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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this investigation was to support and foster parent participation
among Mexican origin parents of special needs children. However, a limited amount of
empirical research existed that considered Mexican origin parents’ understanding of
participation in general and special education settings.
Parent participation was viewed as a dynamic and evolving process through
which parent participants could construct knowledge and meaning. Novice (newcomer)
parents worked with veteran (experienced) parents to learn about participation. Critical
and reflective discussions were central to their learning and parents moved toward full
participation as they developed confidence, skills, and awareness about themselves as
agents of change.
A Critically Compassionate Intellectualism (CCI) model, derived from
Sociocultural Theory and Critical Race Theory (CRT), was applied to analyze the ways
parents demonstrated their understanding of participation through cooperation, caring,
and critical consciousness. A Participatory Action Research (PAR) approach was
implemented as a method through which parents’ roles in the investigation and their
definitions of participation were explored.
Primary data sources included individual and focus group interviews,
discussion/planning sessions, and a debriefing session. Secondary sources consisted of
weekly journals, an open-ended survey, and audio memos. Most data sources were
transcribed and coded using an “open-coding” procedure. Then primary sources were
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coded a second time for a more detailed analysis of parents’ evolving views of
participation.
Novice parents reported that within a cooperative environment they could share
their thoughts and feelings about their children. They acknowledged that their voices
were heard and, therefore, felt validated and supported. Parents’ critical consciousness
was raised as they felt more confident in generating positive changes for their children.
Both veteran and novice parents’ roles changed over time. Veteran parents’ leadership
grew and novice parents became more active and vocal in the research process.
This study presented alternative ways to understand parent participation. Being
listened to and respected by teachers and school administrators were important reasons
for parents’ active participation. Feeling supported at IEP meetings and having open
communication with teachers also were important factors contributing to parents’
participation. Definitions of participation should continue to expand to allow a space for
parents’ diverse experiences.
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CHAPTER ONE
Introduction
Participation by Mexican origin parents with special needs children in U.S.
schools is a highly complex and generally misunderstood phenomenon. What has been
made clear, however, is that parent participation is an important factor in a child’s
learning and school success (Epstein, 1983, 1986, 2008; Epstein & Dauber, 1991; Epstein
& Sheldon, 2002; Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1997; Lawson, 2003). The need for
parents to be active participants in their child’s education is a high priority for local, state,
and federal government officials who are concerned with the apparent link between
parent participation and academic achievement (Colwell, Smith, Zhang, & Hill, 2000;
Hoover-Dempsey, et al., 2005; Peña, 2000).
However, many assumptions are made when school administrators, teachers,
school staff, parents, family members, and students are asked to define parent
participation. Parent participation, when described through different lenses, can vary
greatly. Parents who come from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds may
view parent participation very differently than those who were raised in the United States
and attended U.S. schools. For Mexican origin parents, especially those born and raised
in Mexico, the values and beliefs underlying their concept of parent participation may
influence how they decide to participate in U.S. schools. If these parents’ actions and
behavior are not congruent with U.S. educators’ expectations, then these parents’
participation may be perceived as unsatisfactory or inadequate (Delgado-Gaitan & Ruiz,
1992).
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For Mexican origin parents who have children with special needs, definitions of
what parent participation should look like in U.S. schools are not always clear. Even
though parents’ rights are explicitly delineated in U.S. federal laws (i.e., The Individuals
with Disabilities Education Act, 2004), not all parents are aware of these laws or are able
to access and interpret what they mean. Thus, Mexican origin parents with cultural or
language barriers may have an extremely limited understanding of the degree to which
they can participate in their child’s education under existing laws.
Research focused on Mexican origin parents of children with special needs is
important because very few empirical studies have been conducted to better understand
this population. Furthermore, according to the most recent U.S. Census Bureau (2004)
counts, the Hispanic population in the U.S. is the largest and fastest growing minority
group. About one in four children under the age of five residing in the U.S. is Hispanic.
Of all the Hispanics currently living in the U.S., approximately 52.9% (20.6 million) are
of Mexican origin (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000). Furthermore, Hispanic students are twice
as likely as their white peers to be identified as in need of special education (The Harvard
Civil Rights Project at Harvard University, 2002).
In this investigation, a Critically Compassionate Intellectualism (CCI) educational
model created by Cammarota and Romero (2006; in press) was used as the vehicle
through which parents’ understanding of participation was explored. In this model, three
educational perspectives or philosophies were combined as a means to address individual
agency, critical thinking, self-reflection, and social action. These educational perspectives
included: critical pedagogy, authentic caring relationships, and a social justice centered
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curriculum. In its conception, the CCI model was a means to increase student
participation through an engaged, cooperative pedagogy, authentic caring relationships
between students and teachers, and a social justice curriculum used to raise students’
critical consciousness. Until this investigation, however, this model had never been
applied to parents of children with special needs.
Additionally, no empirical research exists in which a Participatory Action
Research (PAR) approach specific to Mexican origin parents with special needs children
is used. Researchers concerned with this population have focused on cultural dissonance
between school faculty/staff and parents, the silencing of parents due to cultural and
linguistic differences, and structural barriers that impede parent participation (Quiroz,
Greenfield, & Altchech, 1999; Salas, 2004). Other researchers who have studied
Hispanic-origin parents with special needs children, including parents of Mexican origin,
have concentrated on school-parent relationships or parent involvement programs that
attempt to increase participation in special and general education settings (Harry, 2002;
Kalyanpur, Harry, & Skrtic, 2000). However, researchers who have used transformative
models or methods (such as the PAR approach) with youth are growing in number. Their
studies are focused on the ways in which minority youth can overcome negative forces in
their lives, including discrimination, that impede their ability to be successful on a
personal, interpersonal, academic, and global level (Cammarota, 2007; Flores-Gonzalez,
2005; Flores-Gonzalez, Rodríguez, & Rodríguez-Muñiz, 2006; Morrell, 2006, Torre &
Fine, 2006).
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The study I proposed is highly significant because current research about Mexican
origin parents with special needs children has ventured only so far as to identify and
investigate the challenges and problems related to parent participation and support.
Certain researchers have proposed excellent suggestions for increasing parent
participation among the population in question, but none have explored parent
participation through a PAR framework. In my study I co-collaborated with parents in all
of the following ways: (a) defining the challenges of parent participation from the
parents’ point of view; (b) brainstorming solutions to the challenges in a systematic
manner; (c) creating an action plan; and (d) taking action on a personal, interpersonal,
and/or institutional level.
I hypothesized that when Mexican origin parent “newcomers” to special
education were provided with access to a community of “experienced” parents to discuss
issues of participation and to co-construct a systematic plan of action, change would
occur on a personal, interpersonal, and/or global level. In this investigation, “newcomers”
were referred to as novice parents. Novice parents are those with a child who was
diagnosed with special needs within the past two years. Experienced parents were
referred to as veteran parents. Veteran parents are those with a child who was diagnosed
with special needs ten years ago or more.
In this investigation CCI was the model I chose to structure the format and
content of the discussion/planning sessions. PAR was the approach I used to analyze the
main participation framework (i.e., the research group) and participants’ growth over
time. In addition, when discussing veteran and novice parents I incorporated sociocultural
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perspectives including hybrid or third space (Bhabha, 1994; Combs, Gonzalez, & Moll,
in press; Moje, McIntosh Ciechanowski, Kramer, Ellis, Carillo, & Collozo, 2004; Soja;
1996) and legitimate peripheral participation (Lave and Wenger, 1991). I turned to
sociocultural theory to help explain the ways in which participation existed in hybrid
spaces or worlds and how parents moved toward full participation during the study.
By drawing from sociocultural research and using the CCI model and PAR
approach, my hope was that parent action and change during and after this project would
lead to better communication between the parents and their children’s educators and
increase their own participation at their children’s schools. On a larger level, my desire
was for parent participants to share their knowledge with other parents about what they
learned through the research project. Sharing information and developing supportive
parent networks have been described by researchers as key factors in the process of
parent engagement and involvement in schools (Delgado-Gaitan, 1991, 1992; McNamara
Horvat, Weininger, & Lareau, 2003). Furthermore, active networking can lead to the
acquisition of more resources, current and accurate information, legal support, and
positive interactions with the schools (Delgado-Gaitan, 1992).
Research Questions
Using a Critically Compassionate Intellectualism (CCI) model to understand
issues related to parent participation among Mexican origin parents with special needs
children in a Participatory Action Research project, this investigation attempted to answer
the following questions:
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1. How can a CCI educational model (critical pedagogy, authentic caring, and social
justice centered-curriculum) be used to address barriers to participation that
parents of children with special needs face in U.S. schools?
2. How is parent participation, when viewed through a sociocultural perspective,
manifested throughout the PAR project?
a) What definitions of parent participation among novice parents emerge and
evolve over the course of the investigation?
b) How do parents’ roles within the PAR project change, evolve, or transform
over time?
Structure of Dissertation
This review of literature is an attempt to explain participation through a Critically
Compassionate Intellectualism model as well as through a Participatory Action Research
approach. As later discussed, both CCI and PAR have similar roots and share
complementary frameworks with sociocultural theory. To explore parent participation, a
definition of participation generated from sociocultural theory was used for this study. A
discussion about the differences between the terms parent participation and parent
involvement, as described in literature about parents in schools, also was addressed. By
using a CCI model, parent participation could be analyzed through multiple lenses that
included (a) how pedagogy, which included cooperative learning as a key component,
was an essential factor to encourage parents to think and speak critically about their own
participation in both general and special education settings; (b) how authentic caring
relationships and trust among parents (both newcomer and experienced parents) in the
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study were made manifest; and (c) the ways in which parents in the study could
overcome barriers or challenges to parent participation by taking action through learning
and knowledge that took place and was mediated through a social justice centered
curriculum. I also was interested in the ways that parent participation was understood by
parent participants in individual and group settings throughout the PAR project.
In Chapter 1, I provided a description of the pilot study I conducted in summer
2007, Hispanic Parents of Children with Special Needs: Underlying Cultural
Complexities about Concepts of Parent Involvement and their Effects. I briefly explained
the findings and how this research informed my dissertation questions and design. I then
discussed the theoretical framework of the CCI model used in this study. CCI is a model
composed of three educational perspectives that include cooperative learning, authentic,
compassionate relationships between people, and a social justice centered curriculum.
Each part of CCI is derived from ideas and theories developed by scholars in various
disciplines. I described the importance of using the CCI model in my study as a means to
understand how Mexican origin parents of children with special needs learn to analyze
what parent participation means to them, what challenges they have faced in U.S.
schools, how trust and meaningful relationships are developed, and how parent decisions
are made to overcome specific challenges to their own participation in schools.
Additionally, I included articles about Mexican origin parents that were framed around
issues of critical pedagogy, empowerment, and advocacy within general and special
education settings. The discussion of the CCI model naturally segued into the
Participatory Action Research (PAR) approach, the principal method used to collect data.
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In Chapter 2 I was interested in exploring the characteristics and backgrounds of
Mexican origin people in the United States. Because Mexican origin people historically
have been treated as second-class citizens in the US, I wanted to explore the ways in
which they have been identified and categorized by those who considered themselves to
be true Americans. I took into consideration labels and stereotypes associated with birth
status (e.g., U.S. native-born or Mexican immigrant), and included this section because
parent participants in my study represented the myriad of descriptions I presented to
illustrate this population’s diversity.
In this chapter, I also presented some of the complexities associated with Mexican
origin parent participation in both general and special education settings by providing a
background and history of Mexican origin people in the U.S. as related specifically to
laws and policies that have impacted this population. By highlighting moments in history
that have had a significant effect on the Mexican origin population, my goal was to
demonstrate how Mexican origin people had been treated differently than other
Americans (i.e., White, Protestant, middle and upper class, English-speaking Americans).
My understanding was that cultural and linguistic differences, as well as color of skin,
influenced how Mexican origin people had been discriminated against both overtly and
covertly for more than 200 years.
I believed that this section was necessary and important because it was related
directly to the second component of the CCI model: authentic caring relationships.
Authentic caring relationships, as described by Cammarota and Romero (in press), are
those which allow a person to show compassion for not only an individual’s personal and
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life challenges, but also for the person’s “entire world, including historical struggles that
have positioned him or her as a socially, economically, and/or politically subordinate” (p.
7). By describing historic moments that impacted Mexican origin people and families, I
intended to frame parent participants’ current struggles and challenges within broader
cultural-historical events. I used the CCI model to demonstrate how Mexican origin
parent participants’ experiences, when connected to the cultural-historical legacy of
Mexican origin people in the U.S., can evoke compassion and understanding among and
between participants.
In Chapter 3 I explored the question, “What is parent participation?” I began by
providing a brief history of the definitions of parent participation in general and special
education settings in the US. Next, I presented research in education that was illustrative
of U.S. educators’ expectations with regard to parent participation. I then explained some
of the differences between traditional American views of participation and alternative
definitions of participation as described by culturally and linguistically different parents,
specifically Mexican origin parents. Additionally, I argued that the school environment
and the attitude of school administrators, teachers, and school staff toward Mexican
origin parents may have detrimental effects on Mexican origin parents’ participation in
U.S. schools. I provided literature, for the sake of parity, that was descriptive of Mexican
origin parents’ expectations, beliefs, and values about education that were distinctive
from those generally experienced by White, middle-class, English-speaking American
parents. I attempted to untangle varying views of participation to make sense of
discontinuities between Mexican origin parent perspectives of and experiences with
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participation and U.S. mainstream expectations of how parents should participate in
schools.
Additionally, I discussed why participation, when framed through a sociocultural
perspective, was important to the design and implementation of my study. I used Lave
and Wenger’s (1991) theory of legitimate peripheral participation (LPP) to conceptualize
the way in which novice parents moved toward full participation in the study and mastery
of skills and knowledge. Furthermore, I explained the connections between sociocultural
theory, CCI, and PAR and why I purposefully included each as a means to understand
parent participation and the ways in which parents viewed and discussed their own
definitions of participation.
In Chapter 4, the Methods section, I described the ways in which the PAR
approach was used to analyze data. I explained the origins of PAR, the differences
between the northern and southern traditions of PAR, and how PAR was connected and
could be applied to CCI. I then provided a description of the parent participants in my
study as well as the setting. I discussed the challenges I experienced with the PAR design
and how my initial conceptualization of the PAR process in my study changed because of
external constraints.
In this chapter I provided an in-depth account of data collection procedures and
descriptions of primary and secondary sources. I continued with an explanation of the
tools and procedures used to operationalize and analyze my data including a table
through which I operationalized the components of the CCI model. I used these
components in Chapters 5 to analyze focus-group interviews, individual interviews,
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discussion/planning sessions, the open-ended survey, novice parents’ journals, and audio
memos. I ended this chapter with a discussion of how I applied Lave and Wenger’s
(1991) theory of LPP to my investigation as a means to answer the question: How is
parent participation, when viewed through a sociocultural perspective, manifested
throughout the PAR project? I considered critical consciousness as an important
component of how novice parents moved toward full participation and mastery. I
included a parent participation continuum as a visual tool.
In Chapter 5 I focused on the Critically Compassionate Intellectualism model. I
analyzed each educational perspective: critical pedagogy, authentic caring relationships,
and a social justice centered curriculum by answering the following questions through
evidence found in primary and secondary data sources:
•

How parent participation is discussed critically by parents in cooperative learning
sessions (critical pedagogy).

•

How authentic caring relationships manifest between veteran and novice parents.

•

How a social justice centered curriculum mediates learning and knowledge so
that parents can overcome barriers and challenges to parent participation by
taking action.

I also analyzed findings directly connected to the question centered on the Participatory
Action Research approach. Through descriptions and observations of parent participation,
I described evidence on the ways in which parent participation was manifested
throughout the PAR project. Specifically, I was interested in parents’ views of parent
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participation over time, their development of critical consciousness, and their roles and
participation throughout the research process.
Chapter 6 included conclusions and implications of this investigation. In the
conclusions’ section, I summarized the main points of the study including findings
associated with the CCI model and the PAR approach. I described how critical pedagogy,
authentic caring, relationships, and a social justice centered curriculum were effective in
addressing the barriers to participation that existed in parents’ lives. I also provided a
discussion about the ways parents’ roles evolved over the course of the study and the
ways in which their definitions of parent participation changed. I concluded with a
section on emerging themes. These included: (a) language and cultural differences as
barriers to participation; (b) challenges arising from raising a child with an autism
spectrum disorder; (c) the high costs of treatments, therapies, and services for children
with special needs; and (d) the initial pain, grief, and shame some parents experienced
when their child was diagnosed.
In the implications’ section I presented the contributions of this study. I then
discussed the importance of future research in parent participation, specifically among
culturally and linguistically diverse parents of children with special needs. Finally, I
explored the idea of using sociocultural theory to expand upon definitions and
understandings of parent participation.
Pilot Study
Over a six-week period in the months of June and July 2007, I conducted a pilot
study titled, Hispanic Parents of Children with Special Needs: Underlying Cultural
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Complexities about Concepts of Parent Involvement and their Effects. In this qualitative
study I addressed these complexities using sociocultural theory. The purpose of this
research was to understand the ways Hispanic parents (participants represented several
Hispanic sub-groups) (a) defined parent involvement, (b) viewed their roles and the roles
of teachers in schools, (c) considered disability through their cultural lenses and (d)
addressed barriers inhibiting their involvement.
I interviewed four Hispanic-origin parents whose children had special needs. All
were female. Three were of Mexican origin and one was from Lima, Peru. The average
age of the participants’ children was 14.5 years. All were male. One was autistic, one had
multiple disabilities, and two had Down Syndrome. One of the main findings of this
research was that parents struggled the most during the first two years of their child’s
diagnosis. The most challenging experiences reported were in the areas of language
(developing English language proficiency and learning specific medical and educational
terminology related to their child’s disability), support (not knowing anyone with similar
experiences or where to find assistance), and advocacy (not possessing the knowledge
and language needed to speak confidently at Individualized Educational Planning
meetings or in other medical/educational settings).
One major observation from the pilot study findings was that a difference existed
between how parents described their experiences when their child was first diagnosed and
how they described their experiences after years of learning about educational and
medical programs, processes, laws, and procedures related to their child’s disability. This
difference consisted of abstract and concrete attributes. When describing the first couple
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of years of their experiences as parents newly faced with the challenges of raising a child
with a disability, each parent agreed that his/her confidence, knowledge, and
understanding was extremely low. Fear, anger, shock, denial, and grief were adjectives
many used to detail how they dealt with their child’s diagnosis. However, as they became
more seasoned as parents of a child with a disability and as their knowledge of the
disability increased, each explained how the daily routines of doing what was best for
their child grounded them. Terminology related to the disability became more accessible
as they researched and taught themselves words and phrases utilized frequently in both
educational and medical settings. In several instances, emotions that were originally raw
and painful were channeled positively by parents through action that parents deemed
would benefit their child’s overall well-being. Action included patiently observing the
child’s teacher while providing constructive feedback, dialoguing with school staff about
specific needs (i.e., diapering, feeding, etc.) related to the child, and going to the library
or talking with other parents to learn about laws pertaining to the Individual Educational
Planning (IEP) meetings.
Because I was interested in the process of engagement among participants as they
explored what parent participation meant to them, I needed to find a model that would
allow for freedom of expression, flexibility of structure, mutual trust and respect between
myself and the participants, the ability to expand upon issues and themes, and the
evolution of ideas. I also wanted to investigate the ways in which novice parents moved
toward “full participation” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 29) in the research study and as
parents of children with special needs. Additionally, I had to consider the impact this
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research would have on Mexican origin parents. Because of their distinctive cultural and
historical trajectories in the United States, I searched for a structural model and a
systematic method that were created with marginalized populations in mind. I chose a
Critically Compassionate Intellectualism (CCI) educational model and a Participatory
Action Research (PAR) approach as a method to collect data and to analyze the process
of participation among participants. Both were suitable and malleable tools to understand
the complexities involved in this study.
A Critically Compassionate Intellectualism Model
A Critically Compassionate Intellectualism (CCI) model was developed by
Cammarota and Romero (2006) to “foster the liberation of Latinas/os as well as other
students of color from the oppression of silencing they [Latino people] currently
experience” (p. 16). This model was a combination of different educational perspectives
or philosophies that were centered on sociocultural theories of individual agency and
social and structural transformation. I chose this model to implement my research
because I believed that the model’s three educational perspectives (critical pedagogy,
authentic caring relationships, and a social justice centered curriculum) were essential to
the way in which I envisioned Mexican origin parent participants engaging in the
research process and sharing their ideas about parent participation.
In the next three sections, I focused on CCI, its theoretical framework, and how
its educational perspectives have been applied to Mexican origin parents of specialneeds’ children and their participation in U.S. schools. Specifically, I concentrated on
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definitions and manifestations of critical pedagogy, authentic caring relationships, and a
social justice centered curriculum.
Critical Pedagogy
Critical pedagogy, as explained by Cammarota and Romero (2006), is the manner
and/or method used to teach or to make explicit the social inequities and power structures
that potentially oppress marginalized groups. Questions and discussions that prompt
individuals to think critically about hidden curriculums or agendas embedded in oral and
written material allow for critical consciousness to develop. Once a person’s critical
consciousness has been cultivated, he or she can then begin to connect personal
experiences to larger societal issues. If a person decides to then change his or her life’s
trajectory in a positive manner, then critical social action is taken (Freire, 2007). To
clarify, critical consciousness is “an awareness of how institutional, historical, and
systemic forces limit and promote the life opportunities for particular groups” (Ginwright
& Cammarota, 2002, p. 87), and critical social actions are the steps a person takes when
he/she realizes that he/she is an agent of change and can affect positively the material,
emotional, and/or spiritual conditions of his/her life (Cammarota, 2007; Freire, 2007).
In Cammarota and Romero’s (in press) latest work on the CCI model, they
included cooperative learning as a principle derived from critical pedagogy. Cooperative
learning, from the lens of critical pedagogy, is a form of teaching that assumes equal
status between the educator and the students. In other words, knowledge production is cocreated, and the exchange of information is valued equally among the educator and
students. Traditional structural hierarchies that are represented by one person possessing
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sole authority and power are “level[ed] out” (Cammarota & Romero, in press) so that all
participants can have an equal opportunity to voice their thoughts and opinions and
contribute to the knowledge base.
In my study, I incorporated the concept of critical pedagogy with Freire and
Macedo’s (1987) definition of critical literacy into my planning sessions and parental
collaborative discussions. Critical literacy is an empowering process through which the
underlying meanings and motivations of text can be uncovered and interpreted. Through
this process, a text or an experience can be analyzed critically to unveil hidden cultural,
historical, political, or social agendas so that those engaged in the literacy experience can
understand fully the ramifications and power of each word expressed. With the parents in
my study, critical pedagogy and critical literacy practices were essential in establishing a
structure in which (a) each participant had an equal opportunity to participate in the
discussions; (b) parent participants’ opinions, suggestions, and feedback were valued by
each participating member including myself, the researcher; (c) articles and materials
selected were carefully analyzed to uncover underlying assumptions about parent
participation; and (d) parent participants were provided a safe and supportive
environment to critique the articles, share personal stories and experiences, and express
feelings and emotions.
Discussion and planning sessions are described in depth in Chapter 4; however, a
brief explanation of each is presented here as well as in the social justice centered
curriculum section. In my study, discussion sessions were meetings in which educational
content and material were read, analyzed, critiqued, reflected on, and explored. Planning
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sessions were collaborative decision-making and problem-solving meetings in which
parents are given the opportunity to create and implement a social action plan.
For the discussion sessions, I drew from Cammarota and Romero’s (2006) study
in which they implemented a social justice pedagogy in a high school in southwestern
United States. The researchers worked with a group of 20 Latina/o students throughout
their junior and senior years. The researchers’ main goal was to develop and facilitate
students’ critical consciousness by enriching Social Studies’ content and pedagogy in
such a way that students would understand, in critical and meaningful ways, the “racial
inequalities affecting their educational and general life experiences” (pp. 17-18). Students
who participated in this project had the opportunity to receive U.S. History and U.S.
Government credit that met high school graduation requirements. Educational content
presented by Cammarota and Romero in the Social Justice course for Latina/o students
centered on material relevant to the students’ social, cultural, and historical realities.
Through materials that were focused on Latina/os in the U.S., the researchers
demonstrated to students how to challenge “social forms of oppression” (p. 21) that
limited their personal, social, and academic opportunities. According to Cammarota and
Romero, the Social Justice course differed from other history courses offered at the high
school because it did not include traditional content or pedagogy that was dominated by a
“racist ideology, with the intended effect of erasing the potential of students of color” (p.
20).
For my own study, I wanted to engage parent participants in critical dialogue that
would foster their development of critical consciousness about issues revolving around
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parent participation and barriers to their own involvement in U.S. schools. To do this, I
introduced two articles (both of which were translated into Spanish) centered on Mexican
origin parents’ challenges with U.S. school systems (see Chapter 4). I included articles
that were about Mexican origin parents’ experiences in both general and special
education so that the parents in my study would be able to relate to the majority of issues
and challenges described.
Authentic Caring Relationships
Cammarota and Romero (2006, in press) used the terms authentic caring
relationships, compassionate relationships, and caring relationships interchangeably to
refer to pedagogy that was inclusive of trust and a deep sense of caring between students
and teachers. Educators who use a pedagogy that is caring and compassionate can “teach
students to overcome their fears of liberation” (Cammarota & Romero, in press) and
promote mutual trust and respect. Cammarota and Romero (2006, in press) drew from
literature about caring from Noddings (1992, 2003) and Valenzuela (1999). Noddings
(2003) wrote about caring as an act in which a person first considers the other’s “personal
frame of reference … point of view, … objective needs, and what he [or she] expect” (p.
24). The focus of caring, according to Noddings, was our “mental engrossment” (p. 24)
with the other person’s desires and our unconditional concern for the other’s well being.
To care, a person must be motivated by selflessness and be desirous of a favorable
outcome for the other person. To care means that a person “displays a characteristic
variability in her actions” (p. 25) which signifies that a person is willing to care for
another beyond expectations. In other words, a person might act in a “nonrulebound
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fashion” (p. 25) or in an unexpected manner to demonstrate that he/she truly cares for the
other. Caring also refers to the act of feeling as much as the other is feeling and being
truly empathetic to the other person’s plight (Monzó & Rueda, 2001). In education,
Noddings (2003) described caring relationships between teachers and students as being
reciprocal and also as an essential ingredient needed to establish students’ acceptance.
Valenzuela (1999) introduced the concept of authentic caring and applied it to
relationships between Latina/o students and their teachers. Authentic caring, like
Nodding’s (2003) definition of caring, referred to reciprocal caring relationships between
students and teachers. However, Valenzuela “expand[ed] on caring theory to include a
pedagogical preoccupation with questions of otherness, difference, and power that reside
within the assimilation process itself” (p. 25). In other words, authentic caring is the
process through which educators recognize the cultural-historical significance of their
Latina/o students’ participation in classroom activities and events. Cammarota and
Romero (in press) described authentic caring relationships as “compassion for the
challenges that stifle [students’] academic performance inside of schools, as well as the
broader social and economic forces that make learning difficult (poverty, racism, sexism,
homophobia, etc.)” (p. 6). Inherent within the definitions of authentic caring is the
assumption that educators are aware of, recognize, and care that many students face
hardships that are related to their color of skin and their cultural and linguistic
backgrounds. An educator who is compassionate is one who engenders trust, facilitates
leadership, and motivates students to move past their fears to reach meaningful goals. A
“critically compassionate educator” is one who is willing to listen attentively to students,
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allow the students to express their frustrations and point of view, and then find various
avenues to advocate for them (Cammarota & Romero, in press).
A Social Justice Centered Curriculum
The last educational perspective of the CCI model, a social justice centered
curriculum, is aligned closely with critical pedagogy. In my opinion, these two
educational perspectives are interdependent and cannot be separated without a significant
loss of meaning, form, or structure. A social justice curriculum is comprised of three
major components: critical consciousness, social action, and praxis (Cammarota &
Romero, 2006, in press). To reiterate, critical pedagogy is the manner in which an
individual or group questions or reflects upon their own lives, develops critical
consciousness, and takes social action. Critical consciousness, derived from Freire’s
(2000) concept of conscientiza ao, is the awareness a person possesses of his or her own
agency. In other words, critical consciousness is a person’s realization that life’s events
are mutable and that he/she can take control over his/her life and generate positive
changes. Social action refers to the action a person takes, after critical reflection, to
transform his/her world. Social action is an important facet of a social justice curriculum
because it is a constructive way for a person to respond to personal and social challenges
(Ginwright & Cammarota, 2002). Praxis is “the interdependence between critical
consciousness and social action” (Ginwright & Cammarota, 2002, p. 87). Praxis refers to
Paulo Freire’s concept of education as a problem-solving activity. Praxis is action
informed by people’s values and is accumulated through life experiences. According to
Freire, praxis is “reflection and action” (p. 87) upon the world in order to transform it.

37

For the purposes of my study, however, a social justice centered curriculum is
“educational content [that] should elevate students’ critical consciousness” (Cammarota
& Romero, in press, p. 7) and increase “their active engagement in social justice
activities” (Cammarota, 2007, p. 87). Because educational content in a social justice
centered curriculum should be centered on the “social, cultural, and historical realities”
(Cammarota & Romero, in press, p. 9) of those engaged in the subject matter, I wanted to
incorporate articles (as described in the Critical Pedagogy section) into my discussion
session that would stimulate parent participants’ critical awareness of issues about parent
participation (see Chapter 4 for a detailed account of discussion sessions).
Because one component of a social justice centered curriculum is social action, I
designed my study to include planning sessions that would build off of the discussion
sessions (specific activities in the planning sessions are presented in detail in Chapter 4).
Planning sessions were modeled after Cammarota and Romero’s (2006) social justice
education course which they created for high school Latina/o students. I was interested in
how the educational content and activities described in their study were used to
encourage students to think critically about issues of racism and injustice and to express
their thoughts and feelings about power, equality, and responsibility.
Cammarota and Romero (2006) incorporated several interactive activities to
stimulate thought and discussion. One activity included a slide presentation comprised of
photos that students took around their high school campus. Students were instructed to
take pictures “related to racial stereotypes, cultural oppression, misrepresentation of
students of color, and critical thinking vs. passivity in education” (p. 18). Students then
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presented their pictures to their peers and commented on their own photos. Many students
discussed challenging and painful topics including “perceptions of their own muteness
and concomitant inefficacy” (p. 18), discrepancies in resources between students of color
and White students at the high school, tracking, and a general bias against culturally and
linguistically diverse students.
Other activities, such as I Am Poems, were also pivotal components to the
curriculum Cammarota and Romero (2006) developed. I Am Poems were poems in which
students were given the freedom to express themselves and write about their own
identities. I Am Poems, along with the slide show presentation, were venues through
which students could reflect and talk about their own realities, “to see where they were
coming from and how they comprehend[ed] the issues and problems most relevant to
their lives” (p. 19). Most importantly, students felt acknowledged, respected, validated,
and united at the end of the social justice education course. Students not only were able to
give “voice” to what they felt and were experiencing, but they felt safe to share deep and
personal thoughts and emotions with the researchers and their peers. Cammarota and
Romero defined the process of interacting with students on an emotional level as “a
humanizing pedagogy” (p. 20).
In summary, a social justice centered curriculum was developed to stimulate
parent participants’ critical reflection about parent participation through discussion
sessions and to support parents in taking social action through planning sessions. Because
I was working with a specific parent population, much of the educational content was
adapted to meet the specific interests and needs of the parents. Through a social justice
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centered curriculum, I wanted to explore how learning and knowledge were mediated.
Moreover, I was interested in how discussion and planning sessions could assist parents
in overcoming barriers or challenges to parent participation so that they would feel
comfortable taking action. One of the most important ingredients of the social justice
centered curriculum is the “humanizing” intent behind the activities. Encouraging parent
participants to mold the shape, direction, and form that their final social action takes was
an essential part of implementing this curriculum. In the spirit of CCI (and Participatory
Action Research), I, as the researcher and facilitator, needed to allow parents to decide on
their own what they wanted their objectives and goals to be without my influence. In the
end, every attempt was made so that parents’ voices and decisions were heard,
acknowledged, and respected.
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CHAPTER TWO
HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF MEXICAN ORIGIN PEOPLE
In this research, I defined Mexican origin people as those who were born in
Mexico or who were born in the United States with at least one parent from Mexico or of
Mexican descent. Other researchers have classified this population as American-born or
foreign-born (Okagaki & Sternberg, 1993) or as “migrant,” “U.S.-born,” or “raised in the
United States” (De Genova, 2005, p. 4). The Mexican origin population comprised
66.9% of the 37.4 million Latinos currently residing in the United States (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2002). By 2050, the Mexican origin population in the United States is expected
to increase by over 188%. Based on the March 2002 Current Population Survey, 9.3
million undocumented immigrants reside in the United States—about 4.5 million
undocumented men (18 and over), 3.2 undocumented women, and about 1.6 million
undocumented children under the age of 18. Of these undocumented immigrants,
Mexicans made up over half, 57% of the total, or approximately 5.3 million (Passel,
Capps, & Fix, 2004).
In this study, I dedicated space to describe some of the characteristics of the
Mexican origin population residing in the US because I realized through meeting parent
participants in my study that although all parent participants were of Mexican origin,
each had a very unique and varied experience. I presented literature that was descriptive
of Mexican origin people’s backgrounds and histories as well as specific attributes that
contributed to this population’s success and setbacks in the US. In addition, I focused on
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racial challenges that Mexican origin people faced due to negative perceptions that have
been invented, circulated, and perpetuated by members of dominant U.S. society.
Racial Categorization of Mexican Origin People
Nicolas De Genova (2005) wrote:
[The] inherent ambiguity and heterogeneity about being “Mexican,” regardless of
one’s place of birth, citizenship status, or cultural orientations and tastes, is
instructive; it reflects an expression in everyday practice of the resignification of
Mexicanness as a specifically racialized category within the U.S. social order.
(p. 3)
My understanding of this statement was congruent with Carol D. Lee’s (2002)
argument that “race has been the categorical social address” (p. 283) to inform research
and policy, specifically in how researchers and policymakers have characterized certain
minority groups over time. Cammarota and Romero (2006) warned that “Racism in
schools reinforces a racialization process that constructs a hierarchical order of social
groups” (p. 17). Unfortunately, because of the “racialization process” in the U.S. many
minority groups, including Mexican origin families, have been reduced to stereotypical
caricatures that are often negative, static, and limiting. Numerous stereotypes of Mexican
origin people have surfaced over the past 200 years and, in many cases, have served to
influence U.S. political leaders who have used these negative depictions for the
justification of war, the conquest of Mexican land, and the implementation of laws and
policies that have had an impact on the flow of Mexicans to and from the U.S. (Acuña,
1988).
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One of the first examples of how “Mexicanness” began to be associated with
detrimental images and representations occurred after the Mexican-American War that
ended with the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848. A significant and lasting
consequence of the Mexican-American War was the hostility felt by both Americans and
Mexicans towards each other. According to Meyer and Sherman (1991), “The war
reinforced the worst stereotypes that each country held about the other, and these
stereotypes in turn contributed to the development of deep-seated prejudices” (p. 352).
Many Americans, in the aftermath of the war, considered Mexicans to be “a backward
people” (Meyer & Sherman, 1991, p. 352) who were racially inferior (Menchaca &
Valencia, 1990). Americans who believed strongly in Manifest Destiny from a religious
point of view rationalized the conquest of Mexico and the displacement of Mexican
people as the consequence of fulfilling God’s will. As Acuña (1988) described, “AngloAmericans believed that God had made them custodians of democracy and that they had
a mission—that is, that they were predestined to spread its principles” (p. 13). The
Mexican people often were viewed by Americans as a simple-minded and savage race
because they were “the blend of two inferior races, the Spanish and the New World
Indians” (Menchaca & Valencia, 1990, p. 228). Furthermore, the defeat of the Mexicans
in the Mexican-American War was evidence for many Americans that the Mexican
people were not intellectually capable of managing and governing their country
(Menchaca & Valencia, 1990). Mexicans and other people of color, such as Black and
Native Americans, were considered second-class citizens who were genetically inferior to
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Whites (Surace, 1982). Having a “discredited status” (p. 316) meant that Mexicans were
discriminated against by White Americans on multiple levels.
Although the scope of this review did not include an in-depth analysis of the
discrimination of Mexican origin people since the Mexican-American War, I have
provided, in a later section, a background and history of Mexican origin people in the
U.S. as related specifically to laws and policies that have impacted this population. The
point that I make now is that stereotypes and negative perceptions of Mexican origin
people in the U.S. have not changed significantly since the late 1800s. Prejudice and
stereotypes are fueled by the continued assumption that Mexican origin people are
inferior to White Americans. These harmful depictions of Mexican origin people have
contributed to damaging perceptions of Mexican origin parents who have been described
by U.S. educators as uncaring, lazy, and uninvolved (McLaughlin, Liljestrom, Lim, &
Myers, 2002; Ramirez, 2003; Valencia & Black, 2002).
Characteristics of Mexican origin People
Most researchers who have attempted to characterize Mexican origin people
living in the United States have used either a cultural capital or social capital framework.
Cultural capital, as first described by French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, involved the
number of social and familial resources one had. Cultural capital referred to as “human
capital” (Abrego, Rubin, & Sutterby, 2006) was a “form of value associated with
culturally authorized tastes, consumption patterns, attributes, skills and awards” (Webb,
Schirato, & Danaher, 2002, glossary, p. x). Within the field of education cultural capital
consisted of educational level or degree, literacy skills, interpersonal communicative
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ability, computer skills, and other knowledge and talents that could be used to gain status
and power within the dominant culture. Related to cultural capital, but conceptually
different was Moll, Amanti, Neff, and Gonzalez’s (1992) definition of funds of
knowledge. Funds of knowledge “refer to the historically accumulated and culturally
developed bodies of knowledge and skills essential for household or individual
functioning and well-being” (p. 133). For the most part, funds of knowledge were used to
describe specific individual or family’s strengths, whereas cultural capital referred to how
people were situated materially in comparison to others.
Social capital was the culmination of resources that an individual or group held.
With social capital, a person or group could attain social and economic mobility through
networks of social, political, economic, and/or moral support (Massey, Arango, Hugo,
Kouaouci, Pellegrino, & Taylor, 1998; Massey, Durand, & Malone, 2003). Additionally,
social capital was a bi-product of functional transnational networks through which a
person or people could accumulate sources of information and monetary capital essential
for long-term employment, higher income, and sustainable housing in the US (Massey et
al., 1998).
Researchers who have studied cultural capital, especially in the area of education,
generally were interested in how U.S. educators could draw upon students’ and families’
resources to improve educational outcomes of students (Harry, Klingner, & Hart, 2005)
or they were concerned that culturally and linguistically diverse students and families had
been marginalized further by school systems that promoted middle-class values of the
dominant culture (Mills, 2008; Reese, 2002; Trueba, 2002). Mills pointed out that
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potential drawbacks to using a cultural capital framework, as originally explained by
Bourdieu (1998), to describe minorities included (a) an oversimplified view of “class
cultures and their relationships to each other” (p. 79), (b) “an overly determined view of
human agency” (p. 79), and (c) a lack of space given to discourse and action
characterized by resistance. In other words, Mills argued that cultural capital frameworks,
when viewed one-dimensionally, were reproductive rather than transformative. From a
reproductive perspective, schools and school systems have been fundamental in
reproducing social and cultural inequalities that isolated minority groups of students and
families. Little room existed for students, parents, and families to resist systematic
discrimination or to intervene or advocate for their well being. Therefore, researchers
needed to take into account the resources students and families possessed that were
instrumental in their ability to reject or resist structures that impeded their success and
growth within dominant, mainstream systems.
Researchers who have used a social capital framework to describe the Mexican
origin population generally have studied migration patterns of Mexicans to and from the
United States (Massey et al., 1998, 2003; Portes & MacLeod, 1996; Portes & Rumbaut,
1996). Social capital frameworks have been employed by researchers to explain how
people form supportive networks to access resources necessary to improve their social,
political, and/or economic status. Typically, social capital accumulated over time, and
people developed networks with others who had similar needs and backgrounds. Carlos
Garcia (2005) cautioned, however, that a social capital framework is built on the
“assumption that institutionalized social networks are already in place in the receiving
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country” (p. 5). He argued further that network membership required individuals to
conform to group standards and norms. In other words, individuals within these networks
sometimes felt stifled by group standards and believed that conformity to the group
constricted individual action and/or thought.
In the next few paragraphs, I have provided a brief description of the Mexican
origin population as viewed through a cultural capital and/or social capital framework. I
focused specifically on Mexican origin parents by making reference to researchers who
have investigated this population in an educational context. I separated the descriptions of
Mexican origin parents into categories for the sole purpose of clarity. I then furnished
information about documented and undocumented migrants. This last category is not
placed within the context of cultural and social capital frameworks, but rather within a
typology established by Portes and Rumbaut (1996) who described in great detail the
subtle and distinctive nuances among and between labor migrants. Again, the purpose of
presenting this section, titled “Characteristics of Mexican Origin People,” was to
demonstrate the variability among this population and to remind the reader that parent
participants in my study were representative of each category.
Mexican origin Parents with High Levels of Education
Mexican origin parents (U.S. born and foreign born) with a high school diploma
or above generally understand the expectations inherent in achieving academic success
(Gonzalez, 2005; Súarez-Orozco & Súarez-Orozco, 2001). Some of these expectations
included (a) having accessible literacy-rich materials in the home, (b) utilizing a higherlevel vocabulary, (c) exposing their children to cultural events such as classical music
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concerts and museum expositions, (d) communicating frequently with schools/teachers
regarding their child’s educational performance and achievement, (e) dedicating evenings
to helping their child with homework, (f) increasing literacy events in the home (i.e.,
reading to the child); (g) being knowledgeable of school practices, and (h) questioning
teachers and appropriate administrative staff about evaluative measures assessing school
performance (Ainsa, 1993; Amaral, 2001; Hayes, 1992; Lopez, 1993; Palafox, Prawda,
& Velez, 1994; Rodriguez-Brown, & Mulhern, 1993). Furthermore, parents with
increased educational attainment were more likely to grasp underlying expectations of
parents inherent in the U.S. educational system in which they were participating because
they were familiar with the daily routine of schooling (Brittain, 2002; Fuligni, 2001).
In many ways, a person who possessed high levels of cultural capital could more
easily acquire the amount of social capital needed to be successful within the society in
which he or she resided. A person with a large quantity of cultural capital was more apt to
have knowledge of and experience with the dominant culture that could allow him or her
to obtain the information, resources, and connections needed to gain social and economic
mobility (Gallimore & Reese, 1999; Rueda, Monzó, & Arzubiaga, 2003). Artiles (2003)
contended, “Individuals and groups who possess cultural capital have advantages over
marginalized or oppressed people without educational and labor opportunities, since
educational systems are built on the knowledge and values of dominant groups” (p. 169).
Social capital is exceedingly important for parents who desired high levels of
educational attainment for their children. According to Reese (2002), social capital for
Mexican origin parents “in the form of information and resources acquired through social
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networks …could convert to academic success for their children” (p. 40). Other
researchers have asserted that manifestations of social capital included: effective
communication between parents and teachers, awareness of available parent support
programs, ways to access resources to help a child with schoolwork (i.e., the Internet),
and networking channels providing contact information when answers regarding the
child’s education were not immediately apparent (Ceja, 2006; Delgado-Gaitan, 1992;
Gutiérrez, Sameroff, & Karrer, 1988; Portes & MacLeod, 1996; Reese, 2002). Needless
to say, Mexican origin parents with high social capital had greater opportunities available
to them and to their children. They were more likely to view education for their children
in the U.S. with hope because they knew they were actively contributing to their
children’s academic success (Hayes, 1992).
Mexican origin Parents with Few Formal Schooling Experiences
Mexican origin parents’ experiences as students in school can have profound
effects on their perspectives of U.S. schools and their participation within them. The
majority of empirical research about cultural and social capital among Mexican origin
parents focused on populations of parents who were born and raised in Mexico and who
did not have more than an average of eight years of formal schooling (Auerbach, 2006;
Bacallao & Smokowski, 2007; Birch & Ferrin, 2001; Blasco, 2004; Delgado-Gaitan,
1992; Gutierrez, et al., 1988; Hayes, 1992; McLaughlin, et al., 2002; Mejía-Arauz,
Rogoff, Dexter & Najafi, 2007; Okagaki & Sternberg, 1993; Paciotto, 2004; Palafox, et
al., 1994; Reese, 2002; Reese & Gallimore, 2000; Rodríguez-Brown & Mulhern, 1993;
Salgado de Snyder, Díaz-Pérez, Acevedo, & Natera, 1996; Saucedo-Ramos, 2003).
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Rangel and Thorpe (2004) noted, “The majority of students [in Mexico] currently
attending primary and secondary schools have parents who did not even have access to a
full six-year elementary school education” (p. 569). In fact, secondary schooling through
the ninth grade was not mandatory in Mexico under the Ministry of Public Education
(SEP) until 1992.
As a whole, Mexicans with a low socioeconomic status tended to drop out of
secondary school (Blasco, 2004). Their limited formal schooling experience was greatly
influenced by several factors. These included (a) their need to support their family
economically, (b) cultural and religious practices (e.g., indigenous groups’ adherence to
specific sacred days), (c) lack of transportation, and (d) little support by parents who do
not understand the relationship between schooling and work (Alvarez, 2007; Bacallao &
Smokowski, 2007; Blasco, 2004; Colwell, et al., 2000; Paciotto, 2004; Palafox, et al.,
1994).
For newly arrived Mexican immigrants with little formal schooling experience,
several challenges present themselves. For one, many parents felt helpless when they
tried to assist their children with homework. Even if homework was translated into
Spanish, many parents lacked the academic skills and experience needed to effectively
describe and interpret the assignment for their children. If the language and/or content
material were above a fifth grade reading level, the parents often found their abilities
inadequate (Blasco, 2004; Delgado-Gaitan, 1992; Hayes, 1992; McLaughlin, et al.,
2002).

50

Additionally, parents with limited formal schooling experiences coupled with a
language barrier may have felt intimidated communicating their children’s needs to
teachers. These parents were likely to disengage from school events and activities in
which their children were involved (Garcia, Mendez Perez, & Ortiz, 2000). According to
Mickelson (2003),
“Social capital refers to student and parent knowledge about how to ask and who
to ask in schools, networks of parents who share information on how to customize
their children’s educational careers, and shared confidence and trust in school
personnel” (pp. 1065-1066).
When parents feel unable to engage effectively with teachers and school personnel, many
remain silent for fear of being perceived as ignorant or unknowledgeable (Salas, 2004).
Long-term Mexican Immigrants and U.S.-born Mexican American Parents
As Mexican immigrants adapted to U.S. culture and society, they tended to seek a
more active role in their child’s formal education (Reese & Gallimore, 2000). In a
longitudinal mixed-methods’ study, Reese and Gallimore implemented several
procedures to collect data (case studies, surveys, interviews, etc.) to examine Latino
immigrant parents’ cultural models and practices of their children’s literacy development
(60% of the total sample were from Mexico). Over time, Reese and Gallimore were able
to demonstrate a relationship between “parents’ time in the United States and reading to
young children” (pp. 126-127). Reading to children at home, as cited by the researchers,
was not as common a practice in Mexico as it was in the United States. Reading to
children at home was also one component of what U.S. educators determined to be an
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important factor of parental participation (Birch & Ferrin, 2001; DeSipio, 1996; Joshi,
Eberly, & Konzal, 2005). A case could be made that the longer Mexican immigrant
families resided in the US, the more likely they would begin to understand the
expectations and behaviors of parent participation as defined by U.S. educators.
In a quantitative study by Okagaki and Sternberg (1993), 498 parents from
varying ethnic groups, including U.S.-born Mexican American and Mexican immigrant
parents, responded to a Parental Beliefs Questionnaire—a survey instrument developed to
analyze specific parental values relating to “child rearing, intelligence, and education” (p.
40). Using a multivariate profile analysis, the researchers compared rating scales in the
three areas listed (child rearing, intelligence, and education) with parents’ perceived
importance of each value. Mexican-American parents’ beliefs differed from those of
newly arrived Mexican immigrant parents in the areas of autonomy and conformity
within the school setting. Mexican American parents tended to favor autonomous and
independently oriented behavior for their children. In other words, Mexican origin
parents born in the United States were more likely to embrace independence, selfactualization, problem-solving, self-management, and creativity and to encourage their
children to adopt these behaviors within the classroom. For some Mexican American
parents, the practice of autonomous and independent behaviors meant that their children
might question aspects of their own education (e.g., curricular content, teacher’s
instruction, classroom routines). By teaching their children to question their own
education, Mexican American parents could ensure that their children would not be
conforming blindly to the status quo. Okagaki and Sternberg pointed out that non-

52

conformity was generally not a value embraced by Mexican immigrants. Mexican
immigrant parents, in contrast with Mexican American parents, were inclined to accept
values related to conformity including obedience to the teacher, dependence on the
educational system for answers, and reliance on teacher-directed instruction. Mexican
immigrant parents were less likely to question authority and encouraged their children to
follow their example. Okagaki and Sternberg suggested that parents’ belief systems
differed as a result of parents’ level of education rather than from common cultural
traditions.
Okagaki and Sternberg’s (1993) study was limited to Mexican origin parents
whose children were in kindergarten through second grade. Concepts of “intelligence”
and parent involvement or participation—as described by the ethnic groups represented—
differed as the children in the study grew older and as the emphasis placed on
standardized tests as the main measurement of achievement and student success
increased. Longitudinal research on the parents involved in this study would be extremely
valuable to demonstrate any changes in parent expectations or the influences of American
society on Mexican origin parent perceptions of student intelligence and parent
participation.
Mexican Documented Versus Undocumented Immigrants and Migrants
According to Portes and Rumbaut (1996), four types of Mexican immigrants
existed throughout the course of Mexican immigration into the United States. These four
types included labor migrants, professional immigrants, entrepreneurial immigrants, and
refugees and asylees. Although this paper was not concerned with categorizing
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immigrants through specific typologies, Portes and Rumbaut’s definition of labor
migrants was helpful in describing the difference between a legal and illegal immigrant
who entered the US for work and better living conditions. Labor migrants included both
documented and undocumented men and women. Labor migrants entered the U.S. in one
of three ways: by crossing the border without inspection, legally through “the family
reunification preferences of the immigration law” (p.15), or temporarily as a contract
laborer.
In 2002, documented immigrants from Mexico constituted one-fifth of the total
number of legal immigrants residing in the United States. Thirty percent or 9.8 million of
the 32.5 million foreign born, as demonstrated by the March 2002 Current Population
Survey, were from Mexico. The number of undocumented immigrants from Mexico has
continued to swell. According to Passel (2004), “The undocumented population from
Mexico increased from two million in 1990 to 4.8 million in 2000 to 5.3 million in 2002”
(¶5).
Undocumented males. As of 2002, most undocumented Mexican men were young
(early to mid-20s) and were less likely to have a disability, to be retired, or to have more
than an average of five years of formal schooling. The number of undocumented Mexican
males participating in the labor force was greater than that of Mexican origin men who
were U.S. citizens or who were legal immigrants. Moreover, approximately six million
undocumented Mexican workers were employed and represented about 5% of the total
number of all U.S. workers (Passel, et al., 2004). Over half of all undocumented U.S.
workers were Mexican (about 5.3 million).
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Undocumented females. In 2004, women immigrants comprised a large
percentage of the adult undocumented population 41%. About 4.5 million undocumented
men (18 and over) resided in the US as compared to 3.2 million undocumented women
(Passel, et al., 2004). However, data on Mexican female immigrants were scant and focus
on this population has been recent (Miller Matthei, 1999). As more jobs in manufacturing
became available, the percentage of women migrating to the United States rose (Massey,
2005). Mexican female migration was characterized by Mexican females who had left
Mexico to join their husbands in the United States. However, length of stay and
permanent residency increased if the husband were legalized and if the wife and/or
dependents were acquiring or wanting to acquire legalization (Rumbaut, 1997). Kandel
and Massey (2002) asserted that, initially, Mexican men aspired more than Mexican
women to work in the United States. However, once family ties were established in the
United States, Mexican females’ desire to live in the US was greater than that of Mexican
males. The aspiration among Mexican females to work in the U.S. increased as family
involvement, personal experience, and social networks expanded.
Undocumented parents. Rumbaut (1997) stated that the majority of first trips to
the United States were made by undocumented men and women who had connections
with family members or friends in the United States. Those who made repeated trips to
the United States tended to be younger, unmarried males. However, once an
undocumented person was legalized he/she and his/her family were more likely to stay in
the United States rather than return to Mexico. Furthermore, Bean, Brown and Rumbaut
(2006) found that
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Well over half (56.7 percent) of those who had been in the US recently as
unauthorized immigrants stated their intention to legalize their status in the United
States. A nearly identical percentage (56.4 percent) reported that they desired to
become U.S. citizens. And nearly three-quarters (74.7 percent) had a favorable
view of Mexicans who become U.S. citizens (p. 312).
The significance of these statistics underscored the intention and desire of undocumented
migrants to become U.S. citizens and integrate into American society.
From an educational perspective Mexican immigrant parents and/or labor
migrants, especially those who were undocumented and from low socio-economic
backgrounds, were less likely to (a) participate in their children’s school activities, (b) see
themselves as educational role models, (c) have the time to dedicate to helping their
children with homework, (d) have the educational knowledge and experience to assist
their children with schoolwork, (e) have strong social and personal networks for
educational support, and (f) know English well enough to read and respond to
assignments, teacher notes, and other school forms effectively (Bacallao & Smokowski,
2007; Birch & Ferrin, 2001; Delgado-Gaitan, 1992; McLaughlin, et al., 2002; Portes &
MacLeod, 1996; Reese & Gallimore, 2000; Salgado de Snyder, et al., 1996). Although
Mexican immigrant parents valued education and desired academic success for their
children, they understood their own participation to include only financial, moral, and
emotional support if they were not confident in their own literacy and language skills
(Birch & Ferrin, 2001; Ceja, 2006; Delgado-Gaitan, 1992). Furthermore, newly arrived
immigrants of low socioeconomic status from collectivist societies, especially those who
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were undocumented, were likely to place more weight on conforming behaviors such as
obeying rules, following directions strictly, and not elaborating on or coloring the facts
(Okagaki & Sternberg, 1993). According to Okagaki and Sternberg, collectivist societies
(such as those found in Latin America or Asia) are those that value interdependence,
collaboration, and cooperation. In contrast, countries such as the United States are
dominated by groups that emphasize autonomy, the individual, and individual
achievement.
In general, the newly arrived immigrants in this study were less inclined to
demonstrate autonomous behaviors or to encourage these behaviors in their children.
Because autonomy and independence were values embedded within U.S. schools
systems, many U.S. educators defined effective parent participation as thinking and
acting independently, problem-solving, and questioning ideas (Alvarez, 2007; Gutiérrez,
Sameroff, & Karrer, 1988). Parents who adhered to conforming behaviors might
therefore be misunderstood as passive or not pro-active in their children’s education
(Blasco, 2004).
U.S. Laws and Policies that have Impacted Mexican Origin People
According to De Genova (2005), “The relationship between Mexico and the
United States has its origins in a history of invasion and conquest, warfare and
subjugation, exploitation and oppression” (p. 97). In this section, I present a description
of U.S. laws and policies that have impacted Mexican origin populations. I selected
legislation that has had an effect on Mexican origin people in the areas of education and
immigration. Some of the laws and policies described pertain to other racial and ethnic
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groups as well; however, I focused primarily on the effect that these laws and policies
have had on Mexican origin people. I begin with laws and policies that were passed
during the 1800s and conclude with those that have been enacted recently. Many of the
laws and policies are reflective of the political, economic, and social climate existing
during the time that legislation was passed. I offer a brief summary of each law and
policy as well as an account of how legislation is a significant factor in how Mexican
origin people have been treated.
Laws Affecting Education
Plessy v. Ferguson (1896). In 1896, Plessy v. Ferguson was passed as federal law.
The United States Supreme Court ruled that racial segregation was constitutional under
the doctrine of “separate but equal.” Members of the Supreme Court claimed that even in
public settings (particularly railroads), the segregation of races was lawful because
separate but equal accommodations for White and Colored people were provided
(Groves, 1951).
The impact of Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) on education was tremendous. White
Americans’ beliefs in their superiority over people of color, including Mexicans, were
validated by the U.S. government. These beliefs included (a) that people of Anglo-Saxon
origin were a pure and superior race (Golub, 2005); (b) that God’s plan was to reward the
Anglo-Saxon race by exterminating “lower,” less worthy races (i.e., the Mexicans and
Native Americans; Surace, 1982) (c) that Anglo Saxons were victorious in their conquest
of Mexico and other areas in the United States because of natural selection (Menchaca &
Valencia, 1990; Surace, 1982); (d) that Anglo Saxons had the right to impose their values
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and belief systems upon inferior people (Meyer & Sherman, 1991); and (e) that Anglo
Saxons should not “dirty” their blood by intermixing with people of color and should not
humiliate themselves by interacting socially with inferior races (Menchaca & Valencia,
1990).
Under Plessy v. Ferguson (1896), schools across the U.S. were racially
segregated. However, precursors to Plessy v. Ferguson already were apparent in specific
states in which de facto segregation was officially and unofficially practiced. In 1874,
California legislators enacted the “separate, but equal education code of 1874” in the
court case Ward v. Flood. The California court ruled in favor of separate but equal
legislation that was, in essence, an attempt to discourage the intermixing between Whites
and racial minorities (Menchaca & Valencia, 1990; Ransmeier, 1951).
In 1899, Title XIX was incorporated into Arizona law under the Arizona
territorial legislature. This bill was significant as one of the first anti-bilingual education
laws. The authors of this bill proposed English as the language of instruction in Arizona
public schools (Ruiz, 2001). More importantly, Title XIX was used later as a foundation
to justify the segregation of Spanish-speaking students.
Méndez v. Westminister (1946). The Méndez v. Westminister case of 1946 was
extremely important because it marked the end of de jure segregation in the state of
California. The case was filed by Gonzalo Méndez, his wife, Felícitas and other parents
in 1945. In 1946, Méndez and his co-plaintiffs won their case which was a precursor to
Brown v. The Board of Education (1954). Brown v. The Board of Education was a
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landmark case in which the “separate but equal” clause established in Plessy v. Ferguson
(1896) was overturned, ending the legal segregation of schools across the United States.
Gonzalo Méndez, a U.S. naturalized citizen, and his wife, Felícitas Méndez, a
Puerto-Rican immigrant, attempted to enroll their three children in a local public school.
The children were rejected because the school they wanted to attend, as delineated by
Orange County officials, did not fall within the boundaries of the Mexican neighborhood
in which they lived. Rather, the school of their choice happened to fall within the district
boundaries of a predominantly White neighborhood. Under de facto segregation, the
Méndez children were told they could not enroll in that school. Furthermore, school
officials claimed that the Méndez children could not attend the White public school
because of their lack of English proficiency. According to these officials, the Méndez
children “were handicapped in ‘interpreting English words because their cultural
background’ prevented them from learning Mother Goose rhymes” (as cited in Ruiz,
2001, p. 26).
Felícitas and Gonzalo Méndez rallied the support of other parents and convinced
the local school board members to propose a bond issue to construct a new, integrated
school (Ruiz, 2001). The measure failed, and the Méndez’s, along with four other
families and the support of a lawyer, filed suit against four school districts (including
Westminister and Garden Grove) in Orange County in 1945. After almost a year of
deliberation, Judge Paul J. McCormick ruled in favor of Méndez and his co-plaintiffs on
February 18, 1946. The ruling meant that children with Spanish surnames would no

60

longer be segregated from their White counterparts. Spanish-speaking children were
slowly integrated into White-dominant public schools.
Brown v. The Board of Education of Topeka, KS (1954). The case of Brown v.
The Board of Education of 1954 was a landmark decision by the U.S. Supreme Court.
The Supreme Court overturned the “separate but equal” clause under Plessy v. Ferguson
(1896) that had established separate public schools for White and Black children, thereby
denying Black children and other minorities equal educational opportunities. As a result
of the Supreme Court’s decision, de jure racial segregation was ruled a violation of the
Equal Protection Clause of the 14th Amendment of the U.S. Constitution. The importance
of this ruling was the fact that it paved the way for the systematic integration of all public
schools in the U.S. Moreover, the Brown v. The Board of Education decision was the
beginning of the Civil Rights Movement (Brown, 2004).
Bilingual Education Act (1968). The Bilingual Education Act was enacted as Title
VII of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (1965) to ensure that language
minority students or English Language Learners (ELLs) were provided academic
instruction in their native language while receiving English language skills. Moreover,
the Bilingual Education Act “challenged the ‘no Spanish rule’ that historically victimized
Mexicans” (Acuña, 1988, p. 387). According to Acuña, bilingual education was funded
as a compensatory project, and educational equity for Mexicans and other Latinos was
never the goal. Nevertheless, supporters of bilingual education programs endorsed equal
access to the curriculum, fostered student achievement, and trained committed educators
who were extremely beneficial to ELL students (Crawford, 2002). However in 2002,
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under NCLB, the Bush administration eliminated federal funding for the Bilingual
Education Act.
Lau v. Nichols (1974). Lau v. Nichols was a major victory for proponents of
bilingual education. Bilingual education programs were expanded under this Supreme
Court decision to target ELL students who were struggling with English-only instruction.
ELL students were provided equal protection through this decision under the Civil Rights
Act of 1964 (Gándara, Moran, & Garcia, 2004). No longer would ELL students need to
“sink or swim”; instead they could be given native language support that promoted
academic success.
Guadalupe v. Tempe (1978). In contrast to Lau v. Nichols, Guadalupe v. Tempe
was a decision that stripped ELL students of full access to bilingual and bicultural
education. This decision took place in Tempe, Arizona. Students of Mexican American
or Yaqui Indian origin insisted that their civil rights through the Equal Protection Clause
of the 14th Amendment were being ignored by the Tempe School District because the
school district did not provide non-English speaking students with bilingual/bicultural
education. The United States Court of Appeals Ninth Circuit judges determined that the
students’ civil rights were indeed being protected, and school districts did not need to
make bilingual/bicultural education available to ELL students. Furthermore, the judges
argued that “diversity limits unity” (Bilingual Education and Desegregation, 1979, p.
1566). In other words, bilingual/bicultural education was seen by the judges as a divisive
movement that would restrict the assimilation of minority groups into U.S. mainstream
culture.
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Casteñeda v. Pickard (1981). This Fifth Circuit decision was an extension of Lau
v. Nichols (1974). It established a structure through which ELL students’ academic
performance could be adequately assessed. School district administrators and educators
would need to evaluate ELL success in three ways by asking the following questions: (a)
Was the ELL program based on legitimate empirical research?; (b) Were the educators
implementing the ELL program and practices qualified to do so?; and (c) Were the school
district administrators monitoring ELL programs efficiently, and were they specifically
taking language barriers into account? (Moran,1988). Through the Casteñeda v. Pickard
decision, ELL students’ educational equity was further protected and curricular
adjustments were made by educators to guarantee full academic support for ELLs in
overcoming second language difficulties.
Plyer v. Doe (1982). At stake in this Supreme Court decision were the rights of
undocumented immigrants to attend public school in Texas. In a 5-4 decision, the court
sided in favor of the undocumented immigrants by stating that their children were
allowed the same equal protection to receive a public education as American students as
written in the 14th Amendment (Calavita, 1989).
Proposition 227 (1998). Proposition 227 was an initiative passed by California
voters (61% in favor; 39% opposed) in 1998. Otherwise known as “English for the
Children,” writers of Proposition 227—including Ron Unz, a multi-millionaire and
software engineer—wrote and placed Proposition 227 on the California ballot to
dismantle existing bilingual education programs. The platform for this campaign was
based on the belief that most Latinos in the Los Angeles area opposed Spanish-language

