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researcher bracketed her own framework and assumptions in the reflexive process. The 

researcher kept a reflection journal (audit trail) which tracked her interactions with the 

data, issues, questions, ideas, and interpretations.  This allowed the researcher to 

demonstrate and build confidence in the journey towards her findings (Merriam, 2016).  

The theoretical framework was also used to guide the research. The researcher 

considered the background and data in the literature review which led to the theoretical 

framework. The framework also enhanced the rich, thick descriptions in the findings as it 

reflected the constructs, language, and theories that structured the research (Merriam, 

2016). The rich, thick description will permit others reading the study to decide on the 

transferability based on shared characteristics (Creswell, 2013).  

Role of the Researcher  
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The researcher reflected on her personal, and lived experiences that added to the 

study. As a woman of color, a first-generation graduate of bachelors’ and masters’ 

degrees, a mother with two children, and an Afro Caribbean living in a foreign country, 

her expertise and experiences allowed her to identify, interpret, and understand the lived 

experiences and perceptions gained throughout the study from her participants. The 

researcher further recognized that her own family background, her funds of knowledge, 

and her various identities contributed to connecting with the participants. She was able to 

ask why questions thereby capturing the unique voices of her participants with details 

that could not be portrayed in a survey or quantitative study. The researcher kept the 

photograph represented in Figure 5 as a reminder to the purpose of the study and the 

potential impact of her work. In the nature of artistic freedom and as a symbol of her 

story, the researcher captured her story in the following narrative with purposeful right 

alignment: 

He sat quietly across the table 

For the first time 

Stories of our family history unfolded 

The words poor, adopted, slave, bond child and free 

No food, shame, distress 

Rang heavily in my ear 

I was silent 

Eyes filled with watery epistles 

Blurred future thoughts 
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I was centered in the present 

My heart 

Overwhelmed with questions 

Filled with sympathy 

Empathy evaded me 

These are shoes I could never fill 

A path I would never walk 

It was not my journey 

Yet it was 

A father adopted 

A father who was fartherless 

A father skirting the edges of educational accomplishments 

A mother leaving home 

A child herself in the city 

Seeking a better life 

A father leaving home 

Barely a man in the city 

Seeking a better life 

Joined in mind and heart 

They vowed a better life for their children 

Here I am! 

We were not rich, we were not poor, we had enough 
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A working father, a stay at home mother 

They sacrificed 

Father, never present at school 

Yet, he was our engaged dad 

Father, never present for events 

Yet, he was our engaged dad 

Engaged! 

A shoulder when we needed to cry 

A prayer when we lost direction 

A listening ear when we had no words 

He was our engaged dad 

Here I am! 

A woman of color 

A kaleidoscope of history 

A melting pot of cultures 

Standing on the periphery 

Standing in the center 

I found my voice 

I found my identity 

The narrative was a constant point of reflection which enabled the researcher to 

realize experiences, to hear nuances in the conversations, and to understand cultural 

backgrounds from the lens of a woman of color, first-generation college graduate, 
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mother, family history, and lessons learned from cultural differences in Jamaica and the 

United States. The study was therefore enhanced from a unique perspective because of 

the funds of knowledge and lived experiences of the researcher. For example, all teachers 

and administrators identified as White in the current study. In conversations with these 

participants, the researcher was able to recognize bias towards underrepresented 

populations. As a Black woman, herself, the researcher was able to connect with families 

who also identified as Black or Hispanic. As one who migrated to the United States, the 

researcher was also able to identify with the lived experiences of participants who did the 

same. They willingly shared struggles they had regarding cultural differences and racial 

tensions in the school district.    

In order to minimize potential bias in the research around these experiences, the 

researcher was proactive in utilizing protocols for data collection and analysis. The 

process of triangulation assisted in this measure of control. In addition, it was vital that 

some level of neutrality was maintained in the interview process. The researcher was 

cognizant of not inserting her beliefs and values in the process, but at the same time, 

recognized that her beliefs and values contributed to the strength of the study.  

Limitations   

As with any qualitative research, there is the possibility for researcher bias. Since 

it was difficult to eliminate the variances in values and expectations that the researcher 

brought to the study, the researcher considered how her values and expectations could 

influence the study (Maxwell, 2013). As such, the researcher recognized the potential 

bias and limitation in this research due to the fact that the researcher had previously 
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completed an internship in the area of postsecondary and workforce readiness in the 

Constant Spring School District. The researcher, therefore, had a prior relationship with 

the Director of Postsecondary and Workforce Readiness, and had some interactions with 

the Superintendent prior to starting this research. However, this relationship also gave the 

researcher access to the school district to conduct the study.  

As this research is a case study, the focus is limited to the context of a single 

suburban school district. The study was conducted with only family participants who 

volunteered, and who were related to students attending the schools in the district. These 

were the only perceptions that were included in the study. Therefore, the perspectives of 

other families were not included in the study.  In addition, since the researcher obtained a 

representative sample of families based on the demographic of the school district, there 

was unequal representation in grade levels. With the seven families who volunteered, 

they had students across multiple grade levels. The middle schools were the least 

represented with the majority of families having students in the early childhood, 

elementary, and high school grades. Table 5 shows the breakdown of families and the 

school levels with which their students were associated.  

Another limitation was that the study took place in a constrained time frame. This 

did not allow for longitudinal data to determine if the perceptions of participants changed 

over time. The researcher had to work with the availability of events that were applicable 

to the study and that occurred within the timeframe of the study. Lastly, even though 

family engagement is linked to student achievement, this study did not directly tie the 
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outcomes of family engagement to postsecondary and workforce readiness due to the 

time constraints.  

