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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study was to examine the role that parents take in the 

development of the emergent curriculum in early childhood classrooms influenced by the 

philosophy of Reggio Emilia schools. I conducted this teacher research study in my 

preschool classroom and in another private preschool that follows a similar philosophy. 

Both preschool programs are accredited by the NAEYC; both preschool programs follow 

practices associated with the philosophy of Reggio Emilia, including building on the 

cMldren's interests by using an emergent curriculum; and both schools encourage parents 

to participate. My close ties with each preschool allowed me access in ways that would 

not have otherwise been possible. 

To learn how parents are protagom'sts in early childhood classrooms, ones 

influenced by the schools of Reggio Emilia, [ observed six parent participants in the two 

preschool classrooms (three at each site) during a four-month period. [ also interviewed 

each of these six parents and interviewed six teachers fi'om the two sites regarding their 

parent involvement practices and their use of the emergent curriculum. 

The data analysis led to a greater understanding of how parents are involved in 

early childhood programs. The analysis showed how parents influence the emergent 

curriculum, and how they perceive the process. The analysis also shared the teachers' 

perceptions of parents in the early childhood classroom specifically in emergent curriculum 

development. This analysis is from data collected from parent participants and teacher 
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participants of the two preschools. Case studies offered an in-depth portrayal of two 

parents and how they influenced the emergent curriculum and how they were protagonists 

in their children's school life. 

This study has allowed me to become more aware of how parents influence the 

emergent curriculum and how parents and teachers perceive the process. 
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CHAPTER I 

PARENTS AND THE EMERGENT CURRICULUM; 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

.. .relationships and learning coincide within an active process of education. They 
come together through the expectations and skills of children, the professional 
competence of adults, and more generally the educational process. 

We must embody in our practice, therefore, reflections on a delicate and 
decisive point; what children learn does not follow as an automatic result from 
what is taught. Rather, it is a large part due to the children's own doing as a 
consequence of their activities and our resources (Edwards, Gandini, & Forman, 
1998; p. 66-67). 

The model described above, by Loris Malaguzzi, discusses children's learning 

within the context of rich relationships (Edwards, Gandini, & Forman, 1998). Parents, 

teachers, and children collaborate to implement successful, meaningful early childhood 

programs. Many preschools which are influenced by the philosophy of Reggio Emilia, and 

Malaguzzi's ideas, often implement emergent curriculum models as well. Parent 

involvement plays a vital role in adding to the emergent curriculum. 

In this study, I investigate how parents are protagonists in classrooms that follow 

an emergent curriculum and are influenced by practices of the schools of Reggio Emilia. I 

explore how parent contributions to the emergent curriculum develop and how parents 

and teachers perceive the process. 

Negotiations and collaborations are important in many working relationships. 

Paola Cagliari explains how this concept is woven together within the infant-toddler 



centers and preschools of Reggio Emilia in an interview with Amelia Gambetti and Judith 

Kaminsky (2001): 

A practice of participation for all of the subjects (children, teachers and parents) or 
toward a practice that we could define as delegation, transmission or teaching. The 
strength of the preschools of Reggio Emilia is that it does not separate children 
and adults, parents and teachers, theory and practice. Instead, our educational 
project is based on thinking and acting by means of interpretive criteria and 
educational practices that are not separate and in opposition but, rather, maintain 
close connections and relations between the rights, the expectations and 
experiences of children, teachers and parents, (p. 2) 

These relationships are a central principal for Reggio Emilia's preschools. 

However, in the American preschool setting, this delicate balance between parent, child, 

and teacher is more difficult to achieve especially when one takes into account the 

negotiation of the emergent curriculum. The coexistence of the partners, the 

collaborators, the respect, helps make this model successful for young children to learn. 

The Reggio Emilia philosophy has its roots in Italy. The early childhood schools 

(infant-toddler and preschool through age sLx) worked closely with parents and created 

schools that met the needs of the families. They created child-centered programs where 

the curriculum was developed by following the leads and interests of the children, hence, 

the emergent curriculum model. The success of these early childhood schools is based on 

several practices. These practices include; how their educators view the children as 

learners, the community around the children, collaborations among parents and teachers, 

respect for individual children's timetables, and documentation of the processes that 

demonstrates the children's learning and collaborations (Cadwell, 1997; Edwards, 
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Gandini, & Forman, 1998; Hendrick, 1997; Jones & Nimmo, 1995). The philosophy on 

which the schools of Reggio Emilia are based is an approach that the editors (Edwards et 

al., 1998) of The Hundred Languages of Children describe as "[the approach that] has 

evolved its own distinctive and innovative set of philosophical and pedagogical 

assumptions, methods of school organization, and principles of environmental design that, 

taken as a unified whole, we are calling the Reggio Emilia approach " (p. 7). Through 

collaboration, the protagonists prepare environments and facilitate positive experiences for 

young children. 

Who are the protagonists in this process? To explore this issue one needs to 

understand what a protagonist is. The American Heritage College Dictionary {\993) lists 

several definitions that may apply; "2. In ancient Greek drama, the first actor to engage in 

dialogue with the chorus, in later dramas playing the main character and some minor 

characters as well" (p. X). This idea is an analogy to how parents are in the educational 

process of their children. Parents are main characters for their children. The next 

definitions the dictionary lists that may apply are; "3 .a. A leading or principal figure, b. 

The leader of a cause; a champion. 4. A proponent; an advocate" (p. X). The dictionary 

goes on to describe how a protagonist is viewed in a Greek drama, with examples fi'om 

Othello, the Shakespeare play. After this example they add, '"But there is reputable 

precedent fi-om the 17"' century on for using protagonist to mean simply 'important actor' 

or 'principal party,' with no implication of uniqueness" (p. X). The words that strike me 

the most are advocate and principal party. Parents are both. In the Reggio Emilia 



philosophy, a protagonist is thought of in that light. Carolyn Edwards (1998) provides an 

example of what a protagonist is from the viewpoint of a child. This definition parallels 

the above definition from the dictionary. 

The educators in Reggio Emilia say that young children are powerful, active, 
competent protagonists of their own growth: actors in their shared history, 
participants in society and culture, with the right (and obligation) to speak from 
their own perspective, and to act with others on the basis of their own particular 
experience and level of consciousness, (p. 180) 

Teachers, parents, and the environment are also considered protagonists in this 

approach and have "parallel expectations and possibilities" (p. 180). 

Some early childhood educators call the environment the child's third teacher. 

Others agree the environment is an important influence (as important as the child, teacher 

and parent); but because it is manipulated and adjusted by the teacher, parent, and/or 

children the environment is a mere reflection of the involved participants. The National 

Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) discusses the notion of the 

environment. NAEYC states that a developmentally appropriate environment is 

necessary; however, a strong emphasis is also placed on how the teacher or facilitator is 

the one to prepare the environment appropriately for the children (Bredenkamp, 1987, 

1990). The environment plays a vital role in play based, child centered programs that use 

the emergent curriculum. The schools of Reggio Emilia and many in the United States 

follow a child-centered, play-based curriculum development plan that is developmentally 

appropriate as well. 
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Early childhood programs that are influenced by the philosophy of Reggio Emilia 

often institute practices associated with the emergent curriculum. Elizabeth Jones and 

John Nimmo (1995) discuss curriculum and the emergent curriculum in their book. 

Emergent Curriculum. 

In early childhood education, curriculum isn't the focus, children are. It's 
easy for teachers to get hooked on curriculum because it's so much more 
manageable than children. But curriculum is what happefts in an educational 
environment—not what is rationally planned to happen, but what actually takes 
place. 

The teacher's lesson is on the color blue, and she has several children 
absorbed in finding things that are blue. But Marguerite is absorbed in fingering 
the fringe on her collar, and Paco is watching the squirrel in the tree outside the 
window, and Danny is planning his "let's see if I can make my teacher mad" 
curriculum, which may well succeed in displacing hers, at least momentarily. 
Following an emergent curriculum—for teachers and children—things would begin 
to look different. If Paco says, "Hey, look at that squirrel!" and other children's 
interest is caught, the teacher may well decide that blue can just as well happen 
tomorrow. Or perhaps, children's interest in squirrels and other creatures will be 
sustained, to the point that it becomes the group's shared focus for the day or 
week or more. (p. 12) 

To follow an emergent curnculum teachers express general goals about direction for 

experiences and projects (Cadwell, 1997; Edwards et al., 1998; Hendrick, 1997; Jones & 

Nimmo, 1995). After close observation with the children, teachers children negotiate 

future experiences and projects; therefore, the leads come from the children. Some 

programs involve parents in this process as well. 
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Intention of this Study 

In the Italian setting, the involvement of parents is well established. However, in 

the culture of American schooling parent involvement is neither common nor expected; 

ahhough, it has been central to discussions of early childhood education. Therefore, 

within the constraints of the United States schools, early childhood educators/programs 

must take it upon themselves to encourage parent participation in various ways and to 

institute regular practices. Some high quality programs in the southwestern part of the 

United States are using the emergent curriculum and instituting parent participation 

practices. Parents are involved in the daily running of the classroom. Parents frequently 

participate in school events. Teachers facilitate an emergent curriculum with assistance 

and collaborations from the parents and children. Some schools that are influenced by 

practices of Reggio Emilia, certain ones that are using an emergent curriculum model, 

have been trying to institute parent participation practices. 

This study investigates the role parents play in the negotiation of the emergent 

curriculum in two preschool programs that are influenced by the early childhood schools 

of Reggio Emilia, Italy. This study examines how parents believe they influence the 

curriculum and how schools/teachers believe this relationship of teacher-child-parent 

negotiation influences the curriculum. How parents participate and collaborate with the 

teachers and children fosters the emergent curriculum. Often, after parents are involved 

and feel comfortable with the school environment, parent-teacher, parent-school 

relationships change (Becker & Epstein, 1982). The insights and understandings about 
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parents' contributions in the emergent curriculum will be useful to other early childhood 

educators, teacher educators, and parents. 

Dissertation Questions 

The research questions that guided my investigation of how parents influence the 

emergent curriculum in early childhood classrooms influenced by Reggio Emilia are: 

1. How are parents protagonists? 

2. In what ways do parents contribute to an emergent curriculum setting that is 

influenced by the philosophy of Reggio Emilia? 

3. How do parents believe they influence the emergent curriculum? 

4. How do teachers believe parents influence the emergent curriculum? 

To address these questions pertaining to parent contributions of the emergent 

curriculum, [ collected data for six parents and six teachers. I observed parents in the 

early childhood settings, interviewed the parents, interviewed the teachers, and observed 

the preschool environments for visible evidence of emerging curriculum threads. The sites 

selected for this exploration are especially useful for this study because the settings are 

grounded in the Reggio Emilia tradition which incorporates parental involvement at the 

heart of the approach. I made careful observation of the settings while making 

observations of the parents. Parent contributions to the emergent curriculum should be 

visible in these settings. The parents and teachers selected for this study are parents and 
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teachers who express an interest in wanting to participate in the negotiations of the 

emergent curriculum and want to be involved in school. 

Significance of the Study 

"One aim of interpretive studies is to formulate and offer interpretations so others 

can share meanings made of them" (McCutcheon, 1981, p. 79). Interpretations that 

emerge from the above research questions provide insights into the role parents play in the 

emergent curriculum model in early childhood programs influenced by Reggio Emilia. I 

interpret from observations of parents in the classroom environments and interview the 

parents and teachers. The purpose of my explanations is to help early childhood 

educators, teacher educators, and parents understand the roles parents play in emergent 

curriculum development and to understand how some particular parent involvement 

practices are beneficial to curriculum development. The interpretations and explanations 

also explain how parents and teachers perceive the rote of parents in the emergent 

curriculum. Understanding the parent's role in the emergent curriculum process is vital 

knowledge for early childhood educators to have successful programs which involve 

parents. 

The findings of this study add to the growing body of research on several issues 

including: parent involvement, the emergent curriculum, the Reggio Emilia philosophy, 

and the roles parents play in the early childhood classroom. Examining these issues in 

combination illuminates undiscovered resources for the education of young children. By 
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understanding how parents contribute to the emergent curriculum and early childhood 

classrooms, early childhood educators can better collaborate with parents and encourage 

their participation in the process of negotiating the emergent curriculum, and the role of 

both parents and teachers in academic development of a child. 

Strengths and Limitations of this Study 

I use participant observation in this study. I combine the role of the researcher and 

the teacher at one research site as well as the role of researcher and parent at a second 

research site. This dual role is both advantageous and problematic. By participating as a 

teacher and researcher through participant observation, I gain insights into the 

participants' lives that is not possible if only one role is assumed. Erickson (1982) 

explains; 

It is difficuh for an ordinary field worker to achieve the intimacy and continuity of 
acquaintance that is necessary to recognize and interpret the content of a child's 
mental life and learning. Evidence is difficult to locate, since learning may be 
everyday life, situations of time, place and action where learning is most likely to 
be occurring. One needs intimate acquaintance with the mind of the learner, with 
the individual's ways of thinking before, during, and after learning. Contact with 
the individual needs to be continuous, even though moments of learning may be 
intermittent, (p. 162) 

This line of research has both a personal and a professional side. I have a great 

interest in the parent-teacher relationship on several levels. First and foremost, I am a 

parent of two young children. My personal view on how important these relationships 

between parent and teacher are changed dramatically since I became a parent. I feel the 
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need to be completely entwined in my children's whole educational processes. As a 

parent, I want to feel important and needed when the school makes academic decisions for 

my children. I want to know about all of my children's daily activities, advances, and 

adventures. I also want to feel respect from the school and my children's teachers. I want 

to help create the best learning environment possible for my children. The professional 

reasons these parent-teacher relationships have become important to me are because of 

two other hats I wear: the hat of an early childhood educator and the hat of a researcher. 

As an early childhood educator, I want to know how to create the best learning 

environment and most positive atmosphere for young children. 1 want to know the best 

ways, the easiest ways, and the most effective ways to work with parents. As a 

researcher, I want to know ways to contribute to the field of early childhood education 

specifically using constructivist approaches in the classroom. I want to be knowledgeable 

about current practices in early childhood education. I want to be aware of all aspects that 

affect learning in young children so I can better help seasoned teachers and new teachers 

understand and facilitate this form of learning in the classroom. [ want other practitioners 

who work and form policy about young children to be aware of potential with certain 

teaching practices. The two roles of teacher and researcher are easily connected by 

becoming a teacher researcher (Graue & Walsh, 1998). 

As my teaching career has developed in the early childhood field, I have 

questioned certain practices; therefore, I have sought out opportunities to try to facilitate 

new methods such as parent participation practices, parents' roles in the classroom, and 
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how relationships change and become meaningful ones (for parents, teachers, and 

children). I have also broadened my knowledge of various early childhood learning 

theory, particularly the constructivist approaches. I have become particularly interested in 

the emergent curriculum and how this efifective teaching practice is implemented in 

programs, and how other programs, such as those in Reggio Emilia, Italy, use this method 

for curriculum development. Finally, I want to know how to build a strong relationship 

with parents so they are part of the school community. Once parents are part of the 

school community they become part of the curriculum development. I have noticed how 

the relationship becomes a strong trustworthy relationship, one where both parties depend 

on each other, respect each other, and contribute to the learning environment. I have been 

very interested in seeing how the power shift between teachers and parents affects the 

children, teachers, and parents, since I began practicing in the classroom with an emergent 

curriculum. I want to document these shifts and effects to provide information to guide 

teachers and parents in enhancing curriculum for the emergent curriculum. 

Because of my prior experiences and the hats I wear, my uneasiness with the 

separation of parents from the school environment, as it is in some school settings, has 

been a provocation for me. The term provocation is used to describe an "occasion of 

discovery" (Cadwell, 1997). Provocations are integral for learning and trying something 

new, especially in the classroom. [ plan to discover the importance of these relationships 

from ail three perspectives: parent, teacher, researcher. At the same time, I need to make 

my biases visible. I am intimately involved in both early childhood programs, one as a 
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teacher and one as a parent. I want what goes on to be successful for the teacher, the 

student, and the parents. 

Organization of Study 

In this chapter I have laid the groundwork for the rationale for this study. In 

Chapter Two, I guide the reader through the background literature on the subjects of 

parent involvement, emergent curriculum, influences of the preschoois in Reggio Emilia, 

and high quality preschoois as defined by the National Association of Education of Young 

Children. The background literature highlights the literature related to the emergent 

curriculum and how parents contribute to the process. It also highlights current research 

related to curriculum models, parent involvement, their relationships, and perceptions of 

parent participation. The third chapter details my research methodology and design that I 

use to answer my research questions. Chapter Four presents my interpretations and 

analysis of evidence to answer aspects of my first two research questions. This chapter 

also offers interpretations and analysis to answer my last two research questions about 

parent and teacher perceptions. In Chapter Five, I use case study analysis, and offer an in 

depth portrayal of two parents involved in early childhood settings. Chapter Five answers 

other aspects of the first two questions. Chapter Six presents a summary of the findings as 

well as implications and applications for the field of early childhood education. 
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CHAPTER 2 

PARENT INVOLVEMENT PRACTICES AND THE EMERGENT CURRICULUM: 

A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Chapter 2 reviews related literature based on my questions in this study. My 

specific questions are: 

1. How are parents protagonists? 

2. In what ways do parents contribute to an emergent curriculum setting that is 

influenced by the philosophy of Reggio Emilia? 

3. How do parents believe they influence the emergent curriculum? 

4. How do teachers believe parents influence the emergent curriculum? 

To explain the background of the issues pertaining to the questions, I reviewed 

several larger issues that relate to the questions. To provide background on the the first 

two questions I examined literature on parent involvement and early childhood 

philosophies. I reviewed literature related to parent perspectives and teacher-parent 

partnerships to provide background for the latter two questions. To lend support for all of 

the questions, I reviewed literature concerning past practices. 

The review is divided into two major sections. The first section is on parent 

involvement and the second section is on the emergent curriculum. The parent 

involvement section begins with a brief historical look at parent involvement; fi'om there I 

discuss current parent participation practices in schools. I also examine parent perceptions 
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related to parent involvement programs and parent contributions in this segment. The 

second section explores the emergent curriculum literature. In this section I examine the 

roots of the emergent curriculum, the negotiations of the players, and how the Reggio 

Emilia philosophy is related to this type of curriculum model. To tie the two sections 

together I discuss how parents are involved in curriculum development. 

In formulating this study about how parents contribute to the emergent curriculum 

and early childhood classrooms, I was influenced by several important investigations 

related to the study within the early childhood education realm (Bredenkamp, 1992; 

Dewey, 1959; Edwards et al., 1998; Epstein, 1995; Henderson, 1994; Moll, Amanti, Neff, 

& Gonzalez, 1992). Very little data from past research studies was available specifically 

concerning parent involvement in relation to the emergent curriculum and how it is used in 

preschools or other early childhood classrooms. Research specifically related to the 

emergent curriculum was also fairly thin. Much of the research data involving parents and 

the curriculum was combined with the Reggio Approach literature. Many books alluded 

to both of these themes and how parents can afifect the emergent curriculum and are an 

important component (Berger, 1995; Bredenkamp, 1992; Cadwell, 1997; Edwards et al., 

1998; Hendrick, 1997). This data was primarily based on theoretical considerations of the 

authors from prior knowledge, research, and experience. Therefore, I decided to 

investigate the two areas of parent involvement and emergent curriculum as separate 

entities. 
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Parent Involvement 

Home is the first classroom. Parents are the first and most essential teachers. 
(Boyer, 1991, p. 33) 

Parents retain this connectedness by staying involved in their child's education 

process. There are a number of ways a parent can stay involved in the preschool years. 

The following sections provide a historical overview of parent involvement practices, 

current parent involvement models, parent perceptions about parent involvement, and 

parent contributions to classroom practices. 

Historical View of Parent Involvement Research 

School-family partnership in relation to a child's educational goals is not a new 

concept especially in the realm of early childhood education. Early childhood education 

traditionally has included preschool and kindergarten; although Bredenkamp (1992) uses 

the term early childhood education to include children fi'om birth through age eight. 

Parent involvement is embedded in the early childhood education movement. Early 

childhood schools (preschools and kindergarten) have been involving families in various 

ways throughout the last centuries. Families and conununities have always played an 

important role in child rearing and education (Berger, 1995). Berger stated. 

Primitive societies did not develop schools; the prime educators were the family 
and community. Children were valued for their contribution to survival and for 
their implied continuance of society. They were the future-they would carry on the 
traditions of the culture as well as provide for the basic needs of the group, (p. 37) 

Parents modeled behavior for children to leam. 
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In 1450, the printing press was invented, but books were scarce and generally only 

available to the wealthy. By the late 1500s and early 1600s, books were becoming more 

widespread. In 1697, the first Mother Goose tales were published; however, most parents 

still recited the rhymes and verses orally to their children. In the 1700s Rouseau wrote 

how children should grow up untainted by society. He believed in the naturalism 

approach. Morrison (1995) explains this: "A naturalistic education permits growth 

without undue interference or restriction" (p. 60). The experiences should be authentic 

ones that promote and encourage qualities such as happiness, spontaneity, and the 

inquisitiveness associated with childhood according to Morrison and Rouseau. In 

Rouseau's method, teachers and parents allow children to develop according to their 

natural abilities often through play (Morrison, 1995). Later the "Pestalozzi Method" came 

to fruition in his school at Yverdon (established in 1805). Instead of dealing with words, 

he argued, children should learn through activity and through exploration of things. They 

should be free to pursue their own interests and draw their own conclusions. As a result, 

he placed a special emphasis on spontaneity, inquiry, and family. Some consider 

Pestalozzi "the father of parent education" (Berger, 1995). He developed a curriculum to 

help parents (http://www.infed.org/thinkers/et-pest.htm). 

During the 19'" century in the United States, parents began to rely on American 

publications as well as ideas from the church. The "Father of BCindergarten", Friedrich 

Froebel, developed a curriculum for young children based on the concept of unity. 

Kindergarten programs were started in Germany and other parts of Europe. This concept 

http://www.infed.org/thinkers/et-pest.htm


was duplicated nearly 50 years later in the mid-1800s in the United States. Several 

important women were influential in bringing kindergarten to North America including: 

Margaretha Shurz (she developed the first German speaking kindergarten in Wisconsin, 

1856), Elizabeth Peabody (first English speaking kindergarten in 1860), and Susan Blow 

(she directed the first public kindergarten in St. Louis in 1873; Berger, 1995). During this 

time there was a connection made between the kindergarten and parent education. 

Women were also replacing men as teachers due to the civil war. In 1896, a laboratory 

school was started at the University of Chicago by John Dewey. Dewey was American 

and sometimes called "the father of education" (Morrison, 1995). His theory emphasized 

children and their interests rather than specific subject matter. Dewey (1902/1959) 

explains; 

Learning is active. It involves reaching out of the mind. It involves organic 
assimilation starting fi'om within. Literally, we must take our stand with the child 
and our departure fi'om him. It is he and not the subject-matter which determines 
both quality and quantity of learning, (p. 9) 

A child-centered curriculum came out of this approach. Dewey felt that the aim is to 

educate the whole child—intellectual education is only part of a wider plan (Dewey, 1902/ 

1959). 

Maria Montessori's movement also began during this time. She was an Italian 

physician who implemented a methodology for working with children with disabilities. 

She started her Casa Dei Bambini (Children's House in 1907 for children ages four 

through seven in Rome (Edwards, 2002; Morrison, 1995). She wrote several books about 
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her methods of working with young children and how to help children achieve their fiill 

potential. The following is from Montessori's book Childhood Education (1949): 

We must consider the human personality... "Help given in order that the human 
personality may achieve its independence," or "means offered to deliver the human 
personality from the oppression of age-old prejudices regarding education." The 
defense of the child, the scientific recognition of the social proclamation of his 
rights must replace the piecemeal ways of conceiving education. 

Montesorri's ideas have primarily been involved in the nursery school movement in the 

Unhed states, although there are many higher grades and some schools that incorporate 

these ideas. 

Nursery school movement. During the early 1900s the early childhood movement grew. 

This movement was led by women. Abigail Eliot founded one of the first nursery schools 

in Boston, Patty Smith began the National Committee on Nursery Schools (now the 

National Association for the Education of Young Children), and in Washington, DC, 

Dorothy Howard founded the first nursery school for African Americans in the United 

States. The nursery school movement grew quickly from three nursery schools "m 1920 to 

89 in 1928 (Berger, 1995). In 1930, the Child Health and Protection Services were 

recommending parent education classes to public schools. By 1932, parent education 

courses were offered in 25 states. Parent cooperative programs were also being 

established throughout the United States. The parent cooperatives were primarily for 

preschool and kindergarten-aged children. These programs involved parents in running 

the school. 
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Head Start. The establishment of Head Start in 1965 had a tremendous impact on the 

field of early childhood education. Up to this point most early childhood programs 

(preschool and kindergarten) had influences by parents, but they did not have specific 

roles for parents. The Head Start program developed to help impoverished children 

become ready for school. Head Start instituted several parent components, including: 

requiring parents to volunteer, participation in health programs, and some programs 

instituted home visits which still exists today (http://www.nhsa.org/). At the same time 

Head Start was evolving, Louis Malaguzzi constructed his parent cooperatives in Reggio 

Emilia, Italy. Malaguzzi believed children, especially young children, represent their 

thoughts in many ways (Edwards et al., 1998). It is the responsibility of the teacher and 

parents to work together to help facilitate the many representations. 

Important movements. The above organizations, movements, and personalities, have left 

their marks in the joint fields of early childhood education and parent involvement 

practices today. They helped to change school practices in a number of ways. Nearly 

every elementary school has either a part-time or fiill-day kindergarten program. In most 

areas of the United States, kindergarten is compulsory and, some states are adding 

preschool programs to their elementary schools. Many preschools and kindergartens have 

active parent teacher groups or organizations. These range fi"om Parent Teacher 

Associations (PTA) to parent advisory boards (Heath & Vik, 1996; http://www.pta.org). 

The constructivist theories of Dew^ and Malaguzzi also influence many early childhood 

http://www.nhsa.org/
http://www.pta.org


programs (Cittadini-Medina, 2002; Hall & Hunt, 2002; Hartzell, 2002). Teachers, 

administrators, and parents continue to strive for quality education for their young and 

want to be a part of the education process. 

Current Parent Participation Practices 

There are a variety of ways that schools encourage and discourage parent 

involvement. Some schools see the parental role, in relation to the educational process, as 

passive and home based; other schools/programs use more active approaches to involve 

parents (Slaughter, 1988). Moore (1991) states that a collaborative partnership between 

public schools and parents is very limited, and in some cases does not exist at all. Parent 

partnerships/collaborations tend to be more prevalent in early childhood programs, as well 

as the lower elementary school level, compared with upper grades and secondary schools. 

Moore bases her information on the 20* anniversary report on the status of African 

American children in 1990. She reported her findings to the Department of Education at 

that time. Moore (1991) has offered three models to encourage a 

partnership/collaboration between schools and parents. 

