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There is very little known about specific types of
parent involvement in ethnically diverse com-
munities and few studies which capture the per-
spectives of administrators belonging to a
specific minority ethnic group.

Hispanic Principals’
Perceptions of
Parent Involvement
in Ethnically
Diverse Schools

Trudy Campbell and Lori Navarrete

“You cannot have a successful school without parent sup-
port. You can’t do il. If the parents are not going to work
with you, you are not going to succeed. | den't care how
good or bad you are. Parents can make a bad principal
pretty good. They can make a good principal great, you
know. Parents should understand they have to support
their school and they do. Like | said, invite them, let them
participate, make them feel welcome.” {Canino, et al, 1989)

A television documentary airing in the early 1990s,
“Learning in America: Schools That Work”, identified several
characteristics which were common to schools where children
really did learn. In each school, dramatic changes in behavior
and test scores were attributed fo the collaboration of teachers,
a strong belief in schools as necessary to a democracy, inde-
pendence from local districts, a commitment to children, and of
most importance to the study being reported here . . . princi-
pals who shared authority and parents who were involved.
Although many criticize the effective schools research literature
for its superficial treatment of parental involverent (Comer,
Haynes, Hamilton—-Lee, 1987-88), there is a substantial
amount of literature which identifies key elements in building
successful school-parent partnerships {(Willis, 1987). One
important element is shared decision-making in areas such as
curricula, school reform, discipline, student personnel, and
equity issues.

Adding to the concern for parent involvement is the role
ethnicity plays in how partnerships and interactions occur. U.S.
demographics have indicated that the number of Spanish-
speaking peaple is projected to increase to more than 22 mil-
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lion by the year 2000. (Macias, 1993). Latinos and other
racial’ethnic minority groups currently comprise the majority of
public school students in two of the nation's largest states.
(Garcia, 1991; Valencia, 1991} This shift in demographics will
heighten the need for successful strategies in working effec-
tively with Hispanic parents.

Researchers have begun to examine the influence of cul-
ture and educational background on how families teach their
children and work with schools, Studies have included African
American families (Clark, 1983; Comer, 1980, 1988; McAdoo,
1981; Scott-Jones, 1987); Chinese American families (Sung,
1987; Siu, 1982); Hispanic families (Canino, Earley, & Rogler,
1989: Delgado & Humm-Delgade, 1982; Delgado-Gaitan,
1990), ecenomically challenged families (Klimes—Dougan,
Lopez. & Adelman, 1992; Lareau, 1987); and the families ot
special needs learners {Alper, Schloss, & Schloss, 1996;
Sontag & Schacht, 1994). However, there is very little known
about specific types of parent involvement in ethnically diverse
communities and few studies which capture the perspectives of
administrators belonging to a specific minority ethnic group.

The study which follows is an exploratory investigation of
Hispanic elementary principals' perceptions of parent involve-
ment in schools with high Hispanic student enroliments. There
were two main objectives for conducting the study. The
researchers first wanted to identify principals’ perceptions of
the types of parent involvement existing in their school.
Second, the study sought to understand which personal and
professional characteristics of the principals were perceived as
having the most impact on successful parent involvement.

Conceptual Framework

Theoretical perspectives on family-school partnerships are
based on the separate, sequenced, embedded or overlapping
influence of each (Epstein, 1987; Epstein, 1992). The separate
influence emphasizes the impartance of isolated and separate
contributions that the family and school make to society. This
view assumes that families and school are most efficient and
effective when they work independently of each other
(Parsons, 1959 Waller, 1932). The sequenced influence iden-
tifies a sequence of critical stages in which parents and teach-
ers contribute to a child’s development and education. For
example, while parents impact early years of life, educators
assume major responsibility for the education of the school-
aged child {Piaget & Inhelder, 1963). A third perspective,
embedded influence, focuses on potential effects on individu-
als of the multiple events and environments in which they are
members (i.e., developmental change and broad cultural sys-
tems). (Bronfenbrenner, 1986) A fourth model, and one which
provides a foundation for this study, involves overlapping influ-
ences of family—school relationships (Epstein, 1987). Family—
school relationships in this social-crganizational perspective is
illustrated as two overlapping spheres which can be pushed
together or be pulled apart by practices and interpersonal
forces in each environment. Time, ages, grade levels, and
behavior impact the extent of “push" and “pull’ in this relation-
ship. Epstein (1987) later added a third sphere which repre-
sents the community to reflect family-school-community
partnerships,

