to PDSB for the opportunity to participate in the focus groups and hoped further similar opportunities for involvement would arise.  
How Parents are Involved in Their Child’s Education

Parents indicated a variety of ways in which they feel actively involved. By far the most common type of involvement consists of daily follow up on school activities. Typically parents said they do this even if they have no other involvement. While daily follow up is incorporated into family routine, parents often offer support and encouragement to their children in response to specific circumstances. For issues such as choosing careers and dealing with social concerns, parents consider the support they offer to be an essential component in involvement beyond routine follow-up. Many parents are highly educated themselves and have high expectations for their children’s academic achievement. 

Ongoing communication with the school is another important way for parents to be involved. The classroom teacher is the primary point of contact for most parents, but principals, guidance counsellors, and settlement workers also play an important role. 

Parents are often directly involved with their children’s education through homework help. In addition, parents may engage in reading to their children, taking them on trips to the library, and supporting extra-curricular activities.  Many of the English-speaking focus group participants volunteer in school. However, only a handful of parents in the non-English focus groups are involved in this way.  

How Involvement Differs by Grade Level

Parents with children at different stages in the school system indicated their involvement changes according to the child’s grade level. Typically, parents find it easier to be involved at the elementary level. Agendas were often mentioned and parents generally have more face-to-face contact with teachers.  As children proceed into middle school, involvement decreases. Parents see a big difference in the availability of teachers from lower grades to middle and secondary.  In addition, older students resist parental involvement in the school and parents generally indicated a respect for their growing independence. 
Differences Parents Who Have Immigrated Observe 

Immigrant parents in both the English and the non-English focus groups often made reference to differences between the Ontario education system and that of their homeland. Typically parents are not totally comfortable with the differences and some are frustrated by them. The most commonly observed difference mentioned by immigrant parents is less emphasis on textbooks. Many of these parents have relied in the past on textbooks to help their children with homework, and the active inquiry approach to learning now common in Ontario schools is unfamiliar. Some parents feel that academic standards are lower in Ontario than in their homeland. Also noted was the less formal social structure within Canadian schools, with different standards of behaviour as the accepted norm. 

Many immigrant parents made positive comments about their experiences within the Ontario educational system.  They said the teachers were friendly and knowledgeable, and their children enjoyed school. However, other immigrant families had negative experiences. These negatives included perceptions of teacher inflexibility, difficulty communicating with the school, inability to monitor progress, and discrimination.

Barriers to Involvement 

Most commonly parents said work or other responsibilities hindered their involvement in their child’s education.  Newcomers in particular may be especially busy because they are often forced to operate in “survival” mode during the initial settlement period. 

Parents experience two kinds of communication gaps: they may be frustrated by their child’s unwillingness to talk about school, especially with older children, and they may also feel a lack of information and responsiveness from the school.  Parents sometimes feel they do not have sufficient information on their child’s program of study, especially so when the Ontario system is alien to their own experiences.  In addition, parents suggest they don’t always receive timely communication from classroom teachers regarding their child’s progress or any problems that might arise.
Especially among newcomers, parents cite lack of confidence as a barrier to involvement. Parents may doubt their ability to communicate effectively with the school, or may have a general uneasiness toward the educational system. They also may not understand that their involvement is expected and so they need encouragement from schools. Not surprisingly, newcomer parents often find language to be a barrier.
Some parents said they feel quite lost as to how to help their child’s academic progress without the use of textbooks. Parents who try to help with homework may discover they don’t have enough knowledge of the work required. 

Parents’ Feeling Welcome at School

When asked whether they felt welcome in the school, parents said they did, with few exceptions. Parents are appreciative of the time given to them by school staff and their helpful attitude. 

How Schools Can Encourage Involvement

Parents most often said that communication between home and school is crucial to parent involvement. This theme emerged as the most common of all themes in the study. Communication with the classroom teacher is most important but friendly personal interaction with office staff and administration is also very important. Scheduled meetings, open houses, and information sessions were recommended quite often to increase parent involvement. 

Settlement Workers’ Insights into Newcomer Needs
The settlement workers who conducted focus groups joined in a debriefing session after they had conducted the non-English focus groups. They emphasized the following points, drawing upon insight both from moderating the focus groups and from their own experiences in their home countries. 

