TITLE: UNDERSTANDING THE IMPACT OF PARENT SCHOOL INVOLVEMENT ON URBAN CHILDREN AT AN ECCE CENTRE
ABSTRACT:
The aim of the study was to investigate the phenomenon of parental involvement in early childhood education and the factors that impact on it. Three psychological constructs of parents’ involvement: (a) ‘Parents’ Motivational Beliefs’, (b) ‘Parents’ Perception of Invitations’ and (c) ‘Parents’ Perceived Life Context’ were examined.  The revised model of Walker et al (2005, p.89) was used to create questionnaires which were employed in the investigation focusing primarily on what parents do to engage with their young children’s home based and school based activities. Survey responses were received from parents of children participating in the ECCE centre in the community. Face-to-face interviews were also organized with parents of students who recently graduated from the institution and the teachers. Results indicated that ‘Parents Motivational Beliefs’ was the driving force behind parents’ involvement in their children’s education and that most likely improved children’s school performance. However, parents’ involvement in school-based activities was not actively undertaken. Parents’ Perception of Invitation was important as parents became involved if they perceived that teachers desired their involvement. In the case of working parents, these parents identified a support system for their educational involvement. Finally, a variety of factors have been identified as contributing to the disproportionate under achievement of children.
INTRODUCTION
Citizens are crying out for help from the surge of crime that has befallen the beautiful twin islands of Trinidad and Tobago over the past ten years. In man’s haste to find answers /solutions to this nemesis, various strategies to address this crime menace have been put forward such as a limited state of emergency, gun amnesty, use of prayers, better equipment for the law enforcement officers and even national service for youths. However, none of these measures has so far borne any fruit, so there is a need for revisiting the problem from a different angle. It is proposed that all these measures failed because common to all was a lack of parental involvement at the earliest stage of children’s education when critical inputs were needed to inform the structures of personalities in their incipient stages. The obvious way forward is for this critical social intervention. The nature of the family has radically changed from the extended family and community which ensured children’s supervision in parents’ absence. Care of the elderly and role models of the community have all ceased to exist in the supportive forms they once occupied. In their place there now exists a lost and bewildered community composed of equally directionless and disoriented youth, the future of this next generation who are ruined by crime, violence, truancy and early pregnancy. Therefore, education is a prerequisite in the solution of this problem, but an education built around community involvement; for although formal education is important, it is parental involvement that is fundamental to the preparation of children for educational and social success. As evident in the aforementioned study, discernable influences upon children’s behaviour became significantly marked with parents’ involvement at the early stages of children’s development. This investigation of parents’ involvement in their children’s education in an urban community that was investigated in North Trinidad during the academic year 2006-2007, presents preliminary evidence to understand the hows and whys of parental educational involvement and the barriers that may impede this involvement.

