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ABSTRACT 
 
 

Family-School Communication Notebooks:  

An Effective Tool for Promoting Learning in Young Children with Special Needs? 

 

Christina Mary Lee Fiorvanti 

 
Research has demonstrated a consistent link between reports of parent-teacher 

relationship quality and various student outcomes within the general education, early childhood 

population. However, there remains a need to more fully understand the factors that contribute to 

parent-teacher partnerships and the mechanism through which they impact student progress. 

Consistent, frequent, honest, bi-directional communication is considered to be a key aspect of 

parent-teacher collaborative efforts, but limited research has objectively explored the content and 

quality of ongoing, day-to-day parent-teacher exchanges and how communication contributes to 

parent-teacher partnerships and student outcomes.  Furthermore, while many parents of children 

with special needs, particularly ASD, are not fully satisfied with their current level of 

communication and family-school partnering, there is little published research in this area for 

this population. 

Communication notebooks are a commonly used communication tool in special 

education classrooms around the country, especially for students who have difficulty 

communicating, such as those with ASD. Despite their widespread use and the time commitment 

they require of teachers and parents, minimal empirical research has explored how they are 

typically used and how they may be utilized to their maximum potential. The current study 

sought to systematically examine the content of family-school communication notebooks at two 



 

ABA preschools for young children with special needs. The Notebook Communication System 

(NCS), a reliable and valid coding tool developed specifically for this project, was used to 

analyze 60 communication notebooks. In addition, parents completed a survey on their 

partnership and communication with teachers, and teachers provided data on student progress on 

learning goals. This research investigated the association between notebook content over six 

months of the school year, the quality of parent-teacher partnerships from the parents’ 

perspective, parent report of familiarity with and reinforcement of educational goals at home, 

and student learning outcomes.  

While parent-teacher communication was not directly related to parent-teacher 

partnerships or student outcomes, other interesting relationships and findings about 

communication notebook use emerged. Results demonstrated that students’ verbal skills, teacher 

quality, and family income predicted student outcomes. In addition, the strength of parent-

teacher partnership predicted the frequency of parent practice at home.  The data revealed that 

parent and teacher use of the communication notebook was significantly related with regards to 

frequency as well as content. Within this sample, communication notebooks were useful for and 

desired by most families, especially those whose children were bussed to school and did not have 

opportunities for regular in-person meetings. Family demographic variables and student 

language level were found to have a significant impact on parent and teacher communication and 

collaboration. Clinical implications regarding parent-teacher partnerships and the use of 

communication notebooks for preschoolers with special needs are discussed along with 

directions for future research.
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Introduction 

 
Setting the Framework  

 
 Over the past several decades, families and researchers have advocated for more active 

parental involvement (PI)1 in special education decision-making, and this has been reflected in 

educational legislation (Christenson & Sheridan, 2001; Spann, Kohler, & Soenksen, 2003; 

Yoshida, Fenton, Kaufman, & Maxwell, 1978; Zablotsky, Boswell, & Smith, 2012). Early 

childhood legislation from the 60’s and 70’s, including the authorization of Head Start and other 

model preschool programs, began to encourage parent involvement in the form of parent 

training, however, decision-making was still in the hands of school professionals (Wehman, 

1998). The Education for All Handicapped Children Act (EHA) of 1975 marked a turning point 

in how individuals with disabilities were viewed in society, in the way they were identified and 

provided services, and in the role of families throughout this process (Wehman, 1998). The 

EHA, which exists today as the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act 

(IDEA), mandated an Individualized Educational Program (IEP) for every child with a disability 

and required that parent input be solicited and parent approval received for any classification or 

intervention to be given. This act acknowledged the importance of parents as experts on their 

child and their child’s needs. IDEA of 2004 continues to assert the mission of “strengthening the 

role and responsibility of parents and ensuring that families of [children with disabilities] have 

meaningful opportunities to participate in the education of their children…” IDEA advocates for 

parents as equals to school staff, who share in influencing their child’s special education 

experience and collaborate to identify their child’s needs and plans for effectively meeting those 

                                                
1 It should be noted that “parental involvement” (PI) is used in this manuscript as an umbrella term that includes all 
aspects of parent involvement in education. Parent-teacher communication and parent-teacher relationships are more 
specific types of parental involvement.  
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needs (Lines, Miller, & Arthur-Stanley, 2011; Spann, Kohler, & Soenksen, 2003; Zablotsky, 

Boswell, & Smith, 2012).  

The message of these legislative documents signifies a major shift and much progress 

from earlier mentalities when parents were often not valued as equal, important contributors to 

their child’s education and educational planning (Yoshida, Fenton, Kaufman, & Maxwell, 1978). 

The greater emphasis on parent involvement in educational legislation was predicated on the 

long held belief in the theoretical literature of the significance of parent involvement in education 

and, subsequently, the collection of empirical data supporting the hypothesis that parent 

involvement positively impacts student learning in general education populations (Hoover-

Dempsey & Sandler, 1995). Empirical research has consistently demonstrated a link between the 

quality of parent-teacher relationships and positive student outcomes, in terms of academics, 

social-emotional skills, and behavior problems, particularly during early childhood (Iruka, Winn, 

Kingsely, & Orthodoxou, 2011; Powell et al., 2010; Rimm-Kaufman, Pianta, Cox, & Bradley, 

2003; Serpell & Mashburn, 2011). Greater quantity of parent involvement has also been 

associated with better academic outcomes and fewer behavior problems in some studies (Powell, 

Son, File, & San-Juan, 2010). In summary, the research has drawn promising links between the 

strength of parent-teacher relationships and student outcomes during the early childhood years, 

and possible links between the amount of parent involvement and student outcomes. Notably, 

this research base is limited by the lack of consistency across studies in how concepts are defined 

and measured and the lack of inclusion of special education samples. 

More empirical research is needed to inform implementation of best practices in family-

school partnering, especially for students with disabilities. Research has demonstrated the 

promise of intensive interventions used with families and educators of children with ASD, such 
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as targeted consultation and parent training (e.g., Blair, Lee, Cho, & Dunlap, 2011; Brookman-

Frazee & Koegel, 2004; Koegel, Bimbela, & Schreibman, 1996; Moes & Frea, 2002; Ruble & 

Dalrymple, 2002), however, many schools and families do not have the available time and 

resources to devote to such intensive interventions. Even in its most basic form, family-school 

partnering is an effortful endeavor for all participants. Future research is needed to help elucidate 

the most effective family-school partnering practices for schools and families of children with 

special needs that require the least effort and fewest resources for the greatest benefit.  

Research to date shows promise that family-school partnering is important for students 

with disabilities, ASD especially, with regards to developing mutually agreed-upon learning 

plans specific to the individual child’s strengths and weaknesses and family priorities, allowing 

for increased learning opportunities and reinforcement at home which is related to generalization 

of skills, and potentially improving parent confidence and self-efficacy by allowing them to be 

meaningfully involved with their child’s education and treatment (Burrell & Borrego, 2012; 

Schreibman & Anderson, 2001; Stanley, 2011; Vosler-Hunter, 1989). However, current research 

does not explore the impact of schools’ and teachers’ typical partnering strategies on student 

outcomes for individuals with disabilities and it fails to reveal the mechanisms and ingredients 

that allow family-school collaboration to be maximized for this population. More specifically, 

there has been no published research that has explored the quality of parent-teacher relationships, 

in terms of collaboration and communication, using objective measures, for students with ASD, 

with an aim of informing areas of intervention that fit within a school and family’s current 

practices. This manuscript will review the literature on parent involvement, specifically for 

young children with special needs, theoretical models available for analyzing parent 

involvement, the research on parent-teacher communication, the barriers to parent-teacher 
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communication and collaboration, and the family-school experiences of parents of children with 

ASD and other special needs.  

 

Chapter One 

Review of the Literature: What do we know? 

Section 1.1 

Features of Children with ASD and the Roles of Their Parents  

The main areas of impairment for individuals with ASD include difficulties in 

communication, difficulties in socialization, and the display of restricted, repetitive patterns of 

behavior (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders- Fifth Edition, American 

Psychiatric Association, 2013). Children with ASD, especially young children, may be nonverbal 

and have limited communication skills. If they are verbal, they frequently have trouble speaking 

about events in the past and communicating information accurately. For these reasons, parents 

depend upon teachers to help them understand how their child is doing in school and to inform 

them of any triumphs or failures that take place in the classroom. Indicative of the term 

“spectrum,” individuals with ASD range from very low to very high functioning, each displaying 

a unique set of strengths and weaknesses. In this way, children with ASD require more 

individualized educational programs, necessitating more elaborate parent-teacher collaboration 

to pinpoint areas of priority. Additionally, ASD is a pervasive disorder, with even the most high-

functioning individuals requiring intensive intervention and ongoing therapy to function in their 

environments (Burrell & Borrego, 2012). Research has found that key factors that positively 

influence outcomes for children with ASD include the delivery of early intervention (EI) 
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services, efforts to generalize skills, intensive and continuous intervention, and more parent 

involvement (Burrell & Borrego, 2012). 

Researchers have attempted to articulate the many roles parents of a child with ASD can 

play that have a major beneficial impact on their child’s progress (Burrell & Borrego, 2012; 

Schreibman & Anderson, 2001). The research demonstrates that more hours of therapy produce 

better results for children with ASD (Burrell & Borrego, 2012). Building off of that finding that 

more intervention is better, many researchers and clinicians believe that parents and family 

members should be utilized to help deliver more services in more environments, especially in 

terms of self-care, behavior, and social skills, which have a functional impact on family life. One 

strategy for getting parents and family members involved in treatment is to have them trained in 

a specific intervention model, such as applied behavior analysis (ABA; Crockett, Fleming, 

Doepke, & Stevens, 2007) or pivotal response training (PRT; Koegel, Bimbela, & Schreibman, 

1996), a technique which focuses on skill-building in critical areas of development through play 

and natural motivators, in the home. Notably, these interventions require much dedication and 

time on the part of both families and trainers, and require parents to take on the role of formal 

educators of their children.  

Another way to get parents and family members involved is to improve communication 

and collaboration between educators and family members so that parents feel free to discuss their 

priorities and concerns for their child to better inform goals and share their child’s preferences to 

improve treatment success (Burrell & Borrego, 2012). Additionally, if parents are aware of and 

in agreement with their child’s educational goals as developed by the educational team, they can 

provide positive reinforcement and attention when such targeted behaviors are displayed at home 

and in other non-school environments. When skills are reinforced naturally in numerous settings 
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by individuals who are consistent in a child’s life, they are more likely to generalize and become 

part of a student’s skill repertoire (Burrell & Borrego, 2012).  

Schreibman and Anderson (2001) advocate for greater integration of services for children 

with ASD, including the utilization of family members as experts about their child and potential 

providers of therapy. Integration allows for individualized treatment that meets a child’s needs 

and is consistent across settings, providers, and programs, improving generalization and 

maintenance of learned skills. An added benefit of these types of involvement activities for 

families affected by ASD is that parents who can meaningfully participate in their child’s 

treatment, even in a limited way, tend to feel more valued and appreciated, increasing their 

confidence and self-efficacy to make a difference for their child and contribute to their success 

(Burrell & Borrego, 2012; Schreibman & Anderson, 2001). These findings become more salient 

in light of data indicating that parents of children with ASD and other special needs often 

experience very high stress and feel ineffective in their parenting, especially when the child is 

newly diagnosed (Brookman-Frazee & Koegel, 2004; Burrell & Borrego, 2012). Parents of 

children with ASD appear to be particularly in need of increased parenting confidence, and thus 

would benefit from increased collaboration and involvement with their child’s education and 

treatment. Furthermore, parent involvement in treatment leads to increased generalizability of 

skills and more hours of intervention for children, which are associated with better child 

outcomes (Burrell & Borrego, 2012, Schreibman & Anderson, 2001).  

Section 1.2 

Perspectives and Experiences of Parents of Children with ASD and other Disabilities in 

Working with Schools and Educators 
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The consensus among legislators and researchers is that family-school collaboration is a 

significant ingredient for student success and collaborative parent-professional relationships are 

being encouraged for all students, especially children with special needs (Lines, Miller, and 

Arthur-Stanley, 2011; Stanley, 2011). However, schools are struggling to establish this goal and 

family-school partnering is still sporadic and disjointed. Furthermore, despite the many benefits 

of integration of services and parent involvement in the treatment of children with ASD, research 

demonstrates that comprehensive coordination of services and cooperation between stakeholders 

is unfortunately not the norm for this population (Schreibman & Anderson, 2001). Parents of 

children with special needs, particularly ASD, report feeling under-valued, ignored, and under-

utilized in schools, as their expertise about their child is not acknowledged or encouraged by 

teachers2 (Cheatham & Ostrosky, 2011; Stanley, 2008). Research indicates that many 

educational decisions about students with special needs are made without the important step of 

parent-teacher discussion and collaboration about the issue (Stanley, 2008). Several studies have 

used parent interviews and focus groups to qualitatively examine the experiences of parents of 

children with ASD (Kohler, 1999; Spann, Kohler, & Soenksen, 2003; Starr, Foy, & Cramer, 

2001; Stoner et al., 2005; Stoner & Angell, 2006; Whitaker, 2007; Zablotsky, Boswell, & Smith, 

2012). This research is valuable because parent-teacher collaboration is particularly challenging 

for children with ASD; “Parent satisfaction with services within special education cannot be 

assumed for autism as the disorder has many different challenges, for example, the lack of shared 

understanding about the disorder and the individual differences for each student” (Vacco, 2002). 

                                                
2 It should be noted that the words “teacher,” “educator,” “educational professional,” etc. are used interchangeably 
throughout this manuscript. When research is discussed, the term used by the author of the article is used. If 
specialized service providers, such as speech-language pathologists or occupational therapists, are included in a 
group with other educational professionals, this is specified and a broader term (i.e., service providers) is used. 
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Stoner et al. (2005) used multiple interviews, observations, and document reviews to 

explore the perceptions of eight parents of young children (6-8 years old) with ASD about their 

relationships with teachers. Cross-case analyses revealed ups and downs for families throughout 

the educational process. Parents struggled with mistrust for educational professionals early in 

their child’s journey with ASD, as they fought for an accurate diagnosis. Once a diagnosis was 

given, parents spent a great deal of time educating themselves about the disorder. Notably, these 

parents considered themselves to have much expertise about ASD and believed they were on an 

equal level with teachers. When home-based early intervention services were obtained, parents 

were relieved and enjoyed the collaboration with professionals, as there were frequent 

opportunities for contact. Satisfaction and trust suffered when formal schooling began as this 

sample of parents reported that IEP meetings and the struggle to advocate for services for their 

children were confusing and complicated tasks. When trust was low and parents felt their child’s 

needs were not being met, they became confrontational rather than problem solving with the 

school to address the issue. Parents reported that when communication was limited, they had 

more difficulty trusting teachers, placing a strain on the relationship. Stoner et al. (2005) found 

that parents of children with ASD placed a priority on open, honest, frequent communication 

with teachers because their children were unable to communicate effectively and they relied on 

teachers for information about their child’s progress. Parents voiced their desire for daily, high- 

quality communication with teachers, including both good and bad news. For example, while all 

parents maintained communication notebooks with their child’s teacher, these notebooks were 

only considered to be a helpful tool for parents if they were used honestly by teachers to 

highlight both areas of accomplishment for the day and areas of concern; the use of the notebook 

to report only good news was assumed to be dishonest and unhelpful (Stoner & Angell, 2006). 
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These data were re-analyzed by Stoner and Angell (2006) to answer research questions 

specifically related to parental roles and role engagement in their relationships with teachers. 

Four roles were identified: “negotiator,” “monitor,” “supporter,” and “advocate.” One significant 

finding was that roles developed and changed over time rather than remaining stable, indicating 

they are influenced by environmental and situational, rather than just family, factors. The role of 

supporter was an important and helpful one as this role involved parents encouraging and 

assisting their child’s teachers, as they worked toward shared goals. One influential task of the 

parent as supporter was their reinforcement of the child’s learning goals at home to improve 

consistency across settings. The study found that parental role engagement was impacted by 

parents’ degree of trust in teachers. Parents were more likely to act as supporters and fulfill other 

helpful roles when they trusted teachers. Furthermore, parents’ reported trust in teachers was 

built on individual personal experiences that affected the development of the relationship.  

Angell, Stoner, and Shelden (2009) interviewed 16 mothers of children with disabilities 

to better understand factors that influence parents’ trust in education professionals. This sample 

of parents reported being more likely to trust teachers that demonstrated “authentic caring,” 

communicated frequently and honestly, and had expertise about a child’s disability.  

Kohler (1999) interviewed 25 families of young children (ages 3-9 years old) diagnosed 

with ASD on various topics, including the nature and degree of family involvement in education 

and satisfaction/concerns. His sample reported dissatisfaction about their communication with 

teachers, their involvement with interventions, and their ability to access needed services. The 

majority of parents (60%) indicated that professionals did not communicate well. Many parents 

felt that teachers did not listen to parents, and therefore failed to recognize parent’s expertise and 

wealth of important information about their children.  
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 In a slightly larger study in which 45 families of children (4 to 18 years old) with ASD 

were interviewed by phone, the findings were more variable (Spann, Kohler, & Soenksen, 2003). 

While many parents felt that pressing needs were not met for their children, the amount of 

parental satisfaction was influenced by the age of the student. Parents of younger children 

reported higher quality parent-teacher relationships, greater parent satisfaction, more family-

school communication, and more PI than parents of older children. However, only 45% of 

parents of children aged 4-5 years communicated with the school on a daily basis, while 

researchers have noted that children at these ages likely need daily home-school communication 

(Porter, 2008; Stoner et al., 2005). Furthermore, many parents noted that they had to initiate the 

communication themselves. This finding is concerning as families in which confidence and self-

efficacy are lacking would be less likely to initiate contact on their own and would probably rely 

on an invitation from the teacher. Finally, the majority of parents were not highly satisfied with 

the IEP process, regardless of age. Parents reported that the IEP was often complete before the 

meeting even began, limiting their ability to participate and contribute their opinions about their 

child’s needs and goals. It should be noted that parents in this study may not be representative of 

all parents of children with ASD as these parents were involved with a support group and, 

therefore, may have more assistance available to them than other families.  

Zablotsky, Boswell, and Smith (2012) used data from a large national sample to compare 

families of children with ASD to families of children with other disabilities and families of 

typically developing children, in terms of PI in education. Families of school-aged children were 

interviewed by phone about school involvement, satisfaction with their child’s school, 

satisfaction with their child’s IEP, and communication with the school. Parents of children with 

ASD were more likely to be dissatisfied with the amount of communication with their child’s 
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school as compared to parents of children with other disabilities and parents of typically 

developing children. Parents of children with ASD were also more likely than other parents to be 

involved in their child’s schooling, such as by attending conferences, meeting with counselors, 

and helping with homework. Interestingly, there was a positive correlation between the amount 

of PI and the degree of parental satisfaction for students with other disabilities and no 

disabilities, but not for students with ASD. There was a negative correlation within the ASD 

group between comorbidity and parental satisfaction, indicating parents of children with greater 

symptomatology were less satisfied with their family-school relationships. 

A study looking at satisfaction among parents of children with ASD using questionnaire 

data found that parent satisfaction was related to components of the parent-teacher relationship 

(Whitaker, 2007). First, satisfaction was influenced by how well parents felt the school 

understood and empathized with their child’s difficulties. Parents were particularly grateful when 

teachers elicited and utilized parent input and expertise. Second, the presence of high-quality, 

two-way home-school communication impacted parental satisfaction. Specifically, “dissatisfied” 

parents cited poor communication as a major concern whereas “satisfied” parents noted good 

communication as a source of support from the school. Third, satisfaction was affected by the 

quality of home-school relationships. The data demonstrated that 80% of “satisfied” parents 

reported a good home-school relationship compared with only 41% of “dissatisfied” parents. In 

contrast to Spann, Kohler, and Soenksen (2003), age of child was not found to be a moderator of 

parental satisfaction.  

A limitation of the previously discussed studies is that only one source of information 

was used, parent perception, and no independent data were collected to corroborate parent 
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reports. While these studies are helpful in understanding the perspectives of parents, it is also 

critical to analyze parent and teacher interactive data in order to understand their relationships.  

Sperry, Whaley, Shaw, and Brame (1999) conducted focus groups with parents and 

service providers for children with ASD under the age of 8. The data were analyzed to determine 

points of convergence and divergence between the groups, as well as the barriers and facilitators 

of collaboration. Families and professionals converged on their value for collaboration; both 

groups wanted to share mutual respect and work together toward common goals. However, 

families also wanted more control and choice than they currently had; they wanted to have a say 

over their child’s services and to gain confidence in their ability to help. These data indicate that 

regardless of how much collaboration is taking place between parents and teachers of children 

with ASD, the stakeholders desire to work together toward shared goals. 

 While teachers and parents are often eager to collaborate, family-school conflicts are very 

common and can cause a negative impact on student progress. Lake and Billingsley (2000) 

explored factors that engender family-school conflict for families of children with disabilities. 

Parents, school officials and mediators who had been involved with special education mediation 

cases were interviewed and participants identified several factors that exacerbated conflict within 

school-family negotiations. First, parents often felt that schools had different views of their 

child’s difficulties and needs, causing strain over how to best help the child. Families also felt 

that schools focused too much on negative aspects of their child and did not highlight their 

strengths enough. Second, families and schools reported a lack of effective strategies for problem 

solving and communicating necessary information, causing parents to feel that they were not 

being fully informed. Third, conflict was increased when parents and teachers felt undervalued, 

such as by not being asked for their input. Parents and teachers also reported that they did not 
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always have the same priorities, causing tension, especially when goals were not openly 

discussed. Fourth, power struggles greatly increased hostility. Fifth, problems with 

communication contributed to conflict in many ways, such as when communication was 

infrequent, perceived as incomplete, difficult to understand, or when individuals failed to 

respond to contact in expected ways. Finally, the amount of trust parents had for educators and 

school personnel shaped the development of a conflict. With high trust, parents were able to 

overlook minor incidents and expect the school had good intentions, but with low trust, parents 

assumed the worst and problems escalated much more rapidly. These factors provide insight into 

possible interventions for reducing and preventing family-school conflicts before they begin. 

Section 1.3 
 
Theoretical Models for Analyzing Parental Involvement 
 
 Over the past thirty or so years, during which PI has become a key area of interest in 

education, several theoretical frameworks have been proposed to better understand the various 

elements of this issue. Researchers have postulated about many relevant questions, including 

what PI is, why certain parents become involved and some do not, what motivates individuals to 

get involved, why PI is beneficial to students, what ideal family-school relationships look like, 

and areas for potential intervention. Notably, the vast majority of theoretical frameworks have 

been developed with a general education population in mind. There are few theoretical 

frameworks developed specifically to understand the family-school interactions of children with 

special needs, particularly ASD. This is not to say that none of the available theoretical 

frameworks are relevant, but most have to be adapted in some way to specifically understand the 

many intricacies of PI for a special needs population.  
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Turnbull and Turnbull (2001) provide valuable insight into the progression of roles 

parents of children with disabilities have played in relation to their children’s education. 

Historically, parents of children with disabilities have been blamed as the source of their child’s 

problems; urged to become organization members, service developers, teachers, and political 

advocates; and expected be passive recipients of professionals’ decisions about their children. 

Fortunately, over time, educational legislation advanced to enable parents to become educational 

decision makers for their children and many professionals now value and encourage parents to 

collaborate. A critical element of Turnbull and Turnbull’s (2001) model is that while parents of 

children with disabilities can and still do fulfill many of these important roles (serving on 

committees, advocating for their child’s rights, helping to determine the appropriate services for 

their child, delivering interventions in the home), it is not fair for them to be expected to do more 

than they are willing and able to do. While they should always feel supported by the 

professionals in their lives and feel that their input and involvement is desired, this framework 

asserts that parents of children with disabilities should not feel obliged to be anything beyond 

great parents. Turnbull and Turnbull’s (2001) work also highlights the shift in stakeholders as 

society has come to value the role of all invested family members in supporting the child with 

special needs as opposed to just the parents (or just the mother).  

Vosler-Hunter (1989) developed another helpful theoretical framework for understanding 

family-school collaboration among families of children with disabilities. His theory rests on five 

key elements that promote collaboration within this population: respect, communication, 

information, sharing, and equality. First, stakeholders should have mutual respect for one 

another’s skills and knowledge; parents and teachers are both experts and should be valued for 

what they have to offer. Second, it is critical for communication to be open, honest and clear, 
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with no jargon and the opportunity to seek clarification in case of misunderstanding. Similarly, 

the third element involves two-way sharing of all relevant information. Fourth, parents and 

teachers must share mutually agreed upon goals and priorities. Finally, the fifth component is 

that planning and decision-making should be shared with equal opportunities for involvement.  

Vosler-Hunter’s (1989) elements establish an ideal framework for collaboration within special 

education. The guiding principle for his work, which unfortunately is yet to become a reality for 

many families, is that services should reflect the needs and priorities of the child and the family, 

and families should be welcomed as full participants in planning and delivering services. He also 

discussed that a major barrier to effective collaboration involves the idea of the professional as 

somehow more knowledgeable than the parent, while in truth, both parents and professionals are 

possess valuable information and insight about the child.  

Porter’s (2002; 2008) work also addressed the issues caused by power imbalance within 

family-school relationships. She developed a theoretical framework based upon the hypothesis 

that parent-teacher relationships are negatively impacted by an underlying power differential. 

Throughout history, the power dynamics between parents and teachers have shifted. Initially, 

teachers were dominant and viewed as the experts while parents were seen as those seeking help 

and advice. In time, the work of parents and teachers aligned as they shared the same goals, but 

they only worked in parallel, without collaboration. Next, parents and teachers began to work 

together and share information, but teachers were still the experts who were fixing the problem 

and helping the parents. Finally, parents and teachers began to collaborate by sharing decision-

making power and allowing parents to showcase their expertise and strengths. Many schools and 

families are still experiencing an earlier phase and have not yet begun to truly collaborate.  
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Based on this progression of power dynamics, Porter (2002; 2008) identified four styles 

of parent-teacher relationships that operate along a continuum of which party is in “control.”  In 

the “professional-driven” style, teachers are in control, information flows from teachers to 

parents (one-directional), teachers help parents by giving advice, and passive compliance is 

expected from parents. The “family-allied” style involves parents and teachers working towards 

the same goals, but parents are still expected to follow teacher suggestions for how to best help 

the child. The “family-centered” style views parents and teachers as equals who both possess 

valuable expertise and share responsibilities for planning, decision-making, and implementation. 

Parents and teachers have different, but complementary, roles. The “family-driven” style places 

the control with families as parents choose their level of participation and make their priorities 

known to the teacher, who strives to meet these needs as best as possible. Stanley (2008) 

discusses the work of Porter in terms of its relevance to children with special needs and ASD. 

While most schools operate along “professional-driven” and “family-allied” styles, Stanley 

conjectured that families of children with ASD would likely benefit from schools that operate 

along “family-centered” or “family-driven” styles.  

Porter’s styles show similarities with the four models of school-home interactions 

developed by Swap (1993, as cited in Christenson & Sheridan, 2001). In the Protective Model, 

the school was responsible for educating the child and parental interference was unwelcome. In 

the School-to-Home Transmission Model, there was some communication from the school to the 

family and parents were expected to support the school’s efforts through compliance. The 

Curriculum-Enrichment Model shifted drastically to acknowledge parent expertise and the value 

in school-family cooperation. Finally, in the Partnership Model, schools and families work 

together toward shared goals.  
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Vickers and Minke (1995) highlighted the fact that research focused upon “collaborative 

partnerships” and quality of parent-teacher interactions and attitudes, in contrast to basic 

involvement and participation, is grounded in Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory of 

child development. Bronfenbrenner’s model includes multiple systems and sub-systems that all 

affect the child at the center and also interact with and impact one another (Lines, Miller, & 

Arthur-Stanley, 2011). The meso-system is the term used to describe the interactive processes 

between sub-systems, for example, the relationship between a child’s parents and the child’s 

teacher. The quality of connections across systems is important in terms of the collective impact 

on the child. Vickers and Minke (1995) developed a theoretical model to attempt to understand 

the mechanisms within the parent-teacher meso-system. They hypothesized that the family 

systems constructs of cohesion (feelings of emotional connections between people) and 

adaptability (flexibility to the other person’s needs) could explain the relationship between 

parents and teachers. They found that only certain components of these constructs were 

supported within the parent-teacher meso-system and therefore adapted their model to include 

the modified constructs of “joining” and “communication to others.” Their theory states that 

good parent-teacher relationships are built when individuals can join (which involves supporting 

one another, being dependable, having mutual trust and respect, and sharing expectations and 

values) and when they exhibit good communication to the other party.  

Hoover-Dempsey et al. (2005) attempted to understand why certain parents are more 

likely to get involved than others. Their theory identified two main motivators of involvement: 

parental role construction and parental sense of efficacy. Parental role construction refers to the 

socially-constructed beliefs parents have about what is expected and important for them to do in 

relation to their child’s education. Parental self-efficacy refers to the extent to which parents 
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believe they can make a difference and produce desired outcomes in their child’s education. 

Another variable identified as impacting parent’s motivation to be involved is the degree to 

which others invite them to get involved and demonstrate that involvement is encouraged and 

welcome. Invitations can come from the school, the teacher, or the child himself. This 

component is important because it is easily changeable and promotes shared responsibility. 

Parents often get blamed for being “hard to reach” but research indicates that teacher practices 

better predict family involvement in education than parent characteristics (Benson, Karlof, & 

Siperstein, 2008; Dauber & Epstein, 1993, as cited in Christenson & Sheridan, 2001). 

Additionally, Hoover-Dempsey’s model states that involvement is moderated by parents’ life 

contexts, such as the possession of free time, energy, and usable skills. Schools and teachers 

should work to find ways for parents to be involved that fit within their unique schedules and 

maximize available family resources. Finally, teachers’ sense of efficacy in working with 

families impacts their ability to effectively involve parents. Many teachers have not been trained 

in the development parent-teacher relationships and may have limited success for that reason.  

 Porter (2008) similarly emphasizes the significance of self-efficacy for both parents and 

teachers. She hypothesizes that teachers’ perceptions about themselves, particularly their self-

efficacy and confidence, as well as teachers’ perceptions about their students’ parents, influences 

teacher effectiveness in communicating with families. More specifically, Porter’s theory states 

that collaboration can only happen when teachers have high self-efficacy and good perceptions 

about the parent. When teachers have poor perceptions of themselves or poor perceptions of the 

parent, communication and collaboration are sacrificed. This idea is also reflected by 

Christenson and Sheridan (2001) as they emphasize the significance of parent and teacher 

attitudes. To be successful collaborators, teachers must preserve a perspective that avoids blame, 
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values family involvement and different viewpoints, emphasizes strengths, and maintains mutual 

respect. In conjunction, parent’s sense of self-efficacy empowers them to get involved. 