1. Parents who attended the non-English focus groups were pleased to have their views heard. In addition, they appreciate sharing and learning, and they asked for more similar discussions. Although some do speak English, they feel more comfortable using their own language.

2. Even if parents may not seem to educators to be actively involved, they are very interested in their children’s education. In most countries of origin, being involved in a child’s education chiefly means ensuring homework is done and helping with it. Parents are often very invested in their child’s achievement and in countries where final exams are heavily weighted, they may be “more nervous than their children about exams.” Parents’ presence in the school varies from place to place but in many societies is not expected. 

3. Schooling in many countries of origin is more text-book based. Inquiry based learning is not familiar and thus parents often do not understand what the teacher is doing or what to do themselves to become involved with their children’s education. In some countries, homework is quite lengthy from an early age and parents expect this.

4. Brief parent teacher interviews do not meet newcomer parents’ need to learn about how Canadian education works and how they fit into it. Newcomers require more help to understand what involvement is possible.

5. Newcomer parents need a very strong welcome from the schools. All staff, from the office staff to the teacher to the principal, can affect how much parents feel their involvement is wanted. Welcoming committees made up of parents could help with extending friendly hands. 

Summary of Principals’ Focus Groups

Definition of Parent Involvement

To begin the focus groups, the principals were asked to define parent involvement. This topic evoked considerable discussion in all three groups. It was apparent that these principals had put a great deal of thought into parent involvement. Ideas ranged considerably, with some focused on parents’ presence in the school and others focused on less obvious kinds of involvement. As the discussion progressed, principals moved toward a consensus that, although parents’ presence in the school is very desirable, the definition of parent involvement is much broader. Principals largely agreed that involvement can simply mean parents’ interest and support of their children’s school life. Ideally, principals want to see parents enter into a trusting, mutually respectful relationship with the school and understand what the school is trying to achieve. They see a parent’s role to be an advocate for their child through positive communication with teachers. 

While an involved parent may chiefly relate to his or her own child, principals hope that parents “care for their child’s school, program and community and are willing to support and take part in ensuring its success.” Principals recognize, however, that many parents are too busy to be actively involved in school support activities on an ongoing basis. Principals also recognize a difference in how parents can be involved as their children become adolescents needing more independence. However, even in secondary school, principals hope that parents support their children in “getting to school on time, having had breakfast, coming with a lunch, staying for their day, and not calling their child on the cell phone to say 'how are things going, by the way I'm picking up at 3:05 instead of 3:04.'” 

Trends

Principals said many families are experiencing more poverty, poorer nutrition, and more social problems. They are seeing more children with special needs than in the past. In particular, the incidence of autism has grown. They also see parents being busier than ever before, with multiple jobs and relationships with home countries claiming parents’ time and attention. Principals at all levels also see an increase in anxiety and mental health issues among children. Some children feel tremendous pressure to achieve high marks, even in the very early grades.

Secondary principals noted that more students are returning for a fifth year of high school, and opinions vary on whether this trend is a good thing. Not surprisingly principals noted the changing cultural mix of families in Peel Region. Another trend is more transience as newcomer families try to settle, when families break up, or when children move among foster homes. Noted also were trends in parents’ behaviour: trying to be a friend rather than disciplinarian, a growing sense of entitlement, and an unwillingness to let children experience failure. On the positive side, better outreach by schools was noted. 

Barriers to Parent Involvement

Lack of communication was mentioned most often in discussing barriers to parent involvement. Principals regret that students often do not deliver communication pieces to their parents or tell their parents what is happening at school. When communication does reach parents, they may not understand the special terminology used by educators.   Principals realize that parents can feel intimidated by schools, and of course, they recognize that many parents find it hard to communicate because they do not speak English. Principals think some parents are just tired of hearing that their child is not achieving well. Principals also know that by the time children reach middle school, they typically discourage their parents from being involved. 