63

programs (Onenation.org, 1997). Unz strongly believed that bilingual education
programs and advocates of these programs contributed to Latino immigrant failure in
schools and that California educators were not teaching immigrant children effectively.
Unz and his supporters blamed “experimental” language programs, such as bilingual
programs, as being the main reason for why immigrant and minority children—whose
English proficiency was limited—were dropping out of school or not performing well on
standardized tests (Attinasi, 1998). Unz proposed that all children would learn English by
being taught in English (Rossell, 2004-2005). Unz’ plan was to have all children learn
English in approximately one year by being immersed in English-only classrooms
through sheltered English instruction.
Opponents of Proposition 227 believed that the proposition was a reaction to the
increase of Californian immigrants whose first language was not English (Attinasi, 1998;
Mora, 2002; Orellana, Ek, & Hernández, 1999). Mora maintained that Proposition 227,
like Proposition 187 of 1994, known by California voters as the “Save our State” (from
Mexican immigrants) policy, was a throwback to earlier assimilationist legislation that
was intended to curb diversity in the form of cultural and language differences.
Proposition 227 did not reflect the extensive research conducted that
demonstrated how students acquired proficiency in a second language. Several
researchers believed that non-English speakers acquired proficiency in English by
drawing upon the Basic Interpersonal Communicative Skills (BICS) and the Cognitive
Academic Language Proficiency (CALP) in their primary language (L1) and transferring
these language components to their second language (L2) (Cummins, 1989; Mueller,
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Singer, & Grace, 2004; Ortiz, 2001). Moreover, the process of acquiring academic
proficiency in a second language could take between 4 and 10 years (Collier, 1987,
1995). Opponents of Proposition 227 argued that if students with no English skills or
experiences were immersed in English-only classrooms, these students were at risk of
falling back into the old, destructive language learning policies of “sink or swim” that
were popular prior to Lau v. Nichols (1974).
Proposition 203 (2000). Proposition 203, an Arizona initiative conceived of
and financially backed by Unz, was another example of a law that severely limited the
use of bilingual education in public schools (Combs, Evans, Fletcher, Parra, & Jiménez,
2005). On November 7, 2000, Arizona voters approved the English-only measure by an
“electoral landslide” (63% in favor; Crawford, 2000-2001). Similar to Proposition 227,
Proposition 203 was the means through which many bilingual education programs were
dismantled and replaced by Structured English Immersion (SEI) instruction. SEI
classrooms were characterized by English-only instruction. In a discussion panel titled
“Sounding American,” which focused on the effects of Proposition 227 and Proposition
203, the only major difference between the two propositions was the waiver restrictions
(Gutiérrez et al., 2002). Waivers in both states (California and Arizona) could be granted
to students whose parents insisted on enrolling their child in dual language programs in
which both Spanish and English were used to teach content material. Waivers were not
always easy to acquire. In Arizona, the waiver restrictions were more stringent than
California’s and required that a student (a) demonstrate English language proficiency at a
predetermined language level (on the Language Assessment Survey, a minimum score of
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3); (b) was over the age of 10; or (c) had special needs that were physical or
psychological in nature (Combs, et al., 2005).
Laws and Operations Affecting Immigration
Immigration Act (1921). The elasticity of the U.S./Mexico border has fluctuated
between taut and slack depending on the condition of the U.S. economy. In 1921, U.S.
citizens were dealt a blow when the economy, previously flourishing, suddenly plunged.
During this time, American citizens grew increasingly fearful of losing their jobs and
possessions and began to lash out against immigrants whom they believed to be a threat
to their livelihoods. Mexican workers who were employed by Americans as cheap labor
on the railroads, on farms, and in mines became the scapegoats (Acuña, 1988). Under the
Immigration Act of 1921, hundreds of Mexican men, women, and children who had been
invited to the United States to work were beaten, made to live in dilapidated homes, or
deported. American nativists felt justified in the poor treatment of Mexican families
because Mexicans were considered to be “racially inferior” (Acuña, 1988, p. 186).
However, beginning in 1923 when economic problems began to ease, the United States
government allowed large numbers of Mexicans back into the country to work.
Subsequently, the Immigration Act of 1924 was passed by American citizens with
nativist beliefs who demanded stricter enforcement of laws that would restrict many
Mexican families from crossing the border.
Emergency Labor Program (1942.) The importance of the Emergency Labor
Program of 1942 in United States’ history was the fact that government officials eagerly
entered an agreement with the Mexican government that permitted over 220,000
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Mexican seasonal workers into the US between the years of 1942 and 1947 (Acuña,
1988). This program, popularly known as the bracero (helping arms) movement,
contributed to the mass migration of Mexican and other Latino immigrants to the United
States during the 1940s and 1950s. The bracero program was crucial to the development
and maintenance of the U.S. economy during World War II and the post-war era.
The Immigration Act (1990). The Immigration Act of 1990 was a reactionary
measure by the United States Congress to reduce the influx of illegal and legal
immigrants entering the United States. The passing of the 1990 act was a direct result of
Congress’ concern that the 1986 Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) was not
successful in reducing the number of undocumented immigrants in the US. IRCA
consisted of four main objectives: (a) to impose sanctions upon employers who hired
undocumented workers; (b) to allocate funds to the Border Patrol in the hope that the
Border Patrol would be better able to detain immigrants at the border; (c) to provide
amnesty, mostly to undocumented farm-workers who could provide evidence of
continuous residency in the US since January 1, 1982; and (d) to increase the president’s
executive powers so that the president could proclaim an “immigration emergency”
(Massey, et al., 2003, p. 90) when undocumented immigrants were perceived as a threat.
When the IRCA failed to deter immigration flow from Mexico, the U.S. Congress
agreed to impose greater restrictions on immigration through the 1990 act. Ironically, by
providing amnesty to 2.3 million Mexicans under IRCA, Mexican immigration—both
legal and illegal—increased because families and friends of those granted amnesty had
greater motivation to join their loved ones in the United States (Donato, 1994; Massey, et
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al., 2003). To restrict and prevent the potential migration of these friends and family
members, Congress passed the Immigration Act of 1990 (a) to hire over 1,000 Border
Patrol agents whose jobs focused their efforts and resources along the 1, 952 mile U.S –
Mexico border; (b) to tighten employer sanctions; (c) to update and restructure
procedures used to detain criminals and deport illegal immigrants; (d) to raise the
penalties for immigration violations, and e) to enforce how many immigrants were
allowed to enter the US (Massey, et al., 2003). However, immigrants who were
immediate relatives of an adult U.S. citizen (including children, spouses, and parents)
could enter without restriction (Rumbaut, 1997).
Operation Hold the Line (1993). Operation Hold the Line was an extension of
Operation Blockade (1993) that expanded the number of Border Patrol agents along the
El Paso-Mexico border. The main objective of Operation Hold the Line was to create a
pro-active deterrence program targeting illegal immigrants who were attempting entry
into the urban sections of El Paso. Operation Hold the Line was remarkably successful in
re-routing illegal entry through remote locations and further pushed areas of access
toward Arizona and New Mexico.
Operation Gatekeeper (1994). Operation Gatekeeper, a highly politicized
initiative, prevented immigrants from crossing traditional entry points and passages into
the San Diego area, especially Imperial Valley (Ellingwood, 2004; Scharf, 2006).
“Prevention through deterrence” (1994) described the mindset behind this initiative.
Apprehensions and arrests were not main goals; rather, the objective was to discourage
immigrants from entering the United States by cutting off the main arteries of access.
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This initiative also augmented the number of Border Patrol agents and personnel and
increased the installation of eight-foot tall steel fencing, high-powered lighting, and
technology for detecting illegal entry (Ellingwood, 2004; Massey, et al., 2003). As a
result of obstructing accessible and “safer” routes, policy makers assumed that
immigrants would be deterred irrevocably (Scharf, 2006). However, policy makers did
not take into account the resiliency of immigrants who would risk their lives crossing
dangerous. terrain at more porous openings along the expansive border.
Proposition 187 (1994). The the majority of voters in California (59%) cast their
ballots in favor of Proposition 187, otherwise known as “Save Our State” (Cooper, 2004;
Newton, 2000). Through Proposition 187, access to public assistance services and other
publicly funded programs was severely limited or denied to illegal immigrants residing in
California. These programs were comprised of social services including welfare, health
care (except emergency care), and education.
According to Newton (2000), the passage of Proposition 187 was a reaction by
California voters to the increase of immigrants, especially Latino immigrants, during a
time of economic recession. In the first half of the 1990s alone, 2.2 million legal
Mexican immigrants entered the United States (Phillips & Massey, 2000). This number
did not include those considered to be of illegal status. The majority of these immigrants,
both legal and illegal, settled in the four states bordering Mexico—California, Arizona,
New Mexico, and Texas (Durand, Massey, & Charvet, 2000). Advocates of Proposition
187 argued that taxpayer money, over $5 billion per year, was being spent on services
Used by illegal immigrants (Alvarez & Butterfield, 2000; Cooper, 2004). For many
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Californians, “Stemming the tide of illegal immigration was necessary to halt the spread
of disease, eliminate overcrowding in schools, and prevent wage rates from dropping still
further as unemployed illegals competed for scarce jobs in a shrinking economy”
(Alvarez & Butterfield, 2000, p. 168).
The Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act (IIRAIRA,
1996). The IIRAIRA, known as “Tolerance No More,” amended the Immigration and
Nationality Act (INA) of 1952 (also known as the McCarran-Walter Act). This
amendment affected the way in which the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS)
enforced immigration laws, especially those laws that pertained to illegal immigrants
(Chea, 1999). Under the IIRAIRA, inadmissibility for illegal immigrants included (a)
drastic changes to the eligibility factors for suspension of deportation (including minor
offenses such as shoplifting); (b) fewer rights to those illegal immigrants in deportation
proceedings resulting in expedient, but less thorough, judicial trials; (c) an increase in the
role of local police and Border Patrol agents who might or might not have experience
with and knowledge of current immigration laws; and (d) a permanent restriction to longterm residency for those who falsely claimed to be U.S. citizens (Chea, 1999).
Operation Safeguard (1999). Operation Safeguard was initiated along the
Nogales, Arizona/Nogales, Sonora border. The main objective was to deter illegal
immigrant access into the US through the Nogales area. To accomplish this goal, an
increased number of Border Patrol agents were stationed to prevent unlawful entry in this
area.
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Homeland Security Act (2002). On January 20, 2001, George W. Bush was
inaugurated as president. Within months of taking office, al-Qaeda members affiliated
with Osama Bin Laden hijacked four commercial passenger jet airplanes and purposely
crashed them into strategic buildings (the Pentagon and the World Trade Center) on
September 11, 2001. Only one of the planes did not hit its target and crashed into a field
in Pennsylvania.
As a result of the terror attacks on 9/11, the Department of Homeland Security
(DHS) was created to protect the United States from further assaults by potential foreign
terrorists. “With the enactment of the Homeland Security Act, the Immigration and
Naturalization Service (INS) was dissolved … and the DHS assumed INS’s
responsibilities for securing the Border” (Scharf, 2006, p. 144). Under DHS, the U.S.
Immigration Customs Enforcement (ICE), the largest investigative branch of the DHS,
was created to “protect America and uphold public safety … by identifying criminal
activities and eliminating vulnerabilities that pose a threat to our nation’s border” (United
States Immigration and Customs Enforcement, n.d., ¶ 1). The ICE was a combination of
the former INS and the former U.S. Customs Service. The main objective of this agency
was, again, to prevent violence and terrorism through deterrence. The DHS funded the
majority of resources and personnel along the border for the purposes of reducing illegal
immigration from Mexico and, allegedly, preventing terrorist threats and attacks.
Proposition 200 (2004). Proposition 200, also known as “The Arizona Taxpayer
and Citizen Protection Act,” was similar to Proposition 187 (1994) primarily in its
expression of anxiety about taxpayer money being “squandered” on public programs that
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serviced illegal immigrants. On November 2, 2004 this initiative passed with 56%
approval from Arizona voters (Pullen, 2004). In Section 2 of Proposition 200, the main
argument against financial or moral support of illegal immigrants in Arizona was stated,
This state further finds that illegal immigrants have been given a safe haven in
this state with the aid of identification cards that are issued without verifying
immigration status, and that this conduct contradicts federal immigration policy,
undermines the security of our borders and demeans the value of citizenship.
Therefore, the people of this state declare that the public interest of this state
requires all public agencies within this state to cooperate with federal immigration
authorities to discourage illegal immigration. (p. 41)
The sentiment in this passage was that as citizens, our duty was to report those of
illegal status to immigration authorities. The implications of this “duty” were that we, as
“good citizens,” needed to identify and expose non-citizens (the “other”) and turn them in
so that justice could prevail. In other words, to be a conscientious American under
Proposition 200 (2004) meant seeking out and policing those of a different status to
maintain national security, stability, and protection.
As recent as March 24, 2005, the State of Arizona House of Representatives
approved House Bill 2030, which revised several Arizona statutes relating to public
program eligibility. In essence, lawmakers intended Bill 2030 to strengthen Proposition
200 (2004) by denying specific public services to non-citizens, legal or otherwise. These
services included access to community colleges and universities, public housing, adult
education courses, family literacy classes, government-funded benefits, child care
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subsidies, and utility subsidies. Lawmakers and supporters of Proposition 200 backed
this Bill in the hope that illegal immigrants would be denied “free stuff” from non-federal
government agencies (Díaz, 2005).
Furthermore, the recent upsurge of American vigilante groups along the ArizonaMexico Border was an apparent result of both Proposition 200 (2004) and a heightened
fear of terrorism. Most notable was the Minuteman Project, the members of which were
volunteer American citizens, some of them armed, all eager to apprehend illegal
immigrants crossing the border. The Minuteman Project’s members believed that, as
Americans, they had the right to protect their land, bear arms, and stop the “invasion of
mobs of illegal aliens and terrorists” (Lee, 2005, p. 1).
Operation Rio Grande (2006). Operation Rio Grande, an extension of Operation
Linebacker (2005), was created by the Texas Border Sheriff's Coalition. Operation Rio
Grande greatly increased the number of Border Patrol agents stationed along the TexasMexico and New Mexico-Mexico borders. The goal was to reduce border-related crime
by controlling the movement of immigrants and narcotics. Operation Linebacker was
funded by Governor Rick Perry of Texas, and its purpose was to reduce terrorism by
augmenting border patrolling and technological devices utilized in detecting potential
attacks.
Summary
U.S. education and immigration laws have had, for the most part, a detrimental
effect on the lives of many Mexican origin people. In my study, I am concerned that these
laws have had a direct or indirect impact on parents’ willingness and ability to participate
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in U.S. schools. Historically, most of the laws described have limited or restricted
Mexican origin people’s rights and freedoms. Victories for Mexican origin people in the
area of civil rights have come at great costs. For example, when schools were first
desegregated, many minorities and people of color suffered increased prejudice, hostility,
and violence as a backlash to integration (Brown, 2004).
Because I understood that oppression could manifest itself in blatant and subtle
ways, I wanted to find a model and a method through which I could acknowledge,
address, and validate parent participants’ experiences within dominating or alienating
situations in U.S. schools. I am interested in Paulo Freire’s (2000) definition of violence
because it included the concept of “silencing” marginalized populations. Freire wrote,
“Any situation in which some individuals prevent others from engaging in the process of
inquiry is one of violence” (p. 85). He further explained that violence or oppression
occurred when a group of people was made to feel powerless. When oppressors
dehumanized the oppressed by regarding the oppressed as objects, rather than as human
beings, the oppressors assumed a role in which violence and intimidation were used as
tools to control “others.” To Freire, those who had been born and raised in oppression
typically experienced a “fear of freedom” (p. 46) and were wary of changing the status
quo.
To encourage oppressed groups to voice their opinions, question and challenge
dominant mainstream beliefs and institutional structures, and to stand up for themselves
and take action, many scholars developed systematic models and approaches in
conducting research to assist in the un-silencing of marginalized populations (Freire,
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2000; Pizarro, 1998; Quiroz, 2001; Villenas & Deyhle, 1999). In Chapters 1 and 4, I
describe an educational model (Critically Compassionate Intellectualism) and an
approach to research (Participatory Action Research) that were created to assist
oppressed populations to find their voice and to take action. Freire asserted that a
pedagogy of liberation, concepts embedded within CCI and PAR, was needed to help
oppressed groups to speak their minds and hearts and to identify their own reality.
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CHAPTER THREE
LITERATURE REVIEW: WHAT IS PARENT PARTICIPATION?
Context is the key to understanding what participation meant to a specific person
at a particular moment in time. In the United States, views of parent participation evolved
and changed to fit the moment; in other words, definitions of what parent participation
meant were impacted directly by our changing demographics, economy, social and
cultural make-up, and politics over the past 200 years. Traditional views of how parents
participated in U.S. schools were based in middle-class values (Berger, 1991). These
values were derived from European child-rearing practices and philosophies. Three most
note-worthy philosophies included (a) Calvinist doctrine (the theory that children were
naturally willful and bad and needed to obey authority); (b) theories influenced by JeanJacques Rousseau, Johann Pestalozzi, and Friedrich Froebel (children were naturally
good, and families must cultivate care and love at home); and (c) the theory, inspired by
John Locke, that children learned through their environment (Berger, 1991).
Although this review does not include a comprehensive analysis of evolving
definitions of parent participation in the U.S., I present a brief sketch of different
descriptions of parent participation in general and in special education settings. My intent
is to provide a broad picture of parent participation as defined by educators, politicians,
and scholars in literature, research, and the media throughout U.S. history. These
definitions are helpful in understanding how U.S. schools have been a prominent
influence in how teachers, administrators, school staff, parents, and students have
understood parent participation. However, this brief overview of parent participation in
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the U.S. is not representative of the extensive literature on parent participation that is
inclusive of parents who are considered cultural and linguistic minorities. Parent
participation, described through a culturally and linguistically diverse lens, is explored in
a later section of this review.
A Brief History of Definitions of Parent Participation in General Education Settings
In the early 1900s, definitions of parent participation were shaped by assimilation.
Assimilation, at that time in U.S. history, had been synonymous with the “melting pot”
analogy. The melting pot referred to the process by which people with diverse
backgrounds (i.e., those with culturally, linguistically, and/or religiously different
traditions) adopted the American lifestyle (i.e., predominantly influenced by White,
Protestant, and English-speaking people) and repressed or silenced their “un-American”
identities (Cushner, McClelland, & Safford, 2003). The impact of assimilation on parent
participation during the early 1900s was reflected in the goals of school curriculum and
parent programs. These goals were steeped in cultural and linguistic conformity. The
kindergarten movement, early childhood education, and parent participation in schools
“became avenues for acculturating lower-class immigrant families into the mainstream of
the United States” (Berger, 1991, p. 212). Immigrant arrivals were expected to adopt
American ways that included specific hygiene practices, neatness of appearance, health
and nutritional habits, a strong sense of the individual, and an industrious ambition
(Berger, 1991; Brislin, 1993; Cushner, et al., 2003).
The 1920s through the 1940s represented a period of time when parent handbooks
were a popular heuristic. Educators and government officials distributed these handbooks
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to parents with the hope that parents would implement specific behaviors at home to
improve their children’s overall success in American society. Parent participation, as
outlined in parent handbooks of the time, meant a renewed focus on “child development,
heredity, obedience, freedom and discipline, mental tests, and emotional and intellectual
development” (Berger, 1991, p. 213). Checklists included in parent handbooks were
inserted so that parents could learn to observe specific behavior, age-appropriate
benchmarks, and environmental influences on the child psyche (Clark, 1922).
The 1950s and 1960s were marked by great societal changes that impacted parent
participation. During this period, parents were expected to take an active role in their
child’s education. Authors of parent books and manuals encouraged parents to work
closely with their children in creating a stable, trustworthy, and nurturing environment at
home in which positive learning could occur (Gruenberg, 1968; Hulbert, 2003). With
autonomy being a key goal, parents were encouraged to be less regulatory and more
permissive about their children’s behavior (Berger, 1991).
Parent participation in the 1970s was impacted greatly by higher divorce rates
(Price-Bonham & Balswick, 1980). More than ever before, children resided in singleparent homes. Although state and district school leaders emphasized strong school-home
relations (Berger, 1991), many parents—especially single parents—could not attend
school events because of time constraints and work obligations (National Parent Teacher
Association [PTA], 1997). Parent participation in schools and in organizations such as the
PTA dropped significantly during this time, and school leaders were compelled to find
alternative ways to involve parents. Many school administrators, teachers, and staff were
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encouraged to reach out to parents by communicating with them regularly in person, by
mail, or by phone. Parents, in turn, were expected to learn how to participate within the
school system in spite of daily responsibilities (e.g., by attending teacher-parent
meetings, school functions, and other school-related events).
Parent participation in the 1980s was influenced greatly by Ronald Reagan’s
promotion of traditional moral values (Woodrum, 1988). These family values were a recommitment to proper behavior espoused by supporters of moral conservatism and the
New Christian Right (NCR). To clarify, moral conservatism was an ethical code of
conduct in which certain Anglo-centric, middle-class values and norms were upheld, and
NCR was “an assemblage of organizations and spokespersons who fuse[d] and
advocate[d] anti-communism, free-market capitalism, and moral conservatism”
(Woodrum, 1988, p. 193). Reagan, with the political backing of right-wing conservatives,
encouraged parents to support school prayer and to oppose abortion, homosexuality, and
pornography (Lienesch, 1982; Woodrum, 1988). In keeping with traditional moral values,
parents were urged to promote a Christian-based perspective when speaking to their
children about controversial topics such as sex and sexuality. Parents were expected to be
moral pillars within the home, and their participation in their children’s lives meant
guarding their children against immoral behavior (e.g., sexual promiscuity, drug and
alcohol abuse, homosexuality) and embedding a lifestyle founded in Christian values and
beliefs.
Another influence on parent participation in the 1980s was the 1983 report, A
Nation at Risk: The Imperative for Educational Reform, by the National Commission on
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Excellence in Education (NCEE) under the Reagan administration. A Nation at Risk was
an attempt to alert the American public that our schools were failing. Writers of this
report, including the chairman of the commission, David Pierpont Gardner, indicated that
students were not performing as well as they had in previous decades on standardized
tests and on other indicators of academic success (e.g., low literacy rates among minority
youth and less enrollment of high school students in the physical sciences). Furthermore,
National Commission members argued that a major overhaul of current standards related
to teacher certification and the K-12 curriculum was needed. Writers of A Nation at Risk
addressed the need for parents to participate actively in their children’s education. For
parents, this call to action was comprised of the following components: “[to] monitor
[their] child’s study; encourage good study habits; encourage [their] child to take more
demanding rather than less demanding courses; nurture [their] child’s curiosity,
creativity, and confidence; and be an active participant in the work of the schools”
(NCEE, 1983, p. 35).
During the 1990s parents were recognized by federal, state, and local
governments as being “one of the real keys to [student] success in schools” (Cross &
Cavazos, 1990, p. 2) and, as a consequence, several major campaigns were launched
during this period to actively support parents as leaders in students’ education. As leaders
in their children’s education, parents also were expected to take an active and involved
role in helping their children meet the national educational goals, e.g., “Goals 2000”, and
precursor to No Child Left Behind (NCLB, 2003) generated by the federal government.
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In the late 1980s and early 90s, the information superhighway, a term that
gradually evolved to become the World Wide Web and/or the “Internet,” changed how
Americans received, provided, and exchanged information. By the late 1990s, with
federal and state government support, most U.S. schools were connected to the Internet.
As more students were expected to learn how to use the Internet at school as a resource
and at home as a tool to assist with their homework assignments, many parents who were
inexperienced with computers and/or the Internet were encouraged by school leaders to
develop computer skills. Additionally, parents needed to be alerted to the potential
challenges the Internet presented. Parent handbooks and instructional guides were
distributed in the mid to late 90s to inform parents about possible dangers. One
handbook, distributed by the Nevada State Attorney General’s Office (1999), listed three
main concerns for children using the Internet as “(a) exposure to material inappropriate
for children, (b) exploitation by sexual predators, and (c) frauds perpetrated on the
innocent” (p. 3). Parents were asked to take a pro-active role in setting up and enforcing
guidelines for their children’s Internet usage.
Parent participation during the 2000s was greatly affected by the No Child Left
Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001. Through this act, Congress reauthorized a number of federal
programs (e.g., the Elementary and Secondary Act of 1965) that were aimed at improving
the academic performance of K-12 students in public schools by increasing the standards
of accountability for states, school districts, and schools. Under NCLB, local school
districts and schools were required to have a written policy that described how they
intended to involve parents in the school environment (Abrego, et al., 2006).
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Definitions of parent participation under NCLB (as cited in Fusarelli, 2007)
evolved to encompass the idea that parents should be as equally accountable for their
children’s academic performance on state assessments as were the other educators of that
child. Under NCLB, parents were given more flexibility in choosing which schools their
children should attend. In the No Child Left Behind: A Parents’ Guide (2003),
Parents have options to ensure that their children receive the high-quality
education to which they are entitled. That might mean that children can transfer to
higher-performing schools in the area or receive supplemental educational
services in the community (p. 8)
As a consequence of NCLB, parents were expected to seek out information about the best
academic situation for their child, to know how to determine the best learning
environment for their child, and to choose the most effective program for their child.
However, the challenge for many parents was accessing and understanding pertinent
information to make informed choices about which programs or schools would improve
their children’s academic progress in specific content areas (No Child Left Behind: A
Parents’ Guide, 2003).
Additionally under NCLB (as cited in Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005) parents were
encouraged by federal, state, and local government officials to become actively involved
in “home-based behaviors (e.g., helping with homework), school-based activities (e.g.,
attending school events), or parent-teacher communication (e.g., talking with the teacher
about homework)” (p. 106). With accountability as a main focus under NCLB (2003), all
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educators—including parents—had the responsibility to ensure that every child received
the opportunity to succeed in school.
A Brief History of Definitions of Parent Participation in Special Education Settings
For this section, I focused on laws and policies that have impacted parents of
children with special needs, beginning with P.L. 94-142, The Education of All
Handicapped Children’s Act (1975). P.L. 94-142 was an appropriate starting point
because parent participation was established as one of the six principles in this special
education law. The other principles of this law included (a) the non-discrimination of
children with disabilities (zero-reject); (b) non-discriminatory evaluation of students with
disabilities; (c) appropriate, individualized education; (d) least restrictive educational
placement; and (e) procedural due process (Turnbull, Turnbull, Summers, Brotherson, &
Benson, 1986).
By highlighting laws and policies in special education rather than providing only
a general overview, I intended to demonstrate how components of special education
legislation have been written to target parents. I focused on only those sections of
legislation that pertained specifically to parents. I included this section because special
education legislation has directly affected the lives of the participants in this study.
The Education of All Handicapped Children’s Act of 1975 (P.L. 94-142)
This law earmarked a new era for parents of children with special needs. Under
this federal law, recognition of parent participation as a crucial component in how
children learned academic, social, and life skills was affirmed. The term “free and
appropriate education” under this law meant that children with special needs had the right
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to receive services designed to meet their unique challenges. Additionally, both
children’s and parents’ rights to privacy and access were protected. Parents were
expected to participate at Individualized Educational Planning (IEP) meetings and to
provide input to inform the IEP process for their son or daughter.
Education of the Handicapped Act Amendments of 1983 (P. L. 98-199)
Under this act, Congress amended P.L. 94-142 (1975) to expand programs and
services in special education including early intervention and transition programs.
Writers of these amendments became aware that although parents of children with special
needs were motivated to become involved in their children’s education, many parents
were uncertain about their roles under the 1975 Education of All Handicapped Children’s
Act. As a response to parents’ needs, writers of the 1983 amendments established parent
training and information centers so that parents could “access their newly gained rights
and to perform their responsibilities” (Vohs, 1980, p. 4). Parents were expected to
participate in parent training sessions and to request materials from information centers
so they could learn how to voice their concerns and opinions at IEP meetings and in other
school-related venues that concerned their children.
Handicapped Children’s Protection Act of 1986 (P. L. 99-372)
The U.S. Congress amended P.L. 94-142 in 1986 by authorizing that parents be
eligible for reasonable attorney fees and litigation costs when involved in administrative
hearings or in a dispute concerning their child’s right to a free and appropriate special
education and related services (Akinseye v. District of Columbia, 2003). Parents,
especially those with low incomes, were protected under this amendment from having to
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pay legal fees that were beyond their means. Thus, under P.L. 99-372, parents of children
with special needs were able to go to court (in the best interest of their child) without
accruing legal costs that would detrimentally affect their economic stability.
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) of 1990 (P.L. 101-476)
IDEA 1990 was an amendment to P.L. 94-142, The Education of the
Handicapped Act, 1975. Authors of IDEA 1990 established parents as critical members
of the Individualized Educational Planning (IEP) team responsible for designing and
implementing long and short-term educational goals for their child. Under IDEA 1990,
school officials were required to get parental written consent to conduct the initial
evaluation. The initial evaluation of the IEP could include representatives from the local
school district, school administrators, school psychologists, therapists (speech, language,
occupational, physical, etc.), special and general education teachers, and other school
staff involved in the child’s education. IDEA 1990 was pivotal legislation for parents of
children with special needs because parents’ rights were safeguarded. School officials
were not only required to invite parents to participate and contribute to the program
planning of their child (Harry, Allen, & McLaughlin, 1995), they had to obtain parental
written consent before the content of the IEP could be finalized.
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) of 1997 (P.L. 105-17)
P.L. 105-17 (1997) was especially important for parents who had children
receiving special education services because through this federal law, parents’ roles and
responsibilities in the IEP process were increased. IDEA 1997 was a reauthorization of
the 1990 Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, P.L. 101-476. Authors of IDEA
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1997 guaranteed that children with special needs were provided with a free and
appropriate education in the least restrictive environment and emphasized that the
services and resources available to them were to be designed to meet their unique
challenges. Authors of IDEA 1997 also integrated significant amendments to benefit
parents and to protect their rights. Three of these amendments were created to (a)
increase parent and student participation in the IEP decision-making process, (b)
incorporate parents’ knowledge of their child when deciding on the most appropriate
education, and (c) inform parents of their rights and of any changes in placement
(Cortiella, 2006). Specifically, these amendments included (a) the right of parents to
receive a prior written notice any time that school district officials planned to schedule a
meeting about a child’s eligibility or educational placement or decided to evaluate the
student, (b) the right of parents to consent to school evaluations and services, (c) the right
of parents to access their child’s educational records, (d) the right of parents to present
and resolve a formal complaint through due process, and (e) the right of parents to bring
civil actions against the state or school district within an set time period (Cortiella, 2006).
With these amendments in place, parents of children with special needs were given legal
power to express their concerns in a formal manner and to make recommendations about
the best course of action for their child in the school setting.
Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEIA) of 2004
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004 was an
amended version of IDEA 1997. Authors of the 2004 version emphasized the procedural
safeguards required to protect parents’ rights. Specific provisions and changes made in
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IDEA 2004 that impacted parents included (a) the right of parents to have their child
evaluated by professionals from outside the school district (otherwise known as an
independent educational evaluation [IEE]); (b) the right of parents to receive the
Procedural Safeguards Notice that contained all of the information regarding the law
(IDEA 2004) during specific times (e.g., upon initial referral or parental request for
evaluation, once each school year, when parents first filed a complaint, and when a
student’s educational placement was changed because of a violation of a code of
conduct); (c) the right of parents to have the Procedural Safeguards Notice written in their
native language; (d) the right of parents and school district officials to determine if a
reevaluation was necessary to establish if a child needed continued special education
services; and (e) the possibility, for convenience purposes, that parents teleconference or
videoconference instead of meeting face-to-face with other members of the IEP team at
IEP meetings (Cortiella, 2006).
In summary, since the 1970s, parent participation in special education settings has
been a key feature in the passage of the majority of special education laws. Specific
legislation, highlighted in this section, is reflective of how policymakers have come to
value the input and feedback of parents, especially in IEP meetings. Beginning with the
Education of All Handicapped Children’s Act of 1975 and ending with the Individuals
with Disabilities Education Act of 2004, I have demonstrated how these laws have been
written to be more inclusive of parents’ needs and concerns. Moreover, in each of the
laws presented, parents’ rights were a main focus. By explicitly concentrating on parents’
rights, authors of these laws emphasized the important role that parents play in the
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education of their children. Through these laws, parents were recognized as equal
partners with other IEP members and school officials in the child’s educational progress.
However, even though parental equality has been acknowledged in writing in special
education laws, the reality has been that many parents have not felt as equally valued at
meetings and conferences concerning their child as have other members of the IEP team
(Kalyanpur, et al., 2000).
A further complication for parents was that definitions of parent participation in
special education were layered with some basic underlying assumptions. Some of these
assumptions included (a) that parents understood the information provided to them by
school administration, district officials, and teachers; (b) that parents knew how to access
resources explained in the Procedural Safeguards Notice; (c) that all parents were literate
and could read the materials given to them about the IEP and special education services;
(d) that parents had access to transportation and could make all the scheduled school
meetings; (e) that all parents had legal citizenship and were not afraid to voice their
opinions about their child’s needs; (f) that parents felt confident communicating at IEP
and other school meetings, regardless of whether or not English was their native
language; and (g) that parents felt supported by the school and school district and the
programs and services offered by both of these institutions (Harry 2002, 2008; Harry, et
al., 1995).
These assumptions might not be overt and, therefore, might not be known or
understood fully by district officials, school leaders, school staff, or teachers.
Assumptions made about what parent participation is and what it should be, in many
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cases, has been the cause of miscommunication and misunderstandings between parents
and school officials (Delgado-Gaitan, 1991; Harry, 2002; Quiroz, et al., 1999). According
to Lawson (2003), “By attending to the assumptions, worldviews, and theories of action
of parents and teachers in school communities challenged by poverty, the strengths,
selectivity, and silences, embedded in the ways parents think, talk, and interact may
become more readily apparent” (p. 82). In other words, as educators and/or researchers, I
believe that our responsibility when working with marginalized parent populations is to
pay attention not only to what parents say but also to what is not being spoken. By
listening to the silences, we may hear more clearly the issues that are most important to
parents.
U.S. Educator Expectations of What Parent Participation Should Look Like
Parent participation in U.S. schools has been influenced greatly by White, middleclass values (Banks, 1998; Berger, 1991). The variety of ways in which educators and
scholars have defined parent participation has mirrored the existing political, economic,
and social climate (Epstein 1986, 1987, 2008; Hoover-Dempsey, & Sandler, 1997).
Although no one standard definition of parent participation has existed, certain
expectations of how parents should be involved in schools has been expressed.
Researchers who have studied U.S. educator expectations, attitudes, and perceptions of
parent participation have arrived at similar conclusions. For many teachers, parent
participation has meant that parents participate in school activities (Delgado-Gaitan,
1991; Joshi, et al., 2005), communicate regularly with school officials (i.e., teachers)
(Lopez, 1993; Ramirez, 2003), demonstrate an active interest in the school and in school
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events (Delgado-Gaitan, 1991, 1992), support their children at home by helping them
with homework (Colwell, et al., 2000; Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1997), participate in
fundraising events (Peña, 2000), become involved with school organizations (DeSipio,
1996; Lawson, 2003), and volunteer in the classroom (Delgado-Gaitan, 1991, 1992). For
parents of children with special needs, expectations are more specific. These parents have
been expected to attend Individualized Educational Planning (IEP) meetings, be
knowledgeable about the terminology used at IEP meetings (Harry, 2002), know how to
access the best resources for their children (Harry, 2002, 2008; Harry, et al., 1995),
understand special education laws so that they are aware of their rights and the rights of
their children (Harry, 2002), communicate their child’s needs effectively (Kalyanpur, et
al., 2000), and be aware of the latest information about their child’s disability (Harry
2002).
The following two empirical studies presented were chosen because teachers’
attitudes toward parents’ participation were discussed. In each study, the researchers
described how teachers categorized what “involved” parents looked like. In both studies,
the researchers presented teachers’ positive and negative perspectives of parent
participation and explained why teachers’ depictions of parents varied.
In a qualitative study conducted by Michael A. Lawson (2003) in an elementary
school in the Midwestern U.S., parents and teachers were interviewed about their
perceptions of parent involvement. This particular study was indicative of the
complexities that exist when researchers or educators attempt to classify what parent
participation is and what it should look like. Even when the intention of the researcher is
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to present a fair and accurate picture of parents and their participation in schools, many
times researchers fail in their attempts because of flawed research designs or frameworks
that are limited in scope, range, and vision. In this particular study, Lawson was able to
elicit honest accounts from teachers about their views and definitions of parent
participation, but his typology of parents was problematic.
Participants in the ethnographic study (Lawson, 2003) included 12 elementary
school teachers and 13 parents. Teacher participants were characterized by gender (3
men; 9 women); ethnicity (African American, European American, and multiethnic);
number of years teaching (3 to 22 years); current grade-level (participants were teaching
3rd, 4th, 5th, and 6th grades) and educational level (4 teacher participants had attained
advanced degrees). Parents recruited for this study were characterized by gender (10
women, 3 men); socioeconomic status (all low income); ethnicity (all African American);
and their involvement (“involved” or “uninvolved”). The elementary school from which
these parent participants were recruited had a student population that consisted mainly of
low-income families that were either Caucasian (of Appalachian decent) or African
American. Descriptions provided by the researcher about recruitment practices of these
parents were questionable. The researcher admitted to a limited sample. Caucasian
parents of Appalachian decent were not recruited because they did not live in close
proximity to the elementary school that their children attended. Only parents who lived
near the school were asked to participate. Hence, the Caucasian parents’ voice was not
represented in the study.
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Moreover, criteria for how parents were chosen, based on a binary categorization
of involvement, were disconcerting. Whereas Lawson (2003) recruited teachers at the
elementary school by asking for volunteers, he selected four of the six “involved” parents
with whom he had already developed a relationship. The last two “involved” parents
were chosen by one of the researcher-selected “involved” parents. Criteria for what
“involved” parents entailed were not described or explained. My own conclusions were
that the researcher had not established strong enough relationships with the Caucasian
parents of Appalachian decent or did not believe that these parents qualified as
“involved” parents, because none were selected by the researcher for this study.
“Uninvolved” parents, as Lawson acknowledged, were much more difficult to recruit.
Because the researcher only attempted to recruit parents who lived within a 10-block
radius of the school, only African American parents were considered for the
“uninvolved” sample. The researcher recruited this parent sample with the help of the
school’s highly regarded parent advocate by door-to-door outreach. In the end, seven
“uninvolved” parents were recruited.
According to Lawson (2003), each of these parents had described themselves as
“uninvolved.” However, Lawson’s description of the characteristics of an “uninvolved”
parent was not clear. Lawson added a footnote in reference to the word “uninvolved.” In
this footnote, Lawson indicated that more information about the definition of
“uninvolved” could be found in an article by Christine Bowditch (1993). To add to the
confusion, Bowditch’s article was not about parents but about minority inner-city high
school students who had been labeled as “troublemakers.” Lawson Used the Bowditch
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article to make the point that negative labels could be interferences as to how and why
parents became involved or not involved in schools. In his study, he described that when
school officials placed labels upon parents based on stereotypes and biases, some parents
reacted by isolating themselves further from the school. Lawson’s argument was
important, but his lack of clarity and explanation as to the way in which he justified the
classification of parents as “uninvolved” was a serious misstep. Because Lawson’s
sample of “uninvolved” parents consisted only of African American parents, conclusions
made about this population potentially could be reflective of unfair biases against this
parent population.
Lawson’s (2003) depiction of and interactions with teachers were empirically
sound. Lawson documented in detail recruitment practices and data collection procedures
and followed a strict and systematic protocol to carry out his methods. Some of his
findings about teachers’ perceptions of parents were extremely insightful, albeit
disturbing. According to Lawson’s interpretations of the data collected through teacher
interviews, some teachers in his study classified parents as “deserving” versus
“undeserving.” Deserving parents were those who were employed, “hard working and
unable to come to the school because of conflicting time and work schedules” (p. 109).
Undeserving parents were those who were nonworking and noninvolved in the schools
but, in the teachers’ view, were capable of being involved. For these teachers, parents
who were capable of being involved in their children’s education needed to demonstrate
this capability by volunteering at school, helping their child with homework assignments,
and communicating regularly about the child’s progress. According to Lawson, “When
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teachers perceive parents as irresponsible and/or unresponsive, they tend to believe that
their efforts in the classroom are fruitless” (p. 109). In other words, the teachers in this
study felt that “undeserving” parents were to blame for why they, as teachers, were
sometimes unable to effectively teach the children. These teachers blamed “undeserving”
parents for why certain students did not perform well academically.
Other findings (Lawson, 2003) were indicative of how teachers’ expectations of
parents were influenced by their own ideas of what parent participation should look like.
Teachers provided examples of how they expected parents to behave. Some of these
examples included the following: (a) parents were expected to attend meetings after
school, especially if food was provided; (b) parents were expected to demonstrate interest
in their children’s education by being willing to cooperate with the school (e.g., by doing
whatever task the teacher asked); (c) parents were expected to volunteer in the classroom
or at the school (e.g., by helping out on the playground, in the cafeteria, in the library, or
by monitoring the halls); (d) parents were expected to be positive role models by showing
their children that they were interested in the school (e.g., by asking their child about
what they learned at school and by talking to their child about the importance of school);
and (e) parents were expected to provide their children with a safe and nurturing home
environment that was conducive to learning.
When teachers in this study (Lawson, 2003) perceived that parents were not
meeting the expectations listed above, many provided explanations for why parents were
not involved. Parents who were “narcissistic” and “self-serving” were those who placed
their own personal needs and desires above those of their children. Selfish behavior, as
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described by one teacher, was due to a lack of love experienced during the parents’
childhood thus engendering the same incapacity for providing love to their own children.
Love, in this example, was equated with parents’ ability to create a stable home
environment and to place the child’s needs first. According to different accounts by
teachers, some parents needed to be taught how to be involved in their children’s
education. These parents needed to unlearn “negative parenting practices … modeled by
a previous generation of parents” (p. 108) and instead, learn how to be positively
involved in their children’s education by following good role models. In this example, a
positive role model was explained as a parent involved in the PTO (Parent Teacher
Organization).
In an important study about teachers’ attitudes toward parent involvement,
Epstein and Dauber (1991) examined, through quantitative analysis, the connections
between school programs and parent participation, teachers’ perspectives of parent
participation, and the strategies and practices teachers employed to involve parents. One
of the reasons I chose this study to review was the use of self-contained classrooms by
the researchers to examine patterns of how teachers perceived parents and how teachers
reached out to them. For my own study, analyzing information about parent participation
in special education settings has been critical to my own understanding of how parent
participants in my research have been viewed by teachers and school officials. Another
reason I found Epstein and Dauber’s work beneficial was the description of parent
participation in all of its intricacies and complexities. This depiction of parent
participation is described in the next few paragraphs.
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In previous research by Epstein (1987), a typology for parent participation was
created. Epstein, however, used the term parent involvement to describe how teachers
understood parent participation in schools. Five categories were established to reflect the
major types of parent involvement needed at schools for effective partnerships between
schools and parents to exist. This typology was described in the study by Epstein and
Dauber (1991) to provide a background for the order in which they categorized and
analyzed teachers’ attitudes toward parent involvement in relation to specific variables
generated a priori. Some of these variables included levels of schooling (elementary or
middle school), different academic subjects, various classroom organizations (semidepartmentalized, departmentalized, or self-contained), and different levels of shared
support for parent involvement.
I included this typology (Epstein & Dauber, 1991) for parent involvement because
it was inclusive of expectations that school officials and teachers had of what parent
participation was and what it looked like. In the first type of involvement, basic
obligations of families, parents and families were expected (a) to provide children with
basic needs at home that included a safe and healthy environment, (b) to develop and
improve upon their parenting skills and to build “positive home conditions that support
school learning and behavior” (p. 290), and (c) to allow school officials to assist them
with learning the knowledge and skills needed to better prepare their children for schoolrelated activities and situations.
In the second type of involvement, basic obligation of schools, parents and
families were expected to be receptive to communications from school officials and
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teachers about school programs and the child’s progress and to respond to the
correspondence received from schools in an appropriate and timely fashion. In the third
type of involvement, involvement at schools, parents and families were expected to
participate as volunteers at the schools. A parent volunteer potentially could have several
responsibilities that included assisting teachers, helping out at school plays and other
school-related events, and performing specific tasks in the classroom. In the fourth type
of involvement, involvement in learning activities at home, parents were expected to be
willing to “assist their own children at home on learning activities that are coordinated
with the children’s class work” (Epstein & Dauber, 1991, p. 291). In turn, school
administrators and teachers would need to provide these parents with information and
informal training to help them meet the school’s expectations about the completion of
homework and class assignments. Finally, in the fifth type of involvement, involvement
in decision-making, parents were expected to become involved in organizations and/or
groups that were supportive of parent advocacy and governance. However, as Epstein and
Dauber pointed out, parents needed the full support of schools and school districts to be
able to become involved as advocates or parent leaders. Training provided by local and
state-level organizations was essential for parents to learn how to navigate the school
system and to know how to make informed decisions.
Although not included in Epstein’s 1987 typology, a sixth category was
mentioned in the article. This type of involvement was classified as collaboration and
exchanges with community organizations. Parents, under this classification, would be
expected to make connections outside of the school setting with agencies, businesses, and
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other organizations to network and to receive additional support for their children.
Epstein and Dauber (1991) described the types of support services parents could receive
by communicating directly with organizations. These services included health services
and after-school care as well as programs that were supportive of children’s learning.
In Epstein and Dauber’s (1991) study, 171 teachers from five inner-city
elementary schools and three inner-city middle schools participated. All schools were
Chapter 1 schools and were located in “economically and educationally disadvantaged
neighborhoods” (p. 292). Teachers who participated were given a 10-question document
to fill out. Researchers analyzed teachers’ answers to determine “teachers’ general
attitudes toward parent involvement, teachers’ practices of communicating with students’
families, use of school and classroom volunteers” (p. 292), and other information
pertinent for understanding teachers’ expectations of parents. Data were analyzed using
both descriptive statistics and other quantitative measures (e.g., correlation and
regression) to demonstrate the relationship between five types of involvement (as
predetermined by the researchers) and the strength of involvement by parents based on
specific variables (e.g., teachers’ years of experience, school level [elementary/middle],
etc.).
Overall, the researchers concluded that teachers in the sample had “strong,
positive attitudes about parent involvement” (Epstein & Dauber, 1991, p. 293). Little
variation existed among teachers’ attitudes as to the way they felt about parent
involvement in relation to the five typologies presented earlier. One of the most
interesting findings was that teachers in self-contained classrooms had stronger and more
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positive attitudes toward parent involvement. Epstein and Dauber explained that teachers
in self-contained classrooms relied heavily upon parent support and, therefore, tended to
ask parents for their assistance on a more frequent basis.
Additionally, Epstein and Dauber (1991) found that teachers’ attitudes toward
parent involvement were positive for those who (a) perceived that their students’ parents
were highly supportive, (b) had success with contacting “hard-to-reach” parents, and (c)
placed a high importance on various forms of communicating with parents (e.g., by
holding conferences, providing parents with frequent reports of students’ progress, and
talking with parents about school programs). Interestingly, Epstein and Dauber
characterized “hard-to-reach” parents as those who included “working parents, less
educated parents, single parents, parents of older students, young parents, parents new to
the school, and other adults with whom children live” (p. 293). “Hard-to-reach” parents
in this article, unlike the “uninvolved” classification of parents in the Lawson (2003)
article, were not depicted by the teachers in the Epstein and Dauber study as being
“undeserving” of extra support and assistance. Instead, teachers in the Epstein and
Dauber study experienced a sense of satisfaction when they knew that they had made a
successful connection with difficult to reach parents.
Epstein and Dauber (1991) were careful to choose terminology to describe parents
who were “hard-to-reach” so their depiction of these parents did not highlight their
deficits. Even though they presented findings that indicated that teachers made a lesser
effort to establish and maintain relationships with “harder to reach” parents, Epstein and
Dauber selected neutral language to present the teachers’ attitudes toward these parents.
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Teachers in this study reported that if they perceived that parents were not interested in
participating in their children’s schooling, then they did not attempt to contact, call, work
with, or inform these parents as often as they did with parents who they believed were
interested. Furthermore, if a teacher’s principal was not explicitly supportive of parentteacher relationships, the teacher tended to make fewer contacts with harder to reach
parents.
Alternative Definitions of Parent Participation in the United States
In this section, I described alternative definitions of parent participation as those
that were different from U.S. mainstream definitions. Differentiations between the two
are not always clear because alternative and mainstream descriptions of parent
participation sometimes overlap. However, in this review, I have presented definitions of
parent participation as explained by researchers whose empirical investigations were
focused on culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD) parents, namely Mexican origin
parents. By focusing on a specific parent population, I have found that some of the
contrasts in the definitions of parent participation are striking. Through these contrasts, I
illustrate why discontinuities exist between U.S. educators and CLD parents. Specifically,
I am interested in comparing and contrasting Mexican origin parents’ views of parent
participation with U.S. educators’ definitions of parent participation. The term U.S.
educators, for the purposes of this section, means U.S. school district officials, school
administrators, school staff, and teachers (both general and special education teachers).

100

Parent Participation Means Placing the Child’s Schooling in the Teacher’s Hands
For many Mexican origin parents born and raised in Mexico, the position of
“teacher” (maestro/a) is one of great respect and honor (Valdés, 1996). To demonstrate
respect for a teacher means to trust that one’s child is in good hands. In other words, for
many parents in Mexico, a distinct boundary between home life and school life exists.
Parents and teachers respect one another’s space—the home or the classroom,
respectively—and generally do not question one another’s authority within that space
(Okagaki & Sternberg, 1993). However, as many researchers have pointed out, as
Mexican families begin to reside in the U.S. and as their children start to attend U.S.
schools, many parents assume that their children’s educators will make appropriate
educational decisions for their children without the need for their input or feedback
(Delgado-Gaitan, 1991, 1992; Goldenberg & Gallimore, 1995). In essence, many parents
give up their power and trust the system implicitly (Rangel & Thorpe, 2004).
Research by Rangel and Thorpe (2004) and Blasco (2004) presented U.S. with
cultural models about parent participation that contained underlying assumptions.
Cultural models are shared cultural assumptions or taken-for-granted understandings,
developed over time, that carry implicit or tacit meaning for a particular group of people
through shared experiences (Reese & Gallimore, 2000; Strauss, 2005). In the research
presented by Rangel and Thorpe and Blasco, many Mexican parents made the following
assumptions about their children’s education. These assumptions included (a) a belief that
parents’ input was not necessary in making educational decisions for their child; (b) an
understanding that the school would provide appropriate guidance, resources, and support
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for the child; and (c) that their children would gain an adequate education in spite of a
lack of parental participation at school.
Rangel and Thorpe (2004) interviewed three influential educational policy leaders
from three prestigious institutions in Mexico who elaborated on several key issues in
education including parental participation in Mexican schools. The interview participants
explained that for Mexican parents of low income and minimal social status, parent
participation in schools was extremely limited. Many parents from low socioeconomic
brackets rarely participated in school events due to their economic circumstances. They
tended to be passive and allow the teacher and school staff to make decisions about their
children’s future.
In Maribel Blasco’s (2004) qualitative study conducted in Guadalajara, Jalisco,
similar findings emerged about parent participation. She described poor, low-income
parents as being “remarkably passive” (p. 376) when it came to making important
educational decisions for their children. Both Rangel and Thorpe (2004) and Blasco’s
findings were informative about why low socioeconomic status Mexican parents were
often not actively involved in their children’s schooling. However, their findings should
not be generalized to encompass the entire Mexican origin population. Blasco’s study, in
particular, was carried out in three marginal urban colonias (neighborhoods) in the south
of Guadalajara referred to as La Colina. Participants in this study were “severely
inflicted” (p. 373) by poverty and overall hardship.
In another study conducted by Delgado-Gaitan (1992) in the United States, she
demonstrated that cultural models from one’s native country could persist even if one
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moved to another country. Through case-study data on Mexican families living in
Carpinteria, California, Delgado-Gaitan described how certain families (N = 6) never
questioned their child’s teacher evaluation, even if the information reported was not
favorable. Families who had children in the lowest or “novice” reading group, would
often punish the child for receiving a negative evaluation rather than questioning the
teachers’ judgment. This account was supportive of Rangel and Thorpe’s (2004) findings
that many Mexican-born parents were not accustomed “to resist, oppose or propose
alternatives in the national education system’s model of schooling” (p. 569).
Additionally, many Mexican parents believed that questioning a teacher’s decision was to
interfere with or show disrespect toward the teacher’s judgment and knowledge. Many
Mexican parents considered that their role was “to support teachers and let them do their
jobs” (McLaughlin, et al., 2002, p. 226).
Over time, however, these cultural models change. Several factors were
influential in affecting this change, including (a) amount of time spent in the United
States, (b) exposure to the educational system, (c) strong social networks that provided
necessary information and resources, (d) English language development, and (e)
increased parental education (e.g., acquiring a General Education Diploma, receiving a
university degree, etc.) (Ceja, 2006; Gutierrez, Sameroff, & Karrer, 1988; McLaughlin, et
al., 2002; Reese, 2002; Reese & Gallimore, 2000). For many researchers, the process of
acquiring and learning about U.S. cultural models and incorporating the values inherent
in these models is called acculturation or adaptation (Alvarez, 2007; Bacallao &
Smokowski, 2007; Gutierrez, et al., 1993; Hayes, 1992).
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Parent Participation Means Being Invited
In several studies, researchers found that Latino parents, specifically Mexican
origin parents who were born in Mexico, were more likely to participate in school and
classroom events and attend conferences when they were officially invited by school
administrators or teachers (Delgado-Gaitan, 1994; Griego-Jones, 2003; Jonson, 1999;
Ramirez, 2003). Many Mexican origin parents felt that if U.S. educators made the effort
to invite them specifically to the school (e.g., with the parents’ name on the invitation),
then the role of the parent was to demonstrate equal respect and reciprocate by attending
the school event (Ramirez, 2003). The next few sections are descriptions of different
ways teachers have invited parents to visit the school or classroom, attend school events,
and communicate about their children’s progress.
School-home notes. In a qualitative study, Ramirez (2003) interviewed 43 Latino
parents (29 female, 14 male) who were mainly recent or second-generation immigrants
and whose children attended public schools in a large Southern California district. One
significant finding related to school-home notes was that Latino parents expected a
formal invitation from the teacher to visit the classroom, either through a written note or
phone call. If they received a formal invitation, the parents interpreted the invitation as
having been officially welcomed into the classroom to observe, participate, or interact
with the teacher. Ramirez described an incident in which a first-year teacher sent personal
invitations to each parent to attend the school-wide open house. The number of parents
who attended was greater than that of any other teacher at the school. According to those
parents who were present, the teacher’s extra efforts to invite them—and to write their
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names on each envelope—constituted a display of respect. The act of attending the open
house was the parents’ reciprocated expression of equal respect.
Similar to the findings in Ramirez’s (2003) research were those of Griego-Jones
(2003). Based on the premise that “Parents are uniquely qualified experts on their own
children and their own sociocultural context” (p. 75), Griego-Jones asserted that
culturally and linguistically sensitive and competent teachers could be strong advocates
for parents by demonstrating their respect and esteem for the hard work and support
parents provided their children. This respect was manifested in teachers’ willingness to
welcome, either through verbal or written means, Latino parents in the classroom.
Several of the Latino parents in her study mentioned that they anticipated the teacher’s
initial contact. The Latino parents were most appreciative and pleased when they
received notes or postcards welcoming them and their children back to school before the
beginning of the new school year.
In contrast, Valdés (1996) found that Mexican origin parents who were provided
with written notes asking them to call the teacher to make an appointment generally
regarded the notes as “invitations that did not have to be accepted” (p. 162). Valdés
admitted, however, that these notes usually were written in English. She explained that
even though Mexican origin parents felt capable of managing issues concerning their
child’s academic achievement, they sometimes experienced embarrassment or shame
when trying to explain their respective points of view to school personnel. These negative
feelings were commonly related to language differences and caused parents to avoid
going to school for fear of appearing ignorant or incompetent.
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Phone calls. Phone calls were not only a way for teachers to establish contact
with parents but also a means to maintain consistent communication with the parents
throughout the school year (Jonson, 1999; Levine, 2002; Moles, 1996). Researchers
suggested that teachers should begin calling parents right before or during the start of the
new school year as a means of establishing a positive rapport with the parents (GriegoJones, 2003; Jonson, 1999). Initiating early contact with parents was a way for teachers to
send the message that they cared about, were interested in, and valued both the parents
and the students in their class (Griego-Jones, 2003). Frequent and consistent phone calls
were beneficial to sustaining positive interactions with parents (Levine, 2002; Moles,
1996). Parents who were called often by teachers welcomed, instead of dreaded, teacher
phone calls, especially when the majority of phone calls were focused on the student’s
strengths and successes (Jonson, 1999).
Too common were phone calls made by teachers informing parents of their
child’s academic failings or disruptive behavior. Parents who continually received
negative feedback from teachers about their child felt unwelcomed, threatened, and
misunderstood (Jonson, 1999). When students and families were characterized by their
shortcomings and were stereotyped into categories that negatively depicted them as
unmotivated, indifferent, undereducated, unprepared, or unintelligent (Brunn, 1999;
Ceballo, 2004; Valencia & Black, 2002), parents were likely to feel ostracized from the
classroom and apprehensive about their direct school involvement (Brunn, 1999).
Research in the area of teacher phone calls to Mexican origin parents was
extremely limited. No specific study was found about this topic. However, studies were
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conducted in which researchers mentioned the importance of positive communication
between teachers and Latino parents, specifically with parents with limited English skills
(Griego-Jones, 2003; Griego-Jones & Fuller, 2003; Moles, 1996, Monzó & Rueda, 2001;
Valdés, 1996). Researchers recommended several strategies for teachers to use when
interacting with Latino parents. These suggestions included (a) if a language difference
existed between the teacher and the parent, a translator or interpreter should be employed
(either on a voluntary or paid basis); (b) if both a language and a cultural difference
existed, a cultural informant—such as a paraeducator or another parent—should be
present to ensure that cultural misunderstandings were not causes of further obstructions
between the parent and the teacher; and (c) if the parent continued to have difficulty
comprehending the teacher, even with a language/culture support person present, other
resources from outside the school such as community outreach representatives needed to
be provided (Griego-Jones & Fuller, 2003; Moles, 1996; Monzó & Rueda, 2001; Valdés,
1996).
Home visits. Home visits by the teacher were a means through which teachers
made direct contact with parents with whom they were unfamiliar or rarely saw at school
(Kirschenbaum, 1999; Reese, 2002). Some parents were difficult to reach by phone
because they worked during the day. Other parents were not able to visit the school
because of a lack of transportation. For reasons such as these, home visits by teachers
were necessary to demonstrate to parents that teachers were sensitive and aware of the
obstacles that prevented the parents from initiating contact or maintaining communication
(Nievar, Jacobson, & Dier, 2008).
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In two studies, teachers who made the effort to connect with Latino parents were
respected and valued among the Latino parent participants (Lian & Fontánez-Phelan,
2001; Moll et al., 1992). Lian & Fontánez-Phelan revealed that Latino parents “believed
that educational professionals should increase their understanding of Latino culture and
family traditions and expectations” (p. 191). In other words, teachers should visit their
students’ parents at their home to better understand the family home environment and
lifestyle, the cultural activities and events that were important to the family, and the
manner in which the student’s academic schoolwork was incorporated into the household.
Similarly Moll et al. asserted that when teachers actively immersed themselves in their
student’s world at home, the teacher knew “the child as a ‘whole’ person, not merely as a
‘student,’ taking into account or having knowledge about the multiple spheres of activity
within which the child is enmeshed” (pp. 133-134).
Parent Participation Means Cariño, Apoyo, Consejos, and Respeto
Researchers who have studied Mexican family values have written about the
importance of cariño (caring), apoyo (support), consejos (advice), and respeto (respect)
(Auerbach, 2006; Delgado-Gaitan, 1994; Monzó & Rueda, 2001; Valdes, 1996; Zarate,
2007). For many Mexican people, relationships that were mutually respectful, caring, and
genuine were reflections of these values (Goldenberg & Gallimore, 1995; Reese &
Gallimore, 2000). Mexican origin parents born and raised within communities whose
members believed strongly in these values were surprised, confused, or disappointed by
an apparent lack of these values within mainstream U.S. society (Goldenberg &
Gallimore, 1995; Reese, 2002). Specifically, Mexican origin parents who were used to
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communicating with Mexican teachers and visiting Mexican schools discovered, to their
chagrin, that U.S. school environments and teachers were seemingly distant, unfriendly,
or unapproachable (Blasco, 2004).
Cariño. Monzó and Rueda (2001) conducted a 2-year study in Southern
California. Through interviews and observations, they collected data in two large public
elementary schools that were predominantly in low-income, Spanish-speaking
communities. The majority of the students attending both schools were Mexican
immigrants or children of Mexican immigrants. The researchers were interested in the
way in which relationships and interactions between Latino teachers and paraeducators
and their Latino students were impacted by the educators’ knowledge of students’
experiences and backgrounds. Research participants included 24 Latino paraeducators
and 8 Latino teachers who were labeled as “new” because they had no more than three
years’ teaching experience. The majority of participants were of Mexican origin and
female.
In general, Monzó and Rueda (2001) concluded that an in-depth knowledge of
students’ background, culture, language, and interactional styles was essential for Latino
teachers and paraeducators to meet students’ social and academic needs. Having insider
knowledge about the manner in which students responded best to cues, directives, and
instructions was an important tool that Latino teachers and paraeducators used to
motivate and guide Latino students. Specifically, demonstrating cariño was one way that
Latino teachers and paraeducators were able to be supportive of students’ emotional and
social needs.
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Cariño, as defined by Monzó and Rueda (2001) was a “relational expression of
caring characterized through gentle smiles, light touching, and calling students mija/mijo
[my child]” (pp. 450-451). According to the researchers’ findings, to show cariño to a
student was to act as both a caring teacher/paraeducator and as a parental figure. One
teacher-participant described cariño as a manner of demonstrating confianza (mutual
trust) between herself and the students. To show confianza meant that she was not “cold”
(p. 450). By establishing mutual trust, Latino teachers and paraeducators felt that Latino
students were more likely to confide in them and to share their problems.
In another study by Riojas-Cortez (2001), cariño was described as a term of
endearment. This term of endearment is widely used in Mexico and throughout the
United States among Spanish speakers. In this qualitative study that centered on Mexican
American preschoolers’ funds of knowledge, Riojas-Cortez documented sociodramatic
play episodes that were reflective of traditional Mexican cultural models. Funds of
knowledge, a term coined by Dr. Luis Moll (1992) was a reference to the resources and
human capital one possessed and brought to a particular context. In this study, funds of
knowledge were the resources the children brought to the classroom “to perform different
tasks” (p. 35).
In one interactive play sequence between two children, one child used a term of
endearment (mija or mi hija “my daughter”) to instruct her friend. The significance of
this term being used by a child in a spontaneous setting was that the child was modeling,
at a young age, what she perceived to be was an appropriate interaction between herself
(playing the adult) and her friend (playing the child). Riojas-Cortez (2001) demonstrated
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through her study that the Mexican origin children she observed had already begun to
learn modes of interpersonal interaction that were more reflective of the Mexican culture
than of U.S. mainstream culture. Similar to the findings of Monzó and Rueda (2001),
Riojas-Cortez also hinted at the need for educators of Latino or Mexican origin students
to be aware of and practice communication that was caring and cariñosa.
Although no studies about the relationship between cariño and Mexican origin
parent participation were found, I believe that the research presented above is a testament
to the importance of cariño among Mexican origin families. I infer that relationships
exhibiting cariño among Mexican origin and Latino students, as described by Monzó and
Rueda (2001) and Riojas-Cortez (2001), are just as important for Mexican origin parents
as they are for their children. For U.S. educators to know about and to understand that
cariño is valued greatly by Mexican origin families would be one positive step toward
better communication with Mexican origin parents and students. To be aware that
Mexican families in general are accustomed to touch, gentle smiles, and more intimate
interpersonal interactions may be helpful for some educators who are having difficulties
reaching out and connecting with this parent population.
Apoyo. In her article about Latino parents’ moral support for their children’s
education, Auerbach (2006) provided examples of several traditional Latino cultural
models or schemas (interpretative systems for how people think and act). One cultural
model she focused on was apoyo, a term described in more detail below. Under the
umbrella term moral capital she argued that Latino parents in the U.S. were undervalued
for their involvement and participation in their children’s education. Moral capital, a term
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created and used by Auerbach, was defined as “a set of knowledge, skills, and contacts
needed to resist oppression that students of color acquire in their families and
communities and bring, unrecognized, to schools” (p. 288).
One element of moral capital was apoyo. Apoyo, which literally means “support,”
was defined by the author as “moral support.” Auerbach (2006) maintained that apoyo
provided an avenue of communication through which Latino parents discussed their own
involvement in their children’s education. Apoyo, however, was not equated with U.S.
mainstream views of parent participation. Rather apoyo, was specific to traditional Latino
and Mexican origin values that included buena educación (being well-educated and wellmannered), respeto (being respectful and showing respect toward others), and buen
camino (following the right path in life). According to Auerbach, one way that Latino
parents demonstrated their apoyo for their children’s education was by encouraging their
children to work hard in school and to study at home.
Similar to Auerbach’s (2006) definition of apoyo was affectivity as described by
Blasco (2004). Blasco described an affective school environment as one in which school
administrators and staff (a) demonstrated a “more sympathetic approach” (p. 384) toward
students to render a climate conducive to students’ overall well-being; (b) designed their
curriculum and school infrastructure around building companionship and mutual support
between themselves and students; and (c) created a space for students to talk about their
issues and challenges with teachers, classes, and problems that the students were
experiencing at school. Although Blasco conducted her study in Guadalajara, Mexico and
concentrated on Mexican students in public secondary schools, the researcher’s findings
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about affectivity are important for all educators working with Mexican origin
populations. Blasco emphasized the value of affective relationships between Mexican
students and teachers by citing examples of students who stayed in school because of
strong ties to caring and understanding teachers. She noted that due to the high dropout
rates in Mexican secondary schools, affectivity must not be overlooked as a means to
retain students.
Moreover, Blasco (2004) affirmed through her study that Mexican students
thrived in environments in which teachers and school administrators took an active
interest in their care and well-being. Students who were used to receiving cariño and care
in the home responded well to affective relationships between themselves and teachers at
school. Although Blasco’s investigation did not include Mexican parents’ definitions of
affective school environments, I argue that teachers and school staff who maintain
“closer emotional bonds” (p. 372) with Mexican origin parents will most likely
experience fruitful and fulfilling relationships that are mutually valuable.
Consejos. In an article entitled “Consejos: The Power of Cultural Narratives,”
Concha Delgado-Gaitan (1994) presented the reader with excerpts of consejos from a
Mexican immigrant family from whom she collected data over a period of eight years in
Carpinteria, California. Consejos, as defined by Delgado-Gaitan, was “nurturing advice”
(p. 298) or “a cultural dimension of communication sparked with empathy and
compassion, as well as familial expectation and inspiration” (p. 300). Consejos, as
Delgado-Gaitan explained, were “critical tools to instruct … children in schooling
matters … to encourage them [the children] to be self-sufficient individuals” (p. 298).
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Consejos, within the context of Mexican origin parent participation, were a form
of cultural narrative similar to cultural models and schemas that were reflective of
traditional Mexican values. Cultural narratives were often defined as folktales, myths,
legends, expressions, and/or autobiographical stories. In Delgado-Gaitan’s (1994)
ethnographic study, the family whom she spotlighted used consejos to express their
feelings, beliefs, and perceptions of the U.S. educational system to which their children
belonged.
In one example, the mother expressed concern that her son was not paying
attention in class. She told him a story to explain how she and her husband did not have
the opportunity to attend school, and how her son and his siblings were fortunate to
receive a good education. Through her story, she impressed upon her son the value of
schooling and, according to Delgado-Gaitan (1994), held her son responsible for his
misbehavior.
Delgado-Gaitan’s (1994) analysis of consejos demonstrated the significance of
the use of consejos by one Mexican immigrant family to guide and instruct their children
about education and schooling through stories that were comprehensible and meaningful.
Additionally, Delgado-Gaitan discovered that the “power of consejos” (p. 313) was
derived from the inherent bond, fostered through respect, between the parents giving the
nurturing advice and the children who were receiving it. Instructive, detailed consejos
about schooling also allowed parents to instill and promote critical thinking and
independence in their children. With regard to education and schooling, Delgado-Gaitan
learned through her observations and interviews, that the children often benefited more
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from consejos at home than from lectures given by their teachers at school. In other
words, the children were able to relate to the importance of a school education more from
the delivery and style of consejos by the parents than from teacher-directed lectures.
Valdés’ (1996) validated Delgado-Gaitan’s (1994) work in her own longitudinal
study in which 10 Mexican-immigrant families were interviewed. Valdés discussed the
importance of the use of consejos by the families in her study to impart the importance of
education and schooling to their children. However, Valdés also emphasized how
consejos could be considered an instrument to teach the value of a “moral education” (p.
125). Through interviews, she explored how many mothers employed consejos to raise
their children to be buen educados or in other words, good-mannered, well-behaved, and
reared properly.
Both Delgado-Gaitan (1994) and Valdés (1996) explained that by becoming
aware of the use of consejos by Mexican origin families to educate and guide their
children, U.S. educators could learn to respect this form of instruction. U.S. educators
could also recognize that consejos were often applied by Mexican origin parents when
disciplinary action was necessary (Delgado-Gaitan, 1994). Consejos were often
implemented to teach important lessons and were presented with a serious tone (Valdés,
1996). This form of discipline was widely used by Mexican origin families and might
serve to be a critical and beneficial tool for U.S. educators to incorporate into their
classroom routines.
Respeto. In Guadalupe Valdés’ (1996) book titled “Con respeto: Bridging the
Distances Between Culturally Diverse Families and Schools,” she focused specifically on
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the concept of respeto among the families she interviewed. Although the word respeto
literally means “respect,” its meaning in Spanish is much more expansive and complex.
According to Valdés, respeto “in its broadest sense is a set of attitudes toward individuals
and/or the roles that they occupy” (p. 130). Within Mexican origin families, respeto held
a powerful and important role. Respeto was how family members demonstrated their care
and personal regard for one another within the roles that each member occupied (i.e.,
father, mother, oldest sister, etc.). For example, the role of the father was usually very
traditional. A father within a Mexican origin family was expected to provide for his
family, make sacrifices, work long hours, provide a good example for his sons, and serve
“as an authority figure for his children” (p. 130).
As described by Valdés (1996), when family members fulfilled their role
effectively, they earned respect from the other family members. For many Mexican origin
parents, “buenos hijos” (good sons and daughters) were “considerate, obedient, and
appreciative of their parents’ efforts” (p. 131). At school, respeto was made apparent by
the manner in which children and their parents addressed and responded to the teacher
and/or school administration and staff. According to Auerbach (2006), to be “bien
educado” meant showing full respect and regard for those in authority. Because many
Mexican origin parents highly value respeto, many inquire about their children’s
behavior and attitude before asking about their children’s academic progress (DelgadoGaitan, 1992). U.S. educators must therefore understand that parents’ strong desire to
know about their children’s behavior is derived from cultural values and traditions that
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are intrinsic to Mexican origin people’s worldviews of respectful social interactions with
others.
Parent Participation Means “Life Participation” More than Academic Involvement
In a large study comprised of Latino families (parents and students) from Miami,
Los Angeles, and New York, Zarate (2007) explored the question, “How do Latino
parents define and understand parent involvement?” This question was posed to supply
U.S. educators with knowledge that would enable them to understand how to tackle the
problems of low high school graduation rates and low college completion rates among
Latino students. According to Zarate, “The strongest message that can be conveyed from
this study is that parent involvement needs to be an organizational expectation if
stakeholders are interested in increasing parent involvement” (p. 15). She argued that the
first step to understanding the challenges faced by Latino students was to listen to the
way Latino parents defined parent involvement and to observe the manner in which they
perceived success for their children.
Zarate’s (2007) findings mirrored those of other researchers in the area of parent
involvement and participation among Latinos (Auerbach, 2006; Birch & Ferrin, 2001).
However, her classification of parents’ definitions of parent involvement was intriguing
and significant. Zarate separated her findings of parents’ definitions of parental
involvement into two categories: academic involvement and life participation. Zarate
reported that when Latino parents were asked to define parental involvement, “Latino
parents mentioned participation in their children’s lives more frequently than academic
involvement” (p. 8).
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Under academic involvement Zarate (2007) listed the following activities as
defined by the parents in the study: (a) attended parent-teacher conferences; (b) signed
homework as required by the teacher; (c) knew when to expect report cards; (d) asked
about homework daily; (e) listened to the child read; (f) visited their children’s classroom
during open houses; (g) asked friends, siblings, and other family members for homework
help for their child; (h) had high standards for academic performance; (i) purchased
materials required for class; (j) drove their children to tutoring and school activities; (k)
went to the library with them; and (l) were present when required to pick up report cards
at school.
In contrast, Zarate (2007) classified the following activities as “life participation”
events and interactions described by the parents: (a) were aware of the child’s life; (b)
were aware of and monitored their child; (c) were aware of the child’s peer group and
interacted with their child’s peers’ parents; (d) taught good morals and respect of others;
(e) communicated with the child; (f) provided general encouragement; (g) discussed
future planning; (h) monitored school attendance; (i) exercised discipline and provided
behavioral cuing; (j) established trust with their child; (k) provided advice on life issues;
(l) warned of dangers outside the home, such as illegal drugs; (m) got to know teachers to
assess their child’s safety; (n) volunteered to observe the school environment; and (o)
encouraged siblings to look out for each other.
Zarate (2007) explained that perception constituted the main difference between
the two categories. For many parents in her study, life participation events were far more
important for their children’s life-long success in education, in their careers, and in
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society as a whole. Zarate argued that Latino parents understood that their involvement in
their children’s lives was as important as their participation in their child’s education. In
other words, “Participation in their children’s lives ensure[d] that their formal schooling
[was] complemented with educación taught in the home” (p. 9). Zarate, as did other
researchers studying the Latino population, found that the parents in her study believed
that providing their children with moral guidance directly transferred to good behavior in
the classroom. If good behavior was established, the children were then able to pay
attention to the content and increase their ability to learn.
In another study by Birch and Ferrin (2001), Mexican American parental attitudes
about schools and parents’ involvement in their children’s education were compared to
those of Anglo-Americans. Although the researchers did not generate the same
terminology as Zarate (2007) to describe parents’ definitions of parent involvement, they
did reach similar conclusions. In their study, conducted in a rural town in Utah,
approximately 20 Mexican American and 20 Anglo American residences were randomly
selected. The researchers, however, did not explain their random selection procedures,
calling into question how they selected their final sample from the 250 residences
described as the population for the study. Semi-structured interviews in both English and
Spanish were used as the main data collection tool.
One interesting finding brought to light the manner in which Mexican American
parents defined the value of education in both their lives and in their children’s lives.
Birch and Ferrin (2001), like Zarate (2007), discovered that for many of the Mexican
American parents in their study, academic achievement was not as strongly emphasized
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as other values (e.g., hard work, strong discipline, being respectful). The researchers
attributed this worldview of Mexican American parents to the influence of their Mexican
culture, the Spanish language, the Catholic religion, and other personal and
environmental factors. Birch and Ferrin deduced,
While Mexican American parents did not see grade advancements or graduation
as benchmarks… [they] tended to focus on the skills that their children acquired
in school that would assist them in obtaining work after they left the public school
and entered the workforce. (p. 4)
In both Zarate (2007) and Birch and Ferrin’s (2001) studies, Mexican origin
parents’ perceptions and ideas of what their role in their children’s education should be
were based on their unique cultural and personal experiences. Although parents in
Zarate’s study distinguished between their participation in their children’s academic lives
and in their everyday lives, Zarate made it clear that for parents, life participation events
and activities were more integral to Mexican origin families’ daily routines.
A Sociocultural Perspective of Parent Participation
In my study, I was interested in the way in which participation was framed
through a sociocultural perspective. I wanted to use a theory that could bridge traditional
definitions of parent participation with alternative ones. I believed that sociocultural
theory could be the avenue through which parent participants in my investigation could
make sense of how their interpretations of participation were situated within, between, or
outside of definitions already existing in parent participation literature.
Sociocultural theory was based on the work by Lev Vygotsky (1986) and other
Russian psychologists in the 1930s who believed that knowledge and learning were
constructed through social interactions. A goal of sociocultural theory was to explain how