The first model by Moore (1991) is Parents as Policy Makers. This approach 

empowers parents to be decision makers in the classroom/school. Parents help create 

school policy, hire staff, and develop the curriculum. Parents play a large role in operating 

the classroom too. An example of this is demonstrated in an article. Power to the Parents, 

written by Trotter (1991). A principal in a low income area was facing many serious 

issues at their school. There was gang violence, overcrowding of space, not enough 

supplies, and second language issues. Parents were complaining about these issues. 
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particularly the gang violence. The principal took her concerns to the parents and created 

a parent advisory council. Parents were allowed to participate in making new policy 

regarding the above issues. They made some important decisions and proposed several 

changes. The parents went to the board and fought for their school. The parents felt 

pride in their school and the children benefited. 

This parent voice of empowerment as policy makers also plays a role in curriculum 

development and the daily running of the school. The parents' role in the Reggio Emilia 

approach, for example, is to participate in as many ways as they are able. Participation 

may include being on committees involving school policy, decision making about school 

events, and helping to facilitate and negotiate the curricular activities in the classrooms. 

The Keggio Emilia educators found that by adding the dimension of documentation to 

parent involvement, dialogue and interest was created among the participants (children, 

teachers, parents, etc.). Paola Cagliari (2001) discusses this notion in an interview with 

Judith Kaminsky and Amelia Gambetti. 

The documentation of family participation emerged as a necessity at the moment in 
which we became aware that the families' participation in learning, like that of the 
children, is a shared process of construction and research. This process has the 
right to be sustained and nurtured by documents that provide the basis for an 
individual and collective memory, which are necessary for building a sense of 
belonging within these processes for all the participants. These documents make it 
possible for each individual to be aware of the situation; perceive the developments 
in the group's thinking; formulate predictions, hypotheses and proposals; and 
perceive his or her own presence and contribution to the construction of that 
specific relationship and that specific project. The documents (verbal, 
photographic, notes of teachers and parents) are proposed as contexts where we 
can pause and reflect, as potential occasions for meeting and dialogue among the 
families and the teachers during the daily life. (p. S) 
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Participating in the documentation process is an important aspect in the Reggio Emilia 

expectation of parent involvement (Cadwell, 1997; Edwards et al., 1998; New, 1993). 

The second model suggested by Moore is volunteering in the school/classroom 

and having parents involved in the "daily grind" in the classroom (Moore, 1991). Parents 

are expected to participate in the classroom, chaperone on field trips, fund raise, and assist 

in the school when help is needed. Volunteers help teachers in the classroom. These 

parents are also part of the enacted curriculum as they help negotiate activities, read to 

children, organize materials, and prepare the environment for children. These are vital 

roles in an early childhood classroom. Chavkin (1989) states, "Families have significant 

strengths that can be tapped" (p. 119). The parents feel they are important, that they have 

specific duties, and they have responsibilities. Parents learn through modeling as do the 

children (Chavkin). Chavkin reviewed parent involvement research and found strong 

positive relationships between the amount of time parents spend in the classroom and 

student achievement. Much of the research Chavkin examined was from Henderson's 

work which follows. 

Henderson and Berla (1994) examined 66 studies, reviews, and reports. They 

found the most accurate predictor of student success (achievement) was the extent a 

family participated in their child's learning. Henderson looked at home factors, parents' 

expectations, and school participation. These researchers found children fi-om low income 

families and diverse cultures also had higher school achievements when the family was 

involved. These researchers did not specifically explore how parents are involved in 
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curriculum development, but they did allude to changes that happened in the classroom 

when the parents visited frequently. 

The third parent involvement model Moore suggests is Parents as Facilitators of 

children's development. This approach emphasizes the parent being a co-teacher with the 

child. Examples of this type of involvement includes: attending workshops given by 

schools for parenting skills, participating in home visits that help build the relationship 

between school and family, participating in school celebrations, and joining enriching 

extracurricular activities/events. Chavkin and Williams (1993) studied attitudes and 

practices of minority parents regarding these issues. They found parents participated in 

school activities more frequently when schools valued the relationships and created 

comfortable atmospheres for parents. 

Joyce Epstein developed a parent involvement plan that includes six strategies for 

parents. These strategies are similar to Moore's suggested approach, but Epstein 

categorizes the strategies differently. Epstein's (1986) six strategies are: parenting 

assistance, communication (between school and family), volunteering in the school, 

learning at home (home activities that are learning activities—could be curriculum related 

including homework when it is done as a joint process between the student and parent), 

decision making (a voice in the school), and community collaboration (outreach to the 

community). The community collaboration notion is the most different from Moore's 

modeL Epstein researched various aspects of parent involvement at John's Hopkins 

University. Her research ranges from surveys of schools and family connections (1982), 
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to interviewing parents about teacher practices (1986), to the implications of parent 

involvement on administrators (1987). 

Epstein's 1982 research addressed various aspects of the teacher-parent 

relationship. Researchers used a total of four surveys to gather information from parents 

and teachers. These surveys helped the researchers see an overall picture of parental and 

teacher attitudes towards each other and towards the educational process. The surveys 

had different topics, including; topics teachers talk about with parents, attitudes about 

parent involvement, use of parent volunteers, communication, parental responsibilities and 

many more identifiable items. 

[n 1987, Joyce Epstein examined research related to parent involvement and how 

administrators interpreted it. She found that almost all teachers and administrators would 

like to involve families, but, many do not know how to build positive relationships and 

experiences with the families. Two principals (administrators). Bob Wortman and Myna 

Matlin (1995), demonstrated how their philosophy of whole language benefits when there 

is strong communication between school and home. 

It can be difiBcuh for schools to encourage parent involvement. Some parents do 

not feel comfortable in schools. Whether they had poor prior experiences as parents or 

children in schools, or just a fear of the unknown, participating can be a daunting 

experience for parents. Chavkin and WilUams (1987, 1993) studied attitudes and practices 

of minority parents. They found parents wanted to be a part of their child's education. 

Sometimes a strong facilitator helps ease the process. Kevin Swick (1992) researched this 



problem and he found that specific teacher attributes helped support meaningful 

partnerships. Teachers that showed warmth, sensitivity, nurturance, the ability to listen, 

consistency, a positive self image, a sense of efiBcacy, personal competence, and effective 

interpersonal skills were able to positively influence relationships with children and 

parents. Swick's study also examined the parents' perspectives and how they viewed 

parent expectations placed upon them in the classroom. Parents were more willing to 

participate and follow through on the expectations when the teacher had the above 

characteristics. These parents, who participated fi-equently, wanted to become leaders in 

the school. 

Parent Perceptions About Involvement 

There are several studies that offer insights into parent perceptions about parent 

involvement. One study conducted by Cynthia Hudley and Rhoda Barnes (1993) 

examined parents' perceptions about home-school partnerships. These researchers 

conducted interviews with 147 Afiican-American parents. They sought to understand 

how these parents perceived their roles as partners, and how these roles within the 

partnership related to children's achievement. Two themes emerged; (a) improved 

communication between home and schools, and (b) more cultural awareness and 

sensitivity from the school. Both issues remain important when schools mean to 

encourage parent participation (Hudley & Barnes, 1993). 
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In 1988, various researchers, including Patrikakow, Weissberg, Anderson, and 

Shanahan, were part of a research group from Temple University Center for Research in 

Human Development and Education (CRHDE) supported in part by the OflBce of 

Educational Research and Improvement (OERI) of the U.S. Department of Education. 

They participated in research regarding school-family partnerships. One of their studies 

(1998) examined parent perceptions to teacher outreach. This study was specifically 

looking at socio-demographic issues (gender, grade level, family structure, income, etc.) in 

inner-city schools. The researchers believed that teacher outreach would have positive 

associations for parents. This study also examined the different teacher interactions with 

the families and how families responded. Another study, also in 1998, by some of the 

same researchers (Patrikakow and Weissberg) used surveys with families and school 

members. The survey questions revealed information about parent perceptions concerning 

their participation practices in the school, teacher willingness to accept parent involvement 

and expand it, and background information. Through both studies, the researchers found 

socio-demographics to play an important role; however, they also found; "In general when 

parents perceive that the school invests in parent outreach behaviors and practices, they 

respond positively and get involved in learning activities both at school and at home" (p. 

2). The researchers also found that there were gaps between what parents perceived and 

what schools perceived about parent involvement and the schools efforts. The researchers 

also decided to reconstruct their surveys to measure areas more effectively. 



Other researchers have also looked at parent perceptions regarding parent 

involvement practices in preschool and kindergarten. In 1993, Spiegel, Fitzgerald, and 

Cunningham interviewed 108 parents of kindergarten children. Parents were considered 

either high literacy or low literacy. The researchers were looking for parent perceptions 

about early literacy experiences and about the parent's role in these experiences. The 

researchers wanted administrators and teachers to add stronger parent school partnership 

expectations or components in their schools as a result of their findings. Researchers 

reported the following findings: 

1. Low literacy and high literacy parents had different perceptions about their role 

involving parent participation and participation in literacy development. 

2. Low literacy parents tended to view parents' roles in preschooler's literacy 

development as involving a blend of naturalistic activities and skill-or 

instructionally oriented activities. 

3. High literacy parents tended to view their roles in their preschoolers' literacy 

development fi'om a naturalistic perspective and explicitly rejected skill or 

instructionally oriented activities. 

1. Both low and high literacy parents placed more importance on reading than on 

writing. 

2. Adult role modeling was perceived by low literacy parents as less important to 

preschoolers' literacy development than are child centered events and literacy 

materials. (Spiegel et ai., 1993, pp. 74-79) 
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Parent Contributions to Classroom Practices 

Parent participation and involvement can lead to parent contributions in the 

classroom. The early childhood schools of Reggio Emilia found when a parent is 

comfortable in a setting they are more likely to participate and contribute to the 

classroom/program in meaningful ways (Edwards et al., 1998; Hendrick, 1997; Kaminsky, 

2001). This idea is discussed in an article in Innovations in Early Education: The 

International Reggio Exchange (Kaminsky, 2001). 

DOROTHY; I remember when parent involvement meant parents cleaning the 
classroom from time to time. The parents; skills and interests were not used to 
enhance the program. Parents were not viewed as a valuable resource. 
Participation really means doing something together, sharing and working towards 
a common purpose. When parents come into the classroom now, they are 
welcomed... 

DOROTHY: We began to see that the parents have a great deal of insight and can 
contribute to the development of our experiences with children. 

JENNY: We observed and documented this dialogue between our staff and the 
parents. We realized that our relationship was changing. 

DOROTHY: ... because we're listening to them. 

JUDY: They're participating in the same experiences with the teaching staff that 
you experience with each other. You're treating them like another member of the 
staff. You're asking the parents, "What do you think of these observations we 
have made?" You're asking them to help you understand what the children are 
thinking, where they're heading, how they're trying to move from one idea to 
another, how they're learning, how they're understanding. You're asking the 
parents' perspective just like you ask each other. You're treating them as another 
teacher, (p. 17) 
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It is necessary to understand the population that a teacher/school/program is 

working with when a school invites and encourages parent participation. By being 

culturally aware and sensitive to the families needs, a school can encourage various forms 

of participation and in turn families will contribute to the school (Berger, 1995; Kaminsky, 

2001). Having a strong relationship with families helps families feel more comfortable in 

the school setting. The Funds of Knowledge theory is based on this concept. Several 

researchers have studied this theory. "The funds of knowledge" is defined by Moll et al. 

(1992) as ".. . historically accumulated and culturally developed bodies of knowledge and 

skills essential for households or individual functioning and well-being" (p. 133). These 

researchers believe that understanding the funds of knowledge, and children's lives at their 

homes (through fi'equent visits) teachers can organize instruction and more meaningful 

instruction in the classroom. In 1993, Gonzalez, N., Moll, Floyd-Tenery, Rivera, Rendon, 

Gonzales, R., and Amanti conducted home visits to school-age children's homes in a 

working-class Latino area. "The teachers in this study entered the households as 

ethnographers ... Teachers then formed curriculum units that tapped into the household 

flmds of knowledge" (p. 1). 

This approach, using ethnographic interviews during home visits and collaborative 

reflection to learn about the culturally diverse populations, was altered slightly in another 

study in Texas. The researchers in this project renamed their efforts "collaborative family 

inquiry" (Patterson, Baldwin, Gonzales, Guararrama, & Keith, 2000). This research 

group consisted of university teacher educators and classroom teachers. Their goal was to 
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learn more about students' home lives and integrate this knowledge into the classroom. 

The researchers found that by the end of the year, when the home visit program was over, 

they had made lasting friendships with the families which had a huge impact in the 

classroom both in the curriculum and relationships. 

Relationships. Relationships can be the most critical aspect in successful 

classrooms and early childhood programs. Positive relationships with parents allow 

teachers more opportunities to learn about their families, the children, and meaningful 

areas of interests. These meaningful areas of interest help initiate projects, within the 

constraints of the emergent curriculum. Educators who are inspired by the Reggio Emilia 

approach believe that a child learns from their social interactions and relationships with 

others (Cadwell, 1997; Edwards et al., 1998; Malaguzzi, 1993). The Reggio educators 

are highly influenced by Vygotsky's notions of social construction of knowledge and 

building meaningfril relationships. Small group opportunities between parents, teachers, 

and children help promote meaningful relationships (Malaguzzi, 1993). Malaguzzi 

describes this: 

We consider small groups the most favorable type of classroom organization for an 
education based on relationships. Small-group activities involving two, three, or 
four children are most desirable, allowing for the most efficient communication. In 
small groups, complex mteractions are more likely to occur, constructive conflicts 
take place, and self-regulatory accommodations emerge. (1993, p. 11) 

Cheryl Lee Breig-Allen (2001) based her research for her dissertation on this 

notion. She believed meaningful relationships are vital and "teachers scaffolded children's 
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learning by organizing and elaborating their understanding of concepts. It shows how 

teachers play a critical role in the learning process.. .(p. ii). The findings of this 

research indicate that interactions within small groups of children promote social 

experiences, engagement in relevant topics, and more use of symbolic representation. 

The Emergent/Negotiated Curriculum 

There are several different early childhood curriculum models used in preschools 

and early childhood classrooms today. Some of the names are the Creative Curriculum, 

the Developmental Interaction Approach (sometimes called the Bank Street approach), 

the High/Scope Curriculum, and the Montessori method (Epstein, Schweinhart, & 

McAdoo, 1996; Goffin & Wilson, 2001; Roopnarine & Johnson, 2000). The Whole 

Language philosophy is also similar (Goodman, 1986). Goodman states: 

Whole language teachers understand that learning ultimately takes place one child 
at a time. They seek to create appropriate social settings and interactions, and to 
influence the rate and direction of personal learning. They are utterly convinced 
that teachers guide, support, monitor, encourage, and facilitate learning, but do not 
control it. They are aware of the universals of human learning, of language and 
cognitive processes, but they understand the different paths each learner must take. 
They expect and plan for growth and do not impose arbitrary standards of 
performance, (p. 29) 

This passage does not delineate specifically an early childhood classroom, but this 

philosophy is the same as many early childhood programs that follow the Developmentally 

Appropriate Practices (DAP) and other constructivist methods. The whole language 

philosophy has influences in early childhood education. 



The emergent curriculum is how the curriculum is planned and executed. The 

emergent curriculum is part of something larger; it is part of a constructivist theory; it is 

part of a Reggio Emilia inspired program; and the emergent curriculum is the enacted 

curriculum. This enacted curriculum is what the parents see and what the children see. 

There is teacher plarming behind the scenes that may not always be visible to parents or 

others. The emergent curriculum is a curriculum that reflects both children's interests and 

adults' interests and values. In this format "Curriculum is what happens in an education 

environment—not what is rationally planned to happen, (like the above curriculum 

formats) but what actually takes place" (Jones & Nimmo, 1995, p. 12). 

An emergent curriculum, that many quality early childhood programs use, 

including Reggio Emilia inspired classrooms, can be positively influenced by parents. 

Parents may play a role in the enacted curriculum as well as part of the planning and 

"behind the scenes" work. The emergent curriculum is an inquiry-based curriculum that is 

created by following the children's interests and building on these interests through 

meaningful explorations. The emergent curriculum is a very carefully planned curriculum, 

usually by teachers, other adults in the setting (assistants, parents, etc.), and the classroom 

children. Some Reggio Emilia inspired professionals prefer the term negotiated 

curriculum because it takes a collaboration between the children, teachers, and parents to 

help direct and negotiate the curriculum (Gandini, 2001). The emergent curriculum is a 

fi'amework that is used by the teacher/facilitator to guide the lessons or activities as they 
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take shape over the course of a day, week or month (Jones & Nimmo, 1995). Often the 

curriculum takes on a focus that becomes "the project." 

Negotiated learning (the emergent curriculum) is supported by extending 
fortuitous discoveries into a variety of contexts. Ideally teachers and parents will 
meet as a team and discuss a child's comments, look at their previous 
documentation for other episodes where children are dealing with this transition, 
and plan ways to provoke the children to reflect on these different types of events. 
(Edwards et al., 1998, p. 251) 

The term provocation is an "occasion of discovery" (Cadwell, 1997). It is 

something that some notion made available that creates interest, motivation, and even 

some discomfort; it helps guide or initiate a project. 

Project Approach 

The ideas for particular projects, within the curriculum are spontaneous ones that 

arise every day (Cadwell, 1997; Jones & Nimmo, 1995). Usually there is a conversation 

that sparks interest in the children. This could be the provocation. These ideas can be as 

simple as two children discussing a bug on the ground. The role of the teacher and parent 

is to hear and see these conversations and build on them. Once the teacher has found the 

idea she helps to facilitate the "project" or the curriculum around the project. The project 

is then guided by the teacher, while the teacher pays close attention to the students. The 

students are continuously pushed to ask questions to "dig deeper" in the project idea 

(Katz & Chard, 2000). Some project ideas fizzle out after a few days. Others keep going 

for months. Sometimes project ideas overlap at the same time. One project may have 
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threads from books or an activity that arises day to day. Children like to bring ideas from 

home, too. Some families help build on those notions and the project continues again for 

some students both at school and in the home. Not all children are involved in the same 

projects all the time. Some children lose interest in a project and move onto something 

else. Parents and teachers need to be aware of children's interest so they can help provide 

meaningful experiences to involve the children in the project activity. 

Many projects have links to the children's heritage. When a child makes an inquiry 

about an experience from home, the parent can share background information that pushes 

a project in greater depth. The teacher and the parent need to have a close enough 

relationship so they are able to share these experiences with each other. These extra 

pieces of background knowledge help keep the curriculum on a personal level for the 

children and the parents. Families know their children best. They can be a tremendous 

asset when preparing the curriculum and the classroom to suit all the children's needs 

(Berger, 1995; Bredenkamp, 1992). In the hooVi Kwanzaa and Me (1998), Vivian Paley 

explores the different cultures and heritages of children and families in her classroom. Her 

inquiries raised many questions within her. 

The biggest surprise for me is the effect of the stories the parents tell, not only the 
black parents but all the parents. Except for the children's own stories, it will be 
their parents' memories that most make us feel part of the same community, (p. 
27) 

Parents and their culture can play an important role in the curriculum. Cultural diversity 

lends to assorted meaningful threads and relationships in the emergent curriculum. 
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Developmentally Appropriate Practices (DAP) and the Emergent Curricttliim 

Early childhood classrooms often look different from upper elementary and middle 

school classrooms (Carter & Curtis, 1996). 

The National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) believes 
that a high quality early childhood program provides a safe and nurturing 
environment that promotes the physical, social, emotional, and cognitive 
development of young children while responding to the needs of families. 
(Bredenkamp, 1992, p. I) 

The NAEYC recommends that early childhood programs follow their 

developmentally appropriate practices (DAP) guidelines (Bredenkamp, 1992). The 

NAEYC includes children from birth through age eight as early childhood; however, not 

all classrooms/programs that have young children (up through age eight) are 

developmentally appropriate according to the NAEYC guidelines. The emergent 

curriculum is easily followed in a DAP setting no matter what the age group or grade 

level. Many of the DAP suggestions work well with the emergent curriculum. 

The concept of DAP has two important notions: age appropriateness and 

individual appropriateness (Bredenkamp, 1992). Age appropriateness refers to the 

predictable sequence of development that most typical children follow. The sequence of 

stages and abilities is loosely based on Piaget's stage theory and Erik Erickson's stage 

conflict theory (Morrison, 1996). Vygotsky's social construction theory also plays a role 

in this developmental sequence. Children working with their peers are engaged in social 

experiences. Berk describes this as .. cognition is a profoundly social phenomenon. 



Social experience shapes the ways of thinking and interpreting the world available to 

individuals" (p. 12). Individual appropriateness refers to each child's uniqueness 

(Bredenkamp, 1992). The NAEYC has created guidelines for early childhood educators 

to follow that encourage success in young children. These guidelines offer appropriate 

and inappropriate suggestions for working with children through age eight. This theory 

depends on communications with families for its success. Parents are expected to be a 

part of the DAP classroom. The parents role is to help educators learn about their child 

and to help prepare the environment by offering suggestions to meet the needs of their 

child (Bredenkamp, 1992). The NAEYC also recommends that parents become involved 

in the curriculum development in the classroom through collaborations with the teachers 

and school. A DAP classroom places a strong emphasis on learning to think critically, 

work cooperatively, and solve problems. 

Play and the Emergent Curriculum 

Bredenkamp and Rosegrant (1992) discuss the concept of play. They claim for 

play to promote learning, 'Teachers must know why, when, and how they can help play 

become an enriching, meaningful learning experience" (p. 5). The emergent curriculum 

can help enrich, expand, and encourage play situations. Many early childhood educators 

agree that children's play benefits from support from adults and peers to reach new levels 

of competence (Berk & Winsler, 1995). These researchers go a step beyond and state: 
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In Western industrialized societies, play first appears between care givers and 
children; pretense and games are initially learned under the supportive guidance of 
experts. From these interactions, children appropriate the communicative 
conventions, social skills, and representational capacities that permit them to carry 
out make-believe on their own. (p. 63) 

Play is a way that children learn to make sense of the worid. Children solve problems, 

learn new concepts, collaborate with others, and make connections between what they 

know and what they want to know. Play offers opportunities for children to create 

something new, to develop self direction, and to take risks (Wasserman, 1992). Parents 

and teachers are a part of this process. Vygotsky (1978) regarded play as a leading factor 

in development. He believed that play helped children advance themselves to higher levels 

of understanding. Vygotsky places high importance on associations and relationships with 

others. The social interaction both with peers and others helps a child grow. A fi'equently 

used quote firom Vygotsky's book M/>K/ in Society (1978) illustrates this view. 

[P]lay creates a zone of proximal development in the child. In play, the child 
always behaves beyond his average age, above his daily behavior; in play it is as 
though he were a head taller than himself. As in the focus of magnifying glass, 
play contains all developmental tendencies in a condensed form and is itself a 
major source of development, (p. 102) 

Piaget also discusses the importance of play and working with adults in his theory 

Piaget's theory of learning does not place an emphasis on the social interaction as 

Vygotsky does. Piaget's theory is based on active participation/active learning. Children 

construct their own meaning. Adults provide experiences and opportunities for children 

which promotes further explorations and questioning by the child (Morrison, 1995). 

Piaget discusses the importance of play (1970). 



After studying animals at play, Karl Groos arrived at a totally different conception 
of such behavior according to which play is a preparatory exercise, useful in the 
physical development of the organism. And just as the games of animals constitute 
a method of exercising particular instincts, such as fighting and hunting instincts, 
so the child when it plays is developing its perceptions, its intelligence, its impulses 
toward experiment, its social instincts, etc. This is why play is such a powerful 
lever in the learning process of very young children, to such an extent that 
whenever anyone can succeed in transforming their first steps in reading, or 
arithmetic, or spelling into a game, you will see children become passionately 
absorbed in those occupations, which are ordinarily presented as dreary chores, (p. 
155) 

The Developmentally appropriate practice curriculum is a play-based curriculum 

which has its roots in the theories of both Lev Vygotsky and Jean Piaget. Van Hoom, 

Nourot, Scales, and Alward (1999) claim play is at the center of a Developmentally 

appropriate practice curriculum. Play fosters all aspects of the child's development: 

emotional, social, emotional, intellectual, linguistic and physical. Play honors the whole 

child (Van Hoom et al., 1999). Play involves the integration of what children have 

learned. It is the power of play that drives development (Hendrick, 1988; Morrison, 1995; 

Segal & Adcock, 1986; Van Hoom et al., 1999). Play is intrinsically motivating, play is 

active involvement, and play is attention to means not ends. Play is a social act. Dewey 

(1915/1959) explains play in this manner: 

Play is not to be identified with anything which the child extemally does. It rather 
designates his mental attitude in its entirety and in its unity. It is the firee play, the 
interplay, of all the child's powers, thoughts, and physical movements, in 
embodying, in a satisfying form, his own images and interests, (pp. 118-119) 

Van Hoom et al. (1999) also discuss the play curriculum. 

The play curriculum is not a laissez faire curriculum in which anything goes. It is a 
curriculum that uses the power of play to foster children's development. It is an 
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emergent curriculum in which teachers take an active role in balancing 
spontaneous play, guided play, directed play, and teacher-directed activities, (p. 9) 

The balance depends on the teachers, children classroom experiences, and families. 

The Philosophy of Reggio Emilia and its Relationships 

Some few years ago I was looking about the school supply stores in the city, trying 
to find desks and chairs which seemed thoroughly suitable from all points of 
view—artistic, hygienic, and educational-to the needs of the children. We had a 
great deal of difficulty in finding what we needed, and finally one dealer, more 
intelligent than the rest, made this remark. "I am afi-aid we have not what you 
want. You want something at which the children may work; these are all for 
listening." That tells the story of the traditional education. Just as the biologist 
can take a bone or two and reconstruct the whole animal, so, if we put before the 
mind's eye the ordinary schoolroom, with its rows of ugly desks placed in 
geometrical order, crowded together so that there shall be as little moving room as 
possible, desks almost all of the same size, with just space enough to hold books, 
pencils, and paper, and add a table, some chairs, the bare walls, and possibly a few 
pictures, we can reconstruct the only educational activity that can possibly go on in 
such a place. It is all made "for listening"—because simply studying lessons out of 
a book is only another kind of listening; it marks the dependency of one mind upon 
another. The attitude of listening means, comparatively speaking, passivity, 
absorption; that there are certain ready-made materials which are there, which have 
been prepared by the school superintendent, the board, the teacher, and of which 
the child is to take in as much as possible in the least possible time. (Dewey, 
1902/1959, p. 31) 

Dewey wrote the preceding description when he was creating his schoolhouse and 

he wanted to make sure his classroom was not just for "listening." The Reggio Emilia 

classrooms are not "listening" classrooms either. Teachers, parents, community members, 

Pedagogisias (curriculum specialists), and Atelieristas (art—hundred 

language—specialist) create a warm, meaningfiil, caring, child-oriented, enriching 

environment for the children. Like Dewey, Reggio educators believe strongly in continual 
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growth in a social direction (Dewey, 1959; Hendrick, 1997). Both see learning as an 

active process where there are strong meaningful relationships between children, teachers, 

and parents (Dewey, 1959; Hendrick, 1997). It is a social process. The main differing 

component is the emphasis Reggio Emilia educators place on documentation. Reggio 

Emilia educators document the process to help children, teachers, parents, community 

members understand the process and see the learning. 