Organization of Study 

The study was conducted over a six-month period. Upon the completion of a 

proposal hearing, IRB approval was submitted to the Constant Spring School District and 

to the university’s IRB. Following approval from both, the researcher conducted 

interviews first with administrators in the school district such as the Superintendent and 

the Director of Postsecondary and Workforce Readiness. This allowed the researcher to 

develop confidence with the interview process. Interviews were then conducted with 

principals, teachers, and families. Data was transcribed within 24-72 hours after each 

interview.  

Field notes were kept by the researcher throughout the process. Observations of 

meetings and events occurred throughout the research period as these events were 

scheduled at various times. The document review also occurred throughout the study. 

Interviews, observations, and document review took place over of a four-month period. 

The researcher then analyzed the data and wrote up the findings after collecting all data 

for the study. The final research findings were presented in an Oral Defense.  
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Chapter Five: Findings 

“There are all sorts of different families…. Some families have one mommy, some 
families have one daddy, or two families. And some children live with their uncle 
or aunt. Some live with their grandparents, and some children live with foster 
parents. And some live in separate homes, in separate neighborhoods, in different 
areas of the country – and they may not see each other for days, or weeks, 
months…even years at a time. But if there’s love, dear…those are the ties that 
bind, and you’ll have a family in your heart, forever.” 

—Mrs. Doubtfire, 1993 
 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions that families, school and 

district administrators, as well as teachers have about family engagement in PWR. It was 

an attempt to learn more, and understand each stakeholder’s potential to impact PWR as 

part of a collaborative partnership. Therefore, the research question at the forefront of the 

study was, “What are the perceptions of various stakeholders regarding family 

engagement in postsecondary and workforce readiness in a suburban school district?” 

The research question served as a guide in the collection of data and the analysis of the 

study.  

This Chapter presents the findings for the instrumental case study that explored 

family engagement in postsecondary and workforce readiness in a suburban school 

district. More specifically, the various stakeholders included in the study were family 

members, the Superintendent, the Director of Postsecondary and Workforce Readiness, 
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principals, and teachers. These individuals provided further insight into their 

understanding of family engagement and how they prepare their students for 

postsecondary pursuits. Individual interviews were conducted with all participants. A 

total of 16 semi-structured interviews were completed. The interview questions (see 

Appendix C) were replicated, however, the participants responded from their own 

personal perceptions and experiences based on their roles.  

Data collection for this study not only utilized semi-structured interviews, but the 

study drew on other sources of information such as observations and document review. 

All sources contributed to a rich and in-depth understanding of family engagement in 

PWR. The researcher was able to identify shared or contradictory values, visions, and 

conditions around family engagement in PWR in the Constant Spring School District. As 

such, this chapter presents data that was collected over a three-month period. Data from 

the interviews, document review, and observations allowed the researcher to illustrate the 

theoretical framework, the Model of Family Engagement in Postsecondary and 

Workforce Readiness, thereby identifying factors affecting family engagement in PWR, 

forms of family engagement, barriers to family engagement in PWR, and the roles that 

each stakeholder played in family engagement as a co-constructive process.  

This chapter begins with a thematic presentation of the interviews conducted with 

all stakeholders. In-depth narratives are provided to illustrate the perceptions, attitudes, 

and values of the participants. The researcher discusses these narratives through five 

main categories along with themes and sub-themes that emerged. The five main 

categories are: (a) perception of family engagement versus parent involvement, (b) hopes 
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and dreams, (c) barriers to family engagement, (d) preparation for PWR, and (e) roles of 

stakeholders. The chapter progresses to the observational analysis where descriptions are 

given for three activities that were observed. The main activities are: (a) STEAM night, 

(b) mock job interviews and opportunity fair, and (c) school environments. Document 

analysis will be the final form of data collection that will be described. The chapter then 

triangulates the findings in the interviews with the observations conducted and 

documents reviewed. The final section of this chapter provides a summary of the 

findings.  

Category One: Perception of Family Engagement Versus Parent Involvement  

As the researcher questioned participants about their familiarity with the terms 

parent involvement and family engagement and their interpretations of what these terms 

meant, most participants seemed disconcerted that there might be a difference between 

the two.  Only four participants were familiar with both phrases, three of whom were 

families.  The more frequently used term was parent involvement, especially among 

administrators and teachers. In a seemingly eye-opening moment, Susan, the 

Superintendent, responded: 

I think probably parent involvement is the one that we use more. But I’m 

intrigued and understand the difference and the nuance-- and it’s not even the 

nuance, but there is significant implication when you look at it in terms of family 

engagement. And so, we do talk a lot about parent involvement, but I think we are 

always striving for family engagement.  
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What she expressed became a general consensus in the interviews with school and district 

stakeholders. They consistently expressed a preference for the term family engagement. 

Linda, the Director of Postsecondary and Workforce Readiness, summed up these 

thoughts when she explained: 

I prefer the term family engagement. I think they are kind of used as synonyms. I 

mean I think we use them interchangeably. But I prefer family engagement 

because I feel like it’s more active in terms of how families would participate in 

their kid’s education.  

For families who were more familiar with the term parent involvement, their 

definition of what this meant aligned closely with family engagement as explained in the 

literature review. Matthew, a family member with two younger students, one in early 

childhood and the other in elementary, explained that he took his children to the 

museums and on family trips in other parts of the United States. He affirmed the idea that 

all things done with his children were considered as engagement. He stated his 

interpretation in these words: “Participating with your student in the events at their 

school. Participating in doing things with them on a daily basis, homework and other 

projects and other things that come up.” 