120

human mental processes were inextricably intertwined with external forces influenced by
or embedded within cultural, historical, and institutional settings (Wertsch, 1991). In
other words, our thoughts and actions are shaped by the cultural, historical, and/or
institutional contexts to which we have been exposed or in which we are involved
currently. Over the past few decades, Vygotsky’s work (as cited in Stetsenko, 2008) has
been used by researchers and scholars to understand the importance of “social context
and interaction in human development, suggesting a model in which outside influences
are seen as forces that shape development and learning” (p. 478).
Parent Participation and Sociocultural Models and Approaches to Research
Most literature about parents and their participation in U.S. schools is situated
within the context of parent involvement. Upon initial reflection, parent participation and
parent involvement would seem to be synonymous terms or concepts. However, as
Delgado-Gaitan (1994) argued, “Typically, ‘parent involvement’ as a topic in academic
research limits the meaning of participation by ignoring the broader meaning of
‘involvement’ that transcends attendance at special events and improving grade-level
achievement” (p. 298). In other words, traditional definitions of parent involvement in
schools have been based on fixed or limited notions of how parents should behave, what
parents’ roles should be, and how parents’ interactions with the school, the school staff,
and their children should unfold (Anderson, 1998). Many of these definitions are founded
in U.S. mainstream, middle-class values (Berger, 1991).
A sociocultural view of parent participation, although not written about explicitly
in existing empirical studies or academic literature, is an important and necessary lens to
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analyze parents’ thinking, decision making, reflection, and action if we, as educators, are
to better understand the dynamic processes involved in the ways in which parents make
sense of their world and their interactions within it. Reducing parents’ involvement in
schools to outcomes measured by the number of classroom visits, parent-teacher
interactions, field trips, etc. in which a parent is observed to participate is not only
limiting but also misrepresentative of the numerous ways that parents participate in their
children’s education. At the very least, parent participation is an everyday journey in
which parents make moment-to-moment decisions about what is best for their children.
Some researchers who have studied sociocultural theory insist that individual cognition
and agency must be considered as integral components to the ways in which people learn
within social contexts and interactions (Edwards, 2005; Stetsenko, 2008; Stetsenko &
Arievitch, 2004). To dismiss or ignore the complex processes that occur within the
parent (cognition “in” the person) and outside of the parent (through mediated
sociocultural interactions) when a parent is actively “participating” in activities or events
connected to their child’s overall well-being and progress is short-sighted (Cole &
Engeström, 1993).
Under the large umbrella of sociocultural theory are models and approaches that
emphasize “the development of a capacity to make informed interpretations of cultural
contexts and the importance of collaborative or systemic responses to those
interpretations” (Edwards, 2000, p. 195). Both the Critically Compassionate
Intellectualism (CCI) educational model and the Participatory Action Research (PAR)
approach used in this study were connected to, derived from, or shared similar theoretical
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constructs with sociocultural theory. The CCI model, in its organization and structure,
was beneficial for analyzing the ways in which parents talked about and perceived of
parent participation in individual and group contexts. This model also was important in
observing and documenting the manner in which relationships formed between parent
participants. The PAR approach offered a flexible and systematic medium through which
the process of participation among parent participants could be analyzed through group
discussion and planning sessions over time. It also was a device I used to assess parents’
movement toward fuller participation in the research investigation and in their children’s
education. Additionally, this approach was important to this study because one of its
fundamental premises was that the researcher and participants were co-collaborators in
the research practice. Both the CCI model and the PAR approach were concerned with
how people, through sociocultural interactions and activities, could work together to
change not only the conditions of their existence, but their inner selves through
transformative action (Cammarota & Romero, in press; Fals-Borda, 1991, Freire, 2000).
To analyze potential differences between individual accounts of participation and
those of the group, Edwards (2005) suggested demonstrating not only what is done (i.e.,
outcomes of discussion/planning sessions) but what is learned (i.e., individual and group
thought processes). In other words, I needed to analyze what was said, and what was
accomplished by parent participants by observing, listening to, and documenting each
parent’s expressed understanding of parent participation throughout the research process
within individual and group contexts.
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Parent Participation in My Study
Communities of practice and individual cognition. Parent participation, when
situated within a sociocultural perspective, allows the researcher to conceptualize parent
participants as members of a community of life-long learners (Duranti, 1997). The term
community, however, can be misleading. As Grossman, Wineburg, and Woolworth
(2001) pointed out, “The word community has lost its meaning” (p. 942) from among all
the terms that exist in education that add the word community “to every educational
innovation” (p. 942). Communities of practice, a term used widely in sociocultural
research, assumes that “engagement in social practice is the fundamental process by
which we learn and so become who we are” (Wenger, 1998). Edwards (2005) cautioned
that to view learning by participating (i.e., in communities of practice) as simply
understanding behavior as shaped and influenced by context is to overlook the
importance of the individual and an individual’s unique cognition. Individual learning,
according to Edwards, is the process by which within-person changes occur to affect or
alter “how we act on the world and in turn change it by our actions” (p. 50). Stetsenko
(2008) supported Edward’s argument about the importance of individual cognition by
reaching back into history and re-conceptualizing Vygotsky’s (1986) transformative
activist stance. According to Stetsenko, Vygotsky believed that “The core of human
development has to do with people collaboratively transforming their world in view of
their goals and purposes” (p. 474). She argued that transformative practice within a
community takes into consideration the individual as an agent of change and a
“contributor to social practices” (p. 474). In other words, individual cognition and the
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impact of our responses on the world and our interactions within it are, together, the
processes by which we are shaped and by which we shape our existence (Edwards, 2005;
Stetsenko, 2008).
Creating a new space for parent participation. Mattingly, Lawlor, and JacobsHuey (2002) analyzed people’s personal stories and were interested in the ways in which
stories located the narrator in a space that existed on a personal and a collective plane.
Stories placed “the narrators within a common frame, sharing identifying features not
only with one another but also with the rest of the public” (p. 746). These researchers
theorized that stories created a “space of shared meaning” (p. 745) for the narrator and
the audience.
In the context of this investigation, a space of shared meaning was a place where
parents constructed their own definitions of parent participation as they discussed their
experiences as Mexican origin parents of children with special needs. This space was
located somewhere “in-between” (Bhabha, 1994, p. 1) parents’ funds of knowledge and
educators’ expectations of parents’ involvement in schools (Moje, et al., 2004) According
to Combs, Gonzalez, and Moll (in press) a third space existed that merged the “‘first
space’ of children’s home, community, and peer networks with the ‘second space’ of
more formalized settings like school” (p. 18). In this “hybrid space” (p. 18) parents’
active participation in their children’s education outside of school (e.g., at home, in
parent programs, at their child’s therapy sessions) was combined with more traditional,
middle-class expectations of what constituted parent involvement (e.g., attending class
field trips, volunteering in the classroom, participating at school meetings and
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conferences). These traditional perceptions of parent participation were “conceptualized
space[s]” (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 38) through which those with power and control (i.e.,
district leaders, school administrators, teachers) could decide which parents were
involved or uninvolved. Because parents were at a disadvantage within this second space
of “control and surveillance” (Soja, 1996, p. 67), a third space was critical to parents
whose knowledge and skills, represented in the first space, were not being acknowledged
or validated.
A third space for parents of children with special needs could be conceptualized
as a place where parents built upon their strengths, based in their cultural heritage and
upbringing, while they learned more about the educational system to which their child
belonged. Ideally, this space would include school administrators and teachers who
would be willing to work and collaborate with parents to negotiate and co-construct new
meanings of parent participation. Within the context of this investigation, a third space
was where novice parents gained new knowledge and skills by working closely with
veteran parents. In this space novice parents moved toward “full participation” (Lave &
Wenger, 1991, p. 29) by learning from masters how to (a) be more effective at IEP
meetings, (b) understand their rights as parents of special-needs children, (c)
communicate more clearly by using terminology specific to special education, and (d)
advocate for their children successfully. According to Gutiérrez, Baquedano-López, and
Tejada (1999), in the third space conflict and difference could be transformed “into rich
zones of collaboration and learning” (p. 286). Gutiérrez, Baquedano-López, Alvarez, and
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Chiu (1999) also utilized the concept of joint activity to describe co-participation within
this space. In their view, joint activity was:
a socially mediated process that can be understood not only in terms of the more
expert learner assisting the less capable one but in terms of how human beings utilize
social processes and a variety of cultural resources to construct potential zones of
proximal development. (p. 87)
Parents within this space, therefore, could learn from one another and become agents of
change in spite of the obstacles they confronted daily. The discussion of third space was
continued in Chapter 4. I explained how I created and applied a parent participation
continuum based on metaphors of in-between spaces to understand parents’ evolving
roles and perspectives of participation during the investigation.
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CHAPTER FOUR
METHODS: PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH
APPROACH AND DESIGN
“The comprehension of how to operate in a democracy depends on some realization
that one can have input; more than that, on the realization that one must have input,
rather than remaining a passive object” (Delgado-Gaitan & Trueba, 1991, p. 7).
Participatory Action Research (PAR) is known by several names across various
disciplines and, in essence, is a collaborative approach to research that emphasizes using
systematic methods while taking action (Reason & Bradbury, 2001). According to
Maguire (1987), PAR represented a paradigm shift in what was considered to be valid
knowledge. Researchers and scholars of PAR argued that PAR was in direct opposition to
the dominant positivist social science paradigm that touted truth as being recognized only
through observable phenomena (Maguire, 1987; Small, 1995). Positivist traditions
assumed a hierarchy of power within the research model; that is, researchers and
participants entered the research process on uneven ground. Researchers were assumed to
have greater status and objectivity because of their educational background and research
experience. A distance was created between researcher and participant and this separation
was deemed necessary to conduct empirical research and to interpret findings (Maguire,
1987; Reason, 2004).
According to Maguire (1987), from a feminist ideology, PAR minimized the
space between the researchers and participants and “remove[d] the traditional separation
between knowing and doing” (p. 4). Researchers and participants, through PAR, were
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able to meet on level ground and contribute equally to the knowledge base and
production. PAR was based on the assumption that knowledge was politically and
socially constructed. Knowledge also represented power and control. By providing equal
status to the researchers and participants, knowledge was co-constructed and negotiable.
No one truth existed and multiple perspectives were represented.
The PAR approach has been associated with two distinct traditions, northern and
southern. The northern tradition was based on work by Kurt Lewin (as cited in Reason &
Bradbury, 2001), a German-born psychologist who coined the phrase action research. It
was grounded in the idea that the researcher and stakeholders collaborate to problemsolve, plan, take action, evaluate, and generate new knowledge. Action research, as
conceptualized by Lewin, was a series of circles representing spiraling steps that
consisted of researching, planning, and taking action toward a result. This circling
process became important to researchers who wanted to generate social action and
change by involving stakeholders in the inquiry process itself (Brydon-Miller,
Greenwood, & Maguire, 2003).
In special education, the handful of PAR investigations that focused on families
has been based in the northern tradition. The majority of this research was connected to
or associated with the Beach Center on Disability (2009) located at the University of
Kansas. This center was founded in 1988 and directed by Drs. Ann and Rud Turnbull. Its
mission was to provide services and resources to teachers and families in order to affect
positively the quality of life and well-being of individuals with disabilities and the
families and caretakers impacted by the disability. Several of the PAR investigations
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conducted by Beach Center affiliates have been concerned with issues pertaining to the
following: (a) how families with children with disabilities have been affected by the
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA, 2004) especially with regard to
families’ rights and protection; (b) how Parent-to-Parent programs could provide
emotional and mental support to families who were, for the first time, experiencing what
it meant to have a child with a disability in both medical and educational settings, and (c)
how the process of PAR could create surprising challenges for both researchers and
parents including added time constraints, lack of funding, and a greater tendency for
increased emotional discussions (Santelli, et al., 1996; Santelli, et al., 1998; Santelli, et
al., 2000).
The southern tradition was been influenced greatly by Freire’s (2000) work in
oppressed Latin American communities. He believed that for marginalized groups to
emancipate themselves from oppressive hegemonic structures, a transformative
alternative to existing systems was imperative. Supportive structures whose purpose was
to raise critical consciousness (conscientiza ao) and encourage social action could
provide this alternative. Additionally, transformative processes provided opportunities for
a person to “adapt oneself to reality plus the critical capacity to make choices and to
transform that reality” (Freire, 2007, p. 4). In research representing or describing
oppressed groups, Freire (2000) proposed a methodology whereby this transformation
could occur. At the core of transformative research, “The investigators and the people
[who would normally be considered objects of that investigation] should act as coinvestigators” (Freire, 2000. p. 106).
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Fals-Borda (1991), a Colombian sociologist and a PAR investigator, supported
Freire’s (2000) notion of co-investigation by expositing his view of the heart of
participation: “To participate means to break up voluntarily and through experience the
asymmetrical relationship of submission and dependence implicit in the subject/object
binomial” (p. 5). Authentic participation, as explained by Fals-Borda, was rooted in
people’s real history defined as the cultural traditions, feelings, and attitudes untainted by
elitist or foreign perspectives the common people experienced daily. Authentic
participation had the potential for immense change because its goals of social and
political equity and transformation were implemented by the people for the people.
Authentic participation assumed that action was generated at the grassroots level rather
than from an external entity (i.e., organization, institution) whose hierarchical structure
could choke any potential for equal status among those working for change. Therefore, in
PAR, the relationship between co-investigators needed to shift from
researcher/researched to subject/subject for true vivencia (lived experiences with
fulfilling outcomes) and “authentic commitment” (Fals-Borda, 1991, p. 4) to emerge.
Fals-Borda (1991) considered PAR to be an experimental methodology in which
knowledge and power were negotiated by oppressed and exploited groups rather than
dictated by researchers. A collaborative subject/subject investigation provided a more
holistic picture of the reality experienced by oppressed groups by combining “academic
knowledge … with popular knowledge and wisdom” (p. 4). However, for PAR to be
equitable for all subjects, researchers had to allow knowledge to be co-constructed,
questioned, and changed according to the stories, comments, and feedback shared by
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each person represented. To silence or ignore any person was to perpetuate oppressive
practices and contradict the underlying tenets of the democratic process embedded in
PAR.
Applying PAR to CCI
In my study, I wanted to analyze how Mexican origin parents of special needs
children viewed and understood parent participation in general and special education
settings. As explained earlier, a Critically Compassionate Intellectualism (CCI) model
was chosen to analyze how parents (a) defined parent participation and its challenges, (b)
thought and spoke critically about parent participation, (c) developed authentic caring
relationships during the research process, (d) generated ideas on how to overcome
challenges to their own participation in their children’s schools, and (e) created and
implemented a social action plan to realize their goals.
The CCI model was derived from educational principles about learning and
human advancement (Cammarota & Romero, in press). Each educational perspective
(critical pedagogy, authentic caring relationships, and a social justice centered
curriculum) of CCI was composed of ideas and principles from literature inclusive of
Sociocultural Theory, Critical Race Theory, Caring Theory, and the southern traditions of
Participatory Action Research (PAR). In this section, I explain how each educational
perspective is connected to PAR in both theory and application. In my study, PAR was
the practice of conducting research. Through PAR, I implemented discussion and
planning sessions that have been modeled after CCI. Most difficult were distinguishing
the boundaries between the application of CCI through each educational perspective and
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the use of PAR as the principal method of collecting data. Because both CCI and PAR
share many of the same principles, the execution of each was sometimes the same.
In my study, I desired to incorporate all the parent participants’ ideas and
perspectives into the discussion sessions to shape the form and content of the planning
sessions. In essence, I considered parent participants as “co-investigators” (Freire, 2000,
p. 106) because they had a direct impact on the investigation’s direction. As an educator
and researcher, I understood PAR to be the form and implementation of the critical
pedagogy activities (e.g., discussion sessions) and the action taken through planning
sessions as structured through a social justice centered curriculum. Additionally, PAR
was the practice of interacting with parents, establishing a problem-posing method,
modeling critical thinking and reflection of articles, facilitating resolutions to challenges,
and collecting data through an informal and evolving process.
Through the literature presented on culturally and linguistically diverse parents,
specifically Mexican origin parents, I was convinced that the PAR approach was the most
beneficial to guide me, as a researcher, to help parents (a) feel that they were my equals
in the co-creation of knowledge; (b) share their stories and have them validated; (c)
voice difficult or challenging experiences; and (d) know that regardless of their culturally
and linguistically diverse backgrounds, their input and ideas would be heard and acted
upon.
Connections between PAR and CCI
In Table 1 I illustrate the interconnectedness between the components of CCI and
PAR. In this table, the components of each CCI educational perspective (critical
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pedagogy, authentic caring relationships, and a social justice centered curriculum) were
compared to components of PAR that were adapted from Freire (2000, 2007) and FalsBorda’s (1991) writings. In the first column of Table 1, I listed the three educational
perspectives of CCI as described by Cammarota and Romero (in press). The second
column consists of components that were descriptive of each educational perspective—
again, as described by Cammarota and Romero. The third column listed components of
PAR that I believed were indicative of the ways in which Cammarota and Romero (2006,
in press) derived some of their ideas and concepts of the CCI model from PAR’s southern
traditions—namely those traditions based in Freire’s (2000, 2007) works. In the next
three sections, I explain in more depth the relationship and interconnections between the
CCI model and the PAR approach and the ways in which their components were
integrated into the design of my study.
PAR Approach Applied to CCI’s Critical Pedagogy
The concept of critical pedagogy in CCI was taken from components of Freire’s
(2000) emacipatory methodology. Freire believed that marginalized people could liberate
themselves from oppressive structures by seeing themselves as agents of change rather
than as mere objects powerless against dominating forces. In education, Freire believed
that educators could help their students develop critical thinking skills through
questioning their reality and the world around them. According to Freire (2000),

134

Table 1
How Educational Perspectives of the CCI Model Were Derived From and Share Components with the Participatory Action
Research (PAR) Approach

CCI Educational Perspectives

Components of Each Perspective

PAR Components

Critical Pedagogy

Participants learn cooperatively.

Participants are co-investigators.

Participants work collectively

Knowledge and power are negotiated

and democratically.

and co-constructed.

Participants critique the traditional lecture

Participants are encouraged to

style of instruction and learning.

engage in problem-posing education

Participants create greater equality in the

to question and transform their

production and exchange of knowledge.

realities.

Participants share authority and foster
leadership.
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Table 1 (continued)

CCI Educational Perspectives

Components of Each Perspective

PAR Components

Authentic Caring Relationships

Participants recognize and address that parents’

“Authentic Participation” is inclusive

struggles as people of color extend beyond the

of people’s real histories—their

the individual.

Mutual trust must exist for

Participants develop mutual trust.

participants to speak their true
intentions.
Critical consciousness must be

Social Justice Centered

Participants develop critical consciousness.

encouraged for participants to act.

Curriculum

Participants facilitate resolutions to challenges.

Social action must be taken by
participants to transform their
reality.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________
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In problem-posing education, people develop their power to perceive critically the
way they exist in the world with which and in which they find themselves; they
come to see the world not as a static reality, but as a reality in process, in
transformation. (p. 83)
Freire’s problem-posing method as a form of critical pedagogy was one strategy that
Cammarota and Romero (2006, in press) integrated into the CCI model. Ginwright and
Cammarota (2002) asserted that through problem-posing, students’ input could be
validated by the educator and that the educator constantly needed to re-consider and renegotiate knowledge and its production to reflect all participants’ views. For my study,
encouraging parents to question ideas and assumptions about parent participation was one
way to replicate the components of critical pedagogy in the CCI model. Through the
practice of PAR, I also elicited open discussion and dialogue among parent participants.
For knowledge to be co-created among participants, Freire (2000) strongly
believed that those “who would normally be considered objects of [the] investigation” (p.
106) instead become co-investigators. For logistical purposes that are explained later in
this chapter, I changed the terminology from co-investigators to expert informants. An
expert informant, in my perspective, was a term that was inclusive of the idea that parent
participants were equal partners in the production and negotiation of knowledge within
the research project. Participants as equal partners were components of both CCI and
PAR. In CCI, under the definitions of critical pedagogy, Cammarota and Romero (in
press) provided descriptions of how participants and researchers collaborated together as
equals. In my study, working with parents in a cooperative and collaborative manner
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meant listening to parents’ ideas, input, and stories and incorporating their knowledge
and experiences into the research investigation. In other words, parents’ views and
suggestions needed to be written down, discussed in detail, and negotiated so that parents
(not the researcher) could shape the direction of the planning sessions.
PAR Approach Applied to CCI’s Authentic Caring Relationships
Although Cammarota and Romero (2006, in press) did not generate explicit
definitions of authentic caring relationships from the southern traditions of PAR, Freire
(2000) and Fals-Borda (1991) wrote about the importance of trust and the
acknowledgment of oppressed population realities. Freire’s concept of “mutual trust” (p.
91) was founded in authentic love, humility, and faith among those engaged in dialogue.
For mutual trust to exist, the researcher and the participants had to speak their “true,
concrete intentions” (p. 91), and their actions needed to coincide with their words.
Cammarota and Romero (in press) viewed trust as a by-product of a continuous “deeply
profound sense of caring” (p. 5). In their perspective, when teachers demonstrated
compassion and caring for their students, a trusting environment was fostered, and
students were more likely to participate and share in critical dialogue.
In my study, mutual trust between me and the parent participants was a high
priority. A safe and confidential atmosphere was essential. Participants had to feel secure
and cared for. Developing trust meant that, as a researcher, I needed to establish
confianza with the group. Participants needed to understand, through my words and
actions, that I respected and cared for them. They had to know that what they shared
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would be in confidence. Additionally, trust needed to be constructed through nonjudgmental words, positive and supportive statements, and consistent and reliable action.
Another important component of authentic caring relationships is addressing the
cultural-historical trajectories of oppressed populations. An educator’s compassion
should include his/her ability to help oppressed populations acknowledge and understand
that personal experiences with racism and other forms of oppression are connected to
larger, community-wide challenges (Cammarota & Romero, in press). When people who
have been oppressed realize that their individual crises are shared by others, they are
likely to feel more hopeful about the future and less alienated from society (Freire, 2000).
Fals-Borda (1991) expressed that when oppressed people’s cultural traditions,
backgrounds, feelings, and attitudes were acknowledged and validated, they were more
likely to commit themselves to change. Change meant that these people practiced
“authentic participation” (p. 5). Authentic participation was the act of breaking from
power relationships based in domination and submission and becoming empowered to
take action at a grassroots level.
In my research, parent participants’ individual and collective struggles needed to
be acknowledged and addressed through in-depth discussions and caring interactions.
Encouraging parents to talk about the challenges of race, language, and status in the US
through focus-group interviews and discussion sessions was one way to elicit connections
between parents’ personal experiences and larger societal issues that impacted them.
Additionally, providing parents with a safe venue in which participants had the
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opportunity to share their stories was another way to support parents in overcoming their
fears and brainstorming solutions to the challenges they confronted.
PAR Approach Applied to CCI’s Social Justice Centered Curriculum
Freire’s (2000, 2007) writings about conscientizaҫão as the critical awareness or
consciousness oppressed populations could develop through critical thinking and
reflection have been a fundamental concept in all PAR research. Cammarota and
Romero’s (2006, in press) work using a CCI model in educational settings mainly was
concerned with how Latina/o students cultivated and expanded their critical
consciousness to be aware of their position in society and to learn how to positively
change difficult or unfair circumstances in their lives.
Cammarota and Romero (in press) connected Freire’s (2007) typology of
consciousness (magical, naïve, and critical) to how educators should instruct historically
marginalized students through social justice centered curricula. Consciousness, according
to Freire consisted of three main types that were representative of “successive stages in
human development” (Cammarota & Romero, in press, p. 8). Magical consciousness, the
first stage, was characterized by fatalism (Freire, 2007). In other words, oppressed
populations in this stage often felt powerless to change their situation or reality because
they believed that their fate had been predetermined. People in the second stage, naïve
consciousness, saw “causality as a static, established fact, and thus [were] deceived in its
perception” (Freire, 2007, p. 39). According to Freire, those in this stage succumbed to
perceptions and assumptions that were limiting. For example, many in this stage might
believe that their difficulties with finances or academic attainment stemmed from their
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family upbringing or cultural beliefs, convictions, traditions, or values. They might
assume a deficit perspective about their lot in life as a means to explain why they did not
succeed in a certain area (Cammarota & Romero, in press). Furthermore, those who were
in the stage of naïve consciousness would often fall prey to misconceptions that
prevented growth and evolution from occurring in their personal and professional lives
(Freire, 2007).
In the final stage of consciousness, people develop a critical eye that allows them
to comprehend how daily life circumstances are shaped and influenced by dominant
hierarchical structures and institutions. According to Cammarota and Romero (in press),
“The primary benefit of critical consciousness is that it clarifies that reality is not fixed
and immutable, but rather the product of human construction (p. 8).” When applied to
CCI, critical consciousness is the means through which educators, through a social
justice centered curriculum, can help students become aware of the social and economic
forces that impact their lives. Once students experience this critical awareness, educators
can then guide students toward making transformative decisions and becoming agents of
change.
In my study, I was hopeful that parent participants would develop critical
consciousness about their participation in their children’s education. Parent participants’
critical consciousness was an evolving process that entailed deep self-reflection and a
comprehensive insight into how their roles as parents and life circumstances had been
influenced by societal, cultural, economic, and institutional forces. As described in
previous sections, the development of critical consciousness among parent participants
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was encouraged through discussion and planning sessions. Discussion sessions were the
means through which parent participants had the opportunity to critically discuss and
reflect upon issues related to parent participation on a global and personal level. Planning
sessions were shaped by ideas and conversations that evolved from the discussion
sessions. Parent suggestions, feedback, and ideas were integrated into a social action plan
that was implemented according to a timeline created and determined by parents.
Participatory Action Research Design
PAR: Constraints with the Internal Review Board
Originally I wanted to incorporate the most transformative components of PAR as
described in the southern tradition. I wanted to fully involve the stakeholders in the
research process as co-researchers whose responsibilities would include co-creating
interview questions, co-conducting interviews, analyzing data, and providing evaluative
feedback. In this way, stakeholders (i.e., parents) would inform the research on all levels.
The original layout of the research design assumed active, collaborative
involvement of veteran parents as co-researchers in the project. As co-researchers,
veteran parents would (a) co-create discussion topics revolving around issues of parent
participation, (b) co-lead and co-facilitate the critical literacy discussion groups, (c) coconstruct interview and focus-group questions, (d) collect data with me from novice
parents through individual and group interviews, (e) analyze data and provide me with
input regarding our interpretations of data, (f) review results and re-examine data, and (g)
assist me in the synthesis of findings and in the editing of the dissertation. To ensure that
individual and focus-group interviews would be conducted in a standard manner, I met
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with veteran parents to explain interview protocol as delineated in qualitative research
texts. Then we would conduct mock interviews to practice our skills. Other informal
training was required as veteran parents and I worked together through the research
process.
However, for this type of involvement to occur within the proposed design
described above, veteran parents would have needed Human Subjects’ training. Limited
funding for parents to go through training and parents’ time constraints made it
impossible for them to acquire researcher status as defined by the Internal Review Board
(IRB). For these reasons, I had to re-structure my study and narrow the scope of how I
implemented the PAR approach.
PAR Design Re-conceptualized
Because I had not been given full reign to incorporate parents as co-investigators,
as ideally envisioned by Freire (2000), I was obliged to make certain concessions that
changed the veteran parents’ role from co-researchers to expert informants. As
informants, veteran parents were consulted throughout the study to comment or provide
feedback regarding the themes, issues, and patterns they perceived as important
throughout the study. They were not, however, able to co-generate interview questions,
analyze transcripts, code data, or be directly involved with the data collection and
analysis.
As a result of this major change in design, I decided to focus on how the PAR
process, within a group of veteran and novice parents, could maintain the spirit of true
collaboration and action. Fortunately, the Critically Compassionate Intellectualism (CCI)
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model used in this study encompassed theoretical components (critical pedagogy/literacy,
authentic caring relationships, and social justice) that provided enough structure and
flexibility for PAR to be implemented smoothly and systematically without incorporating
veteran parents as co-researchers. In the data analysis section, I analyzed the
effectiveness of the PAR process through the data collected and relied on both veteran
and novice parents’ perspectives during the project to guide action and discourse.
Connecting Veteran Parents to PAR and Sociocultural Theory
One major concern I had when designing my dissertation study was finding a
way in which I could work more effectively with parents who were new to special
education or who had a child who was recently diagnosed with special needs. I wanted to
understand newcomers’ perspectives of parent participation—more specifically—the
viewpoints of Mexican origin parent newcomers. However, I realized that although I
shared the same culture and language with the newcomers I was recruiting for the study, I
did not share the experience of being a parent or a parent with a child with special needs.
Little (2002), in her analysis of the potential pitfalls that researchers faced as they
attempted to interpret information from members of a group different from their own,
suggested that the investigator of the study should be “familiar with the content and
organization of the conversation under study” (p. 921). She encouraged researchers to
have available appropriate and specific resources so that participants’ ideas and
comments were not misinterpreted and misunderstood. Moreover, she hinted at the need
for researchers to find expert informants who could help to explore faithfully the insights,
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thoughts, and ideas of newcomers. Expert informants must belong to the same group as
the newcomers if they are to accurately represent newcomers’ voices.
To help me understand newcomers’ perspectives, I turned to research that focused
on cultural informants. Cultural informants, as described by Slaughter (1991), were
members of a “different cultural group who speak or prefer to use another language …
someone else … who is both bilingual and bicultural” (p. 149). Cultural informants could
provide insider information that was nuanced or subtle and particular to the experiences
of a specific cultural group (Brislin, 1993). In my case, I applied the concept of cultural
informant to the culture of being a parent of a child with special needs.
To find a systematic way to involve cultural informants or, in my case, expert
parent informants as an integral part of my study, I explored research in special education
that was focused on Parent-to-Parent Programs. I discovered that Parent-to-Parent
programs were designed to provide “emotional and informational support to parents by
carefully matching a trained, experienced veteran parent of a child with special needs
with a referred parent who has a child with similar needs and who is seeking support
from another parent” (Santelli, Singer, DiVenere, Ginsberg & Powers, 1998, p. 212).
Veteran parents can act as “tour guides” for novice parents whose children have been
recently diagnosed with a disability (Santelli, Turnbull, Marquis, & Lerner, 2000).
Moreover, researchers who have studied Parent-to-Parent programs suggest that one-toone parent matches are important emotional supports to novice parents, regardless of any
age differences that may exist between the veteran parent’s child and the novice parent’s
child (Santelli, Turnbull, Sergeant, Lerner, & Marquis, 1996).
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By using the matching Parent-to-Parent program design, I purposefully recruited
parents who were expert informants—those who had older children (at least 15 years or
older) who had received or been receiving special education services for over 10 years. In
my study, these parents were referred to interchangeably as expert informants, veteran
parents, or old-timers. I also recruited newcomers or novice parents who were “new” to
the special education process in the US.
For the purposes of this investigation, I merged Little’s (2002) concept of expert
informants with Slaughter (1991) and Brislin’s (1993) notion of cultural informants as a
way to understand veteran parents’ multiple roles. Although I called veteran parents
expert informants, I considered them as bilingual and bicultural insiders who could
represent and provide authentic support to Mexican origin newcomer parents of special
needs children. I connected this definition of expert informants to Lave and Wenger’s
theory of legitimate peripheral participation (LPP). To me, expert informants or veteran
parents were similar to old-timers or masters. As explained later in Chapter 4, masters
were those who had attained advanced skills and knowledge in their fields. In this study,
master or veteran parents were those who (a) had a special-needs child who had been
diagnosed at least ten years prior to the study; (b) had received parent advocacy training;
(c) had knowledge about special education laws, policies and procedures; and (d) had the
ability to work with other parents to help them become agents of change.
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Parent Participants
Veteran “Expert Informant” or “Master” Parents
An important ingredient of PAR is that trust between the researcher and
stakeholders is established (Turnbull, et al., 1998). For this reason, veteran parents with
whom I already developed a “shared vocabulary [and] social protocol” (Santelli, et al.,
1998, p. 213) were chosen from a previous pilot study. I considered veteran parents to be
experts in the area of Mexican origin parent participation in special education, and
therefore I consulted and collaborated with them throughout the entire research process.
By acknowledging parents’ expertise researchers can also recognize “the limitations of
their own perspectives and to be open to diverse points of view” (Turnbull, Friesen, &
Ramirez, p. 184).
Two veteran parents, Patricia and Mayra, from the pilot study I conducted in the
summer of 2007 participated as expert informants in my study. Information about these
parents was provided through individual interviews I conducted. I share the following
information about Patricia and Mayra as a means to present their backgrounds to the
reader.
Both Patricia and Mayra were Mexican origin parents in their 50s. Patricia was
born in Chihuahua City, Mexico and was raised in Ciudad Juarez. Her husband also was
born in Mexico in the state of Guanajuato. Patricia’s family immigrated to the United
States in 1975, but she stayed with her husband in Mexico until 1986. During her time in
Mexico, Patricia received the equivalent of a Bachelor’s degree. Before moving to the
US, Patricia and her husband had two boys—both born in Texas. The eldest was born in
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1978 and the other in 1985. By the time the youngest boy, Ismael, 10 months old he had
been having static seizures for several months. These seizures led to greater
complications including minimal leakage in the brain and cerebral palsy. Eventually,
Ismael would be diagnosed as having multiple disabilities (MD) including cerebral palsy,
epilepsy, and mental retardation. In 1986, Patricia and her family moved to Texas and
then Southern Arizona. They moved to the US so that Ismael could receive specific
medical treatments and services.
Ismael attended public elementary, middle, and high school in Arizona. Because
of the nature of his disabilities, he required a full-time assistant. Ismael had been wheelchair bound his entire life and was dependent on his family for all of his needs. At home,
Patricia and her husband had invested in several household modifications to
accommodate Ismael’s bed and wheelchair. Patricia had learned how to be a full
caregiver to her son meaning that she knew how to feed him through a feeding tube,
bathe and diaper him, lift and dress him, clear his throat and mouth to eliminate fluids,
use a catheter, and administer physical hand techniques on his chest and back to help with
his respiration.
When Ismael was first diagnosed with MD, Patricia could speak basic,
communicative English. Because she lived close to the Mexican-United States border for
many years, she used English in her job and in daily interactions. She understood most
spoken English; however, she struggled with understanding the medical terminology
Ismael’s doctors used to describe his condition. During one doctor’s appointment, the
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doctor told Patricia that he needed to perform an MRI (magnetic resonance imaging) on
Ismael. The following conversation, as told by Patricia ensued.
Patricia: “I’m coming with you to see his MRI.”
Doctor: “Well, why do you want to do that?”
Patricia: “Because it’s my son’s brain. I want you to explain to me what’s going
on there.”
Doctor: “You wouldn’t understand.”
Patricia: “Yes, I will.”
Patricia followed the doctor and Ismael into the room where the technicians
performed the MRI. The doctor began to make comments to the technicians about what
he was seeing on the MRI diagnostic screen, but he did not explain what was occurring to
Patricia. Patricia began to write down key words that she heard in English such as frontal
lobe, hydrocephalus, encephalopathy, craniosynostosis, and spastic quadriplegia. She
went to the library to investigate the terms in English, to translate the definitions into
Spanish, and to practice spelling and sounding out the words in both languages. She
described this process as “fast and furious” learning. The faster she could learn medical
terminology, the better and more accurately she could explain Ismael’s actions and
responses to the doctors. She explained, “It made me feel good when they understood me
… it made me feel like I was at their [the doctors’] level.”
Patricia became a professional advocate for parents whose children were
receiving early intervention services. She worked within the state system to help support
parents who were struggling to provide the best resources for their children. Her English
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was impeccable, and her Spanish language skills were in high demand among the Latino
population in Southern Arizona.
Mayra was born in Southern California and at an early age was court domiciled to
her grandparents. Her grandmother was serious about Mayra’s education and pushed her
to work hard in school. Mayra received a scholarship at a Southern Arizona university
and attended for two years. When the scholarship money ran out, she decided to join the
U.S. Army. At the same time, she got married and was able to finish her bachelor’s
degree. She and her first husband divorced, and in 1985, she received her masters degree
in Business Administration. Around the same time, she met her second husband with
whom she had a son, Jimmy. Within two years, however, Mayra and her second husband
divorced.
Jimmy began to show autistic tendencies as a little boy. He was diagnosed by a
private practitioner with autism during his elementary school years and was placed on a
504 plan. A 504 plan refers to Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973. It is a civil
rights law designed to eliminate discrimination on the basis of disability. It also
guarantees certain rights to individuals with disabilities, including the right to full
participation and access to a free and appropriate public education (FAPE) to all children
regardless of the nature or severity of the disability. Jimmy was in the seventh grade
when he finally received an Individualized Education Plan (IEP). Mayra fought hard for
him to have his own individual aide in the classroom and, over the course of several
months, finally acquired an aide for Jimmy.
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Mayra was a self-proclaimed advocate for parents of children with disabilities.
She became involved in a Southern Arizona parent organization for parents of specialneeds children. She wrote several letters to members of the U.S. Congress to seek
assistance for families who need specific resources and services for their children,
especially children with autism.
Mayra was most concerned about Jimmy’s socialization at school, among friends,
and in public. She described Jimmy as being lonely and wanting a girlfriend. He did not
have many friends and had been bullied several times at school. She was relieved,
however, that Jimmy’s father had recently re-entered his life. After the divorce, Jimmy’s
father did not have any contact with Jimmy for several years. Not until Jimmy was in
middle school did his father reappear in Jimmy’s life. Then, Jimmy and his father spent
time with one another every week. They went fishing, played games, and had fun
together.
Mayra worked for a federal government organization as a Section Manager with a
staff of several employees. She described her Spanish as good, albeit somewhat weak.
She explained that she “is comfortable in both languages … [but does not] practice
speaking in Spanish much.” She used her Spanish when she worked with or spoke to
Spanish-speaking parents who also are affiliated with the same parent organization for
children with special needs. Her hope was to help other parents learn how to advocate for
themselves at IEP meetings and to know which avenues to navigate for resources and
services for their children.
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Recruitment of Novice “Newcomer” Parents
Purposeful selection is generally used when a large sample size is not required for
the study. In selection, as opposed to sampling, the procedures “may be designed to
reflect principles of probability, [but] they do not require use of such guidelines”
(LeCompte & Preissle, 1993, p. 60). Because selection does not necessarily rely on
chance or probability, it is commonly referred to as a nonprobablistic procedure for
selecting participants (LeCompte & Preissle, 1993; Somekh & Lewin, 2005).
Nonprobablisic selection carries with it undoubtable bias that must be acknowledged and
addressed by the researcher throughout the recruitment process (Somekh & Lewin,
2005).
Purposeful selection has four goals as described by Maxwell (2005). These
include (a) to represent participants typical of the individuals, settings, or activities
selected; (b) to capture the population’s heterogeneity; (c) to examine particular cases
related to the theory one is utilizing; and (d) to make specific comparisons to highlight
the reasons for differences between individuals or settings.
Purposeful selection generally is carried out by researchers who develop a set of
criteria that is typical of the group they want to study. Then the researchers seek out
groups or people who have the desirable characteristics needed for the study (as
determined by the criteria). Next, the researcher requests access to the group by following
approved Internal Review Board (IRB) guidelines. Finally, the researcher acquires
permission from IRB to conduct the study (LeCompte & Preissle, 1993).
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In my study, novice parents were recruited with the following criteria in mind—
parents had to be of Mexican origin (either born in Mexico or having at least one parent
of Mexican descent), 18 years or older, and have a child who had been diagnosed with
multiple disabilities or autism within the last two years. Multiple disabilities and autism
were selected so that novice parents of special-needs children could be matched with
veteran parents who had children with similar disabilities.
Originally I approached a local school district in Southern Arizona that served
over 17,000 K-12 students. This school district had over 94.4% minority students in its
total student population with an ethnic breakdown of 87.7% Hispanic (14,804), 5.6%
Anglo (952), 4.1% Native American (687), 2.1% African American (353), and 0.5%
Asian American (91). In the 2006-2007 school year, 83.62% of students qualified for free
or reduced-price meals. Moreover, 8,642 elementary students were identified as English
Language Learners (ELLs). To be approved by school district administrators, I had to
submit a formal proposal that was reviewed by the superintendent’s office. The study was
approved, and I was given permission to recruit parents of students in that district.
In addition to recruiting parents from the local school district, I also contacted
four non-profit organizations whose purpose was to support parents of children with
special needs. To recruit parents from the school district and from these organizations, I
sent out letters, e-mails, and fliers (in English and in Spanish) that detailed the particulars
of the study including criteria, timeline, and compensation (see Appendix A).
In the end, the parents who volunteered to be in my study were affiliated only
with three of the non-profit organizations. No parents from the local school district and
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from one of the non-profit organizations made contact. A total of 12 parents contacted
me. All had children who had been diagnosed with autism. Many parents spoke English
only and were not of Mexican descent. These parents were not recruited. Other parents
who were not chosen to participate were those who had children who had been receiving
services for over five years and those unable to commit to weekly research group
meetings. The final selection consisted of three mothers of Mexican-descent (two from
Mexico, one from the United States) who had children diagnosed with autism.
Unfortunately, no parents of children with multiple disabilities (MD) responded to
my recruitment material. Several reasons may exist for why I was unsuccessful in
recruiting this population. The main reason, according to veteran parent Patricia, was that
children with MD were not usually diagnosed with MD until they were older. Once
diagnosed with MD, these children usually will have been receiving early intervention
services for other disabilities. Patricia believed that my criteria for this population should
have exceeded two years in order to capture those who had been in the system but who
had recently been labeled MD. Patricia also explained that parents of children with
multiple physical and/or mental impairments may not be able to leave the home easily. If
a parent has a child with MD, more than likely, that child may be severely limited in
his/her mobility. A new parent of a child with MD may feel overwhelmed by the daily
routine of caring for a child with extreme needs. Therefore, to commit to any extra
activities outside of the home may seem impossible. Patricia also noted that not many
support groups or services existed for parents of children with MD, and even fewer
existed for parents who were Spanish speaking. She believed that “the word” had not
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gotten out to these parents about my study the way it had among autism support groups
that existed within some of the organizations I had contacted.
When I realized that no novice parents of children with MD were going to be in
my study, I immediately spoke to Patricia about her role. I understood that I could not
match up parents of MD with Patricia; however, I believed that her knowledge, skills,
and wisdom as a parent advocate and as an experienced parent of a child with special
needs were invaluable assets that would benefit everyone involved in the research
process, including myself. I knew that her ability to ease smoothly into English and
Spanish and to act as an informal interpreter would help the flow of conversation between
parent participants because the range of bilingualism within the group varied greatly. To
my delight, Patricia felt committed to the study and to the group and decided to
participate.
Description of Novice Parents
Beatriz was born in D.F. (Distrito Federal), Mexico in 1979. Although she was
born in D.F., her family was from a small village in Oaxaca. Most of her childhood was
spent on her family’s small farm in Oaxaca. She shared her childhood with her older
sister who continued to live in the same village as her parents.
Beatriz met her husband, Juan Carlos, in Oaxaca in middle school (el secundaria)
but did not start dating him until she was an adult. At 15, Juan Carlos left Oaxaca to work
in the United States. He dropped out of school to support his parents and siblings but
would often return to Oaxaca to visit. While Juan Carlos was working in the US, Beatriz
stayed in Oaxaca and completed high school and one full year of college at the La
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Universidad Autónoma de Oaxaca. During her first year of college, Juan Carlos proposed
to her, and they were married. In 2001, she left Oaxaca and immigrated to the US. She
and Juan Carlos moved to Southern Arizona where he had been previously employed as a
construction worker.
Both Beatriz and Juan Carlos’ first language was Spanish. Beatriz felt
uncomfortable with the English language because she could neither speak nor understand
it well. Juan Carlos, on the other hand, was more fluent in basic conversational skills. He
struggled, however, with the academic English that he was exposed to at his daughters’
schools or at the hospital.
In Southern Arizona, Beatriz had two children, Amelia (6 years old) and Megan
(5 years old) who were born approximately one and one-half years apart. Megan, her
youngest, was diagnosed at age three with autism. At age one, Megan’s pediatric doctor
told Beatriz that Megan was not developing like other children her age. She did not pay
attention to people nor did she speak very much. Beatriz took Megan to several other
doctors who told her that Megan’s development and progress were normal, so Beatriz did
not pay heed to the pediatric doctor’s concern for about a year. At age two, however,
Beatriz and Juan Carlos noticed that Megan’s speech had not improved. She was only
able to speak 10 words and still was not paying attention to people when they spoke to
her. Moreover, Megan was having frequent earaches.
Beatriz and Juan Carlos became very concerned. They asked their pediatric doctor
to refer Megan to a speech and language pathologist to receive therapy. Moreover,
Beatriz insisted that Megan be given a hearing test. She suspected that Megan might not
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be hearing well. An audiologist confirmed Beatriz’s suspicions. Megan was not hearing
very well out of one ear. An ear doctor recommended that one ear tube be implanted in
Megan’s ear to clear out the infection that was giving her severe earaches. After the
operation, however, Beatriz noticed an extreme difference in Megan: “Pero a la semana
que le pusieron los tubitos en el oído, [Megan] cambió totalmente” [But in the same week
that they put in the ear tubes, Megan totally changed].
According to Beatriz, after the operation, Megan no longer could sleep, she
stopped talking altogether, she no longer paid the slightest attention to anyone around
her, and she did not respond to loud noises. Moreover, Megan seemed to stop using the
20 words she had acquired and instead began to scream, yell, and make nonsensical
noises. Another hearing test was conducted to see if Megan was no longer hearing,
however, the test results were negative. Megan could hear and the operation had cleared
the infection.
Beatriz and Juan Carlos were perplexed. They did not know what was happening
to their daughter. At this time, the early interventionist (referred by the pediatric doctor)
who had been working with Megan since age one on basic language and interpersonal
skills, told Beatriz that she thought that Megan was demonstrating autistic symptoms.
Beatriz and Juan Carlos had never heard of autism and became extremely worried. They
took Megan to a neurologist and, at age three, Megan was officially diagnosed with a
mild form of autism. The neurologist recommended that Megan receive therapy that
would help her with her social skills.
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Soon afterwards, Beatriz tried to find services and resources for Megan. She was
told by a social worker (referred by Megan’s pediatric doctor) that a shortage of speech
and language and occupational therapists existed and that Beatriz would need to wait for
an available one. Beatriz struggled on her own to find someone to help Megan but was
unsuccessful. After waiting for one year, Megan finally began to receive speech and
language and occupational therapy. Beatriz explained her frustration with the system:
“Pero perdimos mucho tiempo, yo creo que si la hubieran diagnosticado desde que vimos
que ya tenía ese problema y todo pues hubiera sido diferente” [We lost a lot of time, I
believe that if they had diagnosed her when we first saw that she had that problem,
everything might have been different].
In August 2008, Megan began attending kindergarten in a general education
classroom. She also was in Head Start during the morning, and was receiving special
education services for part of the day. According to Beatriz, Megan continued to make
progress. She was speaking more and was initiating interactions with family and peers.
Marisa was born in Southern Arizona in 1974. Both her parents were of Mexican
descent but were born in the United States. They lived in the same city as Marisa. Her
mother’s family came from Mexican and Yaqui Indian ancestry, and Marisa had an uncle
who still practiced Yaqui traditions. Marisa had one older brother who lived in the
Phoenix area. She did not see him as often as she would like.
Marisa had lived in Southern Arizona her entire life. She graduated from high
school and attended a community college for two years before she transferred to one of
the major universities in Arizona. She received her B.A. in Public Relations and began to
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take graduate courses. During the time she was at the university, Marisa married Gabriel.
Gabriel was from a small town in Guadalajara, Mexico. He immigrated to the United
States in 1995. Marisa and Gabriel communicated in English, even though Gabriel’s
English fluency was limited. Marisa understood some Spanish but struggled when she
tried to express herself in it.
In 2002, Marisa became pregnant with Adrian. She described this period in her
life as being “very stressful.” At the time, Marisa was working full time and taking postbaccalaureate classes. Gabriel was in the process of becoming a legalized U.S. citizen.
The pregnancy was a surprise and caused Marisa a great deal of trepidation. She
explained, “Nothing was normal, or nothing was right with this pregnancy to begin with,
just with all the stress. I felt this enormous amount of guilt bringing this child into this
life with the conditions that surrounded it. So like morally or spiritually I just felt terrible,
a terrible amount of guilt.”
Under the stress she felt, Marisa gained a significant amount of weight and began
having complications with the pregnancy. In February 2003, she lost amniotic fluid and
was admitted into the hospital. At the hospital, the doctors tried to induce labor three
different times. After four days of extreme discomfort, the doctors finally decided that
Marisa needed to have a C-section. Adrian was born on a Saturday morning.
According to Marisa, Adrian began to demonstrate “clues” that something was
not right. The first clue was that Adrian did not “latch on” to her when Marisa attempted
to breast feed. Marisa needed to stay in the hospital three extra days so that a lactation
specialist could work with her and Adrian. Adrian also suffered from thrush, a yeast
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infection of the mouth, within the first few days of his birth. The infection gradually
cleared up within a couple of weeks.
The second clue was that by 18 months, Adrian “did not have the appetite or the
curious mind to try different types of foods.” He would only eat baby cereal even though
he was exposed to a variety of foods. According to Adrian’s doctor, both the inability to
latch onto the breast and his distaste of most foods were indications that Adrian had
sensory-integration problems.
Other people who were close to Marisa’s family also began to suspect that Adrian
might have autistic symptoms. One of these people was her sister-in-law who happened
to be an early intervention specialist in the Phoenix area. Her sister-in-law, Adrian’s
godmother, expressed her concerns to Marisa about Adrian’s development. She shared
pamphlets and brochures with Marisa so that Marisa could become more informed about
autism and decide what steps she and Gabriel would need to take.
At 18 months, Adrian began receiving early intervention services from a
specialist. Marisa observed many of the sessions between Adrian and the specialist and
learned about “functional play” and other ways to interact with her son. At age three,
Adrian was diagnosed officially with autism by his pediatric doctor. By pre-school age,
Adrian was able to attend Project Able, a program in which selected children were taught
by an early childhood special education teacher and two assistants. Classes were small in
size, and children received intense instruction and assistance in the following areas:
communication development, cognitive and pre-academic development, fine and gross
motor development, and socialization and self-help development. While attending Project
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Able, the special education teacher told Marisa: “We’re not even sure if he understands
the words we are telling him.” Adrian did not speak but instead would gesture, point, and
make nonsensical sounds. Although Marisa and her family understood Adrian’s nonverbal “cues,” they did not want to encourage non-verbal communication by reacting to
his gestures and pointing. With direct guidance, Marisa, her husband, and her parents
learned how to reduce the gesturing and pointing and instead supported Adrian in his
attempts to use words to express what he wanted.
At age five, Adrian was talking in short sentences and using less nonverbal cues
to communicate. He had mastered many of the goals that his therapists and his family had
established for him, many of which had to do with communication, fine/gross motor
skills, and socialization. He began kindergarten in a general education classroom and
continued receiving special education services in speech and language, occupational
therapy, and physical therapy.
Rosa was born in Sonora, Mexico in 1973. She attended elementary and middle
school in Guaymas and went to high school in Caborca. At 18, she moved to Hermosillo
to attend the university where she received her B.A. in ecology. At the university, she
met Oswaldo. He also was getting his bachelor’s degree in ecology. They were married in
1998.
After finishing his B.A. in ecology, Oswaldo and Rosa moved to Hermosillo
where he was employed by the government. In Hermosillo, Oswaldo was accepted to the
University of Chihuahua for a master’s program in ecology. Rosa and Oswaldo moved to
Chihuahua City, Chihuahua in 2000 and had a son, Oswaldo Jr. Oswaldo graduated with
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his master’s and applied to the Ph.D. program in ecology at a major Arizona university.
He was accepted, and in 2003, Rosa, Oswaldo, and their small son moved to Southern
Arizona. Oswaldo was working on his dissertation and hoped to graduate within a couple
of years. He was working as a graduate research assistant in the Ecology Department.
Rosa and Oswaldo were native Spanish speakers, and both had worked hard on
improving their English skills. Oswaldo was proficient in English and spoke mostly
academic English at the university. He taught undergraduate and graduate level courses
in ecology and had learned the terminology related to his field in English. Rosa explained
that at the university no one questioned Oswaldo’s knowledge or background even
though he had a strong Spanish accent. However, at their children’s schools, Oswaldo
was often told that he was not “being understood.” Rosa believed that Oswaldo was being
judged at the schools for being Mexican and Spanish-speaking, regardless of how well he
spoke in English. Rosa, for her part, understood most spoken English but felt more
comfortable reading and writing English than speaking it. She was not comfortable with
how she sounded when she spoke English and was working on improving her
pronunciation. She was working part time at Ross Department Store where she said she
sometimes had the opportunity to practice spoken English.
About one year after moving to the US, Rosa became pregnant. She described her
pregnancy as being normal even though she gained more weight than she had during her
first pregnancy. At five months, however, she contracted cytomegalovirus. She was sick
for almost two weeks. Blood tests revealed that she had high levels of antibodies in her
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bloodstream but that the baby appeared to be unaffected. The rest of the pregnancy was
uneventful, and Rosa delivered Anita through natural childbirth.
Anita was born in September 2004. She was a smart baby who reached all the
major developmental benchmarks on time. In fact, Anita began to speak and walk at an
earlier age than her brother. According to Rosa, Anita had said “mamá” much earlier than
Oswaldo Jr. Until the age of one, Anita’s early childhood development was normal and
the goals she met were anticipated. When Anita was around one and one half years old,
she had her first ear infection. According to Rosa, both ears were greatly infected, and
Anita was in a lot of pain. After the first infection, subsequent infections occurred with
frequency. Each time that Anita had an ear infection, she would take amoxicillin. The ear
infections lasted for one year which meant that Anita was on antibiotics almost non-stop
for the same amount of time.
The ear infections finally cleared up; however, Rosa and Oswaldo noticed that
Anita had begun to stop paying attention to their instructions. She also stopped talking
and doing things that she normally would do around the house, such as playing certain
games. Rosa and her husband attributed this new behavior to the pain that Anita must
have been experiencing with the ear infections. They also believed that the ear infections
were causing hearing problems for Anita.
By the time that Rosa acquired the antibiotics from Mexico, Anita was about two
years old. At that point, Anita had stopped talking altogether. However, she was still very
social and enjoyed playing and interacting with other children. At age two, Anita’s
pediatrician recommended that Anita have her first evaluation. The evaluators reported
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that the only “abnormal” behavior they observed was that Anita did not speak. A few
months passed, and Rosa began to observe other behaviors. She explained, “Poco a poco
se fue, se fue llendo más para atrás como a los dos años y medio se fué de plano” [Little
by little she began, she began to regress like at two and a half years she fully regressed].
At three and a half years of age, Anita was diagnosed by experts associated with an
autism organization as having autism. Anita immediately began to receive occupational
therapy.
Today, Anita is four years old and is attending an elementary school in Southern
Arizona. She is enrolled in Project Able, the same program in which Adrian (Marisa’s
child) participated. She received occupational and music therapy each week and received
daily ABA (Applied Behavior Analysis) intervention services from trained ABA
specialists from the local area. According to Rosa, Anita had recently made a huge
breakthrough. She began to respond to questions and was initiating conversations, albeit
using two or three words at a time. Her progress thrilled both of her parents.
Setting
The study took place in Southern Arizona. At first, I planned to have all the focus
interviews and discussion/planning sessions in a room provided to me by a local school
district. The first get-together and introduction to the study was held in this room.
However, because the room was located within a trailer, it was hot, crowded, and
uncomfortable. Furthermore, because none of the parents I recruited were from that
school district, many had to drive long distances to arrive at that location. Fortunately,
one of the parent participants suggested getting a room at one of the local community

164

college’s campus. She worked at one of the community campus locations and offered to
schedule a room for us at one of the centrally located campuses.
The room she was able to acquire for us was almost ideal. Most of the parents
lived within 10 minutes of the campus in which the room was located. The room was an
art classroom, which was filled with movable desks and had air conditioning, white
boards, and space to set up audio and video equipment. The lighting was good, and the
room was small enough so that voice recordings were crisp and clear. The only drawback
to the classroom was the seating. Once the parent participants were seated in the desks,
the parents did not have much space or freedom to move around. For the purposes of my
study, more movable seating arrangements would have been better to analyze how
authentic relationships developed between participants. As described in the Chapter 5, the
seating arrangement may have prevented some parents from getting up out of their seats
to comfort other parents.
Data Collection Procedures
During this 16-week study (April 2008—July 2008), multiple sources of data
were collected as a means to investigate and interpret the same phenomena (Berg, 2004).
By collecting multiple data sources, cross-validation and triangulation ensured the
consistency of the researcher’s “interactive style, data recording, data analysis, and
interpretation of participant meanings from the data” (McMillan & Schumacher, 1993, p.
385). The following activities took place for the purposes of gathering data:
• Three focus-group interviews lasting approximately two hours each were
conducted and facilitated. The veteran and novice parents participated.
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• Three individual interviews with novice parents, each lasting about one hour,
were conducted. These individual interviews were used to analyze whether a
change in the perception of the novice parents’ participation at school occurred
over time.
• One debriefing session lasting one hour was conducted. Veteran parents
participated and were given the opportunity to comment on or provide feedback
about the PAR process, the CCI model, and the overall outcomes of the study.
• Two discussion sessions, each lasting approximately two hours, took place. All
parents participated.
• Three planning sessions, each lasting approximately two hours, occurred. All
parents participated
• An open-ended survey was administered to novice parents at the beginning and
end of the project. This survey was a measure of how parents perceived their own
participation.
• Weekly journals were kept by novice parents to reflect on the PAR process and
to record personal observations. These journals included an account of each time
novice parents perceived themselves as being actively involved in their child’s
education in any setting.
• Fourteen audio memos were recorded after interactions with parent participants.
These included my thoughts, reflections, and observations of the PAR process.
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Description of Data Sources
Focus-group Interviews
In this study, focus-group interviews were conducted by the principal investigator.
Focus-group interviews were not problem-solving or decision-making sessions; they
were, first and foremost, interviews (Patton, 2002). Through focus-group interviews,
people’s perspectives and ideas could arise out of social contexts (i.e., interactions among
participants). Three focus-group interviews of both veteran and novice parents took place
during this study (see Appendix B).
In the first focus-group interview, veteran and novice parents were asked
questions about parent participation as viewed through American mainstream
perspectives and the parents’ own experiences in general and special education settings.
In the second focus-group interview I asked parents (veteran and novice) about their
specific experiences at Individualized Educational Planning (IEP) meetings, about
receiving support services and resources, and about barriers that impeded their
participation in schools. In the final focus-group interview, I asked parents questions
about how their views, roles, and actions related to parent participation changed
throughout the study.
Individual Interviews
Three semi-structured individual interviews for each novice parent were
conducted over the course of the project. Semi-structured interviews allowed for
openness and flexibility so that a conversational dialogue between the interviewer and
interviewee could occur (Merriam, 1998). Berg (2004) asserted that semi-structured or
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semi-standardized interviews consisted of questions that were “typically asked of each
interviewee in a systematic and consistent order, but the interviewers are allowed
freedom to digress” (p. 81).
Novice parents were interviewed by the principal investigator. Veteran parents
were not interviewed individually for this study because both had already participated in
individual interviews in a previous pilot study conducted in summer 2007. The first
interview consisted of questions about parent participation, parent-school relationships,
communication, and school visits. The second interview focused on questions about the
history of novice parents’ children: their gestation period and the mothers’ pregnancies,
their first symptoms of a present disability, their diagnosis, and the help and resources
they received. In the third interview, I asked novice parents questions about their
educational, cultural, linguistic, and personal backgrounds.
Debriefing Sessions
Debriefing sessions were incorporated into this study as a major data source in
lieu directly including the veteran parents in every aspect of the research process. During
debriefing sessions, participants were given the opportunity to “create descriptive
accounts based on the information captured by various data-collection technologies”
(Berg, 2004, p. 200). For my study, veteran parents were asked to analyze their own
perceptions of what they observed during the focus-group interviews and
discussion/planning sessions. They were not privy to information provided during the
individual interviews between the principal investigator and the novice parents but were
asked to elaborate on activities in which they had actively participated. Their perspectives
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offered valuable insider information that was not always obvious to me, the principal
investigator. Furthermore, their expertise as parents of a child with disabilities was
extremely beneficial in providing me with feedback specific to themes and issues that
emerged in conversations among and between all parent participants.
Discussion and Planning Sessions
Content of Discussion Sessions
Discussion sessions were meetings in which educational content and material
were read, analyzed, critiqued, reflected upon, and explored. In these sessions, I wanted
to challenge parents to identify, analyze, and address “the various forms of oppression
that confront them” (Cammarota & Romero, in press) by using text that was meaningful,
applicable to their lives, and intellectually demanding. I modeled for the parents in my
study how to think critically about the material by making connections between the
content in the articles and their responses about marginalization, discrimination, or being
silenced. Also, I pointed out examples in the articles of how the parents, similar to the
parents in my study, made changes in their lives to improve circumstances related to their
families’ well-being. Finally, I provided parents with various activities, including journal
writing, in which they could reflect upon content (i.e., the articles) and personal
experiences that were socially and culturally relevant.
The first article presented to the parent participants in the study was Concha
Delgado-Gaitan’s (1991), Involving Parents in the Schools: A Process of Empowerment.
In this four-year study conducted in a Southern California school district, Delgado-Gaitan
examined how Spanish-speaking parents engaged in parent-involvement activities in their
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children’s schooling. I was drawn to this article because Delgado-Gaitan described how a
group of parents created a support group through which critical reflection and dialogue
about their feelings of isolation and frustration were confronted. For many of the parents,
the support group was a means through which they could discuss their shared experiences
about their involvement in schools. Many parents, through the study, came to understand
that participation in their children’s education was “acquired in social contexts” (p. 35).
To comprehend their own role within the U.S. school system meant that the parents
needed to analyze their own world views of parent participation and contrast them with
those of U.S. educators. In other words, the parents learned how to identify and confront
some of their beliefs about parent participation that were different from U.S. educators’
expectations of parent participation. Through critical reflection and mutual support, the
parents discovered ways to participate in U.S. schools without feeling that they were
compromising their own values and beliefs. Delgado-Gaitan described this “collective
critical reflection process” (p. 34) as empowerment.
The core ingredients of empowerment, as defined by Delgado-Gaitan (1991),
were similar to the components within the CCI model. Delgado-Gaitan’s definition of
empowerment was inclusive of critical thinking, caring, and the development of social
and critical consciousness. Moreover, empowerment led to personal responsibility and
action. The strength of Delgado-Gaitan’s research was that the Spanish-speaking parents
organized themselves without the assistance of an outside leader, organizer, or researcher.
The parents’ self-organized and self-directed group was evidence that empowerment
came from within and was not influenced by external motivating factors. However, for

170

my study, the CCI model was more descriptive, extensive, and systematic in its approach
to the way in which members of a group or community gained and produced knowledge,
shared experiences and resources, developed mutual trust and compassion, awakened to
an understanding of their own marginalization, and became empowered to take action. I
understood the CCI model as a more detailed extension of Delgado-Gaitan’s definition of
empowerment and decided that CCI was a more valid and reliable model for pursuing my
study.
The second article chosen for the parental discussion sessions was Loretta Salas’
(2004) Individualized Educational Plan (IEP) Meetings and Mexican American Parents:
Let’s Talk About it. In this qualitative study, Salas examined the relationship between
Mexican American parents and the special education system, specifically the challenges
these parents faced in IEP meetings. She interviewed 10 Mexican American women
during the course of one school year and found that these women “were silenced by overt
or covert messages that told them their voices were not valued” (p. 181).
I chose Salas’ (2004) article for several reasons. First, Salas was interested in a
similar population, Mexican origin parents of special-needs children. Second, all of the
participants were born in Mexico which meant that language and cultural differences
were factors that affected their participation in U.S. schools. Finally, I was interested in
how Salas framed her findings. Salas focused on the silencing of voice among oppressed
or marginalized populations, specifically Mexican origin parents of special needs
children. According to Harry (2008), culturally linguistically diverse (CLD) groups have
continued to be excluded from U.S. mainstream educational systems because of
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“historically embedded prejudices that are reinforced when children [and their families]
… have the further characterization of disability” (p. 372). I was interested in Salas’
tackling of prejudice and stereotypes and how they impacted the parents in her study.
Furthermore, I was curious about the ways in which Salas presented and described the
parents’ responses to what they perceived as unfair treatment by U.S. educators.
The majority of the parents in Salas’ (2004) study reacted to discrimination and
negative assumptions made about them by being silent. Many lacked the words or
knowledge to refute what was being said by teachers and other school staff at IEP
meetings and would nod their heads to show their understanding (even if they did not
understand). In Salas’ interviews, however, parents were vocal about their anger,
disappointment, confusion, and fear associated with their interactions with their
children’s educators. In the safe environment of the interview session that Salas provided,
the parents shared their personal stories, their frustrations, and their concerns about their
participation (or lack thereof) in their children’s schools. Many felt that U.S. educators
did not value or respect their judgment simply because they were Mexican and limited
English proficient.
Salas’ (2004) article was interesting to me on a theoretical level as well. In her
introduction, she touched upon concepts that were connected to Critical Race Theory
(CRT), one theory from which CCI was derived. In CRT, marginalization is a by-product
of racist practices perpetuated by dominant hegemonic belief systems (Villenas &
Deyhle, 1999). The silencing of minority populations within the school setting refers to
the manner in which formal and informal discourse is generally controlled by educators
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who have the power and privilege to decide when and how parents communicated and to
what information they were entitled (Fine & Weis, 2003; Quiroz, 2001). Freire (2000)
described being silenced as part of a “banking education.” In other words, he believed
that in an oppressor/oppressed relationship, those in authority deposited information they
deemed as true knowledge into recipients who were expected to accept the information
unconditionally.
By presenting Salas’ article to the parent participants in my study, my goal was to
stimulate discourse that would address concerns about existing power struggles between
parents and their children’s educators. I was interested in parent participants’ reactions to
the parents’ stories presented in the article. Salas granted ample space to parents’ voices
and represented their views on topics that included language alienation, lack of respect,
discrimination, and parents’ perceptions of their rights and those of their children.
Furthermore, because her article was focused on the IEP meeting, the majority of stories
told by parents were specific to special education related issues and how cultural and
language barriers impeded positive communication with their children’s educators before,
during, and after the meetings. I believed that the parents in my study would be able to
critically analyze and compare their own personal experiences and stories with those
presented by parents in Salas’ study. Thus, I used Salas’ study as a critical literacy tool to
motivate parent participants to discuss critically the underlying meanings and
assumptions embedded within the practice of conducting an IEP meeting. Specifically, I
wanted to know if parent participants in my study were in agreement with the views
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expressed by parents in Salas’ article and if they felt their own voice was being
represented through the parents’ stories.
Content of Planning Sessions
For my study, I first wanted to capture the spirit of a humanizing pedagogy in
how I spoke and interacted with parents. For the planning sessions, my awareness of how
my words and actions influenced parent participants was especially important. Planning
sessions were the meetings in which parents were given the opportunity to create a social
action plan and to implement it. My role in this process was somewhat precarious
because I needed to facilitate the discussion without directly influencing the parents’
points of view. At the same time, I realized the importance of creating a climate in which
we, the parents and I, could (a) work collectively and democratically, (b) support each
other to expand our roles in the planning process, (c) use positive and supportive words to
encourage open communication, (d) demonstrate protection for one another by not being
judgmental, (e) provide each other with confianza (mutual trust) and care, and (f) help
one another to brainstorm and implement changes that would improve participation in
schools. These elements were derived directly from the components in Table 2 and were
adapted to both the discussion and planning sessions in this study to facilitate a
humanizing pedagogy for all participants.
I needed to adapt Cammarota and Romero’s (2006) model of a social justice
centered curriculum to my study. For logistical purposes, I did not incorporate the
activities they selected even though I wanted to retain the spirit of their curriculum in the
activities I implemented with parents. My research activities occurred within a room at a
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local community campus I used to conduct the focus-group interviews and
discussion/planning sessions. My research was not focused on the parents’ visual
interpretations of oppression, injustice, and marginalization outside of the research
process (i.e., through pictures, slides, drawings, etc.), but rather how parents expressed,
both verbally and nonverbally, their views of parent participation and its complexities
within the meetings we shared. I decided that reflective journal writing would be more
practical for the parents in my study than I Am Poems (Cammarota & Romero, 2006). I
Am Poems were poems in which students were given the freedom to express themselves
and write about their own identities. Although all parents in my study were literate and
could read and write in either English or Spanish or both, I wanted to collect data in
which parents accounted for and reflected upon everyday interactions with their children
and their children’s teachers and therapists. In other words, for a writing activity, I
preferred a daily documentation of how parents perceived and understood their own
participation in their children’s education and schooling. I believed that I Am Poems
would not capture sufficiently the daily practice of parent participation.
To develop a structure for the planning sessions, I drew from literature on
community action research. Specifically, I analyzed an action research curriculum that
was centered on social action and change for high school students developed by
educators at the John W. Gardner Center (JGC, 2008) at Stanford University. One of the
main goals of the JGC curriculum, specifically Project YELL, was to support young
people in their journey to “continually renew themselves … intellectually, emotionally,
physically, and socially” (¶ 1) so they could become responsible adults committed to
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serving their community. I adapted a simple worksheet for parents (see Appendix C)
from the JGC’s Action Research Projects for High School: Training Manual for
Teachers. To stimulate discussion about the social action parents wanted to take after
having talked about challenges to participation in previous discussion sessions, I added a
summary of topics (Appendix D). In the adapted worksheet, I included a list of items
derived from the previous planning session to help organize parents’ thoughts and ideas.
These items included (a) the stated concern, (b) the probable solution, (c) a timeline for
action, (d) roles and responsibilities, (e) location where the action would take place, and
(f) other agreed-upon ingredients.
Structure of Discussion and Planning Sessions
In the PAR project, critical reflection and action were demonstrated through the
discussion/planning sessions. The structure of these planning sessions was derived and
adapted from a social justice education project used among youths in Tucson, Arizona
(Cammarota & Romero, 2006) and from Project YELL, an action research curriculum for
youth (John Gardner Center, 2008). Through these sessions, veteran and novice parents
were supported and encouraged to become agents of social change through the steps they
took to overcome barriers or challenges to parent participation.
Discussion session 1. Veteran and novice parents worked together to define what
comprised participation in both general and special education settings. I acted as a
facilitator to make sure the activity and conversation flowed smoothly. I used butcher
paper to write parents’ definitions of what participation “looked like” to them. Parents
were then encouraged to brainstorm all of the barriers or challenges that made
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participation for parents difficult. I then presented the following terms to parents:
empowerment, social justice, marginalization, oppression, critical thinking/reflection,
social action, transformation, and liberation. As a group, parents discussed these terms
along and how they were connected to parents’ ideas of parent participation.
An excerpt from Concha Delgado-Gaitan’s (1991) article titled, Involving Parents
in the Schools: A Process of Empowerment was given to parents before the first
discussion session. Patricia translated the article into Spanish for Beatriz and Rosa.
Parents were given a worksheet with questions about the article (see Appendix E). A
critical discussion based on the questions, the parents’ own interpretations of the article,
and the parents’ direct or indirect experiences with the topics addressed in the article
followed.
Discussion session 2. In this discussion session, parents were given a worksheet
with questions about barriers and obstacles to parent participation. As a facilitator, I
began the session by encouraging parents to talk about these challenges and how they
would change or improve their own participation. Their answers were written down on
butcher paper. I then asked the veteran parents to elaborate on some of the experiences
they had in which they were able to solve or confront barriers that had impeded their
participation in schools. Again, answers were written down so that everyone could read
them.
We then discussed Salas’ (2004) article titled, Individualized Educational Plan
(IEP) Meetings and Mexican American Parents: Let’s Talk About It. Patricia had
translated the article into Spanish for parents who were limited English proficient. On the
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worksheet I handed out were questions about the article (see Appendix F). We discussed
in detail the parent excerpts that highlighted parents’ experiences in IEP meetings and in
school settings.
We then analyzed the list (see Appendix G) we created in Discussion Session 1 to
examine what parent participation looked like. We compared that list to the newly
compiled list generated by parents as they discussed the challenges of parent participation
they faced on a daily basis as well as some solutions to these challenges. We noted
through numbering our list some of the main points that emerged from the group
discussion.
Planning session 1. At this planning event, the list of challenges of parent
participation and some solutions to these challenges—discussed in the previous session—
were analyzed and discussed. Parents were asked to look at the list and decide which
concerns and solutions ranked, in their opinion, as the top three most important. The top
three concerns and their solutions were then spoken about in detail.
After deciding upon the top three concerns/challenges to parent participation and
their possible solutions, the parents were asked to refer to the worksheet I handed out that
was entitled, “Plan of Action Worksheet.” This worksheet was adapted from Project
YELL’s social justice curriculum (John Gardner Center, 2008) and included the
following points: (a) the stated concern, (b) the probable solution/s, (c) timeline for
action, (d) the roles and responsibilities of each parent, (e) the location of where action
would take place, and (f) other agreed-upon ingredients. The parents thought about each
of these points and created a tentative plan of action to follow.
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Planning session 2. In this session, we focused on the implementation of the
action plan. We reviewed our draft of the plan and began to discuss its specific details.
Each participant decided what she wanted her role to be and how she was going to meet
her goals.
Planning session 3. In the final session, the parents finalized the plan of action
and made a commitment to fulfilling each of the three major goals that we, as a group,
agreed upon. Some goals were short-term and others were long-term. Parents discussed
the strengths and weaknesses of their plan and brainstormed ways to improve it. As a
group, we decided that in order to meet the objectives of the long-term goals, we would
need to continue meeting beyond the date of the last research group meeting. To do this,
we coordinated our schedules and created a long-term timeline.
Open-Ended Survey
An open-ended survey, adapted from The John W. Gardner Center for Youth and
their Communities (2008), A Handbook for Program Staff, Teachers, & Community
Leaders (2nd ed.): Project YELL Curriculum, was used to determine whether novice
parents’ perceptions of their participation at home and at school had changed over the 16
weeks. The open-ended survey was used as supplementary data to support or negate the
findings reported through the transcriptions. Survey questions were open-ended to allow
participants “to give answers in their own words … [and to get] unanticipated answers or
[to learn] about the world as your respondents really see it” (Fink, 2003, p. 35).
Furthermore, “many scholars contend that by allowing citizens to respond freely to
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inquiry, the question is better able to measure their salient concerns than the close-ended
format that forces people to choose among a fixed set of responses” (Geer, 1988, p. 365).
I chose an open-ended format because I was interested in hearing the voices of
parents as they participated in the research process. According to Fink (2003), several
reasons existed for why a researcher might decide upon and open-ended format as
opposed to a close-ended one. These included: “(a) the respondents’ own words are
essential …; (b) the respondents are capable of [and willing to] provid[e] answers in their
own words; (c) the researcher prefer[s] to ask only the open question because the choices
are unknown; (d) the researcher [has] the skills to analyze respondents’ comments; and
(e) the researcher will provide individual or grouped verbal responses” (p. 38). After
reflecting upon these criteria, I decided that an open-ended format would be the most
useful for my study. I gave a pre- and post- open-ended survey so that I could compare
and contrast novice parents’ answers about parent participation over time. The first
survey was given during the first week of the study, and the second was given during the
last week (see Appendix H).
For reliability and validity purposes, the survey questions first were used in a pilot
study. Parents in the pilot study provided me with feedback about the questions. Their
suggestions were noted and new or edited questions for this research study were
generated. However, many limitations existed about the implementation of the survey.
First, only three parent participants were given the survey. Because of the low participant
number, generalizations about this population and their responses could not be
established. Other drawbacks included that the data were “often time-consuming to
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analyze, some respondents [did] not answer the questions, and coding decisions made by
[the] researcher [could] pose threats to the reliability and validity of the results” (Jackson
& Trochim, 2002, p. 308).
I considered these drawbacks and decided to include the open-ended survey as a
secondary rather than primary resource. My purpose was to use the survey data to support
findings from the primary data sources. I decided to include the survey data results as part
of the fourth research question to demonstrate the ways in which novice parents’
definitions and perceptions of parent participation changed over the course of the study. I
also drew upon primary data resources and parents’ journals to illustrate these changes.
To analyze the survey results, I relied upon Strauss and Corbin’s (1998)
description of open-coding procedures for the purpose of conceptualizing, “the process of
grouping similar items according to some defined properties and giving the items a name
that stands for that common link” (p. 121). For example in the open-ended survey,
parents answered the questions by writing a word, a sentence, or multiple sentences. To
organize the information in a systematic manner, I read what they wrote and began to
“reduce large amounts of data to smaller, more manageable pieces of data” (p. 121). Then
I created categories based on what the parent participants had written. Finally, I was able
to see patterns among the categories and make comparisons between the pre- and postsurvey responses (see Chapter 5).
Journals
Novice parents were required to write weekly journals that consisted of a total of
16 entries. The journals were used as a means to document the PAR process, parents’
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ideas and feelings about the topics discussed, and reflections about changes they
observed over time. I requested that novice parents also keep a record of each time they
perceived they were participating in their child’s education (whether at home, at school,
or in another environment). Veteran parents were not asked to keep journals because I
had already asked them to contribute to the research process through debriefing sessions.
I needed to respect the time constraints that the veteran parents experienced during the
project and, for that reason, did not want to add to their responsibilities.
Audio Memos
To keep a detailed record of my own thoughts, I audio-recorded my own
interpretations, feelings, and thoughts about the project after every individual interview,
focus-group interview, and discussion/planning session. Audio memos generally
consisted of the following components: (a) a summary of the research event; (b)
impressions of what I thought had occurred; (c) reflections on specific issues and topics I
believed were important; (d) a brainstorm of ways in which to incorporate some of the
issues and topics into subsequent discussion/planning sessions; (e) critical, metacognitive thoughts about the ways in which I conducted the interviews or facilitated the
conversations; and (f) specific ideas about the ways in which I could improve as a
researcher. Each audio memo was transcribed so I could analyze my own thoughts and
interpretations of events in the most objective manner possible. Audio memos also were
helpful as memory devices so I could recall specific conversations and interactions with
parents.
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Analyzing and Interpreting Data
Primary data sources included focus-group interviews, individual interviews,
discussion/planning sessions between veteran and novice parents, and debriefing sessions
with veteran parents. These events were audio-recorded and transcribed. Focus-group
interviews and discussion/planning sessions were video-recorded to capture what visually
was observed in parent interactions. Transcriptions were analyzed through “open coding”
procedures whose purpose was to “discover, name, and categorize phenomena according
to their properties and dimensions … [and] to keep the collection process open to all
possibilities” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 206). NVIVO8 software for qualitative data
was used to organize, categorize, and manage the words, phrases, themes, and
conversations that emerged from the transcripts and video-recordings.
Before codes were generated by the principal investigator, the transcripts from the
individual interviews and focus-group interviews were compared to the themes and
patterns generated from the discussion/planning sessions and the debriefing sessions. By
comparing emerging themes among primary data sources, I hoped to address any intrinsic
biases that might have existed before coding procedures began. My intent was to
strengthen the social and ecological validity of the research conducted. Social validity
referred to the practical application and sustainability of the intervention or practice by
participants. Ecological validity was the accessibility or availability that participants had
to the resources provided to them during the investigation after the study had been
completed (Meyer, Park, Grenot-Scheyer, Schwartz, & Harry, 1998).
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After the initial open coding was completed, I analyzed the transcripts again and
coded them according to the operationalized components (see Table 2) of the Critically
Compassionate Intellectualism model’s educational perspectives (critical pedagogy,
authentic caring relationships, and a social justice centered curriculum). I looked for
evidence of these components within the transcripts and created an organizational
spreadsheet in which I copied and pasted specific examples. I then analyzed the examples
and incorporated the majority of them into the final analysis. Some examples were
excluded because of incomplete dialogue (e.g., when the transcriber was unable to hear or
understand what was being said and so did not transcribe all of the conversation) or
because, upon reflection, the examples did not illustrate clearly the component being
analyzed.
After coding the research questions associated with CCI, I then coded the
transcripts according to the question about Participatory Action Research. Specifically, I
searched for examples that either demonstrated parents’ understanding of parent
participation or illustrated ways in which their own participation, throughout the research
process, evolved or changed over time. These examples were analyzed in a similar
manner to those pertaining to the CCI model.
Turnbull, et al. (1998) reported that another way to strengthen the PAR design
was to involve parent stakeholders in every aspect of the research process. In this
investigation, veteran and novice parents were actively involved in the activities and
events of the PAR project. These activities were structured so that authentic relationships
were encouraged, collaborative partnerships were established, and action was planned by
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the parent participants. Due to various constraints, parent stakeholders’ roles did not
extend to developing the research design, interviewing each other, generating interview
and focus-group questions, or analyzing and interpreting data from transcriptions.
However, the PAR design I molded from several PAR investigations rooted in
northern and southern traditions encouraged parent stakeholders to develop an action plan
and implement it on their own. By empowering parents to take action, my design was
supportive of an “increased relevance of research to concerns of family members; (b)
increased rigor of research; (c) increased benefit to researchers in minimizing logistical
problems; (d) increased utilization of research by families; and (e) enhanced
empowerment of researchers, families, and other stakeholders” (Turnbull, et al., 1998;
pp. 178-179).
In addition to receiving feedback from veteran and novice parents, I incorporated
inter-observer reliability measures to determine if veteran parents and I were in
agreement with the codes that were chosen for the final analysis. Inter-observer reliability
was important in this study to avoid pitfalls related to potential misinterpretations of data
made through assumed cultural knowledge by the principal investigator. Delgado-Gaitan
(1993) cautioned researchers who shared the same ethnic and/or linguistic background
with the participants not to make conclusions about participants’ feelings, beliefs, or
values without questioning one’s own biases and misperceptions first. To ensure that I, as
a Mexican American researcher, did not mislabel or misinterpret data, I depended on
expert informants (veteran parents) to provide me with feedback related to my initial
coding system.
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To implement inter-observer reliability, I provided veteran parents with the data
collected from the events in which they participated (focus-group interviews,
planning/discussion sessions, and debriefing sessions). I then presented them with the list
of codes I generated from analyzing these events. They compared the data collected with
the codes I developed to determine whether they were in agreement with my conclusions.
Together, we came to a consensus on which codes were included, edited, or removed.
Another part of my analysis consisted of operationalizing the components of the
Critically Compassionate Intellectualism (CCI) model to determine if evidence existed
that each educational perspective (critical pedagogy, authentic caring relationships, and a
social justice centered curriculum) of CCI had been demonstrated. The purpose of
analyzing the CCI model in the manner described above was to discover a practical and
systematic approach to answering some of the research questions (see Chapter 1). For
me, operationalizing each component meant taking descriptions from Cammarota and
Romero’s (2006, in press) work about each educational perspective and exploring,
through empirical literature, ways in which each component could be broken down into
visual, auditory, and kinesthetic action. In other words, I created an explicit, descriptive
list that accurately described how parent participants’ actions were reflective of each
component within the CCI model. The work by Angelillo, Rogoff, and Chavajay (2007)
about video coding between-person engagement in sociocultural research was especially
helpful. I used their “focusing exercise,” a method by which “the specific interests that
are of most immediate interest and relevance to the broader research question” (p. 11), to
operationalize components of the CCI model in table form. I then analyzed the transcripts

