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ABSTRACT

Holt, Charlotta. 2018. Parental Agency: Autonomy vs. Ability, School Attend-
ance in Low-Income Elementary Schools. Master's Thesis in Education. Uni-
versity of Jyviskyld. Department of Education.

The overall aim of this study is to examine the perceptions of low-income
elementary school parents with outstanding attendance concerns. This analysis
makes salient the need for more complex treatment of the term parental agency
in current U.S. educational scholarship by using a cross-disciplinary framework.

Parental data subjects were collected within the context of a San Diegan
NGO'’s attendance initiative at a low-income elementary school in San Diego Uni-
tied School District. As an “Every Student Every Day” attendance intern, at-risk
students with outstanding attendance concerns were added to my case-load at
the start of the 2017-2018 school year. Ethnographic data in the form of case notes
was collected and stored in the Social Work Client Management system known
as 2-1-1 San Diego. Case notes comprised summaries of all outreach, conversa-
tions, and engagements with students and families on the case load. Student at-
tendance was tracked through PowerSchool and transcribed to Excel for the pur-
poses of this study. Data in the form of focus groups was transcribed and col-
lected on a monthly basis with interested parents who volunteered to attend.

The central contribution of the study is a renewed look at parental agency
in low-income schools in the U.S. through the cross-disciplinary theoretical
framework of the human capabilities approach. The research made evident that
by treating agency with more nuance and care, a more productive examination
of low-income families is made possible in current U.S. educational scholarship.
Examining the data with this new theoretical framework encouraged a more gen-
uine examination of family dynamics and parental decision-making.
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1 INTRODUCTION

The overall aim of the research is to inductively examine the experiences
and perceptions of low-income parents with children attending low-income ele-
mentary schools in San Diego with the hope of problematising the word
“agency” as it is currently used in U.S. educational scholarship. This is the core
and explicit focus of my analysis and the first objective of the study. Due to the
methods and context in which the data was collected, two implicit objectives are
also present; contributing to anti-deficit understandings of parents and examin-
ing attendance in the context of a low-income elementary school.

As it is currently employed, the term “agency” is often used in a self-
explanatory manner in studies examining low-income parents (Baequeando-
Lopez et al., 2013). The U.S. field is primarily preoccupied with notions of agency
as “involvement” that frequently retain white-middle class normative connota-
tions amongst teachers and school leadership (as cited in Auerbach, 2007). Even
amongst what one could refer to as “anti-deficit” research, [scholars who combat
stereotypes of low-income and minority families by attempting to emphasise
their social capital], lingering notes of patronisation ultimately allow the re-
searcher to denote “good” parenting (Hubbard and Hands, 2011). In this regard,
there is space for agency to be given a more nuanced and textured treatment in
the U.S. educational academic landscape.

A cross-disciplinary theoretical reference is thus not only necessary when
taking a deeper look at agency in the U.S., but appropriate when one considers
the extensive treatment given to the subject by development studies. Develop-
ment studies is here defined as the field of study devoted to the examination of
international poverty alleviation efforts that arose following the second World
War. The field is broad and encompasses many subfields which include, but are
not limited to, anthropology, political science, economics, and sociology. It is de-
velopment studies self-awareness however, in relation to those served by “devel-

opment” that is useful especially in relation to the concept of agency.



Due to the extensive post-colonial critiques that arose in the late 1980s
against the larger “top-down development apparatus,” as propagated by larger
organisations like the World Bank, scholars began seeking the genuine voice of
those supposedly “under development” (Escobar, 1995). This new examination
of power dynamics between those “in need of development” and those who
“managed the development,” fuelled an academic revolution within the field as
normative conceptions of development were rejected in favour of postmodern
relativism. Specific attention was given during this period to identifying organic
mechanisms for understanding the real desires and wants of those development
claimed to serve. This renewed focus on agency influenced many scholars, per-
haps none so famously as that of the economist Amartya Sen, who utilised this
paradigm shift to create an entirely new theoretical framework for development
studies: the human capabilities framework (Sen, 2009).

The human capabilities framework was unique in that for the first time an
economist gave real credence to the notion that development was not a univer-
sally uniform process, but rather the realisation of what each individual values
(Sen, 1999). Agency thus became seminal to Sen’s work and led to many second-
ary scholars expanding upon this understanding of agency in relation to the hu-
man capabilities framework. This research has selected the specific definition of
agency as it was conceptualised by the human capabilities scholar Sabina Alkire
in 2008 in that she theorised agency as autonomy or as ability (Alkire, 2008). In
other words, when agency is seen as autonomy, people are given free rein to act
in accordance with what they value. When agency is seen as ability people exhibit
it by acting in accordance with what they have reason to value (Alkire, 2008). The
nuance is small but important, and reflects the current tension in U.S. scholarship
in understanding parent involvement. Do we conceptualise parental agency by
measuring it against an idealised list of parenting standards? Or is there room for
the individual parent to exhibit their own decision making processes? By pulling
a cross-disciplinary theoretical framework, one can more fully examine the com-
plexity of agency within the U.S. educational landscape, and provide a more nu-

anced treatment of parents.



Analysing parental agency from a new theoretical framework required the
collection of qualitative parental evidence over the course of several months.
Gaining the trust of a school and that of parents is difficult as an outside individ-
ual, and therefore data was collected within the context of a larger program con-
cerned to improve low-income student attendance. An inductive study was con-
ducted in the context of an NGO’s “Every Student Every Day” program which
assigns an intern to local low-income elementary schools with chronic attendance
issues. The intern is then given a “caseload” of students who are at risk, or have
already fallen below a 10% attendance threshold, missing 18 or more days a year.

Having established the overarching aim of inductively examining the per-
ceptions and feelings of parents in the context of attendance in a low-income el-
ementary school, I will now briefly review the larger objectives.

The first explicit objective of the research was to utilise the experiences and
perceptions of parents to illustrate the complex set of decision making processes
low-income individuals face in relation to their children’s education. Thus the
core of my main data analysis is this examination of parental agency. By engaging
in a three tiered qualitative data collection method, a detailed portrait was cre-
ated in terms of family dynamics and cost-benefit analysis. The finely textured
framework of agency offered by the human capabilities approach and Sabina Al-
kire in handling this kind of data makes evident the need for similar reflection
and research in traditional U.S. educational scholarship. To more fully address
this objective, I asked questions specifically around parental values. By establish-
ing this understanding of what parents themselves value, I hoped to attain more
autonomous measurements of agency for the parents. By at the same time asking
parents to consider what they think the school valued, I hoped to juxtapose this
autonomous definition with one of ability.

The secondary objective of the research was to further illuminate the barri-
ers low-income families and parents face, and thus contribute to anti-deficit
scholarship that works to debunk harmful stereotypes of low-income parents. By
illustrating these needs, the study hopes to better inform and encourage organi-

sations and schools to work with families on a more intimate and genuine level



of partnership. The specific questions I utilized to further this objective, revolved
around asking parents about their life experiences, challenges, and also successes
their families experience on a day to day basis.

The third objective, which arises out of the context from which the research
was collected, is to make evident how family decision making processes revolve
around the specific example of attendance. Although many studies have quanti-
tatively discussed correlations between chronically absent students and low- in-
come levels, this study hopes to give qualitative context. The question I asked to
further this final objective, was primarily around what circumstances led to in-
creased school attendance, and what circumstances do not.

While it is typical to first proceed with the literature review, and then con-
textualize the literature within the larger meta-scope and purpose of the study,
due to the highly specific field that is parental involvement studies in the United
States, I have intentionally reversed this order to allow for a deeper understand-
ing of the scholarly landscape before situating my study in relation to other spe-
cific ones. Thus below in chapter two, “Background,” I proceed first with creating
a meta-text of the relevant parental involvement literature. After establishing the
larger debates and conversations occurring at a high level in the field, I then pro-
ceed in chapter three, “Parental Power, Engagement, and Attendance,” with a
more classical examination of similar studies that have approached the topic with
the same lens and methodologies. In chapter four, I once again establish and re-
view the overall aim, the subsequent objectives, and the specific questions that
drove the formation and execution of the study. In chapter five, “Implementation
of the Study,” I detail specifically the methods in which the data was collected,
as well as reference how this influenced the data analysis process. In chapter six,
“Results,” the three objectives are one more reviewed in context of the data, and
examined to observe how successfully they were addressed. In the final chapter,
“Discussion,” the overall knowledge gained from the research is reviewed, and
further recommendations are made for any future studies that may occur on the

topic.



In brief summation however, through the ethnographic case notes, focus
groups, and personal interviews with parents as they were available, the research
was able to reiterate the single salient truth: most parents do want what is best
for their children. How that desire is translated into better student outcomes, is
up to the multitudes of scholars, administrators, teachers, and programs that seek

to foster genuine partnerships with families.



2 BACKGROUND

21 History of Family Engagement Scholarship

The current debates within academia regarding parental involvement, are
not just limited to the ivory tower, but hold very real policy implications for the
livelihoods of millions of children and parents. Barnard (2004), McWayne, Cam-
pos, & Owisianik (2008), and Miedel & Reynolds (1999), along with a host of other
scholars, have all clearly established the link between increased parental involve-
ment and academic achievement, thereby emphasizing how critical parent par-
ticipation is in terms of long-term student success (as cited in Calzada et al., 2015).

The point of real contestation however, is what kind of parental involve-
ment maximizes student outcomes. In other words, with what standards does
one use to define a “good” parent? Although the topic has been handled in many
multi-faceted ways, it is quickly summarized here into the following four sepa-
rate academic camps; 1) neoliberal post positivists, 2) progressive post positivists, 3)
anti-deficit critical theorists, and 4) neodeficit constructivists. These groups are con-
ceptual tools created for the study; however they take their bearings from an in-
tegration of the far larger surveys of parent literature in U.S. education scholar-
ship provided by Baequeando-Lopez et al. (2013), Hubbard & Hands (2011), and
Guerra & Nelson (2013). A brief examination of these groups reveals a struggle
in conceptualizing parental agency and empowerment. While the postpositivist
camp tends to operate with a deficit mindset towards low-income and minority
parents, an increasing group of scholarship takes issue with this as a “white-mid-
dle class” normative bias (Auerbach, 2002; 2007). That being said, even amongst
scholars that have adopted anti-deficit approaches, debates still linger in terms of
how one can “empower” said parents without inadvertently giving way to any
assumptive “neodeficit” tendencies that imply all parents are in need of help. This
brief survey below attempts to address some of these debates in U.S. scholarship,
while making theoretical space for the employment of the capabilities framework

and agency, as defined by Sabina Alkire. Each group of the aforementioned
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scholars is explained and categorized below in relation to how they study and
perceive parents of students.

Neo-liberal Post-Positivists: This group of scholars takes their bearings
from the notion that parents are primarily responsible for the educational welfare
of their children, not the state. It was Epstein’s original 1992 famous study which
established the importance of the involvement of parents while also normatively
listing out the six main actions of what she considered an “involved” parent to
naturally engage in (as cited in Baquedano-Lopez et al., 2013). Epstein thus falls
within the same camp as Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler (1997), and many others,
who believe that parental involvement can be accounted for and explained in a
positivist manner (as cited in Auerbach, 2007). These groups of Epstein-based
quantitative studies on parental involvement are often frequently cited by neolib-
eral conservative education proponents who wish to cast blame on parents for
the educational failings of their children, and not the larger structural systems of
inequity and racism. (Hands & Hubbard, 2011). This was perhaps most poign-
antly seen in the 1991 Department of Education report jointly released with, so-
ciologist, James Coleman, that cited a lack of parental involvement as the primary
explanatory factor for failing low-income school districts (Baquedano-Lopez et
al. 2013). This was again observed in the 2001 NCLB act, [No Child Left Behind],
which placed increased monetary emphasis on parent outreach instead of in-
creased school funding (Baquedano-Lopez et al., 2013). Although in fairness,
post-positivism merely uses the tools of positivism without the notions of as-
sumed universality, these kinds of studies are still easily operationalized as ac-
cepted normalized truths in educational policy. The unfortunate conclusions
drawn from this line of thinking are thus clear, these scholars and policy makers
believe the parents are responsible for the educational failings of their children,
not larger structures of inequity.

Progressive Post-Positivists: The approach taken by many progressives uses
the same logic established by those in the post positivist tradition; however they
seek to “help” parents, rather than blame them. In other words, in this framework

parents are not negligent, but simply, “..stilted adults in need of
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guidance...,” (Baquedano-Lopez et al., 2013 pg. 153). This “deficit” perspective
serves as the underlying justification for many programs that wish to “fix” par-
ents through top-down family literacy initiatives, mentoring, or sometimes even
counseling programs (Baquedano-Lopez et al., 2013, pg. 165). Although often be-
nign in intention, they unwittingly or not, take their lineage from a line of colonial
thinking that deems the parents of the “other” unfit to raise their own children,
and therefore seeks to either minimize or remedy their influence (Hand & Hub-
bard, 2011; Spring, 2012; Kozol, 2005). This line of “deficit” thinking has been
overwhelmingly debunked from an academic perspective by a number of schol-
ars such as Clark, 1983; Delgado-Gaitan; 1994; Lopez, 2001, Meyers, Dowdy, &
Patterson, 2000, and Reese, Gallimore, Goldenberg & Balzano, 1995, (as cited in
Auerbach, 2007). Still the “deficit” approach continues to persist in daily parent-
teacher interactions, and even at the higher policy levels of school districts and
the federal government (Guerra & Nelson, 2013). In other words, although such
“deficit” thinking is now heavily stigmatized in academic circles, it still repre-
sents a very real problem with many teachers, administrators, and other service
providers (Guerra & Nelson, 2013). This is not to say that all projects of this na-
ture suffer from this line of thought, but it is worthy of self-reflection for those
involved in the current family engagement landscape.