Considering the variances in perceptions from the different stakeholders, the 

researcher further prompted what the terms meant to each stakeholder. There are five 

themes that emerged from their responses. The next section presents the findings on these 

themes.   
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Activity-based. All stakeholders shared the perspective that family engagement 

was activity-based. These activities involved attending parent teacher conferences, 

helping with homework, attending other events at schools, but also included activities 

outside of the school environment. Matthew, for example, viewed giving his students life 

experiences such as taking them on trips and to museums as family engagement. His 

“larger than school” view was shared by most families as they too expressed 

neighborhood walks, meal times, reading, planting gardens, and teaching students values 

and responsibilities as their perception of family engagement in preparing their students 

for the future. Dawn, a single mom of two girls, expressed her activities in the following 

way: 

…but I am engaged with my children and their learning, and whatever they need 

to make high school an awesome experience, to continue to build their self-

esteem, to know that they are awesome people within the Constant Spring 

community, and that they have things to offer. The engagement at home is real, 

and it’s all the time. It’s while I’m cooking. It’s while I’m cleaning. It’s while I’m 

running you from here to there. It’s always talking about them, and relationships, 

and how are things, and what can we talk about, and what can I do to show you 

that I want you to be a great part of the Constant Spring community because 

you’re living it right now. I mean, anything I can do. It’s talks on the phone in the 

evening with teachers when the kids are having problems. It’s talking with parents 

about what is your child going to do in this instance, or how is your child going to 

dress for whatever. I just feel I do what I can. I want the girls-- and I think another 
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thing that I’m so adamant about is because it’s just me and the girls, that I like to 

make sure that everything is covered for them, “Am I not good enough for this? 

Do you need to call Uncle John (pseudonym) to have a man in this instance?” I 

just try to make sure that everybody’s okay. And that everybody’s got all their 

ducks in a line, and is there anything I can do to help keep them there. 

Dawn was proud of the way she was engaged. From this rich description, it was 

evident that activity-based meant more than what was happening at school or attending 

an event or meeting in the academic setting. It was noticeable, however, that teachers and 

school administrators tended to view family engagement as more school-centric. There 

was not necessarily an emphasis on families volunteering for school activities, but rather 

that they were visible and present in the school environment or doing activities related to 

academics. Kim, the elementary principal stated: 

I think the first thing that comes to mind is participation in their child’s education. 

So they’re present in the school, whether that means they can drop off and pick up 

and come in and feel welcome in the school, or be part of a parent group, or come 

to—we do some open houses and parent nights, we call them actually family 

nights, a couple times a year.  

In the same manner, Bethany, the middle school teacher explained: 

It means that the parents are stakeholders in the child’s education, that they know 

in middle school, they know what’s going on. If I say, “What does your kid have 

for language arts,” that they know. If they’re checking grades, if they’re in 

communication with teachers, if they show up for concerts, or award ceremonies, 
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or parent-teacher conferences, or graduation. Just that parents are engaged and 

involved in what’s going on at school. If there’s a behavior situation that we can 

get a hold of parents, that parents are willing to come in for meetings or whatever 

it is. 

Essentially, teachers and administrators had a more focused response on homework, 

communication with the school, and showing up for events. Families differed in their 

perception and had a conceivably holistic approach to kinds of activities that constituted 

as engagement.     

Value-based. Family engagement was seen as value-based throughout the study. 

Being value-based referred to the types of cultural, social or emotional beliefs and 

attitudes that stakeholders felt they were entrusting to students and that were important as 

part of family engagement in PWR.  Families strongly shared this value-based sentiment 

as they spoke consistently about the values they were passing on to their students. Simply 

giving their students the opportunity to go to school was seen as a value. Brenda, a family 

member with three students in the school district, expressed that while she may be 

helping with homework, the more activity-based component, she was leaving education 

as a legacy for her children, the value-based element: 

It’s a lot more involved than that. It’s getting them ready for kindergarten, it’s 

getting them ready to succeed from day one. So with him, I’m reading to him, 

I’m working with him, the letters and sounds. I even make him do the A, B, C’s. 

‘Oh, do I use the tablet?’ ‘Ok, go write your name and do the A, B, C’s.’ And 

then he goes and writes his name, first his last name and then he comes back: 
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‘Ok, mom. Here are my ‘A, B, C’s and here is my name.’ ‘Ok, now you can go 

use the tablet.’ So, I try to at least do that for them. So, like I said, if I don’t leave 

them money, then I leave them education… For me, education is the number one 

priority in my kids’ life. That is my passing to them so I have to really focus on 

what they’re learning, I have to focus on what they’re taking with them, because 

for me that is my inheritance, so I have to make sure that they’re doing it the 

right way, they’re getting everything they need in order for me to say: ‘I’ve done 

my job.’  

Other values that families talked about were: teaching their students respect, 

honesty, how to self-advocate, and helping with their self-awareness and social-

emotional development. Families spoke about how much they were engaged on a daily 

basis with their children in these ways.  

In contrast, it was intriguing that these values were never mentioned in the 

interviews with teachers and administrators with the exception of the Superintendent. 

Even when prodded about their perceptions of what family engagement looked like at 

home, the responses centered on activities such as homework, being knowledgeable 

about what was going on at school, being available when contacted by the school, and/or 

being on the school advisory committee (SAC).  