186

and video-recordings to determine if what parents said and did during the research
process were connected to the list of operationalized components.
Operationalizing Components of the CCI model
In the first column of Table 2 I listed the educational perspectives of CCI as
determined by Cammarota and Romero (2006, in press): critical pedagogy, authentic
caring relationships, and a social justice centered curriculum. In the second column, I
provided a list of components that were descriptive of each educational perspective. The
majority of these components were derived from Cammorota and Romero’s (in press)
most recent research using the CCI model. An additional component was demonstrating
respect. This component was included because respect was a concept found in several
studies that focused on Mexican origin parents and families (Valdés, 1996). By adding
this component, I believe I contributed to the CCI model by addressing explicitly an
important cultural value found among many Latino populations.
The third column included a descriptive list of how each component of critical
pedagogy, authentic caring relationships, and a social justice centered curriculum had
been operationalized. To create an operationalized list, I incorporated ideas and
descriptions from empirical articles and books that were directly or indirectly related to
critical pedagogy, authentic caring relationships, and social justice centered curriculums.
Operationalizing each component was essential to the data analysis section of this study
because, by doing so, I was able to determine through video, audio, and written analyses
what components of each educational perspective were evident through the participants’
words and actions. In Table 2, the components of critical pedagogy, authentic caring
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relationships, and a social justice centered curriculum were operationalized either by
using descriptions of each component from Cammarota and Romero’s work (2006, in
press) or by exploring other books or articles that were focused on the ways in which
people engaged in critical pedagogy and produced outcomes through collaborative
efforts, interacted with others to form authentic caring relationships, or developed critical
consciousness.
One major aspect of critical pedagogy as defined by Cammarota and Romero (in
However, the themes were compiled by all participants in the study and, therefore, were
not based solely on the input from LEP families of children with special needs. Although
I would have preferred the data to have been disaggregated among the different sets of
participants, the end result of the data collected through focus-groups was sufficient and
appropriate for the purposes of my study.
Under “Learning cooperatively,” I borrowed three operationalized “indicators” of
collaborative family-professional partnerships from Blue-Banning and her colleagues
(2004) to describe ways in which the parent participants in my study might demonstrate
learning cooperatively as part of CCI’s educational perspective—critical pedagogy. The
term indicators referred to how Blue-Banning and her colleagues operationalized each of
the six themes described earlier. These researchers decided upon concrete ways to
describe what each theme meant. I chose three indicators from the theme
“communication” and adapted them as operationalized components of my study. These
included sharing resources, listening and being open to others, and coordinating
information.
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Table 2
Educational Perspectives of the Critically Compassionate Intellectualism (CCI) Model as Adapted to Parent Participants*

CCI Educational Perspectives

Components of Each Perspective

Components Operationalized

Critical Pedagogy

Learning cooperatively

Sharing resourcesa
Listening and being open to othersa
Coordinating informationa

Working collectively and democratically

Being willing to explore all optionsa
Coming to the table/avoiding
“turfism”a
Working together as a teamb

Critiquing the traditional lecture style of

Inviting parents to share equally in

the instruction and learning

process of learning
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Table 2 (continued)
______________________________________________________________________________________________________
CCI Educational Perspectives

Components of Each Perspective

Components Operationalized

Providing parents with the
opportunity to question
assumptions, definitions, and ideas
Allowing every parent participant the
chance to speak and voice their
opinion
Creating greater equality in the production

Encouraging parents to create and

and exchange of knowledge

pose questions
Validating othersa
Allowing reciprocity among
membersa
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Table 2 (continued)
______________________________________________________________________________________________________
CCI Educational Perspectives

Components of Each Perspective

Components Operationalized
Being willing to learna

Authentic Caring Relationships

Developing mutual trust

Providing parents with the sense that
they are cared for
Developing confianza within the
groupc
Using positive and supportive words
to encourage the other’s
communication or to show that
he/she understands the other’s
positiond
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Table 2 (continued)
______________________________________________________________________________________________________
CCI Educational Perspectives

Components of Each Perspective

Components Operationalized
Being consistent and reliablea
Being discreet when necessarya

Creating a safe and nurturing environment

Demonstrating protection for one
another by not being judgmentald
Fostering harmony among all
participantsa

Showing compassion for the parents’ life

Expressing, both verbally and non-

experiences

verbally, care and concern for
challenges that parents face on a dayto-day basis
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Table 2 (continued)
______________________________________________________________________________________________________
CCI Educational Perspectives

Components of Each Perspective

Components Operationalized

Stepping out of one’s personal frame
of reference into the other’sd
Showing affection and regard (e.g.
through words, touch, facial
expressions, or body language)d
Expressing concern for the parents’
subjective reality (emotional wellbeing)e
Demonstrating respect and respetof

Respecting the dignity and
individuality of otherse
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Table 2 (continued)
______________________________________________________________________________________________________
CCI Educational Perspectives

Components of Each Perspective

Components Operationalized

Engaging in a reciprocal relationship
whereby the researcher and parent
participants share personal
experiences with each othere
Recognizing and addressing that parents’

Acknowledging issues and/or

challenges of struggles as people of color

challenges of race, language, or

extend beyond the individual

status
Connecting personal experiences
with discrimination to the collective
(i.e., to Mexican-origin people and
other minority groups)
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Table 2 (continued)
______________________________________________________________________________________________________
CCI Educational Perspectives

Components of Each Perspective

Components Operationalized

Social Justice Centered

Developing critical consciousness

Centering material and/or

Curriculum

educational content on
analyzing/addressing the forms of
oppression that confront them
Helping parents to realize that they
have the power to change the
material conditions of their lives and
the lives of those around them
Reflecting upon, discussing, and writing

Providing parents with various

about challenging and difficult issues

activities in which they can express
themselves
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Table 2 (continued)
______________________________________________________________________________________________________
CCI Educational Perspectives

Components of Each Perspective

Components Operationalized

Presenting content that centers on a critical

Gaining awareness of one’s social

perspective relevant to the parents’ social,

conditions and strengthsg, i

economic, cultural, and historical realities

Focusing on social justice issues that
are “socially relevant” and related to
parents’own lived contexth
Speaking explicitly about how
parents define, negotiate, and
struggle for their identities in
oppressive environmentsi

Facilitating resolutions to challenges

Allowing all participants the
opportunity to contribute to the
problem-solving process to
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Table 2 (continued)
______________________________________________________________________________________________________
CCI Educational Perspectives

Components of Each Perspective

Components Operationalized

reach consensus and/or resolutions
Encouraging parents to discuss the
ways in which they connect their
own individual experiences with
powerlessness to those of other
parents on a global leveli
Acknowledging the ways in which
parents use different strategies to
address inequalities affecting their
communitiesi

_________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Table 2 (continued)
Notes. *All material was adapted from the following source unless otherwise indicated: Cammarota and Romero, (in press).
The Social Justice Education Project: A Critically Compassionate Intellectualism for Chicana/o Students.
a

Adapted from: “Dimensions of Family and Professional Partnerships: Constructive Guidelines for Collaboration,” by

M. Blue-Banning, J.A. Summers, H.C. Frankland, L.L. Nelson, and G. Beegle, 2004, Exceptional Children, 70(2), 167184.
b

Adapted from: “Statewide Parent-to-Parent Programs: Parents in Early Intervention,” by B. Santelli, A. Turnbull,

J. Marquis, and E. Lerner, 2000, Infants and Young Children, 13(1), 74-88.
c

Adapted from: “Professional Roles, Caring, and Scaffolds: Latino Teachers' and Paraeducators' Interactions with

Latino Students,” by L.D. Monzó, and R.S. Rueda, 2001, American Journal of Education, 109(4), 438-471.
d

Adapted from: Caring: A feminine approach to ethics and moral education (2nd ed.), by N. Noddings, 2003, Berkeley,

CA: University of California Press.
e

Adapted from: Subtractive Schooling: U.S.-Mexican Youth and the Politics of Caring, by A. Valenzuela, 1999,

Albany, NY: State University of New York Press.
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Table 2 (continued)
Notes (continued).
f

Adapted from: Con Respeto: Bridging the Distances Between Culturally Diverse Families and Schools, by G. Valdés,

1996, New York: Teachers College Press.
g

Adapted from: “Involving Parents in the Schools: A Process of Empowerment,” by C. Delgado-Gaitan, 1991,

American Journal of Education, 100(1), 20-46.
h

Adapted from: “A Social Justice Approach to Achievement: Guiding Latina/o Students Toward Educational

Attainment with a Challenging, Socially Relevant Curriculum,” by J. Cammarota, 2007, Equity & Excellence in
Education, 40, 87-96.
i

Adapted from: “New Terrain in Youth Development: The Promise of a Social Justice Approach,” by S. Ginwright and

J. Cammarota, 2002, Social Justice, 29(4), 82-95.
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I also used Blue-Banning et al.’s (2004) study to operationalize other components of
the CCI model. Along with “Learning cooperatively,” I also included indicators from
Blue-Banning et al.’s work that were descriptive of the following two components found
in the Critical Pedagogy section of Table 2: “Working collectively and democratically”
and “Creating greater equality in the production and exchange of knowledge” (p. 169).
Indicators included being willing to explore all options, coming to the table to avoid
“turfism,” (i.e., not being territorial or possessive about issues relating to what one says
or does), validating others, allowing reciprocity among members, and being willing to
learn. These indicators were derived from the themes equality and skills.
Under CCI’s “Authentic Caring Relationships,” I used indicators from BlueBanning et al.’s (2004) study to operationalize the components “Developing mutual
trust,” “Creating a safe and nurturing environment,” and “Demonstrating respect and
respeto” (p. 169). Indicators included being consistent and reliable, being discreet when
necessary, fostering harmony among all participants, and exercising discrimination.
These indicators were derived from the themes of commitment, trust, equality, and
respect.
To operationalize components of each educational perspective in the CCI model, I
also drew from other researchers’ work (Cammarota, 2007; Delgado-Gaitan, 1991;
Monzó & Rueda, 2001; Noddings, 2003; Santelli, et al., 2000; Valenzuela, 1999; Valdés,
1996). Santelli et al.’s (2000) research on parent-to-parent programs provided me with
information about how parents work together. Specifically, their research on matching
veteran parents with novice parents and having them work together as a team to
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brainstorm solutions to problems connected with early intervention services was
extremely helpful. I used their descriptions of parent interactions to operationalize the
component “working collectively and democratically” in the Critical Pedagogy section.
From their work, I was able to describe what working collectively and democratically
might look like in my study. I decided to operationalize this component as “working
together as a team.”
To operationalize components of authentic caring relationships, I used several
studies including Blue-Banning et al. (2004). Monzó and Rueda’s (2001) research about
caring interactions among Latino teachers, paraeducators, and Latino students was
especially helpful for operationalizing the component “developing mutual trust.” In their
research, confianza (trust) was established through open, honest, and non-judgmental
communication. Teachers and paraeducators demonstrated their support of Latino
students by expressing their care and concern in verbal and non-verbal ways. I adapted
what I learned from their study to create an operationalized description of how
developing mutual trust might manifest itself among participants in my study:
“developing confianza within the group.”
Noddings’ (2003) and Valenzuela’s (1999) work on caring and authentic caring
was beneficial as well. In their research, both were interested in exploring how caring
was demonstrated through people’s interactions. Noddings described several actions
people take that show others that they care. I borrowed many of her descriptions to
operationalize components for “developing mutual trust,” “creating a safe and nurturing
environment,” and “showing compassion for the parents’ life experiences.” Valenzuela’s

201

research on teachers’ authentic caring for Latino students also was valuable in helping me
to operationalize many of the same components. Valenzuela’s work, however, also
included the need for people to engage in reciprocal relationships. In other words,
Valenzuela placed a greater emphasis on caring as a way in which different people came
together as equals to share personal experiences with one another.
Finally, to operationalize components of a social justice centered curriculum, I
drew from three main sources: Cammarota (2007), Delgado-Gaitan (1991), and
Ginwright and Cammarota (2002). In Cammarota’s work, a Social Justice Education
Project (SJEP) was the means through which students could “adopt a serious academic
subjectivity to analyze and address social conditions that may undermine their future
opportunities” (p. 87). Through the SJEP social science curriculum, high school students
were encouraged to explore, reflect upon, write about, and critically discuss issues about
their cultural, historical, and social realities. I used these concepts from SJEP to
operationalize components of a social justice centered curriculum as applied to the
parents in my study and decided upon the following description: “focusing on social
justice issues that are ‘socially relevant’ and related to parents’ own lived context.”
Additionally, I used Delgado-Gaitan’s (1991) article about empowering Latino
parents to become more involved in their children’s schools. In her research, DelgadoGaitan found that parents’ cultural knowledge either impeded or advanced their efforts to
participate fully in schools. She was interested in the ways in which parents learned about
their rights and changed their roles within schools by joining supportive parent networks
or groups. For my own study, I was interested in how parent participants gained
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awareness of their social conditions and strengths through a supportive research group. I
operationalized the component “presenting content that centers on a critical perspective
relevant to the parents’ social, cultural, and historical realities” to reflect the process that
parents experience as they gain power through knowledge.
I also drew from Ginwright and Cammarota’s (2002) research which focused on a
social justice model of youth development. This model consisted of three main parts: (a)
to help youth come to terms with their social, economic, cultural, and political landscape
in a positive and healthy manner; (b) to guide youth in recognizing how they “define,
negotiate, and struggle for their identities in oppressive environments” (p. 83); and (c) to
encourage youth to develop an awareness and knowledge of the forces and situations that
make them feel powerless and to assist them in generating ways in which “to contend
with the larger political forces” (p. 83) on a global level. By using this model, I was able
to operationalize two components of a social justice centered curriculum: presenting
content that centered on a critical perspective relevant to the parents’ social, economic,
cultural, and historical realities and facilitating resolutions to challenges.
I believe that one of the most important elements of the social justice model of
youth development, as adapted to my study, was the explicit acknowledgment of the
ways in which parents connected their own individual experiences to others and how they
used different strategies to address the inequalities that affected other parents who were
experiencing similar challenges. Ginwright and Cammarota (2002) explained that when
youth stepped outside of their own experiences to become familiar with the various forms
of oppression that others had suffered, they were able to “empathize with the struggles of
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oppressed people throughout the world” (p. 90). For my study, I was especially interested
in the ways in which parents became aware, on a global level, of the struggles and
challenges other parents of special-needs children faced as they attempted to receive
services, information, and resources for their children.
Analyzing Parent Participation through a Sociocultural Lens
For my study, I wanted to incorporate Wenger’s (1998) idea of communities of
practice as the way in which parents co-constructed knowledge and meaning through
engagement, collaboration, and social interaction. At the same time I acknowledged that
each parent’s individual cognition was a key component in how she made sense of the
research process and identified herself as a member of the research community. I
believed that each parent’s perceptions of parent participation were influenced directly by
individual thoughts and experiences and by new ideas generated from discussions and
interactions within the research group.
Parents’ personal stories about their experiences with participation in educational
settings (at home and school) allowed me to “attend to the collective and the personal”
(Mattingly, Lawlor, & Jacobs-Huey, 2002, p. 745) simultaneously. These stories were a
tool through which a “space of shared meaning” (Mattingly, et al., 2002, p. 745) was
created and built upon. This space was where learning occurred and was mediated “by
the differences of perspective” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 15) among parents.
Within this space of learning, parents were constantly transforming. I
conceptualized parents’ participation on a continuum that included learning through
collaboration, creating a shared identity through interactions, developing individual
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agency, becoming more critically conscious, and acquiring the knowledge and skills
needed to be more engaged and active within the school and special education system.
On this continuum, novice parents were at one end and veteran parents on the other. I
believed Lave and Wenger’s (1991) theory of legitimate peripheral participation (LPP)
was illustrative of the manner through which novice parents slowly became more
involved and active in their children’s education. LPP was one way I could analyze how
newcomers (i.e., novice parents) learned within a situated activity (e.g., the research
process) and became more active in the research project and in their children’s education.
Lave and Wenger also acknowledged that old-timers or masters (i.e., veteran parents)
benefited greatly from the same participation framework by learning from the
newcomers. Furthermore, because I considered myself as an active participant in the
study as a researcher, facilitator, and member of the research community, I found LPP a
useful tool through which my role and participation could be situated explicitly along the
same continuum.
I recognized that typologies such as novice and veteran parents were problematic
because they tended to concretize a person in a particular moment without allowing for
movement “in-between” (Bhabha, 1994, p. 1) worlds or spaces. At the same time, by
classifying parents as either novice or veteran, I discovered that a range existed through
which degrees of participation could be analyzed. I turned to Lave and Wenger’s (1991)
work to help me define novice and veteran parents along the participation continuum.
According to Lave and Wenger (1991), newcomers or apprentices were those who
needed to learn the skills or trade within a situated activity to fully participate within a
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community of practice. Lave and Wenger described the initial participation by
newcomers as “peripheral.” Peripheral participation generally was “simple, low risk …
but … legitimate and moves the newcomer from the periphery to the center” (Combs,
Gonzalez, & Moll, in press, p. 16). In other words, as the newcomer or the novice became
more comfortable within the situated activity, he/she gradually moved from the outside
edge of the community of practice toward the center of activity. His or her participation
was legitimate because he/she was engaged in the activity that would lead him/her toward
mastery.
In my study, novice parents were new to the special education system and had a
child who had been diagnosed with special needs within the last two years. Even if they
had knowledge of special education laws and procedures prior to having a child with
special needs, I still considered them as novices because of their lack of experience
raising a special-needs child. According to the parents in my study, being a parent and
full time caretaker of a special-needs child was a much more intense experience than
being a parent of a typical child. Moreover, they acknowledged that even though having
previous knowledge about the special education system might have been helpful, they
never would have been prepared for the challenges they faced once their special-needs
child was born.
On the parent participation continuum, I placed the term novice at the beginning
of the trajectory toward mastery (see Figure 1). I considered novice parents in this study
to be at the beginning of the continuum when the research project began. I located them
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at this point before interviews and discussion/planning sessions were conducted as a
means to situate them against those whom I referred to as veterans.
Figure 1. Parent Participation Continuum.
Moving toward mastery

Developing critical consciousness

Novice

Intermediate

Veteran

______________________________________________________________________________________

The placement of novice and veteran parents, in the beginning of the study, could
be perceived as arbitrary. However, I needed to have a starting point from which I could
assess growth and change. My only criteria for novice parents were that they had a child
who had been diagnosed with special needs within the last two years. I did not know the
novice parents prior to this study and, therefore, was unable to gauge the degree of their
participation in their children’s education. However, creating a starting point to analyze
their participation in the study and the extent to which their roles changed over time was
beneficial.
Masters, in Lave and Wenger’s (1991) research, were those who had attained
expertise in their field and were therefore able to “improvise” (p. 20) within different
contexts at an advanced level. Masters were located at the heart of the activity taking
place within the community of practice. In my study veteran parents were those who had
a special-needs child who had been diagnosed at least ten years prior to the study. I chose
10 years because I wanted to include parents whose children had been had been receiving
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special services and had been going to school for over five years. I also wanted parents
who had received training in parent advocacy and other parent programs. Because I had
worked with the veteran parents in this study prior to its commencement, I was aware of
their backgrounds and experiences with special education. I characterized them as expert
informants and masters because of (a) their knowledge of special education laws, (b)
their involvement with parents of special-needs children in different parent programs, (c)
their ability to advocate for themselves and their children, (d) their skills to negotiate
their needs (e) their willingness to take action against people or institutions impeding
their children’s ability to succeed as students; and (f) their awareness of the ways in
which their struggles were connected to others on a global level.
I conceptualized a space for parents progressing along the continuum toward
mastery so that I could assess novice parents’ participation using LPP. This space was
situated between newcomer/apprentice (novice) and old-timer/master (veteran). I called
parents who were situated anywhere in-between novice and veteran intermediates.
Intermediates were parents engaged in legitimate participation and who were no longer
located on the periphery. They were not newcomers to special education; instead, they
had gained some experience and knowledge that could lead them toward mastery.
I understood that novice parents would not exhibit the same degree of
participation or mastery as veteran parents in the duration of the study simply because
they could not accrue the types of experiences veterans had gained over years. However,
as they participated in the investigation and expanded their ideas about parent
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participation I believed they would slowly move toward full participation and, in the
process, obtain important knowledge and skills.
As a member of the PAR process, I inevitably became an active participant within
the investigation. I located myself as a Mexican origin educator, researcher, and
facilitator. Like parent participants, I needed to situate myself along the same parent
participation continuum to determine my position as a person learning about parent
participation within the context of special education. Because I entered the investigation
with little knowledge about what Mexican origin parents of special needs experienced
and felt when they participated in their children’s education, I considered myself to be a
novice. I was a novice learner who hoped to gain greater insight from the parents with
whom I collaborated.
Lave and Wenger (1991) wrote about situated activity as the vehicle through
which learning occurred in social interactions. In this study, a situated activity was both
the research process in which parents were engaged and active participation in their
children’s education. The latter only could be analyzed indirectly because my study did
not include first-hand observations of parents at their children’s school sites. Instead, I
relied on focus-group and individual interviews and discussion/planning sessions to
assess novice parents’ participation in their children’s education.
Another important area that I considered to be part of parent participation during
this investigation was parents’ critical consciousness or conscientizaçao. I wanted to
explore the ways in which novice parents developed critical consciousness and how it
was influential in their movement toward full participation. In this investigation, critical
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consciousness was the awareness a parent possessed of her agency and the driving force
behind what led her to take social action against “systemic forces” (Ginwright &
Cammarota, 2002, p. 87) that oppressed or limited her opportunities. I incorporated
conscientizaçao as part of the parent participation continuum. Critical consciousness was
an advanced state of human development (Cammarota & Romero, in press) as opposed to
magical or naïve consciousness (see Chapter 4). I considered veteran parents to have a
highly developed critical consciousness because both had (a) a great awareness of their
“ability to understand and control their own actions, regardless of the circumstances of
their lives” (Webb, Schirato, & Danaher, 2002), (b) a realization they were agents of
change and could positively affect the lives of others, and (c) the confidence and ability
to challenge people or institutions that were oppressive or marginalizing.
In Chapter 5, I applied the parent participation continuum as a tool to analyze
where parents and I were situated as far as our participation and our critical
consciousness were concerned. I determined our placement on the continuum by referring
to specific examples of the CCI model in action. In other words, I elaborated upon our
participation and critical consciousness by considering how examples of critical
pedagogy, authentic caring relationships, and a social justice centered curriculum were
demonstrative of our movement toward mastery along the continuum. These examples
were discussed at the end of each section of the CCI model.

210

CHAPTER FIVE
DATA ANALYSIS
This chapter was structured to directly answer the research questions. Hence, the
findings and analyses were described through the three educational perspectives
associated with the Critically Compassionate Intellectualism (CCI) model (i.e., critical
pedagogy, authentic caring relationships, and a social justice centered curriculum) and
through descriptions and observations of parent participation as situated within the
Participatory Action Research (PAR) approach. Specifically, the following areas are
addressed:
•

How parent participation is discussed critically by parents in cooperative learning
sessions (critical pedagogy).

•

How authentic caring relationships manifest between veteran and novice parents.

•

How a social justice centered curriculum mediates learning and knowledge so
that parents can overcome barriers and challenges to parent participation by
taking action.

•

How parent participation is manifested throughout the PAR project.
Although the majority of the focus was placed on findings related to the

categories above, other findings also emerged that were beyond the scope of this
investigation. Some of these included (a) language and cultural differences; (b) specific
issues and challenges that arose from raising a child with an autism-spectrum disorder;
(c) the high cost of treatments, therapies, and services for children with special needs; and
(d) the initial pain, grief, and shame that some parents experienced when their child was
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diagnosed with a disability and how they coped with and adapted to the diagnosis. These
findings are discussed in more depth in Chapter 6.
The findings associated with the CCI model and the PAR approach were reported
using the following data sources: (a) focus-group interview transcripts, (b)
discussion/planning session transcripts, (c) individual interview transcripts, (d) veteran
parents’ debriefing session transcripts, (e) open-ended survey results, (e) novice parents’
journal entries, and (e) audio memos. Coded transcripts from the focus-group and
individual interviews and discussion/planning sessions were used as the primary data
sources to provide descriptive accounts of parents’ voices. These transcripts were derived
from both audio and video files and were the main sources I relied upon for answers to
the research questions. For organizational purposes, I structured the findings through the
operationalized components of the CCI model (see Table 2) and through descriptions and
observations of parent participation as understood through Participatory Action Research.
In addition, a parent participation continuum based on legitimate peripheral
participation (LPP; Lave and Wenger, 1991) was used to analyze participants’ (parents
and me) movement toward full participation and mastery. In Chapter 4, a full explanation
of this continuum was presented. At the end of each major section in this chapter I
summarized and analyzed the way I conceptualized participants’ progression along the
continuum. I also considered critical consciousness as a major component of this
continuum. I discussed the ways in which I perceived participants developing critical
consciousness through the examples provided in each section (critical pedagogy,
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authentic caring relationships, a social justice centered curriculum, and parent
participation through PAR).
CCI Components Operationalized: Critical Pedagogy
Learning Cooperatively
Sharing resources. Throughout the research process, both veteran and novice
parents willingly volunteered information that was beneficial and helpful to others in the
group. Much of the information shared was focused on specific organizations that
provided resources or support for parents. Novice parents, who were exploring various
resources or therapies for their children, were particularly interested in discussing both
negative and positive experiences they had with the groups or organizations in which
they had been involved.
During Planning Session 1, two of the Spanish-speaking novice parents discussed
their experiences with a Spanish-speaking support group for parents of children with
autism. Each had different perspectives about the group and wanted to share what they
experienced with the other novice and veteran parents. According to each parent, their
participation in this support group was contingent upon their comfort level, the
information presented to them by other parents in the group, and the ability to speak
freely with other parents about issues concerning their children.
Rosa: A mi era muy difícil al principio convivir, muy difícil. Pero tengo ya estos
últimos meses. Ya estoy conociendo las compañeras, y es lo que más me gusta.
Yo lo que más me gusta hacer es cuando nos dejan un tiempecito para hablar
después. O sea el señor que va a hablar puede decir lo que quiera y está muy bien
dicho y todo eso. Entonces seria súper bien, va alguien a hablar pero también que
nos den el tiempo para hablar nosotras, para darnos a conocer. Porque siempre
empezamas, antes que empiezen a hablar, platicamos un ratito, pero ya nos sacan
y nos tenemos que salirnos a la pura hora.
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[Rosa: For me it was really difficult at first to get along (with the others), very
difficult. But now, after these last few months. Now I am getting to know the
other parents, and this is what I like the most. What I like the most is when they
give us a bit of time afterwards to talk. What I mean is that the person who is
speaking (at the meeting) can say what he likes and it is well said and everything.
But it would be really great, that someone speaks, but also that they give us time
to speak amongst ourselves too, so that we can get to know each other better.
Because we always begin, before they begin to speak, we speak for a little while,
but then they turn us out and we have leave right on the hour. ]
In this excerpt, Rosa described the barriers to parent participation in a group
setting. According to Blue-Banning et al. (2004), a conducive environment in which
parents can feel comfortable sharing personal stories and resources should consist of
communication that is “at a level to enable efficient and effective coordination and
understanding of all members” (p. 174). Rosa commented on her inability to talk during
the support group meetings because of time constraints. In this conversation, she spoke to
the research group about the structure of the Spanish-speaking support group and how
guest lecturers dominated the majority of the meetings. According to Rosa, the
information that guest speakers provided at the meetings was important, but even more
significant to her were conversations that engaged parent members in discussing topics
related to the lectures. She did not feel that the support group leaders were effective in
coordinating the meetings, and parents were not given ample time to share resources,
ideas, and personal stories. Thus, parent members often would congregate outside in the
parking lot after the meetings to discuss what they had learned from the guest lecturers.
Another novice parent, Beatriz, made these comments about the same support
group:
Yo también he ido a esas juntas pero a mi se me hace que la mente es como muy
restrigida, por ejemplo uno no puede hablar de las vacunas en su junta de ellos. A
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mi me tocó un caso donde un señor que dijo que las vacunas eran las causantes
del autism, y luego las personas que son las organizadoras de allí, dijeron que,
“Tú no puedes decir eso porque eso no está comprobado.” Como que es una
mente muy restrigida. Uno no puede opinar sus experiencias o compartir con
otros padres.
[Beatriz: I have also gone to these meetings, but for me it’s like their mind is very
restricted. For example, one cannot speak about vaccinations during their
meetings. One time I was there when a man said that vaccinations were the cause
of autism. Then the organizers of the meeting replied, “You cannot say that
because it’s not proven.” It’s as if their minds are limited. One cannot give their
opinion about their experiences or share with other parents].
In this excerpt, Beatriz shared with the research group the ways in which the
Spanish-speaking support group was not a beneficial resource for her. She felt that certain
points of view about possible causes of autism were not allowed to be discussed freely. In
individual interviews, Beatriz discussed frankly her beliefs that certain vaccinations most
likely contributed to autism or autistic behaviors. She felt restricted by the Spanishspeaking support group organizers who had opinions about vaccinations that were
different from her own. According to Blue-Banning et al. (2004), collaborative support
groups should encourage communication that is “positive, understandable, and respectful
among all members at all levels of the partnership” (p. 174). In this example, members of
the parent support group did not feel valued and respected because their perspectives on
certain issues were in contrast with those of the organizers.
The veteran parents, Patricia and Mayra, focused on specific information they felt
would help novice parents find adequate resources or assistance. Mayra, a parent who
had been involved in several organizations for parents of children with autism, offered
the following information to the novice parents:
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X [name of organization deleted], they have X [name of support group deleted], and
it’s not limited just to X employees. It is open to anybody. So if anyone would be
interested, I just need your e-mail addresses, and I can send it to X. These are X
parents of children with disabilities, but it is adults also. And they give lectures and
they have guest speakers. Some of them like I am not interested in. I only go to the
ones I know. But it is excellent, because they always get good speakers and they give
you information and they have other areas where you can get more information.
Patricia also shared her knowledge about resources in the local school districts:
Hay otras agencias que también pueden ayudar. El caso es precisamente, ¿cómo
podemos llegar a esa avenida de comunicación? ¿Dónde? ¿Quién nos puede ayudar
con esto? Primero que nada cada distrito escolar tiene un representante de padres que
se llaman PINS sobre todo el distrito de X. Tiene un representante para padres, no
les voy a decir que habla español porque en realidad no lo sé, pero esos
representantes saben las leyes de educación especial. Definitivamente pueden
acompañar a los padres, si hay tiempo y todo eso. They are really helpful with
information. It’s one of those [district] secrets.
[There are other agencies as well that can help. The situation is precisely, how do we
arrive to that avenue of communication? Where? Who can help us with this? First of
all, every school district has a parent representative that they call PINS (Parent
Information Network Specialists) especially in X district. They have a parent
representative, I am not going to say that he/she speaks Spanish because in reality I
don’t know, but those representatives know the special education laws. They can
definitely accompany parents, if there is time and all that. They are really helpful
with information. It’s one of those (district) secrets].
By sharing resources with the novice parents, veteran parents were actively
contributing to the cooperative nature of learning as understood within the CCI model.
Cooperative learning, as a part of critical pedagogy, assumes that “The attainment of
knowledge should never occur from the distribution of an absolute, irrefutable fact, but
rather as process of discovery in which educator and students work collectively and
democratically” (Cammarota & Romero, in press, p. 4). In the excerpts cited, veteran
parents were responding to novice parents’ inquiries about how to access resources, who
to contact for information, and where to find people who were qualified to represent
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parents at IEP meetings. The information given by Patricia and Mayra was provided in
the spirit of mutual respect. Patricia and Mayra shared knowledge and information freely
and viewed novice parents as equals. Never did veteran parents hold back information for
the sake of protecting the knowledge and experience they had slowly gained over the
years.
In contrast, veteran parents were happy to have the opportunity to “give back” to
others what they had been given (i.e., knowledge, support, and information). The
resulting dynamic from their willingness to communicate valuable information was that
novice parents were more comfortable asking questions, opening up, reflecting on what
they were hearing, and expressing their points of view. Cammarota and Romero (in
press) believed cooperative learning was a process in which “unjust power dynamic[s]
[are] challenged and dissolved” (p. 4). In this study, all parents had the opportunity to
voice their opinions. All parents acknowledged that although veteran parents had more
knowledge and experience, all were on similar journeys and were struggling with
different challenges on a daily basis.
Listening and being open to others. Throughout the research process, parents
demonstrated through verbal and non-verbal communication that they were listening and
being open to one another. At the focus-group interviews and discussion and planning
sessions, parents and I were seated in desks that were arranged in a semi-circle formation.
Because we were in a classroom that was filled with desks, tables, and technological
equipment, space was very limited. We were unable to stand up and move around freely
without bumping into other desks or furniture. The limited space was a hindrance to bold,
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physical interactions (i.e., standing up, walking around, hugging one another, using
gestures and hand movements to show support, etc.) during the interview and activity
(discussion/planning) sessions. Many of these physical interactions occurred outside of
the classroom before or after the interview or activity sessions and were captured on
video.
The arrangement of the room is important to visualize because I believe that if we
had access to a larger room with more space, more physical interactions between parents
would have occurred within the classroom. Instead, to find evidence that parents were
listening, being open to one another, and showing affection and regard (a component of
authentic caring relationships), I had to rely on audio and video recordings in which more
subtle interactions took place.
Parents demonstrated that they were listening and being open to one another by
saying or doing the following things:
• Making and maintaining eye contact with one another.
• Nodding their heads to show agreement, or shaking their heads to show support
when a parent shared an example of someone or something that was difficult or
negative.
• Responding to a speaker by saying: “I understand,” “I hear you,” “I know what
you mean,” “I have felt that too,” “You’re right,” “Exactly,” and “Absolutely.”
• Placing a hand on another parents’ shoulder.
• Leaning over to hear someone more clearly.
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• Asking for someone to translate what was just said so that she could better
comprehend.
• Validating a parent’s story by sharing a similar example.
Veteran and novice parents also discussed ways in which others, outside of the
investigation, showed that they were actively listening to and understanding what the
parents expressed. They shared examples of the ways in which they hoped to be
respected and treated by people with whom they interacted.
In one example, Patricia described how, when her son was younger, an Early
Intervention Specialist took the time to listen to her concerns and helped represent her
voice:
Después de que cumplió tres años, tuvo el tiempo de sentarse conmigo. Me
escuchó todas mis preocupaciones, hicimios la junta y ella me representó. Ella usó
muchas de mis palabras, hasta que la terapista dijo, “Cómo quieres que escriba el
servicio?” y eso si lo pude decir muy bien.
[After he turned three years-old, she had the time to sit with me. She listened to
all my concerns, we did the [IEP] meeting and she represented me. She used
many of my words, until the therapist (physical therapist) said, “How do you want
me to write this service?” and that (the service/goal) I was able to say very well].
In English, Patricia continued to describe her experience with the Early Intervention
Specialist: “She took the time to listen to me, and put my words and my feelings in a way
that could be presented, because my feelings were very tense.”
For Patricia, an important part of participation as a parent of a child with special
needs was being able to find someone who understood the special education system and
to have that person represent her in a supportive and accurate manner. At the time, when
her son was very young, Patricia was struggling with special education and medical
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terminology. She neither knew the terms specific to her son’s multiple disabilities in
Spanish nor in English. For that reason, she felt it was imperative to find a
knowledgeable professional in the field of special education who could help her
understand what specific terms meant and how to use these terms effectively during Early
Intervention and IEP meetings.
Coordinating information. In the discussion and planning sessions, the parents
needed to discuss how they were going to coordinate and consolidate the information,
knowledge, and ideas they possessed as a means to carry out the action plan (see Table
6). The first step in this process was for parents to express what they understood as
participation. The second step was to talk about the major obstacles to their participation
in their children’s schools. The third step consisted of parents discussing practical ways
in which they could improve or increase their participation. The information that parents
needed to coordinate, listed in question form below, that led to the final goals of the
action plan:
• How can parents know what needs to be documented and what are the most
efficient and effective ways to organize documented information (e.g., at an IEP
meeting)?
• How can parents take charge at an IEP meeting or at other meetings involving
school administrators or staff?
• How can parents access people or resources that will provide assistance?
• Where can parents find people who can represent them?
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• Where can parents find the most current information about special education
laws?
• How should one deal with feelings of isolation?
• What attributes should a support group for parents of children with special needs
have?
This list of questions was generated by parents as they brainstormed some of the
challenges they faced daily. The following excerpt from Discussion Session 2
demonstrated one example of how the parent participants’ ideas unfolded. In this
example, parents were trying to identify more effective ways in which schools and other
organizations could distribute information to parents of children with special needs:
Marisa: “Why isn’t there information at the school? A phone number you can
call?
Patricia: “That would be so incredible and ideal … yo tengo un libro, no se si
ustedes lo han visto que se llama Navigando el Sistema. El problema es que yo les veo a
esos libros, es que las companías cambian, no tienen recursos, la gente cambia. [I have a
book, I don’t know if you all have seen it, it’s called Navigating the System. The problem
is that I look at these books, it’s that the companies change, they don’t have resources,
the people change]. I wish they could put it in the computer. Have you ever seen the
booklet, Navigating the System?”
Marisa: “I received a folder of information.”
Patricia: “The problem is that people change and agencies close because they
don’t have funding and they move, so it is very difficult to keep up.”
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Cristina: “So a website would be better?”
Patricia: “That would be better.”
Marisa: “Why can they not get a system, whether it is online or a generic place, or
somebody that is ultimately responsible to maintain such important resources of
information?”
To create collaborative partnerships, Blue-Banning et al. (2004) wrote about the
need for members of the partnership to communicate in positive, respectful, and
understandable ways so “efficient and effective coordination” (p. 174) could occur. This
type of coordination is important for partnerships whose goals include reaching
consensus. In this study, parent participants were asked to create an action plan to help
novice parents overcome barriers to parent participation by exploring their ideas and prior
knowledge. In the excerpt above, parents were engaged in problem solving. They were
brainstorming solutions to the problem of limited access to information. First, Marisa
acknowledged the problem: little information existed at the school sites to help parents of
children with special needs find services and resources for their children. Secondly,
Patricia validated Marisa’s concern and suggested to the parents that they read an
important source of information called “Navigating the System.” Patricia also recognized,
however, that a drawback to using this source was that the information in the book was
constantly changing. A contact person or a phone number could change from year to
year. At this point, I suggested that a website might be a more plausible solution. Marisa
concurred. Parents thought about this possibility and later commented that to maintain a
website with all the current information about resources and contacts would take a great

222

amount of money, time, and people power. In the end, we decided as a group that as a
long-term project we might try to approach specific districts or school sites to see if
educational leaders would be willing to discuss ways in which information for parents of
children with special needs could be disseminated in an effective and coordinated
manner.
Working Collectively and Democratically
Being willing to explore all options. In the discussion and planning sessions,
parents were encouraged to explore various possibilities to increase or improve their own
participation in their children’s schools. One of the most challenging responsibilities as a
researcher was to guide the flow of conversation without influencing parents’ decisions
or the outcomes of the action plan. To help parents explore their options, I asked openended questions and probed parents to go deeper into their analyses of their own
participation. In the end, parents came up with their own ideas of how to best confront the
barriers impeding their participation (see Action Plan).
The following excerpt demonstrates my attempt to summarize previous
conversations about barriers to participation while asking parents to provide their ideas
and feedback about actions they could take to overcome challenges to participation.
Cristina: Okay. En esta segunda parte vamos a empezar a hablar de acción,
¿okay? En cuanto a las barreras del idioma, de favorítismo que hablamos que pasa
en México. Esta parte de ahorita vamos a tratar de concepcionalizar lo que son, ya
hablamos mucho de lo que son algunos problemas, y muchos de los problemas se
concentran en la comunicación entre padres y las escuelas. Ahorita quiero
empezar a hacer un brainstorm de … hacer planes … de cómo vamos a hablar de
estos retos y que son algunos … soluciones.
[Okay. In this second part we are going to start talking about action, okay? In
terms of the language barriers, and the favoritism in Mexico that happens in
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Mexico. The part that we are going to talk about now … we are going to try to
conceptualize what they (the solutions) are, and we have already talked a lot about
what the problems are, and many of the problems are centered on the
communication between parents and schools. Now I want to start to brainstorm …
to make plans about how we are going to talk about the challenges and what are
some solutions.]
After I had presented a layout for what I hoped we, as a group, could discuss,
parents began to participate in the conversation. Marisa jumped in and explored some of
her ideas for overcoming challenges to her own participation:
Marisa: I got it! I have an idea already … It was a recommendation from the
representatives from the Arizona Disability Law to get everything requested
written down. What you request of the school or the district and what their
response is, and start tracking lack of response, like if it has been one day, five
days, two weeks … E-mail tracking, if possible, that especially helped me.
After Marisa talked about her idea and it was discussed by the group, I stepped in
and asked, “Okay, hay otros ideas? ... [Okay, are there any other ideas?] So we’re just
brainstorming. I am asking them (veteran parents) to also be included in this discussion
de cosas que ustedes piensan que pueden hacer y que podemos hacer” [to also be
included in this discussion about things that you think they (novice parents) can do and
that we can (all) do]. Mayra, a veteran parent, contributed the following option:
Adding like positive and negatives added to your child’s IEP. It is an addendum
that I do every year. I give them [the IEP team] ideas of what works for Jimmy
[her son] and what doesn’t work. Instead of just adding it to the comments, which
the block is so small, I bring my own. That way I even make copies so every
teacher gets one.
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After Patricia translated what Mayra had said in Spanish, Marisa contributed,
You got me going … One of the other things that I learned was, if at all possible,
for parents [to represent] their kids … It was for me to start the meeting. So you
start the meeting on your own note hopefully positive, but it gives that sense of
empowerment of what is being said or where we are going to take this particular
meeting.
According to Blue-Banning et al. (2004), being willing to explore all options
assumes that members of a collaborative partnership feel that they have equal status with
all other members and that their opinions and ideas will be heard, acknowledged, and
validated. In the excerpt above, Marisa began the discussion by recommending a strategy
she had learned at a parent workshop on disability law. As a novice parent, Marisa felt
confident to initiate conversations and to answer questions. Unlike the other two novice
parents, Marisa worked at a community college as a counselor. She had to be outgoing
and willing to speak up about issues that students faced. I believe Marisa’s work
experiences contributed to her eagerness to answer questions and to share her personal
stories with the group. Marisa suggested that one option parents had to ensure that their
voices were being heard at school meetings was to document everything said and agreed
upon in the meetings by taking extensive notes.
Other options for better communication between parents and school officials and
staff were offered by Mayra. Over the years, Mayra learned that writing down her son’s
strengths and weakness as an addendum to the IEP and distributing the addendum to
teachers and school administrators before IEP meetings was an extremely helpful
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strategy. She believed that novice parents would be respected and listened to more as a
result of being pro-active at IEP meetings. She recommended creating an addendum that
highlighted the “positives and negatives” of the child so that school administrators,
teachers, and staff would realize that parents’ knowledge of their child was as valuable as
formal and informal evaluations and tests.
After listening to Mayra’s idea, Marisa enthusiastically added that another
important strategy that parents could use at the IEP meeting was to set a positive tone.
She went on to discuss the ways in which being proactive at the meetings was
empowering to her. She recalled bringing in a portfolio she created for teachers to an IEP
meeting that documented her son’s progress and his likes and dislikes. She said that for
the most part, the IEP team responded positively to the portfolio and was more attentive
to what she had to say during the meeting.
Exploring options during the research process meant that all parents had the
opportunity to share their thoughts and ideas about different topics with the group.
Because the investigation was focused on the process of participation rather than on
outcomes, parents were free to consider many options and possibilities. The final action
plan (see Action Plan) consisted of the evolution of parents’ suggestions and ideas over
time. The action plan was constructed through active discussions and planning sessions
revolving around issues of parent participation.
Coming to the table/avoiding “turfism”. Blue-Banning et al. (2004) pointed out
that being territorial about information and knowledge was not conducive for
collaborative partnerships. Instead, they promoted an environment in which parents and
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professionals could come together and “feel a sense of equity in decision-making and
service implementation” (p. 174). In my study, I carefully chose the experienced, veteran
parents whom I considered both cultural informants and co-researchers. Both had said in
a previous pilot study that part of their role as parents of children with special needs was
to “give back” to those who were in need of assistance and support. In my experiences
working with Patricia and Mayra, I never once observed either of them being possessive
or territorial about the knowledge and information they had gathered over time. On the
contrary, both were enthusiastic about meeting the novice parents and listening to their
stories. They wanted to share their knowledge and provide a support system for those
new to special education. Mayra described her desire to “give back” in the following
way:
“So now I’m trying to give back. So it has been positive the way things have
worked out. Got to take the good attitude. And learning as much as you can is really
helpful not only for yourself but for other people that might need help.”
During the research process, veteran parents “came to the table” in the spirit of
giving back. Both set the tone of sharing information and stories with novice parents,
rather than lecturing parents about how they should think and feel about various issues.
Patricia and Mayra, who had gone through parent advocacy training for parents of
children with special needs, were aware of how their words could influence novice
parents. Patricia, always careful to choose her words, described the manner in which she
interacted with parents:
Es muy importante que sea muy neutral y también una persona que tiene, en mi
opinión, compasión en la situación que pueda abogar para ti misma y que le de a
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uno las palabras, para que uno aprenda y lo use la siguiente ocasión. Yo creo que
el aprendizaje es de propina si a mi alguien me da un pescado, no me va a dar de
comer toda la vida. Pero si me enseña a pescar, voy a usar eso para sobrevivir.
Esa es siempre mi impresión que me ayuden a conocer, para la siguiente. Porque
no podemos traer un abogado nosotros por siempre verdad, o persona que sepa.
Pero hay ocasiones que se requiere que se necesita y necesitamos estar listas para
ver donde buscamos esa persona.
[It’s very important that one is neutral and also that a person has, in my opinion,
compassion in the situation and can advocate for oneself and that one gives the
words to another so that one can learn and use them (those words) the next time. I
think that learning is part of a bargain if someone gives me a fish, he/she is not
going to give me food for the rest of my life. But if that person shows me how to
fish, I am going to use that to survive. This is always my impression that they help
me to learn—for the next person. Because we can’t always bring an advocate with
us always, right? Or a person who knows? But there are times that require … that
we need to be ready to look for where that person is].
In this excerpt, Patricia spoke to the group about the responsibility one had when
one became a mentor. As a mentor of parents of children with disabilities, Patricia
understood that her role was to guide parents who were new to the special education
system in their quest for knowledge and information. She realized, however, that
guidance meant being compassionate toward others’ circumstances and situations without
allowing her own biases or opinions to negatively influence parents’ decisions. At the
same time, she also comprehended that she, as a mentor, did not own information. Her
job was to share information rather than to be territorial about the knowledge and
experiences she possessed. She used the analogy of teaching someone to fish rather than
to fish for them because she knew that the way in which parents of children with special
needs became empowered as agents was if they were taught the tools needed to advocate
for themselves rather than relying on someone else to do the work for them.
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Working together as a team. Santelli, et al. (2000) wrote about teamwork in
parent-to-parent-programs as being a support network between parents new to the special
education system and experienced veteran parents who were committed to providing
guidance and assistance. According to their study, “Parent-to-parent support increases
parents’ acceptance of their situation and their sense of being able to cope” (p. 75). In my
study, veteran parents listened to the questions novice parents had and responded with
thoughtful and personal reflections that were intended to shed light upon the challenges
and concerns expressed. Teamwork consisted of a back-and-forth exchange of ideas in
which veteran and novice parents constructed meaning and understanding from each
other’s stories and experiences.
One example of teamwork was when parents who were born and raised in Mexico
began to discuss the challenges of receiving services for their children in Mexico if and
when they returned. I have included almost the entire conversation to demonstrate how
novice and veteran parents built upon one another’s stories to deepen their understanding
of the complexities surrounding access to special education services and cultural
understandings of disability and autism.
Beatriz: Pues, que aquí les dan más atención a los niños y hay más (servicios).
Éste se preocupan más por ellos que en México. No hay tanta atención o tanta
educación. Más que nada para educación especial. En México es muy difícil
obtener educación especial para los niños. Y aquí es algo que la ley de a los niños.
[Well, here they give more attention to children and there are more services. Here
they are more concerned about them (the children) than in Mexico. There is not as
much attention paid or as much education, especially for special education. In
Mexico it is very difficult to obtain special education for children. And here the
law provides it (special education services) to children].
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Rosa: A mi me parece que allá es mucho más difícil la integración de niños especiales.
He estado investigando porque algún día vamos a volver para allá. He estado
investigando cúales van a hacer las oportunidades para Anita y he encontrado algunas
cosas que si lo buscas lo vas a encontrar. Pero aquí están más al alcance de nosotros y las
tenemos las estamos trabajando. No sé que tan difícil va a ser para nosotros, pero si he
visto aquí y las que tienen allá, pero hay que buscarlas y la gente que se mueve la ha
sabido hacer, pero el sacrificio es mucho más grande que el que vamos a tener aquí.”
[It seems to me that over there (Mexico) that inclusion of special needs children is much
more difficult. I have been investigating because one day we are going to return there. I
have been investigating which are going to be the opportunities for Anita and I have
found some things that if you look you can find them. But here they are in better reach
for us that has them (services) we are using them. I don’t know how difficult it’s going to
be for us, but I have seen that here and for those that have (resources) there, but you have
to look for them and people that have resources have known what to do, but the sacrifice
is much greater than what we will experience here.].
Patricia: “¿Y financieramente, Rosa?” [And financially, Rosa?].
Rosa: “Yo creo que va a ser el problema.” [I think that it will be a problem].
Patricia: “Porque los servicios cuestan allá ¿verdad?” [Because services cost over
there, right?].
Rosa: “Sí. Lógicamente tenemos la esperanza de que le vamos a encontrar los
servicios, pero ése va a ser el problema.” [Yes, logically we have hope that we are
going to find services, but that (the cost of services) will be a problem.].
Beatriz: Yo soy de Oaxaca y en realidad mi estado es muy pobre en los servicios.
Yo siento que las oportunidades que tiene mi hija aquí nunca las va a tener allá.
Mis planes eran regresarme hace un año a mi país, a mi casa a ver a mi familia,
pero cuando diagnosticaron a Megan, todos nuestros planes de irnos a México se
quedaron atrás porque las oportunidades que ella tiene aquí nunca las va a tener
allá. Y sí es cierto, hay muchos servicios de muy buena calidad (en el Distrito
Federal), pero cuesta mucho dinero. En Oaxaca no hay (servicios) y tendríamos
que viajar tres o cuatro horas para encontrar tratamiento. Aquí es más facíl. Todo
tenemos al alcance.
[I’m from Oaxaca and, in reality, my state is very poor in services. I feel that the
opportunities my daughter has here, she will never have there (Mexico). My plans
were to return to my country after one year, to my house to see my family, but
when they diagnosed Megan, all of our plans to return to Mexico were put on the
backburner because the opportunities that she has here she will never have there.
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And it’s true, there are many services of good quality in Mexico City, but they
cost a lot of money. In Oaxaca, there are no services and we’d have to travel three
or four hours to find treatment. Here it’s easier. Everything is within reach.].
Marisa: Because my husband is from Guadalajara and we go visit his family and
we try to call every Sunday … we try to let them know how Adrian is doing. And
when we say he had this evaluation or he is in therapy for this now or he is
involved on this now, it’s really hard for his family to understand the delay—the
speech delay that Adrian has. They don’t understand autism. They just don’t get
it. And so when we are crying and upset because we received word on this or that
or we’re frustrated because we can’t get in for therapy. It’s been really difficult
for my husband to be patient with his family because he’s understanding what it is
to be a parent in the United States.
Patricia: Se frustra por el hecho de no poder conseguir fácilmente los servicios o
que no vengan pronto, ¿verdad? Porque la mayoría sentimos que estamos
perdiendo el tiempo sino se dan mañana. Y otra de las cosas que también es muy
válido en nuestra cultura es uno llega en una situación de ésta y la aceptamos por
intervención divina, por cómo ustedes quieran, pero es algo que aceptamos la
familia. Nos pide que aceptemos, ¿verdad? En vez, aquí culturalmente no se
acepta, se hace el reto y se enfrenta el reto porque no es un castigo, ¿verdad? Y en
México, generalmente, aún se ve tener un hijo con discapacidades como un
castigo.
[You get frustrated for not being able to easily get services or because they don’t
come quickly enough, you know? Because the majority feels that we are losing
time if they don’t give it (services) to us tomorrow. And the other thing that also
is valid in our culture is that one arrives at a situation like this one (referring to
having a child with a disability) and we accept it as part of divine intervention, or
however you want to say it, but it’s something that you accept, but it’s something
that the family accepts. We are asked to accept it, right? On the contrary, here (the
United States) culturally we don’t accept it, you take on the challenge and you
confront the challenge because it’s not a punishment, right? And generally, in
Mexico, we still view having a child with disabilities as a punishment.].
Mayra: “It’s where the acceptance comes, that’s when you’ve received what you
need to accept and you will, but not under the punishment word.”
The conversation cited was an example of teamwork defined as the ability of
parents to come together to work collectively and democratically to understand issues on
an individual, interpersonal, and global level. On a personal level, Beatriz expressed her
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concerns for her daughter, Megan, and her family if they were to return to Mexico. She
loved the idea of returning to Oaxaca and being near her parents and extended family.
What appealed to her about Oaxaca was the simplicity of the lifestyle there and the
ability for families to plant and harvest their own food. Since Megan’s diet was a major
part of Beatriz’s worries, she felt that in Mexico, more opportunities existed for Megan to
eat healthy, organic foods. Moreover, she felt that both her daughters would have
healthier and safer lifestyles in her hometown. She believed that instead of relying on
television and toys for entertainment, rural Oaxaca offered children a myriad of
opportunities to work on the land, to learn first hand about animals and plants, to run
around with friends in the neighborhood as a means of diversion and exercise, and to
establish strong familial and cultural bonds.
Beatriz realized that special education resources and services were extremely
limited in her hometown. For Megan to receive the interventions and therapies she
needed, Beatriz and her family would need to travel four hours by bus or car into Mexico
City. Beatriz and her husband understood that lengthy travel for them would not be
economically feasible. Beatriz also knew that by remaining in the United States, she
could take classes about and be trained in interventions for children with autism. For her,
staying in the US for the present was the most beneficial decision she and her husband
could make for their daughter.
On an interpersonal level, Rosa understood the challenges that Beatriz faced. She
also felt torn about returning to Mexico because of the lack of special education services
and resources existing in her hometown in Sonora. For Rosa, the major barrier in the
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Mexican education system was the lack of inclusive classrooms. She was afraid that her
daughter, Anita, would be placed in a special education school or a special education
classroom in which Anita would only interact with other children with special needs.
Another drawback to returning to Mexico was the cost of special education services.
After investigating different clinics in Mexico that provided interventions and therapies
for children with autism, Rosa discovered that the majority of services offered were not
free. Most were very expensive. She understood that Anita could receive the same
services in the US for free or for very little money in comparison.
Beatriz responded to Rosa’s financial concerns by expressing her own. She also
had investigated the cost of treatment, therapy, and interventions for Megan in Mexico
City. In addition to the cost of travel, the services available in Mexico City were costly.
Most services were provided by private clinics and agencies. For Beatriz and her
husband, the financial burden was too much for them to undertake.
Marisa offered a different perspective. Born and raised in the US and married to a
Mexican immigrant, Marisa shared the frustrations she and her husband, Gabriel,
experienced when trying to explain autism to her husband’s family. For Gabriel’s family,
who lived in Guadalajara, Mexico, the label of autism did not hold meaning or
understanding. Marisa later explained that for Gabriel’s family, a disability was one that
was visible. For example, a child with Downs syndrome or cerebral palsy was disabled.
In contrast, a child with autism had no disability. Instead, he/she was “slow” or “just a bit
behind.”
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For Gabriel, the difficulty of living in the US was that he was exposed to an
educational and medical system in which specific labels and terminology were used to
explain disorders, delays, and behavior. In Mexico, he and his family had not been
exposed to or made aware of the range of disabilities that existed or the ways in which
specific behaviors were linked to different disabilities. Once he obtained knowledge
about autism and understood the spectrum of autistic symptoms and behaviors, he
became frustrated with his family who simply “did not get it.” In his own way, as alluded
to by Marisa, Gabriel was torn because he valued the knowledge he had gained in the US
but felt more distanced from his family in Mexico because of it.
The cultural perspective of autism that Marisa contributed led veteran parents to
reflect upon and express their views on the differences in understanding disability
between the US and Mexico. Considering her Mexican culture on a global level, Patricia
spoke of acceptance as a consequence. Acceptance of having a child with a disability, in
her view, was the result of believing that God was intervening as a form of punishment.
To have a child with disabilities meant that the parents had done something wrong, and
God had stepped in to teach them a lesson through their child. In contrast, acceptance in
the US meant action. In Patricia’s opinion, parents in the US did not accept that their
child had a disability. She did not mean that U.S. parents were in denial of the disability,
but rather they did not give in to the notion that a disability was a punishment and that
nothing existed to improve the situation or circumstances for that child. To her, U.S.
parents “confront the challenge[s]” of having a child with a disability by taking action to
change external barriers so the child could lead as normal of a life as possible. After
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listening to Patricia, Mayra concurred and added that acceptance came freely, without the
burden of feeling punished.
Working together as a team in the process of understanding the complexities
associated with cultural differences and distinct realties between the US and Mexico,
parents weaved their thoughts and experiences throughout the conversation. In the end,
although no solutions to issues associated with these differences or realities were
discussed or identified, a greater understanding of parents’ challenges and obstacles was
reached. Teamwork, as a process, was reflected through parents’ exploration of each
other’s concerns and perceptions. Through these reflections, parents were given the
opportunity to understand themselves, each other, and other parents of children with
special needs in deeper and more comprehensive ways.
Critiquing the Traditional Lecture Style of Instruction and Learning
Inviting parents to share equally in the process of learning. As a researcher using
a Participatory Action Research approach to conduct my investigation, I was cognizant of
the importance of allowing and encouraging each parent participant to contribute equally
to the research process. I did not want to lecture parents about the articles we read or
about what I thought were the main themes or topics of discussion. To dominate the
conversation as a researcher would have meant that I was demonstrating to parents that
my opinions were more important than theirs. Structurally, I would have been creating a
hierarchy in which my voice was situated in a power position and parents’ voices were
subordinate to mine. This type of hierarchy, according to Freire (2000), is oppressive and
perpetuates the marginalization of those whose voices are not traditionally heard.
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For me, equal sharing meant that all participants were given the opportunity to
speak their thoughts and to express their opinions. I made a conscious effort to ask
questions of parents rather than making statements. I strived to elicit their ideas and
opinions rather than forcing my own into the conversation. In this way, I attempted to
equalize our roles so that, structurally, we were balanced on the same level. For some
parents, like Patricia and Marisa, speaking out came naturally and easily. For other
parents, especially Rosa and Beatriz, listening, observing, and being quiet until a question
was directed to them was more comfortable. I believe that their initial hesitation to speak
had more to do with the English-Spanish language barrier than with any other challenge.
They did not seem afraid to contribute their ideas to the conversation, but many times,
they needed me to address them directly before they would add their opinions to the
conversation.
In an audio memo recorded on the day I met with parents for the first time, I
addressed my concerns about how the language barrier might affect parents’ participation
in the research process:
So that’s a whole other area that will be kind of interesting to look at different
levels of language within the study and how that impacts the process and how that
impacts participation how much people volunteer how much people actively
participate. That might be a factor so these are just things I want to make sure that
I include.
In the debriefing session with veteran parents, Patricia spoke about the way in
which she and Mayra, as veteran parent co-researchers, and I, as the researcher, were able
to elicit open responses from the novice parents and to provide a venue in which learning
could occur:
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I’m going to have to say that um I was nicely surprised to see our three parents in
the outgoing way they are ready. They want to learn they want to share and,
they’re ready to open doors. And that is pivotal in, in whatever we needed to
gather the information they were not the kind of parents you needed to get the
answers out, yeah they needed some moderation some redirection and I think that
I helped you with that giving another perspective or giving examples, um I’m a
trained listener and uh I’m a trained interviewer sort of speak just to guide them in
what is it that we need to hear so they can understand our perspective. But these
parents were ready are ready to give the next step and they’re very motivated um
definitely in my perspective Mayra, you Mayra had a very nice, incredibly nice
demeanor in listening to parents very supportive and very nice to guide the
parents, um very supportive.
In both the audio memo and in the excerpt from Patricia, participation from
novice parents was an important consideration. In the audio memo, my greatest concern
was that language might act as a barrier to participation. However, as expressed by
Patricia, parents’ interest as research group members and their motivation to learn and to
share their experiences trumped my initial worries about language as an obstacle.
Overall, with the assistance of veteran parents, novice parents were comfortable
expressing themselves and had ample opportunities to contribute to the conversations and
research process. I agreed with Patricia that at times, novice parents were in need of
guidance. There were moments when novice parents cited information that was not
complete or accurate. One case consisted of novice parents being confused about district
procedures when and if due process was initiated by a parent. Mayra and Patricia, who
were well-versed in disability law, provided novice parents with facts and specific
examples to help them understand litigation and step-by-step district practices.
Providing parents with the opportunity to question assumptions, definitions, and
ideas. Throughout the discussion and planning sessions, parents were encouraged to
question assumptions, definitions, and ideas about parent participation and other related
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topics. Even when parents did not agree with each other or with the articles they read,
they were comfortable sharing their opinions. In Discussion Session 1, after having read
the article, Involving Parents in Schools: A Process of Empowerment by Delgado-Gaitan
(1991), parent participants debated over what Delgado-Gaitan referred to as the “core
features of the empowerment process” (p. 34). Mayra did not agree with one of these core
features that Delgado-Gaitan had summarized as “They [the parents in her study]
acknowledged that there exists a lack of information regarding schools and committed
themselves to learning how schools operate and how parents could participate most
effectively” (p. 35). Mayra explained,
Well my bone to pick on that is each school is entirely different and that’s
basically the administration, so what you might learn in this school with that
administration and issues that might occur won’t work in that school. So in each
school that you attend you continually have to be learning how they operate and
what works more effectively. So it’s an ongoing thing. There is no way you can
say this is this and that’s going to work, uh huh. I mean it’s a good idea it sounds
better when you read it than actually apply what’s wrong.
Then Patricia offered a perspective that differed from Mayra’s, “I understand
what you’re saying Mayra. I totally empathize, but my point with that one is that there is
a basic law that operates and rules the schools.” Mayra agreed with Patricia and then
added, “I agree with you; however they don’t follow it. That’s the problem. They do not
follow it. If you do not have the information about that you’ll be stepped on continuously.
And it’s a never ending battle.” Patricia followed by saying, “But if I empower myself by
knowing what those basic laws are in order to change the program it’s going to be not a
contest but a power of wills and that’s where the empowerment comes.” Mayra replied,
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“Yeah but it doesn’t change the program. It changes for you. It doesn’t change for her,
for her, for her.” [Here Mayra is pointing at each of the novice parents, implying that
empowerment does not necessarily come easily to those who are new to the system].
Patricia responded, “And that’s where we need to make a difference.” Finally, Mayra
concluded, “And that’s the sad part about this.”
In this exchange between veteran parents, Mayra disagreed with DelgadoGaitan’s (1991) assessment of the ways in which parents could participate more
effectively. Delgado-Gaitan reported that parents in her study realized that they would
need to find information and resources on their own to understand how schools operated.
Mayra pointed out that information and resources across schools and school districts were
not universal. Each school had its own way of operating, and for that reason, she
disagreed with Delgado-Gaitan’s statement.
Patricia spoke up in defense of the article by arguing that disability law was
universal. Once parents were knowledgeable and versed about laws that pertained to
them and their children, they had the tools to advocate for themselves and to participate
in the educational system effectively. Mayra agreed with Patricia to a certain degree.
However, she brought up the point that many school officials did not always follow or
enforce the laws that governed how special education services should be implemented.
Her underlying concern was that parents may not be able to participate effectively within
the system when rules and procedures were not implemented in the ways described in
special education laws (e.g., IDEA, 2004).
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Patricia rebounded by re-stating the importance of learning and knowing special
education laws. For her, the law—not those enforcing the law—was what drove real
change for parents who advocated for their children. Knowledge of the law, for Patricia,
was what empowered parents to act. To her, knowledge was a tool to achieve change and
to empower parents to be actively engaged in their children’s education.
Mayra acknowledged Patricia’s perspective but understood change for parents in
a different light. For Mayra, change was a product of institutional support. If school
officials and administrators did not support or enforce special education laws, then
change for students affected by the laws was more difficult to achieve. Mayra indirectly
pointed out that for parents who knew the system and had more experience, advocating
for themselves by invoking the law during IEP meetings and other events came more
easily. For parents, such as Rosa, Marisa, and Beatriz, who were new to the special
education system, knowing the rules at each school their child attended was problematic.
Mayra believed that because the enforcement of special education laws varied from
school to school, inexperienced parents would find it very challenging to participate
effectively within the system even if they knew and understood their rights as dictated by
the laws.
Patricia concurred at this point in the conversation. She believed that one way to
make a difference for novice parents was for more experienced parents to share their
stories and knowledge. To change the system on an institutional level, for Patricia, meant
that parents needed to become more knowledgeable about special education laws and the
rights they had that were protected under these laws. She understood change coming from
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the parents rather than from the institutions themselves. Mayra conceded. However, she
felt that the situation for parents was “sad” because the change would need to come from
them, rather than from the institutions that, she believed, should be the sources for
transformation.
In this example, veteran parents questioned assumptions about parent
participation as framed by Delgado-Gaitan’s (1991) article. Although both agreed that
parents should be empowered through knowledge, each had a different perspective about
parents’ effectiveness within the special education system. Patricia believed that
empowerment and change were the responsibility of parents. If parents wanted to
transform the system and advocate effectively for their children, they needed to be armed
with knowledge that they actively pursued. Mayra, on the other hand, believed that even
if parents had the knowledge to advocate for change, they also needed institutional
support for those changes to occur. This dialogue between veteran parents was illustrative
of the ways in which parents were allowed to freely explore their ideas even if their
opinions were in contrast.
Allowing every parent the chance to speak and voice her opinion. As stated
earlier, as the researcher of a PAR project, I made a conscious effort to provide a safe
venue through which all parents felt that their voice was equally valued. To do this, I
directed questions to parents who had not had the opportunity to share their opinion with
the group. For example in the first focus-group interview, I asked the question, “What is
parent participation? En sus opiniones, ¿Qué es la participación de padres?” I directed the
question at novice parents. At first, the parents were hesitant to answer. Patricia reiterated
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the question in Spanish by asking, “¿Cómo ven ustedes su papel en la participación
dentro del programa de educación especial o regular?” [How do you all see your role in
your participation within special or regular education programs?] Parents thought about
the question in silence until Marisa replied,
“I think that in my experience with Adrian it’s been a matter of asking questions
and representing his voice and being involved as much as possible in understanding the
processes of the protocol. Understanding who does what and learning the terminology.”
After Marisa’s response, both veteran parents stepped in to translate what she said in
Spanish and provided more insight. Mayra added to what Marisa said by explaining to
Rosa and Beatriz that Marisa “Es la voz para su hijo” [She is her son’s voice].
I believe that with the encouragement of the veteran parents, Rosa and Beatriz felt
more comfortable answering the question about participation because they comprehended
the question, on different levels, in Spanish. After the veteran parents had responded to
Marisa’s answer, I turned to Rosa and asked her, “Rosa, ¿para tí? ¿Qué es parent
participation, participación de los padres, siendo mamá? [Rosa, for you, What is parent
participation, being a mom?] She looked at me and then at the group and replied, “Pues,
es buscar la forma de ayudar a Anita (her daughter). Este, buscarle la ayuda necesaria y
aprender sobre ella y por eso, buscarla ayuda. [Well, it’s to look for a way to help Anita.
Um, to look for the necessary help and learn about her and for that reason, find her help].
After Rosa had responded, I turned to Beatriz and asked, “Y Beatriz, ¿para tí?”
[And for you, Beatriz?]. She replied,
Pues, para mí es hacerle preguntas a la maestra, a los encargados de la escuela.
¿Cómo es su progreso de la niña? Y también involucrarnos más en lo que es la
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escuela, cómo asistir como voluntaria para ver que es el trato que les están dando
a los niños, cómo que son los servicios en realidad, que les están dando—porque
en el IEP dicen una cosa pero en realidad la vida real es otra.
[Well, for me it’s to ask the teacher questions, and those who are in charge of the
school. What is my daughter’s progress? And also involve ourselves more in the
school, how to assist as a volunteer so that I can see how they are treating the
kids, how the services really are, what they are giving to the kids—because in the
IEP they say one thing, but in reality, what is actually occurring is another
thing.”]
In these examples, veteran parents and I worked together to elicit responses from
novice parents in a supportive manner. Although I directed questions to Rosa and Beatriz,
I did not sense any feelings of apprehension or discomfort in their replies. Instead, I
discovered—especially in the first interviews and sessions with parents—that they
seemed comfortable with the ways in which we (the veteran parents and I) asked them
questions as a means to include them in the conversation.
My thoughts about how the novice parents felt were validated by veteran parents
at the end of the investigation. In a debriefing session, Patricia and Mayra had the
opportunity to provide me with feedback about the research process. Mayra pointed out
that what she found to be effective was the way in which I, as a researcher, allowed all
parents to speak and to give their opinion. She contrasted our research group to other
groups in which certain people dominated the conversation and did not allow for more
quiet members to speak. She also believed that the questions I asked and directed toward
novice parents allowed for open discussion among all the participants. She explained,
Okay, a couple things, first, um, support groups I have participated in them but I
always shied away from them because there was always one person that
dominates the support groups and it’s not effective. This [our research group] was
really good because there was a small group, everybody go to know a little bit
about everybody but at the end we all know about each child and about the
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heartaches that each parent had gone through and the things that they were still
missing to be a little successful.