Leila Gandini discussed the Reggio Emilia approach during a recent visit to 

Tucson, Arizona (2001). Reggio Emilia is a region in Italy. This city's government 

reacted to parent's pressure concerning their young children's education in the 1940s. 

Parents wanted to start a school for three- to six-year-old children. A farmer donated 

some land on the edge of town for the school. Loris Malaguzzi became the first teacher 

and director of the school. The school was to be a parent cooperative where parents were 

involved in the everyday running of the school. The parents and teachers worked together 

by following the interests of the children. Their goal was to better prepare the children for 

formal schooling in an envirorunent that met their children's needs. Most families were 

low income working-class families. They needed childcare during the day. The Reggio 

Emilia schools were very successful. These schools eventually expanded throughout the 

city. By 1963, Loris Malaguzzi convinced the city to take over the running of the schools. 

The parents were having a hard time with policy making. They were also having trouble 

with food and language issues. Many of these children were using a different dialect from 

other areas in Italy. When Italy changed their laws in 1969, so all children were able to 
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receive free education from age three, the school became a city school. Teacher-student 

ratios changed and the organization was better. Their philosophy was that all children 

(including children with special rights—in the United States, children with special needs) 

have potential to learn. When children are observed carefully and teachers meet individual 

children's needs then children can perform to their potential. Leila Gandini says; 

To say schools are child centered is not enough. Parents, the child, and teachers 
need to work together. They are the three protagom'sts. The knowledge of 
teachers and parents can be put together to make it better for the child. Children 
learn through social exchange. They learn in exchanges with adults and other 
children. When these exchanges are opened up the children and adults have a 
desire to learn. (Gandini, 2001) 

Projects. The Reggio Emilia (RE) schools have been viewed as a resource and 

inspiration to help educators, parents, and children as they work together to flirther 

develop their educational needs (Edwards et al., 1998). The RE approach is based upon 

the following principles: RE schools follow an emergent curriculum. An emergent 

curriculum is one that builds on the children's interests, is meaningful to the children, and 

intrinsically motivating. Some educators use the term the teachable moment. The 

emergent curriculum takes these teachable moments and expands them. Often these ideas 

turn into projects which push the curriculum. The projects become in-depth studies of a 

particular concept or idea (Katz & Chard, 1998). The emergent curriculum and the use of 

projects require a great deal of planning by teachers and parents. Both collaborate on 

possible interest threads. Then ideas are turned into provocations for the children in the 



daily routine. The learning environment, which some early childhood educators consider 

the third teacher, is very important. Cadwell (1997) describes the environment: 

We now know that the environment is a valuable teacher if it is amiable, 
comfortable, pleasing, organized, clean, inviting, and engaging. This is true of all 
space, whether big or small, open or furnished, public or private. This is true of 
floor space, ceiling space, and wall space, (p. 92) 

The environment helps create sparks of interest. Both teachers and parents take 

great care and pride in creating a rich and special learning environment. Topics or project 

foci can be captured from conversations between children and adults and through 

interactions with the surrounding environment (this includes the outdoor space as well). 

Teachers, parents, and children work collaboratively to formulate hypotheses about 

possible directions for the curriculum and/or projects. Early childhood teachers need to 

have "ears and eyes" everywhere. One study where Head Start teachers, in Iowa, were 

implementing Reggio Emilia strategies found that having the ears and eyes was the hardest 

part of implementing this approach. Some teachers in this study didn't feel adequately 

prepared to take on this role (Gillespie, 2000). The collaboration and dialogue between 

teachers, families, and children is vital to the success of this type of curriculum. 

Another study by Classman and Whaley (2000) explores the use of projects in 

Reggio Emilia-inspired classrooms, in light of Dewey's educational philosophy. These 

researchers lay a foundation for Dewey's principals in the classroom. Then they describe 

two long-term projects in two early childhood classrooms. The main finding from this 
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project was the role the teacher played. The teacher became a guide, a co-leamer with the 

children. 

The teachers genuinely became co-leamers with the children, exploring topics that 
neither of them knew very much about. It was the children who had complete 
control of the activity. The teachers maintained discipline and were able to set up 
parallel relationships that engendered discipline (with the parents) through 
documentation, (p. 24) 

The hundred languages. The next principle suggested in The Hundred Languages 

of Children is the acceptance of a hundred languages: the many difiFerent ways children 

communicate and represent their knowledge in the classroom. This theory claims that all 

children are competent, powerfiil, and full of potential. Children represent themselves in 

different ways (Edwards et al., 1998; Gandini, 1993). This is consistent with Howard 

Gardner's theory of multiple intelligence. Children use multiple forms of representation; 

verbal, interpersonal, intrapersonal, kinesthetic, spatial, cognitive, natural, aesthetic, and 

musical. Each child excels in a different way (Gardner, 1993). In the RE approach, the 

arts are a main venue for expressing oneself. The arts are valued greatly and all 

representations of children are also valued. Children are encouraged to use print, art 

mediums, dramatics, music, puppetry, clay, and sculpture to represent their knowledge 

and ideas. These are all early literacy tools. As stated earlier in this paper, early literacy 

skills are easily acquired through play situations. The RE approach allows and encourages 

children to play and represent their thoughts in many ways. Drawing and writing about 

what the children know are common for most activities. Teachers, parents, and atelierista 



(special art teachers with art studios provided at all RE schools) spend a great deal of time 

talking about ways to represent ideas and seeing ideas from different perspectives. 

One Reggio Emilia film. To Make a Portrait of a Lion [Per Fare il Ritratto di im 

Leone], demonstrates this process by giving a glimpse of "lion project." Teachers, 

parents, and children are working on a lion project that emerged when several children 

started making inquires about a statue of a lion in the town square. The children began by 

feeling/touching the lion then drawing the lion. After the children discussed what they felt, 

the four- and five-year-old children wrote about the lion using letter symbols to tell a 

story. They returned back to the school and acted out their stories. The next day the 

children returned to the lion, some made paper rubbings on the paws. Another group 

traced the shadow of the lion on the ground with a piece of chalk. The first group traced 

the shadow later in the day and compared the two chalk lines. The children roared like 

statues. They made shadow plays. Lastly, they redrew the lion and rewrote their stories. 

The drawings and writings showed amazing detail and knowledge about the lion, the lone, 

cold, stone statue in the town square. 

The parents were as involved in the lion project as were the children. They 

discussed the lion with the children at night in the children's beds. They visited the lion 

with the children after school hours. They were involved in the learning process. 

Together, the school, the family, and the children built a relationship around a common 

project. The children greatly expanded their literacy knowledge through the various 

activities related to school and the home experiences (Edwards et al., 1998). 
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Documentation. Another important principle in the Reggio Emilia approach, one 

that has been mentioned previously, is documentation. The documentation is similar to a 

portfolio (Helm, Beneke, & Steinheimer, 1998). The documentation shows the 

progression of children's knowledge using their hundred languages. Often the 

documentation uses photographs of the children engaged in the process of learning. Work 

samples such as writing and drawings are also displayed with the child's own words 

describing the process. The work is displayed on large display panels in an aesthetically 

pleasing way (Cadwell, 1997). Parents and teachers also provide commentary about the 

process. These words are part of the display. These displays become part of the learning 

environment that is revisited by children, families, and teachers. 

Collaboration is key in this approach; collaboration between teachers, between 

children, and families. Collaborative group work is considered valuable and necessary to 

advance cognitive development. These meetings are outlets for provocations, places to 

dialogue, critique, problem solve, negotiate, and argue important issues. These multiple 

perspectives promote both a sense of group membership and uniqueness of self (Cadwell, 

1997). These meetings help foster the connection among home, school, and community. 

Parent Involvement in Curriculum Development 

Early childhood educators believe that children are the focus in the classroom not 

the curriculum (Jones & Nimmo, 199S). The curriculum is negotiated among children. 
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teachers, and parents. This is called the emergent curriculum (the term of negotiated 

curriculum is also used in some instances). This is a method of planning where teachers 

and pedagogista lay out general educational objectives, but do not formulate the specific 

goals in advance (Edwards et al., 1998). The pedagogista is an Italian term translating to 

pedagogical director. These directors help support and guide the process as well as 

support teachers and parents. Teachers, pedagogistas, and parents work and collaborate 

together, through the process of documentation, to form the curriculum. In The Hundred 

Languages of Children, Vea Vecci, from the Diana School, offers these insights into the 

process: 

Recently our interests have also shifted more and more toward analysis of the 
processes of learning and the interconnections between children's different ideas, 
activities, and representations. All of these documentation-the written 
descriptions, transcriptions of children's words, photographs, and now the 
videotapes-becomes and indispensable source of materials that we use every day to 
be able to "read" and reflect critical, both individually and collectively, on the 
experience we are living, the project we are exploring. This allows us to construct 
theories and hypotheses which are not arbitrary and artificially imposed on the 
children. 

Yet this method of work takes much time and is never easy. And we know 
that we still have much to learn. The camera, tape recorder, slide projector, 
typewriter, video camera, computer, and photocopying machine are instruments 
absolutely indispensable for recording, understanding debating among ourselves, 
and finally preparing appropriate documents of our experience. (1998, pp. 141-
142) 

Most of the data regarding parent involvement and the emergent curriculum is 

fi-om Reggio-based schools. Being that the RE approach places an importance on the role 

of the family, the research supports the effort. The parents' role in Reggio inspired 

schools is greatly valued. This respect for the family is seen in the curriculum that reflects 



the values, cultures, and ideas that the families bring (Edwards et al., 1998). Several early 

childhood studies in North America examined how the RE approach involves parents in 

the curriculum development. 

One study by McClow and Gillespie (1998) explored how parents regard their role 

in a Head Start program using the R.eggio approach. In a focus group, researchers 

examined parents' feelings and reflections about their experiences in the classroom. The 

finding indicated that the parents didn't feel comfortable in their knowledge about the RE 

approach, but they still supported the approach and the Head Start program. They (the 

parents) still wanted to be involved in the school because they felt important and needed. 

Another study documented the transformation of an early childhood center in 

Canada. Wien (1998) described the staffs ongoing experiences as the center interpreted 

the RE approach and began putting elements of the approach in place. Wien also 

described how the parents played a large role in changing the environment, changing the 

curriculum and activities, and helping in the documentation process. The parents' and 

teachers' attitudes about the school also changed for the better. 

Barbour and Sharkla (1998) did a comparison study of curriculum models used in 

a gifted early childhood program. The emergent curriculum, based on the Reggio 

approach, was compared to their current gifted education early childhood curriculum. 

This study emphasized how the children's needs, interest, abilities, and prior home 

experiences were important in using this curriculum model. The school supported the 

emergent curriculum for future groups of children at their school. 
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Various articles describe how they have made the emergent curriculum work in 

their schools/classrooms. These articles focused on the plaiming process and how 

important these stages are for a successful curriculum (Booth, 1997). Another article 

looked at the project implementation and evaluation part of the emergent curriculum (Katz 

& Chard, 2000). Katz and Chard observed the children closely watching for project 

sparks or new directions on which to build a project. The projects provided opportunities 

in many curriculum areas (Booth, 1997; Chard, 1998; Katz & Chard, 2000). 

Collaboration with other teachers, parents/families, and children is a key element to 

emergent curriculum success (Booth, 1997; Chard, 1998; Edwards et al., 1998; Katz& 

Chard, 2000; Stanley, 1998). Having parents involved in the collaboration process is 

beneficial to teacher, parent, and child. Teachers gain information that helps negotiate the 

emergent curriculum in the early childhood classrooms which in turn benefits the children. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has presented a review of the literature on parent involvement's 

history, parent involvement practices, and emergent curriculum models including those 

housed within the Reggio Emilia approach. The research provided overwhelmingly 

supports parent involvement in early childhood classrooms. The research also supports 

early childhood programs instituting emergent curriculum models. Parents working with 

teachers of early childhood schools towards a negotiated emergent curriculum is only 

natural. 



Several key concepts have stood out to me in my literature review as pertinent 

factors. They are guiding notions: notions that I continue to think about and reflect upon. 

Dewey's progressive ideas about how children learn. Children being intrinsically 

motivated due to their surroundings and experience. These experiences are real ones. 

Ones that are meaningful. The fiands of knowledge theory has also had a lasting 

impression on me. I read the literature and thought to myself "Yes, this is what I have 

been doing and trying to tell my colleagues about." 1 gain so much insight into each child, 

into each family when I visit their homes. The families want to learn about me, too. They 

want to become part of the classroom family. We can include their strengths and interests, 

again creating meaningful situations for young children to learn. Encouraging 

family/parent participation in the classroom has always been important to me. Reading 

others' research about its importance only solidifies my beliefs. Lastly, learning about and 

implementing beliefs from the Reggio Emilia approach has had a profound effect on my 

own teaching and parenting. These concepts about how children learn and grow in a safe, 

caring, nurturing, inviting environment where teachers and parents work together, are 

concepts that I want to share with future educators and parents. 

The following chapters focus on the research process. Chapter 3 provides great 

detail about the locations [ used to gather evidence, the research participants, and the 

methods I used to obtain information. The chapters following chapter 3 discuss 

interpretations, analysis, and discussion on the topics of parents as protagonists, how 

parents contribute to the emergent curriculum in early childhood classrooms that are 



influenced by Reggio Emilia, and parent and teacher perceptions about parent 

involvement. 
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CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY AND DESIGN 

The purpose of this chapter is to describe what I wanted to learn, where I went to 

learn it, who I learned it from, and how I went about learning it. I begin by presenting my 

questions and describing what I am looking for in my study. I explain how the sites I 

selected were beneficial to my research and could provide applicable participants. I 

describe both preschool sites environments, daily schedules, and explain each preschool 

site's parent expectations as they pertain to my research questions. After describing the 

two sites, I provide descriptions of the six parents and six teachers whom I selected as 

participants for my study fi*om the two preschool sites. After describing the study 

participants, I explain the four data collection techniques that I used in this study. I use 

the iexm preschool in place of early childhood setting for the remainder of this chapter. 

The term preschool transmits a more personal view and lends familiarity to the specific 

school (Berger, 1995). 

You hear sounds of joy, laughter, singing, and conversation, fi-om children, 

teachers, and parents, when you enter a classroom that is influenced by Reggio Emilia. 

The three parties work together to create meaningful, authentic learning experiences 

(Edwards et al., 1998). The negotiation of the curriculum between teachers, parents, and 

children is a collaborative process, one where each party has an important role (Foreman 

&Fyfe, 1998). Each is a protagonist of sorts. Ths American Heritage College 



65 

Dictionary {\993) gives several definitions of a protagonist as stated in chapter I. In 

essence, the protagonist is one who is an advocate, a "principal player," one who is a main 

component. The parent protagonist advocates for their child to receive the best possible 

opportunities and the parent takes an active role in this process. Parents are special 

protagonists because they have their own child's main interest at heart (Gandini, 2002). 

The three protagonists (parent, teacher, child) work together to unravel the children's (all 

children in a class or group) interests and negotiate the emergent curriculum (Nimmo & 

Jones, 1995). This study's primary focus is to examine one of these protagonists, the 

parent. I explore how parents contribute to an emergent curriculum setting influenced by 

the philosophy of the Reggio Emilia. 

To understand how parents are protagonists in preschools influenced by Reggio 

Emilia, I formulated four questions to help me leam about parent actions and roles. They 

are: 

1. How are parents protagonists? 

2. In what ways do parents contribute to an emergent curriculum setting that is 

influenced by the philosophy of Reggio Emilia? 

3. How do parents believe they influence the emergent curriculum? 

4. How do teachers believe parents influence the emergent curriculum? 

By answering these questions, I learned how parents are protagonists in early childhood 

settings and how both parents and teachers perceive this process. I conducted my 

investigation in two preschools: I observed parents in these settings, I interviewed these 
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parents, I interviewed teachers who worked with these parents, and I observed the 

environments for visible evidence of emerging curriculum threads to verify what emergent 

curriculum idea existed. 

Preschools 

In this section I describe both preschools, provide background information about 

each preschool, present a description of each environment, explain the preschool 

schedules, and discuss each preschool's parent expectation component. My investigation 

is in two preschool sites in order to widen the sample; therefore, I was able to collect more 

data from a wider range of teachers and parents. Having a wider sample allows me to see 

greater teacher and parent perspectives among differing socio-economic-statuses (SES) 

and diverse cultures. The two sites I selected have many commonalities in their 

educational philosophies, although they also have several program as well as population 

differences. I did not select the two sites for comparisons and contrasts; but to create a 

larger number of participants to add to the understandings of parents as protagonists in 

early childhood settings and how parents and teachers perceive their roles. 

Selection Criteria 

I selected two early childhood preschool programs for this study based on five 

factors: 

I. High quality according to NAEYC guidelines and accredited by NAEYC. 
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2. The use of an emergent curriculum. 

3. Schools are influenced by the philosophy of Reggio Emilia. 

4. Parent participation practices are encouraged. 

5. My connections with each preschool. 

The National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) is often 

used as a yardstick for determining quality in early childhood programs. 

The purpose of NAEYC Accreditation is to improve the quality of care and 
education provided for young children in group programs in the United States. As 
thousands of child care centers, preschools, kindergartens and after-school 
programs have seen, accreditation is a powerful tool for raising the quality of early 
childhood education. It provides a process through which early childhood 
professionals and families can evaluate programs, compare them with professional 
standards, strengthen the program and commit to ongoing evaluation and 
improvement, (http://www.naeyc.org/accreditation/default.asp, 2002) 

Both early childhood programs selected for this study are accredited by the NAEYC. The 

Erickson CAPS preschool program was accredited in 1997 and Second Street Children's 

School was accredited in 1999. For an early childhood site to become accredited, they 

must undergo an in-depth self study and rigorous evaluation process by the early 

childhood validators chosen by the NAEYC (NAEYC, 1998). Both programs follow the 

NAEYC's suggested Developmentally Appropriate Practice (DAP) guidelines to ensure 

quality (Bredenkamp, 1992). Mallory and New (1994) discuss how to ensure quality. 

A DAP statement emphasizes program—family continuity and consistency for the 
child.... Parents are encouraged to observe and participate in the program, and 
teachers are charged with the responsibility for establishing and maintaining 
frequent contact with the families, (p. 175) 

http://www.naeyc.org/accreditation/default.asp


Through the accrediting process, parents are asked to fill out surveys pertaining to the 

above issues: validators and school personnel also rigorously observe for these behaviors 

during their validation process. 

Both programs follow an emergent curriculum where teachers and children 

negotiate curriculum ideas based on the interests of the children. "Planning for emergent 

curriculum is based on the ongoing observations and study of children" (Hendrick, 1997, 

p. 91). This emergent curriculum is not preplarmed but emerges fi-om children's current 

interests, unlike more traditional theme based or concept-based curriculums where 

activities and lessons may be planned months before they are implemented (Jones & 

Nimmo, 1995). A teacher fi-om one preschool stated the following during her interview. 

"We [all the teachers] work hard to make sure we are following all the NAEYC 

guidelines. They [NAEYC validators] reassess us annually." The teacher went on to say, 

"We definitely follow an emergent curriculum. We collaborate fi-equently to make sure all 

of us are on the same page and understand where we are going. The collaborations are 

key to the NAEYC guidelines, too. They want to see a cohesiveness in each program" 

(December, 2001). 

In addition to their commitment to an emergent curriculum, the two programs 

actively seek out opportunities to learn about the Reggio Emilia schools of Italy. Both 

schools have implemented ideas and concepts fi'om the Reggio Emilia philosophy in their 

schools. Examples of this can be found in how the room envirormients are arranged, how 

the schools document the children's learning, and in the language used among the people 



in the environments. Both programs have actively sought out opportunities to leam more 

about these ideas. Both have sent participants (teachers from the schools) to Reggio 

Emilia afiBliated conferences in 1999, 2000, 2001, and 2002 and invested time and money 

in Reggio Emilia literature. Teachers have read the literature and combined this 

knowledge with prior experiences and knowledge. Each site has worked as a 

collaborative team to implement Reggio Emilia ideas based on the principals discussed 

both at conferences and in the literature. Both sites have been and are continuing to offer 

support to families to understand this philosophy better. 

Parent participation is valued at both preschools. Both schools encourage parent 

participation through various means, including; volunteering, family gatherings, field trips, 

and parent meetings. The Erickson CAPS handbook specifically mentions parent 

responsibilities. 'Tamily interest and participation is an expected part of the CAPS 

program. There are a variety of avenues through which you may be involved" (p. 7). This 

handbook goes into more detail about how a parent can participate in the program such 

as; through constant communication between home and school, volunteering in the 

classroom, and by specific parent responsibilities (i.e., bring your child to school regularly 

and on time; CAPS Parent Handbook, 2002, p. 6). Second Street Children's School's 

parent handbook refers to parents as "experiencers." This handbook also states "We hope 

that parents will feel welcome everyday" (Second Street Children's School Parent 

Handbook, 2002, p. 6). 
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I am a teacher at one preschool and a parent of an enrolled preschool child at the 

other; therefore, I have a personal connection with both preschool programs and am an 

insider at both preschools. Because of this closeness, I have access to information from 

children, parents, and teachers that I would not have at other preschools (Graue & Walsh, 

1997; MacNaughton, Rolfe, & Siraj-Blatchford, 2001). 

Erickson Child and Parent Success (CAPS) Preschool 

The first preschool I describe is Irene Erickson Elementary School's Child and 

Parent Success (CAPS) State Funded Preschool Program [Erickson CAPS Preschool]. [ 

have taught in this school in this program for the past seven years. The Erickson CAPS 

program is housed inside Irene Erickson Elementary School. Erickson Elementary is a 

large PreK-fifth grade school, in Tucson, Arizona, which was built in 1969 during the era 

of open schools. Therefore, many of the classrooms were connected without adjoining 

walls. Many are in pods of six, including the CAPS classroom. Each classroom in the 

pods has a separated teacher office attached to it. Removable soft walls were installed in 

the school several years after it was built to provide each classroom more privacy. The 

CAPS classroom is part of a six-classroom pod, but it does not interact with the other 

rooms in the pod which primarily house third-grade students. 

The student population for the kindergarten through fifth grade, as of April 2002, 

is roughly 570 students. This student population does not include the children placed in 

the three preschool programs because the preschool programs all have dififerent funding 
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sources within the district; therefore, the district includes their numbers in a different 

count. There is a Head Start program, a special-needs preschool program for children 

ages three to five, and the CAPS preschool program all within the Erickson Elementary 

School buildings. The latter two preschools programs are administered by Tucson Unified 

School District and have multiple programs found in various elementary schools in 

Tucson, Arizona. The CAPS program is a state-fianded preschool program where the 

fiinds are filtered through Tucson Unified School District (TUSD) and into specific 

schools. There are currently 11 CAPS preschool programs in TUSD elementary schools. 

[ initiated this particular CAPS program seven years ago at Erickson Elementary School. 

The CAPS program has several purposes. The first purpose is to provide low 

income children and their families with preschool opportunities. All of the children 

enrolled in the program must qualify by family income. The CAPS program uses the 

standard federal lunch program income guidelines. All families meet these guidelines; 

therefore, all children are eligible for either fi-ee or reduced breakfasts and lunches which 

are provided by the schools. The Erickson CAPS program provides both meals, family 

style, as part of the program. The CAPS handbook (2001) states two purposes for the 

program: 

1. Provide learning experiences that are active, age-appropriate, culturally sensitive, 

and play-based. 

2. Support the growth and development of families as active participants in their 

children's education, (p. 3) 
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This particular site, in the southwestern part of the United States, is predominately 

tlispanic, although several families contend they are biracial even though school forms 

insist they choose one race. About one-third of the families are Non-Hispanic (African 

American and Caucasian). The children that participate in the program are four years old 

when the school year begins. There are 16 children enrolled in this program at Erickson 

Elementary. The parents agree to follow parent participation guidelines, explained later in 

this chapter (classroom volunteering, family workshops, and home visits) when they enter 

the program. All CAPS preschool teachers are Arizona certified teachers with extra 

training in early childhood practices. Each teacher has gone through training specifically 

in the developmentally appropriate practices (DAP) guidelines and the Reggio Emilia 

philosophy as ongoing staff development for the CAPS program. The teaching assistant in 

this program also attends staff development and special early childhood training but is not 

required to have a teaching certificate or a Bachelor's degree. 

Parent participation is encouraged in several ways. Parents commit to following 

participation guidelines by signing a contract stating they understand the program 

expectations that include: bringing children to school everyday, volunteering in the 

classroom, participating in the home visits with teachers, and communicating to teachers 

(teachers also commit to communicating with parents on a regular basis). (See Appendix 

A for a copy of the parent-teacher contract.) Parents have choice about how they want to 

participate and volunteer their time in the program. The program welcomes parents at any 
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time of the day (a requirement of NAEYC's accredited programs). The CAPS program 

encourages parents to share personal interests, traditions, and talents with teachers and 

children. 

All the CAPS programs provide daily opportunities for the children to experience a 

variety of activities including (but not limited to) dramatic play, art music, large and small 

motor activity, sensory exploration, writing, reading, science, and math (CAPS Handbook, 

2001, p. 10). This format is child centered and based on the children's needs. The 

teachers at this particular site have undergone extensive training to incorporate ideas and 

concepts from the Reggio Emilia philosophy. The emergent curriculum is one important 

aspect of the Reggio Emilia philosophy (Cadwell, 1995; Edwards et al., 1998; Hendrick, 

1997). 

Environment. To enter the CAPS preschool classroom, one must enter Erickson 

Elementary School. This can be a conftising task at first. Illustration 3.1 is an Erickson 

school map. 
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Illustration 3.1. Erickson school map. 

For the first visit to the program, we ask parents to park in the main parking lot of 

the school. Once parked, parents and children enter the front corridor. There is a mural 

on the east wall welcoming visitors and students. The mural is of a desert scene with 

roadrunners. (Erickson's mascot is the roadrunner based on an unfortunate accident at the 

school. See Appendix B.) After visitors walk through the doorway they continue walking 

straight on the path, through a small courtyard, and into the main office. This 

building is circular in shape with classrooms, multipurpose room, and the library around 

the perimeter. The office is in the center of the circle. Once in the office, visitors are 

recognized and asked to sign a visitor log. When visitors inquire about the CAPS 



preschool, they are given a school map and shown where the east wing is located behind 

the main building. Once families know where we are located we ask them to park east of 

the school, alongside a public park where there is more parking available. Visitors enter 

through a back gate if they park on this side of the school. This gate remains locked 

during school hours. We, the preschool personnel, unlock the gate during arrival and 

departure times. The problem we face is when visitors arrive at unsuspecting times and 

the gate is locked, because our program has an open door policy to visitors at all times. 

Parents/visitors often call us on cellular phones or tell us in advance when they need the 

gate unlocked; otherwise they walk all the way around the building. 

The CAPS program is in room 23. This is an ordinary classroom for Erickson 

Elementary; however, the look and feel inside is very different. We have different 

furniture, materials, and expectations for our students when compared to other school 

classrooms in this building. (See Illustration 3.2.) 