According to Porter’s theory, teachers can support parent’s self-efficacy in several ways. 

Teachers should be responsive to the individual parent’s needs, provide accessible information, 

and help parents to obtain additional services as needed, while still allowing parents to be in 

control of their families and never undermining them. Paget and Chapman (1992, in Christenson 

& Conoley) presented a similar model targeted towards the preschool population. They identified 

the key component of their paradigm as the preschool’s responsibility to nurture and support the 

parents, enabling the parents to nurture and support the child. This process was complemented by 

both the parents and preschool accepting constructive feedback.  

 Christenson and Sheridan (2001) developed a model of home-school interaction outlining 

the critical elements necessary to build “authentic family-school partnerships.” They discuss the 

4 A’s that contribute to strong home-school relations: Approach, Attitude, Atmosphere, and 

Action. Approach refers to policies and practices of the school that lay the groundwork for what 

is expected of family-school interactions. Attitude encompasses the beliefs and perspectives of 

stakeholders about family-school relationships. Atmosphere includes the physical elements 

within the school that serve to welcome families and encourage family-school relations, 

including the opportunity for frequent, high-quality interactions among stakeholders. Finally, 

Action is the process of implementing the other “A’s” in the form of activities and strategies that 

build family-school partnerships. The 4 A’s are largely interrelated and revolve around key 

values, such as trust, mutual respect, common goals, and relationships.  

Christenson and Sheridan (2001) also proposed a model to describe how stakeholders fit 

into the picture of strong family-school connections. It is essential for stakeholders to fully 
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understand, through discussion and clarification, their rights, roles, and responsibilities, and 

resources, the 3 R’s. As far as roles, there is a discrepancy between public opinion and best 

practice. Many teachers and schools believe that parents should fill three major roles in relation 

to their child’s education: volunteer, fund-raiser, and homework helper. However, the U.S. 

Department of Education proposed more meaningful roles that should be shared between 

families and schools. Referred to as co-roles, the DOE advocates for parents and teachers as “co-

communicators,” “co-supporters,” “co-learners,” “co-teachers,” and “co-decision makers.” While 

roles are important, Christenson and Sheridan went further to affirm that the relationships 

between stakeholders are of utmost significance. According to their model, relationships should 

always be prioritized over roles to keep the focus on the collaborative work and communication. 

It is necessary for everyone to understand and perform their role, but outcomes will suffer if 

there is not a strong relationship as the foundation. They point out that there is always a family-

school relationship, whether it is characterized by trust, frequent communication, and positive 

feelings, or is of poor quality.  

Epstein (2001) uses a model of overlapping spheres of influence between family, school, 

and community, similar to that of Bronfenbrenner. The spheres constantly shift to overlap more 

or less, depending upon the variables of time and previous experience. Epstein also developed a 

framework to define PI based on the various activities that may be involved. Specifically, she 

outlines six types of involvement: parenting (family obligations in the home), communicating 

(exchanging information about students’ educational progress), volunteering (parent involvement 

in school activities), learning at home, decision-making, and collaborating with the community. 

Factors, such as a parent’s prior partnering experiences, the attitudes of the school staff, and the 

age of the student, impact the prevalence of these types of involvement and the influence they 
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may have on students, parents, and teachers (Lines, Miller, & Arthur-Stanley, 2011). The second 

type of involvement, communication, has gotten much attention from theorists in this field as a 

requirement for effective collaboration and good relationships. 

Theorists and researchers have proposed several components of positive, high-quality 

communication. Key aspects for educators in communicating with parents are hypothesized to 

include: sharing important information, showing empathy, using active listening skills, 

communicating regularly (everyday for early childhood classrooms), balancing positive and 

negative comments, being responsive to parent requests, asking the parent for his/her input and 

assistance, using a common language, not using jargon, and not giving directives (Christenson & 

Sheridan, 2001; Epstein, 2001; Lines, Miller, & Arthur-Stanley, 2011; Porter, 2002; 2008; 

Turnbull & Turnbull, 2001; Whitaker, 2007).  

Epstein’s (2001) perspective is that teachers are largely responsible for setting the 

framework of communication; “teachers build boundaries or build connections depending on 

how they communicate with parents” and what information they choose to share. However, 

while educators may set the expectations in terms of communication, theorists agree that two-

way communication between families and schools is the ultimate goal (Christenson & Sheridan, 

2001; Epstein, 2001; Lines, Miller, & Arthur-Stanley, 2011; Vosler-Hunter, 1989). The aims and 

guidelines of communication are influenced by the desire to equalize power within home-school 

relationships. Giving advice and using language that may not be understood fully by parents (i.e., 

jargon) are two main ways in which teachers exercise power over parents (Porter, 2002). On the 

contrary, power is in balance when a common language is used and teachers and parents work 

together to problem solve and brainstorm ideas. Paget and Chapman (1992, in Christenson & 

Conoley) theorize that communication is a tool to form and enhance partnerships that should 
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include casual interactions; “informal and spontaneous communication creates an important 

context within which more formal communication can effectively take place” (p. 275). 

While many popular theories on family-school relationships were written several years 

ago, recent attempts have been made to summarize and refine the theories based upon the 

developments in education over the past few years (Lines, Miller, & Arthur-Stanley, 2011). 

Lines et al. (2011) do not include anything that would be considered new or surprising in their 

model of “Family-School Partnering (FSP)”, but they skillfully incorporate the key components 

of earlier theories and present them in an approachable way for educators to employ. FSP 

prioritizes relationships and communication, it is a reciprocal arrangement in which families and 

schools are considered equal, and it is a verb, referring to the ongoing, long-term nature of 

family-school interactions. FSP’s core model is comprised of 4 processes or goals: build 

relationships, create welcoming settings, provide two-way communication, and educate partners.  

Lines et al. (2011) emphasized that taking time to build relationships is particularly 

important when a family’s sense of efficacy is weak and at the beginning of schooling, in early 

childhood education. Creating welcoming settings ventures beyond the physical environment of 

the school to provide involvement opportunities for those who cannot be physically present at 

school on a regular basis, such as by offering various forms of communication and flexible 

timeframes. Communication should be balanced with strengths and weaknesses and easy for 

parents to understand or clarify if needed. Ideally, parents are consulted about their 

communication preferences and feedback is routinely gathered to make improvements.  

 Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (1995) presented a theoretical model to attempt to explain 

why PI matters for children. In other words, they hypothesized how parent involvement 

positively influences a student’s educational outcomes. They identified three “mechanisms of 
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influence” including: modeling, reinforcement, and instruction. The extent to which these 

activities produce meaningful, positive change in student outcomes is moderated by the parent’s 

use of developmentally appropriate activities and the congruence between the content of these 

activities and the content that is valued by the school. Notably, this theory is meant to explain 

how parent involvement leads to benefits for typical children in general education classrooms 

and considers the major outcomes of parent involvement to be a gain in children’s knowledge 

and sense of efficacy in terms of academic success. The theory does not address mechanisms of 

influence on students’ social or behavioral outcomes.  

In order to modify this theory to apply to young children with special needs, particularly 

ASD, it is likely that all of the mechanisms would not be relevant. For example, young children 

with ASD would not likely have the theory of mind necessary to benefit from their parents’ 

modeling their value of education; they would not make the connection that their parent’s value 

for education should make them value education. Direct instruction would be relevant but would 

look different, as parents of children with ASD might be more likely to teach their children how 

to start an appropriate conversation rather than how to do long division. The mechanism of 

reinforcement is the most relevant construct as children with ASD are known to respond very 

well to positive reinforcement and are likely to increase the frequency of behaviors that earn 

them rewards, or attention and praise, if these social forms of reinforcement are associated with 

secondary reinforcement. The difference is that the things being reinforced for children with 

ASD may be very different than those being reinforced for typically developing children, for 

example, children with ASD might be reinforced for making eye contact or initiating a social 

interaction while typically developing children might be reinforced for completing homework. 
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 In summary, many theorists have hypothesized about the key components for creating 

positive home-school relations. Some of the aspects that are currently being emphasized are clear 

in the changing vocabulary used to describe this area of research. “Partnering,” “partnership” and 

“relationship” are now used to describe the process instead of “involvement” (Epstein, 2001; 

Lines, Miller, & Arthur-Stanley, 2011) and the stakeholders have expanded from parents and 

teachers to families and schools (Lines, Miller, & Arthur-Stanley, 2011; Turnbull & Turnbull, 

2001). Common themes for best practice in family-school partnering include the importance of 

shared power and shared responsibility, invitations and support for involvement, and the 

recognition of individual family differences (Christenson & Sheridan, 2001; Lines, Miller, & 

Arthur-Stanley, 2011). It is critical that all parties feel that their expertise and unique ideas are 

valued and necessary (Vosler-Hunter, 1989). This is an achievable goal when teachers and 

parents build a bi-directional, mutually respectful partnership with shared power (Porter, 2002; 

2008; Stanley, 2008). Family-school collaboration is an attitude and set of values as much as it is 

an activity; it is essential that stakeholders believe in the power of working together toward 

mutual goals (Christenson & Sheridan, 2001). While family-school partnering is a bi-directional 

process, schools are responsible for supporting teachers to build self-efficacy in this area, as well 

as establishing an environment that welcomes and encourages parent involvement (Paget & 

Chapman, 1992; Porter, 2008). Teachers who are confident and feel supported by their schools 

are better able to support parent involvement. While it is important that all families feel that 

collaboration is supported and encouraged, it is critical for schools to accept that this will look 

different for different families and there is not one correct way for families to be involved 

(Christenson & Sheridan, 2001). It is also important that teachers understand and respect the 

many barriers to involvement that families experience. The same partnering approach will not 
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work for every family, just as the same educational approach will not work for every child 

(Christenson & Sheridan, 2001).  

 While many theorists agree on the principal ingredients of strong family-school 

relationships, Porter (2002) promulgates a stronger stance. In her opinion, collaboration still 

gives more power and control to professionals as parents are much more likely to consult 

teachers than teachers are to consult parents. Many parents do not understand the education 

system and do not have the confidence to collaborate effectively. For these reasons, Porter goes 

beyond family-school collaboration to promote family-driven parent-teacher relationships. In her 

model, families have control over their level of participation and choose how they want to be 

involved. Key differences in Porter’s theory include: teachers listen more to parents than parents 

listen to teachers, families’ needs (in addition to child’s needs) are considered in developing a 

child’s educational program, and services are not imposed upon families. In addition, parents 

play a key role in decision making, which helps to empower them and give them confidence in 

working with the school to help their child.  

Section 1.4 
 
The Evidence for Parent Involvement in General and in Early Childhood  
 

While it is typically considered good practice and frequently encouraged for schools and 

families to collaborate, the research literature on the effects of PI is wide but shallow with many 

qualitative, anecdotal articles and few high-quality, empirical studies. Fan and Chen (2001) 

conducted a meta-analysis on the effects of PI on student outcomes and found major 

inconsistencies in how PI has been operationalized and how clearly researchers have described 

their definitions and measurements. It was not possible to generalize results across different 
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definitions of PI, indicating that the way PI is operationalized is relevant to its impact (Fan & 

Chen, 2001).  

In closely reviewing individual articles in the field, research has demonstrated that 

higher-quality parent-teacher relationships are related to higher academic achievement and more 

developed social-emotional skills in students (Iruka, Winn, Kingsely, & Orthodoxou, 2011; Izzo, 

Weissberg, Kasprow, & Fendrich, 1999; Powell et al., 2010: Rimm-Kaufman, Pianta, Cox, & 

Bradley, 2003; Serpell & Mashburn, 2011), whereas the degree of PI has generally not been 

associated with student progress or, in a few instances, has been correlated with more student 

behavior problems (Izzo, Weissberg, Kasprow, & Fendrich, 1999; Rimm-Kaufman, Pianta, Cox, 

& Bradley, 2003; Serpell & Mashburn, 2011). In analyzing the specific characteristics of each 

study, the inconsistency in the literature about the effects of PI on student educational outcomes 

appears to be largely due to studies employing different definitions of PI, different forms of 

measurement, and different samples. In order to draw more informative and relevant conclusions 

from the existing research, special interest was given to articles that employed early childhood, 

special needs samples, focused upon quality of parent-teacher relationships, emphasized 

objective methods, and utilized strong research designs. 

In order to explore the differential effects of parent involvement as a function of the 

characteristics of the sample, particular attention was paid to studies that included an early 

childhood sample with students with special needs, particularly ASD. Notably, no known 

published articles have specifically explored the correlation between the quality of parent-teacher 

relationships and subsequent outcomes for young students with identified disabilities. Early 

childhood general education populations have been better represented in the research, drawing 

promising links between parent-teacher relationships and student outcomes at this age.  
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Iruka et al. (2011) conducted a large-scale study with a low-income kindergarten sample 

and found that the reported strength of parent-teacher relationships was positively related to 

student social competence and negatively related to student aggression, with variables measured 

by questionnaires completed by both parents and teachers. Another large-scale cross-sectional 

kindergarten study found a positive relationship between parent attitudes toward education as 

reported by the teacher, such as the parent’s willingness to communicate with the teacher, and 

student outcomes in academics, social skills, and behavior, assessed by both teacher 

questionnaires and objective classroom observations, with data collected in the spring (Rimm-

Kaufman, Pianta, Cox, & Bradley, 2003). Specifically, better parent attitudes were associated 

with fewer behavioral problems, higher social competence, and higher math and language scores 

in students. In contrast, this study found a much weaker positive association between family 

involvement in school-related activities and student outcomes.  

An analysis of parents, teachers, and students in state-funded pre-kindergarten programs 

found that children with stronger parent-reported parent-school relationships had higher 

academic, social, and behavioral outcomes, with medium effect sizes. Specifically, parent reports 

of perceived teacher responsiveness to their needs positively predicted student social, behavioral, 

and reading scores in the expected directions. Student social skills and behavior were rated by 

teachers on the Social Skills Rating System and academic achievement was measured with the 

Woodcock-Johnson Tests of Achievement in the fall and spring of the preschool year, allowing 

initial performance to be controlled. In addition, this study found that more parent school 

involvement, as assessed by parent survey report of frequency of participation in school 

activities, was also positively related to student social skills and math scores, and negatively 

related to problem behaviors, (Powell, Son, File, & San-Juan, 2010).  
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Another recent study examined family-school relations with a longitudinal design in 

publicly-funded pre-kindergarten programs and discovered similarly promising results (Serpell 

& Mashburn, 2011). After controlling for relevant child and family characteristics, higher quality 

of parent-teacher relationship during pre-K was positively related to teacher ratings of child 

social competence and reductions of problem behaviors. Parent-teacher relationships were 

assessed in the spring of pre-K by teacher report on the Home-School Relationships 

Questionnaire (Barbarin, 2000) and child outcomes were assessed in the fall and spring of pre-K 

and the fall of Kindergarten by teacher ratings on the Hightower Teacher-Child Rating Scale. Of 

significance, these positive student outcomes were observed during the pre-K year and then 

maintained into the kindergarten year when child outcomes were assessed by a new teacher. In 

contrast, Serpell and Mashburn (2011) identified negative associations between the quantity of 

parent-teacher contacts and student outcomes. 

Marcon (1999) looked at parent involvement in a sample of low-income four-year-olds 

and found that increased parent involvement in school was related to higher student scores on a 

measure of adaptive functioning and basic academics. Of significance, the amount of parent 

involvement was measured by teacher reports about a few isolated events, such as whether or not 

a parent had ever attended a conference or volunteered in the classroom, rather than the 

frequency of parent-teacher interactions over time. A similar global rating by teachers of parent 

participation in education was used with a sample of low-income, elementary-school students, 

which also found that greater parent involvement positively influenced early school outcomes 

(Reynolds, 1991).  

In summary, research on the impact of high-quality parent-teacher relationships and 

parent involvement on academic, social, and behavioral outcomes for early childhood samples is 
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very promising, with consistent positive findings. The research on the relationship between the 

amount or frequency of parent involvement and student outcomes includes more variable results. 

As noted above, most of the current research has been conducted with general education 

samples. There is reason to believe that the importance of PI and the positive impacts of strong 

parent-teacher relationships are even greater for students with special needs, specifically ASD. 

Stanley (2008) noted that students with ASD often require more extensive parent-teacher 

communication efforts because their difficulties are pervasive and very child-specific. In terms 

of outcomes, it is speculated that home-school communication for children with ASD allows 

families to take a more active role in providing learning opportunities at home because parents 

gain critical information about a student’s learning styles, educational goals, and progress at 

school (Stanley, 2008). It is also assumed that schools can better meet the needs of students with 

ASD when there is better parent-teacher communication because they gather significant 

information from the family about a student’s interests, reinforcement preferences, and progress 

away from school.  

Section 1.5 
 
How to Define Parental Involvement 
 

As previously stated, the literature on PI has included a wide variety of definitions of 

parental involvement, as well as what exactly good PI entails and how it should be measured. 

Kohl, Lengua, and McMahon (2000) highlighted the inconsistencies and lack of consensus in 

definitions of PI across the literature.  Kohl, Lengua, and McMahon (2000) and Fan and Chen 

(2001) both acknowledge that PI is a complex construct and recommended looking at different, 

individual components of PI separately rather than looking at a composite of overall 

involvement. Support for the examination of PI as a multi-dimensional concept can be found in 
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many research studies that discovered varying effect sizes when PI was broken down into 

separate types. In reviewing the literature, particular attention was given to articles that examined 

the impact of the quality of parent-teacher relationships, rather than the quantity or frequency of 

PI, as quality has been found to be more consistently influential than amount (Kohl, Lengua, & 

McMahon, 2000).  

Some research has looked specifically at the quality of parent-teacher relationships and 

the association with student outcomes. Hughes and Kwok (2007) had teachers complete a 

lengthy measure of parent-teacher relationship quality, which assessed the parent-teacher 

alliance, level of support within the relationships, and quality of PI. They found a significant, 

indirect association between parent-teacher relationship quality and student academic outcomes 

on the Woodcock-Johnson Tests of Achievement Broad Reading and Broad Math Clusters, 

which was mediated by teacher-rated student engagement in the classroom, as rated by teachers.  

Other studies have explored and compared both quality and quantity/frequency of parent-

teacher relations. Izzo et al. (1999) looked separately at the frequency of parent-teacher contacts 

and the quality of parent-teacher interactions as indicated by teacher perceptions. This research, 

using a longitudinal design with a sample of elementary-school-aged students, found that teacher 

perceptions of good relationships with parents (in other words, better relationship quality) were 

associated with better academic and behavior outcomes for students, with achievement measured 

by a standardized assessment and behavior measured by teacher ratings. On the contrary, they 

discovered that more frequent parent-teacher contact (in other words, relationship quantity) 

negatively predicted student engagement and social-emotional adjustment. Interestingly, there 

was a correlation between the quantity and quality of parent-teacher relationships, indicating a 

possible interaction or moderator variable.  
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Serpell and Mashburn (2011) posed similar research questions about the association of 

parent-teacher relationship quality versus frequency on preschool student outcomes in Pre-K and 

Kindergarten. This study found that the quality of the parent-teacher relationship in Pre-K, as 

reported by the teacher, positively predicted child social development and less problem behavior 

during Pre-K and at the start of Kindergarten. In contrast, greater teacher-reported frequency of 

parent-teacher contacts was associated with more behavior problems and poorer social skills as 

rated by questionnaires completed by Pre-K and Kindergarten teachers.  

Rimm-Kaufman et al. (2003) divided the variable of family involvement into the separate 

concepts of family attitudes (related to relationship quality as teachers rated parents’ willingness 

to communicate and work together) and family activities (similar to the amount of parent 

participation). Differential effects were found for these two components of PI, with positive 

family attitudes associated with better student outcomes in academics, socialization, and 

behavior, while increased amount of PI was associated with more behavior problems. Student 

outcomes were assessed by both teacher questionnaires and objective classroom observations. 

Similar to the results of Izzo et al. (1999), family attitudes about education were strongly 

associated with the amount of family participation, despite differential impact on student 

outcomes. Notably, both studies found some positive trends between quantity of parent 

involvement and student academic outcomes, lending support to the hypothesis that more parent-

teacher contact is related to a greater need to discuss problem behaviors.  

Another study that separated parent-teacher relations into different components came to 

slightly different conclusions. Powell et al. (2010) analyzed parent-teacher partnership separately 

as parent-reported frequency of parent participation in school activities, and as parent perception 

of teacher responsiveness to both the parent and student. They considered perceived teacher 
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responsiveness to be an indication of parent-school relationship. This study relied upon parent 

reports of parent-teacher relations in the spring of pre-K and looked at student outcomes 

longitudinally, by collecting standardized measures of student achievement in the fall and spring 

and controlling for fall scores. Interestingly, the data indicated that both measures of home-

school relations significantly predicted student academic outcomes and social skills in the 

positive direction, and student problem behaviors in the negative direction, with medium effect 

sizes, using standardized academic assessments and a teacher-rated questionnaire for social and 

behavioral outcomes. 

Similar conclusions were reached in a study that focused specifically upon home-initiated 

contacts between parents and teachers. Fuller (2005) discovered a positive correlation between 

the frequency of home-initiated communication and child social competence, with both variables 

rated by the teacher. Rimm-Kaufman and Pianta (2005), using the same dataset, demonstrated 

that more problematic behavior in students did not predict a greater frequency of parent-teacher 

communication, questioning the hypothesis that parents and teachers talk mostly about problems.  

In summary, the literature examining the impact of the amount/frequency of PI on student 

performance is inconsistent, making it difficult to draw solid conclusions. Some positive 

predictive value for student outcomes was attributed to the level of family participation and 

amount of parent-teacher contact, particularly in the area of academics, while most published 

studies found the quality of parent-teacher relationships to be a strong predictor of positive 

student outcomes, especially in terms of behavior and social skills. The literature suggests that 

future research in this area should differentiate and separately analyze aspects of parent-teacher 

communication by looking separately at frequency, amount and quality, and their individual 

associations with student outcomes. Notably, many studies reviewed above relied on teacher 
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report to measure both PI and student outcomes, suggesting a potential bias. However, quite a 

few supplemented teacher reports with ratings from other individuals (i.e., parents or other 

teachers), observations, and standardized assessments, and reached the same conclusions, 

suggesting the results are valid. 

Section 1.6 

How to Measure Parent Involvement 

Research on PI has mostly relied upon questionnaire data, however, studies vary widely 

in the types of questions asked and the breadth and depth of content covered by questionnaires. 

The assessment of the variable of PI ranges from the use of one single item, such as having 

teachers rate “parent’s participation in school” from “poor, not at all” to “excellent, much,” 

(Reynolds, 1991) to the administration of complete, validated measures of parent-teacher 

relationship quality (Adams & Christenson, 2000; Hughes & Kwok, 2007; Rimm-Kaufman, 

2003; Vacco, 2002). The use of more brief assessments of parent-teacher relationships was noted 

as a limitation in certain studies. Iruka et al. (2011) used three individual items to assess parent-

teacher relationships, but recommended future research employ a full measure. Presumably, 

research studies that employ a more comprehensive assessment of the concept are likely to 

provide more informative data. Furthermore, as noted above, studies that used methods of 

assessment that allow for PI to be classified into different types and aspects, such as quality 

versus quantity and home-initiated versus school-initiated, are preferable to those that measure 

PI as one general rating. Some studies have attempted to measure PI more objectively by having 

teachers keep communication logs (Fuller, 2005; Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 2005) or report on 

directly observable behaviors (Marcon, 1999), but there is some inherent subjectivity and human 

error involved with these methods as well, not to mention a larger time commitment.  
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As most research has relied upon questionnaire data to quantify parent-teacher 

relationships, another factor to consider in the assessment of PI is determining whom to use as 

the rater(s) and the potential bias involved.  The majority of studies rely upon teacher or parent 

reports of PI and parent-teacher relationships (Hughes & Kwok, 2007; Izzo et al., 1999; Powell 

et al., 2010; Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2003; Serpell & Mashburn, 2011). There are concerns about 

the validity of research that only uses subjective measures as reported by those who are directly 

involved with and impacted by the parent-teacher relationship. Rimm-Kaufman et al. (2003) 

noted concerns that teachers may rate parent attitudes toward education more subjectively than 

they do the degree of parent involvement, as the latter is more easily quantified. Some research 

has sought multiple raters in order to increase accuracy, surveying parents, teachers, and 

sometimes students simultaneously about parent participation in education and perceived parent-

teacher relationships (Iruka et al., 2011; Reynolds, 1992). Alarmingly, Reynolds (1992) found 

the correlation of data across raters to be very low, raising the issue of how to choose the most 

valid rater. In light of these dilemmas, some researchers have recommended that best practice is 

to use objective, non-biased measures of PI whenever possible (Rimm-Kaufmann et al., 2003).  

Section 1.7 
 
Analysis of Content, Frequency, and Quality of Parent-Teacher Communication  
 

As theorists largely agree that communication is a critical component for effective parent-

teacher collaboration, a review of the literature was conducted on research that has specifically 

examined parent-teacher communication as an indicator of PI and, more specifically, parent-

teacher relationships. While communication is only one component of PI, there are various ways 

to measure this variable, as evidenced by the research. Research has analyzed parent-teacher 

communication in different forms by examining parent-teacher conferences, parent-teacher email 
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exchanges, communication notebooks, daily communication diaries/logs, and parent/teacher 

interviews. Research has also looked at different aspects of communication, including frequency 

of communication, amount of communication, content and themes discussed, who initiated the 

communication, and quality of the communication. Similar to the research on PI in general, most 

research on parent-teacher communication has been more qualitative and less empirical in 

nature. Special attention was given to research that employed objective analyses of parent-

teacher exchanges through conferences, email, and communication notebooks, as they are less 

biased measures.  

Examinations of communication notebooks 

 A few studies have specifically reviewed the use of parent-teacher communication 

notebooks and the efficacy of this practice for students with disabilities (Davern, 2004; Fonteine, 

Zijlstra, & Vlaskamp, 2008; Hall, Wolfe, & Bollig, 2003; Williams & Cartledge, 1997). 

Fonteine, Zijlstra, and Vlaskamp (2008) examined the use of communication notebooks for 

students with profound intellectual and multiple disabilities in the Netherlands and coded them 

for frequency and length of contact, as well as categories of content. It was discovered that 

teachers wrote significantly more than parents. He described the notebooks as a means of making 

teachers aware of factors outside of school that may be impacting a student’s school 

performance. This is the only known published study that focused specifically on the content of 

notebooks by coding specific themes of discussion over a relatively long period of time (between 

6 and 12 months). That being said, the sample was extremely small (N = 12) and diverse 

(students aged 3 to 18 years old), and the category codes were relatively general (“exchanging 

experiences,” “requesting or giving information”) with poor psychometric qualities (low inter-

rater reliability), making it difficult to draw meaningful conclusions.  
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 In efforts to understand parent perspectives on the use of home-school notebooks, 

including the benefits and shortcomings of this method of communication, a researcher 

conducted semi-structured interviews with 21 family members of elementary-aged children with 

disabilities (Davern, 2004). Davern (2004) outlined the barriers to the use of notebooks, 

including parents having poor reading skills, not being competent in the language used by the 

teacher, and simply not wanting to participate in this type of exchange. Many parents, however, 

reported notebooks to be a useful communication tool, particularly when their children were not 

verbal or not fully able to share important information. Helpful functions for parents performed 

by the school-home notebook included: getting insight into their child’s school day, being 

reassured that their child is participating and progressing, providing relevant home and child-

specific information to the school, and being informed about possible strategies for use at home 

in a non-demanding way. Many parents reflected positively about being asked for their input 

from teachers in order to help solve problems and felt comfortable asking for a teacher’s help 

when a problem arose on their end. Parents also demonstrated appreciation for the time and 

effort teachers put into the notebook entries.  

As far as problems with the notebooks, parents became frustrated when they received 

countless notes about the same problem with no observable action being taken to remedy it. It 

was also difficult for parents to read negative news everyday, without a balance of good news 

and progress. The importance of teachers requesting parents’ input about communication 

preferences, including the method of communication, the frequency of communication, and the 

person who would communicate, was strongly stressed. Davern (2004) also emphasized that 

regardless of what is said in notebooks, it is essential for teachers to develop strong, warm 

relationships with parents from the start of the year in order to effectively collaborate.  
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 Another study involved a teacher reporting her personal use of daily communication 

notebooks over 5 years in her classes of students with emotional and behavioral disorders (ages 9 

to 12) (Williams & Cartledge, 1997). The first author used the notebooks as a means to foster 

trusting, positive, and personal parent-teacher relationships. While this article was not empirical 

in nature, the author assessed the notebook effectiveness by reviewing parent rate of responding, 

parent and staff opinions about the notebooks, and student outcomes in academics and behavior 

after the notebook system was implemented. She found that rates of parent involvement were 

very high and parent responses increased in quality and quantity over the course of the school 

year. The vast majority (95%) of parent comments about the notebooks were positive. This 

teacher saw gains in her students’ positive behavior and academic progress, and other teachers 

who subsequently implemented the notebook system reported less problem behavior, more 

parent involvement, and better academic achievement in students. Williams and Cartledge 

(1997) inferred from these experiences that the key to effective communication notebooks is 

keeping the communication frequent enough so that parents and teachers are constantly in 

contact about the student. 

A final, non-empirical article offered helpful information about the use of communication 

notebooks, including barriers and tips for effective utilization (Hall, Wolfe, & Bollig, 2003). Of 

particular significance, the article noted barriers to the use of parent-teacher communication 

notebooks to include that teachers write on a higher reading level than some parents can 

understand and teachers use technical jargon and unfamiliar language. Hall, Wolfe, and Bollig 

(2003) suggested that notebooks are more effective when well-organized, such as by specific IEP 

goals or areas of development. Providing a prescribed structure facilitates the reciprocal nature of 

the notebooks by allowing specific spaces for questions and responses. Notably, the article 
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indicated that teachers should not use only declarative statements to share information, but 

should also make efforts to ask questions in order to elicit information from parents.  

Hall, Wolfe, and Bollig (2003) also outlined the unpublished findings of a study in which 

communication notebooks were analyzed for content (Bollig, 1998). Similar to Fonteine, Zijlstra, 

and Vlaskamp’s (2008) findings, notebooks were only used intermittently rather than on a 

consistent basis, and teachers wrote more, while parent input was minimal. It was discovered that 

parents tended to report opinions and personal information, whereas teachers gave evaluations 

and directives. Problematically, teacher entries were found to lack specific information, not be 

data driven, not address IEP goals, and have poor follow-through in responding to parent 

questions.  