She continued,
Secondly I love the way that the questions were driven, you know, you allowed
for them that if we didn’t finish everything that you had planned you were ok with
that, because they were able to expand on other things, but when I read the
questions, they did cover it. Maybe not directly like you wanted them, but they
did. And secondly when Patricia would translate in Spanish, even though like
Marisa didn’t understand, I could see that she was thinking at the end.
In these excerpts, Mayra expressed her support of the format I used to interview
and engage parents. She pointed out that the small size of the group was conducive to
discussion. In larger group meetings that she had attended, she found that not everyone
was allowed to speak or to express themselves. She also felt that the smaller venue
provided a more intimate atmosphere in which parents could talk about their “heartaches”
and personal challenges. Cammarota and Romero (in press) acknowledged that for
individuals to feel comfortable speaking their hearts and sharing stories about their lives,
they needed to feel safe in their surroundings and with the people with whom they were
interacting. Mayra’s description of the group’s dynamics indicated that parents felt secure
in the setting provided.
Furthermore, Mayra believed that I allowed for parents to answer questions on
their own terms. For example, I would ask parents a question, but many times their
answers would expand to include tangents and anecdotal stories. Mayra thought that by
permitting parents’ ideas to flow, rather than to be stifled or limited, parents were able to
explore topics that provided depth and insight into their views of participation. She also
felt that all parents gained a more thorough understanding of each other’s backgrounds
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because of the translations. To her, the translations in either English or Spanish served
two purposes: to translate information from language to the other and to reinforce ideas,
themes, etc. that had been expressed. Because most parents had some proficiency in both
languages, Mayra thought that the translations functioned as helpful summaries.
Creating Greater Equality in the Production and Exchange of Knowledge
Encouraging parents to create and pose questions. Practitioners of Participatory
Action Research (PAR) strive to involve all participants in the production and exchange
of knowledge (Freire, 2000). Although I did not have a specific strategy for encouraging
parents to create and pose questions, I knew that I would need to foster an environment
that would feel safe and comfortable for all parents to reflect critically and to converse
about their thoughts and feelings. Using the parent-to-parent-program model (Santelli, et
al., 2000), I brought in experienced “veteran” parents with whom I had worked before. I
knew having interviewed Patricia and Mayra in a previous pilot study that they cared
deeply for all parents who were new to the special education system. Because of their
Mexican origin and Spanish-speaking backgrounds as well as their first-hand experiences
as parents of children with special needs, I understood that their presence in my study
was invaluable. I believed strongly that their physical presence and the positive and
supportive tone that they set from the first parent gathering were critical components of
the research process. The impact of the veteran parents’ participation on novice parents’
willingness to participate in the investigation was expressed indirectly through the words
of Marisa and Beatriz,
Marisa: I really felt the support system for the first time, and it gives me hope to
that that I feel empowered. I know that there are people that care, I know that I’m
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not alone, just because for the longest time I thought Adrian only had my husband
and my parents and you all have been gracious to share your stories and I feel
grateful. I know there is a purpose. I know there is a purpose for me coming here
and there is more to it and this is just the beginning
Beatriz: Y también yo así también creo como todas las madres, me sentí en un
momento sola. Pero aprendí que hay que comunicarnos más, pedir ayuda que no
estamos solos” [And I also believe, similar to the other mothers, I felt—in a
moment—alone. But I learned that we have to communicate more, ask for help so
that we are not alone.]
In these two examples, Marisa and Beatriz expressed how they no longer felt
“alone” because they were part of the research group. For both of them, the research
group acted as a support system in which they could engage with other parents who
shared similar circumstances. Feeling cared for and knowing that others truly understood
their challenges, made it possible for novice parents to ask and pose questions freely.
In the debriefing session with veteran parents, Mayra spoke about the process of
engaging novice parents in the discussions about parent participation. Her understanding
of why novice parents, over time, became more involved in the research process was
captured in the following excerpt:
Personally I saw that when we started going around asking questions and they
started listening to all the stories that was the key that their comfort level got
better because it became to the realization that they weren’t the only ones that
have been having issues. They weren’t the only ones that have had problems and
had been fighting this but the key is never to give up. And I noticed that by the
time you [Cristina] were there at the third meeting there was a difference in the
group atmosphere—how they were acting you know how they were responding,
how they were listening you know very attentive you know even like I just kind
explained that Marisa, Rosa and Beatriz. Like when Marisa will speak or vice
versa she will look at them [Rosa and Beatriz] intently they were looking at her
intently and even though there were times I know they were not comprehending
Marisa would say, “Can you explain that, can you tell me what that means?” or
vice versa. They felt comfortable each time that we got together you know you
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comfort levels changed and you either feel good or you don’t feel good with the
group and the mix was good have to admit the mix was very, very good I mean it
was just the right mix, I mean it really was.
In this example, Mayra spoke about the importance of novice parents’ comfort
levels throughout the investigation. Similar to the novice parents’ accounts, Mayra felt
that the comfort level of the group increased as parents realized they were not alone. As
parents shared personal stories with one another, mutual trust strengthened. Mayra
observed that, over time, parents were more comfortable asking and posing questions.
She believed that a positive group atmosphere contributed to parents’ active engagement
and participation.
Validating others. “Validating others” as a component operationalized under the
CCI educational perspective, Critical Pedagogy, was analyzed through parents’
conversational exchanges. As a part of the category, “Creating greater equality in the
production and exchange of knowledge,” parent participants were observed to validate
one another with their words and non-verbal communication. Throughout the focusgroup interviews and the discussion and planning sessions, parents validated each other
by doing or saying the following:
• Saying, “Yes, I understand” or “I know what you mean.”
• Nodding their heads.
• Responding, “Um hum” (to show agreement).
• Giving eye contact with the person speaking.
• Placing a hand on their neighbor’s shoulder (seats were set up in a semi-circle
configuration).
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• Reacting emotionally to an emotional or upsetting story.
• Sharing other stories that were similar to the story or example being given to
demonstrate comprehension, empathy, or understanding.
One exchange between veteran parents at the debriefing session that illustrated the
ways in which parents validated each other was when they were discussing the difference
between pity and empathy. Patricia was talking about how she felt supported by her son’s
teacher who came up to her as she was trying to wheel her son out of the classroom:
He [the teacher] came by and he just tapped me on the shoulder and he said, “It’s
been a rough year, huh?” And it’s like, Oh, they know, but they don’t need to tell me
anything else personally. You know it’s been a rough time and it’s been a rough year,
so that’s empathy for me.
At this point, Mayra validated Patricia’s experience by leaning over to Patricia and
sharing an experience she had with one of her co-workers:
But a good example, I think, for me is when one of my fellow co-workers said to
me one day, “You know, I really respect your ability to take care of Jimmy
because I don’t think I could do it.” And really that’s all he said, and that in itself
was a compliment, a support for me. He didn’t say, ‘I feel sorry for you,” or he
didn’t say, “Oh too bad you had Jimmy.” You know? He compared it to himself.
Would he be able to do it? And he said, “No.”
In this conversational exchange, veteran parents shared similar experiences about
how they felt when another person supported them through empathic and supportive
words. Most interesting to me about this conversation was that they made the distinction
between empathy and pity. Empathy was demonstrating support without pretending to
understand the parent’s pain, and pity was equated with feeling sorry for the parent or
pretending to know how that parent was feeling.
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Throughout the investigation, parents validated one another the most by listening
to each other’s stories and then demonstrating that they understood one another’s
challenges by disclosing a personal experience of their own that was similar. In the
example above, Mayra was validating Patricia’s experience with her son’s teacher by
recalling the way she felt when a co-worker communicated his respect for her. In both
cases, the words of an “outsider” (a person who did not have a child with special needs)
were comforting and reassuring. Both parents agreed that a person’s intention along with
how they phrased their words were extremely important factors to consider when
determining the difference between empathy and pity.
Allowing reciprocity among members. According to Blue-Banning, et al., (2004),
“allowing reciprocity among members” means that the researcher needs to “actively work
to ensure that all … members of the partnership feel equally powerful in their ability to
influence outcomes for children and families” (p. 174). As explained earlier under the
components, “allowing every parent participant the chance to speak and voice their
opinion” and “encouraging parents to create and pose questions,” I attempted to create an
atmosphere that was conducive to open communication among all participants.
In the transcripts and video recordings, parents were conscious of allowing each
other to talk. In one example, Marisa, a more vocal and outspoken novice parent, wanted
to share her feelings about her participation in the group. However, knowing that
generally she was the first to state her opinion, she looked over at Rosa—who showed
that she wanted to contribute to the conversation by raising her left hand slightly—and
said, “I want her [Rosa] to be able to talk before I say anything.”
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All parents were encouraged to generate an action plan to overcome obstacles to
their own participation in their children’s schools. For all parents to feel that the action
plan reflected their needs, each parent was given the opportunity to discuss their ideas
and to explore the ways in which they could contribute specifically to the action plan (see
Table 6). In Discussion Session 2, we spoke about the ideas that had been generated:
Cristina: “We don’t want to reinvent the wheel. Marisa is going to bring her
binder [with an example of a collage she created of her son] Patricia va a traer sus libros
que usa [Patricia is going to bring the books that she uses].
Patricia: Yeah, de la Navegación del Sistema, lo que es la Intervención Temprana
y tiene recursos allí. [Yeah, of Navigating the System, what is called Early Intervention
and the resources that it has].
Cristina: “Right. And Mayra if you have anything? Beatriz, ¿si tú tienes algo que
has hecho? [Beatriz, if you have anything that you have done?].
Marisa: You can take pictures of it [referring to anything that parents have done at
home that can be documented through pictures].
Cristina: “Oh excellent! We can take pictures. Rosa, ¿si tienes algo? O traigan sus
ideas. Si no tienen algo concreto, pueden traer sus ideas y podamos comparar y hablar de
lo que estamos haciendo.” [Rosa, if you have anything? Or bring your ideas. If you don’t
have anything concrete, you can bring your ideas and we will compare them and talk
about what we are doing].
Patricia: (Looking over at Beatriz) “La dieta.” [Diet].

250

Beatriz: “Tengo un libro que compré apenas que es en español, que habla mucho
de la dieta de los tratamientos.” [I have a book that I just bought that’s in Spanish, that
talks a lot about diet and treatments].
Being willing to learn. One of the most exciting and rewarding aspects of the
investigation was the motivation and willingness of parent participants to learn and to
gain new knowledge. As summarized by Patricia in the last focus-group interview,
What I noticed of this group is they are thirsty for knowledge and they are here
because they’re seeking information. They’re seeking empowerment, hambre de
poderse comunicarse con el resto del mundo y de conocer las palabras. Y tienen la
determinación de hacer eso. Eso es lo que he visto en este grupo. Tienen una
participación, pero no tenían la fuerza del conocimiento. Y apenas lo están
desarollando, pero tienen muy buenas preguntas.
[They are thirsty to be able to communicate with the rest of the world and to learn
the (right) words. And they have the determination to do this. This is what I have
seen in this group. They have the participation, but they didn’t have the power of
knowledge. And they are just beginning to develop it, but they do have very good
questions].
Parents demonstrated that they were willing to learn at the research gatherings
(focus-group interviews, discussion and planning sessions) and on their own. At research
gatherings, parents asked many questions. Most questions were focused on the following
areas:
• Where to find more resources for children with autism.
• How to get funding for resources and/or treatments.
• How to communicate better with school administrators, teachers, and staff even
if a language barrier exists.
• How to be more effective at an IEP meeting.
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• How to know what questions to ask at an IEP meeting and at other schoolcentered meetings (e.g., what questions are appropriate to ask and to whom).
• Where to find information about parents’ rights in both English and Spanish.
On their own, novice parents had their own way of getting information and learning.
When her daughter, Megan, was diagnosed with autism, Beatriz was given a book about
autism by the Head Start Program in which Megan was enrolled. She also received
information from the Early Intervention Specialist associated with Head Start. She
explained,
Entonces fue como yo empecé a investigar con esa guía que me dieron. Yo empecé a
investigar de los terapistas, las agencias que proveía las terapias. Luego empecé a
investigar sobre las vacunas, la dieta, y los doctores que hacen ese tipo de
tratamiento.
[Then it was like I began to investigate with the guidebook that they gave me. I began
to investigate about the therapists, the agencies that provided the therapists. Then I
began to investigate about vaccines, diet, and doctors that do that type of treatment.].
Most of the information that Rosa received about autism came from the Internet.
She turned to the Internet for knowledge because she did not always feel that the early
intervention staff member who was sent to her home to diagnose Anita was being
forthright with her. For Rosa, the Internet was a source of power. The Internet provided
her with facts and terminology that she could use to ask autism experts about her
daughter’s progress, behavior, and diagnosis. She spoke about the ways in which the
information she received from the Internet helped her:
El problema fue cuando empezó a llegar la gente a la casa a hacer evaluaciones.
Yo decía, “¿Por qué?” “Ah, porque así tenemos que trabajar para hacer una
evaluación.” “Pero, ¿Cómo se llama lo que están buscando?” “No, pues es que es
un retraso en el desarrollo que tienen los niños.” Pero nunca me hablaron de la
palabra autísmo, entonces ya, yo me acerqué mucho a la Internet, porque la gente
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nunca me daba respuestas. Siempre, “Ah es que son retrasos en el desarrollo.” Eso
porque me gusta estar mucho tiempo investigando acerca de cualquier cosa de
que ahorita me dicen una palabra que no entiendo, la apunto y luego voy y la
busco siempre. Estoy siempre, siempre, siempre estoy leyendo siempre y ahora
me platican de algo ya tengo siempre tengo idea de lo que se relaciona con Anita.
[The problem started when the people who were doing the evaluations arrived at
my house. I asked, “Why?” “Oh, because this is the way we have to work to do
the evaluation.” “But, what is it called that you are looking for?” “No, well it’s
that it’s a developmental delay that kids have.” But they never spoke to me about
the word autism, and then I began to use the Internet a lot because the people
never would give me answers. It was always, “Ah, it’s a developmental delay.”
That is why I like to spend a lot of time investigating about whatever little thing
and now when they say a word that I don’t understand, I write it down, and then I
always go to look for it. I am always, always, always reading and now they speak
to me about something and I always have an idea about how it relates to Anita].
Marisa was fortunate in that her sister-in-law was an early intervention specialist.
When Adrian began to demonstrate autistic behaviors, her sister-in-law provided her with
information about what Marisa could do and who she could contact. Marisa explained
how she was open to receiving the difficult news about her son and was willing to learn
more about what she and her husband could do for Adrian:
So, umm, that was really clue number one. And then that clue number two is the
lack of, you know? Lack of curiosity, just trying different foods just none
whatsoever (coughing). My sister in-law who is his godmother actually did early
intervention in X [name deleted] county specifically, yeah. Pretty much
throughout X county is the one that pulled me aside one day and said, “Marisa,
I’m really concerned. This umm, this is what I’m seeing in Adrian and this is
where he should be at.” And she brought up brochures and pamphlets to show
me, and I luckily, thank God I was open to it. And my husband supported me
saying, “Okay, go ahead call the state, let’s do what we have to do.”
According to Blue-Banning et al. (2004), being willing to learn also meant that
parents demonstrated competence “in their ability to fulfill their roles” (p. 174) as
partners in a collaborative setting. In this investigation, novice parents proved their
“competence” through their active pursuit of knowledge and their willingness to impart
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what they had learned to other parents. For Beatriz and Rosa, learning about autism
meant finding information through books and/or the Internet. Both read materials that led
to their understanding of symptoms and treatments for autism. Marisa also gained most of
her knowledge through the written word (e.g., brochures and pamphlets). However,
unlike the other two parents, Marisa had a family member who was knowledgeable about
autism and provided guidance and support.
As Patricia pointed out in the first excerpt, all three novice parents joined the
research project because they were hungry for knowledge and were looking for a group
that would support them with the challenges they faced. Most of them were intent on
learning more about the IEP process and the ways in which they could become more
involved in their child’s education in the school setting. All novice parents demonstrated
an immense desire to learn. They not only asked specific questions, but they volunteered
information that was conducive to critical thinking and personal reflection.
Sharing Authority and Fostering Leadership
Supporting parents to expand their roles within the research process. A critical
component of the CCI model and of the PAR approach was for the researcher and the
participants to work and to collaborate together as equals. In my research, collaboration
and equal partnership meant that parents contributed to the research process and directly
influenced the outcomes of the study (i.e., the action plan). Although I entered the
investigation with research questions of my own, I crafted them so they were open ended
and allowed for parents’ opinions, perspectives, and suggestions to shape the study. I also
wanted parents’ participation in the study and their views of parent participation (i.e.,
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definitions) to be the focus. To ensure that parents were at the center of my investigation
and that I was portraying parents in an accurate manner, I relied heavily upon the input
and guidance of veteran parents to assist me in the following areas:
• To present a distinctive, “insider” voice as Mexican origin, Spanish-speaking
parents of children with special needs.
• To present topics important to parents that I may have overlooked.
• To assist me in asking questions of novice parents that they felt were not being
addressed.
• To help guide the conversation and activities.
• To provide me with feedback about the research process—what was working,
and what was not effective.
• To analyze the codes and themes I generated from reading the transcripts and to
share their thoughts with me about my initial coding schemes.
• To read my analyses of themes and to provide me with suggestions, constructive
criticism, and /or feedback.
Because the veteran parents, Patricia and Mayra, were motivated and enthusiastic
about leading discussions; probing novice parents with further questions; translating; and
providing guidance, support and advice, their roles evolved and changed greatly over
time. Several times during the study, novice parents first would ask Patricia and Mayra
for advice or information before they would ask me. Novice parents also would pull
veteran parent aside before or after the focus-group interviews or discussion/planning
sessions to talk to them about their children or challenges they were facing at their
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children’s schools. As a researcher, I allowed myself to take a back seat and observe
these interactions rather than interrupting them. What I learned was that novice parents
greatly respected veteran parents’ knowledge because of the wisdom and perspectives
veteran parents had gained over time through their own experiences, joys, and hardships.
In an individual interview session with Rosa, she discussed how difficult it was for
her to follow the conversations about her daughter, Anita, at IEP meetings. She suggested
that novice parents work with veteran parents to learn how to write down and summarize
important concerns so that during the IEP meetings, parents would feel more comfortable
asking questions and talking to the professionals about the critical issues concerning their
children. She expressed that she would like to collaborate with Patricia and Mayra on
things “que nos importa o que nos afecta o que nos sirven” [that are important to us
(novice parents) or that affect us or that serve us]. She also summarized the sentiments of
the other two novice parents when she said that she’d like to learn more from the veteran
parents because, “Ellas saben” [they know]. “They know,” from Rosa’s perspective,
meant that she (Rosa) was aware of the vast knowledge and experiences of veteran
parents. She wanted to tap into their wisdom to learn how to better navigate the special
education system.
Novice parents’ roles also changed over time. All three novice parents became
more involved in the research process and planning as the weeks passed. By the final
focus-group interview, all novice parents were actively contributing their ideas to finalize
the action plan. They also were sharing more personal stories and experiences with the
group without being prompted. The following excerpt is an example of some of the
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concerns parents had about what could occur as their children got older. Novice parents
became especially involved in this discussion because of the many challenges they
realized they could be facing in the future and because of the ways in which their
priorities for their children had changed over time.
Beatriz began the conversation by talking about her concerns for Megan if she
and her husband decided to stay in the United States:
Y yo me pongo a pensar y bueno si estuviéramos ahí [Oaxaca, México] como ella
va a ir creciendo bueno. Ya va a tener cosas en que ocuparse podemos sembrarle
algo, podemos cortarle sus propias verduras, tenerle algo que se ocupe. Que si
está aquí [United States] nada mas va a estar pensando en la tele, todo de la tele o
los juegitos, la computadora y cosas así.
[And I begin to think, and well, if we were there (Oaxaca, Mexico), like she
would keep growing well. She would have things to occupy her, we would plant
something, we would cut her own vegetables (from the tree), have something to
occupy her. If she is here (United States) all she would be thinking about would
be the television, everything about the t.v. and her little toys, the computer and
things like that].
After Beatriz finished what she was saying, Marisa asked for clarification, “I got
the part they [Beatriz and her husband] were debating like the differences going home or
staying here.” I took a moment to translate for Marisa and then Patricia added,
Mi mejor consejo para ustedes, nunca van a tomar una decisión que sea mala
porque siempre van a hacer una decisión que sea mejor para sus hijos. Ellos nos
enseñan si uno piensa que va a pasar dentro de veinte años pues nunca sabemos si
vamos a estar aquí dentro de veinte años. Es bueno tener un plan que va a cambiar
porque nunca sabemos.
[My best advice for all of you, you are never going to make a bad decision
because you will always make the best decision for your children. They show us
if one thinks about what is going to happen in the next twenty years, well, we
never know if we will even be here in the next twenty years. It’s good to have a
plan that can change, because we never know].

257

Marisa spoke up again and asked Patricia, “Can you tell me in English?” Patricia
translated what she said in English, to which Marisa replied,
It’s so true because by the time Adrian was born I had always said, “Oh I want
him to go to private school. He’s going to go to Catholic school. I want him to
have the best education.” We had to really think what’s going to be the best
setting for Adrian, how is he going to receive the best services, and it no longer
became like, “Oh what school in X (city name deleted) is the best?” My priorities
have changed.
Patricia agreed with Marisa, looked at the entire group, and responded,
Es una realidad cómo las prioridades cambian, de dar a nuestros hijos lo que
necesitan, no lo que uno quería o lo que uno soñaba, sino simplemente cambiar el
sueño de la realidad de las necesidades.
[It’s a reality how priorities change, to give what our children need, no what one
wants or what one once dreamed, instead simply changing our dreams of the
reality of the necessities].
Rosa jumped into the conversation at this point and said,
Sí. Como por ejemplo, nosotros planeamos tener a Anita aquí para que ella al
momento que nos regresemos tener una niña bilingüe, ¿no? Y como ahora
quisiera que Anita se comunique con tarjetas, ese seria el logro más grande de
nosotros.
[Yes. Like for example, we planned on having Anita here (in the United States) so
that she, at the moment when we return (to Mexico) we will have a bilingual girl,
you know? And how now we want Anita to communicate with cards that would
be a huge accomplishment for us].
In these examples, novice parents were actively driving the direction of the
discussion. Beatriz, who in the beginning was quiet and waited to be asked questions,
began this conversation toward the end of the investigation. She initiated the discussion
by stating her concerns for Megan if she and her family decided to remain in the United
States. Her fears stemmed from how Megan would grow and develop in the United States
as opposed to Mexico. Her main apprehension was that in the US, Megan would have
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little opportunity to connect with the land and have limited freedom to run around outside
and play. She was afraid that Megan’s main source of entertainment would be found in
video games, television, and manufactured toys.
After listening to Beatriz in Spanish, Marisa did not wait for me or for veteran
parents to ask if translation was necessary. Instead, Marisa jumped in and requested
assistance. Immediately Patricia translated parts of the conversation that Marisa had not
understood. In this case, Marisa expanded her role by actively asking for what she needed
instead of deferring to me or to the veteran parents to facilitate the conversation. Marisa
also participated consistently throughout the study. Her stories and ideas often guided the
discussion. In the excerpt above, she agreed with what Patricia said about how plans for
one’s child can change dramatically when one has a child with a disability. Marisa
relayed that her dreams of enrolling Adrian in Catholic school shattered when she found
out that he was autistic. She discussed some of the ways in which her priorities for him
had to change.
Similar to Beatriz, Rosa also had been a more passive participant at the beginning
of the investigation. Rosa often waited until questions were asked of her before she
contributed to the conversation. Toward the end of the study, however, Rosa’s role in the
research process expanded greatly. She frequently initiated conversations, asked
questions, and added her opinions to the discussions. In the example above, Rosa
responded immediately to Patricia’s comments about how priorities change as a child
grows. Rosa discussed the ways in which she and her husband had high expectations for
Anita being a bilingual child before her diagnosis of autism. Their priorities changed
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when they realized that Anita struggled greatly with expressive language. Rosa explained
that, in the present, they were happy when Anita communicated non-verbally through
visual aids.
Applying a Parent Participation Continuum to Critical Pedagogy
A parent participation continuum was created to analyze how novice parents
learned within a situated activity (e.g., the discussion and planning sessions) and became
more active in their children’s education. I also used this continuum to explore where
veteran parents and I were located as participants in the study. Furthermore, I understood
parents’ development of critical consciousness to be connected with their desire and
ability to take action, advocate for themselves, voice their opinions, and question people,
procedures, or policies that were not benefiting their children’s well-being. I included
critical consciousness on the parent participation continuum (See Figure 1) because I
believed that as parents moved toward full participation in their children’s education and
in special education programs, they also grew more aware of their individual agency and
their ability to change unjust and discriminatory institutional practices.
I used the examples provided in this chapter to demonstrate where participants
were situated on the continuum during a specific moment in time. I presented these
examples by section (critical pedagogy, authentic caring relationships, a social justice
centered curriculum, and parent participation through PAR) rather than in chronological
order. Moreover, I chose examples that I thought would illustrate the continuum most
clearly. Some of the examples I described in one section overlapped with examples given
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in other sections. I allowed for this overlap because I wanted to show parents’
progression from one moment in time to another.
For organizational purposes, I decided to focus on specific components of parent
participation or critical consciousness in each section. First, in the critical pedagogy
section, I concentrated on the ways in which participants moved toward full participation
in both the investigation and in their children’s education. I was interested in parents’
active presence in the study and the ways in which they contributed to the discussions
about their own participation. Second, in the section about authentic caring relationships,
I wanted to analyze participation from an affective standpoint. I considered where
participants were on the continuum as they became more aware of each other’s hardships
and conscious of the challenges parents of children with special needs faced on a global
level. Third, in the social justice centered curriculum section, I explored parents’
development of critical consciousness by incorporating a typology of consciousness
described by Freire (2007). Finally, I examined specific changes in participants’
definitions of parent participation in the section “Parent Participation through PAR.”
Through these definitions, I assessed whether or not parents’ understanding of parent
participation expanded and evolved. I believed that a more open and multi-faceted
perspective about participation meant that parents had moved toward a greater awareness
of the ways in which they could actively participate in their children’s education.
A component of critical pedagogy was cooperation. Parents’ learning during the
investigation occurred when they shared resources, listened to one another, coordinated
information, worked as a team, and were willing to explore all options (see Table 2).
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From the stories novice parents shared about being in other parent support groups, I
understood that a democratic and open environment was critical to their willingness to
participate actively in discussions.
As stated previously, Beatriz and Rosa were more passive at the beginning of the
study. They remained quiet until they specifically were asked a question. Over time,
however, they began to initiate conversations and ask questions. They reported that their
comfort level was high and therefore they felt motivated to contribute to the discussions.
On the parent participation continuum (see Figure 1) they progressed toward mastery and
became intermediates. Being intermediates meant that they were willing to guide and
shape the discussions, contributed information toward the creation of the action plan, and
volunteered experiences about their interactions with those who worked with their
children on an academic and a personal level.
As far as participation in the study, Marisa entered as an intermediate. She was
vocal and active from the start and was willing to share her hopes, disappointments, and
challenges with all participants. I placed her as an intermediate that was moving toward
mastery because, from the beginning, she contributed specific ideas and strategies about
positive ways to start an IEP meeting. She also had attended meetings and conferences
about Arizona Disability Law and the ways in which she could represent and advocate for
her son. By the end of the study, Marisa was at an advanced intermediate stage on the
continuum. She did not feel ready to work with other parents of children with special
needs because she believed that she was “too emotional” and subjective. She admitted
that she needed more time and experience to become a mentor to other parents. She did
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not progress to mastery because she was not prepared or seasoned enough to provide
leadership to others to the same degree as a veteran parent.
I placed veteran parents, Patricia and Mayra, toward the end of the parent
participation continuum because I considered them to be masters. As expert and cultural
informants, veteran parents were pivotal in shedding light on key issues that Mexican
origin parents of special-needs children confronted. When discussing critically the
articles presented to parents in the study both applied the readings to parents’ everyday
circumstances and made the material more accessible. Moreover, they shared personal
experiences with novice parents to illustrate how they overcame specific challenges (e.g.,
language barriers, poor communication with teachers). They also showed that they were
full participants in the research process by asking their own questions to novice parents
and guiding them to answers.
As parents of children with special needs, both Patricia and Mayra participated in
their children’s education by acting on the knowledge and wisdom they had accrued over
years of experience. They also were at a point in their lives where they were “giving
back” to the community. They were parent advocates and had gone through training to
help parents understand disability law, to know their rights, and to negotiate effectively at
IEP meetings.
Although Patricia and Mayra had reached master status, they also continued
learning through the interactions they had with less experienced parents. When working
with novice parents, Patricia and Mayra were grateful to be asked for advice. They were
deeply appreciative of novice parents’ willingness to share their personal stories with
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them. Through these stories, veteran parents learned about different interventions and
practices used with autistic children. Although Jimmy, Mayra’s son, was autistic Mayra
was not aware of all the herbal treatments and alternative therapies that were discussed by
novice parents. Several times before and after the discussion/planning sessions, I
observed veteran and novice parents talking about the most current developments in
autism research or about local programs catering to autistic children. In these
conversations mutual learning was occurring. Veteran parents gained new knowledge and
understanding through their interactions with novice parents. Because veteran status was
not static or fixed, the continuum was constructed so that “mastery” could extend beyond
the boundaries depicted. By the end of the study, Mayra and Patricia were masters who
were taking active measures to continue their learning and growth.
As a participant in this study, I located myself as a novice moving toward
intermediate status. I entered the investigation with a general knowledge about parent
participation among Mexican origin parents of special-needs children. Even though I had
been a bilingual special education teacher and had worked with several parents from
Mexico who had children in my classroom, I knew I had a limited understanding about
how these parents viewed participation on a daily basis.
Over the course of the investigation, I learned that parents defined parent
participation in various ways. To me, the most surprising definitions were those that were
unique to each parent. For Beatriz, one of the ways she was involved in Megan’s
education was dedicating much time and energy to locating distributors of low-cost
herbal supplements from whom she could purchase salves, pills, and liquid drops. Marisa
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committed her free time to learning strategies from professional therapists. Specifically
she learned how to apply interactive play to Adrian’s daily routine. Rosa considered potty
training Anita as one way that she was actively participating in Anita’s education. She
knew that Anita needed to learn basic hygiene to be accepted fully in society and,
therefore, dedicated many hours per week teaching Anita how to use the bathroom
properly.
By the end of the investigation, I felt that I had developed a greater understanding
of the ways in which parents viewed their roles in their children’s education. Not being a
parent during the investigation located me as an outsider. However, my knowledge of
what parent participation could encompass increased over time. As far as my learning
was concerned, I believe that I progressed toward intermediate status. I understood parent
participation in traditional middle-class terms, through the alternative definitions
provided in research about Mexican origin parents, and through the perspectives of
parents in the study. The information and knowledge I accrued through my own
participation propelled me along the continuum toward full participation. However, my
trajectory toward mastery was limited by the fact that I was not a parent of a child with
special needs.
Authentic Caring Relationships
The second educational perspective of the Critically Compassionate
Intellectualism (CCI) model is authentic caring relationships. As described in Chapter 1,
authentic caring relationships are those characterized by mutual respect and trust among
those engaged in the acquisition of knowledge and learning. Furthermore, educators who
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use a pedagogy that is caring and compassionate are aware of the fears and challenges
that students and/or research participants confront daily (Cammarota & Romero, in
press). In this investigation, I wanted to know if authentic caring relationships as
described by Cammarota and Romero (2006, in press) were evident. Specifically, I was
interested in how authentic caring between veteran and novice parents was manifested. I
created a table (see Table 2) in which I operationalized components of each educational
perspective in CCI. Then, through a second round of coding, I looked for examples of
authentic caring in transcripts, audio memos, journals, the open-ended survey, and video
recordings. In this chapter, I report my findings and provide an analysis of each
operationalized component as it relates to authentic caring.
Developing Mutual Trust
Providing parents with the sense that they are cared for. As part of the CCI
model, caring and compassion were critical components of the relationships established
and nurtured throughout the research process. Caring, within the context of this
investigation, was an act that required participants to consider others’ frame of reference,
point of view, and feelings (Noddings, 2003). Compassion, in CCI, was the empathy
participants felt for others who had faced hardships and challenges related to their
background, status, economic or social condition, or cultural and linguistic differences
(Cammarota & Romero, in press).
In this study, I was acutely aware that for parents to feel comfortable sharing their
personal stories, they needed to feel cared for and safe. To engender this mutual trust, I
needed to be honest and open about my own feelings and emotions and to be aware of
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each participant’s comfort levels. In an audio memo, I reflected upon a conversation
Mayra and I had about community building within the group. Mayra provided me with
insight about the effective ways in which I was helping to gain the novice parents’ trust.
In this excerpt, I was thinking about authentic caring relationships and the ways in which
I could maintain an atmosphere of caring, trust, and respect:
And Mayra also said that the way that I would do it the way that I would ask them
to talk about what they thought about in regards to the questions was umm she
said that I did it in my own style. And what I think that she meant was that I
didn’t force them into it, yet I was pretty direct with them that this was something
that they should answer, you know, in order to give us their opinion. So I took
that as a compliment and umm it’s something to think about because I’m trying to
piece together what it means to build authentic relationships for the CCI model
and that I’m using in the study. And I believe that part of how to build authentic
relationships is to establish an atmosphere in which everyone feels that they can
speak up—that they can actually say something—and that their, that what they
have to say is important, that what they have to say is valued and respected by the
group, and I’m really trying very hard to allow for those types of dialogues to
occur naturally.
Veteran parents also played important roles in providing a trusting and caring
atmosphere. Because both of them had experienced, first-hand, many of the experiences
that the novice parents shared in conversation, they were able to empathize on an
emotional and intellectual level. In the debriefing session, both Patricia and Mayra
described their profound concern for the novice parents and the ways in which they
perceived empathy being manifested between participants. In the first example, Mayra
explained that although a language barrier existed within the group, all parents were able
to understand each other on an emotional level:
And Rosa, I can’t even begin to know them (Rosa and Beatriz) as much as I
would like to, and part of it is because of my Spanish being so bad, you know?
But I got to talking to Marisa more, but even though we didn’t know [all that was
being said in Spanish], you know a language barrier? When there was a problem,
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I was able to notice, like when Marisa was crying in one instance I saw [that the
group acknowledged her] and that I needed to look at her and like I felt the pain,
they [the group] felt the pain and even though they probably didn’t understand
Marisa, they did understand her and that’s what was really incredible about the
small group setting. It was perfect. It really was.
In this excerpt, Mayra acknowledged that for her, language was a barrier. She was
not able to get to know the Spanish-speaking parents, Beatriz and Rosa, as well as she
would have desired because of her limited Spanish proficiency. However, I believed that
Mayra demonstrated even more compassion for novice parents who struggled with the
English language because they were not only trying to learn English, but they also were
learning medical and educational terminology associated with autism in both languages.
She could understand the frustration they felt in not being able to communicate fluently
in their second language.
Mayra also expressed that the underlying emotions felt through words and nonverbal language were understood by all parents. Parent participants felt empathy and
compassion when a parent would cry or show emotion. For Mayra, parents’ concern for
one another existed regardless of spoken language. A strong bond was created between
parents because of their shared experiences. This bond, as comprehended by Mayra, was
even more powerful than words.
In the second example, Patricia spoke about what she witnessed and felt as novice
parents related some of their difficult experiences with the group:
I saw their pain and I saw their fear of the difference [having a child with a
disability]. And I saw them lost with the system and asking questions. So I’ve
been there, done that. And every parent that I’ve been in contact with has taught
me something, so I feel totally comfortable. I feel the pain really, but I am not too
emotional in public, I’ve never been. It comes with my personality, but I do feel
the pain and I know what empathy is all about.
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Patricia empathized with parents’ feelings of pain and fear because she had “been
there, done that.” Empathy, for Patricia, meant that she understood and had compassion
for parents because she too had experienced many of the hardships and challenges they
confronted. She knew how they felt when they said that they had felt lost or alone.
Patricia, having immigrated to the US, struggled with the language and terminology
associated with her son’s special needs. She comprehended how difficult the situation
was for novice parents, especially those from Mexico, who were new to the U.S.
educational system and needed answers to the hundreds of questions they had about their
child.
Although Patricia admitted that she rarely showed emotion in public, there were
two times during the investigation in which she became teary-eyed. Once was when
Marisa shared her gratitude for the help and guidance veteran parents had given to her.
The other was when Rosa became very emotional about no longer feeling isolated and
alone. Patricia’s reaction was subtle, yet her gentle response to both parents which
consisted of words of support was full of feeling and genuine understanding.
Developing confianza within the group. Confianza is mutual trust, and in the
Latino culture, it also can refer to deep feelings of caring or cariño (Riojas-Cortez, 2001;
Valdés, 1996). When one feels confianza with other people, one also experiences a sense
of comfort and support. One knows that when confianza is present, one is safe to express
oneself without doubt or fear.
As described earlier, a critical component of the research process was creating an
atmosphere of trust within the group. I chose experienced “insiders” to assist me in
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presenting information about parents of children with disabilities. Through their profound
understanding of the challenges novice parents faced daily, I believe that novice parents
were comfortable speaking of issues that were personal, intimate, and emotional.
In the following example, Mayra spoke about the ways in which novice parents,
over time, felt more at ease discussing their feelings and stories. Although this example
was used earlier in the Critical Pedagogy section under the component, “Encouraging
Parents to Create and Pose Questions,” under “Developing Confianza within the Group,”
I focused on the ways in which parents’ comfort levels were linked to feelings of
confianza and a sense of safety. Here Mayra described what she observed within the
group:
Personally, I saw that when we started going around asking questions and they
started listening to all that stories that was the key, their comfort level got better
because they came to the realization that they weren’t the only ones having issues.
They weren’t the only ones that have had problems and had been fighting this, but
the key is never to give up. And I noticed that by the time of the third meeting,
there was a different group atmosphere. How they were acting, you know? How
they were responding, how they were listening, you know? Very attentive, I mean
it was quickly that they felt comfortable. Each time we got together, you know,
their comfort levels changed and you either feel good or you don’t feel good
within the group. And the mix was good. I mean it really was.
Although Mayra did not use the word confianza to depict the ways in which
parents interacted with one another, her description was illustrative of the ways in which
parents grew more comfortable with each other over time. Their comfort level increased
as parents got to know each another through the personal and intimate stories they shared.
As Mayra recalled, by the third meeting, parents felt very comfortable in the group
setting and were actively listening, being attentive, and responding to one another. To
Mayra, parents’ active engagement created an atmosphere that made them “feel good”
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about exchanging information, ideas, and feelings. Confianza, as expressed by Mayra,
was demonstrated through the ease in which parents confided and trusted one another.
In an individual interview, Rosa spoke about confianza within the context of a
support group meeting for parents that she had attended. She explained what she felt were
important characteristics of an effective support group:
Es muy importante para mí porque ahorita estoy tratando de pensar en cómo
poder formar un grupo e incluso nuestro grupo para que podamos tener más
confianza, para que podamos tener esa simpatía entre nosotros. Para que podamos
entendernos.
[It’s very important for me right now because I am trying to think about how to be
able to form a group, including our own group, so that we can have more
confianza, so that we can have that kind of sympathy between one another. So
that we can understand one another].
For Rosa, confianza within a group meant that group members felt compassion
for one another. Compassion was manifested through feelings of deep sympathy and a
willingness to understand each other’s perspective. Rosa believed that confianza was an
integral part of the success of a parent support group. To understand one another and to
feel understood also were critical ingredients in Rosa’s mind. Overall, she felt that the
research group we had established together met her criteria for support.
In contrast, Rosa explained that other parent support groups did not invoke a
sense of confianza among members. Rosa specifically talked about support groups in
which the majority of attendees were American parents. She felt that she could not share
the same type of confianza with American parents as she did with Latino parents.
However, she understood that her perceptions of American parents’ behavior most likely
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stemmed from cultural differences. She recognized that the lack of confianza she felt
might have been a result of a language barrier. She also blamed cultural differences,
Yo creo que sí es la confianza que uno le tiene, pero pues es la diferencia de
culturas. Muy diferentes, o sea, yo oigo hablar a una americana y me, o sea, con
su forma en que su problema lo que está viviendo ella es más importante. Y
mucha gente no se siente compasión, no sé cómo decirlo. Cuando se pone los
zapatos de la otra gente pues es entonces como que se entienden.
[I believe that it’s confianza that one has, but well it’s the cultural differences.
Very different, or should I say, I listen to an American talk and I, how should I
say?, her way of talking about her problems what she is experiencing is more
important. And many people do not feel compassion, I don’t know how to say it.
When you put on other people’s shoes, it’s then that you understand].
In this example and in subsequent dialogue, Rosa described the ways in which
American parents tended to focus only on their problems rather than framing their
discussion to include other parents’ experiences and feelings. She did not feel a
connection to American parents because, in her perspective, they were unwilling to put
themselves in her shoes or in other parents’ shoes. The word egoísta was used during this
conversation. To be egoísta meant being concerned only with one’s own problems or
issues and not considering the ways others may be feeling. For Rosa, siendo egoísta
[being egocentric] was in direct contrast with being compassionate and having confianza
with others. She was not interested in being part of a group whose members were focused
only on the ways in which the group could support their individual concerns and not on
the ways in which the group could support all members collectively.
Using positive and supportive words to encourage the other’s communication.
Throughout the investigation, parents used positive and supportive words to encourage
each other’s communication. Not once in the transcripts, journals, or surveys was there
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any interaction, dialogue, or description that was negative or unsupportive. There were
moments when parents did not agree with one another or expressed a different
perspective, but parents never undermined each other by expressing negative feelings or
thoughts toward or about one another.
I believed that all parents who volunteered for this study were highly aware of the
sensitive nature of the topics discussed. Although the recruitment material did not include
criteria in which sensitivity and compassion were required, my description of the study
suggested that parents who participated would need to explore and discuss personal
issues. Moreover, at the first parent meeting when parents decided if they wanted to
participate in the study, I was very explicit about the type of atmosphere that I wanted to
create. I explained to all the parents that for a CCI/PAR study to be successful, a safe and
trusting environment would need to be established and maintained. All parents agreed
with that statement.
By analyzing transcripts from the focus-group interviews, individual interviews,
and discussion/planning sessions, I found that parents used the following positive and
supportive words to encourage others’ communication:
• Affirmative words such as Yes, Sí, You’re right, Seguro, Bueno, Sure, Excellent,
Absolutely, Es una buena idea, That’s awesome, That’s a good one, Okay, Great, Good,
Perfecto, Right, Wow!, Amazing.
• Words/questions to keep the conversation flowing such as: Go on, Sigue,
Interesting, Qué aprendieron?, Qué es tú opinion?, Qué piensas?
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• Words/Questions used for clarification: Did you catch all that, Puedes repetir
eso?, Qué dijo?, Can you translate that?, Verdad?, Ay perdona, (Oh pardon me—used
when a parent accidently interrupted another parent).
• Words showing gratitude or support: Thank you, I know what you mean, I
understand.
Being consistent and reliable. Blue-Banning, et al. (2004) describe trust as
including characteristics of consistency, reliability, and discretion. Trust was built within
groups and communities when “The members of the partnership share a sense of
assurance about the reliability or dependability of the character, ability, strength, or truth
of the other members of the partnership” (p. 174). As the researcher, one of my main
objectives of the research design of this investigation was to recruit veteran parents who I
knew possessed certain qualities. In choosing Patricia and Mayra, I was certain that their
presence would elicit feelings of assurance among the novice parents. I had witnessed,
through a previous pilot study, Patricia’s and Mayra’s strength of character and genuine
concern for other parents. As expert informants, they served to provide guidance,
knowledge, and comfort to novice parents who were experiencing difficult challenges for
the first time. Throughout the research process, veteran parents reassured novice parents
of their ability to make changes in their life and in their children’s lives so that
improvement and satisfaction could be attained. The following examples illustrate
different ways in which veteran parents demonstrated their reliability or dependability of
character in their interactions with novice parents.
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In the first example, Patricia provided guidance to Marisa who was concerned
about a bullying incident involving her son at school. Patricia posed questions to parents
to help them think about the ways in which they would have handled the same situation.
Patricia, throughout the investigation, often asked parents their opinions about certain
situations or circumstances discussed in order to assist parents with their own critical
thinking and problem-solving. Patricia commented,
Marisa se siente reprimida por el simple hecho de, ¿Qué tal si, que en vez de ser
ése niño que fuera agresivo, fuera su hijo, verdad? Entonces que tanto puede
empujar la situación sin hacerlo más duro para la familia, o para su hijo? Y si ella
supiera que ésto estuviera pasando. ¿Qué hacer en ésta situación? Tiene que estar
muy vigilante, ¿verdad? Porque todavía no conoce cómo está el sistema.
[Marisa feels reprimanded for the simple act of, What if, that instead of it being
that boy who was aggressive, it was her son, right? And how much should she
push the situation without making it more difficult for her family, or for her son?
And she (the aggressive boy’s mother) knew that it (the aggressive behavior) was
happening. What do you do in that situation? You have to be very vigilant, right?
Because she still doesn’t know how the system is].
Being consistent and reliable, as part of “developing mutual trust,” was
demonstrated by veteran parents throughout the research project in the manner in which
they engendered a sense of security and trust among novice parents. In the dialogue, prior
to this explanation by Patricia, Marisa was confused and angry about the bullying
incident involving her son, Adrian. Marisa explained that at the end of a school day she
had witnessed a boy pushing Adrian. Adrian pushed back in self-defense, and Marisa had
scolded him for his reaction in front of the teacher and the other boy’s parent. She
became angry when neither the teacher nor the other parent responded or acted. Marisa
was very upset and shared this experience with the group. She looked at everyone in the
research group as if imploring for help.
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At this point, Patricia translated for the Spanish-speaking parents what Marisa had
said. Her translations were always reliable, accurate, and represented parents’ words in
the way in which they were intended. Moreover, Patricia also often provided her own
insights after translating. Her views were respected by me and the novice parents because
we knew that she was presenting a perspective that had been developed through firsthand experiences. In this excerpt, Patricia not only translated but also opened up the
discussion for all parents to voice their own opinions about what they thought were viable
options for Marisa. The conversation led to helpful suggestions that Marisa considered
and reflected upon.
In the second example, Mayra conversed with the novice parents about the
importance of fighting for what was best for one’s child. This example was one of many
in which Mayra spoke directly to parents about advocacy and being knowledgeable of
parents’ rights. In this excerpt, Mayra shared her experiences about obtaining an
educational assistant for her son, Jimmy:
That’s what Jimmy has [an educational assistant]. This is his first year with an
aide after fighting. I went all the way to disability law. He finally got one. And it
does make a difference, and Jimmy is in a regular classroom. Some things are
accommodating for him, say it’s a word problem in math that doesn’t mean
anything to him but if it’s adding, subtracting, dividing, multiplying, he can do
that. But certain things he can do it. But the aide is there and that’s the key to
inclusion. To make sure that your child is included.
Again, this excerpt is an example of the ways in which novice parents relied upon
the expertise of veteran parents for guidance about how to navigate the special education
system. Mayra was consistent with the information about advocacy she provided to
parents throughout the investigation. Novice parents came to depend on Mayra for
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specific strategies and techniques they could use to obtain what they needed for their
child’s education. Mayra constantly pushed parents to think about the ways in which
they could fight for their rights and those of their children. A strong advocate of
inclusion, Mayra was consistent and persistent in her support of novice parents’ desire to
place their autistic children in general education classrooms.
Being discreet. Discretion was very important throughout the study. Patricia, one
of the veteran parents, worked for a state-funded agency whose purpose was to support
the choices of individuals with disabilities and their families by providing them with
specific services. She agreed to be video and audio-taped only if certain names and
information about her employment were not included in the study. Several times during
focus-group interviews and discussion/planning sessions, she looked to me for
reassurance and said, “This next part will need to be deleted.” I assured her that I would
not include information she provided to the parents that was related to the agency for
which she worked.
In general, Patricia talked about her agency or her job experiences only when she
believed that the information would help novice parents. Sometimes, she provided names
and telephone numbers of people who could provide resources. Other times, she talked
about certain cases in which families confronted difficult challenges and struggles that
were related to litigation or specific encounters with school officials or districts. Patricia
always prefaced her stories or experiences by saying, “This information is confidential
and must stay within this room.” All participants understood and respected her position,
and Patricia trusted their confidentiality.
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On a more general level, parents respected each other’s confidentiality. As a
researcher, I told parents at the beginning of the investigation that what was shared in the
research group meetings needed to remain private. All parents agreed. Based on mutual
respect and trust, parents highly valued the confidential nature of many of the
conversations. Parents never complained or were concerned about a breach of their
confidentiality. Discretion was especially necessary when parents discussed specific
people, agencies, or schools with whom they were affiliated.
Creating a Safe and Nurturing Environment
Demonstrating protection for one another by not being judgmental. Noddings
(2003), in her book titled, Caring: A Feminist Approach to Ethics and Moral Education,
wrote about the behavior of human beings when they cared and felt concern for others.
Many times, human nature has led us to be judgmental when considering others’
situations and circumstances. We were compelled to view the other from the outside and,
in our self-righteousness, judged with “Thou shalts” and “Thou shalt nots” (p. 25).
Noddings called for each of us to view others through a nonjudgmental lens, one in which
the one-caring and the one cared-for demonstrated protection for each other by
attempting to understand the other’s underlying compassionate intention. She described
being nonjudgmental as a “caring ethic” that “allows for situations and conditions in
which judgment (in the impersonal, logical sense) may properly be put aside in favor of
faith and commitment” (p. 25).
As participants in the study, all of us were committed to creating a safe and
nurturing environment in which we chose our words carefully and with caring intentions.
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No specific examples existed that could explicitly demonstrate, on paper, what parents
were thinking every time they expressed themselves. However, the tone of the words they
used and the caring they showed for one another through verbal and non-verbal
expression were indicators of genuine concern. Moreover, because all parents in the
group had experienced judgment from others outside of the group (e.g., from teachers,
other parents, or family members), each was acutely aware and sensitive to the ways in
which others’ judgments made them feel. No parent wanted to bring the negative feelings
associated with being judgmental into the group setting. Even more importantly, because
all parents had the shared experience of being a parent of a child with special needs, all
understood—on an intuitive level—that in many ways, they were equals. As equals, no
judgment was passed because they were all simultaneously the ones-caring and the ones
cared-for.
Feeling that they were in a safe and nurturing environment among peers allowed
parents to explore feelings and experiences in which they felt judged or hurt by other
people’s looks or comments. I included these excerpts to illustrate environments or
situations in which the parents did not feel nurtured or safe. Through these excerpts we
learned exactly what types of comments and gestures were especially painful. We also
could understand better why parents did not want to bring judgmental points of views
into the group setting.
In the first example, Marisa shared the ways in which other people’s words and
gestures affected her feelings and actions:
I didn’t allow myself to talk about or to share what I felt (Marisa is talking with a
trembling, teary voice) umm, it was like a struggle within or within our family.
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We didn’t take Adrian places because I didn’t want people to look at him and say
comments. He’s progressed so much, I know, but it was still, I mean he was
abnormal. I mean people will look at him whether they are friends or family and I
had secluded him or sheltered him for so long. And so I realized, Oh my gosh!
Because you know, people always put a label on him [question] that I even
nurture him, or [what] he’s not capable of or he can’t get that, or he can’t do that.
And I realize I got to let go, I got to just let it go. And see how far he can get
without me doing that for him.
When Adrian first was diagnosed, Marisa was extremely sensitive to what other
people thought. She was especially concerned about Adrian when he would exhibit
autistic symptoms (e.g., hands over his ears, rocking back and forth, stemming [selfstimulation], or shouting inappropriately) in public. Feeling judged—even from family
and friends—Marisa became very protective of Adrian. She referred to herself several
times as the “mother bear.” As a mother bear, she felt that her job consisted of sheltering
her son from other people’s mean or rude comments and looks. Because all mothers in
the research group understood Marisa’s need to protect her son, all were supportive in
their responses to her. Many shared similar experiences to validate Marisa’s feelings.
In a second example, Rosa spoke candidly about how she felt abandoned by some
of her friends after her daughter, Anita, was diagnosed with autism. Although she did not
specifically use the word judgment, the excerpt is a clear example of how other people’s
words and actions could be perceived as hurtful, judgmental, or non-supportive, even if
their intentions were good:
Sino que no saben ellos como actuar. Creen que me duele estar hablando de eso, o
sea, no sé no sé que piensan porque yo me la pasaba pues cuando me la pasaba en
la Internet “Ah entro fulanita, ¿Cómo estás? ¿Qué si que me compré un vestido
que tengo, que está lloviznando, ya ¿Sabías que a fulanita lo cortó su novio?” O
sea cosas tontas. Entonces cuando ya les empecé a platicar de las sospechas de
Anita, ya del diagnóstico, me las encuentro y me dicen nada, nunca me contestan.
No es que no me contestan, yo no propiciaba las pláticas de ésas muy tontas pero
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era las pláticas que podia. Hablas con mis amistades y luego recibía correos y
pero ahora yo ya no sé me los encuentro en el Messenger y no son para mandar
luego, luego un mensaje ni nada, nada, nada y yo sé que es porque tienen miedo
de preguntar.
[Except that they don’t know how to act. They think that it hurts me to be talking
about that, in other words, I don’t know I don’t know what they think because
when I spent time, when I was spending time on the Internet, “Ah, I’d input this
person, (and write) How are you?; That yes, I bought a dress that I have; That it’s
raining now; Did you know that that lady broke it off with her boyfriend?” In
other words, silly things. And then when I began to talk about my suspicions
about Anita, now with the diagnosis, I found them and they would say nothing,
they would never answer me. It’s not that they wouldn’t answer me, I wouldn’t
entertain silly discussions like those, but the conversations that I could,
discussions with my friends, and then I’d receive e-mail, but now I don’t know. I
find them (her friends) on Messenger and they don’t write me back, not a message
or anything, nothing, nothing and I know it’s because they are afraid to ask me].
Rosa described the ways in which her relationships with certain family members
and friends changed after Anita was diagnosed with autism. In many ways, Rosa felt that
she and her daughter were being ostracized by those who were uncomfortable with the
diagnosis. Friends who were once communicative by phone or the Internet either stopped
communicating with Rosa or avoided the subject of Anita altogether.
Rosa continued the conversation above by describing an incident with a close
friend. She spoke about this friend as an exception to those by whom she felt judged. This
friend was honest and forthright with Rosa. She told Rosa that she was not certain how to
talk about Anita and the diagnosis. She asked Rosa what was appropriate to ask and what
was not. Immediately Rosa had felt relieved. She realized that her friend had been
struggling to find the right words and was conscientious to ask Rosa for help. Rosa felt
compassion for her friend and assured her that any question about Anita, no matter how
basic, would be appropriate and welcomed. Rosa compared this positive experience to
those in which she felt judged and rejected by those she cared for.
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Fostering harmony among all participants. Blue-Banning et al. (2004) discussed
the need to foster harmony among all participants when implementing research that was
centered on collaborative partnerships. Fostering harmony meant that the researcher was
actively “working to ensure that all other members of the partnership feel equally
powerful in their ability to influence outcomes for children and families” (p. 174). As
written about earlier under the component Inviting Parents to Share Equally in the
Process of Learning, an essential part of both the CCI model and the PAR approach was
for me, as the researcher, to enter into the investigation on level ground with the parent
participants. This meant considering parents as equal partners in the research process and
allowing each parent to voice her opinions and ideas.
Once parents understood that they were equally valued as contributors to the
investigation, harmony, as defined by Blue-Banning et al. (2004), was fostered in an
unforced and natural manner. Parent participants were encouraged to speak freely and to
participate in the interviews and discussion/planning sessions. In an audio memo, I
reflected on a conversation I had with Mayra. She told me that what she liked about the
discussion/planning sessions was that I made certain that every parent had the
opportunity to contribute to the conversation and that I did not allow any one person to
dominate. I thought about what Mayra had told me and recorded the following:
And she [Mayra] really felt that an important aspect to the interviewing process
was allowing everyone to have an equal chance to voice their opinion about
matters related to parent participation and the topics we had been discussing. So I
was really happy to get that feedback because what it tells me is that in order to
build a community part of what it takes is allowing everybody to have an equal
voice, an equal chance to voice what they have to say.
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For me, the process of building a collaborative community of parents in which
every parent was an active contributor to the research process was only achievable if a
harmonious dynamic was established and maintained. For this Participatory Action
Research project to be successful, all participants had to feel as if they belonged to and
owned the process and outcomes of the investigation. I knew that any member who was
unhappy with her role in the project would create a climate of discord and could undo the
bonds that held our small community together.
As a researcher, I was very concerned about how each participant felt during the
investigation. Often I talked to a parent after the group interview or session to ensure that
she was feeling secure and satisfied with that evening’s events. I was especially
conscientious about speaking to parents who had shared intimate stories during the
meeting. I needed to know that each parent felt validated, respected, and pleased with the
ways in which the investigation was proceeding. Fortunately, all parents reported that
they were content with the research process and were happy to have the opportunity to
work collaboratively.
Showing Compassion for Parents’ Life Experiences
Expressing verbally and non-verbally care/concern for the challenges that
parents faced. To show authentic concern for parents’ life experiences, parents expressed
verbally and non-verbally their care and empathy for one another. Cammarota and
Romero (in press) described compassionate relationships as those that acknowledged “the
student as a complete human being by recognizing the problems in his or her life that
impede wellbeing.”(p. 6) In my study, all parents shared the common variable of being
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Mexican origin parents of children with special needs. Although each parent had her own
specific experiences and challenges, all parents could relate—to varying degrees—to the
emotions and sentiments underlying the stories shared.
In one example, veteran parents discussed the ways in which they dealt with
others’ pity and sympathy. They were reacting to novice parents’ stories about not feeling
supported or validated as parents of children with disabilities. By sharing their points of
view, veteran parents were acknowledging the pain and hurt experienced by all parents
who grieved over the hardships their children and families faced when a child was born
with a disability. In the following excerpt, Mayra and Patricia were finishing a
conversation in which they were discussing the differences between being pitied and
being supported by others:
Mayra: “But I mean, at least he didn’t say, ‘I feel sorry for you.’”
Patricia: Uh, huh.
Mayra: “Or poor you or anything. And that is acceptable to me, as opposed to
‘Wow, you know, what a hand god gave you!’ You know? That kind of stuff.”
Patricia: It’s your cross (referring to being a parent of a child with a disability).
Mayra: Yeah, and you carry it.
Patricia: For the rest of your life.
Mayra: Yeah, for the rest of your life.
Patricia: It’s not a cross. He’s not a punishment from God. I always refuse that
he’s learning a lesson. Boy, he’s been the best teacher. So what he gave me has no price
but to be shared, and that was what he taught me. Still is.”
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In this conversation, Patricia and Mayra demonstrated that they understood one
another by verbally validating each other. They showed that they comprehended the
challenges parents of children with special needs confronted by speaking specifically of
the ways in which other people made negative or insensitive comments that were hurtful.
Mayra implied that other people’s comments could be full of pity. Being pitied and being
told “Poor you” were intolerable responses by those who did not know or understand
what parents of children with special needs felt or went through on a daily basis. Mayra
and Patricia agreed that being pitied was one of the worst feelings they had experienced
from others. Moreover, dealing with others who showed pity was a great challenge for
both of these parents.
The conversation continued with Patricia who said that having a child with a
disability was a cross that she had borne throughout her son’s life. However, she clarified
that she did not see the “cross” as a burden but rather a responsibility that she must carry
out and understand. Mayra understood the meaning of Patricia’s words. For her, the cross
also meant that she would need to take care of her son, Jimmy, for the rest of her life. For
both of them, the cross did not symbolize a punishment from God. Neither subscribed to
the belief that they were being castigated for a sin they might have committed. I believe
that their understanding that their children’s disability was not a punishment was
extremely important, because researchers studying Mexican origin and Latino parents
have reported that these parents often saw themselves as being chastised by God because
they had given birth to a child with special needs (Maestas & Erickson, 1992; Zuniga,
2004). In other words, some parents felt that God had judged their previous actions or
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thoughts to be unworthy of His grace and, therefore, He had shown His displeasure by
giving them an imperfect child.
Other ways in which parents expressed concern and care for each other, verbally
and non-verbally, have been explained under the components, Listening and Being Open
to Others, and Validating Others. To summarize, parents used some of the following
verbal and non-verbal communication to demonstrate their compassion for one another:
(a) responding “Um hum” (to show agreement); (b) placing a hand on their neighbor’s
shoulder; (c) reacting with feeling to an emotional or upsetting story; (d) sharing other
stories that were similar to the story or example being given to demonstrate
comprehension, empathy, or understanding; (e) making eye contact with one another and
maintaining that eye contact with the person who was speaking; (f) nodding their heads to
show agreement or shaking their heads to show support when a parent shared an example
of someone or something that was difficult or negative; (g) responding to a speaker by
saying: “I understand,” “I hear you,” “I know what you mean,” “I have felt that too,”
“You’re right,” “Exactly,” and “Absolutely”; (h) placing a hand on another parents’
shoulder; (i) leaning over to hear someone better; and (j) asking for someone to translate
what was just said so that she could better comprehend.
Stepping out of one’s personal frame of reference into the other’s.
According to Noddings (2003), caring involved stepping out of one’s personal
frame of reference. She described this process as the ability to consider “the other’s point
of view, his objective needs and what he expects of us. Our attention, our mental
engrossment is on the cared-for, not on ourselves” (p. 24). As parents of children with
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disabilities, I did not observe parents needing to make a great effort to know or to
understand what other parents were feeling or experiencing. Because Patricia, the only
parent of a child with multiple disabilities, had years of experience working with parents
of children of various disabilities, including autism, she already possessed a great amount
of knowledge about the issues novice parents faced. She did admit, from time to time,
that she might not fully understand specific challenges a parent of a child with autism
confronted daily, but she acknowledged that many of the feelings and experiences of
being a parent of a child with a disability were similar:
Los sentimientos son muy iguales y muchas de las experiencias igual. Yo también
me sentí desamparada en el primer IEP porque no sabía que preguntar y no sabía
que pasaba.
[The feelings are very similar and many of the experiences are the same. I also
felt helpless at the first IEP because I didn’t know what to ask and I didn’t know
what was happening].
In one of the planning sessions, parents were discussing the possibility of novice
parents receiving advocacy training at one of the major southwest, non-profit
organizations for parents of children with disabilities. Beatriz and Rosa were very excited
about the prospect of receiving training in Spanish. However, Marisa had some
reservations. As part of the advocacy training, Marisa understood that she would be
expected to mentor other parents. She wasn’t sure if she would be able to remain neutral
if she were to become a mentor parent. In other words, she felt that she might become too
emotionally involved and opinionated about certain issues when speaking to other parents
about their experiences.
See that [referring to being able to stay neutral] off the bat, that wouldn’t make
me a good candidate, because I’ll turn around to my experiences. I think it’s just a

287

process you would have, emotional and mental process that you would have to go
through in order to be prepared for that.
In a later part of the discussion, Patricia reflected upon Marisa’s concerns and
acknowledged that her fears were valid. Patricia spoke to the group about being a mentor
to other parents. She explained the importance of using words and examples that were
neutral and allowing others to arrive at important decisions on their own. To demonstrate
to novice parents the manner in which to mentor other parents, Patricia provided a
hypothetical example to help novice parents think more deeply about the responsibility
they would have if they were to go through the training. In this example, Patricia spoke
about stepping outside of her personal frame of reference to understand others’ points of
views. She noted that the most difficult challenge in working with other parents was
when they stated an opinion with which she did not agree. She discussed the importance
of staying neutral in one’s words and actions when interacting with parents. She
illustrated for novice parents the potential challenges mentor parents confronted when
stepping out of their own shoes into another’s:
Y también en nuestras conversaciones con otros padres a veces hay hechos muy
pesados que tiene uno que discutir como, “¿Qué harían ustedes en el caso de que
una madre desesperada pudiera decir no debería haber tenido este hijo, como no
lo aborte?” Se queda uno, ¿Okay? ¿Qué te hace pensar eso? O, ¿Qué está pasando
ahorita? Pero nada de, “No digas eso, es contra Díos.” O ella tiene derecho a su
momento y no vamos a cambiar cómo va a pasar ese momento. Pero podemos
apoyarla para que salga de eso. O para que siga su destino. No tenemos manera de
influenciar la vida de los demás más que darles ideas.
[And also in our conversations with other parents, at times, there are very heavy
circumstances that one needs to talk about like, “What would you do in the case
of a desperate mother who says I shouldn’t have had this child, why didn’t I abort
it? One is left there like, okay? What does that make you think about? Or, what is
happening now?” But nothing like, “Don’t say that, it’s against God.” Or she has
the right in that moment and we are not going to change how that moment passes.
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But we can support her so that she can get out of that moment. Or so that she
follows her destiny. We have no way of influencing other people’s lives, except
for giving them ideas].
Patricia used the example of abortion to explain to novice parents the importance
of maintaining a neutral stance even when faced with an issue that was controversial.
Patricia stated that she did not believe abortion was an option to parents who received
knowledge that their child may be disabled. However she understood that, as a mentor,
she should not state her personal opinion to those undergoing the painful decision to keep
or abort their baby. She believed that her role was to listen to parents and to provide them
with guidance, education, and information rather than to directly influence their
decisions.
Even when she did not agree with other parents’ perspectives or decisions, she
realized that her responsibility to the parents with whom she worked was to give support
and to show her respect for them. Patricia knew that for every parent, the set of
circumstances in which he/she found her/himself was unique and that she needed to try to
understand the situation from each parent’s perspective and not her own. After sharing
her thoughts and feelings about neutrality with novice parents, they responded by saying
that they had a better understanding of what their roles might be as mentors to other
parents of children with disabilities.
Showing affection and regard. Noddings (2003) maintained that caring could be
manifested in several ways. Specifically, she explained the manner through which caring
was shown verbally and non-verbally. In this section, I focused on non-verbal
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communication as observed and analyzed through video recordings. I centered my
analysis on touch, facial expressions, and body language.
As described in earlier sections, parent participants demonstrated their care and
concern by making and maintaining eye contact with the speaker. Noddings (2003)
explained that eye contact may communicate “I am still the one interested in you. All of
this is of variable importance and significance, but you still matter more” (p. 20). In every
group meeting, parents showed their interest and connection to one another by looking
each other in the eye. Eye contact was its own form of communication. Eye contact,
within the context of my study, expressed respect, regard, care for how the other was
feeling, interest, agreement, and concern.
Touch was another important way that parents communicated with one another.
Upon entering the room in which the interviews and discussion/planning sessions were
conducted, all participants, including myself, greeted one another with hugs and, at times,
kisses on the cheek. Touch, in my opinion, was a form of cariño through which care,
concern, and respect were shown. In the Mexican culture, cariño is highly valued. Cariño
can be demonstrated both verbally and non-verbally. Cariño can manifest itself through
touch or through terms of endearment (Riojas-Cortez, 2001). Throughout this
investigation, some parents—mainly Patricia and Mayra—used the word mija (mi hija or
my daughter) to express authentic caring for those in the group. I believe that because
Patricia and Mayra were the expert/veteran parents and matriarchs of the group, they took
on a more motherly and protective role.