When someone enters the classroom, they hear the sounds of children's 

joyousness, laughing, talking, negotiating, singing, and occasionally even arguing. 

Children are moving, playing, reading, writing, creating, and eating sometimes all at the 

same time. Aduhs are in the environment, too. There are always two teachers (one 

certified teacher and one teaching assistant) with a maximum of 16 enrolled students. 

Often there are other adults around, such as: parent volunteers and various school 
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Illustration 3.2. Room 23 interior. 

personnel (speech therapist, CAPS nurses, and CAPS coordinators). Often parent 

volunteers bring younger unenrolled siblings in the classroom. Every parent participant in 

this study has a toddler as well as a four- or five-year-old child enrolled in the program. 

The CAPS classroom has several areas designed for parents. The main parent 

area, one that every parent visits everyday at least two times, is the Sign In area. This is 

on a shelf with a class list on a clip board. Each parent or designated person who brings 

the enrolled child or picks them up must sign their fiill name and time. We do not release 

any child to a person other then a parent or designated person on the child's emergency 

card. We are a licensed program and this is a requirement of all licensed preschools/child 

cares in the state of Arizona. Above the sign-in sheet is a targe desk calendar mounted 

vertically on the back of another shelf unit where the weekly/monthly events are posted. 
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On this calendar there are also places for parents sign up for home visits and volunteer 

time, both of which are highly valued. 

Another main parent area is a parent bulletin board. There are various postings 

including information regarding program philosophy, classroom procedures, eligibility 

requirements, personnel information, lesson plans, miscellaneous articles for parents to 

read, our Arizona license, and our NAEYC accreditation certificate. Some of these items 

are required by Arizona's licensing department; others we feel are important for parents to 

have access to. 

There are several smaller areas around the classroom for adults. There is a locked 

cabinet which parents may enter that contains a coffee maker, coffee supplies, cleaning 

supplies, parent lunch tickets, and sharp knives. In the classroom office/converted library, 

there is a book shelf with resource materials for parents. Some parents browse at school, 

while others borrow materials to take home. Topics range from picky eating to 

discipline/guidance methods, to information regarding the Reggio Enulia philosophy and 

Developmentally Appropriate Practices. 

Everything else in the classroom is child fiiendly. Both parents and children have 

access to all these child fiiendly/parent fiiendly areas. The following is a brief description 

of current areas. 

A large round rug in muted shade of gray is in the center of the room. There is a 

large wicker basket containing 20-25 picture books near one edge of the rug. These 

books rotate around the classroom fi-om basket to basket and to the library. The books 
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reflect topics of interest such as: books about dinosaurs, fish, or fairy tales. Next to the 

basket are several "squishy" pillows (approximately 24" X 20") and a small end table with 

one or two popular books standing up. This gray rug area is the large group meeting 

space but is also used for smaller groups for various activities and projects. For example, 

there may be a group of children building a tall block tower, building a large floor puzzle, 

having a class meeting, or one or two children laying down on the pillows reading. There 

are two large adult-sized "comfy chairs" (former living room chairs) around the 

classroom. One is near the front door and the other is near the phone. Both have a small 

basket of books next to them as well. Soft lighting from a lamp is available above each 

chair. Parents and children often use these chairs for reading, cuddling, and observing. 

There is an art studio area toward the back of the room with easels, shelves with various 

art materials, and a wood working table. There is also a space for work in progress and 

items that are continuously added to the studio. On one side of the art studio is the 

dramatic play area. There are always dress up materials and housekeeping materials 

available; many times this area reflects the children's interests and changes frequently. The 

changes are initiated by the children and enriched by teachers and parents. Currently, the 

dramatic play area is a "pizzeria" with two small dining tables with red checked table 

cloths, a large pizza oven (pretend) with pizza materials (made of felt), a dress-up comer 

with chef hats, wait staff aprons, and customer clothing, and a cashier station with lots of 

money and order receipts. There are handwritten menus and daily specials posted, too. 

On the other side of the art studio there is a building area with various types of blocks 
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(wood blocks, castle blocks, and large hollow blocks). There are also large and small 

sorting dinosaurs in the building area currently. Musical instruments are located on a shelf 

near the blocks. The instruments and the blocks are often joined to create "shows." The 

children build a stage with the big hollow blocks and perform shows. On the other side of 

the blocks there are two computers for children to use. A large window is behind the 

computer desks that connects the main room with the classroom office. The CAPS 

teachers have converted this smaller room, approximately 12' X 12' into a classroom 

library. There is little cozy couch (child size), another "conofy chair" (adult size), a large 

book shelf with many books (all with their front covers visible), a "big book" rack, and a 

teacher cabinet with doors. Inside this cabinet are the parent resources and many more 

children's books organized by themes for easy access by the teachers or parents. In the 

comer there is a locked filing cabinet with children's records (teacher access only). 

The main classroom also has various activity tables. Some tables are low to the 

ground and do not require chairs, one table is a high table so children either stand at it or 

use stools. The rest of the tables are medium height for children. We use small child-size 

chairs at these tables. There are also two sensory tables and several shelves with various 

toys, including puzzles, and different math manipulatives and other miscellaneous items. 

These items are changed on a regular basis. There is a science exploration table with a 

hermit crab, books, shells, sand magnifying glasses, and a crab journal. There is a small 

writing table with materials for children to sign their name in the morning, various word 
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cards, and different writing materials. There is a cooking area with a small table, aprons, 

small refrigerator, and several cabinets loaded with cooking items and small appliances. 

We use two outdoor areas at Erickson: the covered walkways near the classroom 

and the play ground area to the east of the school. When using either space, we bring out 

bicycles, sensory materials, tunnels, tents, paint, chalk, digging tools, and many other 

items depending on the children's interests. 

All of the areas described above are used on a daily basis and children are fi'ee to 

choose the area in which they want to play. All of the areas change daily based on the 

children's needs and interests. As interest grows in a topic, teachers and parents add 

materials and objects or make changes to enrich these experiences. The classroom is rich 

with possibilities. This provides the environment for the emergent curriculum. This 

curriculum provides opportunities that are meaningful and authentic to the child. 

Schedule. Children and parents begin arriving to school at 8:00 a.m. and continue 

until nearly 9:00, although, the official start time is 8:30. When children arrive early, they 

either play on the playground or visit Erickson Elementary's library with their parents. 

When children enter, they walk over to the writing table and write their name. At the 

same time, parents sign their children in on the sign-in sheet. Parents are encouraged to 

stay a few minutes to help their child make an easier transition. Some parents sit in comfy 

chairs, others stay for breakfast, and others wave goodbye and leave. The morning drop 

off is a social time for many parents. 
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When all the children arrive, the teaching assistant begins preparing meal time. 

Parents in the environment help with this task beginning around 9:00. Children volunteer 

to set the three meal tables with table cloths, dishes, silverware, and beverages. The 

teaching assistant or parent fills bowls or plates with breakfast items. All of the food items 

are from the cafeteria. We follow the same meal schedule (menu) as the rest of the school 

and district does for the federal breakfast/lunch program. Children slowly notice the meal 

preparation and wash their hands and find a seat at the table to eat. If a child does not 

initiate this process on their own, we encourage them to join the others at the tables. All 

adults in the environment join the tables, too, and are expected to model good eating 

habits and have conversation with the children. Children serve their own portions. 

After breakfast, around 9:30, children clear their plates and move to the large rug 

where they read books or write/draw in their journal until everyone is finished eating. 

When everyone finishes breakfast, we have outdoor play time. Sometimes we vote on the 

area in which to play and other times adults decide. We are limited on our time outdoors 

because the older children from Erickson Elementary begin coming outside between 10:05 

and 10:IS. We come inside when they come outside. During this outdoor play time the 

teaching assistant and sometimes parents finish cleaning up breakfast and prepare tables 

with activity items Including cooking area preparations. Sometimes a child or two stays 

inside to help and have private time. 

When the children come inside, we have small group literacy meetings. Half of the 

group goes into the library and half stays on the main rug. Meetings last from 5 minutes 
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to 45 minutes depending on the children's interest. During the meeting we read a 

story/stories, sing songs, write a meaningful word[s], and discuss activity choices in the 

classroom. Children choose what they want to work on during choice time. 

Choice time begins after small group time around 10:30 or 10:45. Children are 

free to choose where and with whom they want to play. This lasts until about 11:45. 

At 11:45, we have a brief whole class meeting where we discuss the previous activities 

and who is responsible for cleaning up each area. When the room is cleaned up 

(approximately five minutes), we either read books in the library or play large motor 

games on the large rug. Children decide where to participate during this time. Lunch is 

prepared by the teaching assistant or parents during this time. Again, children volunteer to 

set the tables. The lunch routine is similar to the breakfast routine. Lunch begins around 

noon. (See Illustration 3.3 for a tentative schedule.) 

8:30 Arrival 

9:00 Breakfast 

9:30 Outdoor Play 

10:15 Small Group Literacy Meetings 

10:30 Indoor Choice Time 

11:45 Large Group Meeting 

12:00 Lunch 

12:30 Departure 

Illustration 3. 3. Erickson CAPS schedule 
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After lunch, children clear their plates, brush their teeth, then move to the large rug 

to wait for their parents. Children either read books or write in their journal while waiting. 

School ends at 12:30. After school time, the time from 1:00 to 3:30 is used by the 

teachers for home visits with families or for staff" development. 

Teacher expectations for parents. 

Family interest and participation is an expected part of the CAPS program. It is 
expected that you or another family remember will be involved in your child's 
education so that your child continues to see you as his/her most important 
teacher. Your child's teacher will talk with you about the variety of ways you may 
be involved. (CAPS Handbook, 2001, p. 5) 

The above parent expectations are in the Parent Handbook and are addressed with 

the parents before school begins at the start of the year. Family participation is expected 

in a variety of forms. Before the school year starts, we invite all parents to a family 

meeting. There are two meeting times (morning and late afternoon) offered in order to 

accommodate the parents' attendance and make the meetings more inviting. We provide 

childcare and snacks during the meeting. We discuss our program schedule, our policies, 

our philosophy, teachers' backgrounds, and parent expectations. We offer different 

opportunities and we expect parents to participate in some or all options. After we 

discuss our expectations, we have a parent sign a contract that states they are aware of 

our expectations and are willing to participate. 
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The contract lists four expectations for parents (see Appendix A). They range 

from bringing their child to school regularly, to attending school functions such as field 

trips or parent meetings, to volunteering in the classroom, and to participating in home 

visits. When they start the school year we give all parents CAPS Handbooks with a copy 

of their contract. These books help parents revisit information about our program. 

Volunteering in the classroom is one way we expect parents to participate. We 

ask parents to volunteer a minimum of eight hours a month or two whole days (four hour 

days), though we are flexible since some parents' work schedules conflict with this 

expectation. We offer alternatives for busy parents. We have projects they can help with 

at home, such as having a parent and child put together a class book or prepare an activity. 

We also offer take-home bags with school-related activities for parents and children to 

work on together. Some parents offer to do laundry or other needed tasks as well. We 

always encourage parents to volunteer in class field trips which we try to plan at least once 

a month. 

Each month we host a parent meeting. Parent meetings usually last for an hour 

(sometimes as long as three hours), and they are not during school hours. Children are 

invited to most parent meetings or else we provide childcare. Parent meetings in the 

Erickson CAPS preschool are called Family Celebrations and the whole family is invited. 

There is food and it is fun. Family celebrations evolve around an activity from building 

gingerbread houses together to Saturday afternoon hikes at Sabino Canyon. The topics 
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depend on the families' interests. During these casual encounters, we have parent talks 

about upcoming events in the classroom or issues that we feel need to be addressed. 

There is an informal parent advisory board. This board consists of five or six 

actively involved parents and the CAPS teachers. The parents volunteer to be a part of 

this board. Usually, these parents volunteer more in the classroom and are around more 

often. They see what is happening at the school. The CAPS teachers ask them for advice 

and form a more formal group. The rest of the parents are informed about the council and 

invited to attend meetings. This group helps plan the family celebrations and helps enrich 

the classroom environment. 

Parents are expected to participate in home visits on a regular basis. The first 

meeting with the families is usually through a home visit prior to the school year. This 

first home visit allows the teachers to meet families and see if we can meet their needs. 

We also make selections for the class based on these meetings. Generally there are fewer 

preschool spaces than there are preschoolers who want to be enrolled. It is a difficult task 

to make the selection. Once the school year begins, CAPS teachers visit the homes about 

every six weeks, depending on the month. Most families have five home visits a school 

year. 

Lastly, we expect parents to feel like an integral part of the CAPS preschool 

community. We want parents to feel comfortable with preschool. We want them to trust 

us, to share with us, to learn with us. We want parents to be advocates for their children 
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in the schooling process. We try to guide parents through this process and to work with 

them so school Is a positive experience. 

Second Street Children's School 

The other site where I gathered data is Second Street Children's School. This is a 

private preschool which has been operating for 10 years. The last five years have been at 

its current location. The "school house" is located in the middle of a well established, 

eclectic, neighborhood just east of the University of Arizona. Many homes in this area 

have their own unique flare and personality. Second Street Children's School is no 

exception. The school is in an old home that has been a nursery school/preschool since 

the 1940s. Rumor has is that this location and building was the first nursery school in 

Tucson, Arizona. 

As one drives down the street and passes the school they may not realize it is a 

school. The site is a large property with many desert home features including ramadas for 

shade, old established mesquite trees, and a garden. These features make the school house 

look and feel more like a home rather than a school. 

Second Street Children's School serves children ages two years nine months to six 

years old. There are currently 59 children enrolled; two children are six and none are 

under age three. The school divides the children into two main groups, a younger group 

(the Sunshines and Rainbows) and an older group (the Bears). The Bears have a few 
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more children, and they are divided into three subgroups. There are times when ail the 

groups interact. 

The Second Street Children's School handbook (2001) provides the following 

statement about their expectations as a preschool. 

We seek to provide a physically safe and emotionally secure setting where children 
can explore and experiment with a variety of materials and experiences, in a 
supportive confidence-building atmosphere, that promotes physical, emotional, 
intellectual, creative, and social growth. Our professional staff is responsible for 
planning and implementing a developmentally appropriate curriculum for each age 
level. The program is based upon theories ofErickson, Piaget, Montessori while 
utilizing current theory and research in child development and education. We are 
currently exploring the Keggio Emilia approach based on Reggio Emilia Infant and 
Toddler Schools of Reggio Emilia, Italy, (p. 2) 

Most of the children at this school come from middle to upper income families. 

Most of the children at this school are non-Hispanic Caucasians; although there is a variety 

of different ethnicities, including Israeli, African American, Native American, Asian 

American, and South American. Two children at Second Street Children's School qualify 

for TUSD's CAPS monies. The grant that supports the public school CAPS preschool 

programs (including Erickson's CAPS preschool program) sets aside some funding for 

low income children to attend private preschools. Two children are participating in this 

program at Second Street Children's School. 

Teachers at this school are trained in a variety of ways. Some of the teachers, 

including the director/owner, have Bachelor's degrees in related educational fields. The 

owner also has a Master's degree in Special Education Administration. Other stafif have 
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limited experience with university or community college early childhood courses. The 

handbook (2001) states: 

All staflF members are active in on-going professional growth. All participate in a 
continuous program on in-service education in order to remain alert to the ever-
changing needs of today's families and to the findings of current research. The 
director and many teachers are members of and active in the National Association 
for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) as well as our local chapter, 
Tucson Association for the Education of Young Children (TAEYC). (p. 3) 

The whole staff relies on learning from others in the school. "On the job training" is 

highly valued. 

The school's philosophy is consistent with the Erickson CAPS program philosophy 

of how children learn. Second Street Children's School places an emphasis on children's 

experiences. The environment is rich with opportunity which children are free to explore. 

Teachers help facilitate and support these rich experiences. Staff participates in 

professional development including conversations about how they want children to 

construct their knowledge. The stafif bases their understandings on a variety of theories. 

The NAEYC s Developmentally Appropriate Practices (DAP) play a large roll in the 

development of the schools theories. The staff seeks opportunities to learn more about 

these guidelines as well as other constructivist approaches, such as the Creative 

Curriculum, a curriculum design by Dodge and Colker (1992); Bev Bos', an 

owner/director of a preschool cooperative program in California and writer about child 

centered approaches (Bos, 1990); and practices from the Schools of Reggio Emilia 
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(Edwards et al., 1998). Some staflf also present information about the above practices for 

other early childhood educator's professional growth. 

Environment. Participants in the program park on the neighborhood street when 

they come to the preschool. There is a gate with an ivy-covered archway that connects 

the sidewalk and the main outdoor play area of the school. All visitors and families enter 

through this gate to get to the school. (See Illustration 3.4 to view outdoor area and 

Illustration 3.5 to view indoor layout.) My first impression when I walked through this 

gate into the yard was "Wow, this looks fun." Secondly, I felt a little apprehensive 

entering this child's wonderland. I felt like I might be disturbing something. I didn't see 

any "tall people," nor did anyone acknowledge me. All the children were busy at 

play/work and the teachers were "being small" and 
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Illustration 3.4. Second Street Children's School outdoor environment. 
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Illustration 3.5. Second Street Children's School indoor environment. 

interacting with the children. As a parent, I am appreciative that the teachers are all so 

busy with the children, but as a visitor I remember feeling out of place and unsure as to 

where to go or who to see. I felt I was interrupting important work. As I later did my 

observational work here, I continued to notice visitors' looks of awe and a similar 

apprehension to mine when they entered the gate. 

Upon entering the yard, to the right is an enchanting flower/vegetable/herb garden. 

This small garden (approximately 10' X 10') is a child-fnendly garden with stepping stones 

around the plants for easy access. There is also a low fence that surrounds the garden and 

gives the garden boundaries. During Halloween, there was a scarecrow in the garden with 

a pumpkin head. Behind the garden, there is a long fence. This fence divides the large 



yard into two spaces. Each side has its own unique features. Both yards have an 

assortment of older metal children's play equipment. They range from swings (including 

tire swings, rope swings, and traditional swings), climbers, diggers, teeter-totters, a merry-

go-round, and other equipment I cannot name. There are huge tractor tires with moveable 

sliding boards attached to them. There are various bikes, wagons, and trucks on the 

perimeters of the yards. There are also two large ramada areas. The armadas, used as 

activity centers, have large tree trunk supports and blend into the yard. There are small 

tables, benches, and shelves under them. Depending on the time of day, there may be 

children having a snack, painting a picture, having a picnic lunch, or reading in a teacher's 

lap. Birds, butterflies, and bugs also occupy the ramadas. The four friendly chickens are 

usually in the ramadas after lunch. There are many large shade trees dotting the 

landscape. Under one large pine tree there is a circle of sLx hay bales. Ten or 12 children 

could sit around this circle or one child can swing from bale to bale on the rope swing. 

Toward the back of the outdoor play yards are three building structures. There is 

a small office in the far comer, a shed, and a large building (possibly used as a house at 

one time). The office houses administrative business. There is a computer, several chairs, 

and a large children's book library in the office, including a shelf of resource books for 

adults. These include books about teaching philosophies, parenting issues, and other 

miscellaneous topics. Parents and teachers are free to use these books. There is access to 

the back alley from the office building. Some teachers and an occasional parent will park 

their cars there. 
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About 10 feet from the office is a large shed. The shed is a storage space that 

contains many toys, materials, and potentially needed items. It is primarily for teacher 

access. 

Ten feet from the shed is the main building. The building looks like it may have 

been changed and renovated to meet the needs of the children from time to time. There 

are eight entrances into this building. The main entrance is through the Rainbow room. 

The Rainbow room is a large room where there is an array of accouterments. Next to the 

main door, along the inside wall, there is a parent sign-in/information table. Here, there 

are notebooks for each classroom of children. Parents must sign in their children with a 

time and a signature at both arrival and departure. There are also other items, including a 

notebook for parents to write about important events, a tuition cigar box, and other notes 

for parents. Often there is a vase with fresh flowers as well. On the wall perpendicular to 

this sign-in area, there is a large bulletin board. Along the bottom of the board there is a 

picture of every child who attends the school. Above the pictures are documents for 

parents as well as licensing officials. The documents include; school license, upcoming 

events, field trip sign ups, and other miscellaneous materials. Information for parents is all 

in one comer. 

There are cubbies for every child in the room as well. This room primarily has 

opportunities for children. There is a cooking space with a large refrigerator, microwave, 

cupboards, and sink in one section. The back half of the room is carpeted. Teachers and 

children arrange various activity centers in this space that change frequently. I have seen 
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dramatic play materials (camping items, house keeping, etc.), building materials (blocks, 

hollow blocks), a piano, a library, and other activities that change on a day-to-day or 

week-to-week basis. Only the reading/book shelf with the books and the rocking chair 

have remained constant all year. In the back of this room there are two doors which can 

be used as separate entrances. Both doorways lead to a back patio. There are digging 

spaces, a small wooden deck, and small activity tables outside. This outdoor space is 

covered with an awning to give some relief from the hot desert sun. 

Along the center wall inside the Rainbow room there is a large open space that 

leads into the next room. This is the smallest room in the school. It is called the Sunshine 

room. This room mainly contains building and construction items; although currently 

there is a large metal climbing cylinder that is used for rocket ship play. Again, the only 

constant in this room, during the data collection period, was a large green living room type 

chair with a large basket of books next to it. This is my daughter's favorite morning 

reading chair. Along the back wall of this room is a doorway that leads to the small back 

patio. The front end of the Sunshine room connects with a large unique bathroom. There 

are four small toilet stalls without doors or dividers. The toilets are situated next to each 

other. Across from the toilets is a long counter with three sinks. Children use this facility 

together. Children can enter either through the Sunshine Room or from the front yard. 

On the other side of the Sunshine Room there is a door that leads into "The Great 

Room" or "The Bear Room" (the old name that won't go away). The Bear Room is the 

largest room in the school. Housed in this room are dramatic play items, manipulatives. 
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puzzles, science exploration equipment, writing center materials, reading materials, and 

many other items related to the children's interests. The items and materials are frequently 

rotated and changed in this room. On the far end of this room there are two little rooms 

(the walls are open so they are essentially a part of the Bear Room). One little room has 

dress-up items and the other has art supplies. 

Connected to the little art supply room and alongside the whole Bear room there is 

a large sunny room that is the art studio. The art studio has several tables, easels, plants, 

and many art materials. There is also a display area and a rocking chair with a basket of 

books. There is an entrance in this room, too. 

Each room changes regularly. Children are allowed to explore each space. As the 

children's interests grow or change, teachers and children add more challenging ideas to 

support the learning. Parents often join children in their explorations. Parents are asked 

"to be small" when they play with the children. 

Schedule. Second Street Children's School's staff carefully prepares the 

environment so that all their children's needs are met. They provide opportunities for 

children to experience many of the same types of activities as the children in the 

Erickson's CAPS program. The Second Street Children's School Handbook (2001, p. 8) 

presents their learning center opportunities as the Daily Program. 

Our class schedule can be summed up fairly easily: Arrival at 7:30, 
dismissal at 2:30, and self directed play in between. When the children enter the 
classroom in the morning, they are greeted by their teacher, then given the freedom 
(not permission—but freedom) to explore the various learning activities and 
interest centers that have been prepared before their arrival. Paint, clay, collage. 
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musical instruments, wood construction, blocks, books, dolls to bathe, suitcases to 
pack, flour and salt to make piay-doh, special things for special days. 

Each day is a special day! There are enough interest centers and activities 
going on at one time that the child is motivated by knowing that they are there. 
Always something new or some way that is new .. . But always enough things 
remain the same to provide the security and comfort of familiarity. Learning 
centers are not arranged for ease of movement and convenience or use, but rather 
for maximum challenge to the body and mind. (p. 8) 

Second Street Children's School is open from 7:30 a.m.-5;30 p.m.. Children are 

enrolled on one of two plans. Either children are picked up at 2:30 p.m. or they are 

picked up by 5:30 p.m.. Parents pay tuition accordingly. About two-thirds of the children 

are picked up by 2:30 p.m. Not all children arrive at 7:30 a.m.. Most children arrive 

between 8:00 and 9:00. Parents are asked to bring children by 9:00 a.m. so children can 

participate together in daily activities and routine. 

The children are divided into two groups, younger or older. From 7:30 to 9:00 

a.m. all the children play together in the front yard. At 9:00 the younger children go inside 

and the older children remain outdoors. Around 10:15, the two groups switch places. 

Lunch begins around noon. When children finish their lunches (between 12:30 and 1:00) 

they go inside and rest or take a nap on their mats until 2:30. Several children who are 

picked up at 1:00 wait outside for their parents. After nap time, around 2:30, many 

children are picked up. The children who stay at school have a snack and are allowed to 

choose where they would like to play. Children play either inside or outside depending on 

the weather and interests. All the times are fairly flexible depending on the group 

activities. 
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When the children are indoors, they generally follow the same routine. Each small 

group has a time where they may read stories, sing songs, write words, and discuss daily 

options. After the group time, the children choose where they would like to play. 

Children are allowed to make their own choices as to whom they play with and where they 

play. Before lunchtime, the small groups have a short meeting time where they read 

stories or discuss the day's activities. Most of the younger children eat indoors. The 

older children eat "picnic style" outside either on a picnic blanket or at a table with a table 

cloth. 

During outdoor play time teachers bring activities in the ramadas or in the garden 

as needed for the children. Most children are self directed and find play ideas on their 

own. Teachers and parents are encouraged to play, work, and explore with the children. 

Some parents sit in the shade and observe their child playing with the equipment or with 

other children. 

Parents are encouraged to participate at the school, ahhough the school has no 

specific guidelines for parent involvement. There are numerous opportunities for parents 

to be involved at the school. Parents are invited for family gatherings (for example: the 

Stone Soup Party), encouraged to volunteer during the school day, and invited to 

participate in parent meetings. The teachers try to incorporate parents' interests, talents, 

and ideas into the school when possible. 
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Participants 

I acquired data for my research study from parents and teachers. I selected three 

parents from each preschool site for a total of six. The teacher participants are from both 

preschool sites as well. I selected three teachers at each site for a total of six teacher 

participants. 

Parent Participants 

To select parent participants in both preschool settings, I observed for frequent 

volunteer behaviors. I watched for parents who were in the preschool environments on a 

routine basis, at least once a week, when I was available. In the beginning of the school 

year I noted which parents volunteered more frequently than the rest of the parents at 

Erickson Elementary and observed several parents who were frequently involved at 

Second Street School. I spoke with each of them about my research. I asked each of 

them if they were willing to commit to volunteering a minimum of once a week for at least 

an hour when I was available at the respective preschools. Six parents agreed that they 

were committed to the volunteer time and did not mind being a participant in my 

investigation. 

Alicia. Alicia is Juan's mother. Juan is four-and-one-half years old. He is enrolled 

in CAPS preschool. Alicia also has an older son, Miguel (she calls him Junior), who is 10 

years old. When Miguel was four and five years old, he was enrolled in the CAPS 
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program at Erickson Elementary. Alicia also takes care of her two-year-old niece. Alicia 

is 25 years old and not married; although she lives with the father of both of her children. 