Whole-family-based. Contrary to what is perceived in the literature, there is 

acknowledgement from administrators and teachers that family extends beyond mother 

and father. Though administrators and teachers kept mentioning the word parent 

throughout the interviews, there was recognition that supporting the educational journey 
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and preparing students for PWR was not always done through the immediate relationship 

of a mother or father. Lisa, the Early Childhood Education Director and Principal, 

explained quite assertively: 

First and foremost, family is not always parents…. I have a ton who are being 

raised by aunts and uncles or grandparents or people who are very much involved 

in their lives but who are not necessarily biological parents.  

This important recognition that family was whole-family-based continued into how 

teachers supported and related to students. Tina, a teacher at one of the secondary 

schools, gets excited and embraces the opportunity to meet with families during parent 

teacher conferences. However, she has recognized that some students have others in the 

picture who are not biological mother or father but who care deeply about the educational 

journey of their students, and so she encourages them to:   

“Bring somebody that cares about your future.” I always ask my kids to come in 

with somebody who cares about their future, somebody who can help keep them 

on track, somebody who can help check in with them. Because it isn’t always a 

parent or guardian. Maybe it’s your best friend. Maybe it’s the one person that 

you live with because they’re the only person that you seem to have a relationship 

with right now. So, I just always say, “Bring somebody that cares about your 

education, who cares about your future.” So that way, I can be like, “Hey, Eric. 

How’s classes going?” And they’re like, “They suck. I’m not coming.” And I go, 

“What does your friend, so and so, Susie think about this?” And it’s like, “Do I 

need to call Susie? Because Susie seems really happy to help me push you.” And 
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they’re like, “No, no, no.” Just somebody to help remind them or push them. So 

that’s what I do. 

Families, on the other hand, had a more naturalistic language and expectation that 

the whole family was engaged in the process and that definition of family was fluid for 

them. Families who identified as Hispanic, especially, had communal expressions when 

speaking about family engagement. Carmen, for example, said: “Every family member is 

involved in the education of their children” (translated). Rebecca, a family member with 

three adopted children, was very clear in her opinion that engagement incorporates all 

persons supporting the student as she explained in the following way:  

Family engagement is, I believe, a more connected way of supporting the student 

through their education and it involves all of the primary and significant numbers 

of that student’s family, that really helps support that student’s education 

regardless of whether it’s the student’s parents or legal guardians. It could be 

grandparents, it could be aunts and uncles, it could be a very, very close family 

friend that’s considered a member of the family. But it’s people that are 

significant members of that child’s life beyond just the parents or legal guardians.  

 It was significant that while teachers and administrators had some acknowledgement 

or understanding that family engagement was more than mother or father, the use of the 

word parents was still dominant in the vocabulary used throughout the interviews. The 

researcher was very intentional about using the word family when asking questions or in 

follow-up statements. Nevertheless, the responses would be returned using the terms 

parent or parents.   
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Partnership-based. Having a partnership-based relationship between families 

and school was the fourth theme that emerged in this category. All stakeholders at some 

point throughout the interview would refer to family engagement in PWR as a 

partnership. Even more so, as stakeholders reflected on the term engagement, they 

explained that the term had a more partnership-based approach. Linda, the Director of 

Postsecondary and Workforce Readiness shared:  

…Whereas engagement, there’s an active part of it where the families are 

contributing and providing feedback. It’s more of a partnership… And many of 

the things that the-- in the context the PWR world, we try to provide opportunities 

for families to work alongside their kids in this kind of PWR process. 

One of the high schools demonstrates how the school works alongside with the 

students and families in PWR. The school has a unique system in place called a family 

teacher. The basic concept is that this family teacher has a group of students the entire 

time that group attends the school and the family teacher helps those students matriculate 

through to graduation. The family teacher does advising and regular check-ins with these 

students. They were uniquely positioned as having full awareness of how these students 

are doing in all their classes. In addition, these family teachers make connections to home 

via phone calls or email communication. At parent teacher conferences, the families 

would see this one family teacher to get an update on their students in all areas. The 

family teacher allows the families to have a go-to partner at the school, but also to build 

core relationships with the students and their families. Reports from the principal at the 

school indicated that this strategy was highly effective since the response to parent 
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teacher conferences was close to a 100% turnout. Other indications were seen in the 

surveys sent to families who consistently had glowing remarks about being able to 

connect with family teachers.  

As a partnership-based approach, school administrators also envisioned that 

families would have more decision-making power, and would take the lead in creating 

programs or events. Lisa, the Early Childhood Education Director and Principal, 

remarked: 

…I see the parents taking a much stronger lead in what they’re doing and having 

true decision-making power, having a true way of saying: ‘I am involved in the 

system and I’m part of it.’ 

Families also wanted a relationship with the schools that acknowledged them as 

part of the process but that was also based on mutual respect and trust. However, they 

were sometimes as engaged as they wanted to be. Juggling multiple jobs or 

responsibilities prevented them from taking these lead roles in activities as envisioned by 

administrators. A common refrain from the families was that they had a strong desire to 

see their students succeed and wanted to share this responsibility with the schools. 

Families, in their own respect, felt that they could support what was happening at school 

if they knew and understood what was happening with their students.  Brenda 

emphatically shared: “We’re supposed to be a team. We’re a team.  So, if there’s 

something that I’m not doing correctly, I would expect the principal or teacher or advisor 

to tell me.”  
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While there is this strong sense from families that they want to partner with the 

schools, there is also the feeling of exclusion. Dawn, a single mom who felt out of the 

loop in this partnership, stated, “I don’t think we get enough of a chance as parents in the 

Constant Spring School District to be a part of the community.” Matthew talked about 

this exclusion when he explained that opportunities to be partners in the educational 

celebrations were disappearing in the school district. With a sense of frustration, he 

looked at the researcher and said, “No chance for the parents to come and say, ‘Great 

job!’…and it seems to be opportunities for engagement that are disappearing.” 