Anti-Deficit Critical Theorists: The approach taken by critical theorists
heavily contrasts the two previous ones in that they take serious issue with the
persistence of Epstein’s post positivist paradigm, and give high levels of credence
to the multiple structural factors that could influence and shape parental involve-
ment. In the tradition of Marx, these scholars posit that not only is the Epstein
model heavily biased towards white-middle class experiences, but it fails to
acknowledge the structural factors of ethnicity, class, and gender that could in-
hibit or uniquely shape parenting decision making power (Hands & Hubbard,
2011). Moll and Ruiz (2002) serve as an appropriate example of this kind of schol-
arship with their goal of, “educational sovereignty,” as not only the ultimate aim
for parents, but a method that would combat the broader “...historical and une-

4

qual social structures underlying public education...” (as cited in Baequeando-
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Lopez et al.,, 2013, pg. 163). Additional studies like that of Levine & Trickett
(2000) and Ramirez (2003) also fall into this camp due to their documentation of
the economic and social barriers faced by low-income families, and parents (as
cited in Calzada et al., 2015). Unlike the neoliberal approach which also used the
concept of parent sovereignty, critical discourse theory sees the power of low-
income minority parents as, not negligently absent, but inherently repressed or
misinterpreted by external structures (Hubbard & Hands, 2011).

In this regard, one observes the emergence of intentionally anti-deficit rhet-
oric that seeks to correctively emphasize the assets low-income parents bring to
the education and raising of their children (Auerbach, 2007). This assets based
approach, or sometimes referred to as, “...the funds of knowledge approach...,”
seeks to show how, although parents may be involved in different ways, their
deviation from the paradigm created by Epstein is not problematic (Baequeando-
Lopez et al., 2013 pg. 162). In the last 15 years this has led to a wealth of studies
like Awuerbach, 2007, Suarez-Orozco & Suarez-Orozco, 2001, and Valdes,
1996, that all seek to demonstrate a positive correlation between low-income par-
enting styles, that deviate from Epstein’s norms, but still contribute to student
success (as cited in Calzada et al., 2015). In terms of policy, many scholars call for
the “decolonization” of family literacy programs, and family mentoring pro-
grams, and the creation of genuine partnerships in their stead (Baequeando-
Lopez et al.,, 2013). Although Freire’s classic Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970) is
frequently referred to by this group of scholars, the similarities between his work
and constructivist thought models renders it more appropriate to discuss him in
the final grouping below (Hands & Hubbard, 2011).

Neo-Deficit Constructivists: This final grouping of parental involvement
scholarship takes its bearing from the critical theorists, but believes that anti-def-
icit efforts are currently inadequate and continue to suffer from neodeficit tenden-
cies in regards to how parents are viewed. In other words, as E. Auerbach (1995)
preemptively predicted, “...this [anti-deficit] shift may operate as a neodeficit ide-
ology in which even ‘strengths based” [parent] program models could continue

to function within a deficit framework...” (as cited in Baequeando-Lopez et al.,
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2013, pg. 152). Baequeando-Lopez et al., (2013) explicitly explains this issue when
they discuss how even in projects that champion “parents as partners,” there is
still the continued role of a facilitator or researcher, outside the said community,
that is given leadership in some capacity (pg. 172). In this regard, although they
praise the effort of the anti-deficit movement, they maintain the concern that it is
simply making way for a new kind of anti-neodeficit approach that is now focused
on the lack of “empowerment” from parents to share their “funds of knowledge”
(Baequeando-Lopez, et al., 2013, pg. 168).

This notion takes its bearings from what Hubbard & Hands (2011) view as
the interpretivist or constructivist perspective on parental involvement in the
United States. The authors argue that aside from physical or structural barriers
that limit parent involvement, there are additionally ingrained co-constructed re-
alities between parents and teachers, that allow the teacher to be seen as superior
(Hands & Hubbard, 2011, pg. 20). In this sense, one should not view parents as
“unempowered,” but instead working within complicated hierarchies involving
their perception of themselves, and the world around them. Although the notion
of “empowerment” is at surface level benign, if it discounts parent perceptions
and decisions about how and when they choose to engage the power structures
of their school, this can also function as a reproduced, albeit perhaps uncon-
sciously so, deficit approach.

As previously mentioned, this thought model frequently refers to the
work of Freire and his notion of “critical consciousness” or concienticao, as a
method of examining the concepts of empowerment and agency (Larotta &
Yamamura, 2011). Larotta & Yamamura (2011) describe their definition for “crit-
ical consciousness” as the process of working together to understand the, “...root
causes of unsatisfactory circumstances...” (pg. 76). Unlike the previous notion of
empowerment described, that is potentially riddled with what some scholars cite
as the neodeficit issue, new studies like Bory & Mayo (2001), Rocha-Schmid (2010),
Torres & Hurtado-Vivas (2011), have employed the Freirian “critical conscious-
ness” to criticize not only deficit theories, but even assuming something as gen-

eral as “parent involvement” can exist at all (as cited in Baequeando-Lopez et al.,
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2013, pg. 164) By debunking all previous understandings of “involvement,” the
authors reveal the lingering dependency upon the term by critical theorists, and
also make theoretical space for interpretations more closely aligned to a more
diverse array of parenting styles. The difference is nuanced but important. In lay-
man’s terms a traditional anti-deficit family partnership model would seek to fa-
cilitate the parent’s empowerment. In a Freirean anti-neodeficit approach, parents
would simply be given knowledge and then be allowed to facilitate their own
empowerment. Essentially the argument here is that the critical consciousness
framework would better serve “anti-deficit” projects whilst avoiding neodeficit
issues. Due to the abundance of studies that have already used the Freirean ap-
proach to discuss neodeficit thinking, this research will attempt to contribute to
the conversation through the use of the human capabilities approach.

Having outlined the main tenants of family engagement scholarship in the
U.S., I now look towards a method of better defining the “agency” that is cur-
rently so loosely referred to by scholars of education. As was made salient in this
discussion of parenting literature, there is a lack of clarity in how this term is

operationalized.

2.2 Examining Parental Agency with a Cross-Disciplinary Lens

The following outlines a scholarly pivot in the terms of examining a U.S. ed-
ucational issue, with a non-traditional theoretical framework. By outlining the
many patterns of thought that are similar in evolution and their use between U.S.
educational academics, and their counterparts in international development
studies, one can more fully understand the connection and application of agency
as defined by scholar Sabina Alkire in the research at hand.

Before outlining the parallels between the two schools, we briefly review the
survey of U.S. educational scholarship completed in the earlier section. The sur-
vey indicated the following important descriptive elements of current U.S. re-

search pertaining to parental involvement.
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I.  Parental involvement is almost universally agreed upon in the U.S. as an essential
component to any student’s life, especially in the context of elementary education

(Bower & Griffin, 2011).

Il Epstein’s 1992 positivist paradigm for what parental involvement should look like
has been debunked as a white middle class construct, leading many critical theo-
rists to engage in anti-deficit work that legitimizes and treats minority and low-
income parenting methods as just as effective forms of involvement (Hill & Torres,

2010).

IIl.  Anti-deficit approaches have given way to a rise of parent “empowerment” and
“inclusion” programs, that are now being criticized for still subtly maintaining
power structures through the assumption that there is an initial “lack” of empow-

erment, and can thus be viewed as neodeficit (Baequedano-Lopez et al., 2013).

IV.  Most recent scholarship has thus grown critical to neodeficit thinking, and attempts
to utilize Freirian “critical consciousness” to more promote more organic forms of
agency and empowerment that are community led and facilitated (Larotta &

Yamamura, 2011; Calzada et al., 2015).

The Freirean school has certainly advanced the progression of parent
studies; however one could argue it is more appropriate for addressing issues
related to organic community development, and less so when conceptualizing
notions of agency and empowerment in the modern educational arena. The re-
sources and framework provided by the scholarship of Amartya Sen, and the ca-
pabilities approach, however, have not only extensively defined agency and em-
powerment, but done so in such a way that may address some of the lingering
issues within the current neodeficit critique raised by current U.S. education schol-
ars (Oxford Poverty and Human Development Initiative (OPHDI), Samman &
Santos, 2009). Amartya Sen’s focus on allowing the community to define for
themselves what agency looks like, and his nuanced separation between “capa-

bilities” and “functionings,” may allow for a more complex understanding of
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low-income parent perceptions of their power within schools (OPHDI, Samman
& Santos, 2009, pg. 4).

The reasoning for this is based on the striking similarities between cur-
rent U.S. educational scholarship and development studies in terms of address-
ing issues of participation and agency. International NGOs must balance a need
for non-normative community engagement, while also ensuring they meet quan-
titative donor driven outcomes. The U.S. education system similarly must organ-
ically engage their families, while securing federally and state mandated compet-
itive academic outcomes. Schnee & Bose argued in their 2010 study that these
similarities are not surprising considering how low-income minority populations
are often treated as “development projects” by the primarily white middle-class
teachers, administrators, and policy makers in charge of educational decisions in
the U.S. (Schnee & Bosee, 2010).

Amartya Sen and the human capability framework falls within the
same group of scholars previously mentioned who are concerned with the genu-
ine agency and empowerment of the populations being served in development
(Sen, 1999). In this regard, he is similar to the same neodeficit critique recently
vocalized by certain U.S. scholars who are concerned recent parent “empower-
ment” efforts are either disingenuous, or still riddled with deficit thinking in the
form of assuming low-income minority parents inherently lack agency (Fuentes,
2005; Baquedano-Lopez et al. 2013). A brief survey of Amartya Sen’s unique hu-
man capability framework, and how it has been conceptualized in recent devel-
opment studies, illustrates the manner in which this approach could be used to
contribute to existing conversations in the U.S. regarding parent empowerment
and agency in relation to their child’s education. This is certainly not the first time
the capability approach has been utilized outside the traditional context of devel-
opment, as seen in Bovine et al.”s 2013 study in France discussing ways to restruc-
ture processes more efficiently in office environments from a human capabilities
approach. To summate however, these capabilities and freedoms don’t just mat-
ter instrumentally to Sen in terms of economic achievement, but also intrinsically,

due the very nature of his definition of development.
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For the purposes of this study however, the focus on the individual in de-
termining what capabilities are important for them in their own “development,”
may provide a new way to conceptualize parental agency in U.S. scholarship that
is removed from normative prescriptions that have been criticized as neodeficit.
Sen is certainly not the only scholar who has discussed and furthered the main
tenants of the capability approach; however his approach remains perhaps the
most focused on the individual, and the most open to alternative visions for what
development could look like (Walker & Unterhalter, 2007). The work of Nuss-
baum agrees with Sen in many basic way, however deviates through her specific
“list” of capabilities which all humans should have (Walker & Unterhalter, 2007).
Although her perspective is understandable from a justice perspective, and there
are certainly limitations to the freedoms of parental agency in terms of the safety
and the well-being of children, in general Sen’s framework holds greater theoret-
ical power to address the current pitfalls of the current neodeficit debate than
Nussbaum (Walker & Unterhalter, 2007). It is acknowledged however, that
Nussbaum’s arguments regarding how to protect and guarantee the welfare of
young children in such a freeing framework, are well-founded, and are given
more consideration in the analysis section. (Walker & Unterhalter, 2007).

Having discussed these basic concepts from the human capabilities frame-
work in relation to the larger context of education, we can now finally explore
the tricky notions of agency as presented by Sen. We will first take a closer look
at the way agency is employed by the human capabilities framework, and then
specifically that of Sabina Alkire.

In the human capabilities framework, agency and freedom are also
closely related concepts that cannot independently exist without the other
(OPHDI, Alkire, 2008). Sen defines agency as a person's ability to act on behalf of
the things they value and also the things that they have reason to value (OPHDI, Sam-
man & Santos, 2009). In this regard, in order to measure agency, a person must
tirst understand how the subject values things, and what things they believe to

comprise their ideal vision of agency for themselves (OPHDI, Alkire, 2008).
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Alkire (2008) provides a brief summary of the multifaceted implications for Sen’s
conceptions of agency when she writes:

“..i) agency is exercised with respect to goals the person values; ii) agency
includes effective power as well are direct control; iii) agency may advance well
being or may address other regarding goals; iv) to identify agency also entails
and assessment of the value of the agent’s goals; v) the agent’s responsibility for
a state of affairs should be incorporated into his or her evaluation of it...”
(OPHDI, Alkire, 2008, pg. 6).

One can easily notice the strong emphasis on utilizing what the individual
values as the main form of assessment for determining the presence or lack of
agency. Alkire (2008) goes on to argue that many current non-Sen forms of meas-
uring agency use normative domains that they “presume” people value. This cri-
tique is similar to what is observed in current anti-neodeficit arguments in the U.S.
criticizing family “empowerment” programs. Alkire (2008) attempts to address
this issues but taking extensive time to detail the difference between_autonomy
and ability in relation to agency in the capabilities framework. She argues that
autonomy refers to the first element of Sen’s definition of agency, “...whether peo-
ple are able to act on behalf of what they themselves value...,” while abilities refer
to “...whether people are able to act on behalf of they they are assumed to have
reason to value...” (OPHDI, Alkire, 2008, pg. 19). This distinction thus dissects
the current issues raised by those U.S. authors who view the new wave of parent
“empowerment” program as still riddled with neodeficit thinking. Utilizing the
terminology of Alkire (2008), these anti-deficit projects are using an abilities based
definition of agency when attempting to empower parents. The neodeficit criti-
cism of this is thus arguing in favor of an autonomy approach to defining agency
in these projects instead, in that they may result in more organic non-normative
engagements of parent communities. As made clear by Alkire (2008), sometimes
autonomy and abilities will overlap, and in this case, the community and the fa-
cilitators will value the same thing, however, sometimes they will not, and in this
regard, a researcher needs to specify what kind of agency they are measuring

within the capabilities framework. For the purposes of this study, and to
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contribute to existing to neodeficit conversation in U.S. educational scholarship,
an autonomy definition of agency was defined.

This section has examined with greater detail some of the larger concepts
observed within the multifaceted framework known as the capabilities approach.
A careful presentation of the terms agency and empowerment, revealed the
framework's potential for addressing some of the concerns surrounding parental
involvement. With that being said, I now link this below in so far as how it related
to attendance in this cross-disciplinary relationship.

Attendance is conceptually linked to the research by virtue of the context
in which the data was collected in the Every Student Every Day program as
funded by an intentionally unnamed NGO in San Diego county. Attendance is
also however critically linked in terms of understanding a pivotal point of contact
in which parents experience schools. Although subjects like that of homework
and volunteering frequently arise when teachers and administration cite what
they envision as ideal in terms of their parent involvement, it is often attendance
that becomes a non-negotiable point of tension. This is not to say that the attend-
ance of school is debatable in terms of its correlation with academic success, but
merely to illustrate that if no other parent-school contact occurs, attendance is the
final catalyst, and for some families, the first way they experience their child’s
school. In this regard it is not only coincidence, but academic intentionality, that
converges to allow school attendance to become the setting from which data was
primarily collected.