Bollig (1998), Fonteine, Zijlstra, and Vlaskamp, (2008) and Hall, Wolfe, and Bollig 

(2003) all concluded that notebooks were not used as effectively as they could or should be in 

terms of facilitating parent-teacher communication. Alternatively, Williams and Cartledge 

(1997) found the use of notebooks to be very effective. One major difference that can be noted in 

the latter research is that Williams wrote daily entries in the notebooks and had very high 

response rates from parents (between 90-95% of parents responded on a daily basis), whereas the 

other articles reported inconsistency in notebook entries.  

Notably, the previously discussed studies are largely anecdotal, with limited empirical 

analyses, and typically small samples. The two studies that explored themes of content did not do 

so in a systematic, detailed manner, limiting the utility of that research. There are no known 

empirical studies that provide a rigorous, quantitative analysis of the content and quality of 

parent-teacher communication through the examination of communication notebooks, as well as 

the relationship of these aspects of communication with student outcomes.  
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Examinations of communication logs 

Some researchers have examined family-school communication through the method of 

maintaining communication logs or diaries to record all communication contacts (Fuller, 2005; 

Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 2005). This method is labor-intensive as individuals have to 

remember to use the log on a consistent basis, but it provides richer data than a subjective rating 

of the level of communication taking place. It also provides longitudinal data over time and 

allows researchers to look at the trajectory of contacts throughout the course of the year. Fuller 

(2005) had teachers keep family-school communication logs for a group of high-risk 

preschoolers. Information recorded in the logs included: the family member involved, who had 

initiated the contact, the setting/mode of the contact, and topics discussed (categorized into either 

“child,” “family support,” or “participation). The results demonstrated that there were fewer 

home-initiated contacts than school initiated contacts and the student’s mother was the most 

likely family member involved in communication. Letters were the most common form of 

contact and, not surprisingly, the most common topic discussed was the child. One interesting 

finding indicated that the frequency of home-initiated contact was predicted by parent’s 

perception of the amount of support offered by the school. In other words, when parents felt that 

the school was eager and willing to help, they were more likely to communicate and collaborate. 

There was also a significant correlation between home-initiated and school-initiated contacts, 

lending support to the notion that family-school communication is a reciprocal process.  

Rimm-Kaufman and Pianta (2005) extended the findings of Fuller (2005) by exploring 

parent-teacher communication in a high-risk preschool sample after the implementation of an 

intervention aimed at improving such communication. In addition to the previously discussed 

information, the communication logs also included the teacher’s subjective rating of each contact 
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as “positive/effective” or “not” meaning “negative or neutral.” The data showed that teachers 

considered the majority of contacts “positive/effective.” Interestingly, family-school contacts in 

preschool did not predict family-school contacts in kindergarten. This finding could be 

interpreted to mean that parent level of communication is less impacted by innate family interest 

in the child’s education and more related to the experience of the teacher’s and school’s 

willingness to communicate and collaborate. It is important to note that these articles represent 

the limited research that has examined parent-teacher communication in early childhood both 

empirically and longitudinally. 

Examinations of parent-teacher conferences 

 Another form of parent-teacher communication that has been explored in the research is 

the parent-teacher conference. Parent-teacher conferences offer rich information about the 

concerns of parents and teachers, relevant topics for each party, and the ways in which parents 

and teachers interact. They differ from communication notebooks in that they analyze one 

isolated situation, as opposed to a longitudinal process of relationship-building. While 

communication notebooks offer invaluable insight into the daily information exchange between 

parents and teachers, conferences provide a unique face-to-face interaction. Intriguing research 

has used conversation analysis to explore the subtle dynamics of parent-teacher conferences. 

Research in this area has helped to reveal significant themes of content for parent-teacher 

communication and the typical roles that teachers and parents assume when working together. 

Research has also informed practice in terms of how to conduct more effective, productive 

parent-teacher conferences. For example, Elksnin and Elksnin (1989) advocate for a 

collaborative consultation model in which teachers and parents work together to solve problems 

and address concerns. As opposed to the traditional structure in which teachers act as experts, 
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when teachers serve as consultants and partners in the conference, parent-teacher communication 

and collaboration improves.  

 Cheatham and Ostrosky (2011) examined the process of advice-giving in early childhood 

parent teacher conferences by transcribing and coding parent-teacher speech exchanges, and 

conducting interviews with parents and teachers after the conferences. The sample included 

children, aged 4 and 5 years old, with various developmental delays and disabilities. The process 

of advice giving can be viewed as one key indicator of parent-teacher partnership and 

collaboration. In this study, differentiation was made between direct and indirect advice, as well 

as elicited versus unsolicited advice. The researchers found that parents and teachers generally 

fell into consistent roles during the conferences, such that parents were “advice seekers” whose 

expertise was largely ignored and teachers were “advice givers” whose expertise was expected. 

Information gathered in the interviews demonstrated that both parents and teachers assumed that 

teachers would give advice to parents. In terms of the process of teachers offering advice, at 

times parents elicited advice and at times teachers spontaneously gave advice when discussing a 

child’s difficulties. Notably, teachers sometimes gave advice about behaviors that parents 

indicated they did not view as an issue at home and therefore did not need suggestions to 

address, and sometimes teachers failed to provide help when parents suggested a desire for input. 

Most importantly, teachers did not appear to be open to advice or suggestions from parents, and 

certainly did not elicit help from parents. The conferences and participants analyzed in this study 

clearly did not subscribe to a “family-centered” lens of home-school relations as parent expertise 

was not acknowledged or sought. Cheatham and Ostrosky (2011) concluded that the current 

expectations for the exchange of advice in early childhood conferences create a power 

differential, which precludes equal, joint collaboration between parents and teachers.  
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Parent-teacher communication interventions 

Recent research looked at parent-teacher speech exchanges during a consultation session 

and the impact on IEP quality and educational outcomes within an ASD population (Ruble, 

Birdwhistell, Toland, & McGrew, 2011; Ruble, Dalrymple, & McGrew, 2010). The sample 

consisted of parents of children diagnosed with ASD, with a mean age of 6.2 years, most of 

whom were Caucasian boys (Ruble et al., 2011). Consultation sessions were conducted between 

parents, teachers, and consultants, during which the consultant utilized the COMPASS method 

developed by the researchers, an intervention aimed in part at improving the quality of 

communication between teachers and parents of children with ASD. The analysis of transcripts 

from the consultation sessions focused on the reciprocal, back and forth nature during the 

sessions, and the impact of each new statement on other statements. The data revealed that most 

speech acts were collaborative and most exchanges were affiliative, meaning that the participants 

were acknowledging one another’s input and trying to work together toward common goals. 

Findings demonstrated that the presence of more distancing comments within a session, and 

therefore less attunement between the participants, was related to a poorer quality IEP. It was 

also discovered that the frequency of certain types of speech acts (e.g., affiliative exchanges, 

distancing exchanges, mixed exchanges) were related to one another, indicating reciprocal 

influence of participant comments. No relationship was found between speech act exchanges and 

IEP outcomes for students. It is important to note that the presence of consultants in the sessions 

limits the ability to interpret the parent-teacher interactions taking place. Ruble, Dalrymple, and 

McGrew (2010) compared teacher-child dyads that had participated in the COMPASS 

consultation versus those who had not. They found that COMPASS participants possessed better 

quality IEPs and demonstrated greater progress on IEP goals. In other words, children with ASD 
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perform better and make more progress when their parents and teachers are engaging in high-

quality communication and collaboration.  

Brookman-Frazee and Koegel (2004) produced intriguing research comparing two 

theoretical models of communication between parents and clinicians during parent education 

programs for children with ASD. Using a repeated reversal design, clinicians delivered parent 

education to three mothers of two-year-old boys with ASD, alternating between conditions based 

on an “Expert Model” of help-giving and an “Enabling Model” of help-giving. The Clinician-

Directed condition was inspired by the expert (professional-driven) model, characterized by the 

clinician posing as an expert who possesses skills and knowledge to fix the problems of the child 

and family. In this condition, clinicians chose the targeted behaviors and interventions and 

instructed parents to carry them out without the opportunity to provide input or make a choice. In 

contrast, the Partnership condition was influenced by the enabling (family-driven) model, which 

aims to address problems by empowering families to find their own solutions, using their own 

expertise in informing, planning and implementing interventions that meet their needs. This 

condition involved parent-professional collaboration in determining goals and interventions; 

clinicians sought input from parents, gave them choices about strategies to use, and remained 

open to them taking the lead. During the parent education sessions, parent stress and confidence 

was observed along with child affect, and child engagement with the parent was measured by 

taking interval data on specific behaviors (e.g., parent and child both attending to the same toy or 

activity). Significantly, the results demonstrated that during the partnership model parent stress 

was lower, parent confidence was higher, and child engagement and responses improved, in 

comparison to the clinician-directed model. All of these findings were of medium to large effect 

sizes, indicating promise despite the small sample. While this research specifically examined a 
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clinical parent education program, the results shed light on the potential value of taking a 

collaborative partnership stance in any parent-professional relationship.  

Parent-teacher email exchange 

 A final form of parent-teacher communication is email exchange. With the pervasive rise 

of technology, teachers and schools are incorporating new ways of staying in touch and building 

partnerships with parents. Thompson (2008) noted the pros and cons of email communication for 

parents and teachers. Positively, this type of communication creates a natural, continuing 

dialogue and makes teachers more readily accessible without major effort on the part of parents.  

In reviewing parent-teacher email exchanges and interviewing participants, Thompson 

(2008) found that parents and teachers considered email to be convenient as it was possible for 

both participants to work on their own timelines. Email communication for this sample was 

typically used as a functional way to exchange information and keep the other party informed 

(with brief, infrequent emails), rather than as a means to develop lasting “relational 

communication.” However, teachers tended to use email regularly with a few parents with whom 

communication was more open and constant and relationships were firmly established. 

Participants rarely discussed serious behavioral issues over email. Thompson (2008) also found 

that teachers used positive statements to buffer the delivery of negative information and make up 

for the lack of nonverbal cues. Notably, both parents and teachers were observed to offer 

statements of support to one another, such as expressing gratitude for the other person’s efforts.  

Examination of general parent-teacher communication 

Stanley and colleagues in Australia conducted a study of particular relevance to the 

current study, which examined home-school communication for students with ASD. Stanley et 

al. (2008) explored this topic by performing case studies in two Australian primary schools 
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(students aged 6 to 12). In an exploratory two-case embedded design, schools that had at least ten 

students with ASD were invited to participate and schools that had more students in inclusive 

classrooms for the majority of the day were given preference. All families and teachers of 

children with ASD were invited to participate in the study, which included focus groups (N=18), 

interviews, and maintaining records of contacts for four weeks (N=4). Notably, this research 

focused primarily on the frequency of contact and the types of contact that are valued by parents 

and teachers; it did not thoroughly explore the content of communication.  

Stanley (2008) found that one school’s participants preferred face-to-face meetings 

whereas the other preferred communication notebooks. Parents reported relying on different 

types of communication for different purposes, for example, using communication notebooks 

regularly, but making a phone call or school visit when the issue was more complex. Both 

parents and teachers in these schools were generally satisfied with the amount of communication, 

but the perceived level of commitment from the other party impacted satisfaction. One key 

finding from this study was that teachers saw the notebooks as a way to gain important 

information from the families, rather than just to give information to the families, indicating that 

they used the notebooks in a “family-centered/driven” way.  

Notably, all data were collected by parent/teacher report, and parent participants were a 

sample of convenience, based upon who volunteered first. It is also important to note that this 

sample included parents who were available for unplanned meetings with the teacher during 

pick-up and drop-off. Stanley (2008) found that these brief, unplanned meetings were important 

sources of communication and partnership-building, but noted that they are not possible at many 

schools where students are bussed to and from school and parents work full-time jobs. (*See 
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Stanley (2008) for another thorough review of the literature on parent-teacher communication 

and parent involvement.) 

Section 1.8 

How to Define and Measure Student Outcomes 

There are notable inconsistencies in the PI literature about how student outcomes are 

operationalized and defined. In order to accurately understand past research findings and identify 

research questions that have yet to be answered, it is important to identify exactly which 

dependent variables were included and how those dependent variables have been defined. 

Historically, more articles have explored the impact of PI on academic outcomes and student 

learning (i.e., simple, accessible numerical values such as grade point average and standardized 

test scores) than on social or behavioral outcomes (Fuller, 2005). However, there are 

innumerable student outcome variables that could potentially be impacted by PI in education and 

measured in a research study, for example, rate of student learning, attendance, disciplinary 

infractions, involvement in extra-curricular activities, social status as rated by peers, classroom 

participation, and engagement, to name a few (Lines, Miller, & Arthur-Stanley, 2011).  

Choosing appropriate indicators of progress is a particularly salient issue for students 

with special needs who may not take standardized tests and for whom academic grades may not 

be accurately representative of level of functioning and progress. Some researchers have 

developed innovative ideas for examining growth in these students by using their IEPs and 

specific IEP goals as dependent variables that could be influenced by PI. Stanley (2008) 

hypothesized that effective sharing of information between parents and teachers would lead to 

more meaningful IEPs, suggesting IEP quality as a possible dependent variable. Similarly, 
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Ruble, Dalrymple, and McGrew (2010) and Ruble et al. (2011) used Goal Attainment Scaling 

(GAS) as an indicator of student progress on IEP goals for students with ASD.  

Fan and Chen’s (2001) meta-analysis explored PI studies that mainly looked at dependent 

variables of academic achievement and student learning. They determined that the area of 

achievement used to assess student outcomes was important in moderating the relationship, but 

the specific measure of achievement was not relevant. This indicates PI may have a variable 

impact on different types of academic outcomes, for example, reading scores as opposed to math 

scores. They also found overall grade point average to be the best indicator of student academic 

outcome as compared to any specific academic area. This finding may be related to the fact that 

composite measures of achievement are more stable and accurate than individual scales.  

While many articles have chosen to focus on academic outcomes, there are articles in the 

PI literature that have explored social, behavioral, and adaptive skills as outcomes for students 

(Iruka et al., 2011; Izzo et al., 1999; Marcon, 1999; Powell et al., 2010; Rimm-Kaufman et al., 

2003; Serpell & Mashburn, 2011). Researchers have developed creative ways to explore social 

and behavioral outcomes. For example, Rimm-Kaufman et al. (2003) had teachers rate students 

on social status (i.e., “well-liked,” “disliked,” or “prone to start fights”) and found students from 

families with better attitudes toward education were more likely to be considered “well-liked.”  

In addition to differences in the specific dependent variables chosen for analysis and the 

way those variables were defined, studies have also varied in how the variables were measured, 

including who rated the outcomes. Social, behavioral, and academic outcomes have been 

measured through direct assessment (Hughes & Kwok, 2007, Marcon, 1999, Rimm-Kaufmann et 

al., 2003, Powell et al., 2010), observations (Powell et al., 2010; Rimm-Kaufmann et al., 2003), 

completion of rating scales (Iruka et al., 2011; Izzo et al., 1999; Rimm-Kaufmann et al., 2003), 
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and analysis of existing data, such as academic and discipline records (Izzo et al., 1999). 

Independent research assistants, teachers, parents, and combinations of these, have been 

responsible for assessing and rating student outcomes. Some articles acknowledged the increased 

potential for bias when teachers were asked to rate the quality of the parent-teacher relationship 

or PI and also asked to rate student outcomes (Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2003; Serpell & Mashburn, 

2011). It has also been considered problematic when only one rater reported on student 

outcomes, as this person’s perspective may not be objective (Izzo et al., 1999). For these reasons, 

researchers have proposed various alternatives to achieve objective and accurate data.  

Researchers have used both parents and teachers to rate student outcomes in order to get 

both perspectives (Iruka et al., 1999; Fuller, 2005) and have supplemented teacher ratings with 

those of independent observers (Rimm-Kaufmann et al., 2003). Serpell and Mashburn (2011) 

attempted to limit bias by looking at outcomes over time and having both pre-K and kindergarten 

teachers rate student outcomes. This method was successful in producing powerful findings 

demonstrating that the association between quality of parent-teacher relationships and student 

outcomes remained when objective kindergarten teachers rated new students at the start of the 

school year. As far as best practices, Rimm-Kaufman et al. (2003) and Fuller (2005) recommend 

that future research designs include multiple measures and multiple raters of student outcomes 

and parent-teacher relationships, thereby limiting the impact of bias. 

Section 1.9 
 
Additional Variables Influencing Parent-Teacher Relationships and Communication 
 

There is a relatively large literature revealing variables that have been found to influence 

the strength and quality of parent-teacher relationships and parent-teacher collaboration. 

Dinnebeil and Rule (1994) and Dinnebeil, Hale, and Rule (1996) specifically explored the 
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variables that help or hinder the development of relationships and collaboration for parents and 

teachers of children in early intervention. Through parent and provider interviews, several 

variables contributing to effective collaboration were identified. Parents reported that provider 

actions that were productive and helped to build relationships included: building rapport, 

providing information, demonstrating concern for the child, having a positive attitude, and 

having expertise. Providers stated that productive actions on the part of parents included: 

helping, using good communication, having a positive attitude, and having positive parenting 

beliefs (Dinnebeil & Rule, 1994). A large-scale survey study further highlighted that parents and 

EI providers report strong interpersonal and communication skills as being essential for effective 

collaboration (Dinnebeil, Hale, & Rule, 1996). Survey responses also identified that trust, 

respect, shared values, and meeting families’ unique needs were important for collaboration and 

strong relationships.  

Dinnebeil, Hale, and Rule (1996) emphasize that communication skills, which 

significantly impact parent-teacher relationships, can (and should) be taught and improved with 

practice. This assertion leads to another variable that has been discussed in the research, the 

extent of teacher preparation in working effectively with families, particularly families of 

children with special needs (Epstein, 2001; Hays, 2005; Lazar & Slostad, 1999; Schneuermann, 

Webber, Boutot, & Goodwin, 2003). Teacher training programs often offer little to no specific 

coursework in collaborating with families, despite the presence of research indicating tangible 

actions teachers can take to improve their relationships with parents.  

Hays (2005) instituted a teacher training intervention with the goal of encouraging 

teachers to value collaboration and develop more confidence and competence in working 

together with families of children with ASD. Training such as this can have a major impact on 
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teacher skills in this area by teaching them to value parents’ expertise, routinely ask parents for 

input, understand what kinds of helpful information parents can provide, and develop self-

efficacy in their ability to collaborate with parents and families (Hays, 2005). These results are 

very important as many researchers cite teacher attitudes and confidence as major contributors to 

strong parent-teacher collaboration (Epstein, 2001; Porter, 2008). Porter (2008) discussed teacher 

feelings of self-efficacy and teacher attitudes about their students’ families as strongly impacting 

the capacity to communicate and collaborate effectively. Epstein (2001) concurs that teacher 

attitudes help to determine the path of family-school communication, as she strongly states, “If 

teachers believe that parents are not interested in becoming involved in their children’s 

schooling, teachers make fewer efforts to contact, inform and work with them” (p. 145). Dauber 

and Epstein (1993, as cited in Christenson & Sheridan, 2001) found support in their research that 

teacher practices better predicted family involvement in education than parent characteristics. 

Similarly, with a sample of 110 mothers of children with ASD, Benson, Karlof, and Siperstein 

(2008) determined that the extent to which school staff urged and supported parent collaboration 

strongly predicted maternal involvement behavior, with more power than any child or parent 

variables. In other words, teachers’ actions can make a meaningful difference in whether and 

how families choose to participate in their child’s education. Unfortunately, research indicates 

that teachers may not always provide adequate collaborative opportunities (Benson, Karlof, & 

Siperstein, 2008). 

Beyond teachers’ roles, researchers highlight the role of the school environment as a 

major variable in affecting family-school relationships. Rimm-Kaufman and Pianta (2005) and 

Fuller (2005) found that the frequency of family-school communication in preschool was best 

predicted by school variables, namely the type of program (school-based versus center-based) 
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and the perceived level of support parents received from the school. School-based programs and 

more supportive schools were associated with more frequent contact between parents and 

teachers, especially more contact initiated by the families. These school variables predicted 

family-school contact better than demographics, family factors, educational experiences 

provided by the family, or characteristics of the student. The relationship between program type 

and family-school contact is most likely related to school policies, traditions, and the overall 

culture of the preschool as more conducive and encouraging of family-school relationships.  

Despite evidence that teacher and school variables are largely responsible for the 

development of home-school relationships, research also indicates several demographic variables 

that may play a role and should be measured and controlled in research studies. Kohl, Lengua, 

and McMahon (2000) specifically explored the relationships between family and demographic 

risk factors and parent involvement in their child’s education. He found that all identified risk 

factors, namely single parent status, maternal depression, and lower parent education, were 

associated with several indicators of parent involvement in the hypothesized directions. These 

results are particularly reliable because Kohl used various indicators of PI and parent-teacher 

relationship quality in order to account for the inconsistencies of measurement for this variable in 

the literature.  

Results are mixed about whether race and ethnicity of families impacts family-school 

relationships (Fuller, 2005; Hughes & Kwok, 2007; Iruka et al., 2011; Kohl, 1994). Kohl (1994, 

as cited in Kohl, Lengua, & McMahon, 2000) found that racial and ethnic minority status was 

associated with poorer quality and less parent involvement, according to teacher reports. In 

Hughes and Kwok’s (2007) study, parent-teacher relationships were less supportive for African 

American parents, as compared with Caucasian and Hispanic parents. However, in their analysis 
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of variables contributing to parent-teacher trust, Adams and Christenson (2000) found that 

ethnicity did not predict trust. Iruka et al. (2011) found that family race moderated the 

association between parent-teacher relationships and student outcomes; however, he found no 

differences in the quality of parent-teacher relationships across races and ethnicities. Notably, 

there does not seem to be a correlation between the quality of the research and the findings, as 

studies of stronger and weaker design (in terms of sample size, length of measure, number of 

reporters, recruitment strategy, type of measure, etc.) found contrasting results. 

With regards to income level, Iruka et al. (2011) found a significant relationship with 

teachers reporting stronger relationships with higher income parents. Benson, Karlof, and 

Siperstein (2008) found a significant positive relationship between family SES and mother’s 

educational involvement in the home, but no relationship between SES and parent involvement 

in the school. Other studies have controlled for SES or lunch subsidy, indicating income level 

was significantly related to outcome variables (Reynolds, 1992; Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2003). It 

is possible that socio-economic status itself does not directly impact parent-teacher relationships, 

but the differences in family resources (e.g., time, money, transportation) impact involvement 

(Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005). According to Epstein (1995), socio-economic disadvantage has 

often led to more negative relationships between parents and teachers as “schools in more 

economically depressed communities make more contacts with families about the problems and 

difficulties their children are having” (p. 703). 

Finally, there are mixed results about whether or not child characteristics significantly 

influence the development of parent-teacher relationships and collaboration (Rimm-Kaufman et 

al., 2003; Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 2005; Izzo et al., 1999; Reynolds, 1992). Izzo et al. (1999) 

found that more parent-teacher contact was associated with less student engagement in the 
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classroom and poorer social-emotional adjustment; however, this was not true of the quality of 

parent-teacher contacts, which predicted improvements in academics and behavior. Similarly, 

Rimm-Kaufman et al. (2003) found a relationship between the number of events in which 

families participated and student behavior problems, but also discovered that the more positive 

family attitudes toward education, the better the student’s behavior. Another study found that 

parents of students who were performing poorly academically had more involvement with the 

school (Reynolds, 1992). These results seem to indicate that the amount of parent involvement or 

frequency of parent-teacher contact may be related to poorer behavior as a function of teachers 

reaching out to parents about their concerns. In contrast, however, Rimm-Kaufman and Pianta 

(2005) found that student behavior problems and poor academic achievement did not predict 

parent-teacher communication. Interestingly, Benson, Karlof, and Siperstein’s (2008) research 

found that the severity of child problem behaviors for students with ASD (as rated by the 

teacher) was related to mothers being less involved in their child’s schooling. Notably, there 

were high-quality studies, using large sample sizes and a variety of methods to measure PI, that 

supported the hypothesis that there is a relationship between the amount of parent contact and the 

degree of student behavior problems and high-quality studies that did not support this hypothesis. 

This question is yet to be answered in the research. 

Section 1.10 

Variables Moderating the Effect of Parent-Teacher Relationship Quality on Student 

Outcomes 

Research in the field of PI has revealed certain extraneous variables that appear to impact 

the effect of parent-teacher relationship quality on student outcomes, and should, therefore, be 

controlled when doing similar analyses. Most notably, the variables of ethnicity and socio-
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economic status were discovered to be influential variables in this area. Fan and Chen’s (2001) 

meta-analysis revealed ethnicity to have a “small moderating effect” on the association between 

parent involvement and student outcomes. More specifically, Iruka et al. (2011) discovered 

stronger positive effects for African American students with strong parent-teacher relationships, 

in comparison to students of other races with strong parent-teacher relationships. Serpell and 

Mashburn’s (2011) research indicated that the risk factors of living in poverty, being of minority 

status, and being a boy impacted the relationship between parent-teacher relationships and 

student outcomes, such that the association was stronger for at-risk children. Marcon (1999) 

similarly found the relationship between PI and positive student outcomes to be stronger for 

boys. Fan and Chen (2001) concluded from their meta-analysis that family socio-economic status 

should be included as a moderating variable in future studies exploring the impacts of PI on 

student performance.  

The research demonstrates, on the whole, that high-quality parent-teacher relationships 

matter more for children who are at high-risk for educational failure. In addition, some data 

indicate student age effects, with stronger relationships between parent involvement and 

academic achievement seen for younger children (Iverson, Brownlee, & Walberg, 1981). In a 

study of economically disadvantaged students in first through 8th grades, younger students 

benefitted significantly from increased parent-teacher contacts, but older students did not 

experience the same benefits. 

Section 1.11 
 
Barriers to Effective Parent-Teacher Collaboration 
 
 In meeting the goal of schools and educational professionals working towards 

improvements in parent-teacher collaboration, an important area of interest has been identifying 
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obstacles to effective collaboration and developing strategies to overcome these barriers. Some 

posit that the barriers to parent-teacher collaboration are founded in the long history of 

contention between parents and teachers in the United States (Lazar & Slostad, 1999). Various 

“socio-historical factors,” including previous unsuccessful experiences trying to collaborate, 

traditional role perceptions, and the lack of an existing infrastructure supporting family-school 

partnering, perpetuate individuals’ problematic expectations about family-school collaboration 

today (Lines, Miller, & Arthur-Stanley, 2011). For one thing, teacher attitudes are impacted by 

the history of school-family interactions causing many teachers to hold negative ideas about 

parents and assume parents’ lack of involvement is for lack of interest. Collaboration is 

extremely difficult when teachers judge parents in negative ways (Elksnin & Elksnin, 1989).  

Meanwhile, many parents have been influenced themselves by history to understand their 

role as more separate from school, causing them to feel their involvement is unnecessary or 

unwanted. Even when parents are interested and eager to be involved, they do not always know 

how to do so as there is not a solid precedent for their involvement and they struggle to fit within 

the confines set by the school in terms of schedules and prescribed tasks for parents to complete. 

Finally, in situations where teachers and parents manage to work well together, teachers are 

rarely rewarded or acknowledged by schools for this behavior, making it less likely that they will 

continue to put in effort in the future (Lazar & Slostad, 1999).  

Christenson and Sheridan (2001) agree that “attitudinal factors,” which are likely 

influenced by one’s past experiences and socio-cultural understanding about education, can be 

immensely detrimental to parent-teacher relationships. Particularly problematic attitudinal 

factors include: holding stereotypes, insisting upon one correct way for doing things, lacking 

empathy for others, blaming individuals rather than looking to fix situations or environments, 
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taking others’ undesirable actions personally, and not placing enough value on home-school 

collaboration (Christenson & Sheridan, 2001).  

Self-efficacy is one of the most prominent attitudinal factors in the home-school 

collaboration literature. Popularized by Hoover-Dempsey et al. (2005) as an important motivator 

behind parents’ educational involvement, self-efficacy has been identified by many researchers 

as a major barrier to parent-teacher collaboration when it is lacking. Lines, Miller, and Arthur-

Stanley (2011) outlined “barriers of knowledge” to include lacking confidence, not fully 

understanding family-school partnering, and being unsure of whether one possesses the skills 

necessary for partnering. Interviews with parents about their relationships with early intervention 

service providers revealed that it was more difficult for parents and service providers to build 

good relationships when parents felt their confidence in their ability to help their child was being 

threatened (Dinnebeil & Rule, 1994). Parents were less likely to initiate communication with 

their child’s teacher when they felt uncomfortable at their child’s school (Fuller, 2005). Of 

particular concern, Stanley (2008) articulated that parents of children with special needs are 

particularly susceptible to poor self-efficacy. He noted that due in part to a history of 

discrimination against families of children with disabilities, these parents frequently feel 

inadequate, incompetent, and intimidated in schools. 

 In addition to attitudes, researchers have also focused upon the logistical barriers to 

parent-teacher collaboration, particularly time, transportation, and language. The issue of lacking 

enough time to effectively work together impacts both parents and teachers. Family members 

and school officials all struggle to fit in time for collaboration around heavy workloads, 

inflexible schedules, and limited hours (Lines, Miller, & Arthur-Stanley, 2011). Time to 

communicate and team with parents is frequently not allotted into teachers’ daily obligations, 
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making it more difficult to fit into a busy day (Lazar & Slostad, 1999). Epstein (2001) 

recognized insufficient time to work well with families as a significant problem for teachers and 

emphasized the need to find ways for teachers to collaborate and communicate with parents more 

effectively and efficiently. Parents have reported difficulty building strong relationships when 

educators seem unwilling to devote time to their child and family (Dinnebeil & Rule, 1994). In 

terms of language, various elements can contribute to a family having difficulty communicating 

with a school and subsequently feeling alienated and incompetent. Certainly when parents have a 

different dominant language and culture from that of the teacher, communication and 

collaboration are hindered (Christenson & Sheridan, 2001; Lines, Miller, & Arthur-Stanley, 

2011). Parents who possessed a language difference from teachers were less likely to initiate 

contact with their child’s school (Fuller, 2005). Another serious obstacle to family-school 

partnering involves teachers’ use of language, especially in written communication, that contains 

advanced vocabulary words, uses unexplained technical jargon or acronyms, is above their 

reading level, and lacks clarity (Hall, Wolfe, & Bollig, 2003; Epstein, 2001; Simpson, 1995).  