Support-based. The final theme is that family engagement was seen as support-

based. The previous theme of partnership-based family engagement predicated that 

support would be embedded in that framework. Administrators perceived that true family 

engagement would be exercised in a way that supported families, because in supporting 

families, they were, by extension, supporting the success of students. Christine’s 

statement (a high school Principal) shows agreement with this finding: “how can I use the 

words to put my words around it? - how to support parents in supporting their student’s 

success.” 

Susan, the Superintendent, talked about the resources needed for students to 

successfully prepare for PWR. She found that support for families was integral to the 

success of students, but wrestled with how to support families in this process: 

So how do we help support that family and that student…-- maybe there’s other 

ways they can gain those resources, so that student can continue with their 

education and then create their own future based upon that. As opposed to just, 
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“Okay, this is where we default back to again.” And I don’t want this to come 

across that I'm casting any aspersions on any families at all, because people do 

what they have to do. And I get that completely. But I think anything that we can 

do to create pathways and help families support kids in meeting their hopes and 

dreams, that’s part of our work too. Absolutely. 

Families expressed more specifically what support looked like for them as part of 

family engagement in PWR. Brenda asked for classes on time management and helping 

her to get organized, while Dawn asked for the district to be more aware on how to 

handle issues of equity in relation to race. Dawn, who identified as Black, expressed that 

she wanted her students to have equal opportunities in school as other students who 

identified as White. She felt that teachers placed low expectations on her students and 

further explained that her interactions with administrators were not culturally responsive. 

Support in relation to equity and race meant that she wanted her family to be treated 

fairly, with dignity and respect. 

Carmen (who identified as Hispanic), Rebecca (who had adopted children), and 

Jackie (who moved her student from a traditional high school) wanted to know that there 

were people with whom they could communicate and who would listen to their concerns. 

For Carmen, the language piece was particularly important. Maria and Chad, a family 

with seven students in the district, emphasized the importance of social-emotional 

support especially as needed for their students. Essentially, the sub-theme of support-

based family engagement was important to all stakeholders in keeping families engaged 
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in preparing students for the future, even if that support was defined differently by the 

various stakeholders.  

While the terms family engagement and parent involvement seem familiar with all 

stakeholders, family engagement was only used and acknowledged by one administrator 

in the true context of the term. Families, however, used the word involvement or the 

phrase parent involvement but their interpretations and perceptions of what they do as 

families to be engaged fell within the realm of all the themes – activity-based, value-

based, whole-family-based, partnership-based, and support-based engagement. Families 

tended to have a more holistic approach to what family engagement looked like. For 

example, Carmen stated: “Pues que toda la familia estemos involucrados en la relación… 

en la educación pues de los niños.” In other words, she stated that every family member 

is involved in the education of their children. When asked how family engagement would 

look different in preparing her children for the future (PWR was explained in this context 

to her), she stated, “No, no creo. Creo que lo estoy haciendo bien. Creo.” The 

interpretation was that she believes that they have done a good job and she would not 

change anything.  

Administrators and teachers thought that the terms family engagement and parent 

involvement were synonymous but had a preference for the term family engagement. 

There was some consensus that parent involvement appeared more passive: “I think when 

I think about parent involvement, I think maybe it’s more like just passive participation. 

We create opportunities for an open house, or family fun night, or things like that” 

(Linda, Director of PWR). 
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 Being prompted by the researcher on both terms, administrators and teachers 

immersed in closer examination as to the implications regarding which term they used on 

a more regular basis. There was recognition that parent involvement implied only 

“parents” as affirmed by Debbie, the elementary teacher:  

Well, when I think about parent involvement, I think of it as being just the 

parents. When I think of family engagement, I think it could be everybody in a 

family. It could be grandparents, it could be siblings, it could be cousins, aunts, 

uncles, extended family. Just everyone.  

However, throughout the research, the perceptions of family engagement in PWR 

by administrators and teachers were mostly centered on activities such as homework 

checking and showing up for events and activities at schools. In other words, there was a 

component of visibility that equaled engagement. On the other hand, the perceptions of 

family engagement in PWR by families had all the themes in Category One as central 

components of their engagement in preparing students for postsecondary pursuits.  

Category Two: Hopes and Dreams 

The second category generated in the findings was the hopes and dreams for 

students expressed by all the stakeholders in the Constant Spring School District. 

Educators talked about the types of environments they wanted for families, and the kinds 

of opportunities they hoped to create for students in the school and district. Families 

likewise referred to school environment as part of the success of their students, but 

moreover, they had significant aspirations for their students. In every instance, they 
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DREAMED BIG! This section presents the themes that emerged in Category Two: Hopes 

and Dreams.  

Feel welcomed. All administrators desired for families to feel welcomed in the 

school environment. This related to the physical space, the interaction with staff the 

minute they walked through the door, as well as the relationship that families and 

students had with teachers and principals. Administrators, even at the district level, got 

particularly passionate and excited when they talked about families and students feeling 

welcomed at school. For example, as Susan responded to the question about hopes and 

dreams with a smile on her face and her hands clasped, she immediately uttered: “So, I 

just want every student, every family to feel like they have a home here. While the kids 

are going through school, while K-12, that there’s a place for them.” Kim, the elementary 

school principal echoed this attitude: “First and foremost is that they want to be here. In 

feeling welcomed in the school environment, students know that they have a relationship 

with teachers, there is a partner they can ask for help.” Debbie expanded even more by 

expressing that she hoped that as educators they could provide a very positive experience 

that later prepared students to be successful in the workforce.  