She also lives with her children's paternal grandmother. Alicia is not employed. 

Alicia did not go to high school nor does she have her GED. She proudly told me 

that she finished middle school. Then she added, "I was gonna get my GED, but I was 

like, you know ... I had Junior." She told me she would eventually like to get her GED. 

Alicia is Latino. She grew up in Tucson. But as she put it, "I moved all over the 

place. I went to lots of schools and did lots of stuff." She speaks Spanish fluently but 

does not speak it with her children. She uses Spanish in her home on some occasions so 

the boys hear it at times. Their Nana (Grandmother) speaks primarily Spanish. 

Alicia's family qualifies for the fi'ee lunch program in the public schools. Her two 

children receive free breakfast and fi-ee lunch at school. 

When Alicia began the 2001-2002 school year we called her our "expert parent 

volunteer." We introduced her as the expert during the parent orientation meeting. We 

had discussed this during our initial home visit. We told the other parents, if they had any 

questions, they could ask us or if Alicia didn't mind, they could ask her. She shyly smiled. 

Alicia had been an active volunteer Avith Miguel, and we expected her to be so again. She 

diligently volunteered her eight hours a month. Alicia did inquire about bringing her two-

year-old niece with her when she volunteered in the classroom. 



Trina. Trina is Andrew's mother. Andrew is four-and-one-haif years old and 

currently enrolled in the CAPS program. Trina has three other sons, ages three, six, and 

seven. The two older boys are going to an elementary school on the neighboring Air 

Force base. Trina is married to the father of the three-year-old child. Her husband is 

going through the process of adopting both Andrew and the other middle child (they both 

have the same father who is not offering any support). The oldest child has a different 

father. Trina is 26 years old and she grew up in Aurora, Illinois. She did not finish high 

school and does not have a GED. She plans on working for her GED in the future. 

Trina's children also qualify for the free meal program in the school district. Both 

Trina and her husband work. Trina started back to work in January of2002. She had not 

worked since her oldest child was bom. She is currently working the night shift at Burger 

King. Her husband works for the Air Force. They live on the Air Force base in base 

housing in a small three bedroom duplex. They have many fierce looking animals which 

intimidated us a little on the first home visit. When we walked into the home, next to the 

doorway there was a 20 foot snake (in a cage). 

Dorine. Dorine is Felicity's mother. Felicity is five years old. Dorine also has a 

toddler who is nearly two years old. Dorine is almost 30. When I asked her how old she 

was she told me, "I am almost 30. I am getting so old, what am I going to do?" She grew 

up in Tucson, Arizona and graduated from high school. 
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Her family also qualifies for the free meal program. Dorine's husband has two 

part-time jobs. He works for an airline cleaning out airplanes, and he works for the school 

district as a part-time custodian. Dorine has mixed feelings about going back to work. 

She has had two part-time jobs at different times this year, one at a photo shop taking 

pictures of children. The company let her go after two weeks. A month or so after this 

another parent from the CAPS program helped Dorine get a job at a health club in the 

childcare area, where the other parent worked. After two months the health club childcare 

asked her to leave. Dorine told me she did not care for either of these jobs. 

From the very first home visit, Dorine talked about how eager and excited she was 

to participate in the CAPS program. She loved the idea of being involved at school. She 

regularly volunteers in the classroom and offers to do many odd jobs for the program. 

Hilary. I am one of the parent participants. [ am a participant observer. As a 

participant observer I am able to blend into the setting and fill a role that is necessary so 

that the others that are being observed act naturally (MacNaughton et al., 2001). My 

four-and-one-half-year-old daughter. Jade, attends Second Street Children's School. She 

is in the Sun Bear classroom. She has attended for two school years. She started in the 

fall of2000 when she was a week away from being three years old. When she began 

school, she only attended school on the three days a week that I worked. 1 was frustrated, 

as a parent, because often I dropped Jade off when there were only one or two other 

children and a greeting teacher (not Jade's regular teacher). I picked her up, after nap 
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time, when Jade's teacher had already gone home. At those times I did not have contact 

with her teachers, friends, and regular daily activities. I attended two evening parent 

functions. One was a presentation regarding early literacy and what to expect at this 

preschool in regards to literacy development. I was pleased with the information the 

school presented, but not surprised. It was one of the reasons I had selected this 

particular preschool. The second evening function was a costume pizza gathering for 

Halloween. It was also enjoyable. 

When spring semester began my husband and I decided to enroll Jade for the five 

days a week session. Jade was eager to be at school daily and I was eager to join her on 

the extra days. Jade's younger sister, who at the time was nearly one and a hal^ also 

loved joining her big sister at school. My plan was to stay at school with Jade for an hour 

or so in the mornings on the two days I did not work. Also, if time permitted, I wanted to 

join Jade and her classmates for lunch on those two days. Jade's teacher always looked 

pleased when I "helped out." I still continued my regular routine of drop off in the 

mornings. I read at least one story with Jade and sometimes a friend or two before I 

would leave. 

My educational background is in early childhood education. I have a Bachelor's 

degree in Child Development, a Master's degree in Teaching and Teacher Education, and 

have nearly completed my Doctor of Philosophy degree in the same department. I also 

teach preschool and have been teaching for many years. With this background, I feel a 

strong tie with my own children's preschool. My younger daughter, now two and a hal^ 



102 

is going to attend preschool in the fail. [ am married. My husband has a Bachelor's 

degree and a Master's degree as well as a secondary teaching certificate. He teaches high 

school English. 

Linda. Linda is Rosalind and Lucinda's mother. Rosalind has been enrolled for 

one-and-one-half years. She started in January of 2001. Rosalind is almost five-and-a-half 

years old now and in the Kodiak Bear classroom. Lucinda is almost two-and-a-half years 

old. Linda, who is from Canada, moved to the United States after she graduated college. 

Her husband is from Vermont and both of their children were bom in the United States. 

Linda has a Bachelor of Science degree in Biochemistry from the University of Regina, 

Canada. Linda works at a local hospital in a laboratory where she runs medical testing. 

She works only the night shift two or three nights a week, so she can be with her family 

during the day hours. Linda is married. Her husband has a Bachelor's degree and is 

currently working on his Master's degree. He is an engineer. 

Linda spends time at the preschool nearly everyday. She told me during her 

interview that she stays until almost 10:00 everyday. Sometimes she helps with the snack 

or plays with the children on the playground. She also added that it is difficult to get her 

daughter to leave the school to go home.' Linda lives across the street from the school and 

likes the convenience of having Rosalind enrolled at this preschool. She has not decided if 

she will enroll her younger daughter in the preschool next school year or wait another 

year. 
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RacheL Rachel is Jason and David's mother. Jason is four and David will soon be 

two years old. Jason enrolled in the Sunshine classroom two years ago. He was one of 

the youngest children enrolled. Rachel stayed at school for long periods of time in the 

beginning. 

Rachel is 32 and she grew up in Tucson, Arizona. She told me that she felt 

preschool was important. Rachel has a Bachelor of Arts degree in Psychology and has 

partially completed a Master's program in Educational Psychology. Rachel works at 

home as an editor for a publishing company. She is married and her husband is a stock 

broker. 

Rachel spends a lot of time at the preschool. Her time is not planned, but 

somewhat sporadic. She spends as much time as Jason wants her to and she often leaves 

in a hurry when her younger son needs her. Some days she stays for a few hours, other 

days she stays only for a few minutes. She told me she would stay more if they [the 

school] had more things for her to do. Next school year she plans to enroll both boys. 

Summary ofparent participants. The three Erickson CAPS preschool parent 

research study participants are all women (Alicia, Trina, and Dorine). All of the women 

have at least two children and bring a toddler with them when they participate. The three 

women know each other but are not close &iends. Two of the three women have not 

finished high school and do not have GEDs, the third, Dorine, graduated from high. Only 
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Trina works outside of the home at a local fast food restaurant. All three women/families 

meet the federal low income standards and their children receive free breakfasts and 

lunches at the school. All three women regularly participate in the Erickson CAPS 

Preschool program. 

The three parent participants at Second Street Children's School (Hilary, Linda, 

and Rachel) all volunteer on a regular basis, for at least three hours a week. Their three 

enrolled children are all in different classes, although the two girls are both in the Bear 

group, the older group. All three participants have at least one college degree and have 

professional careers but only work part time. All three women have a younger toddler as 

well as an enrolled child. All the women are married and have the support of their 

husbands to work part time and participate at the school. 

Teacher Participants 

The Erickson CAPS program has 16 children, two certified teachers, and a 

teaching assistant. Erickson's CAPS program is different from other CAPS programs in 

that it has two certified teachers who job share. One is in the classroom three days a 

week, the other on the other two days. The teaching assistant is at school everyday. The 

job sharing plan came into effect two years ago for personal reasons. The three teachers 

from the Erickson CAPS program agreed to participate. 

I also selected three teachers from Second Street School for a total of six teacher 

participants. I selected one lead teacher from each of the two main preschool classrooms 
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at Second Street Children's School as well as the owner, who is also the director and 

teacher on some occasions. I felt that having one person from each sector would reflect a 

representative view of the preschool's interpretation. All the teachers that I spoke with at 

this school seemed eager to help me with my research study. 

Hilary. I, Hilary, am a certified elementary teacher. I completed my Bachelor of 

Arts in Child Development at California State University, Chico. California certified 

teachers generally complete a Bachelor's program before they attend a teacher preparation 

program. I received my K-12, self contained, multiple subject teaching credential a year 

after my Bachelor's degree. I later submitted paperwork to the state of Arizona to receive 

my Arizona elementary education certification so I could teach in Arizona. Once in 

Arizona I also finished a Master's degree program at the University of Arizona in the 

Teachmg and Teacher Education department with an emphasis in early childhood 

education. 1 continue this work in Early Childhood Education as 1 finish my doctoral 

program at the University of Arizona. I have also had extensive training in socially 

constructivist practices for early childhood education as well as a myriad of staff 

development, within the CAPS program, concerning these issues. 

Eight years ago, when Tucson Unified School District (TUSD) received more 

funding to launch new CAPS classrooms, I was selected to start the program at Erickson. 

Prior to this I had been teaching in a similar program in TUSD. The CAPS program 

practices were to include: following the NAEYC's suggested Developmentally 



Appropriate Practices (DAP), parent participation, and play based philosophies. I was 

given the opportunity to create the environment at Erickson to meet the needs of the 

children in that neighborhood and institute the existing practices. 

Prior to working in TUSD I taught in various other preschools and elementary 

schools. I came to the CAPS program with more than five years of teaching experience. 

Dana. Dana is the other certified teacher in the CAPS program at Erickson. She 

is also a well seasoned teacher; however most of her teaching experiences are not with 

early childhood programs. Before joining the CAPS team she taught both third and fourth 

grades in a higher socio-economic area school district in Tucson. The students' families 

were predominately Caucasian and high income. Dana committed herself to learning 

about issues and practices concerning early childhood education. She currently 

participates in staff development to learn more about developmentally appropriate 

practices, the philosophies of Reggio Emilia, and other pertinent issues. 

Dana completed a double major in both education and psychology fi'om a 

university in Chicago. She later married and moved to Tucson. She earned her Master's 

degree fi-om Northern Arizona University in Educational Leadership. Dana continues to 

fiirther her education. 

Jennifer. Jennifer is the teaching assistant at Erickson CAPS. She has taught in 

this classroom all but the first year, for a total of seven years. Jennifer and I have been 
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working as a well oiled team that some teachers call "the Married Couple." [n some ways 

this is true. We have learned, made mistakes, and grown together. We count on each 

other. Jennifer is 25 years old and is a high school graduate. She is in the process of 

completing her Child Development Associates (CDA) degree. She has undergone 

extensive training in the field of early childhood education particularly in Developmentally 

appropriate practice and constructivist learning theories. When I asked her if she always 

wanted to be a teacher, she responded with, 'In some way, shape, or form I think I did. I 

would have to make up my own thing [the curriculum and plan], sort of like this where we 

get to know the kids and learn with the kids. See I don't want to teach the regular way, 

the traditional school way" (January 30, 2002). 

Mary. Mary is the owner of Second Street Children's School. She has operated 

the school for 11 years which has been at the current location for the last five years. Mary 

has a Bachelor of Science degree in Special Education and a Master of Education degree 

in Special Education Administration. She told me she always wanted to be a teacher. 

Prior to starting her own preschool, Mary taught young children in a variety of settings. 

Mary participates in a wide range of professional development opportunities. These range 

&om attending national early childhood conferences to Reggio Emilia Conferences in 

Colorado to local workshops and courses through the interdisciplinary degree program at 

the University of Arizona. She concentrates on opportunities to enrich her teaching and 

the school itself. Her main foci include constructivist learning philosophies. National 
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Association for the Education of Young Children's (NAEYC) Developmentally 

Appropriate Practices (DAP) guidelines, emergent curriculum instruction, and the Reggio 

Approach. She also leads workshops in some of the above topics for local practitioners. 

She is a mentor and a validator for the NAEYC. 

Mary has strong ties with the community. She is familiar with local preschool 

programs and elementary schools. Mary's school participates in the local school district 

(TUSD) initiated state funded preschool program for children considered at risk. Mary 

works with the coordinator of this program as well as other early childhood educators in 

town. She also invites principals of neighboring elementary schools to meet with families. 

These meetings help smooth the transition between preschool and elementary school. 

Mary does not teach in any one classroom on a full time basis. She attends all the 

classrooms depending on the needs that arise. Her presence is always there in all the 

classrooms. Mary collaborates with all the teachers and knows all the children and 

parents. She is a big part of the success of Second Street Children's School. 

Patty. Patty helped Mary create Second Street Children's School 11 years ago. 

The Parent Handbook (2001) states that Patty is the Assistant Director and Morning 

Teacher. When I asked Patty what her title was during her interview she told me, 'Tm 

Just a teacher. We have what we call the principle teachers. It is a group of us that have 

been here so long. Yeah, the jobs all kinda fall into place naturally here. We don't really 
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have too many titles around here" (February 4, 2002). Patty is second in command at 

Second Street Children's School. 

Patty has a Bachelor of Arts degree in Elementary Education from the University 

of Arizona with a specialty in early childhood education (ECE). At the time she received 

her degree, the university did not have an early childhood program, but there was a strand 

of ECE courses offered. Patty continues to learn about current early childhood practices. 

She attends national conferences and other professional development opportunities. Her 

interests are in the area of constructivist learning. She mentioned she is very interested in 

The Creative Curriculum, Bev Bos' methods, the emergent curriculum, as well as some 

broader theories such as Developmentally Appropriate Practices, and the Reggio Emilia 

philosophy. 

Patty is the Polar Bear teacher. There are three Bear groups for the older children. 

All three bear groups work together and share a space at Second Street Children's School. 

Patty is the lead Bear teacher. The children in her group are mostly five-year-old children. 

There are a few four-year-old children and one six-year-old child. Most of the children go 

on to kindergarten the year after they have Patty. When the school has more 

kindergarten-aged children, Patty usually has these older children in her group and tailors 

the program to meet their needs. 

Jamie. Jamie is the Second Street Children's School's other assistant 

director/morning teacher according to the Parent Handbook (2001, p. 13). Her main 
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responsibilities are in the classroom. She has worked with the Second Street Children's 

School team for many years. She worked with Mary and Patty when the school was 

beginning at a different location in Tucson. She left for California for a couple of years 

and then returned to Second Street Children's School in her current position. She has 

been in this role at this location in Tucson for the past four years. 

Jamie has a Bachelor's degree in Social Work and 14 units of Early Childhood 

Education (ECE). She also participates in university classes to learn more about Reggio 

Emilia practices. These courses are through an early childhood project at the University. 

Jamie is the teacher of the Sunshine group, the youngest children at the school 

(young threes and early fours). She is the third in command at the school and has some 

added duties related to the summer program and other responsibilities throughout the 

school year. Jamie is a valued teacher member at the school. 

Summary of teacher participants. Two of the three teachers in the Erickson 

CAPS program are Arizona elementary certified teachers. Both have Bachelor's and 

Master's degrees in Education. The third teacher, a teaching assistant, has extensive 

training in early childhood practices. All three teachers collaborate frequently to prepare a 

quality program, one that meets standards set by the National Association for the 

Education of Young Children, and that follows many of the concepts and practices of 

Reggio Emilia. Two of the three teachers have taught in this program for seven years. 
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The other teacher has been in the Erickson CAPS preschool program for two years and 

taught at other grade levels for many years. The three teachers work well together. 

The three teacher participants from Second Street Children's School have a long 

history with Second Street Children's School. Each is conunitted to making it a special 

place for children. All three teachers are very qualified. They each hold a minimum of a 

Bachelor's degree and continue their professional development. Each strives to learn 

more about current early childhood trends and philosophies. 

Data Sets and Collection 

I collected data from four sources to learn more about how parents become 

protagonists in early childhood classrooms, specifically concerning emergent curriculum 

issues in classrooms influenced by Reggio Emilia. Specifically my research questions are: 

1. How are parents protagonists? 

2. In what ways do parents contribute to an emergent curriculum setting that is 

influenced by the philosophy of Reggio Emilia? 

3. How do parents believe they influence the emergent curriculum? 

4. How do teachers believe parents influence the emergent curriculum? 

The data set I collected to answer my research questions are: (a) observations of 

selected parents at two preschool sites, (b) interviews with the selected parents, (c) 

interviews with selected teachers at both preschool sites, and (d) observations of 

Emergent Curriculum threads with confirmations from teachers at each site. Each 
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participant, both parents and teachers, signed a consent form stating they were aware of 

the research project (see Appendix C). 

Observational data collection and interviewing participants complement each 

other. Harry F. Wolcot (1990) discusses this notion in the book Qualitative Inquiry in 

Education: 

More subtly, my growing bias toward letting informants speak for themselves is 
exactly that-a bias in favor of trying to capture the expressed thoughts of others 
rather than relying to singularly on what I have observed and interpreted. The 
extent to which participants-observation and interviewing are a natural 
complement or get at quite different aspects of thought and action has always 
vexed experienced field workers, (p. 130) 

Both acts, observing and interviewing allow the researcher to see what the informant does 

and to hear what the informant means. 

I spent a total of four months collecting data, fi'om October 2001-February 2002. 

1 observed parents in the preschools during prearranged times. [ asked all parents at 

Erickson CAPS to volunteer on Monday, Wednesday, or Friday, when I was at the school. 

I asked the parents at Second Street to volunteer on either Tuesdays or Thursdays. I 

asked all of the participants to volunteer a minimum of one hour each week during the 

assigned days so I would be in the environment on the same days. Most parents adhered 

to this plan; although one parent fi'om the Erickson CAPS program got a job during the 

observational period and volunteered less fi'equently then originally planned. One parent 

fi'om Second Street Children's School was also less consistent with her volunteering. I 

collected less observation records for these two parents. I used the same parent 

participants for observational data and interview data. The interviews took place in late 
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December, January, and February. I selected three teachers from each site to interview. I 

interviewed each of them during the same months as the parents. I began the emergent 

curriculum record observations in September and continued through January. I 

continuously asked for confirmations from teachers as the need arose. 

For triangulation purposes, [ used different methods to collect data. 

MacNaughton et al. (2001) write, "Many researchers use a combination [of approaches] 

to gain a more complete picture of what they are interested in. The use of different 

methods within the same study—triangulation .. (p. 13). By using observation 

records, interview records of both parents and teachers, and emergent curriculum record 

observations, I am able to understand better how parents contribute to the emergent 

cum'culum in preschools influenced by the philosophy of Reggio Emilia. 

Parent Observation 

I selected three parents from each preschool site to be my parent participants during the 

first month of the school year. I selected each of these parents because they volunteered 

at the preschool at least once a week. I discussed the issue of consistently volunteering 

with each potential candidate. I asked each parent to continue this practice of 

volunteering regularly for the four-month period (and throughout the rest of the school 

year, too). Tucson schools (public and many private) have several vacation breaks during 

this time frame of four months. I was hoping to observe parents a minimum of 10-12 

times each during the four months. I collected a total of 69 observation records for the 
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parent participants. Two participants volunteered less regularly and I collected nine 

observation records for each. I collected 16 records for Dorine. I collected between 10 

and 13 for the other parent participants. (See Illustration 3.6 for record collection 

amounts.) 

Dorine Trina Alicia Linda Hilary Rachel 

16 9 10 13 12 9 

[llustration 3.6. Record collection. 

I conducted each observation in the most discreet way possible, hi all cases I was 

already a common part of the environment and did not seem out of place to the children, 

parents, and teachers. My presence was familiar and predictable (MacNaughton et al., 

2001). 

I collected anecdotal observations of the parent participants at the preschool 

settings. According to MacNaughton et al. (2001), anecdotal records are "rich 

descriptions of a specific and informative event" (p. 129). 1 observed each parent 

participant and noted the times, locations, and other pertinent information during the 

events. 

I collected anecdotal observational records in various ways. I always kept a 

notebook and pen nearby, but not necessarily on me. Sometimes I left them on a nearby 
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table. I stayed near the parent participants without seeming "too close." I listened for 

conversations and I watched the parents' actions. Most of the observational records at the 

Erickson CAPS Preschool were inside the classroom. Most of the observational records 

at Second Street Children's School were outdoors in the yard or under a ramada. I 

obtained a minimum of nine anecdotal observations per parent participant over the four 

month period although, [ wanted to gather 10-12 observational records from each 

participant, several participants volunteer patterns changed two or three months during the 

study. Some parents volunteered more regularly then others; therefore, I obtained more 

observational records for three of the six parent participants. I collected a total of 69 

parent anecdotal observational records during the four month period for all of the six 

parent participants. 

Parent Interviews 

. The second data set is Parent Interviews. I created a series of questions based on 

the themes of my research questions. [ divided the interview form into four sections; 

Background information, parent involvement, emergent curriculum, and child information. 

I compiled all of my questions for the interview form. There is a total of 36 questions. 

Each section has a couple of questions that are close ended and the rest of the questions 

are open ended. (See Appendix D for complete interview form.) 

I used an in-depth interview method as discussed by Seidman (1991): "In-depth 

interviews ask participants to reconstruct their life history as it relates to the subject of 
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inquiry" (p. 46). Each interview was a structured conversation between researcher and 

participant (MacNaughton et al., 2001). I followed the interview form that I created, but I 

did not read it word for word in every case. Some participants answered some of the 

questions I had already asked. In other cases I used follow up questions to illicit more 

information or to see where a topic was going (MacNaughton et al., 2001). 

Each interview was informal. I asked each participant where they would like to be 

interviewed. Two participants selected their homes and the others selected the school 

sites. The interviews lasted approximately one hour each. One of the parent interviews 

was as short as 40 minutes and another was as long as one hour and 15 minutes. I tape 

recorded all the interviews. I transcribed them from the tapes later at my computer. 

Teacher Interviews 

I used a similar process to create the teacher interview form as I did to create the 

parent interviews. The teacher interview form has three sections: Background 

information, parent involvement, and emergent curriculum. There are 25 questions on this 

form (see Appendix E). 

All of the teacher interviews were conducted on school sites. One interview was 

facilitated in two sittings. These interviews each lasted a minimum of one hour. On two 

occasions interviews lasted over 90 minutes. These interviews also took the form of a 

casual conversation (MacNaughton et al., 2001). I asked follow up questions to many of 
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the responses. Several teacher participants asked me questions about the research subject, 

the data collection, and topic matter which I answered directly and honestly. 

Emergent Curriculum Confirmations from Teachers 

The last data set I used to obtain information was emergent curriculum 

documentation and confirmations from teachers. 1 recorded and documented visible 

emergent curriculum ideas and strands during the observational period of October 2001-

February of 2002. I gathered this data by wandering through the preschool environments 

on a regular basis. 1 noted ideas and themes I saw emerging based on children's 

conversations, art work, room arrangements, props, and book titles in the libraries and 

book baskets. Books in the libraries, at both preschools, changed and grew depending on 

the topics of explorations. When I thought I saw emerging topics, I asked a teacher if 

these were developing topics of exploration. I noted the topics I saw, environmental 

evidence, the contributors, and the dates in my record keeping book. I confirmed the 

completed list with a teacher at each preschool site by asking a nearby teacher about the 

topic when I saw it. [ also asked one teacher from each preschool to verify the emerging 

topic threads after I finished collecting all of the data to make sure [ had it correct. 

[ used four data sets to accumulate data to answer my research questions. I 

observed parents in the preschool sites and created anecdotal observational records for a 

total of 69 records. I conducted interviews with both parent participants and teacher 

participants about parent involvement issues, emergent curriculum issues, and personal 

issues. I interviewed three parents at each site and three parents at each site for an 
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accumulated total of 12 interview records between all the parents and all the teachers at 

both preschool sites. My last method of data collection is the documented emergent 

curriculum threads. I recorded visible evidence from the environments in my data keeping 

book. The four data sets (parent observations, parent interviews, teacher interviews, and 

emergent curriculum threads) provide evidence to answer my research questions. 

Conclusion 

Chapter 3 has focused on methods for investigating parents as protagonists in early 

childhood preschool programs that are influenced by practices of Reggio Emilia. To begin 

this chapter I explain what 1 was looking for in my data collection. 1 describe the 

environments, the school schedules, and parent expectations. After discussing both 

preschoois sites, I descnbe the participants in my study, the parents and teachers. Then, I 

describe the four data sets I used to gather data; parent observations, parent interviews, 

teacher interviews, and emergent curriculum thread confirmations. This data provides the 

information 1 need to analyze, interpret, and answer my research questions. 

In the next three chapters, [ discuss my analysis of the data and my findings. 

Chapter four and five answers aspects of my first two research questions. Chapter four 

provides categories I used to interpret my data. I discuss some aspects of how parents are 

protagom'sts and how they contribute to the emergent curriculum. I also provide my 

analysis and interpretations of my last two research questions by discussing parent and 

teacher perspectives in association to parents being protagonists. Chapter Five discusses 



aspects of my first two research questions through the use of case study analysis. In 

Chapter Six, I discuss my findings, offer sununaries and present implications for 

researchers, educators, and parents. 
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PARENTS AS PROTAGONISTS: 

ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATIONS 

Four questions guide my analysis and interpretation of how parents are 

protagonists and contributors in early childhood classrooms that are influenced by the 

philosophies of Reggio Emilia; 

1. How are parents protagonists? 

2. In what ways do parents contribute to an emergent curriculum setting that is 

influenced by the philosophy of Reggio Emilia? 

3. How do parents believe they influence the curriculum? 

4. How do teachers believe parents influence the curriculum? 

This chapter addresses aspects of the first and second questions. Chapter 5 

continues to examine these questions through case study analysis. The third and fourth 

questions are also fuUy addressed in this chapter 4. 

The data for analysis, on how parents are protagom'sts and contribute to the 

emergent curriculum, was collected at two early childhood schools which are influenced 

by Reggio Emilia. I collected data from four sources: parent observations, parent 

interviews, teacher interviews, and emergent curriculum thread observations. The 
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information from all four data sources contributes towards an ethnographic approach. My 

aim is to use the data I collected to recreate a holistic account that includes views and 

perspectives of all the people involved (MacNaughton et al., 2001). My data analysis 

involves interpretation. Siraj-Blatchford states: "In fact, ethnographic study is by it's very 

nature interpretative, that is, it is concerned to understand the subjective world of human 

experience" (p. 194). My analysis is a continuous process that extends throughout my 

study (MacNaughton et al., 2001). 