 A final, summative barrier to effective family-school collaboration is the mentality of 

some schools that “one size fits all” (Christenson & Sheridan, 2001). In terms of logistics, the 

major obstacles seem to relate in part to a lack of flexibility from schools and educators to meet 

the unique needs of individual families. Schools should make an effort to ensure that all families 

have opportunities to participate that fit into their busy schedules and do not require them to 

obtain transportation or childcare. In addition, parents must be allowed to communicate in a 

language with which they are comfortable and should receive materials that they can easily 

comprehend. Schools need to find creative, innovative ways to team with all parents and families 

in ways that empower and enrich everyone involved. In the words of Lines, Miller, and Arthur-



 

58 

Stanley (2011), the current issues getting in the way of family-school partnering should not be 

viewed as “barriers” but rather “hurdles” to be overcome.  

Section 1.12 

Summary of Literature Review 

This review of the literature demonstrates that while educational legislation, theory, and 

common sense agree that family-school collaboration is best practice, there is much more to the 

story and much still left to discover. There has been a great deal of research on PI, but the ability 

to draw vast conclusions is impeded by the lack of consistency in the definition and 

measurement of “parent involvement” as a concept. As far as what we do know, there are 

differential findings when researchers focus on quality versus quantity of PI and parent-teacher 

communication, with consistent positive associations between quality and student outcomes and 

more mixed results when quantity is the chosen indicator (Hughes & Kwok, 2007; Izzo et al., 

1999; Serpell & Mashburn, 2011).  

Research findings support the examination of PI as a multi-dimensional concept with 

separate subcomponents: the impact of frequency, amount, and quality of PI on student 

outcomes. Research on PI and parent-teacher communication has largely relied upon subjective 

questionnaire data. Objective methodologies, such as analysis of communication notebooks, 

have been far less studied, and there are no known high-quality, quantitative studies using this 

methodology to explore family-school partnering, indicating a gap in the literature. 

The evidence consistently indicates that high-quality PI is related to better academic, 

social, and behavioral outcomes in early childhood samples (Iruka, 2011; Powell, Son, File, & 

San-Juan, 2010; Rimm-Kaufman, Pianta, Cox, & Bradley, 2003; Serpell & Mashburn, 2011). 

Notably, the research literature focuses on the general education population and fails to 
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adequately represent students with disabilities. No known research studies have specifically 

explored the correlation between the quality of parent-teacher relationships and subsequent 

outcomes for students with identified disabilities, indicating another significant gap in the 

literature. While this area has yet to be explored, there is reason to believe that the positive 

impacts of strong parent-teacher relationships may be even greater for students with special 

needs than typically-developing children. Among children with special needs, family-school 

communication serves a greater purpose of ensuring that educational goals are shared and 

mutually agreed-upon, as well as reflective of the priorities of the family and the needs of the 

child (Vosler-Hunter, 1989). When parents are fully aware of and in agreement with their child’s 

goals, they can provide positive reinforcement and practice for those skills in the home and other 

non-school environments. This outcome is particularly important for children with ASD because 

efforts to generalize skills are a key ingredient for success within this population (Burrell & 

Borrego, 2012). An added benefit of giving parents the knowledge and tools to build their child’s 

skills is that parents who can meaningfully participate in their child’s treatment, even in a limited 

way, tend to feel more valued and have increased confidence and self-efficacy (Burrell & 

Borrego, 20120; Schreibman & Anderson, 2001). This finding is particularly salient as parents of 

children with special needs often experience high stress and feel ineffective in their parenting, 

especially when the child is newly diagnosed (Burrell & Borrego, 2012; Brookman-Frazee & 

Koegel, 2004). Furthermore, higher parental self-efficacy has been linked to an increased 

likelihood of PI (Hoover-Dempsey, 2005; Porter, 2008). 

Current educational legislation advocates for more family-school partnering for all 

students and mandates opportunities for parental involvement in special education decision-

making. Theories of PI emphasize the significance of honest, consistent, reciprocal 
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communication, as well as shared power and decision-making, on family-school partnering 

(Power, 2002; Vosler-Hunter, 1989). Yet, research also indicates that many parents of children 

with special needs are not fully satisfied with the amount of communication and collaboration 

taking place with schools, and feel their expertise is under-valued and under-utilized (Cheatham 

& Ostrosky, 2011; Zablotsky, Boswell, & Smith, 2012). Parents of children with ASD have 

reported struggling to maintain trust with educators when communication was lacking, which 

leads to strained relationships and quicker escalation of conflicts (Lake & Billingsley, 2000; 

Stoner et al., 2005). This finding is particularly concerning in the context of other research 

demonstrating that parents’ degree of trust in teachers impacts their likelihood of fulfilling 

supportive roles, including reinforcing their child’s learning goals at home (Angell, Stoner, & 

Shelden, 2009). The good news is that research indicates invitations from schools and teachers to 

get parents involved are effective in building greater family-school partnering (Hoover-

Dempsey, 2005).  

There has been minimal research exploring the quality of existing parent-teacher 

relationships, collaboration and communication for students with special needs with an aim of 

informing practical areas of intervention that fit within a school and family’s current practices. 

Current research does not explain the impact of typical partnering strategies on student outcomes 

for individuals with special needs, and has yet to explore the mechanisms that allow the power of 

family-school collaboration to be maximized for children with special needs. Future research is 

needed to inform implementation of best practices in family-school partnering for this 

population. 
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Chapter Two 

Statement of the Problem and Study Rationale 

Research has demonstrated a consistent link between parent and teacher reports of 

relationship quality and various student outcome variables, most of which was conducted with 

general education samples. Collaborative parent-teacher relationships are considered important 

for student school success, particularly for young students with special needs, such as ASD, who 

require individualized educational approaches. Consistent, frequent, honest, bi-directional 

communication is considered to be a key aspect of parent-teacher collaborative efforts. However, 

many parents of children with special needs, particularly ASD, are not fully satisfied with their 

current level of communication and family-school partnering. Limited research has objectively 

explored the content and quality of ongoing, day-to-day parent-teacher communication and how 

it contributes to parent-teacher partnerships and student outcomes. Families with a child with 

special needs desire more communication and greater teamwork with schools (Kohler, 1999; 

Zablotsky, Boswell, & Smith, 2012) and it is critical that research be used to inform best 

practices in partnering with these parents. 

Communication notebooks are a commonly used communication tool in special 

education classrooms around the country, especially for students who have difficulty 

communicating, such as those with ASD. Despite their widespread use and the time commitment 

they require of teachers and parents, little empirical research has explored how they are typically 

used and how they may be utilized to their maximum potential. There are no known studies that 

provide a rigorous, quantitative analysis of the content and quality of parent-teacher 

communication through examination of communication notebooks along with the relationship of 

these aspects of communication to student outcomes.  
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Communication notebooks were chosen as the source of data on parent-teacher 

communication for several reasons. Communication notebooks are the most common form of 

written communication between parents and teachers (Stanley, 2008) and provide a permanent, 

physical record of exchanges between one parent/family and one teaching team. The coding of 

notebooks provides an accurate record, which can be examined objectively by researchers as to 

the frequency and length of communication as well as the themes and valence of the exchanges. 

Communication notebooks are inherently designed to be bi-directional and reciprocal. According 

to Stanley (2008), using the theoretical model of Porter, communication notebooks are 

considered “family-centered” or “family-driven” because they provide a forum for two-way, 

reciprocal exchanges. Notebooks also possess a longitudinal nature, which allows for the 

comparison of parent and teacher responses over time. Finally, analysis of communication 

notebooks allows for an examination of parent-teacher communication unbiased by parental 

resources. With the exception of needing to be able to read and write at a basic level, 

communicating with a teacher in a notebook is free, can be fit into any work schedule, does not 

necessitate childcare, and does not require travel or transportation. 

The current study sought to systematically examine the content of communication 

notebooks exchanged between schools teaching young children with special needs using an ABA 

instructional model known as the Comprehensive Application of Behavior Analysis to 

Schooling® model (CABAS®; described below) and the children’s families. While the ABA 

model is different than a typical preschool curriculum, it is commonly used for young children 

with special needs, especially children with ASD, and has proven effectiveness with this 

population (Peters-Scheffer, Didden, Korzilius, & Sturmey, 2011; Vismara & Rogers, 2010). 

The participating schools were chosen specifically because they enroll the population of interest 
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(young children with special needs, including ASD), they use home-school communication 

notebooks for all students (without a standardized format), and they use rigorous data collection 

methods to reliably and accurately measure student progress. The schools also consistently 

collect data on many other variables of interest, including teacher quality, which is captured by 

the level of training teachers have successfully completed in the science of teaching as applied 

behavior analysis (CABAS® Teacher Rank; described below), and student verbal behavior level 

(described below), which indicates the child’s language development and is related to cognitive 

functioning. In addition, many of the students are bussed to school from towns outside of the 

immediate school district, which is unusual for preschools and has implications for parent-

teacher relationships and communication in that informal opportunities to communicate are lost 

when children are bussed to school as opposed to being dropped off and picked up by parents. 

Having two forms transportation for students allows the impact of this variable on parent-teacher 

partnerships to be examined.  

As there was no existing, validated procedure for analyzing content and quality of 

communication notebooks, a pilot study was conducted to develop a reliable and valid coding 

scheme with which to categorize notebook content (described in Appendix A). This study used 

that reliable coding tool, the Notebook Communication System (NCS; Fiorvanti, 2013), to 

investigate the association between notebook content over six months of the school year, the 

quality of parent-teacher partnerships from the parents’ perspective, parent report of familiarity 

with and reinforcement of educational goals at home, and student learning outcomes.  
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Chapter Three 

Models and Hypotheses 

Figure 1. 

Visual Model Explaining the Predicted Relationships in Hypothesis 1 

 

Hypothesis 1 

a. More frequent content representing constructs considered important for parent-teacher 

notebook communication (specifically, parent and teacher efforts to build a relationship, 

parent and teacher task-directed discussion, and teacher sharing of concerns about the 

student) during six months of the school year, as assessed by the NCS formal rating 

system by blind raters, will be related to greater gains in student learning during the same 

six months of the school year, as assessed by teacher-collected data on the individualized 

learning goals met by students from the CABAS® system, after controlling for teacher 

quality as measured by CABAS® Teacher Rank and student level of verbal behavior. 
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With regards to the control variables, higher teacher quality as measured by CABAS® 

teacher rank and higher level of verbal behavior will be related to greater gains in student 

learning.  

b. More frequent content representing constructs considered important for parent-teacher 

notebook communication (specifically, parent and teacher efforts to build a relationship, 

parent and teacher task-directed discussion, and teacher sharing of concerns about the 

student), during six months of the school year, as assessed by the NCS formal rating 

system by blind raters, will be related to stronger parent-teacher partnerships as assessed 

by parent report on the Family-Professional Partnership Scale (FPPS; Summers et al., 

2005) after 6 months of the school year, after controlling for the student mode of 

transportation to school as measured by parent report (whether the child is bussed to 

school or dropped off and picked up), if this is found to be a significant predictor of the 

strength of parent-teacher partnership. With regard to this control variable, being dropped 

off at and picked up from school, as opposed to being bussed to and from school, will be 

related to stronger parent-teacher partnerships.  

c. Stronger parent-teacher partnerships as assessed by parent report on the FPPS at 6 

months into the school year will be related to greater gains in student learning over six 

months of the school year, as assessed by teacher-collected data on the individualized 

learning goals met by students from the CABAS® system, after controlling for teacher 

quality as measured by CABAS® teacher rank and student level of verbal behavior. 
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Figure 2. 

Visual Model Explaining the Predicted Relationships in Hypothesis 2 

 

Hypothesis 2 

a. Discussion of goals by teachers in the communication notebook over 6 months of 

school as assessed by the NCS teacher-to-parent code “Goals” will be related to increased 

parent involvement with the student at home, including practice and reinforcement of 

target skills, as measured by parent report, after controlling for parent participation in 

CABAS® training as measured by the parent questionnaire, if this is found to be a 

significant predictor of parent practice at home with the child. With regard to this control 

variable, participation in parent training at the CABAS® school will be related to 
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increased parent involvement with the student at home, including practice and 

reinforcement of target skills, as measured by parent report. 

b. Stronger parent-teacher partnerships as assessed by parent report on the FPPS at 6 

months into the school year will be related to increased parent involvement with the 

student at home, including practice and reinforcement of target skills, as measured by 

parent report, after controlling for parent participation in CABAS® training as measured 

by the parent questionnaire, if this is found to be a significant predictor of parent practice 

at home with the child. 

c. More parent involvement with the student at home, including practice and 

reinforcement of target skills, as measured by parent report, will be related to greater 

gains in student learning over six months of the school year, as assessed by teacher-

collected data on the individualized learning goals met by students from the CABAS® 

system, after controlling for teacher quality as measured by CABAS® Teacher Rank and 

student level of verbal behavior. 

Hypothesis 3 

Participation in parent training at the CABAS® school as measured by the parent 

questionnaire will be related to increased parent involvement with the student at home, 

including practice and reinforcement of target skills, as measured by parent report. 

Hypothesis 4 

Student mode of transportation to school as measured by parent report will be related to 

strength of parent-teacher partnership as measured by parent report on the FPPS. More 

specifically, a student being dropped off at and picked up from school, as opposed to 
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being bussed to and from school, will be related to stronger parent-teacher partnerships as 

assessed by parent report on the FPPS at 6 months into the school year. 

Hypothesis 5 

a. The frequency of home-initiated and school-initiated communication will be 

reciprocal, meaning that there will be a correlation between the frequency of 

communication from teachers and the frequency of communication from parents.  

b. There will be no significant relationship between frequency of communication and  

student progress over six months of the school year, as assessed by teacher-collected data 

on the individualized learning goals met by students from the CABAS® system, or 

between frequency of communication and strength of parent-teacher partnerships as 

assessed by parent report on the FPPS at 6 months into the school year. This hypothesis is 

proposed because the research literature suggests that it is the quality of communication, 

not the quantity of communication alone, that matters in developing parent-teacher 

partnerships and contributing to improved student outcomes. 

 

Chapter Four 

Methods 

Section 4.1 

Participants 

The students whose notebooks and learning data were reviewed were all identified as 

preschoolers with a disability, according to The Fred S. Keller School. As part of typical school 

procedure, a communication notebook is used to exchange information between families and 

schools for each student. The family members of the students and the staff members that work 
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with the students, including teachers and related service providers, maintain the notebooks. Data 

were collected from students on two campuses of The Fred S. Keller School, which primarily 

serves preschool students with disabilities (there are a few students who are not classified as 

disabled by the Committee on Special Education and there are Early Intervention classrooms for 

children under preschool age who have been identified as having a developmental delay). Both 

schools are located in the New York City metropolitan area, one in an urban and one in a 

suburban area, and both serve students from the surrounding counties.  

The Fred S. Keller Schools utilize the Comprehensive Application of Behavior Analysis 

to Schooling (CABAS®) model (Singer-Dudek, Speckman & Nuzzolo, 2010). CABAS® is an 

educational system based on the science of behavior, the method of applied behavior analysis 

(ABA), and personalized instruction. In this model, education is data-driven, research-oriented, 

and focused on quality.  Within this system, instructional curricula are tailored to each student’s 

needs, based on their existing skills, and comprised of individualized learning goals. The basic 

unit of measure of student progress and teacher effectiveness is the learn unit. The learn unit is a 

unit of interaction between the teacher and student that consists of teacher presentation, student 

response, and teacher’s response contingent on the accuracy of the student response. Student 

performance and progress is continuously monitored through data collection on every learn unit, 

which is used to inform instruction and learning goals. Teachers record all student responses to 

instruction and graphically display results.  Each day, the number of learn units delivered, the 

student’s correct responses, and the criteria met are recorded.  

The CABAS® system utilizes the CABAS® International Curriculum and Inventory of 

Repertoires for Children from Preschool through Kindergarten (C-PIRK; Greer & McCorkle, 

2009), which was designed to include learning goals thought to be necessary for success in a 
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mainstream kindergarten classroom. The C-PIRK curriculum encompasses goals that meet many 

state and national standards for kindergarten, first, and second grade and intentionally includes a 

wide range of goals in order to allow for appropriate individualized educational programs for 

children functioning both below and above grade level. The domains of communication, self-

management (i.e., adaptive skills and behavior regulation), reading, basic math, fine motor, and 

gross motor are included in the C-PIRK curriculum. Research on an earlier version of this 

curriculum demonstrated that students with ASD who received this curriculum were more 

prepared to succeed in a mainstream classroom and made specific gains in adaptive behavior and 

daily living skills (Waddington & Reed, 2009).  

In the CABAS® system, teachers receive ongoing training and evaluation and each 

teacher holds a certain “teacher rank,” which is based upon their mastery of scientific pedagogy 

and effective practice. Teachers begin at the “No Rank” level, and then work through the 

subsequent levels in order (“Teacher 1,” “Teacher 2,” “Master Teacher,” “Assistant Behavior 

Analyst,” “Associate Behavior Analyst,” “Senior Behavior Analyst.”) Teachers are provided 

ongoing instruction in the science of behavior analysis and relevant research literature, as well as 

how to present the curriculum consistently, reinforce students, record responses, and graph 

results. The accurate and reliable collection and analysis of learning data is strongly emphasized 

within the CABAS® system. 

During the 2013-2014 school year, The Fred S. Keller Schools (FSK) had eleven 

preschool classrooms with around 100 students in one site and seven classrooms with 

approximately 50 students in the other. Classrooms differ by students’ verbal behavior levels 

(described below) and skill levels as opposed to age. There were 19 head preschool teachers and 

approximately 60 teaching assistants in total. A typical classroom teaching team consisted of a 
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head teacher and three teaching assistants. There was one male teacher and a few male teaching 

assistants. In terms of teacher ethnicity, 14 were White (73.6%), two were African American 

(10.5%), two were Latino (10.5%), and one was Asian (5.2%). As far as teacher rank, or the 

highest level of CABAS® training that teachers have completed, five had “No Rank,” six had 

reached “Teacher 1,” five had reached “Teacher 2,” two had reached “Master Teacher,” and one 

had reached “Assistant Behavior Analyst.”  All teachers were either working towards or had 

earned a Master’s degree and some were working towards a Ph.D. degree.  Classroom ratios 

ranged from 12:1:2 to 6:1:3.5. As the Fred S. Keller Schools serve students from the surrounding 

counties, many (65%, according to the director’s estimate) students are bussed to and from 

school, rather than picked up and dropped off by their parents. For this reason, there are limited 

opportunities for informal, unplanned meetings between parents and teachers for many children.  

The student population is ethnically diverse with 50% of students White, 30% Latino, 15% 

African American, and 5% Asian (according to the director’s estimate). Approximately 80% of 

students are boys. 

Parents of 63 preschool students consented to participate in this study, out of 

approximately 130 who were offered the opportunity to participate (estimated response rate of 

50%), and all 63 families were included in the study.  Participants included 28 families from the 

suburban school and 35 families from the urban school.  These students were enrolled in 17 

different classrooms with 18 head teachers (one classroom had co-teachers).  Only one classroom 

did not have any participants in the study; the other classrooms had between two and six students 

participating in the study.  Within the study sample, the mean age was 3.7 years (SD=. 5). The 

majority of participating students were male (75%).  Students were ethnically diverse with 44% 

considered White by parent report, 27% Latino, 12% African American, 8% Asian, 5% 
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Multiracial, and 3% Middle Eastern. As far as verbal behavior level (described below), 27 

students (43%) fell in the Pre-Listener/Pre-Speaker level, 10 students (16%) fell in the 

Listener/Pre-Speaker level, 12 students (19%) fell in the Listener/Speaker level, and 14 students 

(22%) fell in the Speaker as Own Listener level. Given that most children were between three 

and five years of age this means that over half were not speaking functionally (59%), indicating a 

low level of functioning. According to parent survey report, the majority of students were 

diagnosed with Autistic Spectrum Disorder (65%), a good number were diagnosed with Speech 

and Language Disorders (29%), and a few were diagnosed with ADHD (3%) and other disorders 

(11%).   

Seventeen percent of families participating had another child with a diagnosed disability.  

The majority of parents were married (73%) or living with a partner (17%), while few were 

separated (5%) or divorced (3%). In terms of income level, 64% of families earned more than 

$60,000, 24% earned between $25,000 and $60,000, and 12% of families earned less than 

$25,000. The primary language of communication was not English for 17% of families.  The 

parents in the sample were well-educated with all parents holding at least a High School 

Diploma/GED, 28% possessing undergraduate degrees, and an additional 33% having graduate 

degrees. 

Of the 63 families that consented to participate, three had notebooks that were unusable 

(i.e., there were less than five consecutive months of entries available to scan), three families did 

not complete the parent questionnaire, and four students did not have learning data available for 

five/six consecutive months.  All 63 participants were included in analyses for which data were 

available and excluded from those for which data were unavailable (e.g., participants who did 

not have a usable communication notebook were included in regressions looking at parent-
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teacher partnerships and student progress, but excluded from regressions that included notebook 

communication factors).  Notably, while most students had notebooks that started in September, 

some students had notebooks that started later because they began the school year late or because 

their first notebook was not available. These notebooks were included in analyses when at least 

five consecutive months of notebook data were available and student learning data were 

available for the same time period. For comparison, analyses were conducted without these “late-

starting” notebooks and the results did not change significantly, therefore they were included. 

In addition, because classrooms are composed of students at similar levels of verbal 

behavior and other skills to facilitate learning, students may be moved during the school year to a 

more appropriate classroom.  Twenty-two percent of students in the sample were moved at some 

point in the school year. Independent sample t-tests and correlations were used to compare 

students who had moved classrooms versus those who had not on predictor and outcome 

variables. A significant difference was found in Teacher Task-Directed Communication Factor 

(t= 2.3, p< .05) with teachers of students who had not moved engaging in more task-directed 

communication than teachers of students who had moved. There was also a significant 

correlation between students switching classrooms and the number of criteria they gained 

(r=.267, p<.05).  

Section 4.2 

Measures 

Notebook Communication System (NCS)  

Parent-teacher communication was assessed with the NCS, a systematic method for 

analyzing communication notebooks and quantifying the content of written exchanges included 

in the notebooks (Fiorvanti, 2013). The NCS was created through a pilot study, described in 
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Appendix A. The variables initially included in the NCS were chosen through a thorough review 

of the literature on important aspects of family-school communication. In accordance with the 

literature, which includes greater detail on teacher-to-parent communication than on parent-to-

teacher communication, and the results of the pilot study, codes on the NCS are separated into 

variables related to communication from teachers to parents and those related to communication 

from parents to teachers (Christenson & Sheridan, 2001; Epstein, 2001; Lines, Miller, & Arthur-

Stanley, 2011; Porter, 2002; Turnbull & Turnbull, 2001).  

In its current version, the NCS includes 23 teacher-to-parent codes and 16 parent-to-

teacher codes. The details of the coding system and a thorough description of the variables are 

outlined in the NCS manual, included as Appendix B. The unit of analysis for coding is the 

individual entry, meaning the information written by one person to another person on a given 

day, and each entry is coded for the presence or absence of the variables. The entries are coded in 

chronological order so that the natural, reciprocal back and forth of the notebook is captured. The 

NCS coding format allows for analysis of the content, quantity, consistency, and frequency of 

entries, as well as analysis of the specific writers. The codes are divided into main codes, which 

are coded for every entry, and sub-codes, which are coded if the corresponding main code is 

present and offer additional detail.  

The teacher-to-parent variables included in the study analyses are: “Positive Report of 

Day,” “Negative Report of Day,” “Report of Progress/Achievement,” “Affection Toward the 

Child/Happy about Child Progress,” “Discussion of Goals,” “Question/Request,” “Direct 

Response/Follow Through,” “Concerns about the Child,” “Suggestion/Tip,” “Directive/Advice,” 

“Gratitude,” “Courtesy,” “Empathy” and “Jargon/Abbreviation.” The parent-to-teacher variables 
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included in the study analyses are: “Report of Progress/Achievement,” “Happy about Child 

Progress,” “Goals,” “Question/Request,” “Concerns about Child,” “Gratitude” and “Courtesy.”  

The variables included in the study are predominantly main codes as most sub-codes were 

observed infrequently and therefore were omitted from further analyses. The only exception is 

the sub-code of “Request for Materials” from teachers-to-parents, which was observed 

frequently.  This sub-code was used as a disqualifier of the main code because it was thought to 

have a different qualitative purpose, meaning that “Requests for Materials” were not counted as 

“Questions/Requests” in this study. See Table 1 for a brief description of each code. 

Table 1. 
 
Definitions for NCS Codes Used in Study Analyses Grouped by Factor 
Factor/Code Name   Definition 
Teacher Relationship Factor 
 
Affection Toward Child/   Positive feelings/thoughts about the child or his progress, 
Happy about Child Progress  indicating the teacher likes/cares about the student 
 
Suggestion/Tip Information provided in helpful/non-directive way to the 

parent with regards to the child’s development 
 
Direct Response/   An answer to a question or response to a request/ 
Follow Through    statement that indicates the teacher’s acknowledgement 
 
Courtesy    Anything written in personal way to be nice and courteous 
   
Empathy A statement indicating the teacher understands and 

empathizes with the parent’s experience 
 
Teacher Task-Directed Factor 
 
Progress/Achievement  Report of child’s progress or achievement 
 
Goals     Discussion of the child’s learning goals or curriculum 
 
Directive/Advice   Teacher comment explicitly telling the parent what to do 
 
Teacher Concern Factor 
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Positive Report of Day*  Positive review of day overall 
   
Negative Report of Day*  Negative review of day overall 
 
Concerns about Child   Any indication of concern or worry about the child 
 
Other Teacher Codes 
 
Question/ Request   A question or request for action or information 
    
Gratitude    Saying thank you for anything or providing encouragement 
     
Jargon/ Abbreviation Any use of language that is not common knowledge 
 
Parent Task-Directed Factor 
 
Goals     Discussion of the child’s learning goals or curriculum 
 
Question/Request   A question or request for action or information  
   
Concerns about Child   Any indication of concern or worry about the child 
 
Parent Relationship Factor 
 
Progress/Achievement  Report of child’s progress or achievement 
    
Happy about Child Progress  Parent’s positive feelings/thoughts about child’s progress 
 
Gratitude    Saying thank you for anything or providing encouragement 
     
Courtesy    Anything written in personal way to be nice and courteous  
Note. Positive Report of Day and Negative Report of Day were included in the factor analysis as 
a ratio of the number of positive reports over the total number of positive and negative reports. 
 

Factor analysis was used to create factors of teacher-to-parent communication and parent-

to-teacher communication, as shown in Table 1. Three factors were retained for teacher-to-parent 

communication and two factors for parent-to-teacher communication. “Teacher Relationship 

Factor” includes variables that are related to teacher efforts to build relationships with parents, 

including responding directly to parent requests.  “Teacher Task-Directed Factor” includes 

variables that are related to teacher efforts to share information about student learning with 



 

77 

families.  “Teacher Concern Factor” includes variables that are related to teachers voicing 

concerns about some aspect of the child’s development with parents.  “Parent Task-Directed 

Factor” includes variables related to parent efforts to share concerns and obtain information 

about student learning and development.  “Parent Relationship Factor” includes variables related 

to parent efforts to build relationships with teachers, in part by sharing student successes.  Three 

teacher-to-parent variables (i.e., “Question/Request,” “Gratitude,” “Jargon/Abbreviation”) were 

dropped from the final factor analyses because they either had a low communality, low loading, 

or were cross-loading in this sample. All factors have a mean of 0 and standard deviation 

between .8 and 1.0, because the regression method was used to calculate factor scores.  Negative 

values indicate an absence of the factor and positive values indicate an abundance of the factor 

(i.e., for Teacher Relationship Factor a score of 2 indicates a majority of teacher notebook entries 

include efforts to build a relationship with the parent).   

 Within this sample, acceptable inter-rater reliability was achieved for the majority of 

NCS variables and for all NCS variables used in further analyses, as shown in Tables A2 and A3. 

All of the Kappas or adjusted Kappas for retained variables exceeded .60, ranging from .62 to 

.94. As far as content validity, the current form of the NCS captures the vast majority of 

variables that have been identified in the theoretical literature as significant contributors to 

parent-teacher communication and parent-teacher relationships, as shown in Table A1. The NCS 

does not capture “Making reassuring comments” as this variable was not found within this 

population, but may be important within another population. “Collaborating” and “Sharing 

information about the child” are not captured with individual codes because it was difficult to 

differentiate these variables from other more specific codes, but they are captured with the NCS. 

With regards to construct validity, there was not a significant relationship between the NCS 
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factors and student learning (which may be related to the unique approach of the CABAS model 

and the specific population served) or between the NCS factors and parent-reported strength of 

parent-teacher partnership on the FPPS (which is likely related to the limited variability in FPPS 

scores). However, there were other significant relationships indicating the NCS constructs are 

related to each other and other variables in expected ways.   

NCS Teacher Relationship Factor is significantly positively related to NCS Parent 

Relationship Factor and NCS Parent Task-Directed Factor, see Table 3, meaning that teacher 

efforts to establish relationships through the notebooks are related to increased parent efforts to 

establish relationships and discuss their child’s learning, which is expected. There are significant 

positive correlations between Teacher Relationship Factor and Teacher Frequency of Entries and 

between Teacher Task-Directed Factor and Teacher Frequency of Entries, indicating teachers 

who write more often are using the notebooks to build relationships and discuss student learning 

with parents. One important expected relationship is the strong significant positive correlation 

between Teacher Relationship Factor and Parent Frequency of Entries, meaning teacher attempts 

to build relationships are linked with greater parent use of the notebook.  

Parent Relationship Factor is also significantly positively related to Parent Frequency of 

Entries, in other words, parents who write more often are more likely to use the notebook for 

relationship building exchanges. In addition, there is a significant positive correlation between 

Teacher Relationship Factor and parent-reported time using the notebook, with parents using the 

notebook for more time each day when teachers make more relationship-building efforts. Also, 

Teacher Relationship Factor is significantly positively related to Parent-Reported Preferred 

Frequency of Communication; when teachers make more of an effort to build relationships with 

parents, parents report an increased preferred frequency of communication with teachers. Finally, 
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Teacher Relationship Factor and Teacher Concern Factor are significantly negatively correlated 

with Student Verbal Behavior, indicating the teachers use the notebooks more to build 

relationships and share concerns with parents when the student has greater need. 