In an effort to define invelvement, scholars and practi-
tioners suggest that within the area of overlap of the
family-school spheres of influence (fourth model), five impor-
tant types of involvement help families and schools fulfill their
shared responsibilities for children's learning and development
(Epstein, 1987). A sixth type incorporates the community as a
sphere of influence. The types are as follows:

Type 1; Basic obligations of families
Type 2: Basic obligations of schools
Type 3: Involvement at schaoal
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Type 4: Involvement in learning activities at home

Type 5: Involvement in decision making, governance,
and advocacy

Type 6: Collahoration and exchange with community

organizations

Several studies have identified one or more types of
involvement occurring in schools (Epstein, & Salinas, 1992,
Kreinberg & Thompson, 1986). Other studies and projects
have worked with communities to strengthen family—school
partnerships by applying the six types of involvement (Davis,
1991; Epstein & Herrick, 1991; Krasnow, 1990).

Data Collection and Analysis

An exploratory study of principals’ perceptions of parent
involvement is phenomenological in nature. It seeks answers
to the question "what is the structure and essence of experi-
ence of this phenomenaon for these people?" (Patton, 1990). In
this case, what is the structure and essence of experience of
parent invalvement for Hispanic principals in schools with high
percentages of Hispanic children? Exploratory studies are gen-
erally conducted for the purpose of investigating little under-
stood phenomena, to identify or discover impaortant variables,
or to generate hypotheses for further research (Marshall, &
Rossman, 1995). Field studies typically use data collection
techniques such as participant observation, in-depth interview-
ing, or elite interviewing.

In this case, in-depth semi-structured interviews of elemen-
tary principals were conducted at 11 (total) school sites in both
rural and urban communities in the southwest. The principals
were selected on the basis of ethnicity (all were Hispanic), gen-
der (four female and seven male), and for location (five urban,
and six rural). Five sites were all located in the same urban
school district with student populations ranging from
72 to 90% Hispanic. The six rural sites were located in commu-
nities near the urban school district selected for study. Scheols
in the rural communities had student populations ranging from
48 to 99% Hispanic. The process of determining selection units
(LeCompte & Preissle, 1993) is consistent with qualitative
designs where researchers identify populations for investigation
using whatever criteria are relevant to establishing the bound-
aries of the phenomena. In this case, selection of units was
directed by the researchers’ intent of representing a range of
existing perceptions within elementary schools led by Hispanic
principals {location, gender, experience).

In more conventional research designs, concerns of inter-
nal and external validity, reliability, and objectivity are
addressed. With this phenomenological investigation, the
researchers sought to establish credibility, dependability, con-
firmability, and transferability (Lincoln, & Guba, 1990) by using
the techniques of triangulation {using multiple sources of data
which included additional parent interviews, journal notes, and
a researcher team), peer debriefing to establish accuracy in
coding, and maintenance of materials and journal entries nec-
essary for confirmability of the data.

The interviews were tape recorded and were approximately
30-60 minutes in length. The interview guide used with princi-
pals included the questions below as well as general demo-
graphic information about the principal, school, and community.

Principal Interview Guide

1. Could you describe for me some examples of how deci-
sions are made in your school {with respect to curricu-
lum, school reform, discipline, equity, student
personnel)?

2. What role do you see parents playing in each of the
examples you just described?

3. How do you believe your formal (informal) training has
helped you to establish a partnership with parents? -
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4. What personal characteristics do you have which help
you to establish a partnership with parents?

5. Can you describe a few of the most successful
strategies you have seen for working with parents as
partners?

Data analysis followed processes as described by Bogdan
and Biklen {1992), While in the field, researchers began devel-
oping analytic questions, speculating and marking the data to
highlight key words, phrases, and plausible ideas. After leaving
the field, transcripts of all interviews were prepared from the
tape recordings to capture verbatim descriptions from the par-
ticipants. These transcripts were used to develop coding cate-
gories consisting of (1) types of parent involvements (the six
types described in the conceptual framework); (2) personal
(language, culture, personality) and professional characteris-
tics {formal and informal training) of the principals which were
perceived as influencing involvement.