The literature on how coming from a low-income household can impact a
child’s developmental, psychological, and educational trajectories is far reaching
and vast; however several examples from existing scholarship become particu-
larly salient when considering attendance (Duncan et al. 2010). Low-income fam-
ilies often experience more mobility in terms of residencies due to changing eco-
nomic needs and opportunities which make forming standard routines difficult
for the family (Burkham et al., 2009). Additionally, families that are challenged
with making adequate income are often forced to maintain “non-standard”

working hours during the nights and weekends (Han, 2004). The list goes on with
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factors like poorer nutrition, the environmental hazards of living in lower quality
housing, the cognitive stress of poverty, and so on and so forth (Currie, 2005).

In this regard, attendance becomes a small microcosm where one can ob-
serve the various interactions, decision making processes, and power dynamics
for a low-income family as they interact and engage with school staff and school
administration. If we take our bearing from the new anti-deficit and neo-deficit
lines of parental engagement scholarship, as mentioned in the previous section,
then attendance does not become a question of inadequate parenting, but one of
inadequate resources, and arguably, inadequate family engagement on the part
of the school staff.

Plenty of low-income parent studies that have aligned themselves to the
anti-deficit movement have attempted to reconceptualise, or more carefully ex-
amine, the decision making processes that occurs within low-income households
as related to their child’s education (Baquedano-Lopez et al. 2013). There is per-
haps no better example than that of Emily Schnee and Enakshi Bose’s pivotal
2013 study, “Parents Don’t Do Nothing,” which attempted to use some of the
limited agency research in U.S. scholarship to expand upon the concept of paren-
tal involvement in the school. Rather than interpret some of the parent’s inaction
as a lack of intention or care, Schnee and Bose questioned further to discover their
decision making processes behind the inaction. One pivotal example is seen with
a parent who stated she chose to not help her child with homework in order to
teacher self-reliance, “I'm trying to teach my girls that, that’s your responsibility,
it's not mine....you have to get that done, and that reflects...on your grade
(Schnee & Bose, 2013, pg. 101). The discovery is profound in that the additional
exploration into the parent’s decision to not help, debunks assumptions a re-
searcher might make who merely observed the interaction without probing fur-
ther.

Similar to the way Schnee & Bose took additional steps to discover nu-
anced forms of parent agency by studying parents and homework, attendance
also presents small focal point with which to engage parents inductively. There-

fore, studying attendance through the lens of genuine family engagement, and
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the human capabilities approach allows a level of complexity to surface that
makes apparent the need for more careful handling of agency in the U.S. educa-

tional research landscape when speaking of and discussing low-income parents.

3 PARENTAL POWER, ENGAGEMENT, AND AT-
TENDANCE

The section that follows now illustrates the specific context in which the
study finds itself, and makes more salient those who are in very direct
conversation with the finding. Having already expounded upon the larger
terrain of current U.S. scholarship regarding low-income communities, parental
involvement, and Sen’s capability approach, this section is devoted to discussing
previous research that most aligns with the purpose, methodology, and
population of this study. Due to the large plethora of research that exsists in
relation to the topic, this review will confine itself only to those studies that have
employed inductive qualitative methods. With these this limit in place, one
discocvers it is actually a fairly small group of scholars that have attempted to
tackle parental power in school decisions from an inductive perspective. It
should also be noted that some of these studies are more geared towards specific
communities, and do not always approach parental involvement with a general
objective, but rather from the perspective of a specific group, location, or
experience. That being said they are still useful in terms of outlining the general
history of methedologies used, and the underlying justifications that underpin
the data collection processes this study chose to rely on.

Previous studies of attendance are also addressed in the following section,
however more so for their ability to provide additional context to the data that
was collected through case-notes throug the Every Student Every Day initiative.
The exsisiting body of literature confirms many of the knowledge gaps
previously addressed in the background section. The literature review is thus

divided into the following two sub-sections.
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i.  Elementary Schools and Parental Engagement

ii.  Studies of Elementary School Attendance

3.1 Elementary Schools and Parental Engagement

While the previous background section primarily addressed parental in-
volvement at the elementary level from a general perspective, the next group
provides more of a focus on a specific group or experience in relation to their role
as a parent. Due to San Diego’s large Hispanic community, and diverse immi-
grant population from southeast Asia, and east Africa, it is relevant and timely
to survey those studies that may not focus on elementary school parents, but pro-
vide additional insight and context to the demographics served in San Diego Uni-
tied School District. As described in the background section, the majority of these
studies align themselves with anti-deficit framework in terms of their treatment
of parents and their desire to contextualize parent actions with the institutional
and economic barriers they face.

One of the most relevant recent studies completed in recent years is that
of Auerbach (2007), and her qualitative case study of 16 African-American and
Latin[x] parents. The parents all had high-school aged children, in an unnamed
California school district, who were attending a college-access program over the
course of three years. The study was entitled, “From Moral Supporters to Strug-
gling Advocates,” and primarily focused on exploring how parents perceived
their role in the context of their child’s education through the use of semi-struc-
tured interviews over the course of the time period. Although confined to a very
specific population of parents, Auerbach’s work is frequently still referenced by
other authors, especially due to the way she utilized her data to justify the need
for additional qualitative studies within the field of parental involvement. Auer-
bach (2007) provides additional methodological justification for the present re-

search in that she argued in in order to engage parents in a genuine manner; we
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need more open ended qualitative methods that are more inductively driven, and
less motivated by theory.

Another case study that also sought to debunk previous deficit no-
tions of Latin[x] parents amongst teachers and administrators was that of
McClain’s 2010 study entitled, “Parental Agency in Educational Decision Mak-
ing: A Mexican-American example.” The case study followed the story of a single
family who has to make an important curriculum choice for their nine-year old
son. McClain utilized a phenomenological narrative approach in the study to en-
gage in regular semi-structured interviews and ethnographic observation with
the family. Through her relationship with the family, the study ultimately found
that the teacher and school administrators paid very little attention to the family’s
beliefs and cultural concerns when they were brought up in meetings by the par-
ents. McClain used her finding to conclude that despite rhetoric from school staff
that supposedly promoted family partnerships, the actual actions taken by the
staff with the family contradicted this. The phenomenological nature of this
study makes it particularly relevant in that a similar approach will also be taken
in my research. McClain was able to not only discern some barriers low-income
parents face, but additionally reveal some of the “neo-deficit” tendencies that still
linger in institutions that have outwardly adopted supposedly more progressive
attitudes towards parents.

Unlike the previous studies examined, the work of Larotta & Yama-
mura (2011) represented one of the first studies that attempted to solve some of
the arguments made by the neodeficit critique through a new way of engaging
families. The study, entitled “A Community Cultural Wealth Approach to La-
tina/Latino Parent Involvement: The Promise of Family Literacy,” utilized a
combination of semi-structured interviews, diaries, focus groups and ethno-
graphic observations to follow the experience of 10 Latina mothers as they en-
gaged in a literacy parent empowerment program created by Larotta and Yama-
mura. The researchers wanted to observe how a parent empowerment program
that took its theoretical foundations from Freirian critical consciousness and

Yossi's community cultural wealth framework would compare to that of more
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traditional models. They found that when group members were allowed to co-
create leadership and objectives for themselves, more genuine and long lasting
outcomes were realized for the group than traditional family literacy programs.
The data methods selected for this study, attempted to mirror some of the trian-
gulatory methods identified by Larrota and Yamamura in that data was collected
through the process of utilizing case notes, from the Every Student Every Day
program, and additionally through three focus group sessions with caseload and
non-caseload parents.

As was emphasized by the previous two studies, the theme of de-
bunking assumptions around low-income parents is common in many of the in-
ductively driven qualitative studies. As previously mentioned, a large element of
this kind of anti-deficit thinking relies on the notion of fund of knowledge, or the
idea that low-income parents also have capital they can impart to their children.
Durand’s (2011) funds of knowledge study entitled, “Latina Mother’s Cultural Be-
liefs About Their Children, Parental Roles, and Education,” engaged in a quali-
tative examination of the perceptions and thoughts of six immigrant Latina moth-
ers on their role as a parent in their child’s education. The study contributed to
the same line of anti-deficit scholarship as made evident by Auerbach (2007) and
McClain (2010) in that it used a small case-study to debunk larger deficit narra-
tives surrounding parents in education. In addition, the study made use of the
“Integrative Model” as introduced by Garcia Coll et al. (1996) which provides a
conceptual system for understanding societal phenomenon that are salient to the
experiences of minority families and students like racism, and discrimination.
The model proved interesting in that in addition to her interview data from the
parents, she also had a ready-made model to compare their experiences with that
of relevant societal phenomenon. Similar to the critical theorists, Durand thus
wanted to emphasize structural and economic barriers as the source of parental
challenges, and strength and perseverance as the sources of effective parental de-
cision making. Although this study did not make of Garcia Coll’s “Integrative

Model,” the human capabilities approach provides similar flexibility in
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understanding parent motive, especially when as previously mentioned a dis-
tinction is made between agency as autonomy and agency as ability.

Jais & Ordonzez-Jasis (2012) and their study entitled, “Latino Parent In-
volvement: Examining Commitment and Empowerment in Schools,” examined
three Latin[x]-led parent organizing efforts across the state of California, through
a combination of semi-structured interviews, focus groups, and ethnographic ob-
servation. Two of the projects, the La Familia initiative, and the Charter School
Parent initiative, were primarily focused on school related issues, while the third,
Project Avanzando, was a community and NGO agriculture project. The primary
focus of the study was examining parent’s “...journey of involvement...” in the
education of their children (pg. 70). In terms of their methodology, all interviews
were conducted in Spanish and made use of Brenner’s 2005 concept of testimonios,
or a Mesoamerican tradition of a participant, “...[recollecting] their significant,
multilayered personal accounts of life events...” (pg. 71). Their findings indicated
that Latino parents felt more comfortable engaging in group mobilization when
the issues surrounding the immediate context of a school, and less comfortable
working in partnership with larger NGOS. Once the outside partner of an inter-
ested NGO became present more complexity in terms of leadership vs. partner-
ship became apparent in terms of their relationship with the parents. The study
is relevant in that shows similarly to what Larotta & Yamamura found, when
parents are given genuine leadership and participatory access to initiatives the
ownership allows for more genuine outcomes. Although the methodological
framework is not immediately relevant to the research at hand it does further
point to thematic elements of genuine partnership that became apparent in the
data collected in this study as well.

This concludes the group of studies that most directly function in con-
cert with the present study. Although there a multitude of additional quantitative
based studies on parent engagement, the number of which that are qualitatively
based, and that have studies a population similar to that which is present in San
Diego county, are extremely limited. In this regard, the methodology choice of

qualitative semi-structured group interviews, is not only convenient to the larger
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theoretical framework of the human capabilities approach, but the present

knowledge gaps within the field of U.S. parental and family engagement.

3.2 Studies of Elementary School Attendance

The previous section primarily gave space to further explore the general
topic of parental engagement in the U.S., both from a general perspective, and
from the more specific lens of low-income and minatory parents. Although not
as central to the primary aim of this study, the following section engages in an
exploration of the broader scholarly landscape in terms of elementary school at-
tendance. As previously mentioned, the causes and issues associated with ele-
mentary school attendance are not the focal point of the research, but they are
worth mentioning in that it is the subject of attendance that framed my role at the
school, and often my interactions and discussions with parents. The following
survey provides a brief understanding of this topic in terms of its relation to the
setting and context within which data was collected, and was drawn from a
larger meta-analysis completed on attendance literature at the educational level
in the U.S. in recent years.

With the launch of more educational legislation at the federal level in the
late 1980s, and early 1990s, scholars began examining and noticing larger trends
and correlations in the American educational landscape, especially around topics
like that off race, income, attendance, and academic achievement (Morrissey et
al., 2014). While the body of literature, on absenteeism is still small, much work
has been done to ascertain what sort of familial characteristics are associated with
higher levels of absenteeism.

In general it has been found that high absenteeism, at the elementary level
is often associated with higher levels of neighbourhood violence, lower incomes,
and overall more childhood risk factors that are correlated with higher risk adult
outcomes such as gang activity, drug use, and potential incarceration (Leventhal

& Brooks-Gunn, 2004 as cited in Morrissey et al., 2014). In a broader way, the
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attendance scholarship strands have thus also been linked to the larger intellec-
tual movement that has recently emerged in U.S. educational scholarship known
as the “pre-school to prison pipeline,” which focuses on unpacking the historical
and structural injustices children of colour, and children of low-income families
experience in the United States (Morrissey et al., 2014).

Although in general studies on attendance do have strong correlations with
broader movement for social justice in the U.S., there are opposing scholars who
utilise lack of attendance to affirm blame based notions of deficit perceptions of
low-income parents and parents of colour (Baquedano-Lopez., et al. 2013). In this
regard, we observe again elements of both the anti-deficit and neodeficit strands
coming into play in another specific educational topic in the United States. In one
regards, we observe a strong sense of social justice from scholars attempting to
illustrate the present structural inequities faced by families, but also unwittingly
still contributing to stereotyped notions of poverty and educational challenges.
On the other side, we observe another strand of scholars utilizing the same infor-
mation to affirm a neoliberal blame based view of inequity. In this regard, alt-
hough attendance is not the focal point of this study, it again provides a small
microcosm with which we can observe the issue of agency at the parent level,
while also further debunking the reasoning which may guide low-income par-
ents, or parents of color in their decision making process of sending or not send-
ing their child to school. Rather than observing absenteeism as a byproduct of
poverty and challenge, instead leaving open the possibility it could be a proactive
decision on the part of the parent that was made with intention and consideration
of potentially unseen factors by traditional scholarship methods. This again jus-
tifies the need for more qualitative based inquiries in the field, and again that are
primarily parent led, as was used in this study, and explained further in the meth-
odology section. Prior to moving on to the next section however, it is important
to give brief context into how attendance was and is currently being conceptual-
ized in the larger San Diego Unified School District.