I utilized Glaser and Strauss' (1967) method of grounded theory. 'The discovery 

of theory from data systemically obtained social research" (p. 3). I discovered categories 

by examination of the data, and this was ongoing through my data collection. I noted 

commonaUties, patterns, and regularities as I collected data from the beginning of my 

study, and I used my research questions to guide my investigations. For each question, I 

created categories to help interpret the data. 

This chapter focuses on how parents are protagonists, how they contribute to the 

emergent curriculum, how parents believe they contribute, and teacher beliefs about parent 

contributions to the emergent curriculum. [ describe the data and the data analysis I use 

for interpretation. There are two sections in tiiis chapter. The first section relates to how 

parents are protagonists and how they contribute in response to research questions one 

and two. The second section applies to parent and teacher perceptions regarding parent 

involvement and the emergent curriculum in order to answer my last two research 

questions. Both sections conclude with a discussion. 
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Parent Protagonist Attributes 

Parents involved in their children's education process, parents who assume key 

roles, parents who are advocates for their children, parents who participate in schools with 

their children are protagonists. See chapter 1 for further explanations of protagonists. To 

understand and see what a parent protagonist looks like, I assembled a list of parent 

attributes that I observed during my data collection. These attributes emerged from the 

various data sources (parent observations, parent and teacher interviews) as common 

actions and characteristics that each of the parents exhibited. Teachers confirmed many of 

the parent attributes as well as evidence from teacher interviews. Time parents spent in 

the classroom attributed to these parent actions. Parents in the classroom community 

began displaying common attributes. Many of these parents volunteered on a regular basis 

and had a relationship with their child's teachers. These parents committed themselves to 

participating in their child's preschool program. See Illustration 4.1 for a b'st of parent 

protagonist attributes. 

The attributes listed in Illustration 4.1 describes both characteristics of parents and 

the actions exhibited by parent protagonists in the preschool classroom. Parents displayed 

these attributes, while participating in their respective preschools, particularly after they 

were volunteering in each environment for a period of time. Most characteristics, such as 

confidence and initiative, began appearing during the second month of my four-month 
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observation period. The actions also were a little delayed for their onset. Interest, insight, 

and enrichment are both characteristics and actions that I observed in all parent 



124 

Parent 
Characteristics 

• Confidence in preschool environment 
• Confidence in relationships with teachers, parents, and 

children 
• Patience in preschool environment 
• Patience in relationships with others 
• Comfortable in preschool environment 

Eager to volunteer/participate in preschool environment 
• Initiative in preschool environment 
• Pride 

Parent Actions 
(I observed) 

• Participates in meaningful actions 
• Immerses self in school life 
• Observes thoughtfully 
• Offers assistance 
• Feels like an important preschool community member 
• Supports preschool decisions 
• Contributes to preschool classrooms 
• Understands preschool terminology 
• Understands daily routine 
• Understands preschool philosophy 
• Accesses other parent peers (Mendships) 
• Learns parenting skills from other parents and fi^om 

preschool professionals modeling appropriate actions. 

Illustration 4.1. Parent protagonist attributes. 

protagonists. More about these three attributes is discussed in my case study analysis in 

chapter 5. The parent attributes listed in Illustration 4.1 are closely tied to how parents 

participate and with whom the parents interact in the preschool classrooms. When 

parents participate at the various levels and interact with teachers, parents, and children, 

parent behaviors are reflected in their actions. In the next two sections of this chapter, I 

describe parent participation levels and parent interactions and conversations. Within both 
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sections, I provide information about when I saw a specific parent protagonist attribute, as 

it appeared in the participation levels and parent interactions. Each attribute is embedded 

within the descriptions of parents. 

How Parents Contribute to an Emergent Curriculum 

Parents who are involved in early childhood classrooms, ones that are influenced 

by Reggio Emilia, contribute to the emergent curriculum in various ways. To understand 

how parents contribute, I observed parents in preschool settings, interviewed the parents, 

and interviewed the teachers who work with these parents. To analyze how parents 

contribute, I grouped the data into different categories, and I used abbreviated codes to 

help me label different aspects of the categories. See Appendix F for a list of codes and an 

example of my coding scheme. I used dififerent colored paper to group each set of 

interpretations within each category, then inserted applicable notations from the different 

data sources. For example, one category I examined was parent interactions (PI). I used 

blue paper for all PI interpretations, notes, and examples. I found three types of 

interactions: Parent-Teacher, Parent-Parent, and Parent-Child. I used one blue paper for 

each type of interaction and labeled them accordingly. Then, I reviewed all of my 

observation records and noted the interactions on the appropriate pages. I documented 

which records the data came from, who the interactors were, and a brief notation about 

the interaction. I used this same process to help me understand and categorize the 

conversation topics. The process I used for the participation levels was similar to the 
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conversation topics, however, I created a special table to help me organize the data. The 

table included a column for the observation record, a column for parent location, and a 

column for parent actions. I also added brief notations with some locations and actions. [ 

used a separate sheet, with all the columns, for each parent. See Appendix G for a 

sample Participation Level code sheet. 

My first category of investigation is Participation Levels. Patten (2002) and 

Epstein (1995, 1996) both created models of various participation levels for parent 

involvement in schools (preschool-high school). Patten (2002) created a continuum of 

how parents participate firom talk in the home about school, being at the beginning of the 

continuum to the most involved aspect and volunteering in the classroom at the other end 

of the continuum. Joyce Epstein's model of parent participation involves schools allowing 

and encouraging parents to be a part of their child's schooling. Epstein's model includes 

six types of involvement (2002): 

TYPE l-PAREKUNG: Assist families with parenting and child-rearing skills, 
understanding child and adolescent development, and setting home conditions that 
support children as students at each age and grade level. Assist schools in 
understanding families. 

TYPE 2-COMMUNICATING: Communicate with families about school programs 
and student progress through effective school-to-home and home-to-school 
communications. 

TYPE 3-VOLUNTEERING: Improve recruitment, training, work, and schedules to 
involve families as volunteers and audiences at the school or in other locations to 
support students and school programs. 



127 
TYPE 4—LEARNING A T HOME: Involve families with their children in learning 
activities at home, including homework and other curriculum-linked activities and 
decisions. 

TYPE 5-DECISION MAKING: Include families as participants in school decisions, 
governance, and advocacy through PTA/PTO, school councils, committees, and 
other parent organizations. 

TYPE 6-COLLABORA TING WITH THE COm^fUNTTY: Coordinate resources 
and services for families, students, and the school with businesses, agencies, and 
other groups, and provide services to the community 
('http://scov.csos.ihu.edu/p2000/sixtvpes.htmV 

I primarily examined Epstein's Type 3-Volunteering. Epstein's model is meant to 

provide opportunities for all parents of students from preschool through high school. I am 

using this model to understand how parents are contributing within Type 3-Volunteering, 

only at the preschool level. I have created sub-categories within the volunteering form of 

parent involvement. The first category. Participation Levels, describes where parents 

participate and how they participate. There are four levels in my model for a parent to 

participate at in the preschool. Parents only reach these participation levels once they 

commit to volunteering on a regular basis, just as all of the parent participants did in my 

study. I analyzed the volunteering aspect and developed additional categories. 

Participation Levels (while volunteering) is one category that emerged. Interactions and 

Conversations are additional categories that emerged which I describe in a later section of 

this chapter. 

To place parents at different participation levels, I read through my observation 

records, and I noted different parent locations and actions. I noted that as the parents 
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changed locations in the preschool environments, it reflected how they would participate. 

Each location has a corresponding action. 

Next, I noted when parents made an interaction within the environments and with 

whom the interaction took place. I call this category Interactions and examined the 

interactions and the interaction recipients. The interactions were with different people in 

the environments. After I noted who parents interacted with, I examined the conversation 

topics that occurred during the interactions. The conversations were between a parent 

and another person including; a teacher, another parent, or a child, all of which, occurred 

in the preschool environments. I named this category Conversation Topics. I examined 

the conversations to understand what role they played in the day-to-day administering of 

the classrooms. After learning about both the interactions and conversations, I combined 

these two categories and called it Interactions and Conversations. 

Throughout the discussion of Participation Levels and Interactions and 

Conversations, I provide my interpretations about how a parent is being a protagonist in 

these particular situations. For example, I describe a type of interaction; I provide an 

excerpt from my data records to explain the type of interaction; then I discuss why this 

data record is relevant and how the parent is a protagonist in this particular situation. By 

linking the protagonist attributes to the other categories I gain understandings of how 

parents are protagonists and how parents contribute in an emergent curriculum setting that 

is influenced by the philosophy of Reggio Emilia. 
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Participation Levels 

Parent involvement, in preschool classrooms, assumes various forms. In the two 

preschools in which I collected data, parents are given general guidelines about parent 

involvement expectations prior to beginning the programs. Preschool teachers or 

administrators discuss these expectations during enrollment. Both preschools provide a 

parent handbook which helps describe these guidelines. (See chapter 3 for more specifics 

about parent expectations and guidelines.) Parents are allowed the freedom to choose 

how they participate within the parameters set by the schools. 

Parents selected for this study were parents who were m the preschool 

environments frequently and maintained their own patterns of volunteering prior to the 

selection. As a participant observer, I was able to observe in a less intrusive way. One 

parent mentioned she had forgotten I was observing when I later showed her some data 

records. Graue and Walsh (1998) discuss the notion of participant observer: 

The choice of role should be a theoretically driven decision, at least in part, 
because it is related to the kinds of understandings the researcher hopes to 
generate. The role negotiated by a researcher makes some things more prominent 
in data generation than others, thereby constituting reality in quite specific ways, 
(p. 75) 

By being in the preschool environments, I was able to see the realities as they 

existed in order to generate data that was true to the participants. Parents moved in the 

environments freely and participated in preschool life at their own will. I noted that a 

parent's physical location determined their actions in the environment, as the parent 

location changed so did the parent action. In other words, the context and what took 
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place in the context were integral to each other. The following excerpt from a field note is 

an example of this concept. 

On Feb. 5, 2002, Rachel entered the classroom around 9:35. Many children were 
already present and busy singing with Bob on the floor. There were several 
parents congregated around the parent sign-in sheet. Rachel walked quickly over 
to the rocking chair in the back of the classroom near the back doors. She was still 
holding her young toddler and holding her older son's hand. She quietly told her 
son to go join the other children on the floor. She gently nudged him away. Her 
younger son leaned on her leg. Rachel sat in this chair, with her legs crossed, 
hands in her lap approximately ten minutes. Both she and her younger son were 
silent except for a few grunts by her son to hold him the entire ten minutes. Most 
parents near the sign-in sheet left during this ten minutes. One teacher approached 
Rachel to greet her and to ask if she was staying for a while. Rachel nodded yes 
similarly to how she nodded hello to other parents. Once the room quieted of 
other parents, Rachel stood up and walked over to an activity table where one 
teacher was preparing an activity and asked about the activity and if they needed 
help. This was her first initiated interaction with anyone besides her sons. 

During the time Rachel sat in the rocking chair she was quiet and passive. She was 

an observer in the classroom. She was in the environment. She was seeing what the 

children and parents were doing, but she was watching, not interacting. When Rachel was 

in a more active space, the activity area, she was more interactive and assumed a different 

role and she became a worker. 1 noted, for all the parent participants, when their physical 

locations changed in the preschool environments so did their actions. Based on this 

information, I determined four participation levels depending on the parent's locations and 

their actions. 

The settings at the two preschool sites were different, therefore, the locations 

varied slightly between the two. Most of the data at Erickson CAPS was collected inside 

the classroom whereas most of the data at Second Street Children's School was collected 
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in the outdoor environment. I did find parallel locations at each preschool site for each 

participation level. Each participation level has specific parent locations as well as specific 

parent actions. The locations ranged fi-ora "Comfy Chair"/adult sized outdoor furniture to 

an activity table with children. The parent actions vary fi-om observing children and adults 

to initiating activity and actively engaging teachers and children in activity. Illustration 4.2 

displays this model. 

All parent participants assumed a role in a minimum of two participation levels 

while they were volunteering in their respective preschools. The levels of participation is a 

continuum of sorts, where the Level One-Observer is the least active role of parent 

participation, and the Level Four-Initiator parent is the most active form of parent 

involvement in the preschool. A parent may begin at one level and change levels in a 

matter of minutes or days depending on situations that arise in the classroom or the parent 

protagonist attributes they possess, similarly to the example illustrated above about 

Rachel. Reaching Level One and becoming an observer is an integral part of the process. 
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Parent Locations Parent Actions 

Level One 
Observer 

• Com^- chair 

• Adult lawn chairs 

• Standing on perimeter 

• Solitary spaces 

• Observes children and adults 

• Others initiate interactions at 

location 

• Stationary' 

Level Two 
Supporter 

• Comfy chair 

• Adult lawn chairs 

• Sits/stands near activity 

• Pushes swings 

• Observes children and adults 

• Will help if asked 

• Performs minimal tasks 

Level Three 
Worker 

• Sits/Stands at an activity \vith 

children 

• Situated around environment as 

needed 

• Remains near children, particularly 

own child 

• Knows and performs duties 

associated with daily routine 

• Joins large group activity 

• Initiates routine tasks 

' Assiunes responsibilities 

• Adds insights 

Level Four 
Initiator 

• Situated in busy locations 

• Sits on floor/s and with children 

• Sits \vith children in activity area 

not necessarily with own child 

• Knows and performs duties 

associated with daily routine 

• Joins large group activity 

• Initiates routine tasks 

• Assumes responsibilities 

• Initiates own ideas 

• Adds insights and enrichment 

Illustration 4.2. Participation levels. 
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Level One-Observer. Level One-Observers are parents who are in the 

environment either on a limited or regular basis. These parents tend to stay near the 

perimeter of the environment and select adult-sized flimiture, Lf possible. Level One-

Observers are passive and quiet. In every noted observation, parents participating at this 

level only spoke with their own children in quiet voices. They responded to interactions 

by other adults with head nods, smiles, and eye contact. These parents primarily observed 

their own children (especially their younger children, the toddlers not enrolled) in the 

environments. 

The two large "comfy chairs," located around the perimeter of the main room, are 

prime locations for observers in the Erickson CAPS preschool program. See diagrams of 

classroom layouts Illustration 3.2 and Illustration 3.4 in chapter 3 for more information 

pertaining to specifics in the classrooms/preschools. The comfy chairs are good vantage 

points which allow a parent to observe the entire classroom, including their own children. 

On eight occasions, parents sat with one or both of their children in the comfy chairs for 

brief moments either reading quietly with their own child or watching children in the 

environment. Level One Erickson CAPS parents also sit at vacant tables, lean on the wall, 

or sit at the computer (a larger sized chair) whenever there is an empty space away from 

activity. Comparable to the comfy chairs are adult-sized outdoor fiimiture in the play yard 

at Second Street Children's School. These chairs and a table are located near the 

entrance/exit of the play yard and usually away from child activity. There are also several 

larger-sized chairs or benches near the activity tables. Leaning on trees, large tires, or 
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ramada posts are also options outdoors for Level One-Observers at Second Street 

Children's School. Inside the school, there are several large Rocking Chairs and a comfy 

chair in one room for parents to observe from with good vantage points. 

The activity level for Level One-Observers is limited. Most parents simply sit or 

lean and watch activity. Parents primarily observe or quietly speak with their own children 

at the parent's location as they come and go from this stationary place. Parents make eye 

contact with other adults from their chairs or posts, but do not engage in lengthy 

conversations. The following vignette is an excerpt from an observation record. It is an 

example of a Level One-Observer. 

On Nov. 30, 2001, Trina entered the classroom, holding Andrew's hand. Her 
younger son was following behind her. As Trina walked, she made a clanking 
sound from her metal bangles on one wrist. Trina lead Andrew over to the writing 
table. He reluctantly gave up Trina's hand when she let go. Andrew leaned on the 
table with his chest. His mother quietly told him to pull out a stool and get some 
paper. Andrew continued leaning on the table. Trina moved over to the parent 
sign-in which was situated on top of the nearby cubbies. Trina signed her name 
and the current time. Then, she walked over to the comfy chair on the east side of 
the classroom. There was one child seated at the computer which was directly to 
the right of the chair. To the left of the comfy chair there were two girls sitting on 
a small doormat-sized rug which was placed next to a shelf of toys. The girls were 
playing with Legos and giggling quietly to themselves. Trina sat in the blue velvet 
comfy chair and placed her personal items on the floor next to the chair. Her 
younger son Peter leaned on one of Trina's legs. Trina placed one hand on his 
back. Andrew walked back over to his Mom after a few moments. She quietly 
asked him if he had finished writing his name. He nodded and held up a paper to 
show her. A teacher walked past Trina at the same time and said "Good Morning" 
to Trina. Then asked if she was staying for a while. Trina nodded her head yes 
and smiled back at Jennifer, the teacher. Trina nudged Andrew and told him to go 
play. Andrew turned his head back to look at her. He slowly stood up and walked 
over to the block area where several children were building block structures and 
moving dinosaurs into them. Andrew turned back to look at his mother then sat 
on the floor to build. Trina watched him build. Trina and Peter remained at this 
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location, observing Andrew for five more minutes until Jennifer asked Trina to 
help her with breakfast preparations. 

Trina sat in the chair for nearly 15 minutes. She stayed at this location on the 

outer edge of activity in the classroom. She quietly watched her child and several other 

children near her son. She nodded at other adults when they acknowledged her. She did 

not interact with anyone but her sons. She was an observer, a Level One participant in the 

preschool classroom. At the end of the excerpt, when Jennifer walked over to Trina and 

asked her to help, Trina did stand up to help. She transitioned into a Level Two-

Supporter participant. I describe Level Two-Supporter next. 

Level Two-Supporter. Parents who participate at Level Two-Supporter have some 

characteristics of Level One-Observers, such as entering preschool environments both on a 

limited and regular basis and staying near the outskirts of activity. Parents help when 

needed and interact with children and adults as needed. 

The locations of Level Two-Supporter parents are still near the outer perimeter of 

classrooms or outdoor environments. Parents utilize adult-sized furniture, but on occasion 

they move the chairs closer to the action in the classroom or play yard to get involved in 

action. In the Erickson CAPS classroom, parents sit at the vacant tables or behind activity 

tables where children are playing and working, as well as in or on the comfy chairs. 

Parents also sit next to the round large gray rug when there is a large group activity there. 

These are shifts towards more interactive involvement. Parents, on five occasions, 

brought either a small child-sized chair or adult sized-chair over the rug area and placed 
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the chair on the tile floor right next to the edge of the rug. I noted parents at Second 

Street Children's School leaning on ramada posts next to activity tables and leaning or 

sitting on large tractor tires near a common digging area. One parent frequently stood at 

one ramada post even when her child was not participating in an activity at that location. 

This was a shady spot and the parent told me she liked to stay out of the sun but stay near 

her child. One parent frequently joined her son inside Second Street Children's School for 

large group experiences, such as story time or singing with Bob. On two occasions, this 

parent sat in a child-sized chairs at a nearby vacant table. Three other times she sat behind 

the group (the group of children and teachers sat on the floor) on the floor with her 

toddler son in her lap. In both cases she was not in the center of activity. 

The actions of a Level Two-Supporter parent are a little more active on the 

participation level continuum. Level Two parents generally stay near action, but do not 

actively participate. They are helpful when their help is requested. Level Two parents do 

not initiate activities, interactions, or routine tasks without being prompted or asked. 

Parent actions indicate that parents did not always know what to do or when to do tasks. 

This was especially the case in the beginning of the year when parents are less familiar 

with preschool routines and teachers. The following excerpt is an example of a Level 

Two-Supporter parent who is trying to understand where her boundaries are in the 

classroom community. She wants to participate but does not want to be a nuisance. 

Rachel and her sons entered the classroom. The teacher and a singer were singing 
with a large group on the carpet. Rachel quietly walked around to the back of the 
group. The teacher nodded and smiled heUo at Rachel and her sons. Rachel was 
carrying her younger son and holding the other son's hand. They sat down and 
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began singing with the rest of the group. The toddler stood up and moved over to 
a nearby shelf. He pulled a small basket of toys oflf the shelf and several of the 
plastic shapes slid out making a noise. Another child (Johnny) in the class watched 
David, the toddler, pull out more shapes. The teacher also noted where the noise 
was coming from. She looked at Rachel and smiled at her. David continued 
playing quietly with the shapes. Johimy continued watching David and not Bob 
the singer. A few moments passed and Johnny crouched low and moved himself 
near David and began playing with the shapes, too. The teacher watched the 
whole event and motioned for Johnny to turn around and listen to Bob. Johnny 
continued. Rachel watched Johrmy and David. A moment later the teacher asked 
Johnny to return to his spot on the floor. Rachel quickly cleaned up the basket of 
toys, put it back on the shelf, picked up David, kissed her older son goodbye, and 
left the classroom. 

This parent wanted to stay and participate while not wanting to cause any 

commotion or problems for other students. She was unclear about parent expectations 

and how the school would view her son's behavior. 

I asked all of the parents, during their interview, what they did to participate in the 

preschool environments and how they knew what to do when they were participating. 

The three parents from the Erickson CAPS program mentioned a teacher had told them or 

shown them some ways to help, including meal preparation. These three parents did not 

mention anything about their role during activity times. The three parents from Second 

Street Children's School all mentioned they were not given much direction about parent 

participation either before or during their time at the school. Two parents did say that the 

director had told them they were always welcome. One parent gave the following 

response to this interview question; 'Has anyone at the school asked you to participate?" 

Yes and No. They [the school] told me that parents are always welcome. Most of 
the time I feel they mean that but, sometimes it seems like they don't want me here 
or they don't know what to do with me. The teachers seem to ignore me and I 
don't really know what to do, so 1 just sit and watch the kids.... 
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The parent then went on to say the following in response to the question, "What do you 

do when you volunteer?" 

Usually, I wander around the playground, following my toddler who is following 
my older daughter. Sometimes I sit and read stories inside with several children. 
Other times I sit at an activity table and talk with the children. The teachers seem 
to ignore that I am there. ... 

Level Two-Supporters are parents who want to participate. They remain on the 

outskirts of activity, but are willing to help when needed and given direction. Parents at 

this level are uncertain about their roles in the environments and are looking for direction 

from school professionals; they want to be helpful, not a hindrance. 

Level Three-Worker. Parents who participate at Level Three are workers who 

participate frequently and regularly and are familiar with the day-to-day routine. Level 

Three parents situate themselves near the action in the classroom by sitting near their own 

child and/or near other children. Worker parents help facilitate activities, with assistance 

from teachers and other parents, and help with routine tasks sometimes without 

prompting. 

Level Three-Worker parents are committed to parent involvement and regularly 

participate in the classrooms/preschool. Of the six parent participants, four parents (two 

parents from each site) reached this level on a regular basis. I collected more data records 

on these particular parents because they volunteered more regularly and were at the 

schools consistently on my observation days. Moreover, they were aware of the school's 

schedules and routines. When these parents were asked about school routines during 
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interviews, all mentioned helping with food or meal preparation. Leila Gandini, the United 

States liaison for the dissemination of Reggio Emilia approach and adjunct professor. 

School of Education, University of Massachusetts, Amherst (Edwards et al., 1998, p. .\i), 

stated during a presentation in Tucson, Arizona (2002), 'Tood is community." This holds 

true with Level Three-Worker parent participants in the preschool classrooms. They 

frequently are involved in some food-related activity. 

Level Three-Worker parents are found moving from task to task in the preschool 

environment. These parents sit with children or near children at activity tables, usually 

near their own children, but they will sometimes sit near others, too. I noted that the four 

parents participated at this level a minimum of 42 times. Thirty-six of the 42 times parents 

were seated next to their own child. On the other occasions, parents were at the same 

table as their child or near other parent participants. Parents quickly move to new "active" 

locations, locations where there are children busy with activity. I also noted that the "food 

zones," areas where the food is prepared or disseminated, are comfort zones for Level 

Three parents. I often noted parents retreating to the food zones when they were idle with 

out anything to do. Parents would lean on the counter area in the Erickson CAPS 

classroom, and at Second Street Children's School, parents sat with the snack items under 

the ramada. In both settings, parents appeared ready to help. 

Level Three-Worker parents listen and execute teacher instructions or suggestions 

because they want to help. They look for small tasks or routine tasks that they have 

already done in the past. Alicia and Linda are good examples. Alicia frequently arrives at 
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Erickson CAPS during the transition time to lunch. This is a busy time. Some children 

are cleaning areas, some are reading stories or writing in their journals, and other children 

are helping to set the tables and prepare for lunch. On six dates Alicia walked into the 

classroom, placed her backpack, purse, and cell phone on the counter, said "hi" to her son 

and teachers and walked over to the art studio. Her young two-year-old niece, Sonja, 

walks in with the same confidence. Sonja walked over to the dress-up area on all six days 

(other days, too). Once Alicia is in the art studio she inmiediately begins sorting the 

crayons, markers, papers, and other odds and ends that are in the art studio. I even noted 

her testing markers without lids and sharpening pencils. These tasks were all done 

without repeated direction or instruction. Similarly, Linda helps with snack time, on a 

routine basis, at Second Street Children's School. She learned where napkins, cups, and 

other common snack necessities were located and retrieves them as needed. She also 

helps children obtain their snacks. Linda helps with snack time on all but two 

observations. The above Level Three-Workers all made conscious decisions to help in 

ways that were appropriate for them. They decided and found these roles on their own 

with some encouragement from teachers in the preschool environments. 

These parents are workers who wait for routine tasks and try to help. These 

parents participate in locations near or in the middle of activity. These parents are active, 

moving, and helpful. They are contributing by helping with necessary school tasks that are 

directed and suggested by school professionals. Parents want to help and are helpful. 
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Level Four-Initiators. Level Four-Initiators are active parent participants in 

preschools. These parents have similar characteristics to Level Three participants, but 

they have several additional characteristics. These parents initiate tasks and activities and 

bring enrichment to the school curriculum. Parents locate themselves in the middle of 

activity where they can sit and join children in the activity. Parents are aware of routine 

tasks as well as curriculum ideas or threads; they help facilitate and initiate the tasks. 

They see and help understand the links between the "day-to-day" play and the curriculum 

thread activities by adding insight and enrichment to activities. These parents are not as 

concerned about the routine tasks as they are about working and interacting with children, 

particularly their own child. 

Level Four parents are fairly stationary in the preschool environment. These 

parents plant themselves in the middle of activity and sit with children. Four parents 

reached this level of participation at least one time. I observed these four parents sitting 

with children at a table, involved in some form of activity. The following excerpt, from an 

observation note, is an example of a Level Four-Im'tiator parent who is involved in activity 

with children and initiating ideas and conversation with the children. 