290

Facial expressions also were evident throughout the study. Facial expressions by
parents were demonstrated through looks of concern and understanding. For example,
when Rosa or Marisa showed visible emotion through tears, other parents lifted their
eyebrows, nodded their heads, frowned slightly, or pursed their lips with subtlety. On
video, these expressions—when analyzed together—formed a clear picture of heart-felt
emotion and caring. A genuine, empathetic concern emanated from parents listening to
other parents who were experiencing pain and feeling from sharing their experiences.
Expressing concern for parents’ subjective reality. In her book entitled,
Subtractive schooling: U.S.-Mexican Youth and the Politics of Caring, Valenzuela (1999)
studied the relationship between authentic caring, the Mexican culture, and social capital
within the context of Mexican origin youth in U.S. schools. She focused on the need for
educators to understand the ways in which they could be inclusive of the Mexican culture
and its values as a means to enhance Mexican origin students’ self-esteem and sense of
worth in the classroom. Educators must demonstrate through their words and actions that
they genuinely care for the experiences and subjective realities that each student brings.
Instead of viewing students’ diverse backgrounds as “subtractive,” educators should find
ways for students to integrate their unique histories as an additive to the curriculum.
In this investigation, parents’ stories and perspectives were highly valued and
extremely important to the overall research process. Because the premise for this study
was to understand Mexican origin parents’ ideas and definitions of parent participation in
general and special education settings, I focused my research on the ways in which parent
participants spoke of their own participation in U.S. schools. To do this, I needed to take
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into account the following: (a) parents’ backgrounds, (b) the influence of the Mexican
culture on parents’ perspectives of education, (c) parents’ experiences with their special
needs’ child, and (d) the ways in which their learning and knowledge were influenced by
their child’s disability. As a PAR researcher, I also was concerned that I balanced the
articles read in the discussion sessions with parents’ own accounts of similar experiences.
I wanted to ensure that all participants felt that their personal stories were just as valid as
those already published in journals.
The following excerpt is an example of how Marisa was encouraged to talk about
her own experiences with Adrian within the context of discussing the ways in which the
Mexican parents in Salas’ (2004) article were treated. As the principal investigator, I
elicited Marisa’s response by asking, “Marisa, did you have some … you were talking
earlier about some reactions you had to the article?”
Marisa replied,
I guess it infuriated me, I just like it bothered me knowing that it happened to this
people and they didn’t have the luxury or the liberty to just pack up their things
and move to another town or city, or another school district. You have to remind
yourself that this, the United States and this is the way we treat our own people
whether they are legal or not. The logistics of it I just, it bothers me the
insensitivity. I kind of touch on it just as far as my frustration or concerns about
the process we have gone through with Adrian, as what would be a goal or a
dream working with the schools or the school professionals and that would be for
them to be culturally, culturally sensitive or aware. And I think that this was very
loud and clear, that is not just here in [city deleted] and is not just [school district
deleted]. Is this really who we are as a nation? Unfortunately, yes. And is this just
the times that we live in? It’s just so saddening and it’s not even a poverty issue
or anything. What they should be discussing should be how could we help this
child? Not the student but the child, and it just seems like you know. How they
[the IEP team in the Salas article] make the parents of the mom feel. It’s just so
unfair, I don’t know. I just broke. It was hard it was hard to take in.
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The example that Marisa was referring to was an account of a Mexican parent
who showed up to an IEP meeting with sweat on her brow. She had run to the school to
make the meeting because she did not have transportation. Upon arrival to the meeting, a
member of the IEP team insisted that she use the restroom to clean up. The parent was
very insulted by this person’s words because this person assumed she had arrived
disheveled willingly without understanding the circumstances this parent had faced to
make it to the meeting on time.
Marisa reacted very strongly to this example. Her face turned red, her speech
became louder, and her facial expression became hard. She was angry because she
understood the “subjective reality” of the parent in the article. She empathized with her
on a very personal level. She believed that the parent had been discriminated against
because she was a Mexican, Spanish-speaking woman. Marisa then commented that she,
too, had run into individuals in the school setting who were not culturally sensitive. She
was angry that school officials and staff were not more aware of the manner in which
their words and actions affected parents. She was equally concerned that at IEP meetings,
sometimes the focus was more on the cultural and linguistic diversity of the parent rather
than on the needs of the student.
By encouraging Marisa to discuss her raw feelings, I believe that she was able to
expel some of the negative emotions she had been carrying inside. I wanted to show her
that I cared for what she had experienced and that what she shared was valid and
important. To do this, I continued the conversation by explaining,
The reason I chose this particular excerpt, and I will try to explain this in Spanish,
is because I feel that there are some major assumptions being made about the
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mother and I want us to talk maybe about these assumptions that the school
personnel were making about who this mother was? Where she came from? And I
won’t say more about that I want to get your opinions.
Although I prompted the entire group to respond, I made sure to give Marisa eye
contact so that she knew that she could reflect upon and discuss her feelings. After a
response from Patricia, Marisa concluded,
Again I wasn’t going to discuss this. I actually had to stop and put it [the article]
down. I actually had to stop three or four times because it was just too much
sometimes for me. I never experience anything such as extreme like this, but I’m
just so sensitive, umm I am just aware. It just bothers me. I have hard times with
things like this.
In this reflection, Marisa was given the opportunity to explore why she felt such a
strong reaction to the article. She saw her own life mirrored through the experiences of
the parent in the article and found herself getting emotional and angry. As a PAR
researcher using a CCI model, part of what authentic caring meant in this study was the
ability for me to allow parents to connect their own experiences with those of others.
Authentic caring also meant that intense emotions could be expressed within a safe
environment, and parents’ personal stories could be integrated into the discussions to
enhance meaning and understanding for all participants.
Demonstrating Respect and Respeto
Respecting the dignity and individuality of others. Valenzuela (1999) emphasized
that when students feel that they are respected for who they are and are able to express
themselves without fear of judgment, then trust between the educator and the student
increases. Cammarota and Romero (in press) expanded upon Valenzuela’s words by
writing,
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It is through the educator’s compassion that the student feels acknowledged,
validated, and most importantly supported in his or her journey through life’s
difficulties. Listening to the student, taking note of his or her personal struggles,
and allowing him or her to express frustrations, and then finding different ways to
advocate for students becomes the foundation for developing a compassionate
educator/student relationship. (6-7)
This investigation was designed to provide parent participants the freedom and
safety to discuss issues about participation that were personal, reflective, and insightful.
As the principal investigator, I understood that the only way I could demonstrate to
parents that I respected their dignity and individuality was to support them through my
words and actions, to allow them the opportunity to express themselves without
judgment, and to assist them in the process of learning new ways to advocate for
themselves.
As I have stated several times before, without the guidance and advice of the
veteran parents, I do not believe that my presence alone would have elicited the in-depth
responses given by novice parents. Veteran parents acted as important vehicles through
which insider information was openly shared, received, and discussed. Because I was not
an “insider” (i.e., a parent of a child with special needs), I could not have constructed an
environment in which my words and actions alone would have been sufficient for novice
parents to feel that I fully understood their situations and circumstances.
In the following example, Patricia shared with novice parents her opinion about
how to interact with other parents of children with special needs. She stressed the
importance of listening to other parents without making judgments about what they
knew.
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Yo tengo como opinión esto, tal vez sea parte de mi trabajo ok, pero como mamá
también. Cuando llega uno a ese punto de intercambiar opiniones, intercambiar ideas de
¿cómo me sirve a mi el sistema? ¿Cómo les sirve a ustedes? Allí es donde podemos de
tener un poquito de problemas porque siempre hay que intentar. Si yo le digo, ¿Cómo que
no sabe del ABA como Marisa? ¿Cómo que no sabe? ¿Cómo la voy hacer sentir?
Entonces ella va con la coordinadora y la quiere abofetear porque nunca me dijiste del
ABA. Ella no sabía, no estaba lista, no lo registró, no lo había oído antes lo que ustedes
quieran y gusten. Digo siempre hay que darle la posición a la persona para que no se
sienta menos.
[This is the opinion I have, perhaps it’s part of my job, okay, but also as a mom. When
one arrives at a point of exchanging ideas, exchanging ideas like, How is the system
going to serve me? How does it serve you? It is there that we can have some problems
because we always have to try. If I say to someone, How is it that you don’t know ABA
(Applied Behavioral Analysis) like Marisa? How is it that you don’t know? How is that
going to make her feel? Then she will go to her coordinator and will want to slap her
because she never told me about ABA. She didn’t know, she wasn’t ready, it didn’t
register with her, she hadn’t heard before what you all wanted and liked. I always say that
you have to give that person his/her place so that he/she doesn’t feel inferior].
As both an advocate for parents of children with special needs and as a mother of
a child with special needs, Patricia shared the manner in which she spoke with parents
with whom she worked. To show them dignity and respect, she believed that parents
needed to be able to express their opinions freely without feeling ignorant or unimportant.
To do this, Patricia suggested giving parents all the information needed to make informed
and wise decisions about their children’s well-being. She believed that exchanging ideas
with parents about the ways in which the “system” could serve the child was extremely
valuable. Parents who were armed with knowledge could then advocate for themselves
and make choices that were most suitable for their family and for their children.
Additionally, Patricia felt that how one used language was another important
factor to consider. When working with parents who were not aware of what the “system”
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offered, Patricia believed that using supportive rather than accusatory words or questions
was vital. She asked the hypothetical question, “How would that make her [the parent]
feel?” What she meant was that to show parents respect and to acknowledge their dignity
and individuality, one needed to be conscious to not use language that made the parent
feel ignorant or inferior. As a mentor parent, she was aware that questions such as “How
is it that you don’t know?” were condemning. She shared her opinions with novice
parents so they would be informed of the positive ways in which they could converse
with other parents to whom they were assisting or providing support.
Engaging in a reciprocal relationship (researcher and participants). In a PAR
investigation, one major component is that the researcher and participants enter the
research process on equal ground. Although the researcher ultimately is in charge of the
implementation and facilitation of the inquiry, design, data collection, and analysis,
he/she understands that the role of the participants is as important as his/her own.
Cammarota and Romero (in press), when designing the CCI model, also considered the
importance of the researcher and participants sharing equal power and having equal
opportunities to contribute to the knowledge base. Authentic caring, as one educational
perspective of the CCI model, included Valenzuela’s (1999) idea that to genuinely
engage in a reciprocal relationship with one another, the researcher/educator and
participants/students needed to share personal experiences with each other. She wrote that
reciprocity was at its best when, “The individual histories that students and teachers bring
to their classroom encounters necessarily influence the chances for successful
relationship building” (p. 73).
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Through individual and focus-group interviews and discussion/planning sessions,
parents were provided ample opportunities to share their individual and personal
histories. Parents also were asked to provide background information concerning their
families and, specifically, the history of their child with special needs. In turn, I shared
some personal experiences with parents as well. However, I was very conscious that a
balance needed to be maintained between talking about my personal history and
dominating and/or influencing the flow of conversation. My intention in sharing my own
experiences with parents was to illustrate to them that I, too, struggled in my own journey
to become a better person and that some of the events that had occurred in my life made
me empathetic to what they were feeling.
In an individual interview with Marisa, Marisa began speaking about Adrian’s
reactions to certain household cleaners and to specific foods. She was very concerned
about his overall health and well-being because a nutritionist had visited her home to
access the amounts of toxicity to which Adrian was being exposed. The nutritionist’s
evaluation included a list of several toxins such as detergents, cleaners, and food that
might be adversely affecting Adrian’s health. Marisa told me about the ways in which she
and her husband had begun to buy more organic foods and green household products. She
complained that the cost of such items was very high and that financially “being green”
was a hardship.
I agreed with Marisa wholeheartedly about the high cost of going green and
replied,
And, why in the world does our government allow this? You know? Allow that to
occur especially with the regulations that are supposedly in place? What can a

298

regular person, like in a middle-class or lower middle-class household afford? We
can afford going to Wal-Mart, you know? I go to the stores where I get the best
deals because I have to watch every centavo you know? Because I’m on a
budget. But I would love to have solar paneling, have everything green, you
know? Do everything! Use the most biodegradable cleaning products in my
home. I would love to use organic food for my dogs and cats and for my family as
well. But if we were to do that? The cost! I mean we just bought organic beef the
other day and it was about three times as much as what you can get regularly; and
I am thinking there is such as discrepancy here—like what we know is right and
what’s available to us—what we are able to afford. Because if I were to do all
that, it wouldn’t be within my budget.
In this excerpt, I felt that I was connecting with Marisa on a personal level. On the
surface, speaking about household cleaning products may not have appeared profound or
intimate. However, I knew that for Marisa and for other parents of children with autism
talking about toxins in the external environment was a very serious matter. Researchers
who study autism have discovered links between toxins and developmental delays
(Finegold, et al., 2001; Parsell, 2004; Schroeder, 2000). Parents informed of this research,
like the novice parents in my study, were very keen to find out ways in which they could
reduce toxins in their home.
Although I could not relate to Marisa as a parent of a child with autism, I did
understand her frustrations about trying to make her home a toxin-free and
environmentally friendly place. I especially was empathetic to her concerns about
financial stability. I knew, from experience, that organic and green products were very
expensive. Marisa also confided in me about her family’s financial circumstances. I felt
compelled to share with her my financial concerns and the ways in which I was trying to
make ends meet while completing my doctoral degree.
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By interacting with Marisa and other parents on a personal level, I believe that the
parents in the study were able to view me as an equal participant rather than as a distant
and uninvolved investigator. I am certain that by sharing and exchanging stories, we
validated each other’s feelings and experiences. I also trust that parents felt more
comfortable opening up to me because I was willing to open up about my personal views
and experiences.
Recognizing that Parents’ Struggles as People of Color Extend Beyond the Individual
Acknowledging issues and/or challenges of race, language, and status. Part of
authentic caring relationships in the CCI model is that the educator, researcher, or teacher
recognize and acknowledge that people of color have struggled both individually and
collectively. In their research working with students of color, Cammarota and Romero (in
press) concluded, “A student’s entire world, including historical struggles that have
positioned him or her as socially, economically, and/or politically subordinate are
primary focal areas for the critically compassionate educator” (p. 7). Thus, a critically
compassionate educator was one who took into account the personal background of each
student and attempted to understand the ways in which the challenges of race, language,
and status could be overcome.
In this study, one of the greatest obstacles to participation in U.S. schools for
parents was the language barrier. For Spanish-speaking parents, the English language was
an enormous hurdle. Being able to communicate effectively with English-speaking
teachers in both general and special education settings was an overwhelming challenge.
Novice parent participants born in Mexico were impacted detrimentally by their lack of
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English proficiency. Patricia, the only veteran parent born in Mexico, had mastered the
English language over a period of about 25 years. Beatriz and Rosa, however, still were
struggling with basic communication in English.
As the researcher, I encouraged parents to speak about their difficulties with the
English language. My hope was that parents would feel supported by other parents who
had experienced the same challenges and begin thinking critically about ways in which
they could improve their communication with their children’s teachers. In the first
example, Beatriz’s comments were representative of the struggles that native Spanishspeaking parents in this study faced in their children’s school. Beatriz discussed the
problems she confronted with Megan’s classroom teacher. Her inability to communicate
well with the teacher caused her great trepidation and concern.
Yo fuí para conocer el saloncito de la niña y a la maestra. Pues la primera fue el
idioma porque ninguna habla español y yo medio que hablo inglés. Y ya me
presenté con la maestra y le dije que mi niña era Megan que ella iba a allí que
tenía autísmo y cuales eran sus problemas. Pero como que la maestra no me
prestó mucha atención. Después al otro día volví a ir otra vez y ya llevé a mi
esposo. Él habla mejor Inglés y ya platicamos pero igual la maestra no nos prestó
mucha atención como que nos ignoró no nos quiso dar mucha información sobre
la escuela que cosa es lo que hacen.
[I went to get to know my daughter’s classroom and the teacher. Well, the first
(obstacle) was the language because no one speaks Spanish and I speak just a
little English. I introduced myself to the teacher and I told her that my daughter
was Megan and that she was going to go there, that she had autism, and which
were her problems. But the teacher did not pay much attention to me. Then, on
another day, I returned again with my husband. He speaks better English and we
spoke, but like the time before, the teacher did not pay much attention to us, it
was like she was ignoring us. She didn’t want to give us much information about
the school and the things they do].
Beatriz was frustrated and confused by the interaction she had with Megan’s
teacher. She believed that their inability to communicate well with one another was the

301

main problem. Beatriz also hinted that language might not have been the only barrier. In
her opinion, the teacher continued to ignore her even when she brought her husband to
the classroom. Although her husband’s English was not advanced, his ability to
comprehend and speak basic, interpersonal, communicative English was good. Even with
her husband’s help, Beatriz still felt as if they were dismissed by Megan’s teacher. She
believed that the teacher was holding back information that was useful.
In another conversation about the challenges of being Mexican in the United
States, Beatriz spoke about some of the assumptions she believed that educators made
about her:
Es muy triste porque ellos creen que porque es uno mexicano o porque es uno
hispano, uno nunca va a hablar, uno nunca va a investigar ¿no? Yo estoy segura
que si yo fuera Americana, tuviera la piel güera y el cabello rubio, luego me
hubieran conseguido los servicios que necesitaba mi niña. Pero cuando ella miró
que yo no me quedé así nada más quieta, y empecé a investigar y empecé a
preguntar y todo entonces fue hasta lo último que fue a conseguirme algo.
[ It’s very sad because if they (educators) believe that because one is Mexican or
Hispanic, one will never speak up, one will never investigate, right? I’m certain
that if I were American, had white skin and blond hair, they (educators/special
education team) would have given my daughter the services that she needed. But
when they saw that I didn’t just stand there passively, and that I began to
investigate and ask about everything, then they finally gave me what I needed].
Similar to the example about her limited English language proficiency, Beatriz
again felt as if she were not taken seriously by the schools’ general and special education
teachers. In this case, she believed she was being dismissed at an IEP meeting because of
her racial make-up and because of assumptions made by IEP team members. In her view,
having dark skin, hair, and eyes was a disadvantage at her daughter’s school. She realized
that the discrimination she felt being Mexican could also extend to other people of color
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(e.g., Hispanic parents). She imagined that if she were a White, American woman with
blond hair and blue eyes that she would be given higher status by school administrators,
staff, and teachers. She thought that if she had the characteristics associated with being
American, that she would not only be listened to but also would receive the services her
child needed.
As a researcher who strived to be a “critically compassionate educator,” I was
pleased by Beatriz’s persistence to receive services for Megan. I applauded her efforts to
not “stand there passively” and her gumption to investigate, on her own, options and
resources for her child. Beatriz’s experience incited much discussion among other
parents. To summarize, parent participants were angry that Beatriz had been treated
unfairly. However, they also were impressed by Beatriz’s perseverance in obtaining
resources for Megan. I used this example as a segue to begin the discussion with parents
about the ways in which they could overcome barriers to participation. Beatriz’s
experience illustrated the need for parents to take charge of their own decisions and to
advocate for themselves and their children.
Connecting personal experiences with discrimination to the collective. According
to Cammarota and Romero (in press) part of feeling compassion and care meant that we,
as educators, helped others—especially people of color—connect individual experiences
with discrimination to the collective. Cammarota and Romero recommended that
students’ “experiences and struggles as member[s] of a larger social group … be
recognized and addressed” (p. 7). To do this, a critically compassionate educator must be
aware that “the struggles of students of color extend beyond individual crisis to
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community-wide oppression.” By connecting personal experiences with those of the
collective, Cammarota and Romero hoped that students of color would identify with
others’ hardships, understand their shared histories, and begin to focus on ways in which
to overcome barriers that hindered their ability to take positive action toward
transformative change.
In a previous section, Beatriz spoke of the manner in which she felt discriminated
against for being both Mexican and a Spanish speaker. In the following example taken
from an individual interview transcript, Marisa—a native English speaker—discussed her
feelings of being discriminated against as well. As a first-time parent dealing with her
son’s diagnosis of autism, she felt that even though she spoke English, she did not
understand the medical and educational terminology used at an IEP meeting. She felt that
she was being scolded by members of the IEP team for her son’s behavior. She believed
that the team members treated her unfairly because of her lack of knowledge and
experience with autism. She described this meeting using the following words,
It was the following meeting that my support system was, my early interventionist
was alone with the coordinator and all the therapists—and I thought… I was like
in this U-shaped table and I was sitting in the middle and all of them surrounding
me. “My,”—that’s they were saying—“Your son doesn’t know how to do that,
your son doesn’t know how to do that or this or that.” I just felt constantly that
my word hadn’t measure up to nothing yet. You know, it was just awful. I left
there hysterically crying. I mean it was just too much, too much. And so umm,
terms, the different terminologies for this I still don’t understand exactly. What is
an IEP? What is this going to do? So much so that I was even scared to send him
off to school because I just had the feeling that I had coming out from this
meeting. What are they going to do with him? They are going to think he’s like
retarded? Or you know what? Are they going to continue scolding us? I mean, do
I have to quit my job to stay home with Adrian just to make sure that he’s going
to be ready for school? And that’s when the guilt factor really kicked in. Oh my
God! You know? During the pregnancy I should done this or could I had brought
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Adrian into this world under different circumstances, you know? What’s going
on? You know?
In this example, Marisa described feeling unsupported at an IEP meeting for her
son. The seating arrangements at the U-shaped table contributed to her discomfort
because she was seated at the top of the U, while other professionals surrounded her on
both sides. She also felt personally attacked by their accounts of Adrian’s progress. She
had the impression that the members of the IEP team were reprimanding her for Adrian’s
lack of advancement. Marisa also believed that the IEP team members did not take her
words seriously, nothing she had described to them about her son “measured up.”
To complicate matters, Marisa did not know the basic terminology Used at the
IEP meeting. In fact, she didn’t know that IEP stood for Individualized Educational
Planning. Feeling confused and scared, she left the meeting feeling defeated. She did not
know how the IEP team members would treat her son; were they going to think that he
was “retarded”? Her fears spiraled, and she considered quitting her full-time position at a
community college to stay at home and educate her son. Her thoughts also led her to
question her decision to have Adrian because the pregnancy had been unplanned and very
difficult. As a result of the meeting, she experienced guilt and despair.
After listening to Marisa, I was moved by her emotion. However, I wanted her to
think about the ways in which her experience at the IEP meeting might have been
impacted by her Mexican background and by her unfamiliarity with the special education
system. I also hoped she would consider how her own feelings were similar to those of
other parents who were learning the process involved in the writing, evaluation, and

305

implementation of the IEP. Following is an edited excerpt of my response to Marisa’s
comments:
And the other thing I just wanted to interject, which it isn’t necessarily part of the
interview, but we also have to remember is who we are as people, like we’re
coming from the Mexicano culture. Where in the Mexican culture we fight for our
families and we protect our own at whatever cost. That’s how we, I mean that’s
how I was raised, and that’s how I am with my familia. And so you have to
remember too that the U.S. school system is not really that way. They [U.S.
school educators] don’t really understand that either. So when they are telling
saying to you, “Oh, you know, you are being overprotective, or you’re being a
little paranoid.” You know, whatever messages you’re getting. Remember that the
institution the people are coming out of, they are looking at it from a very
different perspective. It’s a little bit colder, the idea of what it is to be a good
parent or like family is a different concept. So just remember some of what you
might be feeling are messages you’re getting from other people that don’t
necessarily mesh with your values: how you were born, how you were raised,
how you see life, and you just have to remember that. And I just have to
remember that about who I am because it’s been very painful not to be accepted
for what you’re bringing into the situation. And what you and your husband have
created and what your family has created is so strong, and so important. And
you’re creating the climate that you and Adrian need—you know him so well. So
just really focus on that because I do, I can understand to a certain degree all those
messages that you might be getting from so many different people especially at
the IEP meeting. You may feel that they’re telling you how you’re failing and
that’s not it at all. They are looking through a little tiny lens only that big…They
are looking only through their own point of view. But they are not seeing the
whole picture.
Upon reflection, I wanted to present Marisa with another perspective. I
understood, through her words and demeanor that she was very upset by the events that
took place at the IEP meeting she attended. I tried to help her see that some of what she
was feeling might be explained by the expectations she might have had entering the
meeting. I believe that she was taken aback by the lack of cariño she felt among the IEP
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team members toward her. I wanted to remind her that in the Mexican culture, we are
accustomed to more intimate interactions with others (e.g., less physical space between
people, more caring words exchanged like mija, warmer greetings, etc.). My impression
was that Marisa had expected the meeting’s atmosphere to be warmhearted and
welcoming. I am not certain the IEP team members intended to make Marisa feel
ignorant and unimportant. Instead, I believe that cultural differences may have played a
part in shaping Marisa’s perceptions.
By imparting this other point of view, I also hoped that Marisa could distance
herself from her personal pain and understand that what she felt was shared by many
parents of children with special needs. I wanted Marisa to view the situation more
objectively so she could be more compassionate toward herself, other parents and
eventually, toward the IEP team members who she felt had treated her with disrespect.
For me, guiding Marisa in a more positive direction was a responsibility that I embraced
as I tried to be a critically compassionate educator and researcher.
Applying a Parent Participation Continuum to Authentic Caring Relationships
As Mexican origin parents, veteran and novice parent were concerned about
establishing confianza (mutual trust and confidence) before sharing their personal
hardships. Confianza was not consciously constructed rather it was built upon a
foundation of shared experiences and genuine caring. Confianza was an important
ingredient of parents’ participation. Culturally based, it was a critical element in the
production and mediation of knowledge. Without confianza parents, especially Beatriz
and Rosa, would not have participated as openly and freely. Novice parents who were on
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the “periphery” at the beginning of the study, felt confident moving toward the center of
the situated activity (e.g., discussion and planning sessions) because of the confianza they
experienced in the community of practice (i.e., the research group).
As confianza increased within the group, parents shared more personal and
intimate stories. Parents connected with one another on an affective level. They
empathized with one another as each one opened up about challenging experiences and
obstacles she faced. They also felt compassion for others outside of the research group.
All parents related to the stories presented in the articles that were distributed at the
discussion sessions. Some parents, like Marisa, became emotional when they read about
the oppressive and discriminatory situations other parents confronted.
As novice parents connected their individual hardships with parents of special
needs children on a global level, they moved closer to full participation. I based this
conclusion on the application of the CCI model. Novice parents showed compassion for
parents’ life experiences (a component of authentic caring relationships, see Table 2)
when they stepped outside of their personal frame of reference into another’s. By
considering other parents’ struggles, novice parents acknowledged that they were not
alone. More importantly, novice parents cared about the challenges all parents of specialneeds children faced. They expressed a strong desire to become mentors or to help other
parents of children with autism.
At the beginning of the study, each novice parent aspired for knowledge,
guidance, and support for herself. By the end of the study, novice parents discussed the
ways in which they could give back to other parents in similar circumstances. Because
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novice parents considered the needs of others to be as important as their own, they
acquired a selfless attitude which demonstrated growth. Novice parents moved toward
mastery in the sense that they had developed a genuine concern for others; a mind-set I
believed illustrated a level of maturity expected of a veteran or master parent.
Veteran parents continued to demonstrate mastery within the context of authentic
caring relationships by using positive and supportive words to encourage novice parents’
communication, by not being judgmental, by fostering harmony, and by showing
affection and regard (see Table 2). Veteran parents also were parent advocates outside of
the investigation. Patricia was employed by a state organization to work with parents of
children with special needs and Mayra volunteered her time and energy to help parents
affiliated with specific parent programs. Because veteran parents dedicated themselves to
assisting and guiding struggling parents, I located them as masters along the parent
participation continuum. Because they sought out opportunities to “give back” to other
parents, I viewed their master status as extending beyond the visual limits of the
continuum and into a space where learning and growth continued.
My location along the parent participation continuum gradually moved from
novice to advanced intermediate status as I began to develop a genuine caring
relationship with each of the parents. At the beginning of the study I was a novice
because I did not understand the emotions involved in being a parent of a child with
special needs. As I listened to parents’ stories I gained a greater awareness of the pain,
joy, anger, and sadness parents experienced. Although I could not know from a first-hand
perspective what each parent felt, I developed a deep compassion and empathy for them.
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Approaching intermediate status meant that I felt confident that I could represent
parents’ feelings in an accurate manner. I never could achieve the same degree of
participation as novice and veteran parents in the area of affectivity because I was not a
parent of a child with special needs. However, as an outsider and observer I could see
clearly the connection between the stories narrated in the research group and those told in
articles about Latino parents with special needs children.
A Social Justice Centered Curriculum
The final educational perspective of the Critically Compassionate Intellectualism
(CCI) model is a social justice centered curriculum. A social justice centered curriculum
is educational content that is centered on coursework and material to help students
“achieve a deep level of humanizing compassion … [and] elevate students’ critical
consciousness” (Cammarota & Romero, in press, p. 7). A critically compassionate
educator should model critical consciousness by facilitating instruction that is focused on
instructional materials that are relevant to a student’s social, cultural, and historical
realities. As described in Chapter 1, critical consciousness or conscientizaçao (Freire,
2000) is the awareness a person possesses of his or her agency. It is a person’s realization
that life events are changeable and that he/she can take control of life circumstances and
make transformative decisions. A person’s development of critical consciousness also
should increase his/her understanding of social justice issues and assist the person in
acquiring the necessary tools to become actively engaged in social action.
In this study, I wanted to know the ways in which a social justice centered
curriculum among Mexican origin parents of children with special needs could be used as
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a medium through which I, the researcher, could mediate learning and knowledge.
Specifically, I was interested in finding out if the educational content and material I
presented to parents in the discussion/planning sessions could help them to overcome
barriers and challenges to parent participation. Additionally, I was curious to see if
parents’ critical discussions about parent participation would result in action.
As with the other two educational perspectives of CCI, critical pedagogy and
authentic caring relationships, components of a social justice centered curriculum were
analyzed in a systematic manner. First, I extracted each component directly from
Cammarota and Romero’s (2006, in press) descriptions of a social justice centered
curriculum. Ten components were found and included in Table 2. Then I operationalized
the components which meant that, for each one, I described in detail its characteristics,
function, or form. By operationalizing each component, I was able to look for evidence of
each one in the transcripts, video recordings, and other sources of data. Lastly, I analyzed
these findings and reported them in this chapter.
Developing Critical Consciousness
Centering material on analyzing/addressing the forms of oppression that confront them.
As described in Chapter 4 under “Content of Discussion Sessions,” I purposefully
chose two articles that were centered on Latino or Mexican origin parents’ experiences in
U.S. schools. Delgado-Gaitan’s (1991) article was focused on the ways in which a group
of Latino parents came together in a collaborative setting to critically discuss barriers to
parent involvement. The group these parents formed became a support network through
which they were empowered to change circumstances that impeded their active
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involvement. The second article discussed was by Salas (2004). Salas interviewed 10
Mexican origin mothers of children with special needs who had been participants in
Individualized Educational Planning (IEP) meetings. She was interested in documenting
their personal stories of discrimination and marginalization within the school setting.
In the second discussion session, parents were given a list of questions (see
Appendix F) that I developed to help facilitate the flow of conversation. The first
question was, “What were some of the challenges to participation in IEP meetings that
Mexican American parents described in the article?” Patricia commented first. She began
by giving her overall view of the study. Then she started to answer the question.
La manera que hizo este estudio, para mí, no es tan valido en las ciudades. It is
not as valid as if it would happen in the cities. Toman en cuenta el nivel socioeconómico y educativo de las personas. And they do take the social, economical,
and educational aspects of the participants—as we always do in any study. Cómo
lo hacemos en cualquier estudio y es completamente válido que alguien que tiene
más educación vaya poder sobrevivir más cambios y tener acceso a más recursos.
Which socially we know that someone that has basically more education will be
more able to access resources and to survive the system as we know it. Pero es
válido para mí, pero es un estudio en un lugar muy básico, sin embargo los
sentimientos que expresaron las mamás, porque son puras mamás que
participaron, todo el mundo lo reconocemos. Tal vez lo hemos pasado o lo hemos
oído de otras gentes. And we know their feelings, we can emphasize with them.
We heard them from someone else or we ourselves have been in that position.
Personalmente, mis primeros dos IEPs fueron completamente difíciles porque no
entendía de que me hablaban.
[The way in which she did this study, for me, wasn’t very valid in the cities. It is
not as valid as if it would happen in the cities. They take into consideration the
socioeconomic and educational levels of the people. And they do take the social,
economical, and educational aspects of the participants—as we always do in any
study. The way that we do any study and it’s completely valid that someone that
has more education is going to be able to survive more changes and have access
to more resources. Which socially we know that someone that has basically more
education will be more able to access resources and to survive the system as we
know it. But it’s valid for me, but it’s a study that takes place in a very basic
location (she is referring to a more rural area), however, the sentiments that the
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moms expressed, because only mothers participated, we all know and recognize.
Perhaps we have experienced it or we have heard about it from other people. And
we know their feelings, we can empathize with them. We heard them from
someone else or we ourselves have been in that position. Personally, my first two
IEPs were completely difficult because I didn’t know what they were talking
about].
In Salas’ (2004) investigation, she reported that the parents in her study felt
alienated by language. She wrote, “For many culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD)
families whose first language is not English their apprehension in not participating in
schools may stem from their feelings of being left out, embarrassment in not speaking
‘good’ English, and a general misunderstanding how schools work in this country” (p.
185). Parents in Salas’ study spoke about the fear, apprehension, and vergüenza (shame)
they felt when they did not understand the educational professionals at IEP meetings.
Many kept silent because they did not want to be perceived as being ignorant or “tonta”
(stupid). For the majority of parent participants in Salas’ study, the language barrier was a
form of oppression that they had to confront.
Patricia, along with the other native Spanish speakers in my study, empathized
greatly with the parent accounts included in the article. Patricia, in the excerpt above,
recognized that although the study took place in a smaller, more rural town, parents in
Salas’ (2004) study shared many of the same concerns and frustrations with parent
participants in the research group. She also hinted that parents in our research group
might have more education than some of the mothers in the Salas study. Education and
socioeconomic status, for Patricia, were important indicators of whether or not parents
had access to information and resources that would enhance or increase their active
involvement in IEP meetings. She acknowledged that language played a vital role in
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parents’ ability to participate. She empathized with the mothers in Salas’ investigation
who were limited by their English language proficiency. She, too, upon arrival in the
United States had struggled greatly with the English language—especially with
terminology associated with medial and educational goals for her son.
Patricia continued the conversation by sharing an incident about language in
which she had felt oppressed by her lack of knowledge and understanding. She described
an event in which IEP team members told her that they were going to be using a
“kinesthetic approach” with her son. At the time, she did not know what this approach
was or meant. She also did not understand the concept of how an intervention that
centered on touch and movement would be viable for her son who had no sensation in his
hands. She explained, “But it [the intervention] sounded so good and so professional to
see that a kinesthetic approach is the better teaching method, you know? I had to learn
that quick because I did not know what they were talking about and that made me feel
very foolish or very dumb.”
Other parents, even the native-English speakers, could empathize with the
Spanish-speaking parents in the study. Mayra said, “I saw myself in some of those
examples.” She referred to different experiences she had in which she did not understand
the special education terminology spoken at IEP meetings. Marisa also believed that one
of her greatest challenges was learning about the IEP process and the language used at
IEP meetings. For her, part of her responsibility and role meant: “learning the
terminology and keeping track of the ins and outs of whether—the daily recording of
being sure that they [the IEP team] are complying with what the IEP states.” Mayra and
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Marisa felt compassion for the parents in Salas’ (2004) study and understood that they
experienced oppression because of their lack of English proficiency and knowledge of
how the special education system worked.
Helping parents to realize they have the power to change the material conditions
of their lives. Cammarota and Romero (in press) explained that when a person’s critical
consciousness is developed, he or she “feel[s] capable and confident [he/she] can change
the material conditions of [his/her] li[fe] and the lives of those around [him/her]” (p. 9).
In the context of being a parent of a child with special needs, veteran parents had reached
Freire’s (2007) last stage of human development, critical consciousness. As described
earlier, when one has reached critical consciousness, he or she sees him/herself as an
agent of change who is willing to make decisions that will result in transformative social
action.
Patricia, whose son, Ismael, was 22 years-old, had actively involved herself in
organizations and agencies in which she could work with parents of children with special
needs on a daily basis. She had reached a stage in her life in which she had overcome
several major obstacles that had impeded her from becoming fully involved in Ismael’s
education and therapy. Her understanding of the special education system and laws
positioned her as an expert parent advocate among English and Spanish speaking parents.
She had come to understand herself as an agent of change because she realized, long ago,
that she would have to immerse herself in knowledge and action to represent her son and
to receive services for him. On one occasion Patricia explained why she decided to
become active in helping other parents like herself:
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And, so, it was my duty, my job, and I took it not so much as a job, but, I
mentioned to you that I always considered Ismael my investment. He is my little
lottery and I cannot lose that money. I have to make it grow and invest on it and
boy, he has paid back with lots of knowledge that I have used to help so many
other people. Through him, his life has made a difference to so many lives
through me, you know. So that’s the way I see his life. He is meaningful through
me because he has been a great teacher. And I have used those teachings in
making someone’s life a little easier.
Patricia realized that the knowledge and experience she had accrued throughout
her life as a parent of a child with special needs could be shared with others. In the spirit
of service, she devoted her energy to working with parents who were struggling with
issues similar to her own. She was committed to helping other parents feel empowered to
make changes in their lives that would benefit their children.
Mayra also had been very involved in parent organizations as an advocate. Her
son, Jimmy, was 16 years-old and attending high school. Mayra’s journey had been
different than Patricia’s, but what they had in common was their dedication to working
with parents of children with special needs. Mayra committed herself to helping parents
of children with autism. She was very aware of her desire to “give back” to the
community. She felt that as a parent of a child with autism, she had received much
information and knowledge from members of agencies and organizations who “really
cared.” As a parent advocate, she believed her responsibility was to provide information
to parents who needed guidance. Specifically, Mayra had been influential in giving
parents information about their rights and the options they had under current disability
laws. In one conversation with Mayra, she described what she thought were some ways in
which mentor parents of children with special needs could help novice parents:
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I think that one advantage would be to help them so that it would be
advantageous, that you could have that opening to communication to become as
knowledgeable as you can about the system and what rights your child has with
special needs. And that was part of my problem, I really was ignorant to the
system, and I should have done my homework prior to going to the first year of
public school what needed to be done.
Mayra strongly believed that, if given the right guidance and tools, novice parents
could advocate for themselves and make necessary changes for their children. Through
her own experiences, she learned that by actively researching her rights, she was able to
fight for the resources and services Jimmy needed. At one point in Jimmy’s life, she even
went as far as to initiate litigation against a school district so that Jimmy would be given
an individual aide. For Mayra, a single parent, personal empowerment was the key to
transformative change. She believed that if parents persisted and did not allow the
“system” to undermine their needs and desires for their children, parents could overcome
any challenges that might prevent them from accomplishing their goals.
Patricia and Mayra were influential in helping parents to realize they had the
power to change the material conditions of their lives. In focus-group interviews and
discussion/planning sessions, Patricia and Mayra consistently provided examples to
novice parents about the ways in which they could make both small and great changes in
their lives.
In Discussion Session 2, Rosa wanted to know how to request that a specific goal
be written in the IEP She did not know the proper or official manner to ask for what her
daughter, Anita, needed or what type of documentation was necessary. She turned to
Patricia and Mayra for advice: ¿Así cómo yo voy a la dirección y firmo el día que fuí a la
escuela, así ellos me pueden firmar a mi una hoja? [In this way, if I go to the principal’s
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office and sign the day that I went to school, in that way, can they sign a paper for me?].
Patricia replied by explaining the process to Rosa:
Si usted va, por ejemplo, Rosa les dice me gustaría mucho que mi hija participara
en la biblioteca una hora al día. Lo ponen en el IEP etc., y si no sucede, usted va y
le dice a la maestra no está sucediendo. Se lo doy yo por escrito y me tiene que
contestar en treinta días. Y lo que usted me dice me lo da por escrito por favor.
Para que haga la historia de que se necesita hacer cuando ustedes pidan algo.
[If you go, for example, Rosa and say to them that you’d like that your daughter
participate for one hour in the library each day. They will put it in the IEP, etc.,
and if it doesn’t happen, you go to the teacher and say that it’s not happening. I
am giving it to you in writing, and the teacher will need to answer me in thirty
days. And what you tell me you will need to give me in writing, please. So that
the teacher documents the history of what she (your daughter) needs when you
ask something].
In her response to Rosa, Patricia gave her a specific plan of action for how Rosa
could approach her daughter’s teacher. Rosa had been upset because Anita was not able
to participate in library activities, because of scheduling conflicts, as often as other
children in her class. Rosa felt that Anita would benefit greatly from having daily library
time but did not know how to make this request or whom to ask. Patricia explained to
Rosa and to the other novice parents one way to make a formal request. She insisted that
parents “get in writing” from the teacher the ways in which the teacher would implement
the request (i.e., the child’s goal or objective). In an informal, non-research setting, Rosa
explained to me that she acted upon the guidance and advice of the veteran parents. By
the end of the 2007-2008 school year, Anita was involved more in the daily library
activities.
In another conversation, novice parents talked about how other people’s
comments about their children were based on assumptions. Rosa spoke about her friend
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who knew little about autism and thought that to speak to Rosa about Anita’s disability
was taboo. Marisa and Beatriz discussed how difficult it was for them to take their
children out in public because of other people’s negative reactions to their children’s
behavior. They felt that many people did not care to understand the challenges facing
their children and were, therefore, insensitive to their children’s outbursts, crying, and
other behaviors. To Marisa and Beatriz, one of the most difficult challenges was seeing
other people “give looks” or “make faces” at them or their children. Beatriz described her
experiences in the following manner:
Al principio a mi me daba no se que cosa cuando yo salía con Megan porque ella
no podia controlar sus gritos cuando estaba en un lugar con mucha gente y todo el
mundo se le quedaba y le hacen caras ¿no? Y yo me enojaba y lo que mejor hacia,
yo la sacaba para que no moleste. Y yo pues dije, “Bueno, ¿pero por qué me voy a
salir? Yo no tengo porque salirme.” Al final de cuentas, Megan ni siquiera se daba
cuenta de que la estaban viendo porque ella estaba en su mundo. Le duele más a
uno que le hagan la cara que porque ellos no se dan cuenta de eso (cómo sus
acciones te afectan).
[At first, it gave me this…I don’t know what feeling when I would go out with
Megan because she couldn’t control her screams when we were in a place with
lots of people and everyone would stand there and make faces, you know? I
would get mad, and no matter what I did, I would take her so that she wouldn’t
become affected. And then I said, “Well, why should I leave? I don’t have any
reason to leave.” In the end, Megan didn’t even notice that people were looking at
her because she was in her own world. It hurts one more to see others making
faces at her because they don’t even notice (how their actions are affecting you)].
Novice parents in this study whose children were five years old or younger were
deeply distraught at different points in their children’s lives by the manner in which other
people reacted to their children’s disability. All three novice parents shared accounts of
how their children became overstimulated in crowded spaces. They would react by
screaming, covering their ears, crying hysterically, or making sounds. In Beatriz’ case,
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most people responded negatively to Megan’s loud noises and screams. Beatriz was
angry at those who stared at Megan and showed their disapproval of her behavior by
making cruel faces. She had reached a point, however, where she was trying not to allow
other people’s reactions to affect her or Megan.
Patricia and Mayra praised Beatriz’s efforts and told their own stories about the
ways in which they coped with other people’s negativity. Patricia shared some of her
experiences as a mother of a child with severe multiple disabilities. She wanted to
illustrate to novice parents the manner in which she dealt with other’s insensitivity,
ignorance, and rudeness:
Una de las cosas que yo aprendí en mi vida si la gente nos voltea a ver, la gente
nos sigue porque mi hijo se le ve la discapacidad de donde lo vean y tiene equipo
la silla de ruedas. A mí nunca me ha molestado que me pregunten que tiene.
Porque si me preguntan es porque quieren aprender y si les digo de la manera
cómo los veo si son niños me gusta mucho enseñar a los niños porque es el futuro.
Los viejitos ya no tienen mucho futuro, no vivieron con el mundo de discapacidad
en el mundo. Pero si me preguntan a mi yo les pregunto o yo les digo cómo se
llama y volteo con él y le hablo aunque él no habla y les digo que le gusta. Pero si
tal ves hay momentos si me siguen no me molesta me siguen para volverlo a ver
no está deforme y aunque estuviera ¿porque me siguen? Pero generalmente no me
molesta nada. Y cuando le gritan les digo tiene parálisis cerebral no esta sordo
[She giggled]. Because they raise their voice when they talk to him, “HOW ARE
YOU?” I said he has cerebral palsy. He’s not deaf. I will start laughing you
know? But I’m very accommodating if people ask me; if they look and they don’t
approach me that’s fine.
[One of the things that I learned in my life, if people turn around to look at us,
people follow us because you are able to see my son’s disability from where they
see him and he has a wheel chair. It has never bothered me that others ask what he
has. Because if they ask me it’s because they want to learn and I tell them the way
that I, how I see them, if they are children I like very much to teach them because
children are the future. Older folks don’t have much future left, they didn’t live
during a time in which disability was part of their world. But if they ask me, I ask
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them or I tell them what his name is and I turn to him and I talk to him, even
though he doesn’t talk, and I tell them what he likes. But if perhaps there are
moments that they follow me, I don’t get annoyed when they follow me to get
another look at him, he isn’t deformed and even if he were, “Why do they follow
me?” But generally, they don’t bother me at all. And when they shout at him, I
tell them that he has cerebral palsy and that he isn’t deaf. (She giggled). Because
they raise their voice when they talk to him, “HOW ARE YOU?” I said he has
cerebral palsy. He’s not deaf. I will start laughing, you know? But I’m very
accommodating if people ask me; if they look and they don’t approach me that’s
fine.
Through her own story, Patricia provided parents with a positive example of how
to deal with other people’s stares and comments. Instead of being upset and bothered by
other people’s reactions to her son’s disability, she decided to Use their interest or
curiosity as a means to educate them about cerebral palsy. The bottom line for Patricia,
when talking to others, was to humanize the disability. Instead of pointing out her son’s
differences, she emphasized the similarities he had with others. In this example, she
described how she turned to speak with her son even though he could not reply vocally.
She wanted to show that like all typical people, her son was capable of interacting with
her in spite of his physical limitations. She also told others about the things her son
liked—such as pizza (as shared in another conversation) so that others would realize that
Ismael, like any other person, enjoyed similar pleasures.
Patricia had reached a stage in her thinking in which she was aware that her
experiences with Ismael could be constructive lessons to others. She was beyond the
point of feeling sorry for herself or being angry at other people’s ignorant reactions.
Instead, she was interested in educating others about the wonderful person her son was.
She shared this experience with novice parents to illustrate to them that they were capable
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of transcending negative emotions that weighed them down. She believed that novice
parents could channel their energy in positive ways to help other people understand their
children’s disabilities. Although novice parents in this study had not reached Patricia’s
stage of critical consciousness, they were beginning to comprehend the power of
Patricia’s compassion for others. Through Patricia and Mayra’s stories, novice parents
began to see how they, too, could become agents of change by not allowing negativity to
shape the course of their own lives.
Reflecting Upon, Discussing, and Writing About Challenging and Difficult Issues
Providing parents with various activities in which they could express themselves.
A vital ingredient in both the CCI model and in the PAR approach is to allow
participants to critically reflect upon, discuss, and write about issues that impacted their
lives. Cammarota and Romero (in press) believed that an integral part of a social justice
centered curriculum was to encourage students/participants to explore the difficulties and
challenges they faced without telling them, from an educator/researcher perspective, what
the problems were. Both CCI and PAR are dependent upon participants’ inquiry,
specifically, how their questions and problem posing/solving unfolded through
collaboration, group and self-reflection, and interactions with others.
In this investigation, I provided various activities through which parent
participants could express themselves. For novice and veteran parents, these opportunities
included critical reflection and discussion through focus-group interviews and
discussion/planning sessions. In discussion/planning sessions, as explained in detail in
Chapter 5, parent participants were able to talk about definitions and challenges of parent
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participation. They critically discussed articles about the ways in which parents dealt with
barriers to participation in U.S. schools. They also brainstormed specific ways in which
they, as a group, could create short- and long-term action goals to overcome certain
challenges to their involvement.
In addition, novice parents were individually interviewed about the following
topics: (a) their definitions and perceptions of parent participation, (b) their child’s
history, and (c) their own personal and family history. Novice parents also were given the
opportunity to express themselves in writing through an open-ended survey in which they
were asked to answer specific questions about parent participation and through journals.
The journals were used as a means to document the PAR process, parents’ ideas and
feelings about the topics discussed, and reflections about changes in their own
participation that they observed over time.
Veteran parents were able to express themselves through the debriefing sessions.
Veteran parents were asked to analyze their own perceptions of what they had been
observing during the focus-group interviews and discussion/planning sessions. Their
feedback and opinions were incorporated as a key ingredient in my data analysis.
Moreover, veteran parents were asked to read over the completed drafts of the analyses’
sections and to critically assess the validity of my interpretations of the research activities
and events.
Presenting Content that Centered on a Critical Perspective
Gaining awareness of one’s social conditions and strengths. In Delgado-Gaitan’s
(1991) investigation working with Latino parents to explore challenges of parent
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involvement in U.S. schools, she wrote about the need for parents to become empowered.
Empowerment, as described by Delgado-Gaitan, was the result of parents’ awareness of
their social conditions and strengths. Empowerment was the means through which
parents acted and made lasting, transformative changes in their lives and the lives of their
children.
Empowerment is an ongoing intentional process centered in the local community
involving mutual respect, critical reflection, caring and group participation
through which people lacking an equal share of valued resources gain greater
access to and control over those resources. People become aware of their social
conditions and their strengths; they determine their choices and goals. Action is
taken to unveil one’s potential as a step to act on one’s own behalf. Implicit here
is consciousness of and responsibility for one’s behavior and willingness to take
action to shape it as desired through a social process. (p. 23)
In this study, novice parents began to realize that the knowledge and learning they
had gained on their own and through the research group meetings with veteran parents
were vast and comprehensive. Toward the end of the 16-week study, both Beatriz and
Rosa spoke of the need they felt to help other parents who were experiencing similar
challenges. Beatriz and Rosa especially were concerned about Spanish-speaking parents
who were lacking the knowledge and resources to help their children. They, as parents of
children with special needs, had reached a stage in their own development in which they
wanted to go out into the community and provide assistance and guidance to parents like
themselves.
After talking to the group about how much she struggled as a parent who, at first,
knew nothing about autism, Beatriz shared her desire to reach out to parents of children
who recently were diagnosed with autism. She explained,
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Entonces dije, “Yo tengo que hacer algo.” Y fue cuando empecé a conocer, a
investigar, a informarme y tratar de hacer todo lo mejor que se pudiera, ¿no? Y
eso me gustaría más que nada por las familias que apenas reciben un diagnostico,
que no saben que hacer. Que no sabe adonde ir. Por eso es que decía yo seria
bueno, ¿pues alguien no?, hacer un grupo de las mamás que ya sabemos para la
familias que apenas están empezando o esas familias que reciben un diagnóstico,
y ya es demasiado tarde porque tienen hijos más grandes que uno no, yo por
ejemplo. A mí me conozco gente y me dice, “Oye, fíjate que la niña de esa señora,
creo que tiene autismo.” Apenas le dijeron y ya tiene nueve años y no sabe que
hacer. Entonces ya me habló a mi y ya le dije lo que podía hacer, que recursos hay
y le recomendé un libro, le recomendé una terapía que no paga y cosas asi ¿no?
Pero eso son cosas, uno que ya sabe, si yo en el momento que no sabia nada. Yo
me sentí sola y traté de hablar con muchos papás pero, los papás no tienen tiempo
de compartir sus ideas o de lo que ya pasaron por sus hijos y bueno se queda uno
así.
[And then I said, “I have to do something.” It was then I began to learn, to
investigate, to inform myself, and to try to do everything I could better, you
know? And what I liked more than anything for the families that have just
received a diagnosis and don’t know what to do. They don’t know where to go.
For that reason he (a person from her Spanish-speaking support group) said that
I’d be good, well someone, right?, to start a group with the mothers that we
already know, for families that are just beginning or those families that receive a
diagnosis, and it’s already late because they have older children that one, well,
me, for example. People get to know me and they say, “Hey, look at that woman’s
daughter, I think that she has autism.” They just told her and she already is nine
years-old and she doesn’t know what to do. She (the mother) has already spoken
with me and I told her what she could do, what resources exist and I
recommended to her a book, I recommended to her a therapy that she doesn’t
have to pay for, and things like that, you know? But those are things, and one that
already knows, and I, at one moment, who didn’t know anything. I felt alone, and
I tried to talk with many parents but they didn’t have time to share their ideas or
those things that happened to their children, and one is just left there].
In this excerpt, Beatriz described how she once felt isolated and alone as a parent
of a child with autism. She spoke of her desire to connect with other parents who, at the
time, knew more than she about autism. However, to her dismay, she was unable to find a

325

strong support system when Megan was first diagnosed. Instead of feeling defeated, she
took initiative and began to do research on her own. She found a Spanish-speaking
support group of parents of children with autism and began to attend the meetings. Over
time, she gained awareness and knowledge of ways in which to help her daughter. She
gained confidence and soon was considered by other parents in the support group to be a
resourceful leader. People in the group and outside of the group began to seek her advice.
In this excerpt, Beatriz was concerned about a woman whom she learned had a nine year
old daughter who recently had been diagnosed with autism. Beatriz knew from her own
experience that a late diagnosis could be detrimental for the child and her family: “en
realidad supe que cosa es el autismo y que si no se trata, y si uno lo deja así puede
empeorar” [in reality, I knew what autism was and if one didn’t treat it, if one left it
alone, it could grow worse]. She wanted to help the mother of the young girl by doing
more than just providing her with “things.” In other words, although Beatriz was able to
recommend books and therapies to the mother, in her heart, she understood that a longterm supportive relationship with the mother would be more beneficial. For this reason,
Beatriz was interested in starting her own support group to help those whose children
were recently diagnosed.
Toward the end of the study, Rosa also expressed her interest in helping other
parents of children with autism. Through her journal and electronic correspondence with
me and the other parent participants she wrote about her concerns for a mother with a son
who might have autism. She felt empathy for the mother because the mother did not
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know about autism or about any of the symptoms or behaviors. Rosa explained in
writing:
Ayer conocí a una mamá nueva en OT con [name deleted]. Me refiero a que anda
empezando con terapias pero aún no tiene idea de cual es el diagnóstico. Yo inicié
una conversación con ella asumiendo que su hijo también tiene autismo, sin
embargo en su forma de platicar me di cuenta que no sabe que podría ser autismo
lo que le aqueja a su hijo. Siento que yo debería hacer algo al respecto. Algún día
me vi en esa misma condición y me hubiera servido mucho si alguien me hubiera
guiado a la razón de tantas cosas (vueltas a tantas terapias, caras lastimeras de las
personas que empiezan a visitar a mi hija a sabiendas de la posibilidad de autismo
y sugerencias sin sentido para mí).
[Yesterday I met a mother in OT (Occupational Therapy) with (name deleted). I
am saying that she is beginning the therapies, but she has no idea what the
diagnosis is. I initiated a conversation with her, assuming that her son also has
autism, however, by what she was saying I realized that she didn’t know that it
could be autism that is afflicting her son. I feel that I should do something about
this. There was a time that I found myself in the same condition and it would have
served me greatly if someone had guided me toward the reason for so many things
(going in circles around so many therapies, pitying faces of people who began to
visit my daughter knowing of the possibilities of autism and their suggestions
without feeling for me].
Like Beatriz, Rosa felt compelled to “do something” to help a parent whose child
was exhibiting behaviors that required special services. Rosa wanted to provide this
mother with moral support and guidance. She saw herself in this woman and hoped that
she could be a resource for her. She remembered a time when she felt completely alone
and was lost within the special education system, “going in circles” to find appropriate
therapies and treatments for her daughter.
Rosa, toward the end of the study, was able to step outside of her own
circumstances and to reflect critically on the ways in which her own experiences as a
mother of a child with autism could be used to help others. She realized that her strengths
included her ability to feel compassion and empathy for other parents struggling with the
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same issues that had challenged her. She wanted to share what she had learned and to be
of service.
In many ways, Beatriz and Rosa were beginning to explore the ways in which
they could “respond to forces that deem[ed] them powerless, develop a sophisticated
knowledge of the root causes of social problems, and generate unique ways to contend
with the larger political forces” (Ginwright & Cammarota, 2002, p. 83). For them, being
parents of children with autism was an enormous challenge because of language barriers
and a lack of knowledge associated with their children’s diagnosis. Both felt alone and
did not know how to act or what to do. Being motivated to investigate resources available
to them and to their children, Rosa and Beatriz began to learn more about their rights as
parents under current disability laws. They began to ask questions and demand answers
from school district leaders, school principals, IEP team members, and teachers. They
wanted positive changes for their children and realized that they would need to be the
instigators of that change. As they acquired knowledge and experience in the areas of
parents’ rights, autism, and interventions and therapies for autistic children, they were
able to see that there were other parents, especially Spanish-speaking parents, who were
in dire need of guidance. They understood, on a conscious level, that to help other parents
contend with larger political or institutional forces (e.g., the IEP process, school policies,
etc.), they needed to reach out to parents and find ways to support them.
Focusing on social justice issues that are “socially relevant” to parents’ lived
context. One social justice issue that all parent participants shared was being
misrepresented or misunderstood. Generally, these misunderstandings occurred because
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other people, primarily those who were not Mexican origin parents of children with
special needs, made assumptions about the parents’ or children’s background. Being
misrepresented and/or misunderstood was a “socially relevant” reality for parent
participants. Cammarota (2007) explained that social justice issues associated with
people’s own lived context were important to explore. As a person actively engaged in a
critical discussion of socially relevant experiences, he/she became more consciously
aware of the ways in which his/her circumstances were connected with larger, global
issues such as discrimination, racism, or poverty. That person could then relate to others
struggling with the same challenges and find ways in a supportive, collaborative setting
to change or transform his/her situation.
In the second Discussion Session, parent participants all agreed that language and
special education terminology were enormous barriers to effective participation in
schools and in IEP meetings. Parents were discussing the pros and cons of eliciting help
from interpreters when Mayra jumped in and said, “I just quickly want to say something.”
She was excited and agitated as she remembered an incident in which Jimmy’s speech
therapist had reached inaccurate conclusions about the nature of Jimmy’s speech and
language difficulties. Mayra explained,
Jimmy attended a private school from kinder to sixth grade. When he entered
middle school seventh and eight, district middle school, he had to go through a lot
of evaluations for them to tell me he has a diagnosis of autism, which I already
knew, but they had to tell me. One of the things was speech. And so when we
were at the IEP, the speech therapist begins to say, “Jimmy is delayed in speech,
which we understand, and one of the reasons could be because you speak to him
in Spanish.” Ha! I blew a chord because Jimmy’s first language was sign
language! Jimmy’s second language was English. Jimmy has never learned
Spanish until this last year and he could only speak ten words. But the audacity of
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them to say that, and not only that but Jimmy’s dad is white. He does not speak
Spanish so why on earth would I speak Spanish?
Mayra had “blown a chord” because she felt that both she and Jimmy had been
misjudged. Assumptions about his first language were made because he was halfMexican. Mayra, along with other parent participants, understood that such a blatant
misrepresentation of Jimmy’s language challenges probably was attributed to the speech
therapist’s preconceived ideas of what language was being spoken in Mayra’s home.
What upset Mayra was that the speech therapist was, in effect, blaming Mayra for
Jimmy’s speech delay and was using false assumptions to back up her claims.
Mayra’s personal story incited other parents to speak up and share their own
experiences with discrimination. Beatriz described an occasion in which a social worker
assumed that, because Beatriz was Mexican, she would not be able to afford a specific
therapy for her daughter. Patricia related an experience in which a real estate agent took
for granted that Patricia wanted to move to the south side of the city because that’s where
“the Mexicans lived.” Marisa also told the story of how an educator insisted that she
receive services for Adrian “over there” (implying the south side of town) because
Marisa was Mexican. Patricia then summed up parent participants’ feelings in the
following manner:
Sí, hay muchos preconceptos, sobre todo, todavía en la ciudad de quién vive
dónde, y dónde tienen que ir a las escuelas y todo eso. Hay preconceptos de
nosotros los mexicanos. Mucha gente puede pensar que somos flojos. Muchas
personas pueden pensar que somos sucios. Cuando ni uno, ni otro, pero ese
preconcepto viene.
[Yes, there are many preconceptions, above all, even in the city—who lives
where—and where they need to go to school and all that. There are
preconceptions about us Mexicans. Many people can think that we are lazy. Many
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people can think that we are dirty. When we are not one or the other, but these
preconceptions exist].
As several researchers have stated, one of the major challenges of participation
for Mexican origin parents is that many negative stereotypes exist that portray this
population as uninvolved, lazy, and undereducated (Delgado-Gaitan & Ruiz, 1992;
Menchaca & Valencia, 1990; Quiroz, et al., 1999; Salas, 2004; Valencia & Black, 2002).
Parent participants understood that one of the major underlying tensions between
themselves and White, middle-class, English-speaking educators was preconceptions of
their “Mexicanness” (De Genova, 2005, p. 3). Patricia explained the ways in which these
underlying tensions or messages could be impediments to parents’ participation:
So I am just saying like, even if communication does exist we have to look at
what are the preconceived notions underneath that language because that
sometimes is what causes the challenges and barriers to getting services or
whatever, because there are assumptions being made.
In subsequent discussions, parent participants discussed the need to extricate from
their minds and hearts other people’s negative perceptions of who they were as Mexican
origin parents. They felt that the first step to overcoming social justice issues, such as
discrimination, was to begin believing in themselves and not listening to damaging or
hurtful messages given by others. At the same time, however, they knew that they could
no longer be naïve about the preconceived notions some people held against Mexican
origin, Spanish-speaking parents. They were interested in finding a balance between
being aware of the social justice issues that they faced and making their own decisions
about what actions would serve their children’s best interests.
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Speaking explicitly about how parents defined, negotiated, and struggled for their
identities in oppressive environments. Ginwright and Cammarota (2002), in their research
working with urban youth, explain that to understand the ecology of a youth’s total
experience one needed to address the “serious social, economic, and political influences”
(p. 84) that affected young men and women on a daily basis. Furthermore, these
researchers believed that their responsibility included paying attention “to the complex
social forces affecting their [youths’] lives, as well as to the oppressive community
conditions that require youth action” (p. 84). Ginwright and Cammarota created a youth
development model in which both critical consciousness and social action were key
components. Through this model, urban youth were given the opportunity to reflect upon,
act, and transform the conditions that influenced their existence.
In my investigation, parent participants also were presented with opportunities to
contemplate and reflect upon the complex social, economic, and political forces affecting
their everyday lives. Through individual and group discussions, parents spoke of the
ways in which they defined, negotiated, and struggled for their identities in oppressive
environments. As stated earlier, oppression comes in many forms. An oppressive
environment, according to Freire (2000), is one in which individuals are prevented from
engaging in inquiry, silenced, or forced against their will to speak or act in ways counter
to their own desires or best interests.
In the following example, Beatriz felt completely silenced. She had asked her
husband, Juan Carlos, to call the school for her to make an appointment with Megan’s
teacher. Beatriz, knowing her English language limitations, wanted Juan Carlos to set up
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the appointment because his conversational skills in English were better than hers. Juan
Carlos spoke to the school’s receptionist and the following is a description of what
occurred according to Beatriz:
También he tenido una experiencia muy desagradable cuando yo quise hacer una
cita para una evaluación de mi niña. Yo traté de hacerla yo, porque yo para poner
una cita, sí puedo, hacerlo, no. Pero resulta en que la persona que estaba
encargada decía que no me entendía y después yo le hablé a mi esposo y él hizo la
cita. Pero la mujer que le hizo la cita a mi esposo dijo, “Si tu esposa o tú no
hablan ingles, mejor no vengan a la cita.”
[I also have had a very disagreeable experience when I tried to make an
appointment for my daughter’s evaluation. I tried to make it myself, because to
set up an appointment (she is referring to being there in person), yes I can, but to
make an appointment (she is referring to making an appointment over the phone),
no. But it resulted in that the person that was in charge said that she didn’t
understand me and afterwards, I spoke to my husband and he made the
appointment (on the phone). But the woman who made the appointment for my
husband said, “If you or your wife don’t speak English, it’s better that you don’t
come to the appointment”].
Beatriz felt as if she and her husband were being dismissed by the receptionist at
Megan’s school for being Spanish speaking and Mexican. She was frustrated and
disappointed with how they were treated. The oppression Beatriz experienced came from
a member of the school staff. However, because this person represented the school,
Beatriz felt as if she were being rejected by the school as an institution. In a later
conversation, she spoke briefly about how this experience and ones similar made her feel
very uneasy. Sometimes she wondered if she was being targeted because of her
undocumented status. Other times she believed that she was being discriminated against
because of her darker coloring and limited English proficiency. In either case, she did not
feel welcomed at Megan’s school.