This excitement could be felt in the way families talked about the school 

environment and they simply confirmed that they felt welcomed in the academic setting 

for their students. Jackie, a family member who identified as White and who has a son at 

the high school, leaned back in her chair and seemed almost at peace as she shared: 
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Here, as far as that family feel, I walked in here for that field trip the first time and 

I had two different teachers walk out of their classrooms and shake my hand to 

introduce themselves. This school is so welcoming.  

A welcoming environment for families also translated into a sense of belonging. Families 

wanted their students to feel like they were in a school environment where they could 

thrive. Therefore, finding the right academic setting was important for families. Jackie 

expounded further that her son was not doing well in his previous high school where he 

felt overwhelmed by the work and left out of many circles with friends and teachers. She 

explained that his current high school in the Constant Spring School District provided a 

space where he could pursue his passions and begin to excel. She felt more confident now 

that his future was less at risk and he would be successful.  

Prepared for the world. Administrators and teachers were fully aware of the 

ever-changing technological world that envelopes their students. As such, they constantly 

mentioned that they wanted their students to be prepared for jobs that did not even exist. 

Lisa, the Early Childhood Education Director and Principal stated:  

I would like them to grow up to be thinkers and problem solvers and so 

everything we do from here on out, I cannot predict what the world is going to 

look like from here on out for the majority of time, but I think if we got kids that 

can think critically, who can look at information, wait, form an opinion and feel 

like they have the right to defend that opinion, my hope is that they can handle 

whatever they need.  
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An extension of being prepared meant that students would be able to connect their 

learning to real life as mentioned by Kim, the elementary school principal. But even 

further, being prepared required that students were “productive, functional members of 

society who have the tools to do what they want” (Bethany, Middle School Teacher). 

Even the whole child was considered as Debbie verbalized her reflection on what it 

meant to be prepared for the world:  

For the students of this school, my hopes and dreams for them are is I hope as 

educators and as a school we can provide them with a very positive experience 

that not only not only prepares them to be successful in a workforce, but just in all 

aspects of their life. There’s so much involved with, I feel like, in life as a whole. 

There’s the health aspect, there’s you just feeling good about yourself, there’s 

goal setting. There’s how do you interact with other people, and how do you value 

other people? And so it’s more of the whole child, not just one particular area.   

Families, on the other hand, did not refer directly to this level of preparation for 

the future. Rather, they saw the need for their students to graduate high school, pursue a 

bachelor’s degree and maybe even a graduate degree. The picture of being prepared for 

the postsecondary pursuits involved the more practical steps from one level to the next. 

The main goal of families was to get their students through school and that in itself would 

help to prepare them for the world.   

Doors of opportunities. All stakeholders desired to create doors of opportunities 

for every student, or that every student would experience these doors of opportunities. 

The Constant Spring School District has a strong focus on creating opportunity. In fact, 
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the word opportunity occurred in every transcript multiple times which obviously spoke 

to a vision that is being engendered throughout the district. As such, stakeholders spoke 

with pride and authenticity about creating these paths of opportunities that would 

ultimately lead to success for students in whatever field they chose. Perhaps one of the 

most emotional aspects in every interview was realizing the passion that existed as 

teachers, administrators and families talked about their hopes and dreams where students 

had the opportunity to pursue their passions and become successful in their own right. 

Susan, the Superintendent, gently smiled and gestured with her hands as she expressed 

what her hopes and dreams were for students in the Constant Spring School District: 

That their interest, that their imaginations or intellect is all being developed, and 

that they’re given opportunity. And that they can be very positive, and hopeful, 

and excited about what their future opportunities are. And ultimately, that leads to 

the hope that we graduate kids out of Constant Spring schools that have choices 

that are real.  

Christine, the high school principal, confirmed this sentiment when she stated, “My hope 

and dream is that my students are able to compete with all students for jobs, for whatever, 

that they’re not thought less of, that they can compete.” Robert, the other high school 

principal, explained that these doors of opportunities may reflect differently for some 

students, but ultimately create an option for every student: 

My hope is that every single student that leaves here, number one, graduates, has 

a diploma in their hands, and they graduate with options. Whether those options 

are straight into a career, to a community college, to a four-year university, to an 
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internship program, to, maybe I didn't get it done in four years, I still have a fifth 

year, and here’s some options to make sure that I do graduate…that they’re not 

given up on after four years. That we give them that, whatever it takes to actually 

graduate and earn that diploma. That every single kid leaves this campus with 

options.  

To illustrate this trickle-down effect, Tina, the high school teacher, emphatically 

said, “They have had their chance to learn a little bit of everything, so when they leave 

our doors and go out into the real world, every possible door for their future is open. 

They can walk through any door.” 

Families expressed that doors of opportunity were in the form of exposure and 

equity for their students. Dawn, a Black single mom, looked the researcher intensely in 

the eyes and spoke about the diversity of her family. She slid her right hand over the back 

of her left to indicate skin color then she very affirmatively said:  

Well, I hope that they’re exposed to as many things as they can be exposed to. 

And those things that they latch onto that they love, that that can be something 

that has blossomed into something even more.... ‘Do I like it? Do I not?’ To open 

up those thoughts of, ‘Oh, my gosh. When I grow up, I’m going to follow this that 

I love.’  