The site that provided the main context of data collection and the context

of the study was that of an intentionally unnamed low-income elementary school
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located within the community of City Heights, San Diego in San Diego Unified
School District. The school is one of 7 elementary schools that are known to be
located in the “Hoover Cluster,” or the cluster of elementary schools that feed
students into Hoover high school. The school serves just over 200 students, and
is an open campus with free access to the public during school hours. The prin-
cipal is in her second year at the school, and has overhauled the previously pu-
nitive school culture in favour of more positive discipline measures and pro-
grams such as “Restorative Justice” and PBIS, (Positive Behavioural Interven-
tions and Supports). As a small school, the regular Kindergarten through 5t
grade teaching staff and administration combined comprises less than 15 people.
Due to the schools issues with chronic attendance, a classroom teacher was forced
to leave the school in September 2017 due to the dwindling numbers of students
present, and the district’s policy on student to teacher ratio in relation to budget-
ary concerns.

As is the nature of the U.S. education system, it is important to understand
however, not only the school individually, but the larger school district that it
functions within. San Diego Unified School District serves over 130,000 students
and is the second largest district within the state of California. 46.5% of the pop-
ulation of the school district is classified as “Hispanic,” as related from self-re-
ported data, and V4 of the student population are English language learners. Al-
most 60% of the students and families qualify for free and reduced lunch. With a
diverse and large population, San Diego Unified has faced unique challenges in
recent years particularly in relation to funding and student outcomes. Despite
new initiatives like Vision 2020 launched by the local Board of Education, in the
2016-2017 school year, San Diego Unified suffered a 124 million budget deficit.
The board voted to cut over 850 jobs to help make up the deficit, with a remaining
deficit of 50 million still expected for the 2017-2018 school year. The loss of posi-
tions is not the only way the district has attempted to compensate for the budget
loss. Extra-curricular activities, wrap around services, and transportation re-

sources have all been cut or downsized for families and students.
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Although these larger programmatic changes are not directly related to the
topic at hand, they provide a context for the actions and environment teachers
and administrators currently find themselves operating in. Much of the budget-
ary loss was due to a lack of attendance from students, in that when fewer stu-
dents attend the school, less money is allocated for the next school year. In addi-
tion to the NGO’s “Every Student, Every Day” initiative, the district has now
launch their own version of an attendance initiative to contribute to more stu-
dents in seats every day.

There are many additional factors that have shaped the district in recent
years; however this section provided a brief overview for the larger structures in
which the data was collected. Additional elements of district policy are expound-
ing upon in the analysis section in relation to how they appeared in the data col-

lection process.
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4 RESEARCH TASK

The larger aim of the research is to create a more nuanced, textured, portrait
of the family decision making process for low-income families with children at-
tending low-income elementary schools to make salient the need for a renewed
look at the use of agency in parental involvement studies. As previously stated,
in light of the current academic debates in the U.S. educational scholarly land-
scape, and the striking parallels with development studies literature, the human
capability approach will be utilised. By approaching the data with a more nu-
anced and refined approach in terms of what agency can be; greater ingenuity
was made possible in understanding the internal structures and decisions of fam-
ilies. By offering a more imaginative interpretation of parental agency, the re-
search makes the case for U.S. academic circles to give greater consideration to
the concept’s definition when studying families. Considering the recent, neodeficit
critique of antideficit scholarship, the research is relevant and timely in terms of
turthering attempts to enter into genuine engagement with families and students.

In this regard, the research is phenomenologically driven, and does not seek
any specific correlation, but rather to illustrate the great complexity faced by fam-
ilies in their daily decision making process. Agencies as it was conceptualised by
Sabina Alkire, serves as a theoretical tool for framing decisions that larger societal
structures may not view as rational, but hold validity and are the best choice for
the family at the time.

To achieve this overarching aim, the subjects to be addressed by the data
are thus inductively three fold, and are detailed below into the following three
objectives. Underneath each objective, several larger questions that were used

within the context of the study to examine the objectives are detailed as well.

1. Objective #1: To explicitly create a more nuanced portrait of the decision
making process of low-income families with children attending Title 1 el-
ementary schools by using the human capabilities approach, and specifi-
cally the Sabina Alkire’s progressive definition of agency. The specific
larger questions utilized to accomplish this task are as follows:
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a. What do parents value in terms of their child’s education and at-
tendance, and what is not as valued?

b. What do the parents perceive the school values in terms of parents
and how they relate to their child’s education and attendance?

c. Where do these duelling sets of values intersect, and where do they
overlap?

Objective #2: To contribute to existing anti-deficit research by further il-
lustrating the barriers faced by low-income families and students. The spe-
cific larger questions utilized to accomplish this task are as follows:

a. What additional barriers and challenges due families face when in-
teracting with a school district or administration?

b. How do families relationally interact with the school, and what are
their perceptions of those interactions?

Objective #3: Through the context of how the data was collected, contrib-
ute to existing literature surrounding attendance amongst low-income
students and families at the elementary level. The specific larger questions
utilized to accomplish this task are as follows:

a. How do families perceive attendance, and its relation to their
child’s education?

b. How do families perceive the school’s understanding of attend-
ance, and its relation to their child’s education?

c. Where do these duelling sets of values intersect, and where do they
overlap?
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5 IMPLEMENTATION OF THE STUDY

5.1 The Research Topic Defined

When collecting the data, the primary topic of consideration was an em-
phasis on discerning parental perceptions of their experiences with the school
and school staff. (In terms of the larger theoretical framework, this can be thought

of as discovering what parents are told/expected to value or ability as defined by

Alkire). The secondary topic of consideration is thus what parents themselves

value, or what they individually bring to the school environment in terms of de-
cision making and perception. (In terms of Alkire’s larger theoretical framework
this can be thought of as the secondary alternative to defining agency, agency as
autonomy). For the sake of conducting a data collection in an environment that
was phenomenological and participant driven, these topics were explored in in-
direct conversational ways, especially within the context of the focus groups.
These larger definitions served as the primary guiding points of thematic analy-
sis upon later examination of the transcripts form the focus groups, and the eth-

nographic notices collected from case notes.

5.2 The Participants and the Research Process

A. Case Notes

Case notes were not originally intended as formal element of data col-
lection but were produced as a byproduct of the requirements needed for my
internship, and to gain the trust and access of a school school in San Diego. Due
to the extensive time given to their production, they are included in the data col-
lection process in that they would/still have a large influence over my interpre-
tation and weight given to the data collected through the later formal focus
groups. Although there were not an originally intended element of the study, the

case notes were utilised in gaining a sense of the reliability of the study. In this

32



sense, data collection officially began at the school on September 12th, 2017 in the
form of “case notes” that were collected and written to describe every interaction
with a caseload family, student, or collateral person related to the student or fam-
ily. The school utilised data collected from their own “Attendance Logging” sys-
tem known as “Powerschool,” to determine which families and students with
outstanding attendance issues they would like placed on my caseload. Students
that were labelled as “chronically” absent, (missing 10% or more of the school
year), were selected for caseload services. Caseload services included the follow-

ing:

e Meeting with the student once a week to check-in

e Contacting the family once a week to check-in

e Meeting with willing families to discuss issues around attendance

e Providing case management to willing families to connect them to
resources like housing, transportation, food assistance, medical as-
sistance to aid student attendance

e Serving as an on-site attendance consultant at the school 16 hours a

week in the office of the school counsellor

Since I was serving in the “Every Student, Every Day” program in the
technical capacity of a “social worker” I was required by the state of California
to log my case note in 2-1-1, the social work client management system utilised
by my NGO. The specific formatting requirements of each case note can be found
in the following example below. Each case note began with the date, and then
each sub section of information organised into the “social work” DAP format.
“D” stands for “Data” and refers to an objective recounting of the interaction.
“A” stands for “Assessment” and stand for how I analysed the interaction. “P”

stands for “Plan” or what next steps I will take now that I have this information.
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All names have been redacted to protect the privacy of my former families and

clients.

10/10/17: (D) I left a voicemail for ||| | il to 1et him know that myself and a
Health and Human Services Agency health care options counsellor had spoken as per his request
for free/low cost health care choices for his daughter. As requested by [JJJJlj1 gave the coun-
sellor his cell phone number so that he could leave his information to [l 1 atso let |l
know that if he did not have time to call, or wanted to make the call together we could do so
during our meeting on Thursday. (A) I followed [JJJijinstructions to give his cell phone num-
ber to HHSA services per our cell-phone conversation last week. (P) I will make sure I have all

documentation prepared for our meeting on Thursday.

As one can observe, the level of detail the “DAP” formatting requires
served the study well in that, even attempted forms of contact needed to be doc-
umented for all relevant parties related to the family and/or student. Since my
role fell under the “mandated” reporting penal code of the state of California, my
case notes could technically be subpoenaed by a court of law, and therefore re-
quired a more formal protocol than traditional ethnographic notes. Although
conversations can only be summated, case workers are encouraged to be as spe-
cific as possible in terms of remembered language, and conversational terms used
with clients.

Case notes were collected between the dates of September 12th, 2017 to
December 15t, 2017, and were logged “live” or within 15 minutes following the
actual interaction or attempted interaction into the 2-1-1 client data management
system. A total of 325 case notes were compiled over the course of 4 months, and
a total of 22 students and their families were actively present on the caseload at
that time. Although demographic data on caseload students and families, is pro-
tected by 2-1-1 and the NGO, the lower socioeconomic statistical ranges common

for Title 1 schools, can be loosely applied to my caseload population as well.
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In general, although not all the case notes are directly useful for the
study in that some may simply document an attempted call, or a brief conversa-
tion with a child, a good portion do provide additional contextual nuance to pa-
rental perceptions and issues at the school level. In this regard the case notes, will
function of affirming or negating the reliability of the data found within the focus
groups. As part of an agreement with my NGO, I was granted provisional long-
term access to my case notes provided that I maintain the confidentiality of all

associated names and parties.

B. Focus Groups

Unlike the case notes which were collected and produced as a function of a
state and NGO requirements, the focus groups functioned as the primary in-
tended source of data collection for the study. In order to establish a positive,
repoire with the larger school community, and gain the trust of the staff and lead-
ership, focus groups did not begin until the end of October. Since the NGO I was
interning with at the time was also interesting in the data collected in that they
wished to improve their understanding of the families and students their attend-
ance program served, I received additional funding and resources to conduct the
groups. Groups were held monthly from October to December on the following

dates in the counselling room at the school.
e October 26t, 2017, 4-5 PM(3 attendees)
e November 30th, 2017, 4-5 PM (5 attendees)

e December 14th, 2017, 4-5 PM (6 attendees)

My NGO provided sponsorship for each group in the following manner:
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1. $10 gift cards to a local grocery store “Von’s” for all participants who
completed a session.

2. Paid simultaneous Spanish translation with San Diego Unified
School District’s official Spanish translation service utilizing head-
sets.

3. Additional funds for snacks/activities for children while parents
completed data.

4. Staff support to help welcome families, sign them in, and note taking.

In exchange for this additional funding, and the utilisation of families
from one of their participating school sites, the NGO asked that I incorporate the

following elements into the groups.

1. Adding a few additional questions regarding attendance when pos-
sible or appropriate.

2. Utilising their “Community Conversations” protocol when interact-
ing and speaking with families. (See Appendix)

3. Access to the transcribed conversations upon completion of the focus

groups.

Once the NGO gave their permission, and support of the study, permis-
sion was also secured from the school and the school leadership. The school did
not require any additional stipulations to gain access to their parents. It was
agreed upon however with the principal of the school, and the school counsellor,
that they would have access to the “redacted versions” of the transcripts after the
focus group were completed. “Redacted versions” refer to versions of the tran-
scripts with any remotely identifying information removed: names, reference,

phrases, places, unique details etc. This allowed the school to feel somewhat
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informed by the study, while the parents could still feel free to speak how they

wished without fear of retribution by school staff.

Once all permissions and arrangements were secure, the next task that

remained was to formalise strategy for promoting the groups to parents. The fol-

lowing protocol was followed in the two weeks that led up to each focus group

to ensure similar strategies of attendance/exposure were used to incentivise par-

ents to come.

.

1ii.

iv.

Two Weeks Prior to Group: Flyers distributed into the backpack

of every child advertising the date, time, location, purpose, and
gift card opportunity. Additional flyers were given to teachers to
give to children who did not own backpacks.
Sign-Up: Families were offered the opportunity to sign up for the
group in one of three ways.

o In-person in the front office

o Text message confirmation to my phone

o Email confirmation to my account

o Call-in confirmation to my phone

Dav of Group: One reminder text sent to all families to confirm

final participation.

Last -Minute: If parents chose to cancel last minute, the second-
ary plan was to stand by the front office during school dismissal
with gift cards to incentivise new families to stay after school and

participate in the group.

The groups were made open to any family on campus who had a child

actively attending the school. In addition to direct parents/guardians, the group

was also open to other families who may have also been helping to raise the child
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ie. grandmothers, aunts, uncles, etc. A maximum of three family members could
attend per child, and groups were limited to seven people total to ensure enough
time would be given for each person to speak. Any children that were brought
were given the choice to watch a movie, create art, or play in the yard outside
during the session. Parents were informed that although they were welcome to
late the children play outside, no additional supervision could be given to them
from NGO staff.

Once in session families were asked to fill out the following forms all of
which were translated into both English and Spanish so all parties could easily
access them.

i. Sign-In Sheet (For attendance purposes)

ii. Authorisation of Consent (To confirm the data gathered could be

used in my thesis, and “Redacted Versions” that protected their iden-

tities could be shared with the NGO and school leadership.

A recorder was set up in the centre of the table, and families were noti-
fied when the it was turned on at the beginning of the session, and when it was
turned off at the end of the session. A welcome greeting was given, and general
norms and protocols were gone over with the family in terms of using the trans-
lation service. Families who required Spanish translation wore headsets, to hear
simultaneous translation provided by the translator. Spanish speakers were
translated using consecutive translation when speaking themselves through the
translation specialist provided by the NGO. The specific formatting of the proto-
cols and questions that were used while in session can be found in the “Focus
Group Protocol” document (See Appendix).

Following the session, families were made aware of the next focus group
opportunity if they would like to attend again or let friends know. These final

items were given to families at the end.
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i. Demographic Survey (Optional)
ii. $10 Von’s Gift card

iii. My Business Card (For additional questions/concerns)

Overall, the focus groups were conducted without any major obstacles. Alt-
hough they were open to all families, it should be noted that most participants
came from my caseload of families with Every Student, Every Day program. It
could be inferred that in addition to the $10 incentive, relational trust and secu-
rity may also have played a factor in the decision-making process of attendance.
The demographic information that was volunteered by focus group participants

is broken down an analysed by group in “Data Analysis,” and in the Appendix.