Brief history of the community and the impact of crime 

In the hope of deriving a better understanding of the problems that exist in the community, one needs to be familiar with the environment. The history behind the development of the urban community that was investigated in North Trinidad influenced the residents’ attitude to life and to each other. This is due in part to the ‘potpourri’ of people from various Caribbean islands who settled in the area, stamping their culture and beliefs on the community. The survival of the community was therefore ensured, primarily due to the early model of education developed which involved an oral tradition. This was fostered by the continuous presence of elders in the households and communities who often supplemented the formal education system by importing knowledge in informal settings. With the breakdown of family life, these informal settings were lost and therefore, the acquisition of formal education came to be viewed in a new light as many saw education as the most effective means that their society possessed to meet the challenges of the future, whilst others viewed education as an exit that allowed their children to develop skills and acquire knowledge and training that would affect their future success in life. Similar observation was reported by Hansen (2003, p.143); however, Drummond and Stipek (2004, p.197) stated that parents from low income groups value education as a route to economic and social mobility. Accordingly, education can be seen as the ‘balance wheel’ for children from low income urban communities and as such education is crucial to stem the indiscipline and upsurge in criminal activities that have reared their ugly heads in this country of Trinidad and Tobago. The word education has been used in the broad sense to designate the totality of influences that nature or other men are able to exercise either on our intelligence or on our will. In other words, education is the influence exercised by adult generations on those that are not ready for social life. Its object is to arouse and develop in the child a certain number of physical, intellectual and moral states which are demanded of him by both the political society as a whole and the special milieu for which he is specifically destined (Durkheim 2006, p.80).
Presently, this urban community, as many other communities, did not escape from the havoc of the crime outbreak plaguing the twin island state of Trinidad and Tobago. This condition is exaggerated by the fact that the community is densely populated and families tend to be large - five to nine children per household unit. In many cases the mother is the head and bread winner of the family. Furthermore, unemployment is a serious problem. Recently, many parents have migrated to the USA and Canada to find employment in order to support more adequately their families and their children who are left behind in the care of grandparents, friends and even elder siblings. Due to the absence of a fully functional home environment and the existing living conditions, many of these children suffered from emotional problems that have led them to become dropouts. One of the consequences is that individuals struggle with acquiring reading skills and often face situations in which they are socially marginalized, pathologized and labelled as low achievers, abnormal or even deviant students (Arum and Bell, 2006). This condition has led to an illiteracy problem and the community is more susceptible to problems of crime due to the high level of illiteracy that is prevalent. This statement is corroborated by information coming out of research investigations which indicated that illiteracy has been linked to and is the root of all our social problems: poverty, crime, homelessness and even domestic violence. One such example, is that research investigations reported by the Idaho Centre on Developmental Disabilities (1996) have indicated that criminal activities were associated with illiteracy due to students’ poor reading skills which made it difficult for them to succeed in school since children learnt to read so that they could read to learn. 
However, literacy is not the solution to all problems such as crime, unemployment and poverty. Blaming these problems on illiteracy deflects attention from underlying causes including political and economic disenfranchisement (UNESCO, p.7). In this community however, illiteracy is the root core of all the problems experienced by the residents as high crime, low workforce readiness are among some of the costs of illiteracy. Therefore educators could benefit from parents’ involvement in the education of their children to help solve the problem of illiteracy because it has been recommended that parents are the best teachers to get their children ready for learning. Teale and Sulzby (1986) supported this statement by indicating that literacy development begins long before children start formal instruction in elementary school (Idaho Center on Developmental Disabilities, 1996). In light of this, the home environment is a particularly important setting for the acquisition of such knowledge because children have the opportunities at home to observe literacy activities of others (DeBaryshe et al., 2000). Therefore, parents’ involvement is crucial to the literacy development of children even more so when their involvement begins in the cradle and extends to the ECCE centre. 
PARENTS’ INVOLVEMENT 
Definition of parents’ involvement
Although the term ‘parents’ involvement’ has been widely used as a remedy for school improvement, its operational definition has not been clear and consistent. Earlier, Keith (1991) and Epstein (1992) stated that clearly defining parents’ involvement in school was a necessary precondition for identifying the factors that influenced it (Feurestein 2000, p.29). Further, Feuerstein (2000, p.30) and later Fan and Chen (2001, p.3) went on to explain further from the works of other researchers (Balli, 1996;Taylor et al., 1995; Sui-Chu and Willms, 1996) that it was better to conceptualize parents’ involvement as being multifaceted in nature, because it subsumed a wide variety of parental behavioural patterns and parenting practices.  Deslandes and Bertrand (2005, p.164), endorsed the findings of Christenson and Sheridan (2000) and added that parents’ involvement could take different forms, such as parents’ roles in educating their children at home by helping the children with their home work and by volunteering at school or attending Parents Teachers Association (PTA) meetings. Finally, it was decided that parents’ educational involvement should be defined broadly as participation in any activities that support children’s education, whether these activities occurred at home, in school or in community (Weiss et al. 2003, p.882). This is the definition that would be used in this investigation.
Definition of parents’ non-involvement
Parents’ non-involvement is simply when parents fail to become involved. When this occurs, educators have the tendency to blame parents as being too busy, too hindered by many barriers to become involved, too disinterested or too burdened by their own problems. Amato (2000) identified barriers that prevented parents from becoming involved in their children’s education and indicated that one such barrier was that the majority of single parents tended to be poorer, less educated, younger and more likely to experience discrimination than was the case of parents in two-parent family homes (Entwisle 1995, p. 139). Later, Zellman and Waterman (1998, p.370) stated that parents’ involvement was strongly associated with family socioeconomic status as welfare families demonstrated the lowest involvement and professional families displayed the highest levels of talking and interactions with their children. As a result of the socioeconomic status of parents, work was seen as a deterrent to parents’ involvement in children’s education and Chavkin and Williams (1993) suggested that work may be particularly more challenging for educational involvement among low-income families (Miedel and Reynold 1999, p.380).
OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY
By considering involvement as a means of empowering parents, one may be able, with the implementation of effective programmes, to alleviate the situation in communities with a high percentage of at-risk families. Consequently the objectives of the investigation were as follows:-