333

Parent participants had the opportunity to reflect upon and respond to Beatriz’s
experience. Rosa shared a similar incident in which a receptionist at her daughter,
Anita’s, doctor’s office “no me quiso entender o no puso de su parte” (did not want to
understand or did not make an effort on her part). After Rosa expressed her own
frustrations about not being listened to or understood, Beatriz nodded her head in
understanding.
Marisa then jumped into the conversation to provide guidance for Beatriz and
Rosa. She spoke of her experiences attending a workshop given by lawyers familiar with
Arizona disability laws. In the workshop, the lawyers stressed the need for parents to
document every interaction, no matter how insignificant, in case the problems or tensions
between parents and the schools escalated. Beatriz and Rosa took down some notes while
Marisa was talking and thanked her for her advice. Patricia agreed with Marisa and said
that by documenting everything the parents would have the power to demonstrate that a
history of discrimination existed. By talking about their experiences, Beatriz and Rosa
began to realize that they could take control of the situation by documenting
conversations they had with school personnel and medical staff. They understood that
they had the tools to fight back if others tried to take away their personal power.
Facilitating Resolutions to Challenges
Allowing all participants the opportunity to contribute to the problem-solving
process. A major component of Participatory Action Research is for the researcher to
facilitate participants’ discussions so that participants can reach consensus and/or
resolutions to problems that they face. In a social justice centered curriculum, the
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educator “provide[s] students with the opportunity to investigate racial, social, and
economic problems that undermine their potential to excel academically as well as
impede the welfare and prosperity of their families and communities” (Cammarota &
Romero, in press). The end result is for students to take positive action toward personal,
interpersonal, or institutional change.
Parent participants in this study were provided with a safe and caring venue
through which they could explore challenges of parent participation as Mexican origin
parents of children with special needs. In both the CCI model and the PAR approach, the
researcher’s role is not to define the problems or to directly shape the outcomes of the
investigation. Rather, a researcher must allow for the natural process of inquiry to evolve
through the stories and experiences that participants are willing to share. Through
discussion and planning sessions, parents were given the opportunity to talk about the
barriers to their own participation in schools and also the chance to problem-pose and
brainstorm ways in which these obstacles could be overcome through action.
In planning sessions I provided parents with summary sheets of conversations we
had in previous sessions (see Appendices C and F). In the discussion sessions, parents
critically reflected upon the ways in which their participation in schools was limited by
specific challenges. In planning sessions parents brainstormed different options to
overcoming challenges and barriers to participation (see Appendix D). The following
excerpt is from the first planning session meeting. Only three of the parents, Rosa,
Beatriz, and Patricia, were able to attend that session. This excerpt was taken from the
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end of the session meeting. I continued the conversation we were having by attempting to
make concrete some of the ideas we had been discussing:
Lo que estoy escuchando ahorita son las ideas de ustedes es porque ahorita
estoy tratando de poner todas sus ideas en este papel porque yo necesito empezar
a organizar el plan que tenemos. Pero lo que estoy oyendo de ustedes, pero
díganme si estoy incorrecta, que ustedes están hablando de compartir, de
compartir información y recursos, e ideas. Me parece que ahorita no tenemos
muy concreto exactamente si nos vamos a concentrar nuestros esfuerzos en un
asunto o si solamente vamos a seguir lo que ustedes quieran, seguir hablando de
ideas, de las cosas que pueden compartir. Tal vez eso es donde necesitamos andar,
es no tratar de hacerlo muy detallista ok, vamos a hacer esto y tratar más como un
proceso, como tal vez encontrar un, pues tener un lugar donde podemos seguir
hablando a lo mejor de un lugar donde podemos seguir compartiendo ideas,
porque las ideas se evolucionan.
[What I am hearing right now are your ideas it’s because right now I’m trying to
put your ideas down on paper because I need to begin to organize the plan we
have. But what I am hearing from all of you, and tell me if I’m wrong, is that you
are talking in order to share, to share information, resources, and ideas. To me, it
appears that right now we do not need to be exactly concrete if we are going to
concentrate our efforts on one topic or if we are only going to follow what you
want to talk about, to keep on talking about ideas—of the things you want to
share. Perhaps this is where we need to go with the conversation, like perhaps find
a well, have a place where we can continue to talk or even better, a place where
we can continue sharing ideas, because ideas evolve].
At this point in the discussion, the other parents contributed their thoughts about
what I had said:
Patricia: “Las ideas evolucionan y se desenvuelven o cambian.” [Ideas evolve
and they unfold or change].
Beatriz: “Sí, aparte de que nuestros hijos cambian.” [Yes, apart from this, our
children change].
Patricia: Si a ustedes les interesaría que se formara un grupo de apoyo, pero
quisieran pasar por el entrenamiento, yo también podría hacer mediadora de ver
que entrenamiento tiene X para las personas de habla hispana.
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[If you would be interested that we form a support group, but perhaps you would
like to through a training, I also could be the mediator to make sure that the [name
of organization deleted] training could be offered for those who speak Spanish].
Beatriz: “¡Sí!” [Yes!]
Rosa: “Sí, porque en algún momento nos vamos a topar.” [Yes, because in a
moment we could run into something].
Patricia: “Tengo mucho interés en que ustedes tengan el conocimiento y las
armas necesarias para las diferentes situaciones.” [I have a lot of interest in that you have
the knowledge and necessary tools for different situations].
Beatriz: “Sí, porque no siempre.” [Yes, because not always].
Rosa: “¿Cómo se llama? ¿El entrenamiento de qué?” [What is it called? The
training of what?]
Patricia: “El entrenamiento para ser Padre X.” [The training to be an X (name of
organization deleted) Parent].
Rosa: “¡Ah!”
Beatriz: “Allí sí me gustaría, ¡sí!” [Yes, there I would like it, yes!].
In this conversation, parent participants were discussing the possibility of
becoming trained in a mentoring program offered by a non-profit parent organization in
Southern Arizona. Patricia, who had gone through the training and had become a mentor
parent through the program, offered to the novice parents the possibility of becoming
trained. The novice parents were very excited because they had heard of this organization
and knew that it had a very good reputation among parents of children with special needs.
Moreover, Patricia offered to mediate the training to ensure that Spanish-speaking parents
would benefit. Patricia had once worked for this organization and had maintained strong
ties to the executive director. She suggested that I propose to the executive director a
special training for Spanish-speaking parents.
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Patricia, who believed strongly that “knowledge is power,” felt that the novice
parents in the group would benefit greatly from the training which would include
information about disability laws, parents’ rights, litigation procedures, the IEP process,
and other matters important to parents of children with special needs. She proposed that
this parent advocacy training be one goal of the action plan that we, as a group, were
developing. The training, she felt, was one way in which parents could feel empowered to
make the changes they needed and to be more active participants in their children’s
schools. At the end of the investigation, the training became one of three main goals of
the final action plan parents agreed upon (see Table 6).
Encouraging parents to discuss the ways in which they connected their own
individual experiences with powerlessness to those of other parents on a global level.
In their article about a social justice youth development model, Ginwright and
Cammarota (2002) explained that part of critical consciousness among historically
marginalized populations was one’s awareness that one’s struggles with powerlessness
were connected to those of others on a global level. In other words, the isolation and
discrimination one might experience as a person of color on a personal level might be a
commonly shared phenomenon that people of color around the world face daily. To make
the connection between one’s individual circumstances and those of others demonstrates
that a person has evolved to a level of critical consciousness that allows that person to
feel empathy and compassion for other people in similar situations. Moreover, a person
with a well-developed critical consciousness is at the point in their understanding where
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he/she can see that challenges like discrimination occur because of existing systems that
are corrupt or are run by people concerned with maintaining power.
Novice parents in this study were on the path to developing critical consciousness
about the ways in which their own experiences of participation in their children’s lives
were connected to those of other parents of children with special needs. Although novice
parents did not express directly or explicitly the ways in which their circumstances were
linked with those of other parents, they did identify with and feel compassion for parents
who faced similar challenges.
In one conversation, Beatriz described the feelings she had when she and her
husband tried to join a support group for parents of children with autism who were
English-speaking Americans. In this excerpt, Beatriz realized that what she experienced
might be what other “Latinos” confronted when immersed in the American culture:
También hemos asistido a los de ingles porque mi esposo habla un poco de ingles.
Y vamos pero como que nos sentimos muy, no sé raros ¿no? Porque todos son
americanos y nosotros somos los únicos latinos. Porque la gente latina en el grupo
de los americanos no participa. Hemos ido a las fiestas que les hacen a los niños
de con autismo y ya donde hay payasos y cosas así y todos los americanos y los
únicos latinos somos nosotros. Y nos sentimos así como medio raros pero le digo
a mi esposo, “Tenemos que estar aquí, porque a lo mejor aquí podemos conocer a
alguien que nos puede dar alguna ayuda. Nos puede decir adonde ir o algo.”
[We also have attended those (support groups) in English because my husband
speaks a little bit of English. And we go, but we feel very, I don’t know? Strange,
you know? Because they are all Americans and we are the only Latinos. Because
Latino people in a group of Americans do not participate. We have gone to the
parties that they have for children with autism, where there are clowns and stuff
like that and everyone there are Americans, and we are the only Latino people
there. And we feel like sort of strange, but I tell my husband, “We have to be here
because maybe we can meet someone who can give us some help. They can tell
us where to go or something.”
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Beatriz, on another occasion, spoke about the same support group and added,
Pero ya miramos que eran intereses personales y qué nada mas querían tener el
poder. Ứltimamente ya nomas eran reuniones así, mejor no. Esos son los únicos
que he estado.
But we noticed that they (what the American parents spoke about) were personal
interests and more than anything they wanted to have power. Ultimately, there
were no more of those reunions, it’s better that there weren’t. Those were the only
ones that I attended.
In the examples provided, Beatriz explained how she felt “strange” being an
outsider among American parents. She identified herself, not as a Mexican parent, but as
a Latina. I believe that she spoke of herself as part of “la gente latina” because she
realized that her struggle of trying to fit in among Americans was similar to the
challenges faced by other Latinos or people of color. She also made a generalization that
Latinos did not participate when they were around Americans. In other discussions, both
Beatriz and Rosa, spoke of the “pena” (shame) they felt when trying to interact with
English-speaking Americans. They were painfully aware of their limited English
proficiency and felt awkward and embarrassed trying to initiate conversations. In my
opinion, Beatriz believed that Latinos did not engage in conversations with Englishspeaking Americans because of existing language barriers.
Beatriz also mentioned another reason she felt “strange” around American
parents. She believed that most American parents in the support group were more
interested in their personal issues than in the concerns of the collective group. Beatriz’s
thoughts also were mirrored by Rosa’s in another discussion in which Rosa described
American parents as being “egoístas” (egotistical). Beatriz also pointed out that many of
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the parents were concerned with having power. In subsequent conversations, Beatriz
explained that this “power” was manifested in the ways in which some English-speaking
American parents would dominate the conversations and not allow other parents to speak.
Although not explicitly stated, Beatriz hinted that the reason she did not feel comfortable
around many Americans was because of cultural differences. To her these differences
were obstacles because they made her feel alienated and unwelcomed. In the excerpts
given, I believed that Beatriz was beginning to understand the ways in which her feelings
of isolation around English-speaking American parents were shared by other Latino
parents who struggled greatly with language and cultural issues.
Acknowledging the ways in which parents used different strategies to address
inequalities affecting their communities. According to Ginwright and Cammarota (2002),
to foster the development of a person’s critical consciousness, the person must be
acknowledged for the ways in which he/she deals with inequalities that plague his/her life
and community. When given the opportunity to discuss critically and reflect upon these
inequalities, a person can come to terms with his/her own situation and then confront the
challenges affecting him/her. Throughout this investigation, parent participants spoke of
different strategies and techniques they used when confronting situations in which they
felt they were not being fairly treated.
For Rosa, one of the biggest challenges that she needed to address was the lack of
support from school officials at Anita’s school. She believed that because of the language
barrier, the teachers at Anita’s school, in particular, were reluctant to speak to her. She
also did not feel that she was treated in the same way as English-speaking parents. To
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deal with this problem, she decided to involve her husband whose English was much
better than hers. By asking her husband to participate more in school meetings and
interactions, Rosa’s strategy was two-fold. She not only had the support of a person
whose English proficiency was advanced, but also she created a situation in which her
husband would be more involved in their children’s education. She explained,
A mi me gustaba que el fuera porque para él ya es más fácil ocuparse de sus cosas
y decir, “Bueno, ya vas a tener quién te ayude, [cuando] vas a ir sola a la escuela.”
Entonces así yo no tengo quién me ayude, eres tú la persona que me va a ayudar.
Él va a estar más enterrado de lo que está pasando con sus hijos. Entonces para mí
no saber ingles, pues, no es tan limitante porque yo lo uso para que participe con
la familia.
[I liked that he went because, for him, it is easier to occupy himself with his
things and say, “Well, now you are going to have someone that will help you
(when) you go to the school by yourself.” (Here she is referring to her husband’s
assumption that she will find someone to help her in Spanish if she arrives at the
school alone). Then, in that way, I won’t have anyone to help me. You (referring
to her husband) are the person that is going to help me. He will be much more
aware of what is happening with his children. Then, for me, not knowing English,
well, it’s not such a limitation because I will use it so that he participates with his
family].
Rosa, knowing her own limitations with the English language, knew that she
could not effectively communicate with Anita’s teachers who only spoke English. Instead
of allowing herself to become frustrated or defeated by the situation, she reflected upon
the resources that were available to her. Even though she understood that her husband’s
English proficiency was not perfect, she knew that he had strong communicative skills
because of his teaching job at the university. She believed that he would be able to
communicate well with Anita’s teachers and to act as an interpreter for her. She also
realized that his active involvement at Anita’s school and at her son’s school would
benefit the entire family. She desired that her husband participate more in their children’s
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education because, until she asked for his help, he had spent the majority of his extra time
working on his dissertation at the university. She felt that he was not truly aware of what
was occurring with his children at school, and she wanted him to know first-hand the
issues facing their children.
Similar to Rosa, Beatriz expressed that she had serious communication issues
with Megan’s special education teacher. In several discussions, she spoke about the ways
in which she felt ignored or dismissed at Megan’s school. During one conversation she
explained,
Pues apoyo así de la escuela de educación especial no he tenido. Pero con la
maestro casi no he tenido buena comunicación con ella. No tengo apoyo pero
pues espero tenerlo este ciclo escolar será el mejor.
[Well, support like that from the special education school I haven’t had. But with
the teacher I have hardly had any good communication with her. I don’t have
support, but I hope to this school cycle, that would be best].
As described in earlier sections, Beatriz believed that if she were a blond-haired,
blue-eyed, English-speaking American, she would be listened to and taken more
seriously. She felt that because of her status as a Mexican, Spanish-speaking person she
was “not paid attention to.” One of the strategies she used to communicate Megan’s
needs to the special education teacher was to elicit the help of the office staff at the front
desk: “Las únicas personas que me apoyan a veces para traducirme con las maestras son
las secretarias de la oficina.” [The only people that support me sometimes by translating
for me with the teachers are the office secretaries]. Beatriz felt confianza with the office
secretaries because they spoke to her in Spanish and did not act in a judgmental manner
toward her. She was grateful for their bilingual skills because she was able to send
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messages to the teacher about Megan’s progress, diet, and other concerns. In return, the
special education teacher would at times, ask the office secretaries to translate for her so
she could communicate with Beatriz.
For Marisa, consistent contact and communication with Adrian’s teachers was of
great importance. However, because of previous encounters with discrimination, Marisa
was very concerned that the school administrators, teachers, or staff at Adrian’s school
might judge her or her family because they were Mexican. During a conversation in
Planning Session 1, she described how she felt:
I only have examples of what I’ve gone through with Adrian. So when I meet a
brand new teacher or I encounter a new administrator at the school, I don’t want
to feel as if they’re looking at you know? Whether it’s my weight or the color of
my skin, my gender. I want them to have an open mind and not be so critical.
Perhaps I’d gone through experiences in which they say, “What do you hope for
this school year?” And I’d shared my thought and opinions and then, ah, they’d
reply, “Is that a realistic goal?” Like I’m thinking to myself. Why would you ask
that then? So be open minded culturally sensitive perhaps? Culturally aware
maybe?
Marisa expressed unease of being stereotyped by Adrian’s school teachers and
administrators. She wanted them to know her for who she was rather than judge her based
on superficial assumptions. Marisa spoke of being treated unfairly because she was a
Mexican female married to a Mexican immigrant. She talked about always being
cautious. and overprotective of how others were treating her son. She said that sometimes
she assumed that others were going to be judgmental of Adrian because of his “skin
color” or because he was Mexican.
One strategy she used to overcome her fears of being discriminated against at
Adrian’s school was to become involved in school activities. She wanted the teachers,
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school administrators, and school staff to get to know her. She also desired frequent
contact with Adrian’s special education teacher so she could find out about his progress,
behavior, and specific needs. She described the ways in which she participated at
Adrian’s school:
I just try to make myself available to the teachers for conversations or for
volunteering, assisting with school supplies, helping cutting out or what not, just
being involved. Just a ‘How do you do today?’ because so many times when I
pick him up, and I, the parents pick up their other children, and not even a “How
did he do today?” or “How did she do today?” I always have to wonder. I mean
because we had gone so much with Adrian, I don’t take it for granted. I want to
know what his day was like or what not.
Marisa’s participation at Adrian’s school consisted of being a classroom volunteer
for the most part. She believed that by volunteering, she was able to have more frequent
contact with his teacher and to have more opportunities to observe Adrian’s interactions
with the teacher and other students. She commented on the importance of asking the
teacher questions like “How did he do today?” as a means to find out about Adrian’s
daily progress. In other conversations, Marisa also implied that by making frequent
contact with Adrian’s teacher, she was able to demonstrate that she was a concerned and
involved parent. For Marisa, being acknowledged for her efforts as a parent by Adrian’s
teacher was essential. Marisa needed to know that her actions and words spoke louder to
the teacher than any preconceived notions that might have existed.
Applying a Parent Participation Continuum to a Social Justice Centered Curriculum
An important component of a social justice centered curriculum was parents’
development of critical consciousness. As explained in Chapter 4, critical consciousness
was the most advanced stage of human development according to Freire (2007). Freire
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conceptualized consciousness in three stages: magical, naïve, and critical. Magical
consciousness, characterized by fatalism, was a stage in which people believed their
destinies had been predetermined. People in this stage succumbed to their own sense of
powerlessness and were not willing to take control of their fate. People with a naïve
consciousness often would place blame on external factors (e.g., the financial market,
father’s education, family’s culture, etc.) rather than being accountable for their choices.
Finally, people who had developed critical consciousness were apt to make
transformative decisions with the interest of others in mind. Those in the critical
consciousness stage wanted positive changes to occur on both personal and global levels.
I applied these stages to the parent participation continuum to analyze where
parents and I were located. As parents moved toward master status, they also increased
their critical consciousness. I concluded that to be a master or veteran parent meant that
she had reached a stage in which she was an agent of change in her own life and in the
lives of others. An agent of change was someone who was equipped with the skills and
knowledge to understand and control the circumstances that she faced. I understood that a
heightened awareness to take control and action over these circumstances also indicated
that she was willing to confront external barriers to participation. These barriers extended
to institutional or systemic racism, discrimination, and other oppressive practices.
Veteran parents in this investigation were considered masters because they had
actively stood up against people or policies that were harmful to their children’s wellbeing and growth. They had developed a critical awareness of their rights and of how
they and their children should be treated by law. For example, Mayra had evoked her due
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process rights under IDEA 2004 by insisting that Jimmy receive a full-time teacher aide
at his high school. Patricia launched a formal complaint against Ismael’s school because
the special education assistants consistently sent Ismael home with soiled diapers. The
situation had reached a critical point when a severe rash broke out over Ismael’s buttocks
and legs. Both Mayra and Patricia were granted what they requested even though the
process was difficult and frustrating.
During the investigation novice parents moved toward the critical consciousness
stage and, hence, toward mastery as a parent of a child with special needs. However, they
never fully reached the awareness achieved by veteran parents. Novice parents became
agents of change only in the sense that they were beginning to take steps to advocate for
themselves and their children or to make changes in their personal lives to improve their
children’s daily experiences.
By the end of the study novice parents were at a stage of development in between
naïve and critical consciousness. At the beginning, Beatriz and Marisa placed blame on
teachers’ attitudes and on poor communication for why they did not have a good
relationship with their children’s schools. They believed that their participation was
contingent upon how they were welcomed and supported by school administrators,
teachers, and staff. Learning how to let go of negative emotions associated with what
each perceived as discriminatory remarks and gestures from others was a major
accomplishment. By having the opportunity to discuss with other parents their fears,
frustrations, and anger about the ways in which others had treated them, Beatriz and
Marisa were able to find peace within themselves and ignore, for the most part, other
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people’s harmful or thoughtless comments or actions. By releasing these negative
feelings, both found that they were more objective in the ways in which they handled
interactions with others at their children’s school and in public. Furthermore, they
thought critically about how their own behavior and attitude impacted their
communication and began to explore ways in which they could affect a positive change
between themselves and their children’s teachers, principals, and support staff.
For Rosa, letting go of unnecessary behaviors she felt no longer served her
daughter was how she demonstrated her movement toward critical consciousness.
During the study, Rosa admitted that she was fearful of allowing Anita to become more
independent. She wanted to protect Anita from the outside world by doing tasks for her
that she knew Anita could do by herself. At the beginning to the study, she also had been
speaking to Anita using commands rather than having conversations with her. Over time,
Rosa confronted her fears and realized that she needed to allow Anita to become more
independent and to make certain decisions for herself. By talking to Patricia and Mayra
and hearing their stories, Rosa felt validated in her struggle to give Anita more freedom.
Mayra, in particular, comforted Rosa by telling her the ways in which she, too, had
difficulties letting Jimmy make his own choices. At the end of the study, Rosa had begun
to change the way in which she interacted with Anita. Instead of telling Anita what to do
and what not to do, she allowed Anita to make up her own mind. She also began talking
to Anita “como adulto” (like an adult) and found that Anita responded positively to the
changes she made.
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In the process of becoming more critically aware of different definitions of parent
participation and reflecting upon their roles as parents of children with special needs in
their children’s academic and personal lives, novice parents were open to various ways in
which they could contribute to the final action plan. Developing critical consciousness,
understanding the importance of collective and individual empowerment, and taking
social action were all signs that parents no longer accepted oppressive realities. Beatriz
and Marisa entered the investigation blaming their limited or less than ideal participation
in their children’s schools on teachers, school leaders, and staff whom they perceived as
unfriendly, unsupportive, and uncaring. Rosa felt powerless in her ability to affect
positive change leading to growth and development for her daughter. By the end of the
study, however, each parent felt empowered on a personal level to make transformative
changes that were liberating and conducive to positive growth and purposeful action.
They also learned that when given the right tools and resources they could be
constructive in their communication with school administrators and teachers rather than
reactive. Although novice parents did not actively question authority or fight against the
system formally to receive the services or respect they desired, they began to discuss how
to do so legally and appropriately. They reached intermediate status on the parent
participation continuum by thinking critically and gaining awareness of their own power
within the special education system. In this light, parent participation took on a
completely different meaning than what has been presented traditionally in educational
research. Parent participation, when coupled with strong support and meaningful action,
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was a path on which novice parents could be pro-active, initiate change, and create
situations in which they were in more control of their destinies.
As a participant I also developed a critical awareness of parents’ rights under
disability law. Applying what I had learned from reading about disability law to parents’
personal stories expanded my ideas about parent participation. I realized that part of
participation among parents of children with special needs was their ability to access
information about their rights, understand the language used in disability laws (e.g.,
IDEA 2004), and know how to negotiate their needs in formal settings. For a parent to
reach a level in which he/she could advocate for their child using appropriate terminology
by knowing the intricacies of current disability laws was a major accomplishment. I
recognized the time, effort, and commitment veteran parents in my study had given to
acquiring the knowledge they possessed. I understood that for novice parents and I to
reach master status would mean that we needed to dedicate several years of our lives to
studying the ways in which disability laws applied to children at different ages with
different disabilities.
At the end of the investigation I located myself as having reached intermediate
status. Because of my role as principal investigator I was positioned in a unique space. I
was not a parent, but I was a participant learning from insiders about participation.
Although I had knowledge about the history of parent participation that the other parents
did not, I could not locate myself on the continuum as a master. For me, achieving master
status meant that I needed to live the experience of being a parent and to gain knowledge
through my interactions with others within the special education system. To understand
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parent participation in a theoretical sense without any application or hands-on experience
was contrary to the spirit of this investigation. I acknowledged my limited ability to
become a full participant and, therefore, situated myself as an intermediate even after the
study ended.
Parent Participation through PAR
One of the goals of this investigation was to understand how parent participation
was defined and understood by Mexican origin parents of special needs children. As
explained in Chapter 3, I was interested in participation from a sociocultural perspective.
I designed this study through a Critically Compassionate Intellectualism (CCI)
educational model and a Participatory Action Research (PAR) approach to observe and
analyze parent participation as a collaborative process of inquiry and action rather than
strictly as a product or outcome. I wanted to explore the ways parent participants moved
toward full participation (Lave and Wenger, 1991, p. 351) as veteran and novice parents
discussed critically different definitions of parent participation. I structured the fourth
research question to include (a) what definitions of parent participation among novice
parents emerged and evolved over the course of the investigation and (b) how novice
parents’ roles within the study changed, evolved, or transformed over time.
In this section, I focused only on novice parents’ responses because one objective
of this study was to understand the ways in which novices or newcomers, when exposed
to veteran or old-timer perspectives, changed their views of parent participation or their
own involvement in the research process over time. I used primary and secondary data
sources to analyze the research questions. Primary sources included transcripts from
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individual interviews, focus-group interviews, and discussion/planning sessions.
Secondary sources included novice parents’ journals and an open-ended survey that was
given at the beginning and end of the study. For organizational purposes, I combined the
answers given by novice parents from individual interviews, focus-group interviews,
journals, and the pre- and post- open-ended surveys to provide a comprehensive picture
of the changes that occurred within each parent over the course of 16 weeks. I compiled
information about definitions of parent participation as expressed by each novice parent
in three different tables (see Tables 3-5). These tables were separated into two sections,
the beginning of the study and the end of the study. For information about definitions of
parent participation at the beginning of the study, I included data from individual
interviews, focus-group interviews, pre- and post- open-ended surveys, and journals. For
information about the same topic at the end of the study, I did not include data from
individual interviews because only the first individual interview, given at the beginning
of the study, specifically was focused on questions about definitions of parent
participation.
Novice Parents’ Definitions of Parent Participation
Beatriz
At the beginning of the study, when asked to define parent participation, Beatriz
consistently stated that parent participation was the act of communicating with her
children’s teachers, finding out about her children’s progress, asking questions,
volunteering at her children’s schools and better understanding the goals that her children
needed to accomplish. Along the parent participation continuum (see Figure 1) she was a
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Table 3
Beatriz: Definitions of Parent Participation
______________________________________________________________________________________________________
Beginning of study (First 2 weeks)
Individual Interview
Focus Group Interview
Pre- Open-ended Survey
Journal
______________________________________________________________________________________________________
Speak to the teacher
Ask teacher questions
Be informed about child’s
Volunteer at school
progress
Ask about child’s progress Find out about special ed.
Take child to therapy
services
Communicate more with
sessions
Get translator
teacher
Volunteer at school
Receive information
about child’s IEP
Be alert and attentive
Learn more about
child’s special needs
______________________________________________________________________________________________________
End of study (Last 2 weeks)
Focus Group Interview
Post- Open-ended Survey
Journal
______________________________________________________________________________________________________
Become more involved in
Know one’s rights as a parent
Learn more about the
child’s therapy
physiology of autism
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Table 3 (continued)
______________________________________________________________________________________________________
End of study (Last 2 weeks)
Focus Group Interview
Post- Open-ended Survey
Journal
______________________________________________________________________________________________________
Become more involved in
Know one’s rights as a parent
Learn more about the
child’s therapy
physiology of autism
Communicate better with teacher
Seek out funding
Work with child using
Ask for services
specific interventions
Know where to find support
Ask for help when needed
Create attainable
Negotiate for child’s needs
goals for child
Visit school/classroom
Know how to ask for services
frequently
Implement strategies
to help child’s
communication
______________________________________________________________________________________________________
Note. The Individual Interview column in the section entitled “End of Study” is not included. The individual interview
questions given to novice parents in Individual Interview 3, conducted during the last two weeks of the study, did not
specifically address definitions of parent participation. Rather, the questions in Individual Interview 3 were centered on
parents’ individual histories and background.
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novice that was moving toward intermediate status. This meant that she had been exposed
to special education and medical issues concerning her daughter, Megan, but she did not
have the knowledge, resources, connections, or skills to advocate effectively for Megan’s
needs. She was most concerned about learning more about special education services and
the ways in which she could receive pertinent information about the IEP process.
Beatriz’s greatest concern about her own participation in Megan’s school was that
she wasn’t communicating effectively with Megan’s teacher. In the pre- open-ended
survey, when asked to describe any barriers to parent participation at her child’s school,
Beatriz wrote,
“El idioma y la falta de interés de la maestra en darnos información” [The language and
the lack of interest of the teacher to give us information]. Beatriz felt that she and her
husband, Juan Carlos, made every effort to speak with Megan’s special education
teacher. Juan Carlos, who was able to communicate in English at a basic level, had gone
with Beatriz to Megan’s school on several occasions to talk to Megan’s teacher about her
progress. Beatriz believed that because of her status as a Mexican and as a monolingual
Spanish speaker, Megan’s teacher did not pay serious attention to her. She wasn’t certain
if the communication problem existed with Megan’s teacher because of a language
barrier or because of a personality conflict: “No sé si sera por el ingles o así será su
personalidad” [I don’t know if it’s because of English or it’s that way because of her
personality].
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Not feeling comfortable with Megan’s teacher led Beatriz to seek help from the
front office staff who were bilingual. However Beatriz found that this strategy was not
always effective:
Y luego también de que la maestra no le guste que uno le pregunte, por ejemplo,
si yo llevo un intérprete o yo le pido a la persona de la oficina, yo me he dado
cuenta que a ella como que no gusta que uno se meta mucho en su trabajo, ¿no?
[And then also the teacher doesn’t like when one asks her questions, for example,
if I take an interpreter or I ask the office person, I have realized that she doesn’t
like for me to get too involved with her work, you know?]
Throughout the study, Beatriz questioned Megan’s teacher’s motives and the
intentions of others at the IEP meetings who were English speaking Americans. As
presented in earlier examples, Beatriz openly discussed her suspicions of being
discriminated against because of how she looked and how she spoke. She questioned the
reasons for why certain members of the IEP team, including Megan’s teacher, did not
seem to pay attention to her requests or to take her seriously. She also felt that the only
way Megan’s teacher and others would listen to her was if she had an interpreter who
could translate for her. However, even when her messages to Megan’s teacher were
translated, she did not always feel that Megan’s teacher received the information warmly.
Beatriz also spoke about not receiving support from the first social worker she
encountered after Megan was diagnosed with autism. Beatriz had researched different
therapies that she wanted to begin implementing at home with Megan. She asked the
English-speaking, American social worker to help her to do what was necessary to
receive those services for Megan. According to Beatriz, “Yo le mencioné a la trabajadora
social por las terapias. Ella nunca me consiguió ni una terapía los tres años que tuvimos.
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[I mentioned the therapies to the social worker. She never obtained even one therapy for
me in the three years that we had her]. It wasn’t until Beatriz complained to the social
worker’s supervisor that Megan began to receive some of the therapies that Beatriz had
requested.
Beatriz was upset by the situation and remarked that if she had spoken English,
had blond hair and blue eyes, and had been an American, she would have been treated
differently from the start. Instead, she felt that “Es muy triste porque ellos creen que
porque es uno mexicano o porque es uno hispano, uno nunca va a hablar, uno nunca va a
investigar” [It is sad because they believe that because one is Mexican or because one is
Hispanic, that one is not going to talk or one is not going to investigate]. She believed
that because she was Mexican, she needed to be more vocal about her frustrations to
receive the services to which she felt Megan was entitled: “Pero cuando ella miró que yo
no me quede así nada más quieta, y empecé a investigar y empecé a preguntar y todo
entonces fue hasta lo último que fue a conseguirme algo” [But when she (the social
worker) saw that I was not going to stay calm, and I began to investigate, and I began to
ask and from then on she finally obtained something for me].
Parent participation, to Beatriz, especially in the beginning of the study, was an
uphill battle. To be an active participant in Megan’s education meant that Beatriz needed
to fight against those who were stereotyping her and not treating her fairly because of her
Mexican background and limited English proficiency. She knew that “la barrera más
grande es el idioma” [the greatest barrier (for her) was language], but she had difficulty
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finding a way to overcome that barrier, especially with Megan’s teacher. She expressed
these challenges to the group and was open to feedback and suggestions.
Patricia offered advice to Beatriz and to the other novice parents by sharing with
them the struggles she had experienced as a Mexican, Spanish-speaking parent. The
following excerpt was her response to what Beatriz had said about feeling discriminated
against:
Lo que para mí, lo que fue muy difícil fue entender y aprender, hacer mis
preguntas lo más conciso que se pudiera, a dónde hablara para poderles decir lo
que necesitaba. A veces lo escribía para poderlo pronunciar bien, porque la
persona que contesta el teléfono la mayoría de las veces es nada más la operadora
y lo que quiere es pasarme pero yo no sé a dónde quiero ir (participants are
giggling). No sé el nombre del departamento. Entonces lo único que decía—¿me
pasas con tu supervisora? O ¿me pasas con alguien que hable español? Ya cuando
me sentí más tranquila con mi ingles ya les decía ‘I think I am speaking English,
so what part don’t you understand?’ You know? Ya después yo ya me ponía un
poquito más pesada y les decía “Pues yo creo que estoy hablando ingles. ¿Qué
parte no entiendes para explicarte?” (She laughs and everyone joins.) Pero fué un
proceso porque cada vez que uno agarra el teléfono—y éso me pasa en mi
trabajo—le empiezan a decir a uno todo la historia y no es la persona, yo no soy la
persona que puedo ayudar, y luego la tengo que pasar con alguien más. ¡Qué
frustrante!357357
[For me, what was most difficult was understanding and learning, asking
questions in the most concise manner possible, where to speak so that I could tell
them what I needed. Sometimes I would write it down so that I could pronounce it
well, because the person that answers the telephone the majority of the time is no
one more than the operator and what he/she wants to do is to connect me
somewhere else, but I don’t know where I want to go (participants are giggling). I
don’t know the name of the department. And so the only thing I said was, “Can
you pass me to your supervisor? Or “Can you connect me with someone who
speaks Spanish?” Then when I felt better about my English I’d say, “I think I am
speaking in English, so what part don’t you understand?” You know? Then I
would become a bit more forceful and say to them, “Well, I think that I’m
speaking in English. What part don’t you understand so that I can explain it to
you?” (She laughs and everyone joins.) But it was a process because every time
that one gets on the phone—and this happens at my work—they begin to tell one
about their entire history, and it’s not the person, I’m not the person that can help,
and then I have to pass them onto someone else. It’s so frustrating!]
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My interpretation of Patricia’s story within the context of discrimination and how
Beatriz was feeling was that she was explaining the ways in which the system was not set
up to meet every individual’s specific needs. Patricia, in my point of view, was providing
Beatriz with an alternative perspective for why Megan’s teacher and other school staff
may have come across as insensitive or uncaring. Patricia also explained that, for her, the
English language remained a barrier even when she had learned to speak it fluently. I
believe that she wanted to impress upon Beatriz and the other parents that although
people should be more understanding and patient with those learning English, the novice
parents should not take other people’s reactions personally. She demonstrated in her
example that subtle ways existed to bring attention to other people’s assumptions. Instead
of becoming angry and frustrated when people on the phone attempted to dismiss her or
pass her to another person, Patricia would ask pointed questions such as, “I think I am
speaking in English, so what part don’t you understand?” She would place the
responsibility on the other person so that he/she would need to respond to her, even if
he/she had difficulty understanding what Patricia wanted or needed.
Patricia also wanted to validate Beatriz’s personal experience and how she had
felt. She acknowledged that many people had preconceptions about Mexican people and
that sometimes these preconceptions were obstacles for Mexican parents. Patricia
explained to the group,
So I am just saying like, even if communication does exist we have to look at
what are the preconceived notions underneath that language because sometimes
that is what causes the challenges and barriers to getting services or whatever,
because there are assumptions being made.
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In response to her statement, Beatriz said that many times she felt that the English
language made her an outsider, especially at Megan’s school: “En cuanto en
comunicación, muchas veces yo salgo de la escuela y le comento a mi esposo, ‘Ay me
siento como cuando cuentan un chiste y no lo entiende la gente’” [In terms of
communication, many times I will leave the school and comment to my husband, “Ay, I
feel like when people tell a joke and I don’t understand them]. Beatriz felt isolated by the
language barrier but, at the same time, wanted to connect with the school and with
Megan’s teacher. Her challenge to participation was discovering a way in which to
communicate effectively with Megan’s teacher and to feel that she was being treated
fairly.
Over the course of the study, Beatriz began to feel more confident in her ability to
communicate with Megan’s teacher. Although she continued to believe that “la maestra
no le interesa comunicarse conmigo” [the teacher isn’t interested in communicating with
me], she also felt that she had more resources and tools upon which to rely. In speaking
with the veteran and novice parents during the focus-group interviews and in
discussion/planning sessions, Beatriz learned to let go of some of her anger associated
with other people’s negative reactions toward her. As she moved along the parent
participation continuum toward intermediate status, she began to reflect upon how she
could take a pro-active and positive approach in her interactions with others. In the last
focus-group interview, conducted during the last week of the study, Beatriz spoke about
the ways in which she was trying to ignore looks or comments she or Megan received
when they were in public. She explained,
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Y yo lo que trato ahora es cuando la gente hace algo si yo los ignoro, los ignoro
porque digo es en vano estar explicándoles. Si están molestados pues, que salgan.
Yo no me voy a salir y yo si soy de esa actitud porque antes yo preferiría salirme
y todo pero ahora digo, “¿No les gusta? Pues, ellos que se aguanten.” Y ahora mi
esposo dice, “¡Es que tú eres muy dura!”
[And now what I try to do is when people do something I ignore them, I ignore
them because it would be in vain to try to explain it to them. If they are bothered
well, they should leave. I am not going to leave and I am of this attitude because
before I would have preferred to leave and everything but now I say, “They don’t
like it?” Well, then they need to tolerate it (Megan’s behavior). And now my
husband says, “It’s that you are so tough!”].
For Beatriz, disregarding other people’s disapproving looks, gestures, and
comments was empowering. I believe that she took Patricia’s advice to heart by trying
not to take people’s reactions to her or to Megan personally. Beatriz also remarked that
she had changed the way in which she asked questions. At the beginning of the study, she
described parent participation as “asking questions.” At the end of the study, as reflected
in the post survey (see Appendix H), she wrote that part of parent participation was
knowing not only how to ask questions properly but also how to ask for specific services:
“Que ahora pido las cosas adecuadas para mi hija y también que ahora sé cómo pedir los
servicios adecuadamente y de la forma correcta” [That now I ask for suitable things for
my daughter and also that now I know how to ask for services properly and in the correct
form].
Beatriz explained that one thing she learned from the research group
conversations was how “to address the teachers at [Megan’s] school and how to ask for
things.” She realized that to communicate better with Megan’s teacher, she needed to
write down all of her thoughts including questions she had about Megan’s progress. At
the end of the study, Beatriz wrote that participation at Megan’s school meant the
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following: “Aprendí que ahora participación es informarse y que cuando quiera pedir
algún servicio para mi hija tiene que ser por escrito” [I now learned that participation is
informing oneself and when I want to ask for a service for my daughter I need to do it in
writing]. By researching services that could be provided to Megan at the school and then
requesting those services in writing to Megan’s teacher, Beatriz found that Megan’s
teacher was more responsive. Although verbal communication between Beatriz and
Megan’s teacher did not improve, Megan’s teacher was quicker to provide Beatriz with
information if requested in writing.
At the end of the study, Beatriz had reached intermediate status along the parent
participation continuum. She became pro-active rather than reactive in her interactions
with other people. For Beatriz, parent participation meant that she needed to take more
initiative and responsibility in establishing communication with Megan’s teacher. She
also expressed that her role as Megan’s parent was to learn the “proper way” of asking
for services and negotiating for what Megan needed. She realized that a protocol existed
for how she should approach educational professionals when she needed a resource or
service for Megan. Part of this protocol was being prepared to make a case for her
daughter’s needs at an IEP meeting, knowing one’s rights as a parent, and using special
education terminology. She described to the group, during the last two weeks of the
study, the experience she had at Megan’s last IEP meeting:
Nosotros teníamos derecho a exigir cosas para nuestros hijos y si te dicen
[diferente] los maestros, no firmes y nada mas. Sino estas de acuerdo tienes que
hablar con ellos y todo. Entonces en esta ocasión yo creo que fui un poco más
preparada.

362

[We had the right to demand things for our children and if the teachers tell you
differently, then you don’t sign and nothing more. If you are in agreement you
have to talk with them and everything. Then on this occasion, I believe that I went
a bit more prepared].
Being prepared, in this case, meant that Beatriz had researched what she wanted for
Megan and what services the school offered. It also meant that she understood fully that
she had the right to request the services. Moreover, she had gone to the meeting with a
written list of services and resources she wanted for Megan. She felt that, at the end of
the meeting, she had been listened to and taken more seriously by the IEP team.
Marisa
During the first two weeks of the investigation, Marisa defined parent
participation in several ways. In the individual interview, focus-group interview, and the
pre-open-ended survey, she expressed that “asking questions” was an important part of
parent participation. On the parent participation continuum, Marisa was a novice moving
toward intermediate status. Like Beatriz, she had been exposed to the challenges her son
faced because of autism. However, she had more questions than answers. Asking
questions was one way that she knew she could receive the information she needed in
order to make informed decisions. She depended heavily on the advice of others to guide
her actions.
When Adrian first was diagnosed with autism, Marisa did not know what to do to
provide him with the resources and assistance he needed. In fact, she had never heard of
an IEP (Individualized Educational Plan) and had little knowledge of the “terminology
and practices in special education.” She believed that her “engagement” in Adrian’s
education led her to ask questions to educational professionals such as “What does this
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do?,” What does this mean?,” What’s the relevance of this?” By asking questions, Marisa
felt that she was “understanding the meaning, the purpose, the objective, and the goal” of
the interventions and programs in which she enrolled or involved Adrian. Instead of
entering any situation blindly, Marisa’s participation was contingent upon her knowledge
of what Adrian would be experiencing.
As an independent and strong-willed person, Marisa faced many of the challenges
of being a parent of a child with autism alone. Her husband, Gabriel, although extremely
supportive, was absent for months because of immigration issues when Adrian was very
young. Marisa, during this time, realized that she needed to depend on herself to research,
locate, and request services for Adrian. As Adrian became older, Marisa became more
protective of him. In her own words she became “an overprotective mother bear” who
“secluded and sheltered” Adrian so that he would not be exposed to “mean people [who
would] look at him.” By sheltering Adrian, however, Marisa also was keeping herself
isolated. She began to feel alone and separated from the rest of the world.
These feelings of isolation compounded other issues she confronted at Adrian’s school.
Although she described her participation as a parent at the beginning of the study as
“communicating with teachers on a daily basis,” she also felt that Adrian’s teacher “was
not communicating to [her] [and was] taking for granted that [she] had full authority to
make decisions on [Adrian’s] behalf.” Marisa also thought that the principal at
Adrian’s school “was not responsive to [her] written requests.” She believed, like Beatriz,
that because she was of Mexican origin she was not being taken seriously by the
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Table 4
Marisa: Definitions of Parent Participation
______________________________________________________________________________________________________
Beginning of study (First 2 weeks)
Individual Interview
Focus Group Interview
Pre- Open-ended Survey
Journal
______________________________________________________________________________________________________
Be engaged
Represent child’s voice
Ask questions
Learn special ed.
protocol
Learn to interact and
Learn terminology
Understand terminology and
play purposefully with
practices in special education
Create a flexible
child
Comply with IEP
schedule
Visit classroom frequently
Attend therapy sessions
Seek assistance
Speak up for child
Communicate with teachers
daily
Meet with child’s
therapist
______________________________________________________________________________________________________
End of study (Last 2 weeks)
Focus Group Interview
Post- Open-ended Survey
Journal
______________________________________________________________________________________________________
Be involved with a strong
Ask specific questions
Listen to what child
wants
Connect with other parents
Investigate special ed.
resources
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Table 4 (continued)
______________________________________________________________________________________________________
End of study (Last 2 weeks)
Focus Group Interview
Post- Open-ended Survey
Journal
______________________________________________________________________________________________________
Feel empowerment through
Become more knowledgeable
Help child with
knowledge
about child’s specific needs
school work
Expose child to new
things
Teach child to show
affection
______________________________________________________________________________________________________
Note. The Individual Interview column in the section entitled “End of Study” is not included. The individual interview
questions given to novice parents in Individual Interview 3, conducted during the last two weeks of the study, did not
specifically address definitions of parent participation. Rather, the questions in Individual Interview 3 were centered on
parents’ individual histories and background.
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principal or Adrian’s teacher. In the pre-open-ended survey, she expressed in writing one
of the barriers to her participation: “Feeling like you’re being discriminated against,
feeling as though your opinions and thoughts are invalid and not taken into
consideration.”
Marisa provided an example to the group in the first Focus-group Interview in
which she had felt that Adrian’s teacher had not taken her own opinions and desires into
account. She connected the teacher’s actions to discrimination and an overall lack of
respect. She explained,
But in the beginning of the school year when he was in another X [name of
district deleted] elementary, and the barrier there was being questioned why I was
there, or having a family member being questioned why they were there, umm
having the teacher respect us. Because I think the color of our skin, um there were
things said. There were things that were implied that made me want to be there (at
Adrian’s school) even more because when I spontaneously went to go visit
[Adrian], he was wearing a weighted vest without our permission. So from then
on I started on this teacher, “And why? Why? Why?” And that’s when the barrier
[of] communication of lack of communication.
While talking about this incident, Marisa became visibly upset. She began to
speak rapidly, her face became flushed, and her eyes became watery. She still was angry
that she had not been informed about the weighted vest intervention that Adrian’s special
education teacher had used to control behavior that, in the teacher’s opinion, “was very,
very disruptive and [was] disruptive for the others and their learning environment.”
At this point in the conversation, Patricia, who worked at an agency where she
helped parents of children with special needs, gave Marisa another point of view to
consider. She said,
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El uso de chalecos con peso es definitivamente terapéutico, aceptable
completamente aceptable, pero bajo el cuidado de una terapista y siempre con el
permiso de la familia. De otra manera es contra la ley utilizar algo que se ve
como restringir el movimiento de alguien, really feels that restriction to the
movement and it’s a violation of the child’s civil rights but it is totally acceptable
therapeutic move for sensory integration. And with permission of parent and
definitely with the therapist involved, you know? But, I know what she [the
teacher] is talking about and sensory integration they react beautifully sometimes
with the weighted vest.
[The use of weighted vests is definitely therapeutic, acceptable completely
acceptable, but under the care of a therapist and always with the family’s
permission. In any other way, it is against the law to use something that restricts
someone’s movement, really feels that restriction to the movement and it’s a
violation of the child’s civil rights but it is totally acceptable therapeutic move for
sensory integration. And with permission of parent and definitely with the
therapist involved, you know? But, I know what she (the teacher) is talking about
and sensory integration they react beautifully sometimes with the weighted vest].
Although agreeing with Marisa that the special education teacher failed to uphold
her own responsibility by not asking Marisa and her husband for permission to use the
weighted vest with Adrian, Patricia also wanted to point out that, in some cases, a
weighted vest was helpful for children with sensory integration challenges. Patricia also
acknowledged Marisa’s feelings of being discriminated against. Having had similar
experiences with people who judged her for the color of her skin or her Spanish accent,
Patricia understood why Marisa felt that Adrian’s teacher had not respected or valued
Marisa’s opinion or perspective. Patricia comprehended that Marisa connected the lack of
communication from the teacher as a complete lack of respect for her as a parent and as a
person. Patricia recognized Marisa’s viewpoint and responded,
O simplemente que los trate que no lo respete igual simplemente por el color de la
piel o que hayan hecho comentarios que están escondidos bajo del significado de
diferente color eso le ha molestado”
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[Or simply that they treat them or that they don’t respect (us) in the same way
simply because of (our) color of skin or that they have made comments that have
hidden meanings about the color (of skin) and that’s what bothered her (Marisa)].
Over the course of the investigation, Marisa continued to express her frustration
and anger with people whom she felt had treated her unfairly because of her Mexican
background and the color of her skin. However, her views of participation began to
change. Because of the support she was receiving on a weekly basis from the veteran and
novice parents in the study, she no longer felt isolated and alone. In the final focus-group
interview, she described her new outlook:
When I go home and talk about what I learned or what we talked about in our
meetings, I get so excited because not only I realized that I can connect with
others but that we are headed somewhere. That I really felt the support system for
the first time and it gives me hope to know that I feel empowered I know that
there is people that care; I know that I’m not alone.
At this point in the investigation, Marisa began to move closer to intermediate status
along the parent participation continuum. She began to understand that parent
participation meant connection to others. She had felt isolated as a mother of a child with
autism for over four years, but started to realize that she could identify with other mothers
in the group who had comparable challenges with their children. She understood that
many other parents with her background and with similar experiences were accessible to
her and that she had the opportunity to share mutual empathy and respect.
Marisa also expressed that the research group provided her an outlet through
which healing occurred. She explained, “This was therapy for me, and so that was
gratifying and healing for me. I needed this to happen, to really sort of explore.” She also
found that the weekly journal writing was a medium through which she could analyze
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and think critically about her feelings and actions “The journaling allowed me to really
reflect and kind of cut things out, okay, this week we’re going to concentrate on this. But
it also made me feel guilty, if I didn’t do it as well.” For Marisa, journaling was a process
through which she could decide what priorities and goals she was going to focus on
throughout the week. Some weeks, she worked on communicating better with Adrian’s
teacher and school. Other weeks, she dedicated her time and effort to helping Adrian with
specific academic tasks. Journaling helped her decide what activities to “cut … out” and
what activities she needed to keep.
She also wrote that journaling “made [her] feel guilty.” She was referring to
instances in which she had written about what she wanted to accomplish (e.g., speaking
directly and objectively to Adrian’s teacher about his needs) and how, sometimes, her
actions and words did not live up to her own expectations. By critically thinking and
writing about her daily interactions as a parent, Marisa was able to confront some of the
negative emotions that were impeding her ability to communicate effectively with the
educational professionals in Adrian’s life. Moreover, journaling was a way in which
Marisa could document Adrian’s daily progress. Her writing helped her not to “take him
for granted or the progress he’s made for granted.” She also understood that by writing
down Adrian’s personal and academic progress, she could more successfully argue for
what she felt he needed at IEP meetings. In other words, she could refer to specific events
or actions that she had witnessed and share them with educational professionals so they
would have a more holistic picture of Adrian’s skills and talents outside of the school
setting.
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At the end of the study, Marisa defined parent participation as “being involved
with a strong support group.” She also believed that by connecting with other parents she
was able to learn more about autism and specific services and resources for her son.
Having more knowledge about her son’s needs made Marisa feel empowered. In
Planning Session 2, she stated, “But if I have a support system you know, the more that
we discuss the more that we share you’re just empowering.” Empowerment to Marisa
meant that she could share her feelings with other parents “who understood” her and her
son’s specific needs and have a supportive network through which she could bounce her
ideas off of other parents. Furthermore, by critically reflecting in writing the emotions
attached to events that occurred in her son’s life, she was able to feel less angry and upset
about daily interactions with other people. Marisa was beginning to understand that she
could transform her own reality by her own efforts, means, and attitude.
On the parent participation continuum Marisa had reached intermediate status.
Feeling connected to and respected by other parents in the research group was highly
rewarding. She began to develop more confidence in herself and no longer felt as
dependent upon others for answers about her son’s needs and progress. She needed to
continue working on her communication with her son’s teachers and principal. In
particular, she became more aware of how her body language and words contributed to
the outcomes of her interactions with others. Overall, her outlook toward her son’s
academic future improved dramatically. She believed that with more information and
knowledge she could be an effective negotiator at IEP meetings and a better advocate for
Adrian.
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Rosa
Rosa’s definitions of parent participation at both the beginning and end of the
study were centered on the ways in which she, as a parent, could improve herself in order
to enhance her daughter’s life. She believed that any challenges she confronted at Anita’s
school could be ameliorated if she took the initiative to change the situation or
circumstances. From the beginning, Rosa felt that her responsibility was to do everything
in her power to make Anita’s life happier and more comfortable.
At the beginning of the investigation, Rosa defined parent participation as the act
and desire of a parent to understand the school system, learn about the child’s needs,
attend school meetings, and find ways to help the child. On the parent participation
continuum, Rosa was moving toward intermediate status. However, she placed a great
amount of pressure on herself to ensure that she was doing everything possible to assist
and guide Anita. Sometimes the stress she felt isolated her from others, especially
because she did not have many in whom she could confide. Because she still was in a
space in which she often felt alone, I placed her toward the beginning of the continuum at
the start of the study. In time, she progressed toward fuller participation as she reached
out toward others in the group.
As a parent of a child with autism, Rosa believed that participation meant
researching information about autism on the Internet and through reading, becoming
more informed about the IEP, meeting and connecting with other parents of children with
autism, and learning how to communicate better in English. Two major concerns for
Rosa were her limited English proficiency and her struggle to allow Anita “su
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independencia” [her independence]. She believed that these two challenges impeded her
ability to participate effectively in Anita’s education. Rosa did not experience the same
difficulties communicating with Anita’s teachers as did Beatriz and Marisa. When asked
about her relationship with Anita’s teachers, she responded,
Las profesoras siempre me escuchan, reciben mis mensajes por teléfono y me
responden inmediatamente. Responden a las notas que mando casi a diario en la
mochila de [Anita].
[The teachers always listen to me, they receive my phone messages and they
respond immediately. They respond to the notes I send them almost daily in
Anita’s backpack].
Often, correspondence between Rosa and Anita’s teacher was done in writing. In
an individual interview, Rosa said that she was more comfortable reading and writing in
English than she was speaking it. She had studied English in Mexico and, with the use of
a dictionary, was able to understand written English. She also did not feel upset, like
Beatriz had, knowing that Anita’s teacher did not speak Spanish. Her experience with
Anita’s teacher was positive because she felt that Anita’s teacher respected her opinions
and ideas. She explained further,
Y con la niña la maestra, la titular, habla ingles pero las ayudantes hablan español.
Entonces con ella [la maestra] no tengo ningún problema. Yo voy y les digo y le
dicen a la profesora. Les hablo por teléfono o ya saben—oh, es la mamá de
[Anita], oh, espera, ya le habla a las ayudantes y ellas siempre, siempre hablan
conmigo. Y le dicen bien a la maestra todo. Las notas se las mando en español,
ellas me las mandan en ingles, pero en español se las puedo mandar.
[And with my daughter’s teacher, the credentialed one, she speaks English, but
the assistants speak Spanish. So, with her (Anita’s teacher), I don’t have any
problems. And I go and I tell them and they tell the teacher. I speak to them on the
phone and they know—Oh! It’s Anita’s mom, oh, wait, and they speak to the
assistants and they always, always talk to me. And they say everything well to the
teacher. I send notes to them in Spanish, they send me notes in English, but I can
send them in Spanish].
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Table 5
Rosa: Definitions of Parent Participation
______________________________________________________________________________________________________
Beginning of study (First 2 weeks)
Individual Interview
Focus Group Interview
Pre- Open-ended Survey
Journal
______________________________________________________________________________________________________
Attend meetings and
Learn how to help child
Research information on
Attend child’s events
at child’s school
the Internet
therapy sessions
Find appropriate resources
Know more about how
Learn more about autism
Understand English
the child is progressing
Learn more about child’s needs
through reading
better
Understand the school
system better

Become more informed about
the IEP

Visit child’s school or
classroom

Learn to communicate in
English

Work on child’s goals
at home

Meet and connect with other
Parents
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Table 5 (continued)
______________________________________________________________________________________________________
End of study (Last 2 weeks)
Focus Group Interview
Post- Open-ended Survey
Journal
______________________________________________________________________________________________________
Learn different ways to
communicate with child

Visit the school/classroom more
frequently

Research grants for
funding

Research information on the
Internet

Learn new strategies to work
with child

Create a flexible work
schedule

Learn more effective ways of
coping with people’s reactions

Allow child to become more
independent

Involve entire family
in therapy sessions for
child

Become more involved in parent
support groups

Communicate better in English

Learn about and
become more
involved in alternative therapies for
child
______________________________________________________________________________________________________
Note. The Individual Interview column in the section entitled “End of Study” is not included. The individual interview
questions given to novice parents in Individual Interview 3, conducted during the last two weeks of the study, did not
specifically address definitions of parent participation. Rather, the questions in Individual Interview 3 were centered on
parents’ individual histories and background.
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Rosa was satisfied with the communication she had with Anita’s teacher for
several reasons. First, Anita’s teacher was quick to respond to Rosa’s notes or telephone
calls even if she needed assistance in Spanish to do so. Second, Rosa had established a
good rapport with the teacher’s assistants. They spoke Spanish and were able to convey
Rosa’s messages to the teacher in an accurate manner. Rosa felt that the assistants
represented her words the way in which they were intended: “Y le dicen bien a la maestra
todo” [And they say everything well to the teacher]. Third, whenever Rosa called the
front office to request to speak to Anita’s teacher’s assistants, the front office staff would
recognize her and immediately connect her with one of the assistants. Rosa was
comforted by the help she received even though the secretaries at the front desk did not
speak Spanish. Finally, Anita’s teacher was flexible. Anita’s teacher would accept
messages and notes written to her in Spanish. She would have her assistants translate for
her and then would respond to Rosa by writing her notes in English. Because Rosa was
able to translate the messages in English on her own, she was content with the
correspondence and felt that she was being listened to and heard.
Although her communication with Anita’s teacher was satisfactory, Rosa believed
that her own lack of English proficiency impeded her ability to participate actively in
other areas of Anita’s life. Most importantly, Anita felt “lost” at IEP meetings and at
other school events. At IEP meetings, she explained that even though Anita’s teacher’s
assistants generally were present to help her with translations she sometimes would
become lost: “No hubo problema de comunicación, no hubo problema, es que yo estaba
muy perdida.” [There wasn’t a communication problem. There wasn’t a problem, it’s just
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that I was very lost]. Again, in this example, Rosa placed the responsibility on herself.
Instead of blaming others for her lack of understanding, she believed that her own limited
English proficiency was what made her feel completely “lost” at IEP meetings. However,
I would interject that if the teacher assistants did not understand the technical language
and terminology in English used at these meetings, then they might not have had the
ability to translate the information accurately or in a clear and concise manner. Rosa’s
lack of comprehension might have been due more to poor translation on the assistants’
part than to her limited English ability.
At her son’s school, Rosa had more challenging interactions with school staff. In
the first discussion session, parent participants were discussing obstacles to participation.
They were reacting to Delgado-Gaitan’s (1991) journal article about a Spanish-speaking
parent group whose members, at one point, were upset that they were not being
acknowledged or respected by school staff. All parents in my study agreed that lack of
respect on the part of school teachers, administrators, and staff was a major issue. Patricia
referred to the article and summed up parent participants’ perspectives by saying,
Pero en realidad ellos están hablando del respeto que nos gustaría se nos diera una
vez que entramos al sistema escolar y que significa ese respeto que es lo que
estamos esperando como se ve ese respeto que queremos ver.
[But in reality what they (the parents in Delgado-Gaitan’s article) are talking
about is the respect we would like to have if they (school teachers, administrators,
and staff) gave it to us as soon as we enter the school system and what this respect
means is what we are waiting for, how we see this respect, and what we want to
see].
Rosa listened to and reflected upon Patricia’s words. She then shared her feelings
about the way in which she wished she were treated at her son’s school.
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Pues en mi opinión y en mi forma de verlo es que yo lo que quisiera que me
trataran igual que a las otras mamás. Yo se que a veces a la hora que pido que me
lo expliquen más lento que me lo hablen en español. ¡Cómo se enfadan entonces!
Así como que mejor vete y este tema no lo vamos a tratar contigo. O cosas así, a
veces que me siento diferente que a las otras mamás y pues eso siento.
[Well, in my opinion and in my way of seeing it, is that I wish that they (school
teachers, administrators, and staff) would treat me the same as the other moms
(American, English-speaking mothers). I know that at times I ask that they
explain things to me more slowly, that they speak to me in Spanish. How they get
mad then! It’s like, it’s better that you leave and this topic we aren’t going to
discuss with you. Or things like that, at times I feel different than the other moms
and well, that’s how I feel].
For Rosa, being one of the only monolingual Spanish-speaking mothers at her
son’s, Oswaldo Jr.’s, elementary school was a disadvantage. When she attended parent
group meetings at Oswaldo’s school, she felt that the teachers were not sensitive to her
linguistic differences. When she asked the teachers to slow their speech or to translate in
Spanish, she was met with hostility. She believed that her language made her an outsider,
and she was frustrated that she wasn’t being treated the “same as other moms.” At her
son’s school, her participation in these parent groups decreased because she did not feel
welcomed or respected by the teachers.
Another area of concern for Rosa was the difficulty she faced trying to let go of
her overprotection of Anita. For Rosa, one definition of parent participation was to allow
one’s child with special needs to become more independent. She struggled daily with her
own conscience because she believed that to support Anita meant allowing her more
freedom to make choices and to develop and grow as an independent child. During
Focus-group Interview 2, Rosa explained to the group the challenges she confronted with
Anita:

378

Yo siempre me pongo a pensar eso yo también. Necesito darle mas independencia
a Anita para que ella pueda hacer las cosas por si misma. Entonces siento que
cuando yo voy a la escuela las ultimas semanas que estoy detrás de alguna parte
donde no me ve. Porque cuando me ve siento que esta abrazándome o yo soy la
que le tengo que abrir la comida, yo soy la que le tengo que cambiar el panal. Se
aleja de las maestras. Entonces eso tengo que dejarla hacer a ella.
[I always think about that as well. I need to give more independence to Anita so
that she can do things for herself. And then I feel that when I go to the school the
last few weeks that I am in back of some part (referring to hiding in the
classroom) where no one will see me. Because when she sees me, I feel her
embracing me and I’m the one who has to open up her food, I’m the only who has
to change her diaper. It makes her more distant from the teachers. And then this is
what I have to let her do by herself].
In this excerpt, Rosa spoke to the group about finding a way in which she could
visit Anita’s classroom without having Anita see her. She was going to try to hide behind
a piece of furniture in the classroom so that she could observe Anita’s interactions with
other children in the classroom. She was concerned, however, that if Anita saw her, Anita
would begin to cling to her and become dependent upon her for things that she could do
by herself. Rosa was cognizant that, in the past, when she was visiting Anita’s classroom,
Anita would gravitate toward her and not allow the other teachers to help her. Rosa did
not want to create distance between Anita and the teachers and preferred that the teachers
assist Anita with diaper changing and other tasks. She realized that, in some ways, she
was enabling Anita by doing things for her instead of allowing Anita do things for
herself. Rosa wanted to change her own behavior as a way to encourage more
independence in Anita.
To her response, Patricia replied, “And that’s a big issue for all parents I will say.
That balance, how much do I go in? When am I being momma bear and when am I
letting them be independent?” Rosa and the other novice parents thought about Patricia’s
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question and agreed that one of the most difficult challenges of being a parent of a child
with special needs was knowing when to “let go” and being able to give their children the
freedom they needed to become independent. Patricia and Mayra acknowledged the
novice parents’ feelings and talked more in depth about their own difficulties releasing
control over certain aspects of their sons’ lives. Specifically, Mayra expressed that as a
parent of a child with autism, she never was able to fully “let go;” instead she had to find
a balance between allowing Jimmy to explore who he was as a young adult and stepping
in to help guide him and to make certain decisions for him. For Mayra, one of the most
challenging areas for her was to recognize that Jimmy was a sexual being who “wanted a
girlfriend” and who was interested in learning more about the female body. She talked
about Jimmy’s sexuality to the novice parents to “prepare them” for future challenges
they might also face.
Toward the end of the study as expressed in the post-open-ended survey, Rosa
continued to define parent participation as a responsibility parents had to their children.
She still was concerned about her limited English proficiency and with giving Anita more
freedom to be less dependent upon her. However, over the course of the study, Rosa had
taken the advice of Beatriz and the other parents and had become involved in a program
for parents of children with autism. Organizers of this program were interested in helping
parents learn different strategies to foster independence in their children and to improve
communication. For Rosa, her definition of parent participation expanded to include
learning different strategies to communicate with Anita.
Through the program, Rosa learned to change the way in which she spoke with
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Anita. At the beginning of the study, Rosa’s main form of communication with Anita was
to give her orders and directions. By the end of the study, Rosa had learned to observe
Anita’s responses and to try to understand what Anita needed in order to communicate
effectively. Rosa explained,
Casi puras órdenes: Ven a sentarte, ven a comer, no hagas esto, vamos a hacer
esto. Y nunca veía si ella estuviera de acuerdo. Bueno pues, si ella tiene casi
cuatro años no hablaba yo con el niño cuando tenía cuatro años y ahora empecé,
“Mira ahora vamos a agarrar este vaso rojo” porque [y le daba la explicación],
bien bajito estoy hablando con ella ya no hablo alto. Antes pensaba que hablando
alto me daba muchos resultados y resulta que ahora hablar bajito me da más
resultados. Hablo muy bajito y ella pone más atención, “Y mira este vaso rojo
tiene hielo, y si quieres, cómetelo, pues ya.” Siempre estoy hablando así. Ahora
que fuimos a Disneylandía me dio muy buenos resultados a veces ella tenía miedo
y yo le decía, “Mi hijita yo tampoco conozco como es ese juego, subimos y
prueba. Mira se ve muy divertido ese niño, a lo mejor si nos gusta, nos vamos a
subir.” Y estaba muy interesado en todo eso. Y ahora tengo esa comunicación.
Ayer pasamos la tarde entera haciendo rompecabezas y no habíamos logrado
hacerlo pero ahora le estoy platicando que estoy haciendo pero no se lo estoy,
“Ahora lo pones aquí, mira haz esto, no ya no.” Y siento que me ha dado más
resultados que he estado aprendiendo a comunicarme con ella más bien, y pues
ella sigue sin hablar ni nada pero siento que me entiende y así me siento. La
manera en que le digo, para mí, como que le estoy hablando a alguien grande y
siento que me entiende mejor ahora. Y no sé, estoy muy bien.
[Almost all orders, “Come here and sit, come here to eat, don’t do that, we are
going to do this.” And I never knew if she was in agreement. And well, she is
almost four years-old and I didn’t speak with the boy (her son) that way when he
was four years-old and now I began, “Look, now we are going to grab that red
vase” (and I’d give her the explanation), I’d be talking to her in a soft voice and
not loudly. Before I thought that speaking loudly gave me more results, but now
that I speak to her in a low voice I get better results. I speak in a very soft voice
and she pays more attention, “And look at this red vase with ice, and if you want
it, eat it, well now.” I’m always talking like that. Just recently we went to
Disneyland, and I was given very good results. Sometimes she would be scared
and I would say, “Mi little daughter, I also don’t know what this ride is, let’s get
on and try it. Look, that boy looks like he’s having fun, maybe if we like it, we
will get on.” And she was really interested in all of that. And now I have that
communication. Yesterday, we spent the entire afternoon doing a puzzle—and we
have never been able to do that before—but now I’m talking with her about what
I’m doing, but I’m not like, “Now put that here, look do this, not that now.” And I
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feel that I am being given more results, that I have learned how to communicate
with her much better, and well, she continues not to speak or anything, but I feel
that she understands me, and that’s how I feel. The way in which I tell her things,
for me, it’s like I’m speaking with an adult and I feel that she understands me
better now. I don’t know, I’m doing really well].
In the last focus-group interview, when Rosa was sharing this story with the
group, she was elated. Her eyes lit up, a huge smile spread across her face, and she began
to speak very excitedly. She felt that she and Anita had experienced a breakthrough in
their communication with one another. She believed that by speaking to Anita more like
“an adult” that she also was giving Anita more freedom. Instead of commanding Anita to
do things, Rosa explained to her the choices and consequences that existed and allowed
Anita to decide what she wanted to do. Rosa believed that by speaking to Anita more
softly, Anita was more apt to listen and to pay attention. Moreover, Rosa trusted that
Anita comprehended more of what she said. She was very happy because Anita’s
progress brought Rosa and her family hope.
For Rosa, parent participation was the process of learning about oneself and one’s
child. She reached intermediate status because she took action to become more informed
about Anita’s needs and being able to find an effective way to communicate with
educational professionals. Although much of the change in the project, for Rosa, occurred
in the interactions she had with her daughter, the end result was extremely positive. Rosa
felt that she was able to “let go” of some of her control over her daughter by discovering,
through observation, that Anita preferred to be spoken to in a softer voice and to be given
more options. The “good results” Rosa experienced in her communication with Anita
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reflected her willingness to grow and develop as a parent. For her, becoming a better
parent was at the core of effective and active parent participation.
Novice Parents’ Roles
The purpose of understanding the ways in which parents’ roles in this
investigation changed, evolved, or transformed over time was to know if parent
participants, specifically novice parents, were given the necessary support, resources,
information, and guidance needed to confront and overcome obstacles to participation. In
other words, as the researcher, I wanted to see if a Critically Compassionate
Intellectualism (CCI) model coupled with a Participatory Action Research (PAR)
approach among Mexican origin parents of special needs children would be effective in
assisting parents to critically discuss challenges to participation, brainstorm ways in
which to confront barriers to participation, and ultimately, implement an action plan to
overcome obstacles impeding their participation in their children’s education in U.S.
schools.
One systematic method to demonstrate change over time was to document the
ways in which parents’ roles evolved throughout the project. I was interested in learning
whether novice parents’ participation in the project changed or transformed in any
concrete manner. I began by collecting data from primary sources (i.e., individual
interviews, focus-group interviews, and discussion/planning sessions). Data from all
primary sources were transcribed and then coded through the open-coding procedure
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998) described in Chapter 5. Some codes that emerged were specific
to parent participants’ perspectives and definitions of parent participation (e.g., what is
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effective, differences between the US and Mexico, and barriers to parent participation).
Other codes reflected parent participants’ experiences with participation in their child’s
education or school (e.g., one’s role, participation in helping or supporting the educator,
representing one’s child, and getting to know the teachers). Codes that were specific to
parent participation within the investigation also emerged (e.g., parents contributing to
the research process, reflecting upon what others have said, sharing information and
resources, and validating one another).
After categorizing the transcripts by using open codes, I then re-examined codes
that were specific to parent participation. To analyze parents’ roles, I looked for examples
that illustrated the ways in which parents’ participation within the research process
changed over time. Although I was interested mainly in documenting change among
novice parent participants, I included some changes I observed in veteran parents’ roles. I
understood that within this community of parents, evolution and transformation between
novice and veteran parents were not mutually exclusive. Changes occurred because of the
relationships that were established and constantly evolving among parents. By including
observations of the ways in which veteran parents’ roles developed, I wanted to
demonstrate their positive influence on novice parents’ understanding of participation.
Furthermore, I was interested in how “newcomers” or novice parents gained and
implemented new knowledge learned from “old-timers” (or veteran parents) within a
situated activity (the PAR project or research process; Lave & Wenger, 1991). I wanted
to know if the final action plan constructed by both veteran and novice parents was a
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reflection of true collaboration in which newcomers were able to move toward full
participation while gaining important skills and knowledge.
In this investigation, a critical component of the CCI model and of the PAR
approach was for parent participants and me, the researcher, to collaborate together as
equals. Collaboration and equal partnership meant that parents contributed to the research
process and directly influenced the outcomes of the study (i.e., the action plan). Although
I entered the investigation with research questions of my own, I crafted them so they
were open-ended and allowed for parents’ opinions, perspectives, and suggestions to
shape the study. To ensure that parents were at the center of my investigation and that I
was portraying parents in an accurate manner, I relied heavily upon the input and
guidance of veteran parents to assist me. I understood Patricia and Mayra’s role to be the
following:
• To present a distinctive, “insider” voice as Mexican origin, Spanish-speaking
parents of children with special needs.
• To present topics important to parents that I may have overlooked.
• To assist me in asking questions of novice parents that they felt were not being
addressed.
•To help guide the conversation and activities.
• To provide me with feedback about the research process—what was working,
and what was not effective.
•To analyze the codes and themes I generated from reading the transcripts and to
share their thoughts with me about my initial coding schemes.
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•To read my analyses of themes and to provide me with suggestions, constructive
criticism, and/or feedback.
From the beginning of the study, Patricia and Mayra were motivated and
enthusiastic about leading discussions; probing novice parents with further questions;
translating; and providing guidance, support, and advice to novice parents. Patricia, who
had a vast amount of experience working with parents of children with special needs as
an employed parent advocate, was more inclined to voice her opinion. Her knowledge of
disability laws made her an expert in the area of parents’ rights. She also had experience,
both personally and professionally, with the IEP process and with negotiation. Mayra also
had a great amount of experience and knowledge in many of the same areas. However,
she was more of an observer and listener throughout the research study. Her expertise
was in autism, interventions for autistic children, parents’ rights, and due process.
Although she was the less vocal of the two veteran parents, novice parents relied on
Mayra for specific information and resources.
Several times during the study, novice parents asked Patricia and Mayra for
advice or information before they asked me. Novice parents also pulled veteran parents
aside before or after the focus-group interviews or discussion/planning sessions to talk to
them about their children or challenges they were facing at their children’s schools. As a
researcher, I allowed myself to take a back seat and observe these interactions rather than
interrupting them. What I learned was that novice parents greatly respected veteran
parents’ knowledge because of the wisdom and perspectives veteran parents had gained
over time through their own experiences, joys, and hardships.
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In an individual interview session with Rosa, she discussed how difficult it was
for her to follow the conversations about her daughter, Anita, at IEP meetings. She
suggested that novice parents work with veteran parents to learn how to write down and
summarize important concerns so that during the IEP meetings, parents would feel more
comfortable asking questions and talking to the professionals about the critical issues
concerning their children. She expressed that she would like to collaborate with Patricia
and Mayra on things “que nos importa o que nos afecta o que nos sirven” [that are
important to us (novice parents) or that affect us or that serve us]. She also summarized
the sentiments of the other two novice parents when she said that she’d like to learn more
from the veteran parents because, “Ellas saben” [they know]. By saying “They know,”
Rosa meant that she was aware of the vast knowledge and experiences of the veteran
parents. She wanted to tap into their wisdom to learn how to better navigate the special
education system.
Over time, what I discovered was that Patricia and Mayra became very invested in
the outcomes of the action plan (see Table 6). Although I facilitated the conversations in
which parent participants discussed what they could do to overcome barriers to
participation, Patricia and Mayra provided the group with specific ideas about who to
contact, what steps to take, and what issues and challenges needed to be considered.
Patricia was intent upon accomplishing two of the action plan’s final goals. The first goal
was to ensure that Beatriz and Rosa were given more time to interact with guest speakers
and other parents at the end of the meetings given by a Spanish-speaking parent support
group they attended. Patricia was familiar with the group and with its
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Table 6
Action Plan
___________________________________________________________________________________________________
Goals
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
1.

To extend the amount of time given at Spanish-speaking parent support group meetings that Beatriz and Rosa attend.

2.

To enroll novice parents in a parent advocacy training given by a local non-profit organization for parents of children
with special needs.

3.