Results of the Study

The analysis of types of parent involvement reported by
principals revealed use of all six types but that the most fre-
quent types of involvement were Type 3 (involvement at
school), Type 5 (involvement in decision making, governance,
and advocacy), and Type 6 (collaboration and exchange with
community organizations). The least frequent type of involve-
ment cited was Type 1 (basic obligations of families).

Principal Frequency of Types of Involvement
Code 1 2 3 4 5 6
U1 1 3 1 3 9 0
uz 0 1 8 0 10 0
u3 6 7 7 4 23 3
U4 4 5] 8 1 14 9
us 0 7 11 1 Q 8
R1 4 2 14 5 5 13
R2 0 5 6 4 10 1
R3 1 7 11 1 11 10
R4 0 3 3 0 8 a
R5 0 1 2 6 31 3
RE 0 7 14 0 14 17
(Total) 16 49 85 25 144 72

It should be noted that these frequencies are being used to
show patterns or trends. Each reference to a type of involve-
ment, whether is was considered positive or negative, was
coded, In some cases, an involvement activity could receive
two codes (e.g. when parent training helped with both basic
obligations of families to fulfill nutrition requirements and to
provide activities to increase learning).

The personal characteristic considered most influential in
involving parents was an understanding of the community cul-
ture by virtue of having been raised as a member of a Hispanic
community. The word “respect” and “respect for one's elders”
surfaced in a majority of the interviews. The second most
notable characteristic had to do with “an easy going” personal-
ity. It was considered very effective if you were able to listen
without reacting negatively and keep the conversation on an
informal basis. Finally, the use of Spanish 1o communicate was
viewed as a real asset in promoting parent involvement.

“I'am bilingual. | think that language is the most perscnal
thing that a person owns. It's part of who they are. It's
part of their culture. It's part of their identity. When | am
able to speak Spanish to my Spanish-speaking parents,
| just feel an instant bond." [U1]

When questioned about formal and informal training (pro-
fessional characteristics) the principals had received on the
topic of parent involvement, there was a very consistent mes-
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sage. Nearly every principal noted the need for university
coursework (formal training} to contain more “hands-on” experi-
ences. The theory and "book learning” was minimally helpful
and more practical experience and learning was almaost nonex-
istent. Informal training events perceived to be useful were
prior work experience in other roles, some district workshops,
and primarily on the job experiences.

Implications of the Findings

The preponderance of Type 5 involvements (decision
making and governance) must be interpreted in the context of
the administrative role. Most of the examples were related to
formal structures at the federal, state, and district level requir-
ing parents be on advisory councils or boards. There were dis-
tinctions made as to when the decisions were really made by
parents and when there was simply input by virtue of being on
an advisory board or council and varied at each school.

“If the principal feels comfortable with certain issues,
especially with parents or teachers, then we do so [let
them make the decisions.]” [U2]

The emergence of Type 6 involvements (collaborative
exchange with communily agencies) shows great promise for
expanding ownership and securing support for schools. Most
of the examples invalved either the use of facilities for commu-
nity functions or instruction or provision of resources by local
businesses and government programs. Especially in the case
of rural communities, the school-community-parent collabora-
tion was seen as vital.

"So we do a lot of sharing and the school is like the cen-
ter of activity because in small communities you don’t
have theaters, you don’t have bowling alleys, you don't
have things of that nature but the school becomes a real
nucleus to the whole community . . . " [R3]

Type 3 involvements (volunteering) continue to be com-
mon and yet they are not the most powerful determiners of stu-
dent achievement. The most troubling finding is the lack of
reporting Type 1 (basic obligations of families) given the demo-
graphics of the communities. A majority of the sites had very
high percentages of low income and single parent families {and
in the case of urban schools the families were living in areas
with high crime rates and violence.)