5.3 Research Method

As has already been discussed, the case notes that were collected in con-
junction with the program were a bi-product of gaining access to the real data
which arose through the focus group. As such the case notes cannot be consid-
ered so much as a methodology, but instead a more formalised element of con-
textual observations. In this sense the primary methodological justification here
will be the selected use of a semi-structured focus group format to guide the ses-
sions.

As was referenced in the Literature Review, there is a limited amount of
studies that have chosen to use more phenomenological community driven
forms of data collection when engaging with parents. The use of this kind of qual-
itative inductive methods are thus not only reflective of the growing need for

parent led and structured information regarding their experiences, but the larger
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theoretical framework with the study is operating under. If a true “neodeficit”
understanding of parent empowerment or agency is to be reflected upon and as-
sessed for its validity, then the information must be parent driven, not researcher
driven. In other words, as stated previously, if U.S. educational scholars are to
move away from an ability centred approach to understanding parent agency
and discover instead a more autonomy centred approach on parent agency then
they must first begin with what a parent will autonomously value as their meas-
ure. In this regard, by allowing the parents to drive the conversation as much as
possible, there is less of change the researcher will “taint” or influence what the
parent reports in terms of their decision-making process or priorities.

In this regard, the research methodology utilised in this study perhaps most
closely mirrors that of Jais & Ordonzez-Jasis (2012) or Larotta & Yamamura
(2011) in that group dynamics, and community led conversation are the heart of
the data collection process for the focus group. The official resource utilized for
the constructing the focus groups was “Moderating Focus Groups: A Practical
Guide for Group Facilitation.”

Due to some of the constraints in terms of environments and the influence
and support of my NGO, and their “Community Conversations” protocol docu-
ments, some of these best practices that I wished to engage in were impossible to
fully implement. That being said, for the most part they were integrated in spirit,
and many of the “Conversations” document recommendations did represent
some of the best practice in terms of family engagement and were drawn from a
larger research study completed by the Hardwood Institute. Which had con-
ducted research to create an entire hand book for family engagement and explo-
ration in the non-profit sector.

The questions that were prompted, and the follow ups that were
used, are given their justifications in the table below that was drawn from the

focus group protocol. (See Appendix 1). As is made evident below, the general
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structuring of questions gets at the larger concepts of autonomy and ability pre-
viously mentioned as part of the theoretical framework. It was very rare that the
additional prompts were needed during the sessions, in that the parents were
willing to explore the topics once each was introduced. Each session covered each
initial prompt in terms of content, although some chose to spend more time on

certain topics than others. (See Appendix 1).

54 Data Analysis

As previously mentioned, since the case notes collected were primarily a bi-
product of the requirements of my internship, and not as a formal mode of data
collection, they are not included in the formal data analysis but instead as a mode
of corroboration in the “Reliability” section found below.

In this regard, it was primarily the focus group transcripts that served as
the main and primary source of data analysis, and were constructed as such to
answer the main research questions. Due to the semi-structured nature of the fo-
cus groups, the selected mode of data examination was thematic analysis. Alt-
hough other forms of analysis could have been utilised, thematic analysis pro-
vided the most broad way to carefully code for and consider each element of data
that may have arisen from the parents.

Using the funds provided by the NGO, each recorded focus group conver-
sation was transcribed through the use of an online transcription service. Once
the transcribed data was compiled it, the transcripts were read through several
times before the thematic coding was created. Once the coding systems was cre-
ated, each transcript was divided into sub sections of text that fell into each coded
topic. Codes were added or removed as needed during the coding process based
on how relevant or frequently they were needed. Once each transcript was coded

appropriately, and all the information divided into its appropriate code, the
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codes were grouped into larger thematic groups that reflected the broader es-
sences of their nature. These larger themes, and their subsequent smaller coded
sections were then examined for how they may or may not provide answers to
the larger research questions articulated at the start of the study.

This process of analysis was applied at both the transcript level, and at the
overall level across transcripts. Analysis was completed at both levels to allow
for the opportunity to control for associated demographic information that was
collected at the group level for every focus group.

The table below captures all of the codes that were used in the initial inter-
pretation and examination of the data both at the overall level, and at the indi-

vidual focus group level.

Table 1. Thematic Coding System

Thematic Analysis Coding System
Main Elements Communication Resources Agency Based
Perceptions Desired Choices
Overall Themes Positive Experi- | Ambiguous Ex- | Negative Expe-
ence perience rience
Sub-Theme -Family (FM) -Limited (LC) -Racism (RC) -Security (SEC) -Values (VLE)
Codes -Small (SM) Too  Much | -Bias (BS) -Enrichment (ERC) | -School (SCL)

-Genera- (TM) -Uncaring (UC) | -Better Staff (BST) -Self (SLF)
tion(GN) -Judgment (JG) | -Angry (AG) -Building (BLD) - Better Life
-Students (STU) (LFE)

As one can observe in the above table, the findings an generally be grouped
into three larger elements of: communication perceptions, resources, desired,
and agency based choices. In other words, the majority of the parents wished to
discuss their experiences in interacting with the school, and the resources that
they viewed as missing in their student’s academic experience. Within those two

larger fields, what frequently emerged were the subject of choices, or more
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specifically, choices vocalised with intention and as the byproduct of complex
decision making processes. The final element of agency based choices is high-
lighted in blue to reflect how this more mannerist is element shown through as a
byproduct of the other two more content based elements. All three elements, and

their subsequent sub-theme grouping are expanded upon more fully below.

A. Communication Perceptions

The majority of parents across all focus groups, often brought their percep-
tions of the school toward one specific moment or interaction they had experi-
enced with a specific individual or staff member at the school. For some parents
this one experience worked to form the foundation for what they held as an over-
all positive image of the school. For other parents, this one particular memorable
interaction worked to undermine any potential trust they could have ever held
towards administration or staff. The positive experiences usually made some
reference towards the generational aspects of the school, citing how their own
parents, or grandparents had attended the school. Such experiences, also fre-
quently cited words like “family,” or “student focused,” and particularly focused
on the small nature of the school community.

Other responses references a more ambiguous relationship with their school
communication experiences citing phrases such as “never heard back,” or “all
they ever talk about is...” In this regard, these forms of discussion that emerged
throughout the groups were not necessarily negative or positive in perception,
but usually made some reference to a subtle undertone of judgement from staff
or a misalignment of values/communication styles. As made evident by Alkire,
these moments of ambiguity often highlighted what appeared to be a contrast
between autonomy and ability agency definitions. The school believed it knew
what parents should have reason to value, however, in actuality it had very little

understanding of what parents themselves valued.
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Perhaps no where else was this contrast of values made more evident then
the blatantly negative moments of communication and interaction parents
elected to share during the sessions. In addition to moments of unarmed ambi-
guity and misunderstanding, parents described in great detail interactions they
had experienced that were self-identified as “racist” or “biased.” These were
coded in the data separately in that specific events or quotes were given by par-
ents to illustrate how clearly negative the experiences were. Events such as chil-
dren being given to the wrong parents, parents being shamed publicly, or witness
accounts of staff verbally or physically abusing children all frequently emerged
in the later parts of group sessions as parents grew more comfortable and trusting

of the group.

B. Resources Desired

In addition to directly discussing communication interactions with admin-
istrators, and staff, parents also frequently made clear what they valued when
discussing resources they wished to see be made available at the school. The re-
sources became important in that they often captured what the parents them-
selves valued without in a non-leading manner. The dominant codes that came
through, would not be surprising for anti-deficit or neo-deficit scholars of family
engagement, however for those who consciously or unconsciously have operated
with a deficit mindset of parents of Title 1 school in the U.S, the results would
run counter-intuitive to large blame based views.

Like their high income counterparts, the parent participants in this study
were concerned with lack of security on campus, and the fact that children could
leave and enter at will throughout the day. Like their high income counterparts,
they longed for more elite and enriching activities to be offered to their children
after school. Like their high income counterparts, they hungered for a more di-

verse competent staff who was focused on developing each individual child.
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And finally, like their high income counterparts, they wished for a hygienic pro-
tective building for their children to learn in that would be free of insects, dirt,
and leaks, and provide basic air-conditioning. The constant and frequent coding
that emerged from the data for more basic resources for their children is not rev-
olutionary, but unfortunately for many scholars in the field of educational stud-
ies who focus on the parents as the project, they would view these as counterin-
tuitive. While this will be further elaborated on in the results section, one can
observe how the decision to not send a child to school is not necessarily a lack, of
education on the parents part, but could in fact be a highly sophisticated move in
ensuring what is best for their child in an uncertain, potentially unsafe, school

environment on that day and time.

C. Agency Based Choices

While the previous two larger elements that emerged from the data, were pri-
marily that of content based trends that emerged through the process of data
analysis. The last larger element that emerged from the data of “Agency Based
Choices,” often overlapped or followed each content based response. In other
words, with each negative or positive communication experience, or lack/pres-
ence of resources in the school, parents followed with their responsive action
thereby inadvertently revealing insight into their own autonomous definition of
agency in the world of parent engagement at the elementary level. The sub-codes
that emerged through this kind of responsive action, reflect what things parents
were generally measuring their external experiences with the school against. The
most dominant of valued things that parents seemed to weigh when making ed-
ucational decisions, or interacting with school administrators or staff were the
following: 1) Better Life, or how this will impact their children’s immediate and
long term economic future, 2) Values, or how does this weigh against the values

and skills I am trying to impart in my child, ie. compassion etc. , 3) School, or
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how does this compare with the vision I have for my child’s academic life, 4) Self,
or how does this compare with my particularly life experiences, and sense of jus-
tice.

While further analysis will be provided in the results section, at a general
level, many families weighed the risk factors of sending their children to school
on a daily basis from an attendance perspective. Although almost every parent,
valued a better life and long term future for their children, all parents also had to
consider the immediate obstacles of limited health care access, a lack of security
on campus, and the deterrent of biased potentially emotionally harmful teachers.
The risks both physically and emotionally it often posed to their children on that
immediate day, seemed to outweigh the long term goals, leaving many parents
frustrated, and exhausted in the group as they described the many factors and
decisions that ran through their mind on a daily basis. While absenteeism was
often interpreted by the school as a lack of education, or caring, on their chil-
dren’s future, the group sessions made evident, absenteeism could also be inter-
preted as a sophisticated decision made with child’s best interest in mind by the
parent at that particular time. Again, we observe a misaligned intersection of per-
ceived reasons to value, and what parents actually valued, as mirrored again by

Alkire” juxtaposition between agency as autonomy or agency as ability.

Having discussed the larger thematic coding elements, and the ways in
which they emerged from the larger data set provided by the focus groups, we
now briefly present the demographic data that was additionally collected from
each focus group session, and also at the broader total levels. While the demo-
graphic data is not crucial to the analysis or the study, it does establish that the
level of income and socio-economic background of the parents who participated
is synonymous with other educational studies who also have chosen to exclu-

sively focus on a Title 1 school population. One will notice that there are some

46



discrepancies between groups that may have some correlative power when asso-
ciated with the some of the small differences in answers. Since participant demo-
graphic data was collected anonymously however, in order to be respectful of
the current tense political climate, we can only observe data at the group levels.
There are much more inclusive and appropriate ways one could garner this in-
formation, that did not make use of such large categories. Unfortunately, the
NGO required that I utilise their generic demographic survey when collecting
data, thus those labels are utilised in the table below since it is what was selected
by families.

Table 2. Demographic Information by Focus Group

r———" _

Race
Asian/ Native Hawaiian... 33.33 % N=1
Black/African American... 40.00%. N=2
White/Caucasian... 16.66% N=1
Latino/Hispanic... 66.66% N=2 60.00%. N=3 83.30% N=5
Other...
Income
$0-20,000 33.33% N=1 80.00% N=4 16.66% N=1
$20,001-40,000 66.66% N=2 20.00% N=1 49.98% N=3
$40,001-60,000 33.20% N=2

$60,001-80,000
$80,001-$100,000

$100,000+
Gender
Male 20.00% N=1 16.66% N=1
Female 100.00% N=3 80.00% N=4 83.30% N=5
Non-Binary
Age
8-15
16-34 100.00% N=3 40.00% N=2 83.30% N=5
35-54 40.00% N=2 16.66% N=1
55-74 20.00% N=1
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75+

Total Participants 3 ) 6

As is made evident in the table above, the majority of participants were fe-
male, and from predominantly lower income brackets. Most parents that at-
tended were relatively young, or in the 16-34 age group bracket. In terms of race
or ethnicity, the majority of participants self identified that they were “La-
tino/Hispanic.” As previously stated, the specific demographic information is
not highly key to the study, but merely relevant in that the population of parents
that participated in the focus group process is typical to other studies that have
work with parents from Title 1 schools in the United States. Establishing com-
monality with similar Title 1 populations, even at a superficial level, was crucial
in creating the relevance of the study.

This next table correlates the coding used in each group according to the
dominance in which it became apparent in the data through thematic analysis
and basic frequency calculations. Codes were assigned to conversational content
that was relevant and in response to the group discussion questions, with some-
times multiple codes being used to analyse one sentence or response depending
on the complexity of the parent’s intended meaning. This first table allows the
reader to observe how each of the larger thematic elements and their subsequent
sub-codes became present at the small group level. To see the overall cumulative
distributions that summate all group findings, please refer to table 4, where they
juxtaposed next to the overarching summarised coding gathered for reliability
testing against the case notes which we drawn from a larger population from the
school.