· To identify and discuss the activities in which parents participate in the Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) centre that most likely improved children’s school performance.
· To investigate what motivated parents’ involvement in the early childhood programmes at the Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) centre and whether any benefits were derived from this arrangement. 
· To discuss the challenges faced by parents that hindered their involvement in the early childhood programme and measures that could be adopted to overcome the barriers.
  METHODOLOGY AND RESEARCH DESIGN
The site selected for the investigation was an ECCE centre located in an urban community of North Trinidad situated on the outskirts of the city of Port of Spain. The pre-school education was conducted under the aegis of the Ministry of Education and the Trinidad and Tobago Association of Village and Community Councils.  Since September, 2006 I have been involved in research in this community investigating parents’ engagement and reasons for their engagement. During the academic year 2006-2007, there were twenty eight children attending classes, who were placed in two classes according to their age. One classroom had twelve children between the ages of 3-4 years and the other classroom had sixteen children between the ages of 4-5 years.
Qualitative analyses were employed for the study. Phenomenological study was undertaken to understand how parents describe, understand and attach meaning to their experience of involvement. The study samples used in this investigation were the twenty-eight parents of the pre-schoolers, the two teachers and fifteen parents of children who were previously attached to the ECCE centre (graduates). The inclusion of parents of the graduates was an attempt to corroborate evidence from varied perspectives to establish credibility and validity within the research study. This is referred to as triangulation. 
The revised model developed by Walker et al., (2005, p.86-89) which provided a strictly psychological perspective on parents who were involved in children’s schooling was used to understand what constituted parents’ involvement. This model was used to create questionnaires which were employed in the investigation focusing primarily on what parents did to engage with their young children’s home-based and school-based activities and, in the process, build sustaining relationships with each other and with the teachers of the ECCE centre. The constructs were (a) ‘Parents’ Motivational Belief’ which comprised of (i) parents’ home-based involvement (ii) parents’ school-based involvement and (iii) parents’ self-efficacy (b) ‘Parents’ Perception of Invitations’ and (c) ‘Parents’ Perceived Life Context’.
Procedure
Several tools were used in the investigation and those included observations, survey questionnaires, focus group meetings and interviews of parents of pre-schoolers, graduants and teachers. Visits were made to the ECCE centre at least twice per week for the entire period of the investigation to observe the characteristics and the operation of the pre-school and to understand the policy of the institution. Also, during these visits informal discussions were held with parents who had come to bring their children to the pre-school.
Survey questionnaires developed by Walker et al., (2005, p.100-103) with some modifications to the items and scales were used to collect the data on the psychological constructs to understand what constitutes parents’ involvement. On receipt of the completed questionnaires (approximately 75% of them), two focus group meetings were held at which parents and teachers were invited to participate in the discussion. Parents (70%) discussed their involvement in their children’s school activities, and more specifically, they reported on their attendance at PTA meetings, field trips and on problems of non-involvement of other parents. A composite variable representing parents’ work status was created by grouping parents into four (4) categories: (a) full-time (b) part-time (c) shift system and (d) unemployed.
Finally, face-to-face interviews with parents of students who had graduated (graduates) from the institution within the last five years, took place at their home and parents were asked a variety of open-ended questions about the school and the community, family educational involvement and the child. Parents were also asked the following questions:
· What experience have you acquired from your involvement in the activities at the ECCE centre?
· What kind of assistance would be recommended for parents to be more suitable equipped to assist in the educational development of their children? 
· What difficulties have you had supporting your children’s learning? How has the ECCE centre helped you to overcome the difficulties to more effectively support learning?
  RESEARCH FINDINGS AND DISCUSSIONS
To identify and discuss the activities in which parents participate in the Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) centre that most likely improved children’s school performance
To investigate this objective, the author examined two of the psychological constructs of parent involvement namely:
      (1) ‘Parents’ Motivational Belief’ which comprised of: (a) Involvement in home-based activities and (b) Involvement in school-based activities 
The construct is now defined as “Parental Role Construction”- This may be best defined as parents’ belief about what they should do in relation to the child’s education. Role construction for involvement is influenced by parents’ beliefs about how children develop, what parents should do to rear their children effectively, and what parents should do at home to help children succeed in school (Hoover-Dempsey et al. 2005, p.107). In other words, parents are more likely to become involved if they view their participation as a requirement of parenting (Deslandes and Bertrand 2005, p.165).
(2) ‘Parents Perceived Life Context’. This was defined as:

(i) Self-Perceived Time and Energy and 

(ii)  Self-Perceived Skills and Knowledge.

 This motivator of parents’ decision about involvement was influenced by parents’ perception of their available time and energy and their knowledge and skills for involvement (Walker et al. 2005, p.96).

    Parents’ involvement in home-based activities 

In this investigation, parents’ involvement at home was considered more a parent/child relationship; therefore the questionnaire focused on parents who talked to their children about homework and school activities as a mechanism both to establish a system of accountability and to express caring and engagement in children’s education (Desimone 1999, p.22).

Results which are presented graphically in Fig 1 indicated first of all that 83% of parents strongly believed that it was their responsibility to speak to their children about what had transpired during the day at the centre and in the process evaluate their children’s daily progress at the centre (78%). Another important psychological factor demonstrated by parents was their ability to supervise their children’s homework and 78% of the parents strongly agreed that it was their responsibility to do so. However, only 67% and 61% of parents respectively strongly agreed that it was their responsibility to read to their children and to practise mathematics and spelling with their children. This result is consistent with the findings of other researchers (Becher, 1984; Eccles and Harold, 1993; Lee, 1994; Muller, 1993; Sui-Chu and Willms, 1996) that there exists a strong relationship between parents’ communication and achievement (Desimone 1999, p.23). By talking to them about occurrences at school during the day or asking specific questions about what the children had learnt or about their behaviour and safety issues, parents could have positive effects on their children. However, Desimone (1999, p.24) claimed that parents helping children with their homework, as had been reported by researchers (Muller, 1993; Singh et al., 1995) showed a negatively response in the achievement of children of low income parents. This finding might be explained by the common notion that parents tend to check their children’s homework only when the children are already performing poorly in school. This did not seem to be the case in this instance as the children involved were recent admissions to the pre-school and as such parents’ involvement was to ensure that children developed the ability to read and write in order to provide the foundation for their future academic success. 

Parents’ involvement in school-based activities
Also predicative to a lesser degree was parents’ belief as expressed in the home-based questionnaire, that their responsibility was to supervise their children’s progress closely and to keep abreast of their activities at school. To achieve this, parents placed a premium on their involvement in school-based activities as over 80 % of parents (33% strongly agreed and 50% agreed) helped out at the pre-school whilst 72% indicated that they communicated with their children’s teacher regularly and 61% supported decisions made by the teachers concerning their children.
This finding is very interesting as the literature cites that communication is the key to success in children’s education. Downey (2002) indicated that when parents communicated constructively with teachers and participated in school activities, they gained a clearer understanding of what was expected of their children at school and they learnt from the teachers how to work at home to enhance their children’s education and through this communication, they became ‘au courant’ with the curriculum.
Interviews held with teachers indicated that numerous overtures were made by them to parents, requesting their help in increasing children’s learning activities at home so that children’s cooperation in the classroom would be high. Therefore, they were pleased with the results.
Attendance at Parent-Teachers Association (PTA) meetings, helping at the ECCE centre and participation in school field trips were also important school-based activities in which parents’ involvement was crucial. In this setting they met other parents and teachers and were able to contribute to the everyday running of the pre-school. The results of their involvement are presented graphically in Fig 2. Approximately 50% of parents strongly agreed that it was their responsibility to attend PTA meetings. In the case of helping at the ECCE centre which would include helping the teachers organise choir practice or school concerts, parents’ participation was low as approximately 33% of them strongly agreed that they helped at the children centre. With respect to field trips, again there was a low response of parents (33%) strongly volunteering to accompany teachers and children on field excursions. Parents’ non-participation in these activities could affect their children’s literacy development as constructive communication was necessary for improved relationship.
Parents’ Perceived Life Context 