Principals also see the trend of increasing transience as a major barrier to parent involvement. Additionally, the separation of elementary and middle schools can act as barrier to building relationships with parents because the time in middle school can be as little as two years. Principals also mentioned several other barriers: lack of meaningfulness in School Council involvement, overly demanding process for volunteering, lack of certainty on how to be involved, and transportation issues. 
Successful Strategies to Encourage Involvement

When asked to describe successful involvement strategies they have used, principals related a broad variety of efforts. The strongest theme was the need to attract parents into the school. There was a general feeling that an enjoyable experience through school events and programs encourages other kinds of involvement. At such events, it helps if newcomers are specifically accommodated. 

Having identified lack of communication as a barrier, principals stressed the need for multiple and creative methods to connect with parents. Some principals make a strong effort to develop personal relationships with parents and to learn about and celebrate families’ cultures. In addition, principals feel that settlement workers provide a very important service that encourages a trusting relationship with the school. It was noted that parents who are already involved can help other parents connect with the school, and better communication with the grandparents, who are often the main caregivers for children, may be fruitful. 

The practice of cooperating with community organizations has helped in reaching parents. Collaborations have included providing space for Parks and Recreation programs, government funded tutoring, computer classes for parents, reading programs with the public library, and promotion of Scouting.  

Some principals have made a special effort to ensure that all teachers understand the importance of parent involvement and employ strategies to increase it. At some schools, principals have made parent involvement a very specific focus, encouraging increased involvement over time. The idea of researching and meeting parents’ needs was specifically addressed by some principals.

Summary of Teacher Focus Groups and Survey Comments

Themes that emerged in the open-ended comments on the survey were similar to those the focus groups. Therefore, to correctly reflect the emphasis teachers placed on these themes, open-ended survey comments were coded along with the focus group transcripts. In addition, this summary includes references to parents and principals’ views in order to show where there is agreement. Where warranted, reference is made to grade level. Although secondary teachers were well represented, there were proportionately fewer secondary than K-8 teachers in the focus groups and among the survey respondents. Therefore less emphasis on some themes by secondary teachers could be a result of less “air time.”
Teachers’ Definition of Parent Involvement 

Teachers view parent involvement in much the same way as principals do. Ideally, parents are involved in a positive relationship with the school, focussed on a common goal to support student success. Teachers recognised that parents’ busy lives may restrict their involvement during the school day, but they valued parent support at home, especially the modelling of positive behaviours and attitudes. A number of comments revealed a sense of frustration that some parents are either not involved or are inappropriately involved. In the teachers’ view, inappropriate involvement includes completing homework, making excuses for the child, not supporting the teacher when problems arise, and non-response to teacher communication. Teachers described how some parents see education as entirely the teachers’ responsibility while some are over-involved.  

Importance of Parent Involvement

Across all focus groups and in the survey, teachers agreed that parent involvement in their children’s education is very important, even though some may feel “bombarded by parents.” Teachers in higher grades expressed disappointment at the extent of parent involvement and suggested that ideal parent involvement at the secondary level differs from earlier grades: parents need to adopt a supportive role and allow their children to become increasingly independent. 

Trends

The main trend teachers described is an over all decrease in parent involvement, largely because parents are too busy. Teachers recognised that newcomers are especially busy, often working more than one job. At the secondary level, teachers noted that the desire for material goods has increased, leading students to work at jobs for very long hours and to own personal technology such as cell phones and iPods that can interfere with instructional time.

Communication Strategies Teachers Employ

In the focus groups, teachers were asked how they typically go about communicating with parents. This question was asked because both parents and principals identified communication between home and school as a crucial aspect of parent involvement. In addition, many teachers commented on communication strategies in the survey. The themes which emerged from the teacher data are listed below.

Personal Conversations
In the focus groups and survey, personal conversations emerged as the single most used strategy to encourage parent involvement in their children’s education. Recall that principals also emphasized the importance of personal conversations as a communication strategy. In the early grades, many teachers have daily face-to-face contact with parents as they drop off and pick up their children, but some will make a point of calling as well. At the high school level, teachers are more likely to conduct personal conversations by phone. Reasons for calling home vary but generally teachers call home in response to concerns such as student absence or misbehaviour. On the other hand, some teachers stressed the need to contact parents for positive reasons, setting an encouraging tone for future communication. 