The percentage of responses that held a specific thematic code were calcu-
lated by dividing total number of responses per session, or later in table 4 at the

cumulative group level, by the number of responses associated with that code.
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Sometimes a response was tagged with multiple codes, sometimes only one de-
pending on the context. As previously stated, a single response was counted
when a parent completed a thought or sentence group in response to a direct
related question to the topic at hand. Across all three groups, 555 total instances
or moments were able to be coded. The thematic analysis coding system was con-
verted into quantitative frequencies to allow for a reasonable degree of objectiv-
ity in the later results section when certain trends or conclusions are described as
“dominant” or “overwhelmingly present.” That being said, as with all forms of
qualitative interpretation, these numerical trends are by no means concrete, but

merely tools in guiding the analysis. (See Next Page)
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Table 3. Thematic Coding Frequencies by Focus Group

Thematic Codes

35.88% N=75

32.17% N=65

Communication-
Positive Exp. 7.17% N=15 17.32% N=35 15.97% N=23
Family (FM) N=6 N=12 N=7
Small (SM) N=5 N=9 N=7
Generational (GN) N=0 N=8 N=4
Student Focus (ST) N=4 N=6 N=5
Communication- Ambigu-
ous Exp. 22.09% N=46 9.40% N=19 13.19% N=19
Lack Communication (LC) N=12 N=5 N=7
Too Much Comm. (TM) N=7 N=1 N=3
Judgement Comm. (JG) N=27 N=13 N=9
Communication-
Negative Exp. 24.40% N=51 25.74% N=52 23.61% N=34
Racism (RC) N=16 N=9 N=3
Economic Bias (BS) N=3 N=8 N=1
Uncaring N=23 N=24 N=17
Aggression N=9 N=11 N=13
Resources

10.04%. N=21 15.34% N=31 22.22% N=32
Security (SEC) N=12 N=7 N=10
Enrichment (ENC) N=4 N=6 N=12
Better Staff (BST) N=3 N=16 N=7
Building (BLD) N=3 N=2 N=3
Agency Based Choices

25.00% N=36

Better Life (LFE) N=13 N=11 N=15
Values (VLE) N=29 N=28 N=15
School (SCL) N=7 N=5 N=7
Self (SLF) N=26 N=21 N=9

100% N=209

100% N=202

100% N=144

As one can observe in the table above, the majority of the content garnered

from parents was related to their own decision making processes, and methods

50




for interpreting educational situations, and determining the best course of action
forward. This can be observed numerically by seeing the high frequency of cod-
ing that was possible in the larger thematic element of “Agency Based Choices.”
Although further discussion of the results is discussed in the following section, it
is worth noting other moment of particular high frequency across the groups.
Across all three focus group, with different parents, the majority of communica-
tions they experienced with the school were described with negative connota-
tions, examples, or quotes from their interactions with staff. Phrases that some-
how implied a lack of “care” from the staff or administration were the most pop-
ular within this particular field. Within the larger theme of ambiguous commu-
nication, lingering undertones of judgment from staff and administrators to-
wards parents prevailed as the most common emergent experience. Many parent
were unable to provide specific examples or quotes, but would describe a distinct
feeling of patronisation, or “being looked down on.” When integrating these ex-
periences of positive to negative communication with staff and administration
with their own strong life values and experiences, parents often circled back to
the sharp contrast between their personal values, and the contrast between their’s
and the schools. This once again refers back to the same contrast Alkire high-
lighted in her original study, and is further unpacked in the results section of the

thesis.

5.5 Reliability

Reliability in terms of the results of the study was garnered primarily in
terms of the case notes gathered through case management with case load fami-
lies, and general informal observations made while working at the school site 16
hours a week. The larger elements of the data analysis are broken down accord-

ing to subject below with the reliability analysis placed in the associating row in
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the table below. In total, over 300 case notes were collected during my time work-
ing within the context of the “Every Student Every Day” program. While the case
notes themselves could easily have been incorporated as potentially the sole fo-
cus of a more ethnographically based study, and not all are immediately relevant
to the topic at hand, they are used in this study as primarily a reliability point.
While some families participated in both the program, and the focus groups, ap-
plying the same coding and procedural thematic analysis to the case notes allows
for a sense of how the same content emerged when applied to a randomised se-
lection of parents that did not feel compelled to join a focus group.

The table below juxtaposes the overall thematic trends seen previously
within all three focus groups combined, and the same thematic trends when ap-
plied to the ethnographic observations garnered through the case notes. Since the
case notes are more observational, and were gathered without participants nec-
essarily having a sense of what I was observing for, they do provide a strong

meter of reliability through comparison. (See Next Page)
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Table 4. Thematic Coding Frequencies from Case Notes Compared to Focus

Groups

Thematic Coding

Summative Case Notes
Coding Results

Summative Focus Group
Coding Results

Communication-
Positive Exp.

17.07 % N=35

13.15% N=73

Family (FM) N=18 N=25
Small (SM) N=3 N=21
Generational (GN) N=10 N=12
Student Focus (ST) N= N=15

Communication- Ambiguous Exp.

35.12% N=72

15.13% N=84

Lack Communication (LC) N=31 N=24
Too Much Comm. (TM) N=35 N=11
Judgement Comm. (JG) N=6 N=49

Communication-
Negative Exp.

21.95% N=45

24.68% N=137

16.09% N=33

Racism (RC) N=2 N=28
Economic Bias (BS) N=14 N=12
Uncaring N=29 N=64
Aggression N=0 N=33
Resources

9.75% N=20 15.13% N=84
Security (SEC) N=3 N=29
Enrichment (ENC) N=10 N=22
Better Staff (BST) N=2 N=26
Building (BLD) N=5 N=8
Agency Based Choices

31.71% N=176

Better Life (LFE) N=12 N=39
Values (VLE) N=4 N=72
School (SCL) N=17 N=19
Self (SLF) N=0 N=56

100% N=205

100% N=555
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As the table above suggests, there does seem to be a degree of difference
between the dominance of opinions from the particular focus groups, and the
total population of families observed throughout the course of the “Every Stu-
dent Every Day,” program. As with many qualitative participant gathered stud-
ies, there is always to a certain extent the “selection effect,” in that those who elect
to participant in any kind of focus group or interview process, are often not only
motivated by a monetary reward, but tend to have either a more positively or
negatively extreme opinion. With that being said, as with any measurement of
reliability, utilising case notes from the “Every Student Every Day” program as
a whole is still rather limiting in that it is not the same form of data collection,
and therefore individuals may be less forthcoming in that they weren’t as directly

asked about the subject as were their focus group counterparts.

5.6 Ethical Solutions

Due to the rising political tensions in the United States as a result of the
Trump administration, additional precautions were taken to ensure the safety
of all participants and their families. San Diego is positioned very close to the
United State-Mexico border, and as such there is a heightened sense of concern
for families who may be influence by new legislation formulated by the admin-
istration regarding immigration status. Since many families who attend the ele-
mentary school are second or first generation immigrants from Mexico, it was of
heightened importance that additional steps were taken to take into considera-
tion their feelings of safety.

As previously mentioned, each family was asked to participate voluntarily,
and participants were not required to respond to every question if they did not
feel comfortable. In addition, no school staff, school leadership, or anyone who

might recognize the parents was present in the room. By signing an
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“ Authorization of Information Release,” families promised that they would al-
low the sharing of the information, as long as all identifying information was
redacted from the transcripts (See Appendix). In addition, the release provided a
clause that would allow families to email or call me if they ever felt uncomforta-
ble, and no longer wished the information to be used. Although no families felt
compelled to utilize this option, it was important to offer in the case that a family
ever changed their mind following a session.

It was made clear to all families during the course of the groups that they
were able to come and go at any time they felt necessary. The majority of families
however chose to stay for 75% or more of each session. It is also worth noting
that some families did choose to disclose their former or current immigration sta-

tus during the sessions.
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6 RESULTS

The results section of the study explores how the data collected through
the focus groups contributes to and adds potentially new perspectives to the orig-
inal three research objectives as laid out in the in the research task section. While
much data was gathered that makes evident the high degree of initiative and
choice that parents and families already have in the educational space, far more
than given credence by traditional anti-deficit perspectives, the data gathered
was somewhat limited in potentially adding new perspectives to attendance
scholarship in the U.S.. Since this was not the original function, nor intention of
the study, but merely a byproduct of how and when the data was gathered, it is
understandable that this is the outcome that came into passing. That being said,
many of what the parent discussed around the topic of attendance, works to fur-
ther confirm the larger theory that there is indeed conflicting definitions of what
agency looks like between school staff/administration and the parents them-
selves. While the analysis below seeks to be summative and overarching in na-
ture, several direct quotes from parents are utilised throughout this final action
to elevate their voices, and their own self-definitions of what they view as valued,

hence their autonomous vision of agency, as Alkire would phrase it.

6.1 Parental Agency Measured as Autonomy and Ability

Although the context of the study provides additional clarity to the fields of
attendance studies and anti-deficit studies, its primary goal of making clear the
need for greater nuance in the handling of parental agency, is made salient in this
tirst section. As was made evident by Sabina Alkire, in accordance with the hu-
man capabilities framework, agency can be conceptualised in a manner two fold.
The agency of parents can be viewed as something that is measured autonomously
or as something that is measured as a form of ability (Alkire, 2008). To review,
according to Alkire, when we utilise agency as something akin to ability, we are

measuring it in accordance with what people have reason to value. Conversely,
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according to Alkire, when we utilise agency as something to autonomy, we are
now measuring it against what the individual they themselves value. During the
earlier discussion of present educational forays in the field of parental engage-
ment in the U.S., unwittingly or not, the majority of the studies appeared to be
operating with an understanding of agency that was confined to the realm of
ability only. This is made evident by the multitude of previously discussed anti-
deficit studies that are primarily focused on showing that all parents have the
same abilities, but have not quite taken the time yet to self-examine the measur-
ing stick they are using to determine the nature of these “abilities” in the first
place. As previously discussed, we are then left with calls for parent “empower-
ment” that haven’t self-examined their own definition of parent empowerment.
The borrowing of this more nuanced approach to agency and empowerment
from development studies, and the human capabilities approach, not only al-
lowed for a more careful handling of the terms in a parental engagement study,
but phenomenological space for new realities to be considered.

In the course of the collection of data, the groups revealed many things that
some scholars would deem typical of a low-income school population, while
other items of knowledge that emerged appeared to have very little precedent in
the existing literature. This of course could be merely a function of the specific
location and circumstances, however many of the nuanced decision making pro-
cesses parents appeared to engage in on a daily basis made clear factors that
school administrators or staff were clearly either not observing or even aware of.
This lack of awareness whether perceived by parents, or made clear through par-
ent staff interactions, has several correlations with the intersection between
agency as autonomy and agency as ability as defined by Alkire.

As previously discussed, in terms of how each parent worked through de-
cisions for their children, the most common of considerations coded for was how
each interaction or decision lined up with their own personal family values, and
wishes for their child. The second most common consideration, was trying to be
conscious of how a certain development or choice would teach children ac-

ceptance of themselves. Several examples abound in the transcript of moments
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where parents prioritised the self-acceptance and self-worth over of the child
over traditional teacher-student compliance. In this regard, the intersection be-
tween school values and parent values was very apparent in different contexts
throughout the study. This is very evident in the example given below:

“It's the same thing with teachers but it's kinda harder when a teacher's being mean
to a student because can they get away from a teacher? No. They have to sit there, and
they have to listen it's like, I don't like forcing my kids to do something that they don't
wanna do, if it's something about that they don't wanna hang out with a certain person,
I'm not gonna stand here and say, "Oh you have to hang out with that person". And 1
shouldn't have to make my son sit there at school with a teacher that's yelling at him and
is making him feel uncomfortable where he doesn't wanna sit there...” (Focus Group
#3).

As can be seen in the text example above, from an agency as ability perspec-
tive, teacher and administrators may perceive a lack of enforcement from the par-
ent around teacher-student compliance to be a symptom of lack of caring. From
an agency as autonomy perspective however, one can see how the parent not
forcing the child to listen to yelling educator in question is actually a form of
agency. Rather than ask the child to suffer through what felt like a “bully” rela-
tionship with the teacher, the parent proactively is allowing them to ignore the
adult as a form of emotional self-preservation. Other examples abound through-
out the transcripts of clear conflicts of what is valued for the child between the
school staff and the parent in question. A common example of this and reoccur-
ring theme throughout the data was the topic of security as it relates to attend-
ance.

The school often believed that the poor attendance shown by many stu-
dents at the school was a product of either parent’s lack of education, or a lack of
care for their child’s future. Traditional anti-deficit scholars would attempt to
combat such thinking, by showing the many efforts that parents were making to
send their children to school, and juxtaposing them to the many harsh economic
and socioeconomic barriers that prevented attendance (Baquedano-Lopez et al.,

2013). While this is needed, and certainly is necessary to help fight against

58



59

implicit or assumptive battles, it doesn’t give space to explore the fact that some
parents may intentionally not send their child to school because in their decision
making process on that day and time they have determined school is not the best
option for their child. While this may seem counterintuitive, or not possible, the
current challenges and conditions the American public school system finds itself
in certainly does leave open the possibility that parents may self-elect to not send
a child to school in that they costs outweigh the benefits. No where else did this
become more evident or clear, than when parents began discussing security and
structural resources at the school. The school was an open campus which mean
that all students or outside adults, could technically leave or enter the campus as
they wished. Parents felt very uncomfortable with this, and frequently juxta-
posed it next to the push for better attendance. A poignant example of this can
be found in the quote below:

“Cause safety and then [crosstalk 00:35:49] like she said, her daughter's gonna run
out or her child's gonna run out like I would be worried too. And even my kids are not
special needs but I worry about them. What if I'm not here on time and he's looking for
me or he just ... they're little, I mean he's five years old, what if he just walks off- Wanders
off and thinks mommy's over there-I told the Principal about that before too and there
was, she said they were trying to do something about it but that's I think that's a concern
for a lot of parents. Having gates around. And there's also adults that I've seen, that I've
come in here like being loud or yelling and I'm like, "What a minute, who's that?", basi-
cally they just walk in here...” (Focus Group #3)

The fears of parents for the safety for their children were not unfounded.
Throughout the focus groups parents were able to offer frequent and specific ex-
amples of moments where children had either escaped from the school, or were
given to the wrong adult or family at pick up. From my own case notes and ob-
servations, I was also able to corroborate these fears having witnessed children
even as young as 4 years old often wandering around the school without adult
supervision for extended periods of time with full access to the nearby road and

residential houses.
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In the space of three short one hour focus groups, it would of course be
impossible to definitively say what parents would autonomously value as im-
portant for their children’s development and success. That being said, the larger
trends of wanting self-actualisation for their children, sufficient school resources,
and the need for a kind understanding staff consistently emerged. The school
however did not see these things as within the jurisdiction of parents to desire,
and consistently brought it back to academic achievement, in terms of defining
what parents should concern themselves with. The misalignment of what was
seen as proper parent agency results in many tense altercations between staff and
parents that also intersected larger issues of racism and socioeconomic biases
staff unconsciously or consciously seemed to hold against parents. One of the
most stark examples of not only this misalignment, but the long term damage
strained relationships can have with early educators can be seen in this final ex-
ample offered below:

“I think that my daughter's teacher I noticed is being a little racist, that's my feel-
ing. And I noticed that lately especially with my daughter. [crosstalk 00:07:13] [foreign
language 00:07:13] [foreign language 00:07:15] Because she has preference with children.
My daughter arrives, she's first in line, and she moves the other, first in line to the back.
She says the kid she always puts in front of the line. I've see that happen. So she has
preference for three kids specially. My daughter is noticing that, so I think it's racism.
Other parents are noticing that too.” (Focus Group #1)

When the parent values a loving committed educator, but does not receive
this for their children, and instead is told to focus only on attendance and home-
work, one can see how this contrast of parental agency can hold long term rami-
fications. The parent in the previous quote is clearly actively involved her child’s
education. She notices how her daughter is treated, and attempts to advocate.
This kind of advocacy however is not seen as agency or empowerment by the
school, but a distraction. The parent, in this case, was repeatedly told to focus on
attendance. Once again, we observe the central question of agency as Sammon

Alkire made evident: are we discussing agency as autonomy or ability? The
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question clearly holds larger ramifications in the early educational spheres in the

U.S. scholarly landscape than is currently being given consideration.