Since few parents were involved in the various school-based activities, questions were posed to appreciate how much time parents spent in certain activities with their children. ‘Parents’ Perceived life Context’ was also investigated to understand parents’ involvement decisions with regard to the knowledge, skills, time and energy that they brought to the possibilities of involvement (Hoover-Dempsey et al. 2005, p.113).  The results presented graphically in Fig 5 indicated that approximately 83% of parents stated that their children were being read to by someone for less than one hour, whilst 77% of parents indicated that their children spent their time reading. On the other hand, approximately 83% of the parents stated that their children played outside for a longer period (1-2 hours) as compared to 56% of parents who indicated that their children played inside with toys for the same periods of time. Approximately 50% of the parents indicated that their children viewed television shows and listened to music for less than one hour; however, 50% of the parents indicated that their children spent a longer period of time watching television. Finally, 56% of parents indicated that their children spent between 1-2 hours writing/drawing. Here parents demonstrated their views of what literacy entailed and how its development affected their structuring of every day educational activities for their children. The data further indicated that the changes in home literacy practices were developed due to barriers experienced by parents such as inflexible working schedules as confirmed from interviews with parents. Furthermore, it was obvious from discussions with parents and parents of graduates that their actions were associated with their own schooling and literary experiences.

To discuss the challenges faced by parents that hindered their involvement in the early childhood programme and measures that could be adopted to overcome the barriers.

 One noticeable aspect of the investigation was the relatively low participation of parents in their children’s school-based activities. On interviewing the teachers, the teachers often interpreted this pattern to mean that such parents were uninterested in their children’s education careers. To be cognizant of the reasons leading up to this challenge and other impending challenges that would impede parents’ involvement, this concern was posed to parents of graduates.  On posing this impression to parents of graduates, parents indicated that parents’ non-involvement in their children’s education was not only hindered as a result of their work schedule, but also by having younger children and being single parents. Results of parents’ socioeconomic status indicated that 44% of parents were employed full time, 28% of parents were employed part time, 17% of parents worked shift system and 11% of parents were not employed. As a result of the socioeconomic status of parents, work was seen as the primary deterrent to parents’ involvement in children’s education and Chavkin and Williams (1993) suggested that work may be particularly more challenging for educational involvement among low-income families (Miedel and Reynold 2000, p.380). Furthermore, work also prohibited school participation as according to Chavkin and Williams (1989; 1990) parents did not have time to work and be involved in school activities simultaneously (Weiss et al. 2003, p.881). This led to these parents having a lower level of volunteering at schools, knowing fewer parents of their children’s friend, having fewer television restrictions on children and checked home work less frequently than part-time working mothers or mothers not in the labour force (Weiss et al. 2003, p. 881). 

In order to overcome these barriers, approximately twenty (20%) of parents revealed that they formed social networks (which are defined as a set of social relationships and linkages that one person has with other individuals according to Wasserman and Faust 1994, see Sheldon 2002, p.304) and utilized their interactions with other parents and as such they were instrumental in the partial success of being involved with their children’s education. These friends and/or families helped with transportation of children to school and collection of children after school including the behavioural monitoring of the younger children.
In response to the question: “What type of assistance in the form of training programmes parents thought would be required to better assist in their children’s studies”, approximately 50% of the parents indicated that assistance would have been more appreciated/ valued in the subjects of mathematics, reading and spelling so they would have been more equipped to help their children with their homework and revision activities. However, approximately 30% of parents indicated that a course in computer literacy would have improved their literacy skills so they could assist their children in the sourcing of information.