To create an on-going parent support group through which different activities and events would take place.
a) To discuss funding options for parents of children with autism.
b) To research and apply for grants or scholarships for children with autism.
c) To invite guest speakers to talk about interventions and programs for children with autism.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________
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organizers and decided to speak to them about allowing parents to ask questions and talk
to one another before and after the meetings. After speaking with the group’s organizers,
she reported,
Tuve la oportunidad de hablar con dos de los representantes de ese grupo. Son
tres generalmente los que hacen las juntas para padres con niños con autismo en
español, pero solo tuve la oportunidad de encontrar a dos. Totalmente positivos no
le ven ningún problema de extenderlo. Lo que necesitan ellos discutir es si les
dan la oportunidad al principio o les dan la oportunidad al terminar la sesión. Pero
están hablando de probablemente media hora extenderlo nada más; por el tiempo
de que tienen que poner ellos. Y les dije yo que era más que suficiente
sinceramente para que ustedes puedan tener tiempo de intercambiar opiniones,
intercambiar historias o teléfonos o lo que necesitaran hacer en vez de que se
quedaran en el estacionamiento porque todavía no acababan ustedes su
intercambio. Totalmente positivos. Dijeron que se podían hacer; y lo único es que
van a hablar para ponerlo en hecho.
[I had the opportunity to speak with two of the group’s representatives. Generally,
there are three that conduct the meetings in Spanish for parents of children with
autism, but I only had the opportunity to meet two of them. They were totally
positive and they don’t see any problem with extending the time. What they need
to discuss is if they will be giving you the time at the beginning or the time at the
end of the session. But they probably are talking about extending the time by a
half hour and no more; in regard to the time that they have to work with. And I
told them sincerely that this was more than sufficient for you (the novice parents)
to have time to exchange opinions, exchange background information and
telephone numbers or whatever you needed to do, instead of staying out in the
parking lot because you haven’t yet exchanged information. Totally positive.
They said that they could do this, and the only thing is that they have to talk about
it to put it into effect].
In this example, Patricia’s role as veteran parent took on a new meaning. She
decided to be responsible for making sure that the Spanish speaking novice parents were
given the opportunity to converse and interact with other parents of children with autism
at group meetings. Although Patricia was not affiliated with this support group, she felt
that part of her role in the research project was to support novice parents in any way she
could. Because her reputation as a parent advocate in Spanish-speaking parent circles was
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known and respected by many parents and group organizers, her requests were taken
seriously. Also, her diplomatic approach to asking for more time for novice parents was
considered without question or doubt.
Patricia believed that parent advocacy training for novice parents was extremely
beneficial. She initiated a conversation in which parent participants discussed the
possibility of going through this training. She began by describing what she believed was
the importance of this type of experience:
Hay ciertos entrenamientos que por cierto [X] los hace. Nos entrenan en cómo ser
contacto con las familias y cómo apoyarlos en los sentimientos donde estén.
Todos sabemos que son diferentes sentimientos que pueden estar experimentando.
Uno de los entrenamientos es muy importante estar entrenada para saber evaluar o
entender, si están enojados, si están decepcionados y valorar lo que están
sintiendo. Si yo le hablo a alguien, perdón por usar este ejemplo, y me dice, “Yo
no sé porque tuve a mi hijo, verdad, porque mejor no se murió antes de que
naciera.” Ni la voy a callar, ni la voy asustar, ni la voy a juzgar. Puedo pensar que
dolor está pasando.
[There are certain trainings that for certain (name of organization deleted) X does.
They train us in how to make contact with families and how to support them with
where they are regarding their emotions. We all know that different emotions
exist that they may be feeling. One of the trainings that is very important to be
trained in is about knowing how to evaluate or understand, if they are angry, if
they feel deceived, and to validate what they are feeling. If I speak with someone,
and forgive me for using this example, and he/she says, “Honestly, I don’t know
why I had this child because it would have been better if he/she had died before
he/she was born.” I’m not going to tell him/her to be quiet, and I’m not going to
scare him/her, nor am I going to judge him/her. I can think about the pain that
he/she is feeling].
Because novice parents had spoken about wanting to “give back to the
community,” Patricia offered advocacy training as an option. Patricia and Mayra, who
had gone through the training, believed that “to give back” also meant to understand how
to communicate effectively and compassionately with other parents of children with
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special needs. A mentor parent needed to learn to use neutral language and to be
nonjudgmental in their actions and words. To provide this service to parents, Patricia
suggested that I contact the non-profit parent organization. She knew that through my
pilot study, I had made contact with the organization and that I still corresponded with the
executive director. She also said that she would act as an interpreter for the advocacy
training if one was needed.
As a result of this conversation during one of the planning sessions, a date was set
in Spring 2009 for a bilingual parent advocacy training to which the novice parents in my
study were invited. Patricia volunteered to attend and to assist during the three-day
training workshop. The goal of the training was to provide parents of children with
special needs the tools, knowledge, information, and resources to help other parents who
were struggling within the special education system. Parents were taught the specific
language within disability laws and how to make that language accessible to other
parents. They also talked about parents’ rights, due process, the IEP, and other topics
directly related to special education. The hope for the training was that more Spanish
speaking parents would become mentors and be able to represent Spanish speaking
parents in the local community.
Mayra also was influential in the process of creating an action plan. For the third
goal, which was to establish consistent, on-going meetings, she suggested that we speak
more in-depth about funding for parents of children with autism. She was especially
concerned for Beatriz and Rosa who expressed their dismay that services and treatments
were expensive and not covered by their health insurance. In the third planning session,
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Beatriz spoke specifically about the cost of treatments and services and the ways in which
she was trying to cope with the financial burden:
Yo por ejemplo en mi caso, mi esposo, su trabajo es construcción y ahorita no hay
mucho trabajo y luego es bien cara esa terapia, aparte otros gastos que tenemos
con el tratamiento este. Cuando estábamos con el tratamiento biológico pues no
era tanto, decíamos no pues lo podemos hacer. Pero ahora con la terapia decimos
ya no puedo, ya no puedo. Es mucho dinero y estuve tratando de investigar y
todo, pero de todos modos, a mí, como se me cerraron las puertas al respeto.
Porque digo no hay y de donde. Estaba en esa organización non-profit pero están
esos intereses de ellos y no los de uno. Entonces me salí, y yo empecé a hacer
actividades por mi cuenta, por ejemplo barbacoa, tamales, mole y todo no. Pues,
entonces dije voy a hacer algo para poder, bueno si no puedo pagar todo esto.
Pero por lo menos los suplementos ya es algo que compensa una cosa con la otra.
Pero es muy difícil porque es muy caro y luego le digo a mi esposo es muy triste
porque, si al rato ya no nos alcanza el dinero, no vamos a poder pagar.”
[For example, in my case, mi husband, his job is in construction and now there
isn’t much work and then the therapy is very expensive, apart from the other
expenses we have with that other treatment. When we were using the biological
treatment, well it wasn’t so much, we said to ourselves, well, we can do this. But
now with the therapy we say, now we can’t, now we can’t. It’s a lot of money and
I was trying to investigate and everything, but, at any rate, for me, they closed the
doors to any possibility. Because I say that there isn’t any (money) and where to
get it. I was involved in a non-profit organization, but they are interested their
own issues and not in the issues of the individual. So I left, and I began to do my
own activities, for example, cooking barbeque, tamales, mole, and everything,
you know? Well, then I said I am going to do something so that I can (afford the
cost), or else I won’t be able to pay for all this. But at least the (herbal)
supplements are something we are compensated for. But it’s very difficult
because they are very expensive, and then I say to my husband that it’s very sad
because, if in the near future we don’t have enough money, we won’t be able to
pay].
All novice parents in the study experienced the same financial hardships. Marisa,
Beatriz, and Rosa wanted the best therapies and treatments for their children, but the
costs of these services were high. Many services such as music therapy, dietary
supplements, Eastern medicine, and alternative healing programs were not covered by
their health insurance policies. Novice parents were very concerned that they would not
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be able to afford effective and beneficial therapies because of their financial
circumstances.
Although all parents brainstormed ways in which to acquire funding for their
children’s specific needs, Mayra provided information about grants for parents of
children with autism. She expanded her own role as a veteran parent by actively seeking
out resources that novice parents could pursue. At the last planning meeting and focusgroup interview she brought in material that she had researched on the Internet about
different organizations and agencies that funded parent organizations and individual
parents. She also discussed the possibility of novice parents becoming involved in
organizations and events for parents of children with autism. She believed that parents’
involvement in groups that were concerned mainly with autism might open up
opportunities for them to obtain additional funding and support.
Novice parents’ roles also changed throughout the investigation. All three novice
parents became more involved in the research process and planning as the weeks passed.
By the final focus-group interview, all novice parents were actively contributing their
ideas to finalize the action plan. They also were sharing more personal stories and
experiences with the group without being prompted. The following excerpt is an example
of some of the concerns novice parents had about what could occur as their children got
older. Novice parents became especially involved in this discussion because of the many
challenges they realized they could be facing in the future and because of the ways in
which their priorities for their children had changed over time.
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Beatriz began the conversation by talking about her concerns for Megan if she
and her husband decided to stay in the United States:
Y yo me pongo a pensar y bueno si estuviéramos ahí (Oaxaca, Mexico) como ella
va a ir creciendo bueno. Ya va a tener cosas en que ocuparse, podemos sembrarle
algo, podemos cortarle sus propias verduras, tenerle algo que se ocupe. Que si
está aquí (United States) nada mas va a estar pensando en la tele, todo de la tele o
los juegitos, la computadora y cosas asi.
[And I begin to think, and well, if we were there (Oaxaca, Mexico), like she
would keep growing well. She would have things to occupy her, we would plant
something, we would cut her own vegetables (from the tree), have something to
occupy her. If she is here (United States) all she would be thinking about would
be the television, everything about the t.v. and her little toys, the computer and
things like that.].
After Beatriz finished what she was saying, Marisa asked for clarification, “I got
the part they (Beatriz and her husband) were debating like the differences going home or
staying here.” Patricia took a moment to translate for Marisa and then added:
Mi mejor consejo para ustedes, nunca van a tomar una decisión que sea mala
porque siempre van a hacer una decisión que sea mejor para sus hijos. Ellos nos
enseñan. Si uno piensa que va a pasar dentro de veinte años pues nunca sabemos
si vamos a estar aquí dentro de veinte años. Es bueno tener un plan que va a
cambiar porque nunca sabemos.
[My best advice for all of you, you are never going to make a bad decision
because you will always make the best decision for your children. They show us.
If one thinks about what is going to happen in the next twenty years, well, we
never know if we will even be here in the next twenty years. It’s good to have a
pan that can change, because we never know].
Marisa spoke up again and asked Patricia, “Can you tell me in English?” Patricia
translated what she said in English, to which Marisa replied,
It’s so true because by the time Adrian was born I had always said, Oh I want him
to go to private school. He’s going to go to Catholic school. I want him to have
the best education. We had to really think what’s going to be the best setting for
Adrian, how is he going to receive the best services, and it no longer became like,
Oh what school in X (city name deleted) is the best. My priorities have changed.
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Patricia agreed with Marisa, looked at the entire group, and responded,
Es una realidad cómo las prioridades cambian de dar a nuestros hijos lo que
necesitan, no lo que uno quería o lo que uno soñaba, sino simplemente cambiar el
sueño de la realidad, de las necesidades.
[It’s a reality how priorities change to give what our children need, no what one
wants or what one once dreamed, instead simply changing our dreams of the
reality of the necessities].
Rosa jumped into the conversation at this point and said,
Sí. Como por ejemplo, nosotros planeamos tener a Anita aquí para que ella, al
momento que nos regresemos, tener una niña bilingüe, ¿no? Y como ahora
quisiera que Anita se comunique con tarjetas. Ese sería el logro más grande de
nosotros.
[Yes. Like for example, we planned on having Anita here (in the United States) so
that she, at the moment when we return (to Mexico), we will have a bilingual girl,
you know? And how now we want Anita to communicate with cards. That would
be a huge accomplishment for us”].
In these examples, novice parents were actively driving the direction of the
discussion. Beatriz, who at the beginning of the study was quiet and waited to be asked
questions, began the conversation above. She initiated the discussion by stating her
concerns for Megan if she and her family decided to remain in the United States. Her
fears stemmed from how Megan would grow and develop in the United States as opposed
to Mexico. Her main apprehension was that in the US, Megan would have little
opportunity to connect with the land and have limited freedom to run around outside and
play. She was afraid that Megan’s main source of entertainment would be found in video
games, television, and manufactured toys.
After listening to Beatriz in Spanish, Marisa did not wait for me or for veteran
parents to ask if translation was necessary. Instead, Marisa jumped in and requested
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assistance. Immediately Patricia translated parts of the conversation that Marisa had not
understood. In this case, Marisa expanded her role by actively asking for what she needed
instead of deferring to me or to the veteran parents to facilitate the conversation. Marisa
also participated consistently throughout the study. Her stories and ideas often guided the
discussion. In the excerpt above, she agreed with what Patricia said about how plans for
one’s child can change dramatically when one has a child with a disability. Marisa
relayed that her dreams of enrolling Adrian in Catholic school shattered when she found
out that he was autistic. She discussed some of the ways in which her priorities for him
had to change.
Similar to Beatriz, Anita also had been a more passive participant in the beginning
of the investigation. She often waited until questions were asked of her before she would
contribute to the conversation. Toward the end of the study, however, Anita’s role in the
research process increased greatly. She frequently would initiate conversations, ask
questions, and add her opinions to the discussions. In the example above, Anita
responded immediately to Patricia’s comments about the ways in which priorities
changed as a child grew. She discussed the ways in which she and her husband had high
expectations of Anita being a bilingual child before her diagnosis of autism. Their
priorities changed when they realized that Anita struggled greatly with expressive
language. Rosa explained that, in the present, they were happy when Anita
communicated non-verbally through visual aids.
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Another way in which novice parents’ roles changed over the course of the
investigation was how they perceived themselves. At the beginning of the research study,
all three spoke about feeling alone and isolated.
Beatriz: Y también yo así creo como todas las madres me sentí en un momento
sola. [And I also I believe that like all the other mothers I felt alone in that
moment].
Marisa: I didn’t allow myself to talk about or share what I felt for the longest time
I thought that [Adrian] only had my husband and my parents.”
Rosa: Pues yo estuve mucho tiempo más aislada nomas la computadora la que
me informaba de muchas cosas. [Well, for a long time, I was isolated, I only had
the computer that informed me of many things].
All three novice parents experienced feelings of isolation and as they struggled to find
support systems and information about autism. Each of them believed that part of their
role as a parent of a child with autism was to investigate resources and services on their
own. Even though all three had participated in other support groups or parent
organizations, none had felt authentic confianza with the parents who formed these
groups, especially with English-speaking American parents.
At the end of the study, however, their views had changed. By being a part of the
investigation and by collaborating with veteran parents, novice parents perceived that
their roles had shifted. They no longer felt alone in their struggles; instead, each one felt
connected and empowered by the experiences they had shared with each other throughout
the research process.
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Beatriz: Lo que he aprendido mucho es cómo dirigirme a las maestras de la
escuela de [Megan], cómo pedir las cosas cómo defender los derechos de los
niños. Aprendí que hay que comunicarnos más, pedir ayuda, que no estamos
solos, por eso hay tantos grupos que nos pueden ayudar y hay que asistir, hay
que ir a las reuniones a lo mejor no todos nos sirven pero de algo podemos
aprender allí conocer a otras personas para que nos pueda ayudar porque
también ellos han pasado por lo mismo que nosotros hemos pasado.
[What I have learned the most is how to address the teachers at Megan’s
school, how to ask for things how to defend children’s rights. I learned that we
need to communicate more, ask for help, that we aren’t alone, that’s why there
are so many groups that can help and assist us, we need to go to the meetings
there is the possibility that not all the meetings can serve us, but we can learn
there get to know other people so that they can help us and also because they
have gone through what we’ve gone through].
Marisa: I was thinking that I was at a point where I was ready to talk and to
try to connect with other parents when you said you were looking for Mexican
origin parents, [and] I thought, maybe this is my outlet. But when I
remembered getting so excited was when you said you were going to do
interviews and I thought, Wow! I’m going to really be able to talk about
[Adrian] and what we’d gone through I get so excited because not only I
realized that I can connect with others, but that we are headed somewhere.
That I really felt the support system for the first time, and it gives me hope to
know that I feel empowered and that there are people that care. I know that
I’m not alone.
Rosa: Eso es lo que me ha estado dando mas esperanza sobre todo, porque
siempre me tocaba con las paredes cuando estaba yo intentándolo hacerlo sola
y ahora sé que si me pueden abrir las puertas con apoyo. Que busco ayuda en
las personas y comunicación con otras personas y sé que podemos hacer algo
unidos.
[That is what has been giving me more hope than anything else, because I
always was hitting the walls when I was trying to do it by myself and now I
know that, yes, they can help me open the doors with support. That I look to
people for help and to others to communicate with and I know that we can do
something together].
For Beatriz, connection with other parents meant that she no longer had to rely
upon her own investigations and research to know more about autism. Through
conversations about parent participation, she realized that support groups, organizations,
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and programs where she could find resources and services for her daughter existed.
Through discussions with veteran parents, she also learned that effective communication
with Megan’s teachers meant that she needed to know how to ask questions properly and
within the appropriate settings. Beatriz also inferred that speaking with other parents who
had experienced similar circumstances was both empowering and informative. Her role
as a parent changed throughout the investigation from being a parent who felt alone in
her quest to find resources and services for her daughter to a parent who believed that,
with the right support system, she could accomplish her goals and overcome almost any
barrier.
Marisa’s experience in the investigation also was transformative. At the beginning
of the study, she did not believe that opportunities existed in which she could safely share
her personal struggles and challenges with others. The only people in her life she felt that
she could trust were those in her immediate family. As a result of going through the
research experience and having the time and space to explore barriers to participation
with other parents, Marisa’s hope was renewed. She realized that “there are people that
care[d]” about her and the issues she faced as a parent of a child with autism. She went
from being a parent who was guarded with her emotions for fear that she would be
judged to a parent who was “excited” about having the chance to share her stories and
experiences. She also was an integral member of the research team who contributed
greatly to the discussion and planning sessions. She became very involved in the
development of the action plan and was influential in generating ideas for the third action
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plan goal: to create an on-going parent support group through which different activities
and events to support parents would take place.
Marisa also was hopeful because, like Beatriz, she had learned more effective
ways of communicating with Adrian’s teachers through the conversations she had with
veteran parents, Patricia and Mayra. Marisa implemented their ideas in IEP meetings and
in daily conversations with Adrian’s teachers. For example, at one IEP meeting, instead
of vocalizing her frustration about services that Adrian was not receiving at the beginning
of the meeting, she first listened to the IEP team members’ perspectives. Then, in a
controlled and diplomatic tone, she expressed her concerns in the way that the veteran
parents had advised her. After the meeting, Marisa felt as if she were heard and that her
concerns were considered. She experienced a sense of empowerment in knowing that she
had negotiated successfully with the IEP team.
Rosa also felt a deep sense of hope as her participation in the research process
increased. At the beginning of the investigation, Rosa talked about learning about autism
solely through the Internet. Much of the research she had done, however, had left her
with more questions. Feeling confused about the information she had read, she
experienced a sense of isolation. However, by connecting with parents in the research
group, she believed that possibilities opened up for her and Anita. Her relationship with
Beatriz was especially important to her because Beatriz helped Rosa to enroll Anita in
different programs and to try alternative therapies. Rosa especially was grateful to tap
into the knowledge and wisdom that Patricia and Mayra possessed. “Ellas saben” [They
know] was Rosa’s way of expressing how valuable their information was to her. She, too,
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relied upon them for advice and guidance about the ways in which she could improve her
relationships with her children’s teachers.
Rosa felt that her participation in the research study directly helped her with her
communication with Anita. She expressed that the knowledge she had gained about
different programs and resources in the discussion/planning sessions had led her to take
initiative to seek out interventions for Anita. She sought programs and therapies outside
of Anita’s school and began to work with Anita with the support of her husband and son.
At the end of the investigation, Rosa was ecstatic because Anita’s communication skills
had improved greatly through the interventions Rosa and her family were taught to use at
home. Rosa also experienced a sense of empowerment because she knew that through her
efforts, Anita was beginning to interact with others in a more typical manner.
Summary
For novice parents, parent participation encompassed a myriad of definitions and
opportunities. When asked to explain what parent participation meant to them novice
parents included descriptions that were both traditional and unique. Traditional
definitions of parent participation in both general and special education settings included:
(a) communicating frequently with the general and/or special education teacher; (b)
volunteering at the school or in the classroom; (c) attending meetings (e.g., IEP); (c)
being informed of the child’s academic and personal progress; (d) asking questions; (e)
helping child with school work; (f) complying with the goals in the IEP; and (g) joining
parent support groups. Many of these descriptions of parent participation or involvement
were documented by researchers who studied teachers’ and parents’ expectations of what
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participation typically entailed (Epstein 1986, 1987, 2008; Hoover-Dempsey, & Sandler,
1997).
However, novice parents also defined parent participation in ways that have not
been reported explicitly in educational literature. Some of these definitions included: (a)
taking child to therapy sessions; (b) researching information on the Internet; (c) knowing
how to negotiate for child’s needs and to ask for services in an appropriate manner; (d)
seeking out additional funding for child; (e) teaching child basic interpersonal skills (i.e.,
how to show affection, how to act in specific social situations); (f) learning special
education protocol and terminology; (g) gaining empowerment by being involved with a
strong parent support group; (h) learning more effective ways of coping with people’s
reactions; (i) learning English; and (j) understanding the U.S. school system—how it
worked, who was in charge, and how to be heard. These definitions of parent
participation, although not generally written or spoken about in educational settings, were
understood by novice parents as essential ingredients that, if lacking, could impede their
ability to view themselves as or become active participants in their children’s education.
Parent participation as described by novice parents was a process through which
personal growth, a better understanding of their children’s needs, and a greater awareness
of the U.S. school system and special education practices could be achieved. Parent
participation was not merely the outcome of engaging in a school event or activity, rather
it was an on-going and deliberate course of action that each parent chose as a means to
become more informed and knowledgeable. By collaborating with experienced, veteran
parents in this investigation, novice parents were given the opportunity to explore how
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their attitudes, actions, and words impacted their children, their families, and their own
individual satisfaction. Changes in participation, as documented in excerpts taken from
the beginning and the end of the study, did not always reflect an outward transformation
that could be measured by a specific action or event. Some of the changes occurred
internally and were expressed through emotions, words, or gestures.
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CHAPTER SIX
CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS
This investigation began with a genuine desire to understand definitions of parent
participation as viewed by Mexican origin parents of children with special needs. As an
educator who had worked as a bilingual cross-categorical special education teacher, I was
acutely aware of certain challenges parents faced when their children were diagnosed
with disabilities. I knew from speaking with parents that the special education system was
perplexing, especially if parents had never been exposed to children with special needs
prior to their own child. The majority of parents of children in my cross-categorical
classroom were monolingual Spanish speakers from Mexico. For them, culture and
language differences were their greatest obstacles to feeling welcomed by teachers,
administrators, and school staff. I remember that many of the parents of the children in
my classroom were intimidated by the structured school environment and by the strict
protocol to which they needed to adhere during Individualized Educational Planning
meetings. I also recalled that several of the parents of the children I taught often did not
participate in school or classroom events even though I made home visits, spoke with
them on the phone in Spanish, and sent home notices in Spanish. Although I believed that
I had done everything I could to create a hospitable and caring classroom environment for
parents, I also suspected that their limited participation was a consequence of external
factors of which I was not fully aware. Fast-forward to the present, and as an educator
and researcher, I am engaged in a study to uncover some of the reasons why this parent
population has struggled, historically, with integrating themselves into our school system.
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In designing this study, I was interested in using a model whose foundation was
derived from sociocultural theory. I wanted to understand parent participation as a
dynamic process through which parent participants could acquire and co-construct
knowledge in a collaborative, caring, and self-reflective manner. I chose Cammarota and
Romero’s (2006) Critically Compassionate Intellectualism (CCI) model to structure the
content, material, and format of the study. However, I also aspired to carry out an
investigation in which parents had the opportunity to think critically about and discuss
obstacles to their own participation in their children’s education. To achieve this goal, I
turned to participatory action research (PAR). PAR, an approach to research that aimed to
give voice to those who were generally unheard (Fine, 1992) and provided a venue for
participants to create and implement an action plan (Herr & Anderson, 2005), was an
ideal method to analyze the process through which parents defined and understood parent
participation and each parent’s role and participation in the investigation.
A Critically Compassionate Intellectualism Model
After analyzing the data, several major findings emerged that were directly
connected to the CCI model. First a cooperative learning environment, as described by
Cammarota and Romero (in press), was highly conducive to critical discussions about
parent participation. Cooperation is a form of teaching and learning in which all
participants have equal status (Cammarota & Romero, in press). Cooperation, in this
study, was both structured and organic. As discussed in previous chapters, a Parent-toParent program model in which novice parents were matched with veteran parents was
used. The implementation of this model required that veteran and novice parents worked
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cooperatively in a safe and supportive environment to talk about challenges facing
“newcomer” parents (Santelli, et al., 1996).
I discovered that, over time, novice parents began to open up about personal
experiences and hardships. All three novice parents reported that the research group
setting, inspired by the Parent-to-Parent program described in Santelli et al. (1996), was
the first venue through which each felt comfortable sharing thoughts and feelings about
their children. I attributed part of their willingness to participate actively in the research
process to the fact that veteran parents were forthcoming with their own feelings and
enthusiastic about listening to and working with them. Additionally, novice parents
moved from novice to intermediate status along the parent participation continuum (see
Figure 1). They thought more critically about their roles as parents in their children’s
education, connected their personal experiences with those on global level, and
developed a more critical and reflective perspective about how self-change led to
transformative change for themselves and others.
I also was aware that I needed to be honest and open about my own thoughts and
feelings without trying to influence the outcomes of the investigation. Honesty and
openness were important components in both the CCI model and the PAR approach
(Cammarota & Romero, 2006; Herr & Anderson, 2005) As a researcher, I understood
that for participants in my study to feel that they were on equal ground, I needed to share
my own perspectives when appropriate or necessary. I did not want to be perceived as a
distanced or uninvolved investigator but rather as a fellow participant and facilitator. In
other words, I wanted to break from a traditional positivist paradigm in which a space is
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created between the researcher and participants (Maguire, 1987). Instead, I conceived of
a space in which the parents and I were “co-learners” (Lave & Wenger, p. 14). We were
becoming “full participants” (p. 29) as we learned from one another, constructed
knowledge and meaning from each others’ stories, and generated an action plan. On the
parent participation continuum, I gradually moved from novice to intermediate status. I
increased my learning about parent participation from the participants’ standpoint,
understood the feelings and emotions associated with being a parent of a child with
special needs, and developed a greater awareness of how disability rights applied to
parents’ experiences.
Relationships established between veteran and novice parents during the
investigation were strengthened by the atmosphere created by the veteran parents and me.
This environment needed to be one in which parents felt safe and supported.
Furthermore, parents had to know that they were respected and that what was shared
would be “en confianza” (in confidence). The CCI model provided me with guidance
about how I should approach parents about sensitive and personal topics. When asking
questions, I needed to convey to novice parents, through my tone of voice, gestures, and
actions that I was genuinely concerned about their well-being (Cammarota & Romero,
2006; Noddings, 2003). Novice parents understood that veteran parents cared for them
because veteran parents willingly shared their stories of personal struggles and hardships.
Veteran parents also suggested helpful strategies to assist novice parents in overcoming
specific challenges they faced such as (a) how to ask questions at an IEP meeting; (b)
what programs and/or training would benefit them; (c) how to find resources and
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information about interventions for autism; and (d) how to interact effectively with
school teachers, administrators, and staff. I believed that authentic caring, mutual respect,
and confianza were established because of parent participants’ shared experiences.
Because veteran and novice parents had faced similar challenges, all felt empathy and
compassion for each other’s difficulties and plights. All parents wanted to help one
another and explore ways in which each parent’s particular difficulties could be
ameliorated. Moreover, a genuine concern for other parents outside of the research group
grew among novice parents throughout the study. Beatriz and Rosa were especially
desirous of helping other Spanish-speaking parents of children with special needs. They
wanted to provide concrete suggestions and advice to those who were struggling with
issues associated with having a child with autism and other specific challenges. In this
manner, they demonstrated compassion for the hardships that others confronted
(Cammarota & Romero, in press).
Novice parents also were encouraged to critically discuss and reflect upon
challenges to parent participation by reading articles about other parents of Mexican or
Latino descent who faced obstacles to participation in both general and special education
settings. As stated in Chapter 4, two articles were used as the focus of conversation in the
first two discussion sessions. These articles included Concha Delgado-Gaitan’s article
(1991) titled “Involving Parent in the Schools: A Process of Empowerment” and Loretta
Salas’ (2004) article “Individualized Educational Plan (IEP) Meetings and Mexican
American Parents: Let’s Talk About It.” In a debriefing session with veteran parents,
Patricia and Mayra both agreed that the Delgado-Gaitan article was “rather academic”
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and that the novice parents were “not there yet.” Veteran parents thought that the
language in the article was written in very advanced English and that novice parents were
not able to capture the meaning and message of the article because of the language
barrier. Even though Patricia had translated the article for Beatriz and Rosa, she still
believed that, conceptually, many of the terms were too academic. Patricia also thought
that the article might have been introduced too early in the research process. She felt that
novice parents had not yet “bloomed” to the point in which their awareness of their own
agency within the special education system was tangible. Mayra agreed with Patricia and
thought that both articles were “not that effective.” She felt that the Delgado-Gaitan
(1991) article was written for an academic and professional audience, not for parents.
Even though both veteran parents “enjoyed” the Salas (2004) article, neither felt
that it was particularly helpful in assisting parents to generate ideas and goals for the final
action plan. However, Mayra conceded that the article was “very informative” and
allowed participants to begin discussing issues related to discrimination and the silencing
of voice. Patricia commented that Salas’ article “left a pretty gloomy doomy kind of
feeling.” She was referring to the case studies presented in the article in which each
Mexican American mother of a child with special needs described her negative
experiences interacting with school personnel. Patricia recalled that she and the other
parent participants were “up in arms” about the blatant discrimination against the parents
in the article by school administrators and personnel.
Like Mayra, Patricia felt that the article was important in the way it elicited
responses from novice parents. However, she was not convinced that “making parents
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mad” and reactive was the best way to approach a conversation about creating
constructive and achievable goals. Although my intention in presenting the Salas article
was not to anger parents, I now can understand how Mexican origin parents of children
with special needs might focus on the negative aspects of the article. Because the parents’
voices in the article were presented in first person, I believe that the parents in my study
empathized greatly with their experiences. Therefore, parents reacted on an emotional
and personal level. To help parents deal more positively with the content of the Salas
article, Patricia suggested allowing parents to first do “something that would open them
up to express their experiences.” In other words, I should have provided novice parents
with the opportunity to talk about their own personal challenges with the school system
before I presented emotionally charged material to them.
Novice parents’ conscientizaçao or critical consciousness was raised as each
parent began to feel more confident about different ways in which they could generate
positive change for their child. Through reflection, Beatriz realized that she did not need
to be affected negatively by other people’s comments, looks, or gestures. She also learned
ways in which she could communicate more effectively with Megan’s teacher. One of
these ways was to write down what she needed to say in notes. Although the relationship
with Megan’s teacher was not ideal, Beatriz found that writing down what she wanted for
Megan was one positive way in which she could communicate with the teacher. Megan’s
teacher responded to these notes more frequently and with greater detail than she did
through phone or one-on-one conversations.
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Marisa also thought about the ways in which damaging or hurtful words by others
made her react. Before participating in the study, Marisa felt isolated and unsupported.
She felt that some of Adrian’s teachers and school administrators had discriminated
against her because she was Mexican. She responded to negative interactions with other
people by retreating further inward. During the study, Marisa confronted many of her
emotions including fear, anger, and confusion. She came to the realization that she
needed to release feelings that were preventing her from communicating effectively with
Adrian’s educators. By the end of the study, she had made a concerted effort to be more
neutral with her emotions when speaking with Adrian’s teachers and other school staff.
She listened to Patricia’s advice about being “more diplomatic” in the way in which she
approached others at Adrian’s school, especially at meetings or conferences. As Marisa
became more aware about how her actions and words impacted her interactions with
Adrian’s educators, she consciously began to change her own behavior. To have better
relationships with those at Adrian’s school, she understood that she had to make an effort
to manage her emotions, speak clearly about Adrian’s needs, and not to allow others’
comments or gestures to affect her personally.
Rosa became more knowledgeable about the IEP process through the discussion
and planning sessions with veteran parents. One of her main concerns was being able to
convey to the IEP team the short-term goals she wanted for Anita. After speaking with
Patricia and Mayra, Rosa learned that she had the right to request specific objectives in
Anita’s IEP Patricia had recommended that Rosa go to the meetings with all of her
requests written down. Both Patricia and Mayra stressed the importance of “being
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prepared” at meetings. For the veteran parents, “being prepared” meant having
everything written down (preferably in both English and Spanish) and documented. Rosa
had listened attentively to their advice and had begun implementing their suggestions at
meetings and conferences. Toward the end of the study, Rosa had been successful in
negotiating specific objectives and short-term goals for Anita at an IEP meeting.
Specifically, Anita was given more time at the library to peruse books and have stories
read to her.
PAR and the Parent Participation Continuum
Through a PAR approach, parent participants were provided with a forum in
which critical conversations about parent participation and ways to overcome barriers to
participation were explored. In a PAR approach to research, content validity is satisfied
when an action plan is carried out (Herr & Anderson, 2005). One main goal of this study,
therefore, was for parents to generate an action plan and to implement its objectives. To
reiterate, the goals decided upon included (a) to extend the time allotted for parents to
interact in Spanish-speaking, parent support group meetings; (b) to have parents
participate in a parent advocacy training through a local non-profit parent organization;
and (c) to continue with group meetings in which both veteran and novice parents would
participate. Because of the long-term nature of the last two goals, I am unable to report
any outcomes at this time. However, each of the two latter goals will be carried out in the
next few months (Spring 2009).
The first goal was accomplished during the investigation. Novice parents, Beatriz
and Rosa, attended the parent support group meetings and were given more time to
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discuss issues and topics brought up during the meetings. As explained earlier, Patricia
had volunteered to speak with the parent support group’s organizers about extending the
time that parents had to interact before and after the meetings. The organizers were
supportive of this request and granted more time to parents.
A parent participation continuum was a device I used to assess novice parents’
progression toward full participation and/or mastery. This continuum also was a tangible
construct to observe and document the ways in which novice parents’ critical
consciousness developed over time. The use of this continuum however, was imperfect
because it did not reflect the nuances among and between categories (novice,
intermediate, veteran). In addition, I was not convinced that all novice parents in this
study could be represented accurately by being placed at the beginning of the continuum
when the study began. For example, prior to the investigation, all three parents had begun
to research autism on their own without the guidance or help of veteran parents. I
believed that novice parents already had begun to take steps toward becoming fuller
participants in their children’s lives by initiating their own investigations about their
children’s diagnoses. This continuum also was limited because of its spatial orientation.
Being linear, the progression toward full participation only went in one direction (i.e.,
toward mastery). The continuum’s scope and range could not accommodate further
analyses. Some questions could not be answered, such as: (a) Could veteran parents
regress toward novice status if they didn’t continue their learning?; (b) Could parents
move back and forth along the continuum and advance past veteran or master status?; and
(c) Did the categories overlap or blend and, if so, how? Further time and effort to develop
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a more complex and integrated parent participation continuum would be helpful to
analyze the subtle spaces in between categories and those that extend beyond.
The PAR approach was an effective method to systematically document the
research process that parent participants underwent as they spoke about and confronted
challenges to their own participation in their children’s schools. My role in the
investigation was to facilitate the conversations and to ask questions that would elicit
critical thought and reflection. I relied upon the knowledge and experience of veteran
parents to help me guide novice parents toward answers that novice parents were seeking.
By using the PAR approach, I was able to allow the investigation to evolve naturally
through parent participants’ conversations. I imagined PAR as a river that was permitted
to flow without constraints. The direction the river flowed, so to speak, was directly
influenced by parents’ stories that meandered, darted, and branched out spontaneously
and unpredictably. My main responsibility was to capture the essence of these stories and
to make sense of them as they surfaced.
For novice parents, traditional and unique definitions of parent participation
emerged. These are described in Chapter 5. To summarize, traditional definitions were
focused on the ways in which parents could most effectively interact with teachers and
become involved in school events. Unique, individualized definitions of parent
participation varied greatly but were centered mostly on the ways in which novice parents
secured therapies, interventions, and services for their children. Also explained in
Chapter 5 are the ways in which novice parents’ roles evolved and changed throughout
the research process. In general, all novice parents became more involved in the
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investigation as their comfort level grew. Beatriz and Rosa, in particular, participated in
the conversations and initiated discussions about parent participation more toward the
end of the study than at the beginning. Marisa, a vocal participant throughout the
investigation, contributed regularly to the discussion and planning sessions.
Emerging Themes
Other themes that emerged throughout the study that were not directly connected
to the CCI model or the PAR approach were the following:
• Language and cultural differences as barriers to parent participation.
• Specific issues and challenges arising from raising a child with an autism
spectrum disorder.
• The high cost of treatments, therapies, and services for children with special
needs.
• The initial pain, grief, and shame that some parents experience when their child
is diagnosed with a disability.
Language and Cultural Differences
As spoken about in previous chapters, language and cultural differences were
significant barriers to participation in schools for novice parents in the study. For Beatriz
and Rosa, not being able to communicate effectively in English was a major obstacle.
Both reported that communication at IEP meetings was extremely challenging because of
their inability to understand what was being said or to express their child’s needs clearly.
Marisa, a native English speaker, also commented on language barriers resulting from a
lack of knowledge of the terminology used in special education settings. All parents,
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veteran and novice alike, agreed that not knowing educational and medical terms placed
them at a disadvantage at IEP meetings and at other appointments or events.
Cultural differences also were discussed by novice parents as being obstacles to their
participation. Beatriz and Marisa, in particular, felt that being Mexican was seen by some
educational professionals as a shortcoming. Both believed that they had been
discriminated against because they were Mexican. They felt that others assumed that
because of their race and skin color, they were less knowledgeable about autism, less
willing to advocate for their child, and less motivated to participate in their child’s
education. Beatriz spoke about how, as a person of color, she would never be treated as
well as a White, blue-eyed, blond-haired American mother. Marisa talked about other
people’s assumption that she lived on the south side of town where the majority of
Mexican origin people lived. She also believed that she was not treated fairly by school
personnel because of the way she looked, her Hispanic surname, and her racial
background.
Dietary Needs of a Child with Autism
Another theme that surfaced was that parents had specific issues and challenges
associated with raising a child with an autism spectrum disorder. One major area of
discussion for novice parents was their children’s diets. All three novice parents were
concerned about the food their children ate and how it affected their health, mood, and
well-being. Adrian, Megan, and Anita had all been on special diets during the study.
Marisa had been trying to expand Adrian’s limited diet. Adrian had difficulties eating
many foods because of their taste and texture. He enjoyed starchy foods such as macaroni
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and cheese but did not eat many fruits and vegetables. Marisa and her husband had
devised a reward system at home through which Adrian could obtain points toward a
“prize” if he demonstrated a willingness to try new foods.
Beatriz and her husband were very strict about the foods that Megan ate. Megan
became agitated and moody if she consumed wheat, lactose, or sugar. In individual
interviews and in her weekly journal, Beatriz described how her family had completely
changed their way of eating. Ironically, the best food for Megan ended up being
traditional Mexican dishes that Beatriz had learned to prepare in Oaxaca. American food
such as cheeseburgers, pizza, and French fries were no longer permitted in her household.
One of Beatriz’s main frustrations with Megan’s teachers was that they were not vigilant
about watching Megan when she ate. Beatriz suspected that when the teachers were not
monitoring Megan, Megan would eat other children’s food that was high in sugar, wheat,
or lactose. Beatriz noticed a significant change in Megan’s behavior when she picked her
up from school. She believed that on the days that Megan’s behavior was disruptive,
Megan had been given access to food that was bad for her. Beatriz grew weary of
Megan’s teachers because she did not feel that they understood the impact that food had
on Megan. During the study, Beatriz strived to communicate better with the teachers so
they understood the necessity of having Megan on a strict, regimented diet.
Rosa and her husband also were aware of the importance of a well-balanced diet
for Anita. Although Rosa admitted that Anita’s food choices were not as restrictive as
Megan’s, she did not allow Anita to have milk products. Most difficult for Rosa was that
she had to deny her son, Oswaldo Jr., milk products in front of Anita. Although her son
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had no adverse reactions to lactose, Rosa refused to give him ice cream at home. She felt
conflicted about this decision because she did not want her son to feel that he was being
denied food because of his sister’s special diet. She also did not want Anita to feel left out
if she gave Oswaldo Jr. ice cream and other milk-based products. For Rosa, the dilemma
was to find a way in which she could balance both her son’s and daughter’s dietary needs
in a fair and equitable manner.
High Cost of Treatments and Services
For all novice parents, money was a considerable concern. Although Adrian,
Megan, and Anita were receiving special education services at their schools, the majority
of these services were limited to speech and language and physical and occupational
therapies. Beatriz, Marisa, and Rosa were grateful that their children were receiving
consistent services; however, they were disappointed with the frequency with which these
services were given on a weekly basis. On average, Adrian, Megan, and Anita received
speech and language therapy for approximately one-half hour each week. Occupational
and physical therapies were provided to each child for almost the same amount of time
per week. Novice parents expressed their desire to explore other therapies and treatments;
however, each was dismayed by the high cost of herbal treatments and alternative
therapies that were not covered by their family health insurance plan. Novice parents
suggested that as part of the final goal in the action plan (i.e., to meet as a group
regularly), we could research funding options. All parents were interested in investigating
different organizations that supported autistic children. Their hope was that we could find
a scholarship or a grant that would provide funding for alternative therapies.
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Pain, Grief, and Shame
Both veteran and novice parents shared personal stories about the pain, grief, or
shame they experienced when they first realized that their child had special needs. All
parents acknowledged that a “deep sadness” overcame them when they understood that
their child would be limited in certain ways. Patricia expressed the way in which certain
family members from Mexico had blamed her for her son’s multiple disabilities. These
family members had accused her of doing something wrong and told her that God was
punishing her for her actions and behavior. This negative reaction by her family had
made Patricia feel shameful and guilty about her son’s condition. Over time, however,
Patricia had confronted her emotions and made an active decision not to blame herself
and to dismiss her family’s opinions of her. Mayra initially had experienced a sense of
loss and aloneness when Jimmy was diagnosed with autism. Being a single mother, she
was greatly concerned about her ability to raise Jimmy on her own. Marisa had felt as if
her “dreams had been dashed” when she realized that Adrian would never attend the
Catholic school she had picked out for him. Instead, she knew that because of his special
needs, she would need to enroll him in a public school so he could receive state and
federally funded services. Beatriz was scared when Megan was first diagnosed with
autism. She and her husband, not knowing what autism was, thought that Megan would
never be able to talk or take care of herself in any way. Over time, as they learned more
about autism and its interventions, these fears dissipated. Finally, Rosa had experienced
great pain after Anita had been diagnosed. Many of her friends had stopped calling and
interacting with her. She felt alone and confused by their reactions. In time, however, she
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realized that by being upfront about her own feelings of loss, she was able to be more
compassionate toward those whom she had felt abandoned by.
Implications
In this investigation, parent participation was explored through a Critically
Compassionate Intellectualism (CCI) model and a Participatory Action Research (PAR)
approach. As stated throughout this dissertation, I chose the CCI model because I
believed that I could effectively address and better understand the challenges to parent
participation that Mexican origin parents of children with special needs faced through
CCI’s educational perspectives (critical pedagogy, authentic caring relationships, and a
social justice centered curriculum). I wanted to use a model and a method that were
created to assist historically oppressed or marginalized populations to find their voice and
to take action.
A PAR approach to research was an ideal method to analyze parents’ participation
in the investigation because by implementing it, I was able to document the process
novice parents underwent as they gained more confidence in their ability to advocate for
and communicate their children’s needs. Through PAR, parents also understood their
legal rights through discussions with veteran parents and brainstormed positive solutions
to obstacles they faced at their children’s schools. By using the PAR approach, I was able
to focus on the ways in which parents’ ideas evolved. I had no set expectations about the
outcomes of the study and, therefore, did not need to impose strict guidelines as to the
way the investigation unfolded. The end result was that parents were given the freedom
to navigate the direction of the study. The final action plan, co-constructed by veteran and
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novice parents, was a direct outcome of parents’ collaborative efforts to find concrete
solutions to the challenges that novice parents confronted.
Choosing a CCI Model and PAR Approach
Using a CCI model coupled with the PAR approach was a painstaking but
worthwhile endeavor. In the research designing stage, I had to make sense of the ways in
which CCI and PAR were both similar and different at the same time. I understood CCI
as an educational model through which the content and structure of the investigation
could be organized. PAR was the approach I used to document parent participation as
well as parents’ evolving definitions of what parent participation meant to them.
Moreover, the final action plan that parents co-created through the PAR process was a
critical component of this investigation. Because both the model and the approach were
rooted in sociocultural theory, I found that much overlap occurred between the two.
Critical pedagogy and critical consciousness were two ingredients that the CCI model and
the PAR approach shared. Therefore, when I designed the study, I had to take into
consideration how I was going to differentiate the model from the approach. I decided
that I would operationalize components of the CCI model into tangible pieces that could
be observed and analyzed. In other words, I explicitly described what critical pedagogy,
authentic caring relationships, and a social justice centered curriculum looked like when
observed in this particular investigation. Then, I focused on the elements of PAR that
were not necessarily addressed by the CCI model. I concentrated on the ways in which
participation, as a co-evolving and co-constructed process, was demonstrated by parent
participants throughout the study.
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I believe that to explain my thought process about the design is important. If
replicated, I strongly suggest that other researchers set aside an ample amount of time to
reflect upon the ways in which the CCI model and/or the PAR approach best fits their
research population, their research questions, and the implementation of the design. For
me, understanding how the CCI model and the PAR approach could co-exist within one
study was a considerable challenge. However, I would recommend using this model with
this research approach under the following circumstances: (a) when the sample
population is small, (b) when ample time exists in the study to follow participants’
progress and transformation, and (c) when finances are not an issue because this type of
study can be costly.
By using a model and an approach that were created to transform people’s lives in
positive ways, I found that parent participants shared intense and emotional personal
experiences. I believe that because the space between me and the parents was minimized
as part of the research design, parents were able to express themselves openly and
without fear. I caution other researchers who are uncomfortable with their own emotions
or with the outward manifestation of feelings by others that the CCI model, in particular,
is one that elicits critical reflection and emotional responses. For researchers who prefer
to collect data in an objective and more distanced manner, the CCI model and the PAR
approach may not be the best choices. Furthermore, to be a CCI or PAR researcher, I
found that I needed to release any desire to control the flow of conversation or the way in
which parent participants interacted with each other. To be a CCI or PAR researcher, one
has to give up the power he/she possesses that comes with having a title. I do not mean to
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say that as a researcher, I pretended to be something that I was not but rather that I did
not overestimate my own sense of importance or status. As a researcher, I knew that if I
wanted authentic relationships to develop, I needed to be honest with myself and realize
that my position in the research process was secondary to the conversations and
relationships that developed among our participants.
Parents’ Definitions of Participation
I believe that this investigation contributed greatly to the existing body of research
about parent participation. In this study, parent participants described unique and
different ways in which they participated in their children’s education. They also talked
about specific barriers to their participation in U.S. schools and practical ways in which
these obstacles could be overcome by taking small but significant steps toward action. By
considering alternative definitions of parent participation, parents can be validated for
their involvement in their children’s lives in ways that do not necessarily reflect
traditional forms of participation and involvement in schools (e.g., volunteering in school
events, attending parent-teacher conferences). Although not proven or reported in other
studies, I surmise that parents who feel valued and welcomed by teachers, school
administrators, and staff will want to participate more in classrooms and in school events.
Potentially, increased involvement among Mexican-origin parents of special needs
children can lead to greater gains in student academic success and achievement for a
population that historically has been low-achieving.
Additionally, definitions of parent participation through a sociocultural context
could extend beyond this investigation to include the ways in which parents learn outside
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of the learning community (i.e., research group) or situated activity (i.e., research
process). Analyzing parents in personal spaces (e.g., the home) may form a more
comprehensive picture of parents’ understanding of participation. Future researchers may
consider exploring parents’ funds of knowledge as a point of departure to understand in
more detail the impact culture, upbringing, and daily routines have on parents’ ability and
willingness to reach out to others, to communicate their needs, and to involve themselves
in their children’s education.
Expanding Definitions of Parent Participation for Parents of Children with Special
Needs
For parents of children with special needs, broadening the scope of what parent
participation looks like is extremely valuable. Including rather then dismissing simple but
powerful tasks and routines that many people might take for granted is one way to ensure
that parents of children with special needs are being acknowledged for their constant
efforts to prepare their children for school. In this investigation, novice parents were
learning ways to help their children communicate with others verbally and nonverbally.
They wanted their children not only to be successful in school but also to be able to
interact socially with their peers. Beatriz was being taught by educational professionals
how to use specific interventions with Megan so that Megan would give others eye
contact, pay attention to what was being said, and respond appropriately to questions.
Marisa was learning how to socialize Adrian by using manipulatives to teach him to
express himself with words rather than with grunts and gestures. Rosa was using visual
cards at home to help Anita communicate her needs. The cards had pictures of familiar,
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household items. If Anita pointed to the picture of the toilet, for example, it meant that
she needed to use the restroom. All three parents worked vigilantly with their children at
home so they would be more successful in school and in social situations.
Understanding Participation through a Cultural Lens
As Mexican origin parents, some of their ideas and definitions of parent
participation were grounded in their cultural upbringing. By understanding diverse
perspectives of what parent participation encompasses, we, as educators and researchers,
have the opportunity to expand our own views of participation and to be more inclusive
of different manifestations of participation as practiced by culturally and linguistically
diverse parents. In this investigation, novice parents talked about their participation in
U.S. schools as being contingent upon whether or not they felt welcomed and respected
by school administrators, teachers, and personnel. For Rosa and Beatriz, who were born
and raised in Mexico, confianza between themselves and their children’s teachers was
important to them. Unfortunately, Beatriz did not experience mutual trust with Megan’s
special education teacher. A lack of confianza existed, and Beatriz felt frustrated with
what she perceived was a blatant attempt by the teacher to ignore her. Rosa did not have
confianza with Anita’s teacher either. Because of a language barrier, Rosa did not feel
comfortable talking to Anita’s teacher in person or over the phone. Instead, she relied
upon paraeducators who spoke Spanish to relay messages to Anita’s teacher. Although
Rosa did not believe that the communication was ideal, she thought Anita’s teacher cared
enough about Anita to write consistent notes about Anita’s progress to Rosa. Rosa was
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satisfied with her relationship with Anita’s teacher and, as a result, made an extra effort
to visit and volunteer in Anita’s classroom.
Marisa, on the other hand, did not feel welcomed or respected by one of Adrian’s
special education teachers or by the principal. Although she volunteered in many
capacities at Adrian’s school, she did not believe they listened to her or took her
seriously. She had a strained relationship with the special education teacher but, in spite
of it, continued to visit the classroom on a regular basis. The falta de respeto (lack of
respect) that Marisa experienced made her emotional and angry. These feelings, as
reported in this study, impeded her ability to effectively communicate Adrian’s needs to
the teacher and school officials at IEP meetings and conferences. Although her outward
participation at the school was not affected, her inner spirit was hurt. Marisa, through her
cultural upbringing, had been raised to respect teachers highly and without question.
However, once Adrian was enrolled at school and was receiving special education
services, she began to question the way in which certain teachers interacted with him.
Part of the pain she felt was the realization that not all teachers respected parents’
expertise and knowledge in the way she had expected. Marisa had hoped for a
relationship with Adrian’s teacher that was founded on mutual respect, but she had been
disappointed. Parent participation for her had meant establishing a supportive relationship
with her son’s teachers. To experience a relationship that was not supportive was
devastating for Marisa. Not until she joined the research group did she begin to feel
validated and respected for her ideas, expertise, and perspectives about her son.
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Teacher Education
The CCI model has significant implications for teachers and students as well as
parents. Researchers who used this educational model (Cammarota & Romero, 2006, in
press) have worked with culturally and linguistically diverse students, mainly those of
Mexican origin. Their findings suggested that students exposed to a social justice
centered curriculum in which content and materials were structured to elicit critical
thought and compassion for others were more likely to complete their coursework,
achieve higher grades, and feel empowered by their ability to make transformative
changes.
In this investigation, parents were vocal about their feelings toward teachers and
school administrators. Veteran and novice parents expressed that they felt welcomed,
respected, and supported by those who were friendly and cared for their children.
Teachers who did not speak Spanish were considered helpful and positive if they made an
effort to communicate with parents. Parents felt more confident visiting the school or
classroom when teachers demonstrated a willingness to listen to and understand their
needs, hopes, and concerns.
The underlying components of the CCI model —cooperation, compassion, and
critical consciousness— are important building blocks for teachers who are interested in
creating an inclusive classroom in which all students’ parents and families feel
welcomed. Gallego and Cole (2001) discussed the interplay between the classroom
culture and cultures in the classroom (p. 951) as a means to include the strengths and
knowledge of all students. In essence when teachers effectively constructed a culture
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within the classroom in which all cultures represented in the classroom were valued,
mutual trust and respect were developed. In this positive environment learning occurred
through social interactions in which students’ strengths were emphasized.
Teachers can apply the CCI model to their classroom culture by using it to
address the challenges parents and students face as people of color. Being compassionate,
self-reflective, and open-minded to varying backgrounds and points of view is one way
teachers can foster parents’ active participation. Moreover, teachers who work with
parents of special needs children can draw from the CCI model as a means to be more
considerate of parents’ knowledge about their children’s unique conditions. By
collaborating with parents about the best and most effective ways to work with students,
teachers can demonstrate their willingness to learn from parents as well as to provide
positive support and guidance.
Mediation of Knowledge
In this investigation, one way learning was mediated was through critical
discussions about articles whose content was focused on parent participation. Mediation,
in sociocultural theory, is the way in which people use “social processes and cultural
resources of all kinds” (Moll, Tapia, & Whitmore, 1993, p. 140) to acquire knowledge
and to make meaning of the world around them. As explained in the conclusion section,
veteran parents found the use of the articles ineffective as a means to disseminate
knowledge and information to novice parents. Veteran parents believed the articles were
“too academic” for conversation to emerge authentically and organically. They
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suggested using other tools through which knowledge and meaning about participation
could be constructed.
Patricia believed that inviting guest speakers who were bilingual and
knowledgeable about disability law to talk to novice parents about their rights might
prove to be more helpful. Mayra thought a more “hands-on” approach to learning would
be appropriate. We discussed how using multi-media, such as video, could be
incorporated into the study as a way for parents to illustrate their stories or ideas of what
they conceptualized as parent participation. By presenting parents with less academic and
more accessible materials or artifacts researchers could explore participation in unlimited
and creative ways. “Nonformal learning contexts” (Gutiérrez, Baquedano-López, &
Tejeda, 1999, p. 286) such as music therapy sessions and interventions used in the home
could be incorporated into future investigations to continue understanding parents’ views
of participation as evolving, dynamic, and complex processes.
Summary
By applying the CCI model and the PAR approach simultaneously to study parent
participation among Mexican origin parents of children with special needs, I believe that
parent participants were given the space and the opportunity to reflect critically upon
their own participation in their children’s education in deep and meaningful ways. Novice
parents were able to explore their roles and identity as parents of children with autism
with the guidance and support of veteran parents. Veteran parents, whose wisdom and
knowledge were valued greatly, became leaders in the research process. They played
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pivotal roles in advising novice parents about how to navigate the special education
system and in guiding them toward solutions to challenges they faced daily.
Further investigations are necessary to understand the long-term effects of the
action plan on novice parents’ lives. For example, as a researcher, I am curious to know if
the parent advocacy training will help novice parents continue to develop their own sense
of agency and awareness. By becoming mentors to other novice parents, I also am
interested to find out the ways in which novice parents in this study use the knowledge
they have learned from veteran parents to assist others in finding their voice. I would
want to document the ways in which novice parents might “give back” to others through
mentorship. I would hope to demonstrate the cyclical effect that compassion and critical
consciousness have when people are given the chance to reflect upon their lives, feel
empathy toward others in similar situations, and take action to positively transform
oppressive realities that exist on a global level.
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APPENDIX A
RECRUITMENT FLYER
You are invited to participate in a research study titled:
Mexican-origin parents with special needs children: Using a Critically Compassionate
Intellectualism model to support and to foster their participation in U.S. schools through a
Participatory Action Research project
This research study is voluntary and there is NO obligation to participate.
The X University researcher and principal investigator, Cristina Santamaría
(Ph.D. candidate) is conducting a 16-week study from March 24, 2008 – July 13, 2008
and is interested in inviting YOU to participate.
What is the study about?
The purpose of the study is to understand the ways that you, as a Mexican-origin parent,
when given the opportunity to engage in in-depth conversations with other parents about
parent participation in general and special education settings, a) define parent participation
in general and special education, b) perceive of obstacles/barriers related to parent
participation, c) brainstorm and plan ways to overcome these barriers, and d) carry out an
action plan to make positive changes in parent participation.
Why are you inviting me?
You are invited to participate in this study because a) you are a parent with a child with
special needs, b) your child has been diagnosed with a special need approximately within
the last two years (specifically autism, and/or multiple disabilities), c) you are of Mexican
origin and d) you are over the age of 18.

•

•
•

What do I have to do if I decide to participate?
If you decide to participate, it will require that you do the following:
Attend one initial meeting to find out more about the study so that you can ask in-depth
questions about your participation and receive a consent form if you decide to participate
(Date has yet to be determined).
Participate 3 focus groups, 3 interviews, and 5 discussion/planning sessions
Keep a weekly journal
Will I receive any compensation?
You will receive a small monetary sum at the end of the study if you participate.
ALL INFORMATION THAT YOU PROVIDE WILL BE KEPT CONFIDENTIAL.
Specific procedures regarding your confidentiality will be given at the first meeting along
with how data will be collected and what you can expect throughout your participation in
the study.

431

APPENDIX A (continued)
If you have any questions at this point, you can contact Cristina Santamaría at X or at
her e-mail address: X
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APPENDIX B
FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
Focus group 1: Parent Participation
1. What is parent participation?
2. What is parent participation in the US?
3. How does parent participation in the US differ from parent participation in
Mexico?
4. What is effective parent participation?
5. What is parent participation in general education? In special education? How do
they differ?
6. What does parent participation in an IEP look like? What is your role as a parent
in IEP meetings?
7. What are barriers to effective parent participation in the US?
8. What barriers, if any, have prevented you from participating in your child’s
school? In your child’s classroom?
9. How often do you contact your child’s teachers?
10. When you contact your child’s teachers, what are your reasons for doing so?
11. Does your child’s school make you feel welcomed? If so, how?
12. Do your child’s teachers contact you on a regular basis? How often do they
contact you?
13. How do your child’s teachers contact you?
Focus group 2: Changes in Parent Participation
1. Would you like to change the amount of time you spend at your child’s school? In
your child’s classroom? If so, why?
¿Le gustaría cambiar la cantidad de tiempo que pasa Ud. en la escuela de su
hijo/a? ¿En el salón de su hija/o? Si su respuesta es afirmativa, ¿por qué?

433

APPENDIX B (continued)
2. How would you change your participation in your child’s school? In your child’s
classroom?
¿Cómo cambiaría su participación en la escuela de su hijo/a? ¿En el salón de su
hija/o?
3. How do you see your role at the IEP meetings? Do you feel that you are an equal
member of the IEP team? If so, why? If not, why?
¿Cómo ve Ud. su papel en las juntas del IEP? ¿Siente Ud. que es un/a miembro de
igualdad del equipo IEP? Si su respuesta es afirmativa, ¿por qué? Si su respuesta
es negativa, ¿por qué?
4. How would you like to see your role change in the IEP meetings?
¿Cómo le gustaría cambiar su papel en las juntas del IEP?
5. How would you like to see your role change at your child’s school? In the
classroom?
¿Cómo le gustaría cambiar su papel en la escuela de su hijo/a? ¿En el salón de su
hija/o?
6. What are some issues to consider if you are to increase your participation at your
child’s school, and in the classroom?
¿Qué son algunas/os cuestiones/problemas que debe considerar si va Ud.
aumentar su participación en la escuela y en el salón?
7. Do you feel that you receive support from the school? From your child’s
teachers?
¿Siente Ud. que recibe apoyo de la escuela? ¿De los/las maestros/as de su hijo/a?
8. What kind of support and/or resources would you like to have to help you support
your child?
¿Qué tipo de apoyo y/o recursos le gustaría tener para ayudarle apoyar su hijo/a?
9. What kind of information and support would have been helpful for you at the
moment your child was diagnosed with special needs?
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APPENDIX B (continued)
¿Qué tipo de información y apoyo le hubiera ayudado en el momento que su
hijo/a fue diagnosticado/a con necesidades especiales?
10. What are the major barriers to your increased participation at the school, in the
classroom? What kind of support or services do you need in order to improve
your participation?
¿Qué son las barreras grandes para Ud. en cuanto a su participación en la escuela,
en el salón? ¿Qué tipo de apoyo o tipos de servicio necesita Ud. para mejor su
participación?
Focus group 3: Changes in Personal lives
1. Through this project, how have your views of participation changed?
Por medio de este proyecto, ¿cómo ha cambiado tu punta de vista de lo que
significa participación?
2. What changes have occurred in your life over the last 16 weeks? What changes
have occurred in the life of your child over the last 16 weeks? Have these changes
been positive? If so, why? If not, why?
¿Qué cambios han occurido en su vida durante las últimas 16 semanas? ¿Qué
cambios han occurido en la vida de su hijo/a durante las últimas 16 semanas?
¿Han sido positivos estos cambios? ¿Sí o no y por qué?
3. How have the relationships in this group been helpful for you? Describe the
relationships you have developed in detail.
¿Para Ud., Cómo han sido beneficial las relaciones en este grupo? Describa las
relaciones que ha desarollada (con otras participantes en el grupo) en detaille.
4. Has your role at the school, in the classroom, and/or at IEP meetings changed? If
so, how?
¿Ha cambiado su papel en la escuela, en el salón, y/o en las juntas del IEP? Si la
respuesta es afirmativa, describa cómo.
5. What kind of support are you receiving now to help you with your child’s needs?
Has this support changed over the last 16 weeks?
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APPENDIX B (continued)
¿Qué tipo de apoyo está recibiendo ahora para ayudarle con las necesidades de su
hijo/a? ¿Ha cambiado este apoyo durante las últimas 16 semanas?
6. How has your participation in your child’s education changed?
¿Cómo ha cambiado su participación en la educación de su hijo/a?
7. How has learning about participation through discussion/planning sessions
changed your ideas about your role as a parent? Or has it? If not, explain why.
¿Cómo ha cambiado sus ideas sobre su papel como padre por medio de su
aprendizaje sobre participación por medio de las sesiones de hablar y planear?
8. What activities were especially helpful to your learning and knowledge over the
last 16 weeks? Explain in detail.
¿Qué actividades eran beneficiales para Ud. en cuanto a su aprendizaje y
sabiduría durante las últimas 16 semanas? Explique en detaille.
9. If you were to change the activities in this project in order to make it better, what
would you change and how would you change it?
Si pudieras cambiar las actividades en este proyecto para hacerlas mejores, ¿qué
cambiarías y cómo las cambiarías?
10. In what ways did you learn more about yourself through this project?
¿En qué maneras aprendió Ud. más sobre si misma por medio de este proyecto?
11. Do you think that this project has helped you prepare for the upcoming academic
year? If so, how?
¿Piensa Ud. que este proyecto le ha ayudado preparar por el comienzo del año
escolar que viene? Si la respuesta es afirmativa, describa cómo.
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APPENDIX C
PLAN OF ACTION WORKSHEET
Discussion/Planning Session 3
Plan of Action Worksheet

•

The stated concern/el asunto de interés:

•

The probable solution/la solución probable:

•

Time-line for action/la cronología de acción:

•

Roles and responsibilties/los papeles y responsabilidades:

•

Location of where the action will take place/ubicación de dónde tomará la acción:

•

Other ingredients agreed upon/otros ingredientes en que estamos de acuerdo:
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APPENDIX D
BRAINSTORMING WAYS TO OVERCOME BARRIERS TO PARTICIPATION
A Summary of Topics Discussed
What we discussed last week, What are the top three?
Lo que hemos discutido la semana pasada--¿Qué son los tres más importantes?
a) Having everything documented—going through the process of how to best
document everything that you, as a parent, have requested
Tener todo documentado—cómo documentar todo que has pedido
b) Adding an addendum to the IEP: the strengths and weaknesses of the child from
the parents’ perspective—what works and what doesn’t work
Añadir información al “addendum” (aditamento/apéndice) del IEP: las fuerzas y
las necesidades del niño o de la niña de la punta de vista de los padres—lo que
funciona y lo que no funciona
c) Parent initiates the meeting on a positive note; taking charge and setting the tone.
The focus at the meeting becomes the child; Marisa spoke about creating a
binder/collage of child to show to those at the meeting.
Los padres inician la junta de una manera positiva; estar encargado/a del tono de
la junta. El enfoque de la junta se pone en la/el niña/o; Marisa habló sobre la
creación el un portafolio de su hijo que ella les muestra a los profesionales que
están asistiendo la junta.
d) Patricia’s experience: to find someone (e.g., a representative, advocate,
coordinator, etc.) that will help to represent you. Someone that can articulate what
needs to be said at meetings, etc.
La experiencia de Patricia: encontrar a alguien (e.g., representante, abogado?,
coordinador/a, etc.) que puede representarte. Alguien que puede articular lo que se
necesita decir en las juntas, etc.
e) Advocacy training—“Pin or pals” in school districts—knowing how to access
people that will provide assistance.
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Entrenamiento de “advocacy” (abogacía)—“Pin or pals” en los districtos
escolares—saber cómo tener acceso a la gente que te puede proveer asistencia.
f) Rosa’s experience: How do we find resources? How do we go about finding
specific information to help our children? What exists in the community? How do
we navigate the system?
La experiencia de Rosa: ¿Cómo encontramos recursos? ¿Cómo encontramos
información específica que puede ayudar a nuestros niños? ¿Qué existe en la
comunidad? ¿Cómo navegamos el sistema?
g) Developing a website with all the most current information; A regional access
center where all the resources are centralized
Desarollar un sitio del web que tiene toda la información mas reciente; Un centro
de acceso regional dónde todos los recursos son centralizados.
h) Issues of feeling isolated and alone: How to deal with these feelings? Patricia
suggested a small, support group.
Retos de sentirse aislada y sola: ¿Cómo enfrentar a estas emociones? Patricia
sugerió un pequeño grupo de apoyo.
Some ideas for the support group: (a) support group should consist of parent who
have similar concerns; (b) support group should facilitate any language barriers;
(c) support group should allow parents to speak honestly about their feelings; (d)
support group should be founded in a safe and secure environment; (e) support
group can include guest speakers; (f) support group can include weekly
topics/themes that are important and of interest to parent participants; and (g)
support group can provide information, recommendations, resources, and therapy
for participants
Algunas ideas para el grupo de apoyo: (a) el grupo de apoyo debe consistirse de
padres que tienen las mismas intereses; (b) el grupo de apoyo debe facilitar
cualquieras barreras de idioma; (c) el grupo de apoyo debe dejar a padres hablar
francamente de sus emociones; (d) el grupo de apoyo debe estar fundido en un
ambiente seguro; el grupo de apoyo puede incluir a hablantes invitados; (f) el
grupo de apoyo puede incluir a temas que son importantes y de interés a los
padres participantes; y (g) el grupo de apoyo puede proveer información,
recomendaciones, recursos, y terapia para los participantes.
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APPENDIX E
DELGADO-GAITAN (1991) ARTICLE
How would you describe these terms? ¿Cómo describiría Ud. estos términos?
Empowerment

Critical Thinking/Reflection

Social Justice

Social Action

Marginalization

Transformation

Oppression (in education)

Liberation (in education)

Article:
“Involving parents in the schools: A process of empowerment” by Concha DelgadoGaitan
1. What are some “conventional parent-involvement activities”? (pp. 26-27)
¿Qué son algunas actividades tradicionales para involucrar a padres?
2. What are some things that parents did through COPLA? (pp. 32-40)
¿Qué son algunas cosas que hiceron los padres por medio de COPLA?
3. What did you like/dislike about the COPLA program? What would you change?
¿Qué le gustó/no le gustó del programa COPLA? ¿Qué cambiaría?
4. The article talks about cooperation. What does cooperation mean to you?
El artículo se habla de cooperación. Para Ud., ¿qué significa cooperación?
5. The article talks about the “critical reflection process” (p. 34). What does this
term mean to you?
El artículo se habla del proceso de reflexion crítico (p. 34). Para Ud., ¿qué
significa este término?
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APPENDIX F
SALAS (2004) ARTICLE
Article Discussion: Individualized Educational Plan (IEP) Meetings and MexicanAmerican Parents: Let’s Talk About It
-What were some of the challenges to participation in IEP meetings that MexicanAmerican parents described in the article?
[¿Qué eran algunos de los retos de participación en las juntas del IEP que los padres
Mexicanos-Americanos describieron en el artículo?]
-Read the excerpt from Blanca on page 186. What are your reactions to what she is
describing?
[Lea Ud. el fragmento de Blanca en la página 186. ¿Qué son sus reacciones de lo que ella
está describiendo?]
-Read Gloria’s excerpt on page 186. Describe your thoughts about what she is saying
about language.
[Lea Ud. el fragmento de Gloria en la página 186. Decriba sus pensamientos de lo que
ella está diciendo sobre el idioma].
-Read Anna’s excerpt on page 187. Can you relate to what she is describing? Why or
why not?
[Lea Ud. el fragmento de Anna en la página 187. ¿Puede Ud. relacionarse con lo que ella
está describiendo? ¿Por qué? o ¿por qué no?]
-Read Guadalupe’s excerpt on page 188. What are your reactions?
[Lea Ud. el fragmento de Guadalupe en la página 188. ¿Qué son sus reacciones?]
-Read Maria’s excerpt on pages 188-189. Can you relate to what she is saying? Why or
why not?
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[Lea Ud. el fragmento de María en las página 188-189. ¿Puede Ud. relacionarse con lo
que ella está diciendo? ¿Por qué? o ¿por qué no?]
-Read Isabel’s excerpt on page 189. Describe your thoughts about what she is describing.
[Lea Ud. el fragmento de Isabel en la página 189. Describa Ud. sus pensamientos de lo
que ella está describiendo].
-Read Irene’s excerpt on page 189. What do you think about what she is saying about
parents’ rights?
[Lea Ud. el fragmento de Isabel en la página 189. ¿Qué piensa Ud. de lo que ella está
diciendo sobre los derechos de padres?]
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APPENDIX G
SUMMARY OF TOPICS IN DISCUSSION SESSION 1
What we came up with at the last meeting:
[Lo que hemos discutido durante la última junta]
What parent participation looks like (as copied from the white board):
• Habla con el/la maestro/a por teléfono
• Investigaciones de educación y discute con el/la maestro/a
• Head Start
• Interventions
• Inclusion (en un programa regular)
• Taking skills to the home; master skills at home → from early
intervention in daily engagement with child
• Implementar lo que están haciendo en la escuela en la casa—y tb. que
los/las maestros/as implementan lo que los padres hacen en casa
e.g., Brittany’s diet at home
• Need for 2-way communication between home/school; parents/teachers
• Respect or Respeto
• Not judging by appearance
• Having an open mind
• Not being critical
• Being culturally sensitive: not judging people because of their accent,
illegal status, etc.
• Ser tratadas como otras mamás
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APPENDIX H
OPEN-ENDED SURVEY
Pre-Survey Questions
1. What is your definition of parent participation? What does parent participation
mean to you? [¿Qué es su definición de participación de padres? Para Ud., ¿Qué
significa participación de padres?]
2. How have you been involved in your child’s education (at the school, in the
classroom)?
[¿Cómo ha estado involucrado/a en la educación de su hijo/a (en la escuela, en el
salón de clase)?]
3. What are some barriers to effective or successful parent participation?
[¿Qué son algunas barreras que impiden la participación de padres?]
4. What barriers, if any, have you experienced at the school? In the classroom? In
special education programs? In parent involvement programs?
[¿Que han sido las barreras, si existen, que ha experimentado en la escuela? ¿en el
salón de clase? ¿en las programas de educación especial? ¿en programas para los
padres?
5. How have you dealt with these barriers?
[¿Cómo ha enfrentado/a a estas barreras?]
6. How has your participation in your child’s education changed over time?
[¿Cómo ha cambiado su participación en la educación de su hijo/a con el tiempo?]
7. What are some suggestions you have for improving parent participation in
schools?
[¿Cúales sugerencias tiene Ud. para mejorar la participación de padres en las
escuelas?]
8. How often do you visit your child’s school? The classroom?
[¿Con qué frecuencia visita Ud. la escuela de su hijo/a? ¿el salón de clase?]
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9. How often do you speak with your child’s teachers?
[¿Con qué frecuencia habla Ud. con los/las maestros/as de su hijo/a?]
10. When you communicate with your child’s teacher, what is the conversation
about?
[Cuando comunica Ud. con el/la maestro/a de su hija/o, ¿de qué se trata la
conversación?]
Post-Survey Questions
1. Now that the project has ended, what is your definition of parent participation?
What does parent participation mean to you?
¿Ahora que el proyecto ha terminado, ¿qué es su definición de participación de
padres? Para Ud., ¿Qué significa participación de padres?
2. How has your involvement in your child’s education changed over the past 16
weeks (at the school, in the classroom)?
¿Cómo ha cambiado su involucramiento en la educación de su hijo/a durante las
últimas 16 semanas (en la escuela, en el salón de clase)?
3. What have been some barriers to effective or successful parent participation over
the last 16 weeks?
¿Qué han sido algunas barreras que han afectado su participación (como padre)
durante las últimas 16 semanas?
4. Over the last 16 weeks, what barriers, if any, have you experienced at the school?
In the classroom? In special education programs? In parent involvement
programs?
Durante las últimas 16 semanas, ¿Que han sido las barreras, si existen, que ha
experimentado en la escuela? ¿en el salón de clase? ¿en las programas de
educación especial? ¿en programas para los padres?
5. How have you dealt with these barriers?
[¿Cómo ha enfrentado/a a estas barreras?]
6. How has your participation in your child’s education changed over time?
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[¿Cómo ha cambiado su participación en la educación de su hijo/a con el tiempo?]
7. What are some suggestions you have for improving parent participation in
schools?
[¿Cúales sugerencias tiene Ud. para mejorar la participación de padres en las
escuelas?]
8. Over the past 16 weeks, how often did you visit your child’s school? The
classroom?
Durante las últimas 16 semanas, ¿Con qué frecuencia visitó Ud. la escuela de su
hijo/a? ¿el salón de clase? (Aproximadamente)
9. Over the past 16 weeks, how often did you speak with your child’s teachers?
Durante las últimas 16 semanas, ¿Con qué frecuencia habló Ud. con los/las
maestros/as de su hijo/a? (Aproximadamente)
10. When you communicated with your child’s teacher during the last 16 weeks, what
was the conversation about?
Cuando comunicó Ud. con el/la maestro/a de su hija/o, durante las últimas 16
semanas, ¿de qué se trataba la conversación?
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