6.2 Contributions to Anti-Deficit Scholarship in the U.S.

Although the central question was primarily learning more regarding the dis-
tinction between agency within the parental involvement sphere, due to the phe-
nomenological function of the research methods, indirect contributions toward
anti-deficit scholarship are also made evident. As has been previously estab-
lished in other anti-deficit scholarship strands, parents from low-income house-
holds experience additional barriers when attempting to participate in their son
or daughter’s education. One common theme that arose that illustrates the addi-
tional burdens faced by families from low-income household was the limited
support the school offered to working families who could not pick up their child
with school hours. San Diego Unified School District made every Wednesday a
half day for students, and did not have school start until 9:00 AM in the morning
officially. The district provided some limited before and after school program-
ming, however the wait lists were long, and not accessible for all families. One
parent made this particularly clear when they described the difficulty of simply
getting a child to school, when the district further cut their before and after school
programming to less hours.

“Like, I volunteered for prime time and then I found out they were starting at seven
o'clock instead of six o'clock, we'll, I know most jobs start at seven o'clock and traffic is
backed up from here to way back down in east lake someplace. How are you going to do
that? How are you going to manage that? We're already waking up early. I live in spring
valley, so just from spring valley to here in the morning is almost forty minutes with
traffic. So, we, like, get families resources. Hey, I'm not working in the morning, I can sit
here for ten, fifteen, twenty minutes with kids who don't have parents who can stay here
and wait ten, fifteen, twenty minutes. Another parent, I'm safe, get your, whatever they
do for volunteer up in that office, volunteer at your school. You got to be involved.” (Fo-

cus Group #2)
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While this adds to much of the ant-deficit scholarship canon which seeks to
make salient the multiple additional challenges families face in school systems
that were and still are structured to support a middle class economic experience,
it also shows additional forms of agency. The parent in question in the example,
is not simply perplexed by the change of hours, but is already seeking self-made
solutions. Many of the parents in the focus groups expressed a desire to help, or
assist with school processes but felt rebuffed by the traditional forms of parent
involvement offered by the school. (Ie. Volunteering at school events, bringing
donations of supplies to school etc.) By not allowing, families to self-select the
methods of their involvement, or be active co-creators in their child’s educational
world, one could theorise this worked at the detriment of the school’s engage-
ment with all parents. In this regard, this study’s contribution to the anti-deficit
lens of family engagement, is that there is a need to not just simply assume fam-
ilies are doing their best, but extend it further. Assume families would like to be
involved, and ask them their opinions on what that involvement might look like.
In the case of this particular school, there was still much to be done in this realm

of family engagement.

6.3 Contributions to Attendance Scholarship in the U.S.

The final contribution of the study is to the larger field of attendance related
scholarship in the United States. Although this was not the express purpose of
the study, by proximity of the way in which the data was collected, certain new
nuances in the way of attendance related scholarship were unearthed. While the
attendance scholarship in the United States in many way mirrors that of the anti-
deficit and positivist strands, there are certain facets of attendance specific find-
ings that emerged.

The largest and perhaps more surprising finding in relation to attendance that
emerged across all three focus group, was the common theme of health car re-

lated absenteeism. Many families express concerned related to the lack of hygiene
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the school classrooms exhibited, and many parents held the strong belief that not
sending the child to school during many of the winter days would improve their
child’s chance of avoiding illness. With health care costs continuing to rise in the
United States, more and more families are becoming increasingly wary of any
additional health care related costs. This was made salient by one particular
quote from a parent expressing their decision making process in relation to
school hygiene and attendance.

“And my daughter, uh, did miss a lot of school, but then she caught asthma. [inaudi-
ble 00:49:32] told her that the carpets dirty, they never wash it, it's older than this one.
There's another class room that smells, carpets dirty, I don't think they're keeping the
rooms clean. We've mentioned that to the principal in meetings, and I told her I wanted
to to try to see what they can do. See if they can shampoo the carpet. They never did it. I
don't think they take care of the rooms. And if the carpet gets wet, then obviously it's
going to smell and that's when it [crosstalk 00:50:14] because of the smell and all that.

So, this classroom is smelling like [inaudible 00:50:24] class. Winters coming, so she's
going to start missing, because she's starts getting sick, and I can't do anything if she's
sick. So the school principal is not helping with the situation in the class room so, the
doctor said he would give me a letter...” (Focus Group #1)

As made evident by the quote above, there is a clear disconnect between the
focus of the parent, and the focus of school administration. While budget con-
cerns are certainly a reality for all those involved in managing a school, the sim-
ple factor of hygiene had not been considered by staff or administration when
thinking of ways to increase school attendance. Future attendance studies may

benefit from more phenomenologically based studies that don’t assume.
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7 DISCUSSION

Having addressed the specific research objectives and questions in the pre-
vious chapter, I end by discussing specifically what the participants said
through the process, and possible implication for future studies. This study has
worked to make clear the need for more phenomenologically based studies in
the field of parental engagement, and when examining parental agency. Much
was learned in regards to what influences parent decision making processes,
and how these perceptions may differ from what schools would traditionally
perceive as a parent role. This intersection and at time seeming conflict between
values often mirrored the same duelling relationship described by Sabina Al-
kire. Although the school, held signage and messaging that advertised “parent-
teacher collaboration,” or “parents as partners,” the reality of what parents ex-
perienced was far different. This separation makes evident not only a misalign-
ment between what the school and parents see as “agency,” but additionally
some of the larger issue of the previously mentioned neo-deficit mindset that
continues to emerge in modern American educational arenas. The verbiage and
messaging may appear to emphasise collaborative, open minded ways of work-
ing with parents, however the reality is far different and much more top-down.
Through what I observed in the focus groups, and in my case notes working at
the school, parents felt this disconnect from school staff and administration.

Perhaps one of the most clear examples of this was the monthly “Coffee
with the Principal,” that was hosted by school administration for parents. The
name sounded intimate, something akin to a small gathering where parents
could casually vocalise their concerns. The reality was far different. The prin-
cipal had the parents sit in rows far from her, and used the meeting as a time
to give presentations on certain topics she felt the parents were somehow “lack-
ing in knowledge.” Parents were not given an opportunity to provide feedback,
or to vocalise any concerns.

The larger points one can draw from this example and others are three

fold for future parental engagement studies. While the contributions of this
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small study are limited, the amount of misalighment seen in regards to what
the school perceives parents should value , and parents actually value, differ-
ent more ontologically curious studies would be necessary to further explore
the depths of this separation. More traditional positivist scholars like that of
Epstein, have always adopted the perspective of the school when looking at the
various way parents should be involved, assuming that the school will inher-
ently work towards the best outcomes of the children. What was made evident
through the studys, is that the perceptions of what children and need and how
parents should be involved from the school perspective, are not always in the
full spectrum of children’s interest, especially when it comes to non-academic
concerns like emotional well-being, or even simple school hygiene. Studies that
seek to examine parental engagement or agency, must also consider what they
are measuring that agency with, and if it is drawn from the parents themselves
or not. The study thus makes the following three small recommendations for

future parental engagement studies.

= Acknowledge Entrenched Ontological Realities in the School System:

While much of the anti-deficit scholarship has sought to debunk biases
again low-income parents, they don’t often seek to examine the entire system of
interactions between parents and schools themselves. In other words, many are
still confined to certain modalities of conceptualising parent actions, which lim-
its the argumentative power of their research. Rather than showing how differ-
ent styles of parenting can lead to the same academic outcomes, it should also
be of interest to show how different parenting goals, can lead to perhaps new

but still valued academic outcomes.

=>» Stay Curious about any “Null Actions” from Parents:

As was also made evident in Schnee and Boise’s 2013 study, “Parents Don’t Do
Nothing,” this study also echoes the call for more open minded interpretation

of absenteeism, or what schools may perceive as a lack of participation. The
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focus groups captured such a high proportion of active decision making pro-
cesses on the part of the parents, that it is not so much that parents are not par-
ticipating, but instead they are participating and seeking involvement in ways
the school does not count as “traditional participation.” As several examples
showed, even the act of not sending a child to school is often times a carefully
considered choice in a myriad of external stressors and factors that the school

themselves have often not sought to make themselves more aware of.

=» Unconscious and Conscious Biases Impact Student Success:

While not explicitly vocalised by all parents, in the majority of ambiguous or
negative interactions that parents described or experienced the most common
codes that emerged in the analysis were that of “Uncaring,” or “Judgement.”
The interactions or words that school staff may have dismissed as inconsequen-
tial stayed with parents for far longer. Moments of explicit racism or judgment
did emerge through the study, indicating that beyond simply a misalignment of
understanding agency, there existed very real degrees of separation that were
both fostered and maintained by the staff. The indescribable feeling of disre-
spect or not truly being heard continued to emerge again and again, indicating
that for all of the verbiage about parents as partners, and inclusivity that has
emerged in recent years, the on the ground day to day realities are far different.
More active work around what these biases are, and how to address them with
staff is needed both at the scholarly and professional levels in the educational
tield.

While small in scope, this study has sought to emphasise the linger-
ing need for a more careful nuanced handling of parent engagement in the ele-
mentary educational sphere. Although much progress has been made in term of
combatting deficit thinking with parents, a more nuanced handling, and a de-
bunking of on the ground ontological realities, would go far in terms of seeking

genuine collaborative relationships between parents and teachers that are based
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on mutual respect. Further research and work is needed to make the lovely

sounding verbiage, “parents as partners,” a reality.
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APPENDICES

*All forms included in Appendices were also translated into Spanish for families.

Appendix 1: Focus Group Protocol

LIPS United Way
||\ ewd of San Diego County

2

JYVASKYLAN YLIOPISTO
UNIVERSITY OF JYVASKYLA

Charlotta Holt

University of Jyvaskyla

Focus Group
Prompting Template for Discussion Guidance

Designed as a 45-60 Minute Session
Obijective: To better understand the strengths, challenges, and decisions making processes of
families with children attending Title 1 elementary schools in San Diego Unified School Dis-
trict.

Focus Group Rules:
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Members may take a break if they feel they need one by signaling to Charlotta that they
are okay and stepping out of the room. (If no signal is given, someone will follow to
check-on participant).

Cell phones and other electronic devices will be turned off, or if not possible, mini-
mized.

Members will make every effort to allow other members to finish speaking before tak-
ing their turn to contribute to the discussion. They may raise a hand to indicate they
would like to reserve the next opportunity to speak while they wait if they find it help-
ful. Members can also use a silent “Me t0o,” sign or a silent “I disagree” sign to indicate
their desire to expand or refute what someone else had said once that person has fin-
ished speaking.

Members will not share any personal information provided by other group member with
anyone outside of the room.

Members must sign a “Release of Information” to _,

and the University of Jyvaskyla to be eligible to receive a gift card. Demographic sur-
vey is optional.

Focus Group Protocol:

1. All focus group participants introduce themselves if they wish. (Not required).

2. Charlotta reviews the general purpose of the group and rules.

3. Charlotta gives participants notes/comments clipboards and pens. Ice breaker is given to
group.

4. Charlotta gives initial prompt of a first thematic element.

5. All participants are given opportunity to answer initial prompt around in a circle with-
out comment/question from other group members.

6. Thematic element is then opened up for general discussion.

7. Charlotta gives additional prompts as needed, or until topic has been exhausted. (10
minutes is maximum that can be devoted to each element in order to cover all topics).

8. Charlotta reminds participants all other things that they were not able to state can be
captured on their clipboard.

9. Process repeats until all thematic elements have been addressed.

10. Once the focus group has concluded $10 gift cards/demographic surveys will be distrib-
uted.

Thematic Element Potential Additional Relation to Data Objectives

Prompts

Hope and Dreams for My | =>What are the things you —>Auerbach (2007) sought to
Child’s School Experience | want most for your student? | emphasize a strengths based

approach in all of her induc-

Initial Prompt: What are —>What is most important to | tive interactions with families
your hopes and your you when you envision your | and parents. Other scholars

student as an adult someday? | like that of Larotta &
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dreams for your stu-
dent/students?

AGENCY DEFINED:
AUTONOMY

—>Are you confident these
things will occur for your
student? Why or why not?

—>Why are these things im-
portant for your student
and/or yourself?

—>Do you see yourself taking
actions towards these goals?
Why or why not?

Yamamura (2011) empha-
sized the need for not only
strengths based thinking in
working with families, but
for families to feel ownership
and investment in any part-
nerships. By beginnings with
a question that asks the par-
ents for their goals and
dreams for their children, we
enter into comfortable
ground, while also making
space parents to vocalize
what they value, not neces-
sarily what we think they
would have reason to value.
This will allow space and
time to ascertain what is
agency for them, and what
intersects with commonly un-
derstood agency (Alkire,
2008).

Relationship with My Stu-
dent’s School

Initial Prompt: What
comes to mind when you

think of your child’s
school?