These requests were unexpected and thought-provoking as none of the graduates’ parents indicated that their educational background was a deterrent to their involvement in their children’s education. This was obvious as most parents (> 90%) had some level of exposure to secondary education, and their concern was mainly due to the frequent changes in the curriculum. However, from the request of parents for assistance in reading and spelling, it was obvious that there was an illiteracy problem experienced by some of them.
To investigate what motivated parents’ involvement in the early childhood programmes at the Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) centre and whether any benefits were derived from this arrangement. 
The question that must now be asked: “What was the driving force or the motivation for parents’ involvement in their children’s education and what renumerations were received by parents from their involvement?” This question was investigated by utilizing the other psychological constructs of parent involvement namely:
  (1) ‘Parents’ Self-Efficacy’ (a part of ‘Parents’ Motivational Belief”)- Bandura (1986, 1987) suggested that self-efficacy referred to belief in one’s capability to act in ways that would produce desired outcomes (Walker et al. 2005, p.93). That suggested that parents became involved if they believe that their actions would improve learning and academic performance (Deslandes and Bertrand 2005, p.165). Further, positive self-efficacy also enabled more active conceptualization of one’s parental contributions to the child’s learning. Hence, parents’ self-efficacy could be transcribed as parents’ belief in their capacity to act in ways that would produce desired outcomes and this construct was investigated by asking parents questions about how they felt helping their children’s learning. The results are graphically illustrated in Figure 3. Approximately 61% of the parents agreed that they felt successful about their efforts in helping their children learn whilst 56% of the parents agreed that they were aware how to help their child perform well at the early childhood centre. Furthermore, 44% of the parents contributed the performance of their children to the assistance of the teachers and they agreed that the teachers had more influence on their children’s grade than they did. In this instance ‘grade’ refers to children’s literacy development.

On the other hand, discussions in meetings with parents and interviews with parents of graduates revealed that parents were of the belief that helping their children to develop interest in learning at the centre produced the desired outcomes for the children. All parents expressed the belief that proper grounding at the centre increased the likelihood of their children being transferred to primary school and performing well in their examinations due to the foundation obtained in the preschool which assured them placement in a secondary school of their choice.

(2) ‘Parents’ Perception of Invitations’- This was defined as (a) Perceptions of General School Invitations (b) Perceptions of Specific Child Invitations and (c) Perceptions of Specific Teachers Invitations. Hoover-Dempsey et al. (2005, p.111) stated that several researchers had indicated that teacher invitations were especially powerful because they were responsive to many parents’ expressed wishes to know more about how to support children’s learning (Corno, 2000; Epstein, 1991; Epstein and Van Voorhis, 2001; Hoover-Dempsey et al. 1995). Invitations also contributed to the development of trust in the parent-teacher relationship (Adams and Christenson, 1998; 2000). Furthermore, parents tended to be more involved if they perceived that teachers and children both wanted and expected their involvement (Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2001 quoted in Deslandes and Bertrand 2005, p.165).

The results presented in Fig 4, indicated the positive effect that invitations from teachers to participate in various activities in the school had on parents as approximately 78% of the parents were satisfied that they were kept informed about their children’s progress by the teachers whilst 77% of parents indicated that they were contacted regularly by the teachers about PTA meetings and other special school events. On the other hand, 66% of the parents claimed that teachers contacted them concerning problems involving their children and 61% of parents agreed that teachers were interested and cooperative when discussion concerned the affairs of their children. Furthermore, 66% of parents indicated that they felt welcomed at the ECCE centre, so they were willing to get involved in whatever activities in which their help was needed.
These findings were further endorsed during interviews and forum meetings with parents and their responses were no different from what occurred in other urban communities. This is borne out by the findings of Cooper and Christie (2005, p.2249) that in most urban communities, parents were working-class or low-income people, and their cultural background played an important part in relegating them to a low-status position within the education arena. Therefore, as related by one parent encouraging parents’ involvement at the ECCE centre served as a gateway to their involvement during children’s elementary years which contributed to children’s success in primary and secondary schools. Miedel and Reynolds (1999, p.380) agreed with this view and stated that when families were involved in their children’s early childhood education, children experienced greater success when they entered elementary schools. This could be due to the transition between early childhood and elementary schools which could be a crucial period in children’s development (Pianta et al., 1999). Furthermore, another parent indicated that participation in the ECCE centre played a compensating role in the lives of her children, who came from an economically disadvantaged background, by providing opportunities for learning that were often superior to those found at home.  Similar observations were recorded by Desai et al (1989) according to Miedel and Reynolds (1999, p.382).  One other parent indicated that not only did her children benefit but benefits accrued to her due to her involvement as she became empowered with the knowledge that she strongly and positively had impacted on the school experience for her children, through her involvement. Also, by understanding what her children learnt at school, she could emulate these practices and strategies at home.