Newsletters and notes home

Across all grade levels, teachers rely upon newsletters and regular notes home to communicate with parents. Newsletters may be sent out on a regular schedule, or may coincide with specific events such as at the end of an instructional unit. Typically in earlier grades, such written communication is more frequent. Many teachers have a practice of regularly sending notes home. Some teachers have developed strategies to secure parents’ interest in reading newsletters. For example, they may have elementary and middle school students write the class newsletter themselves, providing both a learning opportunity and increased engagement of both parents and children. In other schools, classes rotate responsibility for writing the school-wide newsletter. 

Agendas

Agendas are seen as a good tool for communication, particularly by teachers in the primary/junior divisions. At this level, teachers typically use agendas to give daily updates and positive feedback messages, and parents can respond in kind. Similar to “sunshine” phone calls, teachers send good news notes home via the agenda. Agenda use decreases by middle school but teachers may use it to engender self responsibility. The effectiveness of agendas in communication relates to how they are used; focus group participants emphasized that agendas are not used the same way by all teachers and may not be used at all. 

Websites

Communication via website was mentioned by teachers at all grade levels, but with varying degrees of enthusiasm. Some think websites are a great communication method; others do not favour their use as a means of communicating with parents because the onus is on parents to check the website. Teachers appreciate the multiple language information available at the Board website. However, many find school websites to be outdated and teacher websites time-consuming to update. Survey respondents more often suggested use of websites as a personal than school strategy, although some website supporters recommended both.

Email

Despite concerns over protocol (discussed under Barriers below), some teachers prefer email as communication tool. In the focus groups, teachers in elementary and high schools mentioned email as a convenient, foremost method of transferring information to and from parents. At the same time, teachers are cautious to send only positive messages and to keep records of their messages. Through the open comments on the survey, teachers reiterated the value of using email to communicate. Email is a first choice alternative to making phone calls for some teachers because it is much more efficient. Some requested more convenient access to email.

Multiple Languages

Recognising language as a barrier, teachers at all grade levels value opportunities to communicate in multiple languages. Schools use various strategies, for example, dual language letters, interviews in other languages, students as translators for parents and signage in different languages. At the Peel District School Board website, teachers can access and print information for parents which has been translated into various languages.

Multiple Methods

Some teachers recommend using multiple methods of communication such as a combination of agendas/notes home, class website, phone calls, monthly newsletters.

Settlement Worker Involved

In the middle school focus groups, teachers spoke about the benefits of settlement workers’ participation in parent communication. Not all schools have settlement workers, but where available they are very helpful in assisting immigrant families settle in to the school.

Barriers 

Busy Life/Working
Teachers confirmed parents’ views on a key barrier, specifically that work or other responsibilities mean parents are too busy to be more involved in their children’s education.  This theme arose at all grade levels. Parents working shift work or multiple jobs are not available to come into school and are difficult to reach by phone. While teachers at all grade levels recognized and sympathised with parents’ busy lives, they also commented that parents nevertheless have a responsibility to be involved in their children’s education. Survey respondents also cited parents’ busy lives as a barrier to parent involvement.

Parents Don’t Understand the Education System

In the parent focus groups, recall that immigrants noted many ways in which the Ontario educational system was alien to their homeland experiences. Similarly, teachers across all grade levels felt that parents’ lack of understanding of the current approach to education is a barrier to involvement. However, this lack of understanding is not exclusive to immigrant parents. Changes in the Ontario curriculum, report card system, and teaching methods mean that parents from all backgrounds struggle to understand what their children are doing in school. 

Communication Barriers

Across all school levels, teachers identified various communication barriers which impede parent involvement. Many see the special terminology they use as a problem. Language used in curriculum documents, report cards and newsletters came under fire. Educator jargon was mentioned as a barrier to communication by many survey respondents. 

As mentioned by principals, teachers echoed the sentiment that students often do not deliver communication pieces to their parents. Parents who wanted timely communication expressed frustration at their inability to connect with classroom teachers. At all focus groups, teachers expressed concerns over protocol regarding email. Despite cautions about using email to contact parents, some teachers feel strongly that email is a useful communication tool as it is hard to reach parents by phone. According to survey respondents, teachers are sometimes limited in their ability to contact parents due to a lack of phone access, private space, or current contact numbers for parents.