Family-Professional Partnership Scale (FPPS) 

Parent-teacher partnerships were measured with the FPPS, which was administered to 

parents as part of an online questionnaire (Summers et al., 2005). The FPPS was created by the 

Beach Center on Disability at the University of Kansas. The scale initially included 60 items 

covering six domains of interpersonal partnerships, including professional skills, commitment, 

respect, trust, communication, and equality. The items were chosen from qualitative research on 

families with children with disabilities and their views about the actions and characteristics of 

service providers that contribute to positive partnerships. Two field tests were conducted with 

families who have children with disabilities to refine the scale and establish psychometric 

properties. For the first field test, 291 parents of children with disabilities, recruited from schools 

and organizations across the country, completed the 60-item FPPS survey. Each item was rated 

on a five-point Likert-type scale for the importance of the item to the parent. Factor analysis 

resulted in two major factors, identified as Child-Focused Relationships and Family-Focused 

Relationships. The Child-Focused Relationships factor had a Cronbach’s alpha of .92 and 

included 11 items that focused on the “activities, attitudes, and services of the professional caring 

for the child with a disability” (Summers et al., 2005, p. 70). For example, items on this factor 

include: “Your child’s service providers... Help you gain skills or information to get what your 

child needs,” and “…Provide services that meet the individual needs of your child.” The Family-

Focused Relationships factor had a Cronbach’s alpha of .91 and included 10 items that focused 
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on the support of the entire family. Examples of items on this factor include: “Your child’s 

service providers…Use words that you understand,” and “…Are available when you need them.” 

In the second field test, 205 parents rated the remaining 21 items on a five-point Likert-

type scale for both the importance of the item to the parent and the parent’s satisfaction regarding 

the item. Families represented a geographically diverse sample with children of all ages and 

disabilities of varying severity. Factor analyses for the satisfaction ratings resulted in an 18-item, 

two-factor model with strong goodness-of-fit (Comparative Fit Index CFI = .90) and internal 

reliability (Cronbach’s alpha = .96). The two factors discussed above were retained and each 

factor individually demonstrated strong goodness-of-fit and internal reliability. The final version 

of the scale includes 18 items rated for parent satisfaction on a five-point Likert scale. The 18-

item overall scale and two 9-item sub-scales all have strong psychometric properties. The scale 

items are written at a 5.2 readability level according to the Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level Scale. 

The FPPS has also been adapted for use with a Spanish population and found to have 

strong psychometric properties with a Spanish sample (Balcells-Balcells, Giné, Guardia-Olmos, 

& Summers, 2011). While there do not appear to be any published or readily available data on 

the validity of the FPPS, the researchers chose the items for their relevance to the different 

domains of family-school relationships and then field-tested the items with families, lending 

support to the validity of the measure. Within this sample, a principal components analysis and 

maximum likelihood factor analysis indicated that the FPPS items loaded on one factor. For this 

reason, the total score of the scale was used for all analyses.  The internal consistency for the 

scale within this sample was high (Cronbach’s alpha = .97). As far as validity within this sample, 

FPPS total scores correlated significantly and positively with parent reported satisfaction with 

the partnership with their child’s teaching team (r=.487, p<.01), as assessed through the 
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questionnaire item: “How satisfied are you overall with your partnership with your child’s 

teaching team? Very satisfied, Somewhat satisfied, Somewhat unsatisfied, Very unsatisfied.” 

Demographics and Family Information 

In addition to the FPPS items, the online questionnaire completed by parents included 

items on demographics and family information, see Appendix C. The majority of items were 

included to explore variables of interest that could not be captured with the other measures or 

another validated assessment. The remaining variables were assessed so that they could be 

controlled if found to significantly impact or interact with variables of interest. These researcher-

developed questions collected information on use of the communication notebook, satisfaction 

with the communication notebook, family-school communication outside of the notebook, 

satisfaction with family-school communication, satisfaction with the family-school partnership, 

communication preferences, participation in parent training, student mode of transportation to 

school, student disability status, sibling disability status, parent awareness of child learning 

goals, parent practice of learning goals at home, and demographics (i.e., ethnicity, language, 

income, education, family configuration). According to the Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level scale, 

researcher-developed items on the Communication Questionnaire read at a 7.4 grade level. 

Student Learning  

Gains in student learning were operationalized as the number of objectives, or long-term 

learning goals, met over six months of the school year, assessed by teachers as part of typical 

CABAS® model procedure. The specific learning objectives and the number of successes 

needed for a child to have met the goal are outlined in detail in the CABAS® International 

Curriculum and Inventory of Repertoires for Children from Preschool through Kindergarten (C-

PIRK), a criterion referenced measure based on the CABAS® system (Greer & McCorkle, 
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2009). Children’s overall skill repertoires are assessed twice a year using the C-PIRK and results 

are used to identify the skills that children possess and to guide instruction to address the areas 

that are still in development. There are 302 objectives, or long-term learning goals, on the C-

PIRK spanning the domains of communication, self-management (i.e., adaptive skills and 

behavior regulation), reading, basic math, fine motor, and gross motor (Greer & McCorkle, 

2009). Examples of specific goals include: Matching numbers and letters (e.g., “This is letter A, 

find it” “This is a number 1, show me the same”), writing one’s name (e.g., first, by tracing, then 

by copying, and then independently), counting (e.g., “Count from 1 to 20” “Count by 5’s to 

100”), and sitting still (e.g., during group instruction through an entire lesson). The goals are 

organized by category (e.g., counting) and are listed from easiest to more difficult. All of the 

goals on the C-PIRK are helpful for students to be successful in kindergarten and beyond, but 

students, especially those at a lower verbal level, are not expected to master all of the goals. 

Students are assessed in every skill area and their individualized curricula are designed to build 

upon the repertoires they have mastered and target the learning goals they have yet to master. 

Parents receive four progress reports per school year with information about a student’s current 

goals and their progress on these goals. 

While the entire C-PIRK is administered twice per school year, data are collected 

regularly on the C-PIRK objectives that students are working towards on their individualized 

curricular program. On a daily basis, teachers present students with learning trials for C-PIRK 

objectives, collect data on their responses, and graph their performance. Charts are posted 

throughout the classroom to indicate the students’ daily and weekly progress on their specific 

learning objectives. For this study, student learning data were collected by scanning these charts, 

which indicated how many long-term objectives from the C-PIRK curriculum students had met 
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each week throughout the school year. The graphs included data from the first week of 

September to the first week of March for most students, meaning six months of longitudinal data 

on student learning were analyzed in total. The amount of learning objectives met in this time 

period was used as an indicator of student progress on the CABAS® curriculum.  

Another indicator of student learning, the rate of student learning, was also considered. 

The rate of student learning is calculated by dividing the number of long-term objectives met by 

the student by the number of learn units it took to meet one criterion to yield a ratio of learn 

units-to-criterion. The rate of learning takes into account the number of learn units delivered by 

the teacher and how quickly the student learns. This indicator of learning was not used in current 

analyses because it was expected that by controlling CABAS® teacher rank (a significant 

predictor of number of learn units delivered) and student verbal behavior level (an indicator of 

student cognitive level and capacity to learn), the rate of learning would be captured in the 

model. Future studies may consider including rate of learning in addition to these variables. 

Research has demonstrated that the use of the CABAS® method to evaluate learning is 

data-based, valid and reliable (Greer & McCorkle, 2003; Scherzo, 2010; Singer-Dudek, 

Speckman, & Nuzzolo, 2010; Waddington & Reed, 2009). CABAS® teachers are trained to 

deliver learn units and reinforce students consistently, to record responses in an objective, non-

biased manner, and to compile and graph data accurately. They are also trained in accurate 

graphic representation of the data collected (Greer, Keohane, & Healy, 2002). CABAS® 

teachers receive ongoing training and evaluation in these teaching procedures, including being 

observed and assessed by supervisors. The C-PIRK explains the strict procedures for teachers in 

achieving high inter-observer agreement before they are allowed to collect data on C-PIRK goals 

and the requirements of re-establishing reliability on an annual basis (Greer & McCorkle, 2009). 
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The same rigor assigned to the C-PIRK assessment is applied to the daily collection of data on 

each student’s C-PIRK objectives. The reliability of the learn unit data is heavily emphasized 

and valued within the CABAS® model, as demonstrated by the procedures in place to train and 

monitor teachers (Greer & McDonough, 1999; Scherzo, 2010). Therefore, the teacher-collected 

data on the C-PIRK curricular objectives met by students are reliable and valid indicators of 

student progress within this sample.  

Level of Verbal Behavior 

Teachers were also asked to report the student’s level of verbal behavior, which is an 

indicator of the student’s intellectual level and capacity to learn.  Student verbal behavior is 

categorized into four stages, which develop in order and build upon one another: Pre-

listener/Pre-speaker (PLPS), which describes children who do not show full awareness of their 

environments and are completely dependent upon others, Listener/Pre-speaker (LPS), which 

describes children who are aware of their environments and comply with basic verbal directions, 

allowing them to engage socially with the world, Listener/Speaker (LS), which describes 

children who speak to communicate functionally with others to express wants and needs, and 

Speaker as Own Listener (SOL), which describes children who demonstrate the ability to 

participate in conversational exchanges, listen to themselves and others speak, and think about 

ideas (Greer & Keohane, 2005; Keohane, Delgado, & Greer, 2009; Waddington & Reed, 2009). 

There is a large body of research on verbal behavior and the validity of this system (Greer & 

Keohane, 2005). The verbal behavior level system is used in conjunction with the C-PIRK as 

certain verbal repertoires are prerequisite behaviors necessary to meet certain C-PIRK objectives 

and students’ verbal behavior levels are used in instructional planning. Validity for this idea and 
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the verbal behavior level system was found within this sample, as verbal behavior level was a 

significant predictor of student progress on the C-PIRK objectives.   

Section 4.3 

Procedure 

Research announcements and consent forms, approved by the IRBs of both Teachers 

College, Columbia University and the Fred S. Keller School, were provided to the Fred S. Keller 

Schools for distribution in the fall of 2013, see Appendices F and G. The forms were distributed 

to parents of preschoolers who possessed an Individualized Education Plan (IEP), meaning that 

the child’s local Committee on Preschool Special Education had determined that the child had a 

disability. If parents were willing to have their child’s communication notebook scanned and 

coded and to have their child’s teachers provide information on their learning progress, they 

signed and returned the consent form to their child’s teacher.  

Throughout the spring of 2014, notebook entries from September 2013 through the first 

week of March 2014 were scanned. In a few cases, communication notebooks did not begin in 

September 2013 (either because the student enrolled later in the school year or a notebook had 

been completed and replaced with a new notebook). Efforts were made to secure old notebooks. 

In six cases, old notebooks were not available and notebook entries were collected from the 

earliest available date until five or six months later. If fewer than five months of consecutive 

notebook entries were available (which was the case for three participants), the notebook was 

considered unusable and was not included in analyses.  After scanning was complete, the 

electronic files were carefully reviewed for any identifying information (e.g., last names, phone 

numbers, addresses, etc.), which, if present, was obscured with a solid text box.  



 

86 

Notebook coders were 10 students enrolled in the Ed.M. program in school psychology at 

Teachers College, Columbia University. All coders had completed the CITI research training 

course and were blind to the hypotheses of the study and the identity of the participants. Coders 

were trained over the course of a few weeks, until they reached an acceptable level of reliability 

(see below). Notebooks were randomly assigned to research assistants for coding with the 

Notebook Communication System. Each research assistant coded between five and eight 

notebooks. Twenty-five percent of notebooks (N=15) were double-coded by the PI in order to 

calculate inter-coder agreement.  

Teachers were asked to provide graphs of learning data representing the number of C-

PIRK objectives met by students participating in the study between the beginning of the school 

year in September and March 2014 (or whatever five to six month period was available in their 

communication notebook), as well as each student’s level of verbal behavior in March 2014. The 

school director provided information on teacher ranks at the conclusion of the study and school-

wide demographic data for the 2013-2014 school year. In March 2013, a Communication 

Questionnaire was distributed to participating parents as a confidential, online survey. The 

directions and password for each parent’s confidential survey were sent home in the 

communication notebook. Parents who stated a preference to complete a paper copy of the 

questionnaire were given the option to do so. Families were instructed to have the parent who 

uses the communication notebook most often complete the questionnaire. Parents were instructed 

to contact the researcher with any questions or concerns. Parents who completed the 

questionnaire were awarded a ten-dollar gift card from a store of their choosing (Barnes & 

Noble, Dunkin Donuts, Starbucks, and Target). 
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Chapter Five 

Results 

Section 5.1 
 
Descriptive Statistics and Correlations 
 

Descriptive statistics were calculated for each variable along with correlations between 

variables, as shown in Table 2, Table 3 and Appendix D.  Descriptive statistics revealed that 

several variables had significant skew values (see below for more detail).  Cutoff levels used for 

skewness and kurtosis were 3 and 10, respectively (Klein, 1998).  In order to deal with issues of 

significant skewness, continuous variables were transformed with a square root, log, or inverse 

transformation, depending upon which transformation resulted in the most “normal” distribution 

(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). See below for details about specific transformations. With regard 

to correlations, Pearson’s correlation was used when both variables were ratio or interval level, 

Spearman’s rank-order correlation was used when one or both variables were ordinal, Point-

biserial correlation was used when one variable was dichotomous and the other was interval, and 

Phi correlation was used when both variables were dichotomous (Sattler, 2008). Chi square 

statistics and Cramer’s V tests were calculated when one or both variables were nominal level. 

Missing cases were excluded pairwise for correlations and listwise for all other relevant 

analyses.  For student learning, two “missing values” were estimated from available learning 

data (i.e., the number of criteria achieved in 20 weeks was divided by 20 to provide the average 

number of criteria achieved per week and that number was used for all missing weeks to estimate 

the criteria achieved across 24 weeks). 
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Table 2.  

Psychometric Properties of the Major Study Variables 

Variable      n  M  SD 

Student Age      62  3.74  .53 
Student Progress (# of Criteria Gained)  59  89.47  43.57  
Log Criteria Gained     61  1.90  .19 
Parent-Teacher Partnership (FPPS Total Score) 60  84.17  8.07  
Log FPPS Total Score     60  .556  .50 
Teacher Discussion of Goals (% of entries)  60  .31  .16  
Frequency of Teacher Entry (% of school days) 60  .58  .17  
Frequency of Parent Entry (% of school days) 60  .37  .23  
Number of Total Pages in Notebook   60  50.37  27.26  
Number of Total Entries in Notebook  60  107.93  41.78  
Length of Entry     60  .46  .14  
Student Verbal Behavior Level   63  2.21  1.22  
Teacher Rank      63  2.60  1.01  
Number of Total Writers    60  4.78  1.99  
Number of Teacher Entries    60  63.67  18.27  
Number of Parent Entries    60  40.08  25.57  
Percent Teacher Entries (out of total entries)  60  .63  .14  
Percent Parent Entries (out of total entries)  60  .34  .13 
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Table 3. 
 
Summary of Correlations for Major Study Variables 
 

 
 

Section 5.2 

Demographic and family variables 
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More students in the sample took the bus to school (75%) as opposed to being dropped 

off and picked up.  Of those students who did not take the bus, all were dropped off and picked 

up by family members.  Most parents reported not speaking to their child’s teacher frequently 

outside of the communication notebook (17% speak “1-2 times per year”, 43% speak “1-2 times 

per month”, 25% speak “A few times per month”, 15% speak “Several times per month”).  

Notably, the majority of parents (73%) cited the communication notebook as a preferred method 

of communication with their child’s teacher, with 55% indicating it as their one preferred method 

of communication.  Several parents also listed in person communication (25%), email (13%) or 

phone communication (12%) as a preferred method of communication. Almost one-fifth of 

parents endorsed two or three different preferred methods of communication. The vast majority 

of parents surveyed prefer to speak at least once a week with well over half preferring to speak a 

few times a week (31%) or daily (39%).   

All parents reported being familiar (82%) or somewhat familiar (18%) with their child’s 

current learning goals. The majority of parents reported practicing their child’s learning goals at 

home “often” (75%), with another 24% reportedly practicing “occasionally” and only one parent 

reporting that she did not practice with her child.  Fifty-four percent reported that they had 

attended parent training at Fred S. Keller, either currently or in the past, and 38% reported that 

they had attended parent training elsewhere for a total of 79% reporting any past parent training.  

 Demographic and family variables, including student gender, age, ethnicity, and 

diagnosis, family income level, primary language, parent education level, and marital status, 

were correlated with predictor and outcome variables.  The significant correlations included: a 

positive correlation between student gender and teacher frequency of notebook entry (r=. 343, p< 

.05), with teachers writing more frequently in the notebooks of boys than those of girl students; a 
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positive correlation between student age and Teacher Concern Factor (r=. 299, p<. 01), with 

teachers sharing more concerns with parents of older students; a positive correlation between 

student age and teacher rank (r=. 280, p<. 05), indicating that the older students worked with 

more highly trained teachers; a negative correlation between student ethnicity and parent 

reported satisfaction with overall communication (Chi Squared (15, 59) = 30.644, p=.01, 

Cramer's V = .416), with Latino, African American, and Multiracial parents more likely to be 

unsatisfied than White, Asian, and Middle Eastern parents; a positive correlation between family 

income level and frequency of teacher notebook entries (r=.322, p<.05), with teachers writing 

more frequently to more affluent parents; a positive correlation between family income level and 

frequency of parent notebook entries (r=.345, p<.01), with parents from more affluent families 

writing more often; a positive correlation between parent education level and frequency of 

teacher notebook entries (r=.333, p<.05), with teachers writing more frequently on average to 

more educated parents; a positive correlation between parent education level and frequency of 

parent notebook entries (r=.382, p<.01), with more highly educated parents writing more often; a 

positive correlation between parent education level and Teacher Relationship Factor (r=.305, 

p<.05), with teachers making more efforts to build relationships with more educated families; a 

positive correlation between parent education level and Teacher Task-Directed Factor (r=.275, 

p<.05), indicating that teachers discuss goals and student progress more with more educated 

families; an association between student ethnicity and parent reported satisfaction with the 

partnership (Chi Squared (15, 58) = 32.328, p<.01, Cramer's V = .431), with African American 

and Multiracial parents more likely to be unsatisfied and Asian and Middle Eastern parents more 

likely to be "Very Satisfied," and a relationship between marital status and home practice (Chi 
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Squared (8, 59) = 29.654, p<.01, Cramer's V = .501), with divorced parents more likely to report 

not practicing. 

Due to the significant impact of family demographic variables, particularly income level 

and parent education level, on predictor and outcome variables, it was determined that these 

variables should be included in the hypothesized models where it was indicated. Because family 

income level and parent education were highly correlated with one another (r=.432, p<.01), only 

one could be entered into a regression at a time. Regressions were run between demographic 

variables and the main predictor and outcome variables: student progress, strength of family-

school partnership, home practice, frequency of parent and teacher communication, parent and 

teacher communication factors, participation in parent training, discussion of goals, and student 

mode of transportation, in order to better understand these relationships. The demographic 

variable with the greatest impact on the outcome variable was desired. Family income level 

significantly accounted for 11% of the variance in student progress (F (1, 55) = 7.6, p=.008) and 

11% of the variance in participation in parent training (F (1, 57) = 8.0, p=.006). Parent education 

level significantly accounted for 8% of the variance in teacher frequency of communication (F 

(1, 55) = 6.1, p =.017), 12% of the variance in parent frequency of communication (F (1,55) = 

8.5, p =.005), 8% of the variance in Teacher Relationship Factor (F (1, 55) = 5.5, p=.022), and 

6% of the variance in Teacher Task-Directed Factor (F (1, 55) = 4.4, p=.041). No demographic 

variables significantly predicted the other predictor and outcome variables. Therefore, the 

variable of family income level was included as a control variable in regression models 

predicting student progress and using parent training as a predictor and the variable of parent 

education level was included in regression models predicting teacher and parent frequency of 

communication and using Teacher Relationship Factor and Teacher Task-Directed Factor as 
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predictors. In models where both income and education level had an influence, the demographic 

variable accounting for the greater amount of variance was included. 

Section 5.3 

Notebook Communication  

Within this sample, certain notebook variables were observed more frequently than 

others, with great variability across subjects.  On average per notebook, 65% of teacher entries 

contained a positive report of the day, 40% included a comment about child progress, 36% 

contained a direct response to a parent statement, 34% contained courtesy, and 31% included a 

discussion of goals.  The more rare variables among teacher entries included requests for advice 

or help (1%), requests for input to student goals (1%), helpful suggestions (6.5%), directives or 

advice (2.4%), and empathy (1.4%).  Notably, on average 17% of teacher entries per notebook 

contained jargon or abbreviations.  

For parent entries, the most common variables observed included gratitude (49% of 

entries per notebook on average), questions or requests (38%), and courtesy (29%).  In addition, 

18% of parent entries per notebook included a concern, 16% included a statement about child 

progress, 14% contained positive emotion from the parent about the child’s progress, and 11% 

involved a discussion of goals.  See Table 4 for descriptive statistics for all NCS variables.   

Table 4.  

Psychometric Properties of the NCS Variables Used in Analyses Organized by Notebook 

Variable    Min  Max  M  SD 
 
Teacher-to-Parent Variables 
 
Positive Report    .18  .95  .65  .18 
Negative Report    .00  .34  .09  .08 
Progress    .14  .89  .41  .17 
Affection towards the child  .00  .38  .13  .08 
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Goals     .05  .75  .31  .16 
Question/ Request   .00  .41  .18  .09 
Request: Advice/ Help  .00  .05  .01  .01 
Question: Progress   .00  .12  .03  .04 
Request: Input to Goals  .00  .08  .01  .02 
Request: Materials   .00  .38  .08  .07 
Request: Meeting   .00  .09  .02  .02 
Direct Response/ Follow up  .04  .74  .36  .17 
Concerns    .00  .26  .10  .07 
Suggestion    .00  .20  .07  .05 
Directive    .00  .15  .02  .03 
Gratitude    .02  .44  .16  .10 
Gratitude: For work   .00  .15  .01  .02 
Gratitude: For Communication .00  .18  .03  .04 
Courtesy    .00  .92  .34  .23 
Empathy    .00  .07  .01  .02 
Jargon    .00  .61  .17  .15 
Jargon: Explained   .00  .20  .02  .03 
 
Parent-to-Teacher Variables 
 
Progress    .00  .65  .16  .15 
Happy about Progress  .00  .62  .14  .13 
Goals     .00  .51  .11  .11 
Question/ Request   .00  .92  .38  .21  
Request: Program Info  .00  .32  .06  .07 
Question: Progress   .00  .45  .08  .09 
Request: Home Activity  .00  .15  .02  .03 
Request: Materials   .00  .33  .07  .08 
Request: Meeting   .00  .23  .04  .05 
Concerns    .00  .56  .18  .13 
Gratitude    .00  1.0  .49  .26 
Gratitude: For work   .00  .43  .06  .09 
Gratitude: For communication .00  .43  .06  .08 
Courtesy    .00  .90  .29  .26 
Note. The values represent the percentage of total entries per notebook containing a specific 
variable.  
 

Teachers tended to write more of the entries than parents, with teachers writing an 

average of 63% of the total entries per notebook and parents writing an average of 34% of total 

entries per notebook.  Teachers also wrote with greater frequency, writing entries on 58% of 

school days, on average, while parents wrote entries on 37% of school days, on average.  In the 
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majority of notebooks (68%), the mother was the dominant writer.  Both parents contributed a 

substantial amount of entries in 14% of notebooks and fathers were the dominant writer in only 

3% of notebooks.  The vast majority of families (95%) reported that they read their child’s 

communication notebook “Always” and the rest reported reading it “Usually.”  Most families 

reported spending “0-15 minutes” (47%) or “15-30 minutes” (29%) reading and writing in the 

communication notebook, but some spent “30-45 minutes” (15%) or as much as “45-60 minutes” 

(7%). As far as parent satisfaction with the use of the communication notebook, the majority of 

parents in this sample reported being “Very satisfied” (69.5%) or “Somewhat satisfied” (25.5%), 

with only 5% of parents being “Somewhat unsatisfied.”  Eighty-two percent of parents agreed 

that the notebook was an effective form of communication, while 18% reported that it was 

“somewhat” effective. 

Section 5.4 

Family-Professional Partnership 

 The Family-Professional Partnership Scale (FPPS; Summers et al., 2005) indicated that 

family-professional partnership at the FSK schools is strong, according to parent reports. In this 

sample, the mean total score was 84.17 out of a possible 90 points. The distribution for this 

variable was significantly skewed (skewness/standard error = -5.85) with more responses in the 

higher tail.  The FPPS total score was reflected, log transformed, and re-reflected, resulting in a 

new variable with acceptable levels of skew and kurtosis. Square root and inverse 

transformations were also attempted but the log transformation produced the cleanest results. 

The log transformed FPPS variable was used in subsequent analyses. The researcher-developed 

questionnaire also included a few questions for parents to answer about their satisfaction with the 

communication overall with their child’s teacher and their family-school partnership.  The 
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majority of parents in this sample reported being “Very satisfied” (73%, 75%) or “Somewhat 

satisfied” (22%, 22%) with the communication with their child’s teacher and their partnership 

with their child’s teaching team, respectively.   

Section 5.5 

Student Learning 

 Students met a mean of 89.5 (SD=43.6) criteria, or long-term learning objectives, out of 

302 possible criteria during the first six months of the school year. Skewness was significant for 

this variable (skewness/ standard error = 6.04) with more responses in the lower tail, consistent 

with the learning difficulties associated with ASD. In order to improve the normality of this 

variable for analyses, a log transformation was used and resulted in acceptable levels of skew 

and a more normal distribution. The log transformed student progress variable was used in 

subsequent analyses. 

Section 5.6 

Hypothesis Testing 

Hypothesis 1a predicted that notebook communication would be significantly related to 

student progress on curricular goals, controlling for teacher rank and student verbal behavior 

level. Income was also included as a control variable. Standard regression and multiple 

regression were run to test this hypothesis, as shown in Table 5. The standard regression between 

verbal behavior level and student progress on curricular goals was significant, with verbal level 

accounting for 7.7% of the variance in student progress (F (1, 59) = 5.98, p=. 017). The standard 

regression between teacher rank and student progress on curricular goals was also significant, 

accounting for 16.8% of the variance in student progress (F (1, 59) = 13.112, p=. 001).  The 

standard regression between family income level and student progress on curricular goals was 
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significant, accounting for 11% of the variance in student progress (F (1, 55) = 7.6, p=.008). The 

regression between the three control variables, teacher rank, student verbal behavior level, 

income, and student progress on curricular goals was significant as well and accounted for 22% 

of the variance in student progress (F (3, 53) = 6.1, p=. 001).  Therefore, these control variables 

were included in subsequent analyses predicting student progress.  Teacher and parent notebook 

communication factors were added to the model separately.  The regression between teacher 

notebook communication factors, controlling for verbal behavior level, teacher rank, and income, 

and student progress was significant (F (6, 47) = 3.0, p=. 014).  These variables accounted for 

19% of the variance in student progress, however, the teacher notebook communication factors 

did not account for a significant amount of variance above and beyond the control variables. The 

regression between the parent notebook communication factors, controlling for verbal behavior 

level, teacher rank, and income, and student progress was also significant (F (5, 48) = 3.48, p=. 

009).  These variables accounted for 19% of the variance in student progress; however, the 

parent notebook communication factors were not significant coefficients and did not account for 

a significant amount of variance above and beyond the control variables. Therefore, this 

hypothesis was not supported. 

Table 5. 
 
Predictors of Student Progress on CABAS® Curriculum 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
Predictor Variables   Model 1 B  Model 2 B  Model 3 B 
Verbal Level    .012   .017   .026 
Teacher Rank    .065*   .060*   .054 
Income     .075*   .073   .059 
Teacher Relationship Factor     -.022 
Teacher Task-Directed Factor     -.003 
Teacher Concern Factor     .109 
Parent Task-Directed Factor        .015 
Parent Relationship Factor        .009 
Adjusted R2     .22   .19   .19 
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F     6.12**   3.01*   3.48** 
Change in R2 (from Model 1)     -.03   -.03 
Change in F (from Model 1)     -3.11   -2.64 
* p<. 05, ** p<. 01 
 

Hypothesis 1b predicted that notebook communication would be significantly related to 

stronger parent-teacher partnerships (FPPS score), controlling for student mode of transportation 

(drop off or bus).  Standard regression and multiple regressions were run to test this hypothesis, 

as shown in Table 6.  The standard regression between student mode of transportation and FPPS 

score was not significant (F (1, 58) = 1.07, p=. 306).  As the student mode of transportation 

variable was attempting to capture the potential for parent-teacher relationship-building 

interactions at school, the variable of “frequency of parents speaking with their child’s teacher 

outside of the communication notebook” from the parent questionnaire, was explored as an 

alternative control variable.  The standard regression between frequency of parent-teacher 

interactions outside of the notebook and FPPS score was also not significant (F (1, 58) = .014, 

p=. 906), so these variables were not included in subsequent analyses predicting parent-teacher 

partnership. Teacher and parent notebook communication factors were added to the model 

separately. Parent education level was included in models using teacher communication factors 

because there were significant relationships between these variables. The regression between 

teacher notebook communication factors, parent education level, and FPPS score was non-

significant (F (4, 52) = .963, p=. 435).  The regression between parent notebook communication 

factors and FPPS score was also non-significant (F (2, 54) = 2.63, p=.081).  However, the parent 

task-directed communication coefficient was significant, albeit in the opposite direction to that 

which was expected.  Parents who used less task-directed communication in the notebooks 

reported stronger family-school partnerships on the FPPS.  

 



 

99 

Table 6.  
 
Predictors of Parent-Reported Strength of Family-School Partnership on the FPPS 
 
Predictor Variables   Model 1 B  Model 2 B  Model 3 B 
Student mode of transportation .153 
Parent education level      -.072 
Teacher Relationship Factor     .012 
Teacher Task-Directed Factor     -.051 
Teacher Concern Factor     -.555 
Parent Task-Directed Factor        -.147* 
Parent Relationship Factor        .055 
Adjusted R2     .001   -.003   .055 
F     1.07   .963   2.63 
* p<.05, ** p<.01 
 

Hypothesis 1c predicted that stronger parent-teacher partnerships (FPPS score) would be 

significantly related to student progress on curricular goals, controlling for teacher rank and 

student verbal behavior level. Income was also included as a control variable. The multiple 

regression, shown in Table 7, between FPPS score, teacher rank, verbal behavior, and income 

predicting student progress was significant, with these variables accounting for 20% of the 

variance in student progress on curricular goals (F (4, 52) = 4.5, p=.003). However, FPPS score 

was not a significant coefficient and did not account for a significant amount of variance above 

and beyond the control variables, therefore, this hypothesis was not supported. 

Table 7.  
 