Another parent indicated that she found that participating in field trips with the teachers and the children helped promote bonding between herself and her children and also triggered her children’s interest in learning. Finally, parents also commented that they made trusting and lasting connections with other parents and in the process they were able to solve a wide array of problems. These problems ranged from transportation issues to personal and parenting difficulties and employment, to a lesser extent.

The main benefactor of parents’ involvement was the community. Stevenson and Baker (1987) explained the benefits to be derived when parents participated were: (1) indirectly telling their children how important education was as parents’ participation sent a powerful message to students and (2) had a direct and profound impact on their achievement (Sheldon 2002, p.302). This led to the children developing an attitude to helping develop their community. 

RESEARCH CONCLUSION

The model presented in this paper provides a systematizing structure and direction for organizing parent-involved programmes and activities on the theme of empowering parents. The goal of empowerment is not simply to ‘change’ people, but to provide them with tools which will enable them to manage their own lives more effectively. Research on parental involvement in their children’s education covers two broad areas: the effect of parental interaction and involvement in the pre-school and the impact of parental involvement in the home. The primary question in the study focussed on the relative strength of the psychological factors underlying parents’ behaviour, namely ‘Parents’ Motivational Belief’ (comprising parents’ home-based involvement, school-based involvement and parents’ self-efficacy’), ‘Parents’ Perception of  Invitation’ and ‘Parents’ Perceived Life Context’ as measures for predicting parent involvement and providing answers to the objectives of the investigation.
The results of this exploratory study suggest that the three psychological constructs of parents’ involvement be equally important and operate together. These psychological constructs are: (a) Parents’ Motivational Belief (b) Parents’ Perception of Invitations and (c) Parents Perceived Life Context. Emanating from this preliminary investigation, parents’ involvement in their children’s education was driven firstly by the parents’ belief of what is important, necessary and permissible for them to do on behalf of their children for their involvement to have a positive effect on children’s education (‘Parents’ Motivational Belief’). Their involvement took the form of (a) talking to their children about what transpired in the pre-school during the day (b) assistance of children with their homework (c) reading to their children and (d) providing home-based support even in their absence by networking, ensuring someone was present to help children with their homework and reading. By participating in these activities parents demonstrated increased involvement in their children’s education and became the catalyst for their children’s literacy development. Homework assistance, reading to their children and talking to their children about the school day (‘Parents’ Motivational Belief’) are activities which are designed to enhance parenting skills in general and improve children’s home-learning environment. Parents talking to their children suggest what being a good parent all is about and how to relate to one’s child in a manner that enhances cognitive and emotional development.

Secondly, from the onset of ‘basis communication’, parents establish an initial link with their children’s teacher, although the teachers at the ECCE centre are responsible for this initial level of parents’ involvement (parents’ perception of invitation). Teachers encourage and offer opportunities for involvement which increase rates of parents’ involvement. At this stage, parents have accepted responsibility for monitoring their children’s progress. The joy of participating in the various activities and the communication link arrived at with the teachers are the motivating force behind parents’ involvement. Also, parents’ perception of invitations is associated with parent-teacher communication which is highly motivating to parents as they feel honoured to be consulted by teachers.