Brenda, another family member who identified as Hispanic, conveyed the same 

sentiments almost verbatim but added: “I just want them to have the best education so 

they can have the best job that they choose. And not have the job choose them.” 
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Be somebody. While the hopes and dreams of families were less overstated 

regarding their students feeling welcomed in the academic environment, or that they felt 

prepared for the world, there was great emphasis on students becoming somebody. The 

theme Be somebody was chosen to give voice to the language expressed by the families 

from diverse ethnicities. While, Be somebody was defined differently according to the 

cultural and social background of families, the definition ultimately conveyed the same 

hope and dream that their students have opportunities, work hard in school, pursue their 

passion, and ultimately become successful in life. Carmen had two students in the district, 

one in elementary and the other in early childhood. She shared that she wanted her 

students to study hard and do the best they could but this should lead to them “being 

somebody” in life. In her own words, Carmen stated: “Sí, por eso tienes que estudiar 

mucho para que tú puedas hacer eso…Así entonces sí les inculco que estudien mucho 

para que sean alguien en la vida.” The direct translation states: “yes, that is why you have 

to study hard so that you can do that…so then I instill in you that you study hard to be 

somebody in life.” It was further explained to the researcher that “being somebody” in 

the Hispanic culture meant to “become something, to have a profession.”  

Matthew, another family member, was brief and abrupt as he shared his hope and 

dream: “I’d like to see them go to at least a bachelor’s degree in college.” He was not 

interested in other postsecondary options and was reluctant to embrace pursuits outside of 

a college education. Maria and Chad were also direct as they responded without 

hesitation: “Go to college.” Brenda expressed her desire:  
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I want them to do something that they want to go to work every day and just do it. 

And just enjoy every single moment of it. And not just be focused on like: ‘Oh, 

it’s another day, another dollar.’ And I think if they go to college and get that 

education and find that passion, they will be able to do that. They’ll be able to go 

to a job and say: ‘Yes! Another day at work!’…I want all my kids to excel!  

Regardless of ethnicity, socio-economic status, or academic levels achieved by 

families, every family interviewed aspired for their students to “be somebody.” Families 

placed great value on postsecondary pursuits and did not envision their students 

discontinuing after high school. 

Category Two revealed the hopes and dreams that stakeholders expressed for their 

students. The findings in this category indicated that teachers, principals, and district 

administrators hoped to create opportunities for students where they can be thinkers and 

leaders in the 21st century. Families also hoped that these opportunities would be created 

by schools and the school district. More significant for families was that they deeply 

desired for their students to be somebody.  The aspirations and expectations of families 

for students to be successful in postsecondary pursuits persisted regardless of race, 

ethnicity, socioeconomic status, or cultural backgrounds.  

Category Three: Barriers to Family Engagement 

Throughout the study, family participants expressed barriers that prevented them 

from being engaged according to expectations stipulated by the school environment, even 

without the researcher asking the question. Administrators and teachers were less likely 

to mention barriers until they were directly asked to share what they perceived as barriers 
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to family engagement in postsecondary and workforce readiness. While the barriers 

mentioned were closely aligned across responses from the various stakeholders, there 

were also disparate some perceptions. Responses from families strongly centered on time 

constraints and communication. Time constraints had to do with working multiple jobs, 

being unable to get time off from work, or managing multiple responsibilities with their 

other children. Communication for families meant that they did not feel as if they were 

getting adequate communication from school or the district to home, or in a language 

they could understand. However, families frequently commented that their engagement 

was beyond attending parent teacher conferences or some other school event or activity. 

As can be observed from the quotes in Category One, families gave significant weight to 

the time they spent with their children at home or the daily support they provided to help 

their children navigate the world on a regular basis. On the other hand, administrators and 

teachers had a general idea of some of the barriers but also had some misconception that 

families simply did not want to engage. The emerging themes are presented below. 

Time and work. The number one theme that emerged in the category on barriers 

to family engagement was time and work. Every interview with families mentioned time 

as a barrier to being engaged and in most cases, work was the factor that impacted time.  

Regardless of demographic, whether it be socio-economic status, ethnicity, gender or 

number of children in the household, families collectively agreed on the issue of time. 

Brenda, a mother of three who identified as Hispanic, felt as though she was a single 

mom. Though married, her husband drove trucks for a living. He typically left on 

Mondays and returned home on Thursdays. She bore all the responsibilities of the home 
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during his away time.  That morning, as she researcher met with Brenda, she could sense 

tiredness even before knowing Brenda’s story. Brenda’s eyes were weary and she kept 

taking deep sighs. As she talked about barriers, the many hats she wore became apparent: 

A lot of the times I don’t participate because I don’t have time. I have to split 

myself into so many areas that I can’t… and honestly, sometimes I’m 

exhausted… Sometimes I’m like: ‘I can’t.’ Last night we had an event here in our 

school for my youngest. I got home like at 4:15, got home to do dinner, and then 

at 5:15 my younger son had soccer. I get to the soccer practice, I’m there for like 

five minutes, my daughter calls me, I have to go pick her up because she’s done. I 

go pick her up at the high school, I come back, we stay on the practice for about 

15 minutes and she has to go back home because she has to start homework, so 

we wait for my son to be done and more practice, rush home so she can start 

homework and I can finish dinner and do all that and then after that she has 

physical therapy so by seven, I (sigh) have to leave again, we all have to pack up 

and leave and … then it’s about 20 minutes or 15 minutes away. Not too bad. But, 

you know, the traffic. So, I don’t get back home until 8:30. So by 8:30, I have to 

make sure that the house is decent looking, you know? So, I have to make sure 

dinner is ready because that’s when my husband gets home. So, I have to make 

sure that dinner is ready for him, that the kids are fed, that my daughter is doing 

her homework correctly, that she doesn’t have any questions, and then be ready 

for my husband to be home so I can get him dinner and so on top of that, I started 

college… again. So, I started taking two classes and they’re online. So, on all that, 
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… have time to study, to read thirty chapters in one week, to be able to read 

articles and do research and do papers and do everything… And I think, is not an 

excuse, a lot of the times because we are exhausted, we can’t get as involved as 

we want to be. (Exasperated and in a slightly elevated pitch) How? How?  