Additional Predictors of Student Progress on CABAS® Curriculum 
 
Predictor Variables    Model 4 B  Model 5 B   
Verbal Level     .012   .012    
Teacher Rank     .065*   .066* 
Income      .075*   .071 
Parent-Teacher Partnership (FPPS)  .001    
Parent Practice with Child      .015 
Adjusted R2      .20   .19 
F      4.50**   4.18** 
Change in R2 (from Model 1)   -.02   -.03 
Change in F (from Model 1)   -1.62   -1.94 
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* p<.05, ** p<.01 

Hypothesis 1d predicted that strength of parent-teacher partnerships (FPPS score) would 

partially mediate the relationship between higher quality notebook communication and student 

progress. This hypothesis was not tested because the variable of “higher quality notebook 

communication” was not clearly established. 

Hypothesis 2a predicted that teachers discussing student goals with parents in the 

communication notebook would be significantly related to increased parent efforts to practice 

with the child at home, controlling for parent participation in training at FSK. Multiple 

regression was run to test this hypothesis, as shown in Table 8. Income was included in models 

using parent training because there was a significant relationship between these variables. The 

regression between parent participation in training at FSK, income, and parent efforts to practice 

with the child at home was not significant (F (2, 55) = 1.65, p=. 202), therefore these variables 

were not included in subsequent analyses predicting home practice.  The regression between 

teacher discussion of student goals in the notebook and parent practice at home with the child 

was not significant (F (1, 54) = .038, p=.847), therefore this hypothesis was not supported.  

Hypothesis 2b predicted that the strength of parent-teacher partnerships (FPPS score) 

would be related to parent practice with the student at home.  The regression, shown in Table 8, 

between FPPS score and parent practice at home with the child was significant, with parents who 

reported stronger partnerships with teachers also reporting practicing more with the child at 

home (F (1, 57) = 4.43, p=.040).  This hypothesis was supported in this sample. 

Table 8.  
 
Predictors of Parent-Reported Practice of Learning Goals at Home with the Child 
 
Predictor Variables   Model 1 B  Model 2 B  Model 3 B 
Parent Training at FSK  .06 
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Income     .15 
Teacher Discussion of Goals     .07 
Parent-Teacher Partnership (FPPS)       .262* 
Adjusted R2     .02   -.02   .06 
F     1.65   .04   4.43* 
*   p<.05, ** p<.01 
 

Hypothesis 2c predicted that parent practice with the child at home would be related to 

student progress on curricular goals, controlling for verbal behavior level and teacher rank. 

Income was also included as a control variable. The multiple regression, shown in Table 7, 

between parent practice with the child at home, verbal behavior level, teacher rank, and income 

predicting student progress was significant (F (4, 51) = 4.18, p=.005). However, the home 

practice coefficient was not significant and did not contribute a significant amount of variance 

above and beyond the control variables. This hypothesis was not supported in this sample.  

Hypothesis 3, which predicted that parent participation in training at FSK would be 

related to increased parent practice with the child at home, was not supported (See Hypothesis 2a 

above).   

Hypothesis 4, which predicted that student mode of transportation (i.e., being dropped off 

and picked up from school, as opposed to bussed) would be related to stronger parent-teacher 

partnerships (i.e., higher FPPS score), was not significant (See Hypothesis 1b above).   

Hypothesis 5a predicted that the frequency of home-initiated and school-initiated 

communication would be reciprocal, meaning there would be a correlation between the 

frequency of teacher communication and the frequency of parent communication.  This 

hypothesis was supported as the Pearson correlation between these two variables was significant 

(r=.645, p<.01). As parent education level was significantly related to these variables, a partial 

correlation was also run. The association between parent and teacher frequency of 

communication was still significant when controlling for parent education level (r=.571, p<.01).  
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Hypothesis 5b predicted that the frequency of teacher communication and the frequency 

of parent communication would predict one another.  A standard regression with teacher 

frequency of communication and parent education level predicting parent frequency of 

communication was significant (F (2, 54) = 19.31, p<.01). Teacher frequency of communication 

accounted for 40% of the variance in parent frequency of communication while controlling for 

parent education level. The standard regression with parent frequency of communication and 

parent education level predicting teacher frequency of communication was also significant (F (2, 

54) = 17.51, p<.01). Parent frequency of communication accounted for 37% of the variance in 

teacher frequency of communication while controlling for parent education level. This 

hypothesis was supported. 

Hypothesis 5c predicted that there would not be a direct relationship between the 

frequency of communication via notebooks and student progress. Partial correlations were used 

to control for parent education level, which was significantly related to frequency of parent and 

teacher communication. The correlations between frequency of teacher entries and student 

progress (r=.177, p=.200) and frequency of parent entries and student progress were non-

significant (r=.084, p=.544), while controlling for parent education level.  Hypothesis 5c also 

predicted that there would not be a direct relationship between the frequency of communication 

and strength of parent-teacher partnerships on the FPPS. The correlations between frequency of 

teacher entries and FPPS score (r= .042, p=.762) and frequency of parent entries and FPPS score 

were non-significant (r= .150, p=.278), while controlling for parent education level.  Therefore, 

this hypothesis was supported.  

Section 5.7 

Exploratory Analyses  
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There was a significant correlation between the child’s mode of transportation and the 

frequency with which parents speak to the teacher outside of the communication notebook, with 

those whose children were dropped off speaking to teachers outside of the notebook more 

frequently (r=.466, p<.01). Greater frequency of teacher entries (F (1, 55) = 25.08, p<.01) and 

parent entries (F (1, 55) = 6.29, p=.015) was also predicted by a lower parent reported frequency 

of speaking to the teacher outside of the notebook, meaning that there may be less of a need for 

the notebook when parents and teachers are regularly communicating through another means. 

There were significant associations between parents' preferred method of communication and 

student mode of transportation (Chi Squared (3, 60) = 9.628, p<.05, Cramer's V = .401), and 

parents’ preferred method of communication and their frequency of speaking with the child’s 

teacher outside of the notebook (Chi Squared (9, 60) = 22.361, p<.01, Cramer's V = .352). 

Parents of students who were dropped off and picked up and parents who reported speaking to 

their child's teacher outside of the notebook several times per month were significantly more 

likely to list “in person” as their preferred method of communication as compared to parents of 

children who were bussed to school and parents who spoke with the teacher less outside of the 

notebook. Furthermore, there was a significant association between preferred method of 

communication and satisfaction with the notebook (Chi Squared (6, 59) = 20.168, p<.01, 

Cramer's V = .413), with parents who listed “in person” as their preferred method of 

communication more likely to be unsatisfied with the communication notebook. 

Parents who reported a stronger partnership with their child’s teacher were more likely to 

report that they were familiar with their child’s learning goals (r=.388, p<.01) and that the 

notebook was an effective form of communication (r=.385, p<.01).  Parents who reported being 

more satisfied with the use of the communication notebook and more satisfied with the overall 
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communication with their child’s teacher reported stronger parent-teacher partnerships (r=.443, 

p<.01; r=.351, p<.01).  Interestingly, parents who reported that their child had been diagnosed 

with a disability also reported stronger partnerships with their child’s teacher and more 

familiarity with their child’s learning goals (r=.295, p<.05; r=.273, p<.05).  

 Family income level significantly predicted whether or not parents participated in parent 

training at FSK, with wealthier families being more likely to participate (F (1, 57) = 8.00, 

p=.006).  Primary language of the parents significantly predicted whether or not parents 

participated in parent training at a location other than FSK, with parents whose first language 

was not English being less likely to participate (F (1, 57) = 8.55, p=.005).  Families in which the 

student was diagnosed with ASD were also more likely to have attended parent training at a 

location other than FSK (F (1, 58) = 6.42, p=.014).  Parents who reported greater familiarity with 

their child’s learning goals were more likely to report practicing more at home with their child (F 

(1, 57) = 8.67, p=.005).  Parents who reported on the communication questionnaire spending 

more time reading and writing in the communication notebook (based on a Likert scale) were 

also more likely to report practicing more at home (F (1, 55) = 5.94, p=.018). 

There is a strong positive correlation between Teacher Relationship Factor and the 

frequency of parent entries (r=.821, p<.01).  A standard regression between Teacher Relationship 

Factor and the frequency of parent entries is significant with Teacher Relationship Factor 

accounting for 67% of the variance in parent frequency of entries (F (1, 58) =119.69, p<.01).  

Furthermore, Teacher Relationship Factor significantly positively predicts parents’ reported time 

reading and writing in the communication notebook (F (1, 53) = 11.16, p=.002).  These findings 

suggest that more teacher efforts within the notebook to build a relationship with the parent can 

lead to more frequent and more substantial parent communication, however, the direction of this 



 

105 

relationship is unclear and it is equally possible that parent communication behaviors are 

influencing teachers’ use of the notebook. There is a significant positive relationship between 

parent education level and Teacher Relationship Factor (F (1, 55) = 5.54, p=.022), suggesting 

that teachers may make more of an effort to build strong relationships with more educated 

parents. There is also a significant positive relationship between family income and Teacher 

Relationship Factor (F (1, 54) = 4.39, p=.041), with family income significantly predicting 

Teacher Relationship Factor. It is unclear whether teachers make more of an effort to build 

strong relationships with more affluent and educated families or whether teachers respond to the 

greater requests and demands of certain families. 

Student’s verbal behavior level significantly predicts the frequency with which parents 

check the communication notebook (F (1, 58) = 5.04, p=.029), with all parents whose children 

are at a lower verbal level (i.e., pre-speaker level) checking the notebook everyday. Student 

verbal behavior is also significantly correlated with the frequency of parent entries, with parents 

of children at lower verbal behavior levels writing more frequently in the communication 

notebooks (r= -.261, p<.05). Teachers of students at lower verbal behavior levels are more likely 

to have higher Teacher Relationship Factor and Teacher Concern Factor scores, meaning that 

they make more of an effort within the communication notebook to establish a relationship with 

the parent (r= -.271, p<.05) and to share their concerns about the child (r= -.275, p<.05). It is 

interesting to note that there is a significant positive correlation between teacher rank and student 

verbal level with the higher ranked teachers working with the more verbally advanced children 

(r=.502, p<.01). Notably, there is no direct correlation between teacher rank and Teacher 

Relationship Factor (r=.033). 
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Chapter Six 

Discussion 

Section 6.1 

Summary of Findings 

Families with a child with special needs, particularly those with Autism Spectrum 

Disorders (ASD), frequently report a desire for more communication and greater teamwork with 

schools (Kohler, 1999; Zablotsky, Boswell, & Smith, 2012). Consistent, frequent, honest, bi-

directional communication is considered to be a key aspect of parent-teacher collaborative 

efforts. However, limited research has objectively explored the content and quality of ongoing, 

parent-teacher collaboration and communication and how they relate to student outcomes. The 

overarching goal of this study was to systematically analyze the association between day-to-day 

parent-teacher communication notebook content and student outcomes for students in a special 

education preschool, as well as to understand the role of communication notebooks in the 

development of high-quality parent-teacher relationships. This study was designed to contribute 

to the knowledge base on parent-teacher collaboration and communication for students with 

special needs and to our understanding of how parent-teacher collaboration and communication 

contribute to student progress.  

It was hypothesized that there would be relationships between parent-teacher notebook 

communication, parent-reported parent-teacher partnerships, and student learning progress. 

Within this sample, the notebook communication factors, parent-teacher partnerships, and 

student progress were not significantly related. However, there were notable findings related to 

parent and teacher use of the communication notebooks, and family and student characteristics 

that significantly impacted these relationships.  
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Section 6.2  

Predictors of Student Learning 

Student verbal behavior level and teacher rank significantly predicted student progress, as 

previous research indicated. Verbal level accounted for 8% of the variance in student progress 

and teacher rank accounted for 17% of student progress. Family income level was also a 

significant predictor of student progress, as demonstrated in the literature (Reynolds, 1992; 

Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2003). Family income level accounted for 11% of the variance in student 

progress on curricular goals. Together, these three variables, teacher rank, student verbal 

behavior level, and income, accounted for 22% of the variance in student progress. Content of 

teacher and parent communication, strength of parent-teacher partnerships, and parent practice at 

home did not significantly predict student progress. Frequency of teacher and parent 

communication also did not predict progress, which was in agreement with the hypothesis.  

Section 6.3  

Predictors of Parent-Teacher Partnerships 

 Student mode of transportation (specifically, being dropped off and picked up) did not 

predict stronger parent-teacher partnerships, as hypothesized. However, there was a significant 

correlation between the child’s mode of transportation and the frequency with which parents 

spoke to the teacher outside of the communication notebook, with those parents whose children 

were dropped off speaking to teachers outside of the notebook more frequently. Furthermore, 

parents who reported speaking to the teacher more outside of the notebook were found to have 

lower frequency of parent entries and lower frequency of teacher entries. These findings indicate 

that while the mode of transportation did not predict the strength of the parent-teacher 

relationship, there may be less of a need for the notebook when parents and teachers are 
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regularly communicating through another means.   

Content of teacher communication did not predict the strength of parent-teacher 

partnerships. Content of parent communication did significantly predict the strength of parent-

teacher partnerships, however, not in the hypothesized direction. Greater use of task-directed 

communication in the notebook was related to weaker family-school partnerships. This finding is 

discussed in more detail below. Frequency of teacher and parent communication also did not 

predict parent-teacher partnership, which was in agreement with the hypothesis. 

Section 6.4  

Predictors of Home Practice 

 FSK parent training did not predict frequency of parent practice at home. However, the 

extent, frequency, and duration of parent training varied greatly across participants and were not 

controlled. In addition, parent practice was measured by parent report and may have been 

impacted by social desirability. Teacher discussion of student goals in the notebook also did not 

predict parent practice at home. Notably, there are several other avenues through which teachers 

discuss goals with parents, including IEP meetings, parent-teacher conferences, and progress 

reports, so it is possible that parents are very familiar with and focused upon addressing their 

child’s learning goals without significant discussion in the notebook.  

 Strength of parent-teacher partnership as reported by parents on the FPPS predicted greater 

frequency of parent practice at home with their child. This finding confirms the previous 

qualitative research indicating that parent perceptions of parent-teacher relationships impacted 

parent role engagement, including the role of supporting the teachers’ initiatives and working 

towards shared goals. More specifically, Stoner and Angell (2006) found that parents were more 

likely to act as supporters and fulfill helpful roles related to their child’s education when they 
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trusted teachers and parents’ trust in teachers was related to the parent-teacher relationship. 

Section 6.5  

Parent-Teacher Communication  

The results of this study confirmed findings from previous studies on notebook use and 

parent-teacher communication. Teachers tended to write more frequently than parents and 

mothers tended to be the dominant writer (Fuller, 2005). This study confirmed that the frequency 

of teacher and parent communication is significantly related. The frequency of communication 

from one party accounts for about 40% of the variance in the frequency of communication from 

the other party. The current research design and analyses do not allow for the examination of 

directional influence regarding whether parent or teacher behaviors more strongly influence the 

other. There are several associations between teacher and parent communication behaviors that 

are unclear with regards to directionality. For one, teacher attempts to build relationships through 

the communication notebook predicted the frequency of parent entries and parents’ reported time 

reading and writing in the notebooks, suggesting that certain types of teacher communication 

serve to encourage PI or that increased parental communication influences teachers’ relationship-

building efforts. Regardless of the limitations in terms of directionality, this research 

demonstrates that parent and teacher communication behaviors, including both content and 

frequency, are related and do influence one another, whether from teacher to parent, parent to 

teacher, or (most likely) reciprocally. 

These data suggest that parent-teacher communication notebooks are useful for and 

desired by most families.  The majority of parents cited the communication notebook as a 

preferred method of parent-teacher communication. The vast majority of parents preferred to 

speak to their child’s teacher once a week or more and the majority of parents reported speaking 
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to their child’s teacher infrequently outside of the notebook, indicating that the communication 

notebook is necessary and helpful for most families. Notably, parents of children who were 

dropped off and picked up from school were more likely to speak to the child’s teacher outside 

of the notebook (as compared to students who took the bus) and parents who speak to the teacher 

more frequently outside of the notebook tend to write fewer entries and have teachers who write 

fewer entries. In other words, the communication notebook is used less by parent-teacher dyads 

who speak more often outside of the notebook. Student mode of transportation and parent-

reported frequency of speaking to their child’s teacher outside of the notebook was also 

associated with the parents’ preferred method of communication, such that parents who dropped 

off their children and saw the teacher several times a month were significantly more likely to cite 

“in person” as their preferred method of communication.  In contrast, parents of students who 

were bussed to school were more likely to report the notebook as a preferred method of 

communication. Furthermore, parents’ preferred method of communication was related to their 

satisfaction with the notebook, with parents who preferred “in person” communication reporting 

less satisfaction with the notebook. Therefore, there may be less of a need and less of a desire for 

the notebook when parents and teachers are regularly communicating through another means.  

Section 6.6  

Additional Variables Impacting Relationships  

While not a focus of the current study, demographic variables, including student 

ethnicity, marital status, and family income level, were found to be significant predictors of 

parent and teacher collaboration behaviors in this sample. Parent education level and family 

income level significantly predicted the frequency of teacher communication, with teachers 

writing more frequently with more educated and affluent parents. Family variables, including 
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income level and parent education level, also significantly predicted the frequency of parent 

communication, with more educated and affluent families writing more often. Parent education 

level also significantly predicted the content of teacher communication, with teachers making 

more of an effort to build relationships with more educated parents. In addition, demographic 

variables (family income level and primary language) heavily impacted parent involvement with 

parent training at FSK and other locations. While these findings are consistent with previous 

research suggesting that family variables impact parent-teacher relationships and their 

subsequent impact on student outcomes, the mechanism and direction behind these relationships 

are unknown. For example, it is unclear whether parents who make less money write less often 

and the teachers react reciprocally by also writing less, or if teachers write less because of 

preconceived notions about the family’s desire or capacity for regular communication. 

Child variables were also found to be important. Child level of functioning, specifically 

verbal behavior level, predicted the use of the communication notebook. Parents of non-speakers 

checked the notebook more frequently and wrote entries more often, indicating they rely more 

heavily upon the information in the notebook. This is support for the previous qualitative finding 

that parents of children with more limited ability to communicate place a priority upon 

communication from the teacher because their child is not fully able to share important 

information and it may be their primary source of information about their child’s progress 

(Davern, 2004; Stoner et al., 2005). This study also revealed that teachers of students at lower 

verbal levels made more of an effort within the communication notebook to establish a 

relationship with the parent and to share their concerns about the child. This finding indicates 

that the teachers at FSK working with lower functioning (in terms of verbal level and likely 

cognitive functioning) students may recognize the importance of building a positive, honest 
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relationship with parents and put more effort into doing so. It is also possible that teachers 

respond positively to parents of lower-functioning children using the notebooks more frequently, 

and potentially more meaningfully. 

Interestingly, parents who reported that their child had been diagnosed with a disability 

reported stronger partnerships with their child’s teacher and more familiarity with their child’s 

learning goals, which is in contrast to previous findings that parents of children with special 

needs, specifically ASD, tended to be less satisfied with family-school communication and 

collaboration (Zablotsky, Boswell & Smith, 2012). This sample may differ from the typical 

population of families whose children attend regular education schools or classrooms as FSK 

specializes in effectively educating children with special needs. 

Section 6.7  

The Notebook Communication System 

In order to address the research questions, the Notebook Communication System (NCS) 

was developed by the PI to code parent-teacher notebook communication in a reliable and valid 

way. Notebook codes were factor analyzed to develop teacher-to-parent factors of notebook 

communication content and parent-to-teacher factors, namely, Teacher Relationship Factor, 

Teacher Task-Directed Factor, Teacher Concern Factor, Parent Task-Directed Factor, and Parent 

Relationship Factor. These five reliable factors were then used to explore the relationships 

between notebook communication, student progress, and parent-teacher partnerships. The 

Relationship and Task-Directed Factors were very stable in that they remained despite variations 

in the specific variables included and the techniques used in the factor analyses. The Concern 

Factor, while less reliable because only two variables loaded onto it, was retained largely 

because it fit with the theoretical model and previous literature in this area. For example, Stoner 
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and Angell (2006) found through parent interviews that communication notebooks were only 

considered to be a helpful tool if they were used honestly to highlight both areas of 

accomplishment and areas of concern. 

Notably, the NCS was developed and pilot tested on a specific and unique population 

(i.e., families and teachers of preschoolers with special needs at an ABA school). It is possible 

that use of the NCS with a different sample could result in different factors, additional codes of 

interest, and different relationships between factors and codes. At any rate, the NCS system is a 

helpful research tool offering rich descriptive data on how communication notebooks are used, 

including who writes, the frequency and length of entries, the content of entries, and the 

reciprocal back-and-forth exchanges between parents and teachers.  

Section 6.8  

Strengths of the Study 

The current study contributes to the previously limited understanding of typical, day-to-

day parent-teacher communication between the schools and families of preschoolers with special 

needs. As the first systematic analysis of parent-teacher communication notebook entries using a 

reliable and valid coding scheme and adequate sample size, this research significantly adds to the 

literature base. The study design also makes several contributions to the existing research on 

parent involvement. First, parent involvement is defined clearly and narrowly as parent-teacher 

communication and is examined separately for content/quality and frequency. Second, an 

objective and reliable method of measuring parent-teacher communication is used, allowing this 

variable to be examined without the subjectivity of parent or teacher report. Third, parent-teacher 

communication was collected longitudinally across six months of the school year, allowing for a 

rich understanding of communication over time as opposed to a cross-sectional snapshot. In 
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addition, the use of a special needs sample contributes to that significant gap in the literature. 

Another strength of this study includes the use of a reliable, valid, and extremely meaningful 

dependent variable (i.e., student progress on C-PIRK objectives), along with two highly reliable 

control variables, CABAS® teacher rank and verbal behavior level. 

Section 6.9  

Limitations of the Study 

There are several limitations that should be considered in interpreting these findings, as 

well their applicability and generalizability. First, parent-teacher partnership was measured by 

parent report alone and therefore only represents parent perceptions of this variable. Further, 

parent home practice was also measured by parent report and the high degree of practice reported 

may be a factor of parents’ social desirability. Second, the data are nested by classroom and 

teacher, and this was unable to be accounted for in the analyses due to not having a large enough 

sample size for such a design. Notably, Chi Square and Cramer’s V statistics were used to 

explore the associations between the variable of teacher and predictor and outcome variables. 

Significant associations were found with student verbal level (Chi Square (1, 48) = 124. 369, 

p<.01, Cramer’s V = .811), frequency of parents speaking to the teacher outside of the notebook 

(Chi Square (1, 48) = 65.907, p<.05, Cramer’s V = .605), and parent-reported familiarity with 

their child’s learning goals (Chi Square (1, 16) = 30.835, p=.014, Cramer’s V = .717). In 

addition, while the variables were not associated on the Chi Square or Cramer’s V tests, the 

variable of teacher significantly predicted the frequency of teacher entries (F (1, 58) = 9.51, 

p=.003) and the frequency with which parents check the notebook (F (1, 58) = 4.095, p,.05). 

These data suggest that certain teachers may tend to write more than others and parents working 

with certain teachers are more likely to check the notebook more frequently. Third, while parents 



 

115 

were asked to report on their frequency of speaking to teachers outside of the communication 

notebook, this variable could not be controlled and likely impacted the results. For example, 

some teachers reported a good deal of written communication in the form of emails and texts 

with parents. Some notebook entries referenced phone calls or meetings that had taken place. 

Although many parents reported infrequent contact with teachers outside of the communication 

notebooks, it is likely that any additional exchanges contributed to family-school partnerships. 

This limitation may help to explain the lack of relationship between the NCS factors and FPPS 

scores. Furthermore, parents are gaining important information from sources outside of the 

notebook, such as progress reports, which are sent out four times per year. While all parents 

reported being familiar or somewhat familiar with their child’s learning goals, only 31% of 

teacher entries included a discussion of goals in the notebooks. This finding suggests why certain 

hypothesized relationships, for example, that the teacher discussion of goals in the notebook 

would predict home practice, were not found to be significant. Next, the FPPS scores had a very 

limited range with most parents reporting very strong parent-teacher partnerships, making it 

more difficult to find significant relationships with this variable.  

An important limitation to generalizability includes the unique sample used in this study. 

The CABAS® model differs tremendously from a typical preschool, even one that offers special 

education services and support. It is possible that the results of this study would be significantly 

different with another sample. For example, the CABAS philosophy views parents as consumers, 

not collaborators, which may partially explain the lack of teachers in this sample asking for 

parent input. A final limitation of this research and the NCS was the inability to identify aspects 

of high-quality parent-teacher communication, as a major goal of this research was to contribute 

to the limited research on what “good” parent-teacher communication looks like and how to 
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achieve it. It is possible that high-quality parent-teacher communication is in fact an individual 

factor that looks different for different students and families.  

Section 6.10  

Clinical Implications 

 While this research did not reveal the specific components of high-quality parent-teacher 

communication that relate to improved student progress, it did offer information about the 

preferences and behaviors of parents in this sample (and possibly parents of preschoolers with 

special needs in general). The majority of parents in the sample selected the communication 

notebook as a preferred method of communication with their child’s teacher and 82% reported 

that the notebook was an effective method of communication (with another 18% reporting it was 

somewhat effective). These results indicate that parents like communication notebooks and 

consider them to be useful, suggesting that they should continue to be used in classrooms serving 

young children with special needs. This study also indicates that parents of preschoolers with 

special needs desire a high frequency of parent-teacher communication with well over half 

preferring to speak a few times a week (31%) or daily (39%).   

 Student mode of transportation was an interesting variable within this sample as three-

quarters of students took the bus to school, as opposed to being dropped off and picked up by 

family members, which is unusual for a preschool setting. Previous research revealed that these 

brief, unplanned meetings were important sources of communication and partnership-building 

for parents and teachers (Stanley, 2008). In this sample, student mode of transportation did not 

predict the strength of parent-teacher partnerships. However, students who were dropped off and 

picked up did have parents who reported speaking to the teacher more outside of school, which 

was related to both parents and teachers using the notebooks less frequently. This finding 
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suggests that while informal, unplanned meetings at drop off and pick up can facilitate 

relationship-building between parents and teachers, these meetings are not necessary for the 

development of strong relationships when other opportunities for regular communication are 

available. Furthermore, as discussed above, communication notebooks may be less necessary for 

families who speak with the teacher regularly in person, whereas they seem to play an important 

role for families who rarely have opportunities to meet with the teacher.  

It is important to acknowledge that families likely have individual preferences regarding 

their participation and communication and these preferences should be respected. Parents should 

be encouraged to communicate with teachers as often as they prefer and to indicate what types of 

information they expect to be updated about. Porter (2008) advocates for a “family-driven” style 

of parent-teacher collaboration in which parents choose their level and mode of participation and 

make their priorities known to the teacher. All parents can be surveyed on their communication 

preferences, including preferred method, frequency, and content, at the start of the school year. 

Teachers should be encouraged to respect parents’ preferences and expectations as much as 

possible while maintaining the boundaries of their time and expertise.  

One difficult situation identified in this study was the use the notebook by parents to 

share very stressful aspects of parenting and details of their frustration with their child’s 

difficulties. While some teachers responded to these entries with empathy and support, many 

others seemed to ignore or defer these comments. Table 9 shows six examples of varying teacher 

response to parent distress or concern communicated in notebook entries. It is unclear how 

teachers should be expected to respond in such situations, as they do not have the time or proper 

training to provide therapy to the parent, however, ignoring such comments could seriously 

damage the parent-teacher relationship and leave parents in very stressful situations without 
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guidance about where to get proper help.  This is an important issue for future research. In any 

case, teachers who work with the highly stressed parents of young children with special needs, 

especially ASD, should be trained to recognize parents who are in need of greater support and 

make referrals for parent counseling or support groups.  

Table 9. 

Communication Notebook Transcripts Demonstrating Varied Teacher Responses to Parents 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
Example 1: Parent Distress, Teacher Deferred Responsibility Without Empathy 
 
Parent: Hi T, F hasn’t been sleeping well lately. When I go into his room to wake him up he’s  

already up with the lights on. I have been having trouble with him listening to me. He’s 
still hitting, throwing objects, kicking, etc. He won’t listen to me. But with his father he 
will. Time out chair doesn’t seem to work. And when he gets really out of control I put 
him in his room. But what kind of punishment is that when all of his toys are there. I 
can’t seem to control his temper. He won’t eat dinner when it’s made. He continuously 
asks for milk all the time, eventually I give in. I don’t give him reinforcement any more 
because in less than 5 minute he’s up to no good again. I don’t know what else to do. –P 
 

Teacher: Hi P- Have you spoken to your home therapist about the behaviors any more? She’s  
always more than welcome to call us as well to talk more about it. Today F didn’t get 
many LU’s because he was tired and coughed most of the time. He didn’t eat much lunch 
today and didn’t really want it when I offered this afternoon so he may be hungry. –T 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
Example 2: Parent Concerns about Behavior, Teacher Ignoring Concerns: 
 
Parent: A, I took him to the bathroom on Saturday but I couldn’t find the sheet to fill out.  

Saturday was a much better day. Both Friday and Saturday morning C woke up running 
to the potty. I was happy. He also use the restroom over 7 times, he peed. Some of the 
trips looked like he forced himself to use the bathroom. I do have a concern about his 
behavior. C is biting himself really hard. On his left hand he bit his forearm and it seemed 
to bruise. On the bottom of his wrist, on the back of his hand, and on his legs near his 
knees too. Please watch him and let me know if this behavior is happening often in class. 
Thanks for your help. –R 
 

Teacher: Hi!! C was in underwear all day going to the potty every 30 minutes. He voided twice  
and had two accidents. Please send back replacement clothes for tomorrow!! I also 
enclosed extra data sheets for the week. Have a great night and good luck!! –A 
 

Example 3: Parent Concerns and Distress, Teacher Minimal Response Without Empathy: 
 

Parent: Hi M- He came home with lots of energy and out of control would not listen to me.  
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Constantly asking for different foods and would not eat. Jumping on the sofas. Throwing 
out his food while in his mouth. Dinner time he ended up throwing his food on the floor 
and laughing. Gave him time out but did not help. Did not stop his behavior at all. Three 
hours passed and still out of control. Out of my wits end. Gave him a bath at 7pm and put 
him to sleep with TV on for 30 minutes. Came into his room to turn off TV and found 
him with all his toys on his bed and floor. I have a storage bins shelves and he took them 
all out and threw his toys. First time I see him acting this way. LC called and set a 
meeting with a psychologist to come to my home. I have not received a call yet. J called 
today so I should be waiting for a call soon. Will keep you updated. –S 
 

Teacher: Great, let me know how all goes. Today while going to wash hands L ran out of the  
classroom. When he was brought back and given the correction he began to tantrum. 
When he calmed down, we had him walk back to the door in order to wash his hands. He 
calmly walked to wash his hands and then ate lunch, but not much. –G 

 
Example 4: Parent Concerns about Behavior, Teacher Sympathetic Response: 
 
Parent: Hi S, K has had a couple of rough days, lots of screaming, on the obsessive side with her  

stuffed toys, and lots of stimming (vocal, visual, spinning). She had a very rough night on 
Saturday, she woke up screaming for like 2 hours, didn’t want to be held, it was like she 
was crawling out of her skin. I never saw it before. She loved playing in the snow until 
her hands got snow on them, then a very extreme reaction. I’ll make sure she has gloves 
in her pockets, no one wants to see that tantrum. Would it be okay to drop off the class 
gifts after school on Tuesday? Have a great day! –R 
 

Teacher: Hi R- I’m sorry to hear it was a rough weekend  She had a great Monday back here   
Ate her chicken and applesauce plus snacks. She was looking for more food so she may 
be hungry when she comes home. A lot of vocal stereotypy today here as well. We plan 
to record it and play it back to note any decrease. You can drop off the gifts anytime  -S 

 
Example 5:  Teacher Support and Encouragement Around a Shared Goal: 
 
Teacher: Good afternoon, D had a nice day! He did really well with his identifying (by pointing)  

colors red, blue, and yellow. I spoke with Y regarding the toileting procedure and this is 
what we came up with to address D’s toileting needs. 1. Run his dry checks every 15 
minutes and reinforce being dry. If D is wet, run an over correction (where he is taking 
off his soiled clothes and putting them in the wash, hand over hand). 2. Bring D to the 
potty every 2 hours and he will sit until he goes. After an accident wait 2 hours before 
bringing him back to the potty. 3. Record duration of crying start/stop time. Let’s 
schedule a time to meet once a month and review everything. You are awesome and you 
will get through this as long as we stay consistent with D. I really appreciate your 
feedback and we will work together on this. Keep sending in all data and any concerns 
please write in here so I can review them with Y and get back to you. You can also call to 
discuss concerns…. 