Language Barriers

Teachers agreed with parents and principals that language is a barrier to those parents whose first language is not English. Language barriers impede all types of communication, newsletters and interviews in particular. Telephone conversations and parent-teacher interviews are also hindered by language barriers. For parents with limited English, just trying to communicate can be a risk.

Barriers to Volunteering
In the elementary focus groups, teachers described the criminal record check as a barrier to volunteering in school. The process is time-consuming, may require a fee, and can be particularly intimidating for immigrant parents. Once completed, the paperwork may take weeks to reach the school. Although teachers recognised the need the check the records for volunteers, they wished for the process to be streamlined.

Lack of Confidence/Intimidated

Recall that parents cited lack of confidence as a barrier to involvement. Similarly, teachers at all grade levels described school as ‘intimidating’ to parents. Parents who speak English as a second language have an additional reason to lack confidence in communicating with teachers, and their children may discourage communication out of fear of embarrassment. At the secondary level, parents face a further obstacle because their children have multiple teachers who change with each semester, thus increasing the sense of intimidation. Teachers used the open comments on the survey to reiterate this theme.

Teachers Don’t Have Enough Time

Some teachers at elementary and middle school level felt they could do more to encourage parent involvement if they had more time to organize daily communication. Time spent on report cards was a source of complaint.

Student Absences and Transience

Maintaining consistent school/home relationships is a particular challenge in areas where students are withdrawn from school for extended periods, according to teachers in elementary and middle schools. Students may be absent for weeks or months at a time while they vacation abroad. Likewise, students who are sent abroad to live with relatives until they reach school age arrive in Canada unprepared for their grade level.

Older Students’ Growing Independence 

Agreeing with parents and principals, middle and high school teachers confirmed that by the time children reach middle school they typically prefer their parents not be visibly involved. 

Teachers as Parents

Being a teacher makes it quite difficult for some to be involved as a parent, as mentioned by elementary and middle school teachers. For example, teacher-parents are not available to go into school during the day to participate in trips or attend assemblies.

Lack of Diversity Among Teachers

According to high school teachers, parents might be more involved if staff were more representative of the diverse community within Peel Region.

Strategies Teachers Recommend
When asked what strategies they recommend to encourage involvement, teachers in the focus groups described a variety of approaches.  

Engage in Personal Conversations
Echoing their answers to the question about typical use, teachers from all divisions recommended personal conversations the most. On the survey, it was named as best personal strategy much more often than any other. This strong endorsement coincides with the principals’ and parents’ emphasis on this type of communication.  

Host Special Events and Programs

Teachers in the focus groups agreed with principals that hosting special events or programs are a good way to attract parents into school. Teacher survey respondents indicated that special events and programs are the single best school-level strategy. It is particularly popular at the elementary and middle school levels. Literacy hour, fitness nights, school orientation and welcome days are examples of successful events. Teachers have to be creative in encouraging families into the school for special events. For example, grandparents can take part in events by reading with students from dual language books. Community networking is another way to encourage families to attend.

Provide a Welcoming Environment

A welcoming environment is a key element in encouraging parent involvement, according to elementary and middle school teachers in the focus groups. Survey respondents recommended this strategy highly at both a personal and school level. Right from first contact, teachers aim to set a positive tone. A simple strategy such as offering culturally familiar foods at special events can help welcome parents into the school. Some see that secondary schools could do more to welcome parents. Administrators play a crucial role in promoting a positive school culture where parent involvement is valued.

Invite Parents into Class

At the elementary and middle school level, teachers often said they invite parents into the classroom. This tactic was also identified on the survey by some teachers as their best personal strategy. Expertise can be shared within the classroom. Teachers model behaviour for parents; parents can share their working skills with students.

Understand Parents’ Needs

As mentioned by principals, teachers said that making an effort to understand parents’ needs is important in facilitating involvement. Meeting parents’ needs was cited by a few teacher survey respondents as a best personal and best school strategy.

Educate Parents on Their Role

In the focus groups, teachers described how taking the time to educate parents on their role, be they new kindergarten parents or new immigrant parents, can set the stage for future involvement. Teachers appreciate that settlement workers now educate parents during intakes. Although this theme did not emerge as a best personal or school strategy, survey respondents did mention this theme through their final comments. 