Brenda’s response in this rich, descriptive narrative was indicative of the sentiment 

shared by the other families. Not only did they have many hats to wear, but work 

schedules were not conducive to being present in a way that was ideal. Maria and Chad, 

who have a blended family with seven kids, explained what it was like trying to show up 

for events at school:  

… there’s sometimes where they’ll have the events, and they’ll start at like 4:00 

or 4:30. And so that right there wipes out half of the parents right there just 

because, typically, people are working until about 5:00 or 6:00. So, half the 

parents, right there, aren’t able to be involved in some of these events and 

participate in some of the events. And then when they have the ones that are from 

like 5:00 to 7:00, I notice that there’s a lot bigger turnout just because 

everybody’s able to attend.… So, timing, things like that, so. And then, also, a lot 

of the times they’ll have events or things that happen at the school and it’s at like 

11 o’clock in the morning or two o’clock in the afternoon, you can’t really expect 

a lot of parents to be able to participate in these times…--teachers and the faculty 

and stuff, they have personal lives and things like that so they’re trying to 

coordinate those events to where they’re----not at school for 12, 14 hours a day, 

but still, if they’re wanting the involvement and they’re actually wanting parents 
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to be able to participate and stuff, they should probably be more attentive to the 

parenting schedule versus the faculty schedule. 

In spite of these experiences about time and work schedules not synchronizing 

with school activities, administrators reported a high level of engagement in parent 

teacher conferences. One high school in particular noted that family turn-out for 

conferences was nearly 100%. Teachers also took great pride in reporting that they saw 

100% response to conferences. So, while families may be subjected to time constraints, 

the education of their children was vital and they sacrifice and make the necessary 

commitment to support their students.  Jackie summed it up best when she said, “I just 

make it-- sometimes, I’m so tired, but I come anyway. Because your kids are only going 

to be in school for a certain number of years and it’s important to be involved, I think.” 

Communication to families. Administrators expressed that communication was a 

significant barrier to families engaging in multiple ways. There was also a divide in how 

families perceived the communication from home-to-school or school-to-home. Three 

families believed that the schools did a fairly good job of communication while the other 

four families believed that there was significant room for improvement. It was interesting 

that the families who stated that communication needed improvement were from more 

ethnically diverse backgrounds with the exception of one. The four families were Brenda 

and Carmen (both identified as Hispanic), Dawn (identified as Black), and Ray 

(identified as White). The families who believed the school did a fairly good job were 

White except for Maria and Chad who identified as White and Hispanic. Overall, families 

wanted to stay informed about school activities, the academic progress of their students, 
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as well as positive interactions with staff. Families further expressed that they preferred 

electronic communication rather than paper versions as these types often got lost. It was 

also more convenient because as they watched games, or waited on their students at an 

activity such as a football game, they could read through the electronic communication 

on their phones.  

Communication in a language that could be understood by all was mentioned as a 

barrier by all stakeholders. The school district has almost 40% of its population who 

identify as Hispanic, yet communication is not always modeled in multiple languages. 

The district administrators revealed in the interviews that the district has recently 

acquired a service where families can select the preferred language on the website. 

Further comments are made in the document analysis on the efficiency of the website. 

Carmen, who spoke primarily Spanish, affirmed this struggle with receiving 

communication in her language:  

Pues creo que uno muy importante y que sí ha pasado es el idioma… Pues es que 

sí a veces dan papeles, bueno, aquí siempre dan papeles en español, pero en la 

otra escuela no siempre te dan el papel en español. Y si vas a la escuela, no hay 

con quien.  

(Translated) One very important and it happens all the time is the barrier of 

language. Ok. For example, in here she always receives the paper bilingual, 

English and Spanish… But at the elementary school level, there is no-one who 

speaks… they don’t send Spanish speaking… Spanish documents at home and 

when they come to school, there is no-one who speaks their language so… 
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As the Superintendent talked about the language barrier, she compared outcomes 

to the past to more recent improvements that have been made by the district. She related 

an instance where the school district employed a translation service at a very important 

community meeting with families and experienced a significantly higher turn-out than 

previous meetings where this service was not offered. She was thrilled when she saw the 

excitement on the faces of the families where they could hear the meeting conducted in 

their native languages.  

Robert, the high school principal, commented that they had to be open to more 

and different ways of communicating with families. He recognized that modalities had to 

change in order to break the barrier. Communication as a barrier was a consistent theme 

throughout the interviews.  

Self-efficacy. Administrators and teachers expressed that families may not be 

interested in education or engage in activities at school because of a lack of self-efficacy. 

They felt the engagement of families declined, especially as their students got older. This 

was in part due to the fact that families did not know how to support their students in 

school as they got older. Another aspect may be because of their experience with 

education. Bethany, a middle school teacher, shared the following: 

Well, I think some parents’ personal experience and education, I think it’s very 

important. If they think that school was not useful for them or they felt like they 

were attacked by-- not attacked but sort of singled out or persecuted by their 

teachers or treated unfairly by the school system, then they don’t have an inherent 

value for education, that they’re going to really encourage their kids to do 