 
Example 6: Parent Frustration and Venting, Empathetic Teacher Response: 
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Parent: I am glad A had a “fantastic day” I. Does the listener and speaker program ask A  

questions and he responds appropriately? Because I can ask him simple questions and he 
will not respond. Please help A to understand that it is rude to ignore your parents!! 
I hope you have moved past animals and sounds. He still has trouble with giraffe but that 
will work itself out. Since he loves animals that should be the reward. Also, until some of 
the “fantastic” transitions to home, I would appreciate words like productive day, or A 
made progress or good day. Fantastic and excellent would also be demonstrated at home. 
He needs to work on answering simple yes and no questions. He needs to work on names, 
like aunt, uncle, grandpa, grandma, movie, yogurt, pasta, etc. Things and words that are 
in the home. I am quite sure A is doing well, but you need to push him. As far as I am 
concerned, the western school systems are in need of new innovative ideas. Children play 
too much. Everyone is not liked, but necessary. How is he going with the acorn reading 
system? Have a Blessed Day. – From A’s Type A Alpha Female Mom LOL 

 
Teacher: Hi, I saw your note and understand your concern. All the concerns you have might be  

best to explain in person. Please let me know if you would like to have a team meeting, I 
can use the time to explain more things and what we are working on at school. Currently, 
A is working on Acorn. He had a difficult time attending to the book and then pointing to 
the word. We are working on increasing his attention and correct responses by alternating 
matching the word to word and point to the word. We are also working on both listen to 
teacher’s direction to identify body parts and naming the body parts. I will contact you to 
answer more of your questions. –H 

 
 

Another issue identified in this study is related to parents with high expectations of the 

teacher or school’s role (See example 6 in Table 9). Parent Task-Directed Factor (which includes 

talking about goals, raising concerns, and asking questions) was negatively related to the strength 

of parent-teacher partnerships, satisfaction with the notebook, and satisfaction with the 

communication overall. These relationships suggest that certain parents want additional help and 

support from teachers and the school that they are not getting. It is possible that these parents 

may have unrealistically high expectations for the parent-teacher relationship and parent-teacher 

communication and therefore are not fully satisfied. It is also possible that there is a mismatch 

between the preferences of the parent and the communication style of the teacher. In reviewing 

notebooks that were particularly high on Parent Task-Directed Factor, it appeared that the fit 
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between parent’s use of the notebook and the teacher’s style of responding was significant, with 

some teachers responding supportively to highly demanding parents and some teachers providing 

minimal response to any parent concerns. Schools should help teachers to establish realistic 

expectations about communication and share this information with parents at the start of the 

school year. Teachers also need to specifically outline the limitations of their role and provide 

parents with resources about how to find additional support, for example, an individual therapist 

or parent support group.  

 This study found that family demographic variables significantly impact parent and 

teacher communication behaviors with less frequent communication and less relationship-

building communication taking place with higher risk families, a consistent finding with 

previous research (Iruka et al., 2011; Kohl, Lengua & McMahon, 2000). While the mechanism 

of that relationship is unclear (i.e., teachers may communicate less and focus less on building 

relationships in part due to expectations about the family and then families meet that low 

expectation or parents may communicate less and teachers respond to their behaviors by also 

communicating less and making less of an effort to build the relationship), it is safe to say that 

parents from higher risk backgrounds likely require more support and encouragement to be 

engaged. This finding is all the more important in the context of previous research demonstrating 

that strong parent-teacher relationships are more important and have a more powerful impact on 

outcomes for children from higher risk backgrounds (Marcon, 1999; Serpell & Mashburn, 2011).  

Teachers should be encouraged to make additional efforts to engage families from lower 

income, lower educational, or ethnic minority backgrounds. These parents are more likely to be 

impacted by some of the identified barriers to the use of communication notebooks, including 

poor reading skills and limited competency in the language used by the teacher (Davern, 2004). 
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Surveying these parents about their communication preferences is particularly helpful because it 

provides parents with the opportunity to voice their desires explicitly rather than have teachers 

assume their preferences based upon the parents’ communication behaviors. For example, if a 

parent writes infrequently, the teacher may assume that the parent does not want regular updates 

about their child and begin to write less, when in fact the parent does not know what is expected, 

has limited language or writing skills, or is too busy to write more frequently. Whenever 

possible, parents should be given options about communication that fit their needs while also 

being feasible and easy for teachers, such as offering a weekly phone call instead of 

communication notebook entries for parents with limited reading and writing skills.  

A final important clinical implication includes the role of the school in supporting and 

encouraging parent-teacher relationships and communication. The schools that participated in 

this study did not have a specific policy on parent-teacher collaboration and did not detail the 

expectations of the relationship for teachers or parents. The teachers in this sample responded in 

dramatically different ways to stressed, anxious, excited, demanding, and uninvolved parents.  

Research has found that the perceived level of support from the school and the encouragement 

for family-school partnering from school staff are significant predictors of parent involvement 

for young children with and without special needs (Benson, Karlof, & Siperstein, 2008; Fuller, 

2005; Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 2005). It may be beneficial for schools to clarify for teachers 

and parents the expectations of the parent-teacher partnership and to provide training to teachers 

around dealing with difficult situations with parents. 

Section 6.11  

Future Directions 
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 One key question that this research generated was whether parent communication 

behaviors have greater influence on teachers’ communication behaviors or the other way around. 

The current study confirmed that parent and teacher communication is significantly related, 

however, the method of analysis chosen did not allow for exploration of the directionality of that 

relationship. Future work with this data set could involve the application of sequential analysis to 

explore the directionality of influence within communication notebooks. Sequential analysis 

involves looking at the reciprocal nature of behaviors over time (e.g., does the frequency with 

which teachers use empathy when responding to parents’ venting versus ignoring the vent early 

in the school year predict the development of a closer partnership as the school year progresses?) 

If a sequential analysis determines that teacher communication behavior influences parent 

communication behavior and PI, interventions could be developed to train teachers in effectively 

communicating and partnering with families.  

 As the CABAS® method is quite unique, it will be important to replicate this research, 

and utilize the NCS coding method, in another setting serving preschoolers with special needs. 

The schools that participated in this study used a very specific and structured teaching method 

for both teacher training and student instruction. Replication of this study with students in a more 

typical special education preschool setting (or preferably a variety of settings) would shed light 

on whether these results can be generalized to the early childhood special education population.  

The vast majority of parents in this sample have participated in parent training and report 

practicing their child’s learning goals at home, which is good news considering the importance 

of parent training and home practice for young children with special needs to generalize and 

maintain skills (Burrell & Borrego, 2012; Fava et al., 2011). However, minimal information 

about the extent or nature of parent training and home practice was obtained and these factors did 
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not significantly predict student progress in this sample. Future research might explore the 

specifics of parent training and home practice for parents of preschoolers with special needs and 

try to determine how the factors of frequency, duration, and content contribute to student 

outcomes. 

This study extends previous work by examining parent-teacher communication using 

objective methods with a sample of young students with special needs. Research on parent-

teacher collaboration has largely relied upon questionnaire data and has been limited for the 

special needs population. Research on parent-teacher communication notebooks has been 

particularly scarce and there is minimal empirical guidance for special education teachers on 

how to effectively partner and communicate with families. This is an area of intervention that 

could have a potentially significant impact on student outcomes as well as family functioning for 

children with special needs. It is hoped that the results of this study and future research in this 

area will be used to help inform teacher education and school policies and practices in family-

school partnering. 
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Appendix A 

Development and Validation of the Notebook Communication System (NCS) 

A pilot study was conducted to develop a reliable and valid systematic method for 

analyzing communication notebooks and quantifying the content and quality of written 

exchanges included in the notebooks (Fiorvanti, 2013). Twenty parents of preschool students 

attending The Fred S. Keller School in academic year 2013-2014 participated in this study by 

agreeing to have their child’s communication notebook reviewed and coded. The variables 

initially included in the Notebook Communication System (NCS) were chosen through a 

thorough review of the literature on important aspects of family-school communication (see 

introduction to the dissertation and Table A1). These variables were then maintained or 

discarded based upon four rounds of reviewing and coding actual notebooks by several research 

assistants. A multiple phase plan was developed in order to ensure that the coding scheme was 

representative of all available data and achieved the highest inter-rater reliability possible. The 

end result was the final version of the NCS, which has acceptable levels of inter-rater reliability 

and suggested validity. The details of the coding system and a thorough description of variables 

are outlined in the NCS manual included in Appendix B. 

Table A1. 
 
Content Validity for the NCS: Codes and Their Origin in the Research Literature as Components 
of High-Quality Parent-Teacher Communication 
 
Code Name    Research Citing Variable as Important 
Teacher-to-Parent Codes 
 
1. Positive Report of Day Lake & Billingsley (2000): Balance positive and negative, 

Highlight strengths more and do not focus on negative. 
  Stoner et al. (2005): Honest, including both good and bad.  

 Lines, Miller & Arthur-Stanley (2011): Balanced in terms 
of strengths and weaknesses. 
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 Davern (2004): It is difficult for parents to read negative 
news everyday, need a balance of good news and progress. 
Providing insight into child’s school day. 

 
2. Negative Report of Day  See citations above for Positive Report of Day. 
  
3. Progress/Achievement  Stanley (2008): Share about child’s progress. 

Davern (2004): Reassuring parents that their child is 
participating and progressing. 
Stoner et al. (2005): Parents of children with ASD relied on 
teachers as their only source of information about their 
child’s progress. 
 

4. Affection Toward Child/   Angell, Stoner, & Shelden (2009): “Authentic caring” 
Happy about Child Progress Dinnebeil & Rule (1994); Dinnebeil, Hale, & Rule (1996): 

Parents valued teachers with a positive attitude. 
  
5. Goals    Lake & Billingsley (2000): Open discussion of goals.  

Vosler-Hunter (1989): Mutually agreed upon goals and 
priorities.  
Stanley (2008): Share about child’s educational goals. 

 
6. Option to work at home Hypothesized variable of importance related to teachers 

sharing enough educational information to facilitate parent 
practice and reinforcement of goals at home. 

 
7. Question/Request Hall, Wolfe, & Bollig (2003): Ask questions to elicit 

information from parents. Also see citations below about 
specific questions and requests for information. 

 
8. Request for Advice/Help  Whitaker (2007): Elicit and utilize parent input/expertise. 
     Lake & Billingsley (2000): Ask for parent input. 

Cheatham and Ostrosky (2011): Asking for input and 
respecting expertise.  
Davern (2004): Asking for input. 
 

9. Request for Progress Report  Stanley (2008): Helpful for teachers to learn about progress 
outside of school. 

 
10. Request for Input to Goals See citations above for Goals, Question/Request and 

Request for Advice/Help. 
 
11. Request for Materials Code used as an exclusionary criteria for “Question/ 

Request” code to distinguish this very frequent, but not 
very meaningful request. 
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12. Request for Meeting  Hypothesized variable used to capture efforts for parent- 
teacher communication outside of the notebook. 
 

13. Direct Response/   Whitaker (2007): Two-way, responsive communication. 
Follow Through   Lake & Billingsley (2000): Responding in expected ways.  
     Vosler-Hunter (1989): Two-way sharing. 

Porter (2008): Responsive to the individual parent’s needs. 
Lines, Miller & Arthur-Stanley (2011):  Provide 
clarification if needed. 
Powell, Son, File, & San-Juan (2010): Responsiveness. 
Kohler (1999): Parents felt teachers did not listen to them. 
Vickers and Minke (1995): Dependability. 

 
14. Concerns about Child Dinnebeil & Rule (1994); Dinnebeil, Hale, & Rule (1996): 

Demonstrate concern for the child. 
 Stoner & Angell (2006): Notebooks were only considered 

helpful if teachers used them to highlight both areas of 
accomplishment and areas of concern. 

 
15. Suggestion/Tip Davern (2004): Informing parents about possible strategies 

for use at home in a non-demanding way. 
 
 16. Directive/Advice   Porter (2002): Do not give advice. 

Cheatham & Ostrosky (2011): No unsolicited advice. 
 

17. Gratitude Thompson (2008): Offering statements of support, such as 
expressing gratitude for the other person’s efforts.  
Vickers and Minke (1995): Supporting one another. 

 Hypothesized variable of importance based upon presence 
of this variable during the pilot study. 

 
18. Gratitude for work   See citation above for Gratitude. 

Hypothesized variable of importance based upon presence 
of this variable during the pilot study. 

 
19. Gratitude for communication See citation above for Gratitude. 

Hypothesized variable of importance based upon presence 
of this variable during the pilot study. 

   
20. Courtesy    Christenson & Sheridan (2001): Relationships are priority. 

Paget & Chapman (1992): Importance of informal 
communication. 
Davern (2004): It is essential for teachers to develop strong, 
warm relationships with parents. 
Dinnebeil & Rule (1994); Dinnebeil, Hale, & Rule (1996): 
Build rapport. 
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21. Empathy Whitaker (2007): Importance of empathy.  
 Christenson & Sheridan (2001): Lacking empathy for 

others is detrimental to parent-teacher relationships. 
Vickers and Minke (1995): Supporting one another. 

 
22. Jargon/Abbreviation Vosler-Hunter (1989): No jargon.  

Porter (2002): Use common language.  
Lines, Miller & Arthur-Stanley (2011): Easy to understand. 

 
23. Jargon explained Hypothesized variable of importance based upon 

observation of this variable during pilot study. 
 
Parent-to-Teacher Codes 
 
1. Progress/ Achievement  Stanley (2008): Reports on progress outside of school  

are helpful for teachers to learn about child performance in 
other settings. 
Davern (2004): Provide relevant home and child-specific 
information to the school. 

 
2. Happy about Child Progress Dinnebeil & Rule (1994); Dinnebeil, Hale, & Rule (1996): 

Teachers valued parents with a positive attitude. 
Hypothesized variable of importance based upon 
observation of this variable during pilot study.   

 
3. Goals Burrell & Borrego (2012): Parents should feel free to 

discuss their priorities for their child to better inform goals. 
Vosler-Hunter (1989): Mutually agreed upon goals and 
priorities.  

 Vickers & Minke (1995): Sharing expectations and values. 
 Hypothesized variable of importance based on the 

encouragement in the literature for teachers to ask for 
parent input. 

 
4. Question/Request Davern (2004): Parents used communication notebooks to 

ask for a teacher’s help when a problem arose. 
 
5. Request for Advice/Help  See citation above for Question/Request. 

Dinnebeil & Rule (1994); Dinnebeil, Hale, & Rule (1996): 
Teachers were considered helpful if they had expertise, or 
in other words, could answer questions and provide advice. 

 
6. Request for Program Information Hypothesized variable of importance based upon 

observation of this variable during pilot study and the 
implications for family involvement at home. 
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7. Request for Progress Report Hypothesized variable of importance based upon 

observation of this variable during pilot study.  
 
8. Request for Home activities Hypothesized variable of importance based upon 

observation of this variable during pilot study and the 
implications for family involvement at home.  

 
9. Request for Materials  Code included because of frequent presence of variable  

during pilot study in order to distinguish this type of 
request. 

  
10. Request for Meeting Hypothesized variable used to capture parent efforts for  

communication outside of the notebook. 
   
11. Direct Response/   Whitaker (2007): Two-way communication. 
Follow Through   Vosler-Hunter (1989): Two-way sharing. 

Hypothesized variable of importance related to the 
reciprocal use of the notebook. 

  
12. Concerns about Child Burrell & Borrego (2012): Parents should feel free to 

discuss their concerns for their child to better inform goals. 
Davern (2004): Provide relevant home and child-specific 
information to the school. 

 
13. Gratitude Thompson (2008): Offering statements of support, such as 

expressing gratitude for the other person’s efforts. 
Vickers and Minke (1995): Supporting one another. 

 Hypothesized variable of importance based upon presence 
of this variable during the pilot study. 

  
14. Gratitude for work   See citation above for Gratitude. 

Hypothesized variable of importance based upon presence 
of this variable during the pilot study.  

  
15. Gratitude for communication See citation above for Gratitude. 

Hypothesized variable of importance based upon presence 
of this variable during the pilot study. 

   
16. Courtesy Christenson & Sheridan (2001): Relationships are priority. 

Paget & Chapman (1992): Importance of informal 
communication. 

 
Note. This table only includes variables of communication content. Many articles note the 
importance of consistency and frequency (i.e., daily communication), such as, Angell, Stoner, & 
Shelden (2009); Lake and Billingsley (2000); Porter (2008); and Stoner et al. (2005). 
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In accordance with the literature, which includes greater detail on teacher-to-parent 

communication than on parent-to-teacher communication, and the results of the pilot study, 

codes on the NCS are separated into variables related to communication from teachers to parents 

and those related to communication from parents to teachers (Christenson & Sheridan, 2001; 

Epstein, 2001; Lines, Miller, & Arthur-Stanley, 2011; Porter, 2002; Turnbull & Turnbull, 2001). 

The final version of the NCS includes 23 teacher-to-parent codes and 16 parent-to-teacher codes. 

The unit of analysis for coding is the individual entry, meaning the information written by one 

person to another person on a given day. Each entry is coded for the presence or absence of the 

target variables. The coding sheet includes each variable arranged in a different column across 

the top row and enough rows for the number of entries, shown in Appendix E. The entries are 

entered into the sheet in chronological order so that the natural, reciprocal back and forth of the 

notebook is captured. This coding format allows for analysis of the content, quantity, 

consistency, and frequency of entries, as well as analysis of the specific writers. 

The goal in the development of the NCS was to quantify the content of parent-teacher 

communication notebooks in order to capture those variables present in the notebook entries that 

the research literature indicates as important to parent-teacher communication and parent-teacher 

relationships. The NCS reliably captures the majority of variables that the literature has found to 

contribute to higher-quality parent-teacher communication and stronger relationships, as well as 

some additional variables hypothesized by the researcher to have significance in this specific 

population. One variable, teachers “Making reassuring statements” to parents, was identified by 

the literature as important, but not found in the notebooks sampled, so this variable is not 

included in the NCS at this time. It is possible that this variable would be more frequent, and 
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therefore more important, in another sample. A code for the variable was created and its 

reliability and validity could be evaluated in future studies.  

Data from the pilot study revealed that “Collaboration” is a difficult variable to assess at 

the notebook entry level. For this reason, in this study the amount of collaboration was rated on a 

Likert-type scale (e.g., “Very little collaboration”, “Some collaboration”, “A good deal of 

collaboration”) at the notebook level. A summary paragraph definition of collaboration and what 

is considered to be evidence of collaboration was used to guide coders in this task (see NCS 

manual in Appendix B). Coders were instructed to rate the notebook for this variable after the 

entire notebook was read as it is meant to capture the collaboration within the relationship over 

time.  As this variable was not assessed in the pilot study, a research assistant read all of the 

notebooks (N=60) and coded them for “Collaboration.” A weighted kappa was calculated for this 

variable to account for the three ordinal codes (Bateman & Gottman, 1997). The linear weighted 

kappa value was below the desired level (Weighted Kappa=.518) and therefore the 

“Collaboration” variable was not used in any analyses. Future studies might include this variable 

as the specific nature of the sample may have made it more difficult to reliably code this 

variable. 

Coders were trained over the course of a few weeks, until they reached an acceptable 

level of reliability. First, coders thoroughly read through the coding manual and received training 

in the manual and coding process. Next, coders were given practice assignments using sample 

notebooks from the pilot study. After they completed each assignment, they were sent “answer 

keys” and asked to thoroughly review their disagreements from the key. The “answer keys” were 

developed from the coding of the PI and two other research assistants, with consensus reached on 

any disagreements. The PI reviewed errors on the practice coding assignments and provided 
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specific feedback to the coders. In the second round of practice coding assignments, Kappa 

levels were calculated. Most coders met reliability at this time (meaning they achieved an 

average Kappa for all variables above .70), however, a third round of practice assignments was 

given to provide additional practice and feedback. All coders met the minimum Kappa level or 

better by the third round of practice assignments, after approximately four weeks of training. At 

this point, notebooks were randomly assigned to research assistants for coding with the 

Notebook Communication System. Each research assistant coded between five and eight 

notebooks. The time required to code notebooks varied greatly based upon the number of entries, 

the length of entries, and the speed of the coder. The range was between 1 hour and 4 hours.  

Inter-rater reliability values for all variables were estimated by double coding 25% of the 

data sample (N=15 notebooks) and calculating Kappa agreement between the two coders for 

each individual variable. The 15 notebooks to be double-coded were chosen randomly using a 

random digit generator. The same coder (the PI) performed all double-coding and different 

coders performed the first coding of these notebooks. The first coding of all notebooks was used 

in analyses. Kappa values for variables used in subsequent analyses can be found in Table A2 

and values of all NCS variables are shown in Table A3. Average Kappa values above .60 were 

considered acceptable and used in analyses (Bateman & Gottman, 1997). Some variables were 

very low-occurring in the notebooks and therefore the Kappa values for these variables appeared 

lower. For these variables, an adjusted Kappa value was calculated, as suggested by Bateman 

and Gottman (1997) for this purpose. Variables with an adjusted Kappa above .60 were 

considered to have acceptable inter-rater agreement and were used in analyses. Percentage 

agreement values were also calculated for these variables as an additional measure of inter-rater 

agreement, but no decisions regarding retaining or removing variables were based on percentage 
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agreement levels. The NCS possessed acceptable inter-coder reliability for the majority of 

variables within this sample and all of the variables used to create the factor scores used in this 

study, as shown in Table A2 and Table A3. As far as content validity, the NCS captures the vast 

majority of variables that have been identified in the theoretical literature as significant 

contributors to parent-teacher communication and parent-teacher relationships (as shown in 

Table A1) except for those mentioned above, collaboration, empathetic response, and 

reassurance. 

Table A2. 

Inter-coder Reliability Values for NCS Variables Included in Further Analyses, Resulting from 
Double-Coding of 15 Communication Notebooks 
 
Variable     Kappa  Adjusted Kappa % Agreement 
 
Teacher-to-Parent Variables 
Positive Report of Day   .82   
Negative Report of Day   .52   .68   .91 
Progress/ Achievement   .71   
Affection Toward Child/  
Happy about Child Progress  .73   
Goals      .69   
Question/ Request    .84   
Request for Materials    .88   
Direct Response/ Follow Through  .69   
Concerns about Child   .57   .66   .91 
Suggestion/Tip    .37   .66   .91 
Directive/Advice    .46   .91   .98 
Gratitude     .82   
Courtesy     .81   
Empathy     .19   .94   .98 
Jargon/ Abbreviation   .62      .87 
 
Parent-to-Teacher Variables 
Progress/ Achievement   .75   
Happy about Child Progress  .85   
Goals      .56   .67   .90 
Question/ Request    .82   
Concerns about Child   .61   .62   .88 
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Gratitude     .91    
Courtesy     .80   
 
Note. Main codes are in bold, Sub-codes are not. Kappa values above .60 were considered 
acceptable and used in analyses. Adjusted Kappa values were calculated for low-occurring 
variables. Adjusted Kappa values above .60 were considered acceptable and used in analyses. 
Percentage agreement values were calculated as an additional measure of inter-rater agreement, 
but no decisions regarding use of variables were based on percentage agreement levels. 
 
Table A3. 

Inter-coder Reliability Values for all NCS Variables, Resulting from Double-Coding of 15 
Communication Notebooks 
 
Variable     Kappa  Adjusted Kappa % Agreement 
 
Teacher-to-Parent Variables 
 
Positive Report of Day   .82   
Negative Report of Day   .52   .68   .91 
Progress/ Achievement   .71   
Affection Toward Child/  
Happy about Child Progress  .73   
Goals      .69  
Option to work at home (Details)  .48      .75  
Question/ Request    .84   
Request for Advice/Help   .60   .77   .94 
Request for Progress Report   .91   
Request for Input to Goals   .85   
Request for Materials    .88   
Request for Meeting    .69   .75   .93 
Direct Response/ Follow Through  .69   
Concerns about Child   .57   .66   .91 
Suggestion/Tip    .37   .66   .91 
Directive/Advice    .46   .91   .98 
Gratitude     .82   
Gratitude for work    .65   .87   .97 
Gratitude for communication   .74   
Courtesy     .81   
Empathy     .19   .94   .98 
Jargon/ Abbreviation   .62      .87 
Jargon explained    .11   .65   .91 
 
Parent-to-Teacher Variables 
Progress/ Achievement   .75   
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Happy about Child Progress  .85   
Goals      .56   .67   .90 
Question/ Request    .82   
Request for Advice/Help   .22      .72 
Request for Program Information  .73   
Request for Progress Report   .66      .88 
Request for Home activities   .21   .76   .93 
Request for Materials    .56   .64   .89 
Request for Meeting    .78   
Direct Response/ Follow Through  .57      .79 
Concerns about Child   .61   .62   .88 
Gratitude     .91   
Gratitude for work    .82   
Gratitude for communication   .87   
Courtesy     .80   
Note. Main codes are in bold, Sub-codes are not.  
 

Factor analysis was used to create separate factors of teacher-to-parent communication 

and parent-to-teacher communication. Factor analyses were informed by the guidance of Dr. 

Bryan Keller, statistician at Teachers College, Columbia University, and reference to several 

journal articles (Costello & Osborne, 2005; DiStefano, Zhu, & Mindrila, 2009; Fabrigar, 

Wegener, MacCallum, & Strahan, 1999; Matsunaga, 2010). In all analyses, factor scores serve as 

independent variables representing notebook communication. The regression method was used to 

develop refined, weighted factor scores. The factor analysis technique used was Principal Axis 

Factoring with an Oblique Promax Rotation (suggested by Dr. Keller), because normal 

distribution of the data and lack of correlation between the factors was not assumed. Eigenvalues 

and scree plots were used in combination to determine the number of factors to retain (See 

Figures A1 and A2). Three factors were retained for teacher-to-parent communication and two 

factors for parent-to-teacher communication, as shown in Table A4. “Teacher Relationship 

Factor” includes variables that are related to teacher efforts to build relationships with parents, 

including responding directly to parent requests.  “Teacher Task-Directed Factor” includes 

variables that are related to teacher efforts to share information about student learning with 
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families.  “Teacher Concern Factor” includes variables that are related to teachers voicing 

concerns with parents.  “Parent Task-Directed Factor” includes variables related to parent efforts 

to share concerns and obtain information about student learning and development.  “Parent 

Relationship Factor” includes variables related to parent efforts to build relationships with 

teachers, in part by sharing student successes outside of school.   

Table A4.  

Factor Loadings for Exploratory Factor Analysis with Principal Axis Factoring and Promax 
Rotation of NCS Variables 
 

Teacher Relationship   Teacher Task-   Teacher Concern 
Variable    Factor   Directed Factor Factor 
Progress   .11   .86   .06 
Affection toward child  .61   .22   -.04 
Goals    .02   .85   .00 
Direct Response  1.0   -.07   -.01 
Concerns   .03   -.02   .59 
Suggestion   .65   -.12   .08 
Courtesy   .39   -.03   .26 
Empathy   .35   .23   -.06 
Directive   -.30   .35   -.10 
Percent Positive  .04   -.05   -.88 
 
Variable    Parent Task-Directed Factor  Parent Relationship Factor  
Progress    .26     .69 
Happy about child progress  .17     .66 
Goals     .47     .29 
Question/Request   .97     -.36 
Concerns    .58     .20 
Gratitude    .14     -.49 
Courtesy    -.05     .48 
Note. Factor loadings > .32 are in boldface. 
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Figure A1. 

Scree plot of Principal Axis Factor Analysis with Promax Rotation for Teacher-to-Parent 
Variables 

 
 
Figure A2. 

Scree plot of Principal Axis Factor Analysis with Promax Rotation for Parent-to-Teacher 
Variables 
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Psychometric properties and inter-correlations for factors are shown in Table A5. All 

factors have a mean of 0 and standard deviation between .8 and 1.0, because the regression 

method was used.  Negative values indicate an absence of the factor and positive values indicate 

an abundance of the factor (i.e., for Teacher Relationship Factor a score of 2 indicates a majority 

of teacher notebook entries include efforts to build a relationship with the parent).   

Table A5. 