A parent walked over to a table under a ramada. The table had been 
previously prepared by a teacher. The table had various items placed in the center 
of it. There were black clay balls about the size of baseballs. The black clay 
looked like it had once been many different colors of modeling clay and now in a 
mixed together state it turned black. There was also a medium sized wicker basket 
with little treasures inside. There were bottle corks, beads, plastic bottle caps in 
different colors, and different kinds of seed pods in the basket. A large piece of 
butcher paper had been laid along the center of the table. The parent sat on a 
bench towards the middle of the table. There were no other children on her side. 
Two boys were seated on the other side of the table. They were talking to each 
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other and looked up as the mother sat down. The parent picked up a ball of clay 
and started kneading it. One boy asked the Mother, "What are you gonna make 
with that?" 

The mother said, "I'm not sure. Do you have any suggestions?" 
The boy shrugged his shoulders then added, "You could stick something 

into it." 
The mother nodded and looked into the basket of treasures. She picked up 

an orange plastic milk bottle top and several seed pods. She said, "I like these 
things." 

The boys looked and nodded, then returned to their conversation. 
Meanwhile, three girls walked over to the table. One girl was the daughter of the 
mother. She asked her mother, "What are you making. Mom?" 

The mother replied, "I am sticking things into the clay. Would you girls 
like to join me?" 

The girls squished on the bench without answering. The mother handed 
each girl a ball of clay. She explained how she was selecting interesting treasures 
and sticking them into her clay to make a sculpture. The mother and girls stayed 
at the table and activity for more than 15 minutes. 

In the above example, the mother participated in the activity with the children. She 

sat in the middle of the activity and interacted with the materials and children. She 

questioned the children, modeled some ideas, and gave her own suggestions. She 

conversed with the children while facilitating the activity. 

The parent actions pertain to the children and are associated with the daily routine 

similar to Level Three, however, parents take this aspect further. Parents may initiate the 

tasks, play, and interact with the children. Parents at this level add insight and enrichment. 

Summary of participation levels. Parents participate at various levels on the 

continuum while volunteering in a preschool. Each level has its own purpose and 

fiinction. The first level is generally the way most parents begin their volunteer process. 

Parents are in the environment, they see their own child and others, and they don't interact 
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with the environment or the people in the environment on a frequent basis. At each higher 

level, parents near activity and become more actively involved in the activity. Level Two 

parents interact more frequently and begin to help. Level Three and Four parents know 

the routine and help facilitate and even initiate active. All parents began participating at 

Level One. As parents shift to different levels, their location nears the activity in the 

classroom and their actions and behaviors change. All of the parents moved between 

levels at some point during the study. None of the parents stayed only at Level One-

Observer and none of the parents started participating at the highest level. Level Four-

Initiator. Two parents shifted between Level One and Level Two, while the other four 

parents shifted among all four levels. The six parents participated more frequently at the 

first two levels during the beginning of my observation period and in the beginning of the 

school year. As the year progressed and the parents became more comfortable with the 

preschools, they ventured to take more responsibility and changed participation levels. 

Preschool teachers assisted parents by making suggestions for parents to take more 

responsibility in the preschool environments; although the two parents I interviewed 

earlier did not think teachers assisted. The four parents who participated in Level Four-

Initiator exhibited actions that were supported by teachers. These parents also displayed 

more confidence in their abilities working with the teachers, the parents, the environments, 

and the children while parents in the first level appeared to lack this confidence. Parents 

moved back and forth between the different levels sometimes on the same visit depending 

on the school circumstances or parent circumstances. As parent's locations change in the 
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environments their actions change. Other ways of learning about parents as protagonists 

and how they contribute to the emergent curriculum is by understanding parent 

interactions with other teachers, parents, and children and knowing what topics about 

which they choose to converse. 

All parents showed great interest in participating in their children's preschools. 

They participated at the various levels and appeared to become more comfortable as they 

participated. Each parent used their own motivations to continually participate. It 

appeared that parents at the different sites had differing agendas and purposes of their 

own. Some parents participated because schools suggested they volunteer, others 

participated because they wanted to, and all the parents mentioned their younger 

unenrolled children enjoyed being in the environments and it was easy to bring them into 

the preschools. All of these factors played a role in how and why parents chose to 

participate. 

Interactions and Conversations 

Another way to appreciate how parents are protagonists and how they contribute 

to the emergent curriculum is to explore a parent's interaction patterns and the 

conversations they have during the interactions. Just as children leam through 

interactions, adults leam from interacting with children and other adults while participating 

at school (Berger, 1995). When parents feel comfortable in a setting, they are able to 

reach out and interact with others (Berger, 1995). Learning, understanding, and 
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contributing takes place on all sides of the interaction. Swick (1992) found specific 

teacher attributes encourage positive interactions. Both preschools have made an effort to 

provide places for parents that are inviting and comfortable to ease parents into the 

classrooms and to encourage parents to participate. Teachers support these positive 

interactions by assuming many of Swick's attributes which include; warmth, openness, 

sensitivity, flexibility, reliability, and accessibility (Swick, 1992). Judith Kaminsky (2001) 

wrote about this notion of comfort for parents, to encourage parents to participate in a 

Reggio-inspired preschool in Chicago; 

Judy; How have you worked to create a context for communication among 
children and aduhs in the New City community? 

Jenny; We have an open-door policy. The parents know they are welcome to stay 
and mingle among themselves in the hall when they bring their children to school. 
Some sit and talk on the benches outside the classrooms. Some parents come into 
the classroom to participate. Some come back and eat lunch with their child. 
Some come early to pick up their children and participate, socialize with other 
parents or talk with staff. There's always this sense of openness. The families feel 
comfortable being here at New City. (p. 11) 

Having a comfortable space for parents and having teachers with attributes that promote 

positive relationships assist in the process of parent involvement. 

During the observation period, I noted three types of interactions; Parent-Teacher, 

Parent-Parent, and Parent-Child- Within the Parent-Child interaction I identified a 

subcategory of Parent-Own Child which I describe in further detail later in this section. 

Within each type of interaction, I noted three types of conversation: Chit-Chat, Daily 

Routine Tasks, and Curriculum Ideas. I created a code system to abbreviate the coding of 
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observation records (see Appendix F). Before I explain how I coded, it is necessary to 

understand definitions of the categories, outlined in Illustration 4.2. 

To begin my analysis of parent interactions and conversations, I coded 181 

observations for the types of interactions (many data records had more then one 

interaction per record), then I carefully interpreted which type of conversation exchange 

transpired during the interaction. I noted how many interactions each parent participated 

in and which type of conversation they had with a recipient. I used a whole conversation 

as the unit of interaction. Some conversations were brief others lasted for several minutes. 

If either the parent or recipient ended the conversation/interaction and later began the 

conversation again, I coded this as two separate interactions. Table 4.1 displays the 

number of interactions and conversations. 

Parent-Teacher interactions. In my investigation, I documented 69 Parent-

Teacher interactions during the four month period. Of these interactions, parents used 

Chit-Chat most frequently as the main type of conversation between parent and teacher. 

(Chit-Chat was coded 84 times out of 181 total documented conversations.) All 

interactions were during the school day when the children were participating during 

various activities and parents were on the school grounds. Most interactions were 

fairly brief consisting of only several sentences for both the parent and teacher. The 

following excerpt from a data record is an example of Chit-Chat between Parent and 

Teacher: 
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On January 31, Linda was standing under the ramada outside. Both of her 

daughters were having a snack at the table. A teacher walked near her and asked, 
"How has your morning been going?" 

Linda replied, "Oh, it's been fine. The kids have been a little difficult this 
morning and I need some cofifee, but everything is okay." 

The teacher answered, "Yeah, I have those days, too." The teacher 
moved to help a child. 

This short interaction was between a parent and a teacher, and it involved a 

morning greeting that I label Chit-Chat. The conversation was a welcoming message, 

one to greet the parent and to ease her morning transition, to make her feel more 

comfortable. During most of the Chit-Chat conversations between parents and teachers, 

there was an opening such as the above. Some conversations continued on to more 

personal topics while others remained fiiendly and brief Some of the Chit-Chat 

conversations opened the door to more personal subject matter, matter that was not 

appropriate to discuss during the school day. On these occasions the conversations were 

redirected to later times. I heard several conversation between parents and teachers of a 

rather personal nature, including topics of divorce, marriage, the parent's job situation, 

and weekend plans. It appeared that the parents trusted the teachers when sharing this 

personal information. 

The next most common type of conversation between parents and teachers is 

Daily Routine Tasks. Parents discuss events and activities in the classroom, and they are 

participating in "the work" associated with daily tasks to run the classroom. The 

following excerpt demonstrates how a parent converses using Daily Routine Tasks as the 

type of conversation: 
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On December 12, Alicia entered the classroom a little before lunch time. 

Most children were in the clean up transition. Alicia placed her backpack on the 
counter and walked next to Jennifer (the teaching assistant). She asked Jennifer, 
"Do you need any help?" 

Jennifer responded, "Yes, would you mind going to the cafeteria and 
picking up our lunch cart?" 

Alicia said, "No problem, I will go right now." 
When Alicia returned from the cafeteria, she asked Jennifer, "How many 

tables should we use today? Is everybody (all the children) here?" 
Jennifer nodded yes and Alicia prepared all the eating tables for the 

children. 

This interaction was a parent-teacher interaction where the parent, Alicia, was 

discussing a routine task, i.e., lunch preparation, with Jennifer. The lunch preparation 

was a common daily routine task that many parents helped with and discussed. These 

types of conversations were common during parent-teacher interactions. 

The last type of conversation I coded, during parent-teacher interactions was 

Curriculum Ideas. These conversations consisted of parents suggesting ideas, themes, or 

activities that were related to the curriculum. Nimmo and Jones (1995) describe 

curriculum: "... But curriculum is what happens in an educational environment-not 

what is rationally planned to happei^ but what actually takes place" (p. 12). These 

parent-teacher conversations are different from routine tasks in that routine tasks focus 

on haw to tasks ('Tlace the paper, glue, and scissors on that table") rather then what 

about tasks ("What if we used doctor's clothes in the dramatic play?"). The following 

excerpt is from a Parent-Teacher interaction where the parent is using a Curriculum Idea 

conversation topic. 

On November 27, 2001, Linda was standing near an activity table where 
there were three children sitting on benches, including one of her daughters. A 
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teacher was standing near this table keeping an eye on what the children were 
doing while watching another area as well. Linda looked towards the west side of 
the yard and asked, "What are you planning on doing over there (she pointed)?" 

The teacher answered, "Oh, in the summer we dig canals and have mud 
play there." 

Linda said, "Oh, you guys should build an adobe house there for the kids 
to play in. The kids could help make the adobe bricks and build the house." 

The teacher responded, "That's a good idea. We wanted to build an 
adobe house before. (Pause) Do you know how to make the adobe bricks? 
'Cause maybe we could make the house over the summer." 

The conversation went on about possible ways to build the adobe house. Neither 

participant had previous experience making adobe bricks, but both decided to look into 

the situation. This Parent-Teacher interaction involved a conversation about a project 

idea which the parent thought would be appropriate for the school and children. The 

teacher offered input about the possible idea as well. Both parties agreed this could be a 

potential curricular idea for the school and mentioned they would pursue it further. They 

were sharing information that had potential impact on the curriculum. 

The Parent-Teacher interactions I analyzed, which involved conversation 

exchanges using the three conversation topics (Chit-Chat, Daily Routine Tasks, and 

Curriculum Ideas), demonstrate different ways the six parent participants contributed to 

the emergent curriculum. All three conversation topics allow parents to be a part of 

school life in a meaningful way and offer their contributions toward the emergent 

curriculum. Both Chit-Chat and Daily Routine Task conversations allow parents to feel 

comfortable in the preschool setting and to be important members of the group. Once a 

parent feels more confident in the setting and in the relationships with teachers they tend 

to offer support and make contributions to the emergent curriculum. 
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Interaction Categories 
Parent-Teacher; A parent making a verbal exchange with a teacher in a preschool environment. The 

e.\change can be either parent or teacher initiated. j 

Parent-Parent; Two or more parents having a verbal e.\change in the preschool environment. 1 

Parent-Child: A parent having a verbal e.\change with a child either her own child or other children in I 
the preschool environment. | 

Conversation Categories 
Chit-Chat; Evervday conversation topics that are non-school related. Topics include; home life. 

personal information, and job related information. When Chit-Chat applies to Parent-Child interactions 

topics include personal information about child and home e.xperiences. (For e.\ample. a parent tells 

either a parent or teacher. "My daughter wants a Barbie Doll for her birthday.") 

Daily Routine Tasks; Topics of conversation include classroom routine issues such as meal preparation 

or choice time preparation and instructions about the routine. (For e.xample, a parent asks a child. 

"Johnny, go wash your hands before snack." An e.\ample of a parent speaking with a teacher or another 

parent is "I will set the tables.") 

Curriculum Ideas; Conversations related to classroom activities or future classroom activities. (For 

e.\ample. a parent savs. "We should plant some seeds to watch them grow.") 

Illustration 4.2. Interaction definitions. 

Table 4.1 

Interactions and Conversations 

Parent-Teacher Parent-Parent Parent-Child Totals 

Chit-Chat 32 37 15 84 

Routine Tasks 23 12 25 60 

Curriculum 14 5 18 37 

Total 69 54 58 181 
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Parent-Parent interactions. All of the parents who were participants in my study 

interacted with other parents at some point during their volunteer time at their respective 

preschools. Parent-Parent interactions were common and encouraged. These parent 

interactions allowed parents opportunities to become friends with other parents. They 

primarily conversed about personal matters including; husbands, children, jobs, grocery 

items, holidays, and birthday present suggestions. I documented 37 interactions between 

parents, concerning Chit-Chat topics. This was the highest number of conversation 

topics for any category and between all the interaction members. 

Parent-Parent Chit-Chat helped parents enter the classroom and remain in the 

classroom for longer periods of time. One parent mentioned, during her interview on 

January 25, 2002, that she looked forward to seeing other parents in the classroom, and 

she sometimes decided to volunteer because she knew another particular parent was 

volunteering that same day. Parent-Parent Chit-Chat helped make this parent feel more 

comfortable and even helped her look forward to the volunteer time. Both aspects 

(comfort and eagerness) are attributes of a protagom'st and help encourage parents to 

participate and contribute to preschool. 

Parent-Parent interactions also involved daily routine task conversations. These 

types of conversations were less frequent (1 only noted 12 occasions out of 54 records 

where parents were discussing routine tasks with other parents in my data records). The 

following portion of an observation record is an example: 

On Jan. 15, 2001, Linda followed her toddler around the playground. 
Lucinda (the toddler) walked over to the swings on the west yard. Lucinda 
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motioned to Linda to push her on the swings. As Linda walked over to Lucinda, 
two boys running and chasing each other, ran in front of Linda and nearly 
knocked her over. When Linda arrived at the swings all the swings were fiiU and 
Lucinda was pushed out of her swing (Lucinda had been holding the chain of the 
swing not able to climb into the seat herself). Linda looked a little irritated that 
another bigger child had taken her daughter's swing. The two boys who had been 
chasing each other came zooming in front of Linda again. Linda looked around 
the yard and noticed I was at the merry-go-round about 15 feet away from her. 
Linda walked over to me with her toddler in tow, and asked me if I thought there 
were too many children on this part of the yard. I looked around and saw one 
teacher about 20 feet away standing near the hay bales. Two children were 
tugging at her and she appeared frustrated too. I nodded to Linda and agreed 
that they needed more teachers over here-or less children. We counted the 
children and then found another teacher to help supervise the space. 

The two parents in the above excerpt were both concerned for their own children 

as well as the other children. They discussed the need for more supervision and took 

action by finding more teachers. They were involved in the day-to-day tasks that 

teachers participate in at the preschool. 

On five occasions I observed parents interacting with other parents and discussing 

possible Curriculum Ideas. The parents were suggesting what types of things they could 

do to help and how they were planning on participating with these possible projects. 

Parents discussed plant ideas two times, castle ideas two times, and the Nutcracker Ballet 

one time. On all five recorded episodes, parents appeared to be pleased that they were 

contributing and seemed eager to help in any way they could. 

The Parent-Parent interactions are very important and common in the preschool 

environment. The interactions help ease the parent into the preschool environment and 

provide social opportunities for them, ones that parents look forward to. Parents mainly 

use Chit-Chat types of conversations with each other. They discuss personal matters. 
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important things in their lives. The least common type of conversation, is the Curriculum 

Idea topics conversation. Parents did not discuss the activities in the classroom 

frequently although, these types of conversations existed, too. 

Parent-Child interactions. The last type of interaction I coded were Parent-Child 

interactions. All of the parents interacted with children, mainly their own children, in the 

various activities and throughout the daily routines. Initially, I assumed parents would be 

conversing with all children particularly during an activity or meal/snack time. This was 

not a correct assumption, because I rarely observed parents talking with any children, and 

when I did see them in conversation with a child, the conversation was only with their 

own child not with other children. Primarily, the conversations parents had with their 

own child were about the daily routine tasks or making sure their child was following the 

directions or rules ("Hurry, get your journal and sit on the rug"). The discussions rarely 

were about the actual activity (Curriculum Idea) or general conversation or Chit-Chat. 

I observed a total of 58 Parent-Child interactions. As I began organizing my data 

and putting the various interactions into categories, I noted one other unusual finding. 

As a parent participant, my interactions with children were different than the other five 

parent participant interactions; therefore, I discuss the findings about the Parent-Child 

interaction among the other five parents and myself separately, so I don't mislead the 

data. 
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Of the 58 Parent-Child interactions, 29 of them were between myself (as a parent 

participant) and the children. The other 29 interactions were with the other five parents. 

(See Table 4.2.) 

Table 4.2 

Parent-Child Interactions 

Five Parents Hilary Total 

Chit-Chat 10 5 15 

Daily Routine Tasks 19 6 25 

Curriculum Ideas 0 18 18 
(related to activities) 

Total 29 29 58 

In nearly all of the Parent-Child interactions (of the five parents) parents only 

interacted with their own child. I noted five instances where parents interacted with 

children other then their own. Three of these five were Chit-Chat ("Hi Alexandra, you 

have a pretty dress today") and the other two were Daily Routine Task directed ("Jose, 

go wash your hands so you can have breakfast.") I did not observe any of the five 

parents engaging in conversation about the actual activities or fixture curriculum or 

activities that were developing or happened in the classroom. When parents sat down at 

an activity, usually at an activity table, they focused their conversation on their own child 

and it was usually about the rules ('T)arrel, be carefiil, don't get paint on your shirt"). It 
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appeared to me that in all of these conversations between the parents and a child, the 

parents were talking to their child not with their child. 

After reviewing all of the parent participant record, I reviewed mine again. Over 

half of my Parent-Child interactions were with children other then my own child. (See 

Table 4.3.) 

Table 4.3 

Hilary's Interactions 

Hiiary-Own Children Hilary-Other Children 

Chit-Chat 3 2 

Daily Routine Tasks 3 3 

Curriculum Ideas 5 13 
(related to activities) 

Most of the interactions with other children occurred at an activity table where I 

had conversations about what the children were doing. I used questions to probe the 

children further into conversation. I have much greater experience in working with 

children than all the other parent participants; therefore, this particular finding should not 

be unusual for me and should not reflect on the other participants in this study. For this 

reason, I am making my specific influences known in this category and explaining my role 

separately fi'om the other participants. 
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In this preschool setting, I did interact with many children including my own. My 

conversations with children included Chit-Chat topics and Routine Daily Tasks. I also 

helped facilitate lunch (this allowed the teacher a moment to use the restroom) and 

helped facilitate activities that had been preplanned or prepared by another teacher prior 

to my coming. While helping with lunch and facilitating activities, I conversed with the 

children about daily activities ("What book did you all read during group time? Did you 

write a special word from the story?") and I probed children further during activities 

("What do you think will happen if...?"). My prior experiences and expertise in the 

field of early childhood education assisted me in this process. 

Summary of Parent Protagonist Attributes and How Parents Contribute 

to the Emergent Curriculum 

The categories discussed thus far in this chapter are: 

• Parent Protagonist Attributes 

• Participation Levels 

• Interactions and Conversations. 

These categories help explain parent protagonist attributes and how parents make 

contributions to the emergent curriculum in preschools influenced by the practices of 

Reggio Emilia. The parent participants all volunteered on a regular basis, all possess 

some protagomst characteristics and actions, all participated at one or more of the 

participation levels, and all interacted and conversed with various members in the 
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preschool environment. Each parent participant came with their own experiences, 

agendas, and issues which the schools tried to address. By examining parents' 

participation levels as well as their interaction and conversations, I learned how parents 

contribute to the emergent curriculum as revealed by various parent protagonist 

attributes. These understandings, which I address further in the last chapter, will help 

seasoned educators, future educators, and parents work together in more effective ways 

to benefit children. 

Parent and Teacher Perceptions 

Parents help at school, parents play with children, parents meet other parents, and 

parents help contribute when they participate in their child's preschool. Parents and 

teachers sometimes see the parent's roles similarly and sometimes differently. One aim of 

this study is to explore parents' perceptions and teachers' perceptions about how each 

view parent involvement and parent contributions to the emergent curriculum in 

preschool settings. 

To answer my last two research questions regarding parent and teacher beliefs 

about parent involvement and parent contributions to the emergent curriculum, I 

reviewed all the interview records for information pertaining to parent involvement and 

the emergent curriculum. Then I separated the questions, from both the parent and 

teacher interview questionnaires (the original questionnaire questions), into two sections: 
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questions pertaining to parent involvement and questions pertaining to the emergent 

curriculum. From each group of questions, I created categories to help analyze and 

interpret the data. For example, the first category in the parent involvement sections is: 

Why parent involvement is important. I wrote this heading on the top of a sheet of 

paper. I drew a line down the center and wrote "parent" on one side and "teacher" on 

the other. I reviewed all of my interview transcripts and found quotes and thoughts 

pertaining to the importance of parent involvement. I wrote the parent ideas on one side 

and teacher ideas on the teacher side. See Appendix H for a sample of a parent 

involvement code sheet. This method allowed me to examine both parent and teacher 

thoughts side by side. In some cases thoughts and ideas were similar and in other cases 

they were very different. I explain the similarities and differences of each category. 

Parent Involvement Perceptions 

In this section, I discuss aspects related specifically to parent involvement and 

how parents and teachers perceive the act of parent involvement in preschools. I have 

divided this section into three categories; Why parent involvement is important 

(theoretical perceptions-what each party thinks), how preschools support parent 

involvement (how parent involvement is encouraged-xh^ ways parents can participate), 

and parent involvement practices (what parents do in the preschool envirormients). After 

I describe each groups' perceptions related to parent involvement, I describe parent and 

teacher perceptions related to how parents contribute to the emergent curriculum. 
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PfTiy parent involvement is important. This category presents information about 

what parents and teachers beh'eve is important in relation to parent involvement. These 

perceptions are ideas and thoughts about the act of parent involvement in the parent's 

and teacher's respective preschools. The thoughts and ideas are theoretical in nature and 

describe what the parent and teacher think about, the ideas are not necessarily consistent 

with the parent and teacher actual behaviors. The separation of the theoretical from the 

operational is similar to Hudley and Barnes' (1993) research conclusions about parent 

perceptions about home school partnerships. 

Both parents and teachers agreed on several aspects of parent involvement (PI) 

and gave differing interpretations of PI as well. Both groups described parent 

involvement as important and valuable to children, parents, and schools, and most parties 

used fairly vague descriptions to explain what PI means to them. One parent said, "Well, 

I like to hang out there with the kids. That's parent involvement, right?" Another parent 

was a little more specific in her response about parent involvement. She said, "It [parent 

involvement] would be being with the teachers at school and being able to support the 

teachers in a positive way. I try to do this when I volunteer." Teachers initially gave 

equally vague descriptions until I pressed them for further information during the 

interview process. Both parents and teachers recommended volunteering in the 

preschool environment as a positive way to be involved and to leam about the children. 

Another parent mentioned volunteering was fun because they got to play with all the toys 
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like when they were kids. The teachers agreed that volunteering added support and help 

to the "daily grind." "Parents were an extra pair of hands and eyes," said one teacher. 

The teachers used more "educationally oriented" language to the questions. One 

teacher's answer was the following, "Parents should be involved in their child's 

educational process, including in preschool, not just the higher grades." This particular 

teacher went on to add specific duties that she felt were important. 

Some parents have more time than others to come into the classroom to 
volunteer. I think being in the classroom, and volunteering your time, is probably 
the best way to learn about how their child learns with other children and interacts 
with all the things in the environment. When parents are at school, I think they 
should be allowed to play with the children, not do meaningless tasks such as 
photocopying. Even just watching the children is meaningful to parents. Home 
visits are also a good way to involve the parents and families. I love getting to 
know the families in their homes, on their home turfs. I learn so much about each 
family and child and the children think it is very special that we come to learn 
about them. 

Other teachers remarked that when parents were frequently involved through 

volunteering, they became more comfortable in the preschool setting. 

All six teachers discussed benefits of children when their parents participate, 

specifically through volunteering, at preschool. Only three of the six parents mentioned 

their children's benefit. All of the parents used "I statements" such as "I get to see the 

types of things that my child does at school." These types of statements were more about 

parent benefits rather then child benefits, nevertheless, all parents and teachers agreed 

parent involvement is important. See Illustration 4.4 for a summary of parent and teacher 

perspectives about how parent involvement is important. 
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Parent's Perspectives Teacher's Perspectives 

• Parent involvement (PI) is 
important 

• Volunteering is a good form of PI 
• PI is support for teacher 

PI benefits the parent (I 
statements) 

• PI allows parents to see their child 
"in action" and know fiiends 

• Parent involvement (PI) is 
important 

• Volunteering is a good form of PI 
• PI (specifically home visits) 

promotes relationships 
• PI benefits the children 
• PI helps give parents tools for 

parenting and educating 
• PI helps support the daily tasks 
• PI helps make parents more 

comfortable in preschool setting 

Illustration 4.4. Parent and teacher perspectives #l - Why parent participation is 

important. 

How preschools support parent involvement. Preschools encourage parent 

involvement in different ways. The two preschools I studied encouraged parents to "be 

experiencers," to volunteer time, to help in classrooms and projects, to join children on 

field trips and special events, to attend parent meetings, to participate in parent potluck 

and family gatherings, and one preschool offered home visits and parent workshops. 

Through this wide array of opportunities, one would think parents would feel welcome 

and always have a special way to be involved. According to the responses I received 

during parent interviews this was not always the case. Parents did not always feel 

"welcome" or "invited," and in some cases did not understand that the opportunities 

existed or what their role would be in the particular opportunity. Teachers were unclear 

about some of their parent involvement expectations and did not always present the 
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parent opportunities in the most advantageous light. I found some of the ways that 

teachers and preschools encouraged parent involvement were inconsistent with the parent 

beliefs about participating. 

All of the six teacher participants mentioned a variety of opportunities for parents 

to participate in their respective preschools. Some teachers were more clear about their 

own expectations and the school's expectations then others. Two teachers presented 

very open ended responses regarding PI. One teacher said, "I want parents to participate 

in whatever way presents itself I give an invitation for parents to feel welcome ... so I 

basically wait for them to come to me." This approach of waiting for parents to come is 

opposing other messages the teachers give parents such as "Volunteer eight hours of time 

in the classroom this month." These mixed messages about PI create conflision for 

parents about how to participate. 