Thirdly ‘Parental Self-Efficacy’ is also inspiring parents’ involvement as parents become involved since they believe that their action would improve learning and academic performance (Deslandes and Bertrand 2005, p.165). Parents’ beliefs of self-efficacy are high as parents assist and interact with students and other parents and they feel comfortable about the impact that they have on their children’s education programme. Furthermore, they are also committed to accepting teacher generated information about their children as they realize that the teachers have more influence on their children’s grade than they do.
Finally, parents decided to get involved at home because they wished to listen to the student read or help to practice writing a letter of the alphabet. Parents’ beliefs that their responsibility are to monitor their children’s progress and to keep abreast of activities at the pre-school (‘Parent Role Construction’). In light of these beliefs, parents developed practices at home to ensure that their children would progress in the pre-school (‘Parents’ Perceived Life Context’). These practices included the time spent watching television, playing outside or with toys to name a few. Therefore, children with parents who foster in their offspring the need to do well and who anticipate this need, are more likely to excel, because of their parents’ complete investment in the education process from both within and outside the home.
Ironically, the study suggested also that full-time working parents may impose barriers to family education involvement. Nevertheless, qualitative analyses of our phenomenological sample unearthed a variety of ways in which some working mothers overcame involvement barriers posed by work and created opportunities from the work places. One strategy adopted is the support system which involved relying on friends and families, creating a culture of learning in the home and behavioural monitoring at school.
Since there are still about twenty (20) percent of parents who are not involved in any activities either at home or at school and a further eleven (11%) percent who agreed that they do not know how to help their children learn (‘Parents’ Self-Efficacy’), the improvement of educational outcomes for urban children continued to be a challenge facing policy makers and educators. The question that should be asked is: ‘What steps are necessary to improve parents’ involvement in their children’s education to prevent the disproportionate under achievement of these children?’ The data suggest (1) the importance of sensitizing parents to their duties and responsibilities (2) the introduction of parent education programmes (computer literacy and mathematics) as suggested by some parents, which should enhance parents’ skills and self-efficacy and for parents that are literacy-challenged, their enrolment in Adult Literacy Tutors Association (ALTA) programmes (3) sustained parent-teacher-children communication about schooling by involvement in the pre-school via attendance at PTA meetings and school events which will engender the developing of close-knit communities where parents knew each other and (4) enhanced parents’ interaction with children at home. For example, a real life scenario encountered during the study at the ECCE centre, recalls a time when a child went into a tantrum as the teacher did not allow her to keep a storybook. On investigating the child’s home-based activities, it was learnt that since the parent was seldom home, the child was allowed to do whatever she liked. Another noticeable obstruction to parental interaction was the labelling of children who were struggling with acquiring literacy and numeracy skills, as abnormal or as having low or no academic ability. This act of labelling or stigmatizing children could lead to negative outcomes that would likely initiate increased probability of delinquent and criminal behaviour (Arum and Bell, 2006). Consequently, when children are hurt, abused or marginalized by parents, they learnt that they were stupid and worthless and learning became more difficult. 
FURTHER RESEARCH
In concluding, this preliminary enquiry has allowed us to understand parents’ involvement in their children’s education. This study is just a beginning, focusing mainly on parents’ home-based and school-based involvements. There are limitations to this study that suggest directions for future investigations. First, the sample used in our investigation included only pre-school children from an urban environment and the subsamples (parents) used were small. Future investigations need to include other urban pre-schools and expand to other   rural settings. Secondly, more research is needed on parents school-based activities as some issues remain unclear, for instance, what is the explanation for the low participation of parents in PTA meetings and school excursions. Thirdly, to understand parents’ motivation to become involved, educators need more qualitative studies that focus on the subject.
However, the importance of parents’ involvement in the educational activities at the pre-school cannot be over-emphasised as it transcends and includes the involvement of the community in the education of the child as relates to the rebuilding/strengthening of a fragmented society and the salvaging of the future of a nation dependent upon its currently disillusioned youth.
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FIG. 1: HOME BASED INVOLVEMENT
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FIG. 2: SCHOOL BASED INVOLVEMENT
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FIG. 3: PARENTS' SELF-EFFICACY FOR HELPING CHILDREN
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FIG. 4: PARENTS' PERCEPTION OF GENERAL INVITATIONS FOR 

INVOLVEMENT FROM THE SCHOOL
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FIG. 5: PARENTS' PERCEIVED LIFE CONTEXT
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