 
Summary of Pearson Correlations, Means, and Standard Deviations for Teacher-to-Parent 
Factors and Parent-to-Teacher Factors of Notebook Communication 
 
Factor Name     1 2 3 4 5 M SD 
1. Teacher Relationship Factor  1     0 .99 
2. Teacher Task-Directed Factor  -.01 1    0 .93 
3. Teacher Concern Factor   .17 -.00 1   0 .89 
4. Parent Task-Directed Factor  .29* .09 .21 1  0 .97 
5. Parent Relationship Factor   .42** .10 .11 .12 1 0 .89 
* p<.05, ** p<.01 
 

Issues that emerged during the factor analyses, particularly for teacher-to-parent 

communication, included low communalities, a few cross-loadings, some lower factor loadings, 

and one teacher factor with only two variables loading onto it.  Because this was an exploratory 

factor analysis based on the literature, efforts were made to retain as many variables as possible 

so as to maintain the validity of the construct of family-school communication (Discussion with 

Dr. Keller, August 2014).  One teacher variable, “Gratitude”, was removed from the factor 

analysis because the communality was extremely low (it did not correlate with any other 

variables). The cutoff used for low versus adequate loadings was .32 (Tabachnick & Fidell, as 

cited in Costello & Osborne, 2005) and all variables met this cutoff.  The cutoff used for cross-

loadings was also .32, meaning that a factor was considered to be cross-loading if it loaded onto 
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two factors with absolute values of .32 or higher (Costello & Osborne, 2005).  For the teacher 

factor analysis, two variables were cross-loading, “Question” and “Jargon”.  The analysis was 

run both with and without the cross-loading variables and a cleaner factor structure was produced 

without the variables, so those variables were dropped. Teacher Concern Factor only has two 

variables that load onto it, which may be an indicator of a weak or unstable factor (Costello & 

Osborne, 2005).  Not using this factor or dropping the variables that were loading onto this factor 

was considered, however, because both variables loading onto it were generally strong and this 

was an exploratory factor analysis, the factor was retained.  Notably, according to the literature, 

the sample size was small for the use of factor analysis, especially given the presence of some 

low communalities and cross-loadings. Other options were considered, but no suitable 

alternatives were found; factor analysis was used and interpreted cautiously. 
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Appendix B 
 

NOTEBOOK CODING SYSTEM (NCS) Manual 
 

(Fiorvanti, 2013) 
 
KEY:  
Blue = Identifying codes. You do not have to worry about these codes, they will already be filled 
in when you receive the coding sheet.  
Black = General codes. You will fill in these codes for ALL notebook entries. 
Red = Teacher only codes. You will fill in these codes ONLY for entries written from teachers to 
parents. 
Green = Parent only codes. You will fill in these codes ONLY for entries written from parents to 
teachers.  
 

*Codes listed in order of coding sheet 
 
Page #: Number in PDF 
Entry Date: Month and Day in format: M/D (e.g., 10/25). If not specified, leave blank. 
Writer Name: Write out full name of writer. If not specified, leave blank or include if obvious 
based on handwriting. 
Writer Role: Insert code for writer’s role as follows: 
 0 = parent 
 1= teacher 
 2 = other 
 
Positive report of day: This is only coded for teacher entries. Positive review of day overall.  
(“Awesome day for Daniel” “Ashleigh was such a superstar”). A big smiley face or “Yay!” can 
count if it is clearly a positive report. 
 1=present 0=absent 
 
Negative report of day: This is only coded for teacher entries. Negative review of day overall. 
(“Today was a rough day for Michael” “Daniel seemed off today”) 
 1=present 0=absent 
 
*Note: You can code BOTH positive report of day and negative report of day if there are 
CLEAR good and bad reports. (“Daniel had a great morning, but then did not seem like himself 
after lunch”) 
 
Progress/Achievement: Any statement that shows the child is making progress or any 
discussion of an achievement/accomplishment. This could include gaining skills (“he is using so 
much more language”), improving on negative behaviors (“his tantrum only lasted for 5 minutes 
today!”), discussing an accomplishment (“he ate his rice all by himself”), or overall success (“he 
is such a superstar!!”). This can also include talking about progress that was not personally 
observed (“I am so excited to hear that Daniel is doing so well in class”). There must be mention 
of some progress, accomplishment, or good performance. Code “he did great” “he did well”. 
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Only include potty training progress when it is clearly progress/accomplishment (“Only one 
accident today!” “No accidents, yay!”) versus a report of his accidents (“3 accidents, 2 voids”) 
“He has the skill in rep” means he mastered it and should be coded. “20/20” means he got a 
perfect score on an activity and should be coded. “He met on” or “He got a criterion” means he 
met a criteria (or was successful on a task) and should be coded. 
 
DO NOT CODE:  mention of a good/great day  counts under positive report 

mention of what the child is working on specifically  counts under goals 
“he ate nicely”  
“he worked great/hard”  counts under positive report 
“he worked nicely/well”  counts under positive report 
“he enjoyed…” 
“he ate all of his lunch”  has to be an accomplishment like “he used a 
spoon on his own” 

 1=present 
 0=absent 
 
Affection toward child/ Happy about child progress/achievement: This is only coded for 
teacher entries. Comments that indicate the teacher likes the child and enjoys having him in class 
and working with him. (“Daniel is such a pleasure to have in class.” “I’m so excited to have Ben 
as a student again” “We can’t wait to see him” “We are so proud of him” “He is such a blessing 
to our classroom”). Code any statement about the person’s positive feelings/thoughts about the 
child or the child’s progress. The key here is that the adult conveys a positive feeling/thought of 
her own about the progress (“I do love that he has come a long way!” “So happy he is doing so 
well”). This could also be a statement that indicates the teacher cares about the child (“I hope he 
feels better”) Do NOT code “Yay” or just a smiley face. This is NOT just talking about the child 
having a good day, it MUST involve the teacher’s feelings.  
 1=present 0=absent 
 
Happy about child progress/achievement: This is only coded for parent entries. Code any 
statement about the parent’s positive feelings/thoughts about the child making progress. The key 
here is that the parent conveys a positive emotion/feeling/thought of their own about the child 
making progress (“I do love that he has come a long way!” “I am so proud of my little guy” “So 
happy he is doing so well”). It MUST involve positive feelings.  
 1=present 0=absent 
 
Goals: Discussion of the child’s learning goals, the child’s program/curriculum, or other things 
the child is working on/towards. This could be academic (e.g., learning to label animals), 
behavioral (e.g., working on staying in one’s seat), social (e.g., working on greeting others 
appropriately or responding to one’s name), or personal (e.g., learning to use a spoon or try new 
foods). If the teacher says, “He worked on…” you will code it here. (“Today Daniel worked on 
manding for juice by saying ‘juc’” “He did a great job on following vocal directions” “He did 
great on GMI”) Note for the previous 2 examples that the underlined part is what counts for 
“goals”, the beginning part of the sentence may count for another code, in these cases, 
“progress/achievement”. It still counts even if it is vague mention of a goal (“He is working on 
labeling common objects”) but it does not count if it is a vague mention of his whole curriculum 
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(“Sammy worked hard on his programs”). Potty training DOES NOT count as a goal from 
teachers, but it can if it is very explicit from a parent (“We need to work on getting my son potty 
trained”). Do not code vague mention of instruction or group work. DO not code just listing 
words child said. Note: Program = Curriculum. 
 1=present 0=absent 
 
If you do not code Goals, skip this sub-code. 

Option to work at home: This is only coded for teacher entries that include 
mention of a goal. Code 1 if enough information is given for the parent to be able 
to practice or reinforce the goal(s) at home (“He got a criterion for tacting 
animals” “We are working on Christian manding for chips by saying, “I want 
chip” “I am trying to get Daniel to hold onto the railing consistently”) The 
threshold to get a 1 on this code is that the person reading the entry could (if they 
chose to do so) work on the goal at home either by practicing the skill or 
reinforcing/praising it when they see it. This is a liberal code, ANY opportunity 
for practice should be coded 1. Code 0 only if NOT enough information is given 
or it is too vague to practice at home (“He worked on tacting common objects”)  

   1=present 0=absent 
 
Question/Request: Any question or request for action or information. If something requires an 
answer or follow-through, it counts here. (“Can you tell me what you do when something like 
this happens?” “Please keep me informed how many times he does this in class” “I would like to 
hear about new things he is working on” “Please let me know if there is anything you want me to 
work on”) 
 1=present 0=absent 
 
Remember, if Question/Request does not get coded, skip the sub-codes. 
NOTE: All sub-codes are specific kinds of questions/requests, meaning “Advice/Help” is 
actually a Request for Advice or Help. 
 
 Advice/Help: A request for advice or help with a situation. It must be explicitly asking  

for tips or help. (“If you think he might need medicine in class, please let us know” “Can 
you tell me what you do when something like this happens?” “How do you handle this?” 
“How do you do it at home?” “We are having trouble getting Jai to wear a jacket, is this 
something you could work on?” “Any tips?”)   
DO NOT CODE:  “Have you seen this?”  covered under progress report 
 1=present  0=absent 
 
Program info: This is only coded for parent entries. A parent request for information 
about what the child is working on, their programs or learning goals (“What is he 
working on right now? “Can you tell me some of the words he is learning at the 
moment?” “Are you potty training this week?”) 

  1=present 0=absent 
 

Progress Report: A request for information about how the child is doing/their progress in 
the other setting, meaning parent asking about school or teacher asking about home 
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(“How is he doing at home?” “Have you seen this in the classroom?” “Please let me 
know if you noticed a change in behavior” “Is he sitting at home?” “How’s potty training 
going at home?”) 
 1=present 0=absent 

 
Input to goals: This is only coded for teacher entries. A teacher explicitly asking for 
suggestions about what the parent would like the child to be learning/working on in 
school (“Let me know if there is anything you want me to work on”) 
 1=present 0=absent 
 
Home activities: This is only coded for parent entries. A parent request or question about 
what they can do at home to work with the child or a request for suggestions of home 
activities. (“What can we do at home to help him with communication?”) 

  1=present 0=absent 
 

Materials: A request to send materials (“Can you send some more wipes?” “Please  
send water” “Did Jai leave a jacket in the classroom? Could you send it home?” “Please 
send some new snacks.”) 
 1=present 0=absent 

 
Meeting: A request to set up a meeting or scheduled phone call. Also code 
questions/requests about choosing a time or negotiating a meeting. (“When are you free 
to speak for a few minutes about this?” “Would Friday at 2pm be an okay time to call?”) 
 1=present 0=absent 

 
Direct response/follow through: An answer to a question or any acknowledgement to a 
question, request or statement that indicates the person read it and is directly responding. If a 
comment requires context to understand, it is most likely a response. Responses can be coded 
even if the initial question/request is not in the notebook and happened through another form of 
communication. (“Here are a few diapers, I will send more on Monday” “I have not seen any 
head banging in school but I will keep an eye out for it” “I will talk to the speech therapist and 
let you know what she says” “As far as the Ipad games we discussed the other day, here are some 
suggestions.”) Code if the person responds directly to a statement (“Yes, I have noticed him 
flapping more at home”) Do NOT code “Thank you” even if it is specifically related to a 
previous statement. 
 1=present 0=absent 
 
Concerns about Child: Any indication of concern or worry about some behavior or situation 
with the child. This is not frustration or dissatisfaction, but rather concern about the child’s 
development, ranging from possibly being sick, to scratching another child, to not socializing 
with others. (“His home ABA teacher thinks he is using less language and is less engaged than 
he was previously” “He has been having significantly more tantrums during transitions recently” 
“He was not himself today, he cried a lot” “We have noticed him spitting in class.”)  
 1=present 0=absent 
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Suggestion/Tip: This is only coded for teacher entries. A statement or comment provided in 
order to be helpful to the parent with regards to the child’s development. Could be explaining 
how to use a strategy or information provided in response to a request for advice/help (“He loves 
working for time on the Ipad” “Part of getting him to be more flexible is to not allow him to have 
what he wants when he tantrums” “We make a big deal of him going on the potty so he learns.”) 
This could be subtle, for example, the teacher may just explain what is done in class to address a 
problem behavior.  
*Please note that judgment is necessary to differentiate this code from the one below, it is not 
fully objective. Code this if you think the statement is presented as helpful and non-directive. 
 1=present 0=absent 
 
Directive/Advice: This is only coded for teacher entries. Explicitly telling the parent what to do. 
(“You should…” “Practice this at home with him” “Keep an eye on him” “Check him every 15 
minutes and write down whether or not he is wet”) 
*Please note that judgment is necessary to differentiate this code from the one above, it is not 
fully objective. Code this if you think the statement is presented as more directive. 
 1=present 0=absent 
 
Gratitude: Saying thank you for anything or providing encouragement (e.g., “Keep up the great 
work!” “Way to go!”) Code even if the person just ends with “Thanks” as their closing. Code 
gratitude at any point in the entry. 
 1=present 0=absent 
 
Note: If you do not code Gratitude, skip sub-codes. 
 For work – Showing gratitude for one’s efforts and actions, typically this is parent to  

teacher but it could be teacher to parent too. This must be explicitly stated to be coded, 
not implied. (“Thank you so much for starting this process with him” “Thanks for all 
your hard work” “Thanks for all you do”) 
DO NOT CODE: “Thank you for sending…” here. 

  1=present 0=absent 
 
 For communication – Showing gratitude for information and communication, such as  

thanking someone for their note, for their input, for their feedback or just for writing 
(“Thank you for the update” “Thank you for taking the time to talk to me”) 

  1=present 0=absent 
 
Courtesy: Anything that is written in a more personal way to simply be nice and courteous (“I 
hope you had a great vacation” “Enjoy the time off” “It was nice seeing you” “Have a good 
evening!” “Hope all is well”) Do not code openings (“good afternoon”) or closings (“best”) here. 
Also do not count just enthusiasm, has to be comments. 
 1=present 0=absent 
 
Empathy: This is only coded for teacher entries. A statement that indicates the teacher 
understands and empathizes with the parent’s experience (“I know how difficult he can be during 
transitions” “I totally know where you are coming from, I’ve been there!” “Sorry you had a 
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difficult day with Joseph” “Thanks for your patience”). This must be very specific and obvious 
to be coded; need some identification with another’s experience. 
 1=present 0=absent 
 
Jargon/Abbreviation: This is only coded for teacher entries. Any use of language that is not 
common knowledge to the public and would need some understanding of ABA or special 
education to interpret. Some common examples include: mand, tact, LTO, conditioning program, 
reinforcer, void, criteria, GMI, targets, echoic, motor imitation, object imitation, book 
conditioning, instructional control, stimulus pairing, probe, echoic control, 504, BIP, LRE, FBA, 
RTI. If you have to think about what it means, it is definitely jargon. Do NOT count things that 
are pretty commonly used abbreviations, such as BM for bowel movement or IEP. Count as 
jargon even if the word has been explained. 

1=present 0=absent 
 
Explained: This is only coded for teacher entries. Any attempt by the writer to explain or 
define jargon (“Tact = label” “GMI=gross motor imitation, when I have him copy what I 
do with my body”). This could just be a one-word definition in parentheses “manding 
(requesting)”. 
 1=present 0=absent 

 
GENERAL TIPS: 
*Do not code service provider entries.  
*Some codes overlap (E.g., You can code the same comment under “Positive report” and 
“Progress”). 
*One sentence can count for different codes (e.g., “I am so excited that Ben is doing well” 
Emotion, Progress, “Sammy is doing great with manding for juice” Progress, Goals, Option to 
work at home) 
-Be careful about typing 9 by accident instead of 0 
-Leave sub-codes blank when there is no main code. Leave red codes blank for parent entries. 
Leave green codes blank for teacher entries. Fill in EVERYTHING else. 
-Be careful to code gratitude when it is in the beginning or middle of the entry 
-Be careful to code courtesy when it is in the beginning or middle of the entry 
 
 
Collaboration: The variable of collaboration will be rated on a Likert-type scale at the notebook 
level. After the entire notebook has been read and coded, please rate the amount of collaboration 
within the notebook on the following scale from 0 to 2. In helping you to choose the best rating, 
collaboration is defined as: working together toward a common goal, communicating back and 
forth about a specific topic to stay on the same page, trying to establish some consistency for the 
child across settings, and acting as though they are on the same team.  Collaboration can also be 
demonstrated through explicit use of partnering language, including “we” and “our” to refer to 
the family-school partnership.  
 
Examples include: 
“Let me know how things are going at home with potty training when you begin so we can use 
the same reinforcers here that you are using” 
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“I am glad we are staying on the same page with this” 
“I think WE are going to have a great year”  
“We will put our heads together to figure this out” 
“Looking forward to working with you/working together”  
 
Keep in mind that this rating is meant to capture the collaboration within the relationship over 
time.  
 0 = Very little collaboration 

1 = Some collaboration 
2 = A good deal of collaboration 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

158 

Appendix C 
 

Communication Questionnaire 
 

We are interested in learning more about parents’ communication and partnerships with their 
child’s teaching team. 
 
We are interested in what you really think, so please be as honest as possible.  Your answers will 
be completely confidential, only the researcher will know how you responded.   
 
It is important that you answer as many questions as you can, but please feel free to skip those 
questions that make you feel uncomfortable.  
 
Thank you for taking the time to complete this survey.  It should take approximately 10 minutes 
to complete. 

 
The following questions refer only to your child who is currently enrolled at Fred S. Keller 
School. Choose the best answer. 
 
 
How often do you check/read your child’s communication notebook? 
Always Usually Sometimes  Rarely  Never 
 
How many minutes do you spend each week reading/writing in the notebook?  
0-15  15-30  30-45  45-60  >60 
 
How often do you speak to your child’s teacher outside of the notebook (e.g., phone, in person)? 
Never      1-2 times/year      1-2 times/month      A few times a month       Several times a month 
 
Do you think the notebook is an effective form of communication? 
Yes Somewhat No 
 
How satisfied are you overall with the current use of your child’s communication notebook? 
Very satisfied  Somewhat satisfied Somewhat unsatisfied  Very unsatisfied 
 
How satisfied are you overall with your communication with your child’s teaching team? 
Very satisfied  Somewhat satisfied Somewhat unsatisfied  Very unsatisfied 
 
How satisfied are you overall with your partnership with your child’s teaching team? 
Very satisfied  Somewhat satisfied Somewhat unsatisfied  Very unsatisfied 
 
What is your preferred method of communication with your child’s teacher? 
Notebook Phone  In person Email  Texting Other (please specify) 
 
What is your preferred frequency of communication with your child’s teacher? 
Daily     A few times a week      Once a week     Once a month      Less than once a month 
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Family-Professional Partnership Scale 
Beach Center on Disability 

 
Please indicate your level of satisfaction with how your child’s teachers (overall) perform the 
following actions using a 5 point scale where 1 = very dissatisfied, 2 = dissatisfied, 3 = neither 
satisfied nor dissatisfied, 4 = satisfied, and 5 = very satisfied. 
 
How satisfied are you that your child’s teachers… 
 

1. Help you gain skills or information to get what your child needs. 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
 

2. Have the skills to help your child succeed. 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
 

3. Provide services that meet the individual needs of your child. 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
 

4. Speak up for your child’s best interests when working with other service providers. 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
 

5. Let you know about the good things your child does. 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
 

6. Are available when you need them. 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
 

7. Treat your child with dignity. 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
 

8. Build on your child’s strengths. 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
 

9. Value your opinion about your child’s needs. 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
 

 



 

160 

10. Are honest, even when there is bad news to give. 
 

1  2  3  4  5 
 

11. Keep your child safe when your child is in their care. 
 
 1  2  3  4  5 
 

12. Use words that you understand. 
 
 1  2  3  4  5 

 
13. Protect your family’s privacy. 

 
 1  2  3  4  5 
 

14. Show respect for your family’s values and beliefs. 
 
 1  2  3  4  5 
 

15. Listen without judging your child or family. 
 
 1  2  3  4  5 
 

16. Are people that you can depend on and trust. 
 
 1  2  3  4  5 
 

17.  Pay attention to what you have to say. 
 
 1  2  3  4  5 
 

18. Are friendly. 
 
 1  2  3  4  5 
 

 
 
 
Have you participated in any parent training or education at FSK?  Yes  No 
 
Have you participated in any parent training or education elsewhere? Yes No 
 
If yes, please describe/explain. 
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Does your child take the bus to school or does he get dropped off/picked up? 
(If it varies, please choose the answer that is MORE common.)  
Bus  Drop off/Pick up  
 
If your child gets dropped off/picked up, who typically drops him/her off?   
Parent  Another family member Babysitter N/A  Other (please specify) 
 
Has your child ever been diagnosed with a disability?   ___Yes ___No  
 
If yes, check ALL that apply:  ___Autistic Spectrum Disorder ___ADHD 
___Speech/Language Disorder ___Intellectual Disability  ___Epilepsy 
___Deaf/Hard of Hearing  ___Blind/Visual Impairment   
___Physical Disability  ___Other (please specify) _________________________ 
 
Do you have any other children with a diagnosed disability?  ___Yes ___No 
 
Are you familiar with your child’s current learning goals? 
Yes Somewhat No 
 
Do you work on your child’s learning goals at home (by practicing specific skills or 
praising/rewarding your child when he displays skills)? 
Yes, often Yes, occasionally No 
 
Choose the category that best describes your child.  (Pick only one) 
___ Asian ___Middle Eastern ___Black or African American ___Latino or Hispanic 
___White ___Multiracial  ___Other (please specify) ____________________  
    
Is English your primary language?  ___Yes ___No 
 
Are you: ___Married    ___Separated   ___Divorced   ___Widowed  

___Living with a partner 
 
What is your annual household income? 
___Less than $25,000     ___$25,000 - $60,000  ___Over $60,000 
 
What is your highest level of education? ___Less Than High School Diploma 
___High School/GED    ___2-Year College Degree (Associates)  
___4-Year College Degree   ___Graduate Degree (e.g., MD, JD, PhD, MA, MS) 
 
 
Thank you for completing this survey! 
 
 
Please choose from one of the following stores for your $10 gift card: 
___Starbucks  ___Dunkin Donuts  ___Barnes & Noble  ___Target  
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Appendix E 
 

Coding Sheet used for each individual notebook 
 
Note: All columns are lined up across the top of the coding sheet.  
This format was used in the interest of space. 
 

Coding Sheet 

Page # Entry Date Writer Name Writer Role 
Positive Report  
of Day 

Negative Report 
 of Day 

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
 

Progress/ 
Achievement 

Affection toward child/  
Happy about child progress 

Happy about child progress/ 
achievement 

Goals 
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Option to 
work at home Question/Request  Advice/Help Program info Progress report Input to goals 
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
 

Home 
activities 

Materials Meeting Direct response/ 
follow through 

Concerns 
about child 

Suggestion/Tip 
 

Directive/ 
Advice 

       
       
       
       
       
       
       
       
       
       
       
       
       

 

Gratitude For work 
 

For communication 
 

Courtesy 
 

Empathy 
 

Jargon/Abbrev. 
 

Explained  
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Appendix F 

Informed Consent Form for Study 

Teachers College, Columbia University 
525 West 120th Street 
New York NY 10027 

212 678 3000 
www.tc.edu  

 
INFORMED CONSENT 

 
WRITTEN DESCRIPTION OF RESEARCH   
Study Title: The	
  Role	
  of	
  Parent-­‐Teacher	
  Communication	
  for	
  Preschool	
  Students	
  with	
  Special	
  
Needs	
  in	
  an	
  Early	
  Childhood	
  ABA	
  School 
 
Name of the Principal Investigator:   Christina Fiorvanti 

      PhD Student at Teachers College, Columbia University 
Contact Name and Phone Number for Questions/ Problems:   Christina Fiorvanti 516-729-4531 
 
This is an educational research study. This research study includes only participants who choose to take 
part. You are being asked to take part in this study because I am interested in knowing more about the 
communication that takes place between families and educators of preschoolers with special needs. 
 
WHY IS THIS STUDY BEING DONE?  
The purpose of this study is to determine how parents and teachers utilize communication notebooks, 
including how frequently they write and what topics are discussed. The goal of this study is to look at the 
association between notebook content and student outcome variables for students in a special education 
preschool. I want to understand the role of communication notebooks in the development of parent-
teacher relationships and collaboration. This research may identify ways in which parent-teacher 
communication can be improved and communication notebooks can be better utilized for the benefit of 
students and families. 
 
HOW MANY PEOPLE WILL TAKE PART IN THE STUDY? 
About 60 parent-teacher notebooks will be analyzed for the study. 
 
WHAT IS INVOLVED IN THE STUDY? 
If you choose to take part in this study, you will be giving permission for your child’s communication 
notebook to be scanned and analyzed. Your child’s communication notebook will not be removed from 
the school at any time. You will also be giving permission for your child’s teacher to provide information to 
the researcher about his or her learning goals and progress on the CABAS curriculum, specifically, their 
performance on the C-PIRK assessment and weekly learning units. At some point in the spring, you will 
be asked to complete a brief (approximately 10 minute) confidential, online questionnaire about your 
relationship with your child’s teacher. You can always choose not to participate at that time.  
 
WHAT ARE THE RISKS OF THE STUDY?  
You may feel embarrassed or experience discomfort by having researchers read what is or is not in your 
child’s notebook or by having researchers assess the content and quality of the notes. You may feel 
discomfort by having researchers review your child’s progress on learning objectives or while completing 
questions related to your relationship with your child’s teacher. Please note that the researchers do not 
work at the school and will not have any involvement in your child’s education. Your child’s first name will 
be visible to researchers. There is a very small risk that some other identifying information is not covered 
properly before scanning due to the large amount of notebooks being reviewed, therefore it is possible 
that your last name could be visible to the researchers. Every effort will be made to ensure that identifying 
information is not revealed. As an extra precaution, the PI will visually review every scanned notebook 
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page to check for identifying information (other than first names) and cover it before giving the notebook 
content to a research assistant for coding.  
 
For more information about risks contact the researcher: 
Christina Fiorvanti 516-729-4531  cmf2148@columbia.edu 
 
ARE THERE BENEFITS TO TAKING PART IN THE STUDY? 
There are no direct benefits to you for participating in this study.  
 
HOW WILL RESULTS BE USED? 
The results of the study will be used as part of a doctoral dissertation.  
 
WHAT ABOUT CONFIDENTIALITY? 
As stated above, every effort will be made to ensure that identifying information is not revealed. This 
researcher will personally review every notebook page to check for and remove any identifying 
information and assign a code before it is given to a research assistant for coding. All research assistants 
are graduate students of school psychology at Columbia University. The researchers do not work at the 
school and will not have any involvement in your child’s education. The scanned images will be stored in 
a password-protected file on the password-protected computer of the PI. Research assistants will have 
access to data through a password-protected flash-drive, which will be returned to the PI immediately 
after coding is complete. The files to be coded by research assistants contain no identifying information 
except first names of students. Student outcome data provided by teachers will be stored in a locked 
office at Columbia. Questionnaire data will be collected using a confidential online survey tool to which 
only the PI has access. When data is being analyzed, the same codes from the notebooks will be 
assigned and no names will be used. The key indicating each child’s code will be stored in a password 
protected document of the PI’s password protected personal computer.  No data will be stored on any 
computer except that of the PI. The consent forms will be stored in a locked office at Columbia.  
 
I cannot guarantee absolute confidentiality. Your personal information may be disclosed if required by 
law. Organizations that may inspect and/or copy your research records for quality assurance and data 
analysis include groups, such as, The State Education Department and the Committee on Special 
Education. 

 
You will receive a $10 dollar gift card to a store of your choice (e.g., Starbucks, Barnes & Noble, 
Amazon) after completion of the parent questionnaire.  
 
WHAT ARE MY RIGHTS AS A PARTICIPANT? 
Taking part in this study is voluntary. Refusal to participate will involve no penalty or loss of benefits to 
which you are otherwise entitled. You may choose not to take part, may leave the study at any time, or 
not answer research questions that you consider inappropriate. Leaving the study will not result in any 
penalty or loss of benefits to which you are entitled. We will tell you about any new information that may 
affect your welfare or willingness to stay in the study. 
 
WHOM DO I CALL IF I HAVE QUESTIONS OR PROBLEMS? 
For questions about the study contact the researcher: Christina Fiorvanti 516-729-4531 

 
For questions about your rights as a research participant, contact the Fred S. Keller School Institutional 
Review Board (which is a group of people who review the research to protect your rights) at 914-965-
1152 ext. 223 or the Teachers College, Columbia University Institutional Review Board at 212-678-4105. 
You can also write to the Teachers College IRB at Teachers College, Columbia University, 525 W. 120th 
Street, New York, NY, 10027, Box 151.  
 
The Institutional Review Board of the Fred S. Keller School has determined that this research 
meets the criteria for human subjects according to Federal guidelines. You will get a copy of the 
approval letter. 
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CONSENT: 
I have read or have had read to me the preceding information describing the study. All my 
questions have been answered to my satisfaction and this form is being signed voluntarily by me 
indicating my desire to participate in this study. I am not waiving any of my legal rights by signing 
this form. I understand I will receive a copy of this consent form. 
 
 
PERMISSION: 
I am the parent /legal guardian of------------------------------ and I voluntarily agree to participate. 
 
 
Printed Name of Parent Guardian                              Signature of Parent/Guardian                    Date 
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Appendix G 

Study Announcement 

Announcement to Parents about Research Study 
Teachers College, Columbia University 

 
Dear Parent, 

You are invited to participate in a research study on communication between parents and teachers 
of children with special needs. We are planning to analyze communication notebooks in order to gain a 
better understanding about how they are used by parents and teachers. At this time, you are being asked to 
participate by allowing the researchers to review your child’s communication notebook and your child’s 
progress on learning objectives. By signing the consent form, you are giving permission for your 
communication notebook to be reviewed and for your child’s teacher to provide information on your 
child’s progress on learning objectives, specifically the C-PIRK assessment and weekly learning goals.  

 
If you agree to participate, your last name will be covered by your child’s teacher and I (Christina 

Fiorvanti) will scan entries of your communication notebook. Scanned images will be kept in a password-
protected file on my password-protected computer for your privacy. Your notebook entries will only be 
viewed by graduate student research assistants from Columbia who are not affiliated with FSK. You will 
be contacted in the spring and asked to complete a brief (approximately 10 minute) questionnaire about 
your relationship with your child’s teacher. You can choose to withdraw your participation from the study 
at any time. 

 
The results of this study will be used to write a dissertation.  Feedback on overall results may also 

be provided to the Fred S. Keller School.  No feedback will be given on any individuals.  
 
Please note that you may have received information about a similar study last year. Thank you for 

your participation. This study is a follow up to that research; however, you must complete a new consent 
form in order to participate. 
 

Thank you for your consideration!  

___________________________    ___________________________ 
Christina Fiorvanti      Marla R. Brassard, Ph.D. 
Ph.D. Candidate – School Psychology  Professor of Psychology & Education 
Teachers College, Columbia University    Teachers College, Columbia University 

Licensed Psychologist (NY#9533-D) 
 Certified School Psychologist 

 
 
Feel free to contact the researcher with any questions or concerns.  Christina Fiorvanti 516-729-4531 
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Appendix H 
 

Visual Model of Findings:  
Significant Correlations Between Variables of Interest 

 

 
 
Figure H1. 
  
Variables Correlated with Frequency of Parent and Teacher Notebook Communication 
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Figure H2. 
 
Variables Correlated with NCS Communication Factors 
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Figure H3. 
 
Variables Correlated with Parent Home Practice 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