Summary of Teacher Survey Findings

Characteristics of Survey Respondents
The various grade levels were well represented. In addition, respondents represented the full range of teaching experience, with a strong showing of those with 10 years’ experience or less.  Although the survey was intended chiefly for classroom teachers, a few administrators and other school staff responded. For the sake of simplicity, all respondents are included under the term “teachers” for the purposes of this report. 
Teachers’ Preferred Types of Parent Involvement
The majority of teachers rated all types of parent involvement as important (somewhat important or very important). Indeed, they chose the highest rating of “very important” most of the time. This strong endorsement of parent involvement matches the high valuing by focus group participants across this study, both parents and educators. Daily follow-up of school activities came at the top of the teachers’ list, revealing values similar to those of parents, who said they engage in this type of involvement most of all. The next three types also received a very high rating: support and guidance in response to specific circumstances, attendance at parent/teacher interviews, and reading with children on a regular basis.  These ratings correspond well to parents’ thinking, except that parents are not enthusiastic about parent/teacher interviews. 

Teachers also highly value regular communication with parents, parental support in course and career choices, attending school events, and supporting children’s activities outside of school. Least valued by teachers were School Council meetings and volunteering. 

Barriers
The next question asked teachers to rate the significance of barriers that parents, principals and teachers had mentioned in the focus groups. The barriers were divided into three categories: general, communication, and volunteering. 

General Barriers
Under general barriers, educators thought the most significant barrier was parents’ busy work life and other responsibilities. Here we see agreement with parents, who talked most about this type of barrier in the focus groups. Not far behind, the next five barriers received almost equal ratings from teachers.  Four of these are along similar “knowledge” themes, that is, parents may have trouble understanding the teaching methods or day-to-day program of study, don’t know how become involved, or lack knowledge to help with homework. These themes largely match what the parents told us in the focus groups about their knowledge gaps. Still within this set of almost equally rated barriers, family transience was seen as a problem by teachers, as it was by principals. Teachers rated the item “parents feel intimidated by the school” next and children’s discouragement of parental involvement almost the same. Teachers rated transportation problems as the least important, but still substantial, general barrier.
Communication Barriers
Teachers rated all communication barriers as fairly significant. First was the issue of language barriers, echoing the parent and principals’ focus group results. Next was the problem that communication sent with children often doesn’t reach home. Recall that principals said this was a considerable barrier. Teachers see that parents also have a hard time with educational jargon. The next two communication barriers both relate to the mechanics of communicating: difficulty reaching each other and teacher concerns about protocol particularly in use of email. A general insufficiency of communication came next, followed by parents’ lack of confidence.
Barriers to Volunteering
Teachers rated all types of barriers to volunteering as fairly significant. Demanding processes to become volunteers, including police check, received the highest rating. Parents’ lack of awareness of opportunities came next, followed by unclear recruitment process and then an actual lack of opportunities.   These results fit well with views expressed in the focus groups

Support
Teachers were asked first about the support they had received in encouraging parent involvement and then about the types of support they would like to have. They could select more than one in each category.
Support Received
The majority of teachers said they had received some kind of support. The most common type was a school wide strategy. A fair proportion had received written information on parent involvement. Formal teacher training and professional development workshops came in lower. A small proportion described other types such as administrator encouragement to communicate with parents and use of translators. 

Support Desired 
The most preferred type of support was a school-wide strategy; this result indicates that teachers appreciate the school-wide efforts described by principals in the focus groups. The next most popular type was written information. A fair proportion would like professional development workshops and some would like formal teacher training.  Interestingly, some said they would they did not want any support. 

Best Personal Strategy
Teachers responded with open ended comments to the question, “What do you consider to be the single most successful strategy that you employ personally in encouraging parent involvement?” The ourstanding result is that personal conversations was by far the most favoured strategy to encourage parent involvement. Agendas and, newletters and notes home were th next most popular strategies but came in well behind personal conversations.

Best School Strategy
At the school level, teachers named events and programs most often as the best strategy, followed by newsletters and notes home.
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