AGENCY MEASURED:

SCHOOL

—~>Who are your most im-
portant relationships at the
school? For example, a
teacher, an office staff mem-
ber, another student, etc.

—>What are things you enjoy
about your student’s school?

—>What are things you wish
you could change about your
student’s school?

—>What do you think of this
sentence? “I am an equal
partner with my student’s
school.”

—>What emotions do you feel
when you are contacted by
your child’s school?

- Do you feel welcome to
visit/volunteer at your child’s
school?

—>The second prompt at-
tempts to dive into parent
perceptions of school admin-
istration and staff. If we take
the theoretical framework as
provided by Santiago et al.
(2016), which argued the
lower the income a parent
possesses the less trust they
will have towards their
school, as a theory of parent
decision making, we can ob-
serve its credibility. The
question additionally begins
to ask parents to now com-
pare how their original vi-
sion, or the agency they de-
fined autonomously, com-
pares to the reality they expe-
rience with the school.
McDowall & Schaughency
(2017) predict there will be
disconnect between their vi-
sion and reality at the school.
The parent may vocalize
other versions of agency as
ability that they may be
aware of.

Strengths My Family Has

Initial Prompt: What
makes your family feel

—>What are some things that
have gone really well this
year for your family?

—> Schnee and Bose (2013)
discovered a large undercur-
rent of parental decision
making processes that occur
that are not always intuitively
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strong? (or) What are you
proud of in your family?

AGENCY MEASURED:
DECISION MAKING

—>What are some things from
your home that you feel help
your student?

—>What are some things that
you feel your student has
learned from you for the bet-
ter?

—>What are some things you
know you do really well as a
parent/guardian?

seen through observation. By
discussing successes, we can
become privy to what strate-
gies for success the family is
already employing. Within
the human capabilities frame-
work we are observing what
capabilities are already there,
or if the families feel strained
in those capabilities (Sen
1999). We continue again the
best practice methodology
recommended by Auerbach
(2007) of beginning with
strengths with the order of
questioning. Again we are
observing places where au-
tonomy and ability may not
always align with these pro-
cesses the parent engages in
(Schnee & Bose, 2013; Al-
kire, 2008).

Challenges My Family Faces

Initial Prompt: Are there
some challenges that you

have faced as a family? If
so, please explain, if not
please explain how you
prevent or avoid difficul-
ties.

AGENCY MEASURED:
DECISION MAKING

—> Are there some things that
have been hard for you this
year for your family? If so,
please explain, if not, what
strategies do you use to pre-
vent difficult moments?

—> Are there some things at
home that you sometimes
worry about for your stu-
dent? If so, please explain, if
not please explain how you
avoid challenges with your
student.

—> Are there some things you
wish you could change or im-
prove with your student? If
so, please explain, if not
please explain any preventa-
tive strategies you use?

—> Are there some things you
would like to improve upon
as a parent/guardian? If none,
please explain how you came
to his position of strength.

—>As propagated heavily by
Hubbard and Hands (2011),
we continue further explora-
tion into the decision making
process without assuming
that there are challenges. As
Hubbard and Hands (2011)
argued there are often meth-
odological issues with studies
that encounter low-income
parents with guestions that
lean towards assumptions of
deficit whether they intend to
or not. The question also al-
lows the families to poten-
tially vocalize their priorities
with minimal guidance from
the researcher. Baequeando-
Lopez et al. (2013) com-
mented on the need for a
more nuance understanding
of how parents solve prob-
lems, and those align with
school perceptions. In this re-
gard we return to the tension
established by Alkire be-
tween autonomy instead of
ability, and can observe if in-
tersection occurs.

Hopes and Dreams for My
Student’s School

—>What are the things you
want most for your students
at school?

—>If this hadn’t been devel-
oped within the previous
prompts in terms of the par-
ent’s preferences for how the
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Initial Prompt: What are
our hopes and dreams for

Elementary?

AGENCY DEFINED: AU-
TONOMY
(OPTIONAL)

—>How would you have the
school give you infor-
mation/news if you could
pick any method?

->What kind of information
would you want from your
child’s school, and how fre-
quently, if anything was pos-
sible?

—>What resources would like
available for your child and
yourself if you could have
anything? ie. Transportation,
communication, etc.

—>What are your hopes and
dreams for the relationship
between your child and their
teachers?

- What are your hopes and
dreams for the relationship
between your child and the
school administration? ie.
Principal, office staff etc.

school treats them and inter-
acts with them, then this ad-
ditional prompt allows the
space for a more expanded
definition of agency to be de-
fined by the parent. As
Guerra & Nelson (2013) ar-
gued, along with many other
scholars, there is significant
scholarly evidence to support
a lack of genuine relation-
ships present between school
staff and parents, despite the
shift in rhetoric towards “par-
ent as partners.” By focusing
on parents stating their idea
what school should be for
them, they are able to articu-
late spaces for improvement
without being led by the fa-
cilitator to that conclusion
(Auerbach, 2007). This ques-
tion also again aligns with
Alkire’s theoretical frame-
work in that it allows for
more unexpected intersec-
tions between autonomy vs.
ability in terms of how par-
ents want a school to func-
tion instead of staff.

Participant Raised Thoughts

Initial Prompt: Is there an-
ything that we have not

talking about today that
you would like to discuss?

AGENCY DEFINED:
AUTONOMY OR ABIL-
ITY
(OPTIONAL)

—>|s there anything that we
discussed today that you
would like to revisit?

->What feedback do you
have about this session to-
day?

—>Were their questions that
were not asked today that
you wish were asked?

—>Even in staying within an
inductive mindset, and utiliz-
ing best practice ideology,
there is still space for a re-
searcher, especially one with
a different background then
the parent group, to overlook
certain factors or realities that
could be salient to the group.
In order to maintain fidelity
with the groups it is neces-
sary to allow for free discus-
son so that unexpected details
are given opportunity to
arise. (Baequeando-Lopez et
al., 2013; Alkire, 2008).

Focus GrouE

Protocol
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Community Conversations: Roles

1. Staff Coordinator: Charlotta Holt

a.

Organizer of conversation location, space, materials, and any additional on-site
coordination.

Welcomes the group, sees them to their seating area, introduces interpreter, and
goes over general group rules.

Conducts initial ice breaker, and initial talking prompt. Times the group for
each prompt, and switches to the next thematic element with a new prompt after
every ten minutes. Will use discretion with timing so that participants’ voices
and opinions are given the opportunity to be fully vocalized. If conversation
naturally progressed towards other targeted elements, a formal transition will
not be utilized.

Concludes the group, and passes out the demographic survey at the end.
Passes out gift cards and thanks them for their participation.

Manages recording device by hitting play and pause when appropriate.
Charlotta will not participate in the conversation, other than facilitate.

Collects notes and themes and will post raw versions within 24 hours on the
Community Impact Drive. Clean versions of both will be available within 5
business days for CI reflections and analysis.

2. Note Taker: TBD

a.

Take verbatim notes using the note-taking template provided by the [ il
I community conversations protocol.

Notes will be logged on a laptop computer. Raw notes will be submitted with
minimal spelling corrections and grammar corrections to the U: drive.

Note taker will sit outside the circle so participants are not able to see or notice
the notes being taken.

It is not necessary to attribute names to participant’s responses, but identifying
information can be provided so that demographic surveys can be linked to the
participants.

3. Theme Taker: TBD

a.

Take thematic notes throughout the conversation using the template and tools
provided by the community conversations protocol.

Integrate thematic notes with other community conversations to occur on No-
vember 30", and December 14™, and engage in a larger thematic analysis.

4. Interpreter (Spanish)

a.

The interpreter is selected from San Diego Unified School District, and will
provide Spanish translation to those who are in need of it.
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b. Will provide headsets to those who need Spanish translation so that the transla-
tion is simultaneous. Will vocalize their English responses for the benefit of the
note taker and tape recorder.

community Partner/Site Hose: || | | | I (1t deemed necessary by site.)

a. Will observe if deemed necessary, and unlock any doors needed.

Protocols Drawn from Community Conversations UWSD

Use of interpreter, note taker, thematic note taker, and site staff (if requested)
Use of an icebreaker in the opening conversation.

Use of UWSD sign-in sheet at beginning.

Use of Hardwood Institute tools and “ground rules”

Use of UWSD demographic survey at the end of the community conversation.

Use of UWSD recommended community engagement strategies (ie. Humor, welcoming
atmosphere, emotional intelligence etc.)

Use of UWSD recommended logistical coordination

Use of UWSD recommended problem solving techniques for unexpected items (ie. Late
arrival, emotional outbursts etc.)

Use of post Community Conversation protocols or “debriefs” sessions to be completed
with note taker and the theme taker.

Protocols that Deviate from UWSD Community Conversations

Semi-structured initial prompting

Semi-structured thematic elements that are introduced to the group in flexible 10 minute
increments

The use of an incentive to draw participants ($10 Gift Cards to Von’s)

The use of a tape recorder in addition to that of a note taker.
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Appendix 2: Focus Group Letter Home

United (@ RUICLEN
||E\/fey) of San Diego County

¢

JYVASKYLAN YLIOPISTO
UNIVERSITY OF JYVASKYLA

Rowan Parents and Guardians Make Your Voice Heard This School Year!

Sign Up for a Group Discussion Today to Share Your
Thoughts and Ideas for Your Child's Schooll

October 11, 2017

Dear Parents and Guardians of || | | |GczczNzG.

My name is Charlotta Holt, the Student and Family Support intern at || iGN

. For my master’s degree, I am studying elementary education and I would like to
kindly invite you to participate in a research project for the Fall 2017 semester.

Parents/guardians will receive a $10 gift card to Von's for participat-
ing.

Data will be gathered through group discussions that will last a minimum of 45 minutes
and a maximum of one hour. There will be a total of three opportunities to participate in
a focus group this fall: October 26th, November 30th, and December 14th. Focus
groups will be limited to seven people at one time, and selection will be based on a first
come, first served basis.

Group discussions will talk about the following topics:
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e Your experiences at school events
e You experiences with teachers and school administration
o Discussing family life and school life

e Your desires and goals for your child

Everything discussed during the group conversations will be confidential. Fake names
will be used in the research report for all parents/guardians who participate.

To sign up for the first group discussion in October, visit the front of -
fice at Rowan Elementary by October 24™ and ask for the sign-up
sheet. You can also text or call Charlotta’s business cell at 619-560-
6319 to sign up.

Charlotta Holt

InternRowanES@gmail.com, 619-560-6319

Master of Education Candidate, University of Jyvaskyla

Student and Family Support Intern, United Way of San Diego County
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Appendix 3: Information Release Form

//é‘ LIVE UNITED ._%
-
JYVASKYLAN YLIOPISTO ;

UNIVERSITY OF JYVASKYLA e

AUTHORIZATION FOR RELEASE/EXCHANGE OF INFORMATION

, authorize the release of information
Parent/Guardian Name

between the Student & Family Support Intern in the Every Student, Every Day
initiative and partners who are planning to evaluate the collected data.

| understand that United Way’s ESED initiative and the University of Jyvaskyla
has an obligation to keep my personal information, identifying information, and
my records confidential.

The information which may be disclosed/exchanged includes:

—> transcripts from the group discussion with my personal name and identifying
information removed from the record

- the nature of work with Student & Family Support Intern (if applicable) with
personal name and identifying information removed from the record

—>demographic information from survey with personal name and identifying in-
formation removed from the record

| authorize ESED to share information with:

Name: University of Jyvaskyla, Finland

Agency, and specific office within agency: Department of Education
Contact information: charlotta.a.holt@student.jyu.fi

This form does not authorize release to any other person or agency except
the agency listed above. Unless revoked in writing, this release shall expire in
one (1) calendar year from the date it was signed. At that time all of the above
mention data will be destroyed.

In order for a revocation to be effective, United Way must receive the revocation
in writing. The revocation is to be given to the Student & Family Support Intern
and must contain the following:

e Client’s name and address

o Effective date of this authorization
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e The individual/agency authorized to receive protected health information
in this authorization

e Client’s desire to revoke this authorization

e The date of the revocation and the client’s signature

| understand that:

[l Signing a release form is completely voluntary. This release is limited to
what | write above. If | would like ESED to release information about me to
other individuals/agencies, | will need to sign another written, time-limited re-
lease.

"1 Releasing information about me could give another agency or person infor-
mation about my location and would confirm that | have been receiving ser-
vices from United Way’'s ESED initiative.

Ll 1 agree that a photocopy or fax of this authorization is considered as effective
as the original.

.1 1 may revoke this authorization at any time before the information has been
released.

| may retain a copy of this authorization. Initial here if you desire a copy

| confirm that the purpose of this form has been explained to me and | un-
derstand its content. | have discussed the pros and cons of authorizing
this release of information with the Student & Family Support Intern. My
signature below indicates my consent.

I confirm that | received the $10 Von’s gift card at the completion of the
group discussion, and am not expecting any other form of compensation
for my time.

Signature:

Date:
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Appendix 4: Demographic Survey

While this survey is completely confidential, certain demographic information will be helpful in
analyzing the data and identifying focus areas. If you do not wish to answer these questions,
feel free to skip over this section. However, we do encourage your response, and your input
will remain confidential. You will NOT be asked for your name.

What zip code do you live in?

Please identify your age.
8-15 16-34 35-54 55-74 75+

How do you describe your race or ethnic group? (If multi-racial, please check all that apply)
___Asian, Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander;

___Black, African American or of African descent;

____American Indian, Aleut, Native American or Alaskan Native;

____White, Caucasian, or of European descent;

___Other (Please write in)

Do you consider yourself Latino or Hispanic? ___Yes ___ No
How do you identify yourself? Female Male

What is your primary language?
___English

___Spanish
___Vietnamese
____Arabic

___Other (please write in)

Do you have children? _ Yes __ No
If yes, what are your children’s ages?

What is your family income?

__$0-20,000 __$20,001-40,000
__$40,001-60,000

__$60,001-80,000 __$80,001-100,000
__$100,001+

How would you rate the quality of the discussion?
___Excellent ___Good ___Fair ___Poor

As a result of this experience, how likely are you to get involved in other conversations and ac-
tivities about important community issues?

__ Lesslikely ___Equally likely ___More likely

Please use this space to write any additional comments about the discussion.
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