“I remember people coming from different parts of the
country and saying, what's wrong with these parents?
They don’t care about their kids, | said, you know, they
really do care about their kids, but they have other priori-
ties. Some of them are the very basics . . . food, shelter,
and clothing. From Maslow's hierarchy if you haven't got-
ten past those levels, you aren't going to get to any of
the other levels." [U1]

“Overall, the parent responsibility, according to my view-
point, is that the parents assume a certain amount of
responsibility for making decisions every day that involve
the school. For example, whether they get the kids here
on time or whether they are fed. So, there is a lot of par-
ticipation that | don't think has been recognized because
it has been involved more in a pseudo or intellectual
description. But in a grassroots description there is a lot
of involvement.” [U3]

The personal and professional characteristics also have
implications for furthering parent involvement in schools. An
urban principal raises what may be a key to understanding his
work in a predominantly Hispanic environment.

“One of the questions asks about parent involvement [on
a survey], and the majority of people said that they were
involved about as much as they wanted to be. In other
words, they feel they have a say in how things are done
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and what goes on in their child's school.” “As | mentioned
earlier they are Hispanic. | have heard lots and lots of
comments from the, and the say that as long as you are
doing a good job, | don’t need to be at school checking up
on you ar seeing how you are doing.” “l think that is a little
bit of a cultural thing.” “That was the way | grew up. My
mom and dad never went to school unless there was a
problem.” [U2]

While the traditional Hispanic culture has held this respect
and trust for schools, if principals want more involvement of the
types found in the current literature, it will mean either recogniz-
ing and appreciating less reported types (Type 1 for example) or
educating families as to the need for more participation through
activities found in sharing in the learning (Type 4) and decision
making (Type 5). )

“They [the parents] need to become familiar with the
school from one end to the other before they can be
actively involved in it. | have found that the most adamant
supporters among those parents that are really actively
involved, at least two or three times a day here at school,
that they understand the issues of educating children, the
issues of time management, the issues of materials, and
then you have people that know how to make a decision,
that won't have a domino effect on other parts of the
school.” [U5]

“I think there are different levels of development in parents
and their parenting skills.” “I can see them feeling about
school the same way | feel about approaching a hospital
or doctor's office. You get a clammy. nervous, sick feel-
ing." “l think those people have to be approached in a very
basic way, just come and have cookies and punch.” [U1]

The other personal characteristics point to an attitude, or
way of viewing the world, Schools in charge of hiring administra-
tors may wish to explore the belief systems and attitudes of
prospective principals. A respect for all people involved in edu-
cation is critical and becomes even more complex in diverse cul-
tural settings.

“We grew up with that idea that no one is a stranger, and
you talk to anyone because for you to deny somebody
‘good morning’ or 'good afternoon' was not your right
because the day was not yours. O.K. You made the day
by the way that you functicned within your society and |
think that's been a real help to me because it doesn't mat-
ter to me who the person is, be it Native American, Black,
it doesn't matter. | make them feel at home." [R3]

This study has identified the types of involvement most
prevalent in schools with large Hispanic populations. It has
described the personal and professional characteristics the prin-
cipals considered most useful in establishing parent involve-
ment. It has also discovered some concerns which need further
exploration. First, are the frequency and types of involvements
similar to those in majority culture schools? Would the recogni-
tion of Type 1 invalvements and the development of more strate-
gies to increase their use be more culturally appropriate in
Hispanic communities? Would it be more effective to study
involvement based on the developmental levels of the parents
rather than the types of invaolvement? Perhaps one urban princi-
pal [U1] has pointed the direction toward a more culturally
appropriate model of investigation when she describes the
developmental stages of parents and their involvement in
schools.

Stage 1 Sharing in the home

‘Before the cookies and punch group, we have the par-
ents who just don't come in. At that point, what [ think we
should do is go to the parents and work with them in their
homes to help them.”
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Stage 2 Attendance at school functions

“Just come and have cookies and punch. You don't have
to talk ar do anything, just be there."

Stage 3 Helping {non-instructional)

“The next stage would be where they feel comfortable in
helping with some planning. When you call some parents
to help with a group project, it's possible they don't lead,
or they don't know the answers to the very basic elemen-
tary things we are teaching their kids. They are very
embarrassed to admit that. So, | think it’s a good point to

always ask them what they would like to do.”

Stage 4 Classroom involvement

“The parents' involvement in the individual classrooms is
actually better, on that small-scale, individual teacher to
parent level than it is school-wide. | think possibly their
comforl zone is just better. "

Stage 5

Parent leadership

“I think another step of that parent involvement would be
to get parents involved in the leadership and decision
making for the school.”
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