One parent said," I see everyone always doing different things in here at different 

places, so I don't know what I should do." 

Another parent added, 

I never know if I am going to want to stay (to volunteer) 'cause it depends. I 
have come here to just play with my child, and then all of a sudden I have been 
asked to participate and help keep an eye on a "bratty child." I find that to, uh, be 
very pleasurable (ha, ha, ha). It's like the school wants me to be here, and it is 
nice for me to be here to see what is going on, but they (the school) needs to be 
clear about what they want cause they never told me I was gonna have to watch 
bratty kids. 

Communication is one issue that appeared in all parent and teacher interview 

transcripts as an area of inconsistency. Several teachers mentioned written 
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communication helped alert parents to PI opportunities and keep parents abreast of future 

happenings at school so parents could be involved. Parents commented that they often 

did not read written communications because they were lengthy or simply, "T didn't have 

time to read all the notes cause my other kids get lots of notes, too." Both teachers and 

parents mentioned they enjoyed having contact with each other because it gave them a 

chance to learn about upcoming events in both the preschool and in the families' lives. 

This form of communication was more sporadic and did not include all of the families at 

both preschool sites. One teacher said, "I like talking to the moms and dads. It gives us 

a chance to build a rapport with each other, then I really can learn about the child and 

their interests." She went on to say, "It can be kinda difficult with some parents though if 

they work or don't come to hang out at school when I am here." Parents seemed to want 

this rapport, too, but did not perceive it in the same way. One parent mentioned, "I don't 

always feel like they hear me. They [teachers] don't seem to understand what I am 

saying about some things." 

The above incongruencies about how parents and teachers perceive PI 

opportunities could be a main factor about why some preschool programs lack parent 

involvement. Both of the preschools I studied support and encourage PI; however, the 

preschools are inconsistent about sharing information and encouraging PL Parents do 

not always take an active role in following through in PI opportunities. Illustration 4.5 

summarizes parent and teacher perceptions about how preschools support parent 

involvement. 
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Parent Perspecitves Teacher Perspectives 

• Preschools offer many PI 
opportunities. 

• Enjoy parent-teacher contacts 
Unclear expectations about PI 
Written notes are long and 
sometimes unclear and ineffective. 

• Parents do not want to do "dirty 
work" 

• Parents want their voices heard 

• Preschools offer many PI 
opportunities. 
Enjoy parent-teacher contacts 

• Parents do not take advantage of 
opportunities. 

• Written communications are 
effective. 

• Parents like to have open ended 
opportunities to do what ever they 
want. 

Illustration 4.5. Parent and teacher perspectives #2 - Parent and teacher perceptions about 

how preschools support PI 

Parent involvement practices. In this category, related to what parents do, I found 

more similarities rather than differences between the parents' and teachers' perceptions of 

parent involvement. Both parties offered almost all of the same PI opportunities as ways 

parents participate in the preschools although, the language used by parents and teachers 

differed. 

All of the participants agreed that parents take an active role in various parts of the 

preschool's day. Parents and teachers alike recognized that most parents help teachers 

and children, help clean the preschool environment, come to preschool events (including 

family gatherings, parent meetings, and special events for holidays), and participate in 

important activities such as sitting on the floor and reading a book with a child. Each 

parent and teacher gave examples during their interviews. The ft^i^i^ng excerpts are 

from parents: 
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I help the kids out when I am here and I go and get the breakfast and lunch (from 
the cafeteria) and set it up. And I like to do the art projects with the kids and 
other, what do you call it, um the different choices. I sit and help the kids do 
things at the tables. 

Um, I do different things. I know one time I helped them make pancakes and 
then one time I helped make play dough and played with that. And like you know 
I help with clean up with the kids and stuff like that and the meals, too. 

I like to join the children at lunch. I like singing with Bob. I like being given a 
job or activity to lead. I like going on the field trips. I like talking with the 
children. 

I read stories with the kids and just hang out. 

The teachers had the following to say: 

I think parents should take an active role even if they can't be here physically, to 
ask about their child, um, to bring things in about their own child, or to share the 
interests of their child so that we can keep home and school together. The ones 
(parents) who are here I like to see them right in the classroom ... sitting on the 
floor and playing with things and reading stories with the children ... the kids 
are always so proud when their parents are here. 

It seems like when I invite parents to come, um, they come. But, I need to invite 
them again and again to remind them, maybe I should leave a note out. We have 
lots of families come to our family feasts. 

. . .  P a r e n t s  m i g h t  h e l p  t h e  c h i l d r e n  m a k e  t h e  p l a y  d o u g h  o r  t a l k  a b o u t  t h i n g s  t o  
make with the play dough, or they might read to them. Some will even sit off to 
the side and let the children come to them and bring activities to them-or ask for 
help with something. But, usually they are really good at just sitting down and 
getting real involved with the children and doing something with them. We 
typically want them to play and get them involved with the children, not to do 
passive things or task oriented things that are boring like doing a photocopy or 
something. 

Everybody (the parents) always try to help with clean up like at meal time. I think 
sometimes they do that cause they don't really know what else to do. We (the 
teachers) always tell them to play with the kids but they still don't always get it. 
Some of them don't know how to play with the kids. We have one Dad who is 
really good at playing with the kids, everybody needs to watch him. He sits 
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around with all the kids and he gets them all engaged in conversation or he will sit 
at a table and help the idds do stuff. The boys just love it when he comes to play 
with them. He is just like a magnet. A lot of parents seem to want a task or job. 
Like they ask if they can take things home or will do the laundry for us-stuflf like 
that-or even put up the chairs on the tables. I think those parents want to be 
involved but deep down they are kinda scared of school and kids. That stuflF can 
be important too. But I want to see them spending time with the children and just 
talking and playing with the kids to see what types of things interest the kids and 
how the kids play. 

In the above excerpts parents and teachers are discussing the parents' roles in the 

preschools, the diflferent ways parents participate in the preschool environment, and how 

parents join in and become a valued member of the classroom community. All of the 

parent and teacher participants want parents to be involved in various ways throughout 

the preschool programs. The voices share information about parents' uncertainty, 

eagerness, and pride in their roles. Teachers understand that the parent role is important 

and try to provide appropriate opportunities, which sometimes work and sometimes they 

do not work. 

At one preschool, participants mentioned two additional ways parents are 

involved: through home visits and through a parent advisory council. The Erickson 

CAPS preschool program expects parents to participate in home visits with the teachers 

to create a close bond between home and school (CAPS Handbook, 2001). The home 

visit program consists of two teachers visiting with a family after school, from 

approximately 1:30-2:30 p.m. The teachers bring "play materials" in a large home visit 

tub to initiate conversation and play concerning relevant topics. See Appendix I for a 

sample home visit tub contents. 
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Both parents and teachers from Erickson CAPS mentioned they enjoyed the home 

visits and found them to be meaningful events. One parent mentioned. 

We love the home visits, when you guys come over after school. Felicity loves it! 
She always talks about it for days and days after. You guys come and play games 
with us and read stories-Felicity still asks me to make those muffins with her-l 
think I will sign up for another one (home visit). 

While I interviewed Trina, her son played quietly in the comer of the room, it 

appeared that he was not paying attention to us talking. I asked Trina about what she 

thought of the Home Visits and Andrew stood up and quickly appeared in front of me. 

He enthusiastically interjected, "I like home visits." Trina laughed, then added, 'TJm, you 

do them (home visits) to have more involvement, I'm guessing." 

Teachers enjoyed the home visit component as well. One teacher said the 

following: 

Actually, I think home visits are one of my favorite things that we do ... because 
you get to see their families in a different light. Most of the time it's um, they are 
letting you into their life and it makes such a difference to the families. One I can 
remember is Kenny and that was from last year. And she (Mom) wanted to show 
us things from her wedding and her Vietnamese culture. I mean we felt really 
good that she felt comfortable enough to show us all of these things and she 
would go out of her way to do things for us. I mean, when we go to their houses 
and some of the families make us a big huge Mexican lunch, or you know, they do 
something special, it just shows how important these visits are. It really 
strengthens the bond between the families and us. It is like BCiara and her Dad. 
As soon as we went there, he (the Dad) was much more open and friendly. I 
mean, before we went there, he pretty much would give us the evil eye like he 
was very uncertain about us and since we were part of the whole school then we 
must be in on some conspiracy or something, but then after we visited him at 
home, I mean, he is almost chatty with us and he smiles and is friendly to us now. 
It was such a huge change. 
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Parents, children, and teachers all had very positive remarks about home visit 

experiences. Both parents and teachers state how home visits are enjoyable events that 

each looked forward to with anticipation. Children remembered the special times which 

helped parents want to participate in these types of opportunities. 

The parent advisory council opportunities were also thought of in a positive light. 

The parent advisory council is a small group of parents and teachers who met on a 

regular basis. These seven or eight parents and teachers worked together to make 

decisions regarding school field trips, family gatherings, and emergent curriculum ideas. 

One teacher offered the following: 

Our parent advisory council is informal. We kind of ask certain parents; although 
everyone is invited. We sort of select them just as they (the parents) sort of offer 
to be involved. What I am trying to say is if a parent wants to be involved in the 
council, they can because we don't have a formal vote or anything. Usually we 
want the ones who are involved, and they are the ones who offer. We ask them 
all for advice about certain things like maybe for a field trip and things like that. 
And, even we talk about things that we are going to be doing in the classroom ... 
um, ideas for creative expression and creative play and things like setting up 
imaginative play areas and seeing if they want to get involved. Like this year we 
had help when we were learning about castles and fairy tales. Again, it was very 
informal where they provided feedback and they are helping. It changes every 
year depending on how the parents want to help. 

All of the participants agreed on PI practices including: taking an active role in 

their child's education in the preschool classroom, helping teachers and children, joining 

in school sponsored events, and reading with a child. These PI opportunities allow 

parents to participate in various ways; at the parent's convenience; and in a way they feel 

comfortable. One preschool's parents benefitted fi'om the home visits and parent 

advisory council. All of these opportunities allow parents to be a part of their children's 
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school lives as well as allowing the teachers to better understand the children and the 

families with whom they work in the preschools. This concept of learning about the 

children's family and community and bringing aspects of children's lives into the 

classroom as meaningful experiences is very important in Reggio Emilia early childhood 

schools (Cadwell, 1997; Edwards et al., 1998; Hendrick, 1997). The parent-teacher 

bonds help promote continuity in the children's lives (Berger, 1995), help parents 

understand the importance of parent involvement (Berger, 1995), and help teachers 

understand parents and children better. 

Emergent Curriculum 

To further understand parents' and teachers' perceptions about how parents 

influence the emergent curriculum (EC; my third and fourth research questions), I 

questioned parents and teachers about their knowledge and impressions of the EC. I 

discussed with parents the emergent curriculum that they see, the actual happenings in the 

classroom. Jones and Nimmo (1995) explain the emergent curriculum as "Emergent 

emphasizes that planning needs to emerge from the daily life of the children and adults in 

the program" they go on to say "...the curriculum is the teacher plaiming (p. vii)". I 

asked questions specifically about the EC and play and the spontaneity and planning that 

parents saw in the preschool environments.. I decided it was important to understand 

their opinions on play before learning about their ideas on the EC, because both 

preschools focus on play first as their main tool for learning. Both preschools provide a 
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play-based curriculum as well as the emergent curriculum as stated in their handbooks 

(CAPS Handbook, 2001; Second Street Children's School Handbook, 2001). See 

chapter 3 for more details about the handbook expectations. To ftirther understand this 

section, refer to Illustration 4.6 for common terms and their definitions (Jones & Nimmo, 

1995). 

Play: Spontaneous choice making among many possibilities (p. 1) 
Curriculum: . . .  i s  w h a t  h a p p e n s  i n  a n  e d u c a t i o n a l  e n v i r o n m e n t ,  t e a c h e r  p l a n n i n g  . . .  

(p.12) 
Emergent Curriculum:. .. spontaneity in an educational setting in conjunction with 

teacher plaiming (p. vii). A curriculum that reflects both children's interests and 
adults' interests and values ... (p. 12) 

A Project: An in-depth investigation into something of interest by children and adults 

Illustration 4.6. Definitions. 

To analyze the participants' interview records, I reviewed and coded all responses 

to each question in a similar fashion to the above section regarding parent involvement. I 

formulated two subcategories within the Emergent Curriculum questions to help me 

interpret the responses. The first category is: What Is the Emergent Curriculum?, and the 

second is Collaborations: Parent's Role in the EC. I examined both the parents' and 

teachers' perspectives with respect to the parent's role in the preschool classroom. To 

code each subcategory, I used two colors of paper (one color for each subcategory). On 

the tops of each paper I placed the category then drew a line down the center of the page. 

One side was for parent responses and the other was for teacher responses. I looked for 
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patterns, similarities, and differences between the participants. By having both parent and 

teacher responses on one page I could see how each perceived the issues. 

What is the emergent curriculum? Before I questioned participants about the 

EC, I explored their thoughts about play in the preschool, since both preschools 

emphasized the importance of play. Moreover, teachers from both sites mentioned that 

children leam best through play. All participants gave responses along the same lines 

however, the parent responses included specific examples whereas the teachers gave 

more theoretical answers. Parent responses included the following: "It's where the kids 

play with things in the classroom like Legos or dress up . . and "Where you have lots 

of toys for the kids to play with and they [the kids] play together." Two parents, out of 

six, gave more detailed answers to the play question. Their responses reflected a deeper 

understanding of what play means to them and to their children. The following is 

Rachel's response. 

Teachers allow the children to explore in the environment and play with all the 
different things available to them. Children may move at their own pace and 
interact with their friends. Teachers are in the environment, too, and they help the 
children play by offering many appropriate choices. 

This excerpt reflects aspects of both preschool's play expectations according to 

each preschool's handbooks (CAPS Handbook, 2001; Second Street Children's School 

Handbook, 2001). See chapter 2 for more information regarding the topic of play and 

chapter 3 for more data concerning the play expectations at each preschool. 
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All of the teachers presented similar answers about what play means to them. All 

the teachers focused on aspects of play, types of play, and how they facilitate play. One 

teacher commented "Everything is play at this school." One other teacher mentioned her 

role is "... to give the opportunities to the children in a fun way." I probed teachers 

further about how they share information about play, as well as the EC, to parents. Most 

teachers mentioned that they use their handbooks during their initial conversations with 

parents, and they all said they like to show parents the environments. One teacher stated 

the following: 

Well, initially when they come for the first tour, we talk about it, then when they 
actually come and sign up for school we talk about it a little more. Mostly we 
talk about it through questions. Some parents understand it by seeing it and then 
others that have questions just ask us as we go along. I think that they get the 
feeling of it rather than the understanding of it. They don't necessarily need an 
explanation they Just know it feels right. 

This same teacher went on to give her interpretation of play: 

Well, I think what it means is that we have taken many different ideas and many 
diflFerent sources and over the years we have developed and we have gotten 
stronger and stronger. We believe that children learn through playing. So we 
look at ourselves as teachers who set the stage for children to play. We take the 
natural feeling, the natural things, we try to make it home like. So, when we set 
the things up, we carefully place things so to some it may look like just random 
play, but really a lot of thought has gone into exactly how everything is placed. 
We set it up by listening to the children. We see what they are interested in, and 
then we look for resources or things in our school that we can put out that will 
encourage that play, and then fi-om that you've got the strong interest and from 
there you've got the children, and it just keeps going and going. Like the fairy 
project that is going this year. Nowhere is that written that we are going to study 
fairies. It would never say that we are going to study fairies in December Well, 
actually it started in the summer and it just hasn't died, it just kept going and 
going. So the kids gave us the ideas and we just go from there. And we don't 
believe in all the children just sitting down and doing the same thing at the same 
time. So our play curriculum is really a natural flow of the things the children 
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want to do, rather than asking children to do something that they are not 
interested in. 

The teacher definitions of play-based curriculum were similar in nature to their 

EC definitions. Most teachers gave examples of emerging threads and ideas from the 

year and told me how they turned into projects. Each sounded very proud when giving 

her description. I asked each teacher how parents related to the play and EC information. 

One teacher thought about the question (Do you think parents understand the Emergent 

Curriculum?), then responded, "Hmm, nobody ever questions it... She appeared a 

little disconcerted about this realization. 

Four of the parents sounded unclear about the EC and how "it worked." Some of 

the confusion may have been with the terminology. After I presented examples and 

simpler definitions, all of the parents nodded and agreed with what 1 was asking. All 

parents then proceeded to give me an example of the EC or a particular project within the 

EC that they had either been a part of or had seen evolving in the classroom. Three 

parents mentioned bringing items to preschool to help progressing projects; other parents 

mentioned specific forms of documentation that alerted them to an EC idea or project. 

None of the parents used the term "documentation," but they identified items that are 

documentation, such as photographs and pictures fi'om the photograph wall, class books, 

newsletters, bulletin boards that had descriptions of events and photographs, and 

computerized power point presentations, all of which helped parents understand ongoing 

investigations, incorporated through play, within the EC. One parent said, 'Tm not sure 

what that EC is, but all I do know is, it's fun!" Joyousness is one important factor in a 
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play-based and emergent curriculum preschool program. Loris Malaguzzi, one of the 

founders of the Reggio Emilia Approach, states joy is one of the hundred languages of 

children and one way young children learn (Edwards et al., 1998). Malaguzzi wrote a 

poem (see Appendix J), which was later translated into English by Leila Gandini, and is 

included in The Hundred Languages of Children: The Reggio Emilia 

Approach-Advanced Reflections (Edwards et al.), and joy is mentioned twice in the 

poem as part of the hundred languages, or ways a child learns. 

In this section I describe parent and teacher perspectives about what play and the 

emergent curriculum are to parents and teachers. Illustration 4.7 summarizes parents' 

and teachers' perspectives. . 

Play-based curriculums and emergent curriculums are built on a trust of all its 

members. The members work together in a collaboration to facilitate the play and to 

meet the needs of the children. The emergent part comes in when the play is given 

direction and focus to build on what the children already know and to push the children 

into further explorations. Ideas, thoughts, and activities emerge in this collaborative 

process. Jones and Nimmo (1995) describe the process of "negotiating" the curriculum 

from a play-based perspective, "Where negotiating the curriculum is part of teachers' 

conscious agenda, there are likely to be planned discussions ..(p. 48). These authors 

later state, "Emergent curriculum is more work. It's also more fiin" (p. 77). 
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Parent Perspectives Teacher Perspectives 

• Children learn through play 
• Play is fun 
• Play involves toys in classroom 
• Play involves exploration of 

environment 
• Children learn at own pace 
• Teachers facilitate play 
• Play is a part of the emergent 

curriculum 
• The emergent curriculum is part of 

play 

• Children learn through play 
• There are different aspects of play 
• There are different types of play 
• Teachers help facilitate play 

Teachers share information with 
parents through; conversations, 
handbooks, newsletters, 
documentation sources, and tours 
of physical spaces 

• Teachers do not always know if 
parents understand play-"nobody 
questions it" 
Play is a sense that just feels right 

• Play is part of the emergent 
curriculum 

• The emergent curriculum is part of 
play 

Illustration 4.7. Parent and teacher perspectives #3 - Perspectives on play and the 

emergent curriculum. 

Collaborations: Parent roles in the emergent curriculum. Teacher collaborations 

is one of the main components of planning and facilitating an emergent curriculum in 

preschool. Traditionally, teachers collaborate with other teachers in curriculum 

development in early childhood programs (Bredenkamp, 1992), however, in many Reggio 

Emilia-influenced programs, ones where the curriculum is either negotiated or considered 

emergent, teachers not only collaborate with other teachers, Pedagogistas, but with 

children and parents as well. In my study, I wanted to understand the parents' roles in the 

collaborations and understand how parents influence and support the EC from both the 

parents' and teachers' perspectives. I found several roles and a number of ways parents 
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parents influenced and support the EC. To understand these two issues, I divided the 

parent and teacher participant responses into two categories: roles and 

influences/supports. From this division, I examined each perspective. 

Parents assume various roles in the preschool classroom. These roles depend on 

how teachers view parents' participation in EC collaborations and the willingness of 

parents to support the emergent curriculum. In some instances parents are viewed as 

important players within the collaborations, and in others, parents are not included in 

these collaborations, based on all the participant responses in my study. To understand 

what the roles of parents are in the emergent curriculum, I reviewed the parent responses 

and noted several roles that parents employ in the collaboration process. Parents 

mentioned they had conversations about meaiungful events with teachers concerning 

activities and future school plans. One parent discussed parent meetings, including the 

parent advisory council which she was a part of, as a place where she felt comfortable 

sharing ideas. This same parent discussed how she presented information in the informal 

settings to or with teachers. She was clear about her role and felt she was encouraged to 

share her ideas in a non-threatening place. Another parent said, 'Things are really 

ambiguous here, I want to help and give input but I am not sure how." One other parent 

said, "Even when I give ideas they don't do them." Both of these parents sounded like 

they wanted to be a part of school collaborations with teachers, but either the opportunity 

did not arise or they felt uncomfortable sharing their ideas; therefore, their role was 

limited. Teachers did not plan opportunities for parents where parents felt comfortable 
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enough in which to participate. One parent, sounding very down about herself, said, 

"Well, you guys [teachers] always ask me stuff, and I would like to help, but, I have bad 

ideas, so you should just tell me what you want." It appeared to me that this parent may 

have low self-esteem or that she may feel uncomfortable initiating tasks to help in the 

classroom. 

The teachers discussed collaborations in different ways than parents did. First, all 

of the teachers mentioned other teachers and colleagues that they collaborate with as 

their primary sources for negotiation for all school matters. Next, teachers presented 

places and specific resources that they went to for assistance, such as the Internet, 

resource books, conferences/workshops, and, lastly, parents. Parents were listed last or 

not at all as a teacher resource or member for collaboration. When I asked specifically 

about parents and their roles in collaboration of the EC, I received some mixed feedback. 

Two teachers stated that parents help firequently with curriculum planning and 

negotiations, two teachers shook their heads "no" (that parents do not participate in the 

process), and two teachers said parents help on some projects and sometimes parents are 

not involved. Jennifer emphatically stated. 

Yes, we always take parents into consideration. If they have anything they can 
share or add and I think parents are still like 'I don't know if I want to share,' but 
as they come here I think they get more comfortable and are willing to share 
things with us. Some parents want to be a part of all the planning and they like to 
bring us stuff to help. Some parents aren't as helpfiil but that is okay too. 

Whereas, one teacher simply answered "no" to the question. 

Based on the responses fi'om the parent and teacher participants, it appeared to 

me that parents and teachers do not perceive the role of parents in EC collaborations as 
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that parents could be involved. Parents had mixed feelings about collaborating with 

teachers as well. The parent roles were not clearly defined by either the parents or 

teachers. Parents spoke with teachers about curriculum ideas in casual conversations and 

during parent meetings. Parents were not actively sought out by teachers for EC planning 

or decision making except on rare instances. Parents did not feel comfortable jumping 

into the middle of curriculum planning either. One parent thought she had bad ideas. See 

Illustration 4.8 for a summary of perspectives on parent roles. 

Parent Perspectives Teacher Perspectives 

Roles • Parents want to collaborate 
sometimes 

• Parent roles are ambiguous 
• Parents feel comfortable in 

parent meetings 
• Parents feel comfortable in 

casual conversation 
• Parents want more input and 

direction when helping 

• Teachers want parents to 
collaborate sometimes 

• Teachers use other sources 
before parents for collaboration 
ofEC 

• Parents are resources 
• Parents help with 

documentation 

How 
Parents 
Influence 
the EC 

• Parents have ideas 
• Parents assist with field trips 

and school fiinctions 
• Parent advisory council 

• Parents are resources 
• Parent advisory council 
• Parents help interpret 

documentation 

Illustration 4.8. Parent and teacher perspectives # 4 - Parent roles and parent influences in 

relation to the emergent curriculum. 

Even though the parent role was not clearly determined by both parents and 

teachers, both groups of participants agreed that parents influenced and supported the EC. 

All of the parents believed that they had contributed to the EC in some ways and all gave 
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gave examples during their interview. One parent discussed a project and how other 

parents helped and how she contributed. 

Alicia said, "Well, first you guys [teachers] told us about the castles and 
fairytales at the parent meeting. You told us what the kids were already doing in 
acting out stuff and you asked us to help you with some other things in the class. 
So, I think somebody ofifered to sew capes cause she knew how to sew, and then 
someone else said they would make crowns for dress up. Some people found big 
boxes to help build a castle, I think. So you asked us if we had any ideas or if we 
wanted to help and some parents did." 

Hilary asked, "How did you help with the project?" 
Alicia responded, "(ha, ha) I, um, came in here in the classroom and 

helped you guys clean up and change some things. I helped move some of the 
furniture around over there." 

This parent recalled the process of collaboration and how other parents contributed and 

how she helped support the project within the EC. Other parents also gave descriptions 

of projects they were involved in or ways they helped support the EC. Several parents 

mentioned helping with field trips and other school functions. Both Linda and Dorine 

contributed specific ideas and items that lead to classroom investigations which 

influenced the EC in many ways. I document through case studies how two parents, 

Dorine and Linda, are protagonists and contribute to the EC in chapter 5. 

The teachers' perspectives about how parents influence and support the EC was 

different than the parents' perspectives. Even though most teachers did not see the 

parent as absolutely necessary in the collaborations of the EC, teachers still believed 

parents had influenced and supported the EC. One teacher stated, "Parents can be good 

resources." She went on to say, "Pretty soon we are going to have an author come. The 

author of the Tea Party Book and a parent is the one who told us about that." Using a 
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parent as a resource was mentioned by all the teachers in some fashion. Other teachers 

also mentioned specific EC threads that were initiated by a parent idea, such as planting 

seeds and brick laying. Three teachers mentioned documentation as another way that a 

parent has an influence on the EC. One teacher stated that when they have various forms 

of documentation available to parents, the parents are very interested in what their child 

is doing and always adds more feedback about the particular situation or something in 

addition to the documentation that is pertinent, which sometimes leads to changes in the 

curriculum or special activities. This interest in the documentation eflfects the EC. One 

teacher discussed the importance of documentation in relation to parents; 

When we do documentation and have class books that have pictures and 
photographs and stories, it explains what the kids are doing. All that makes 
sense, it puts a situation or an activity or a project into a context so the parent can 
understand it. When they [parents] see that, it is like, "Okay my kids are learning 
about this and they are doing this stuflf, and you know I didn't even know that 
they had a vocabulary like this." So the parents see what their kids know. Then 
the parent can add stuff that we [teachers] didn't know about the different 
situations. I know it is that way for us. We leam so much about things when we 
get to hear the parents talk about the same situation. Even if the parent wasn't 
there when the situation happened they still can be a part of it. 

Parents help teachers interpret some of the documentation just as teachers use the 

documentation to help them interpret children's ideas. Illustration 4.8 summarizes parent 

and teacher perspectives regarding parent roles and parent influences in relation to the 

EC. 

Both parents and teachers agree that parents fill various roles that are influential 

in the EC. Although some of the perceptions are different, others are similar. Teachers 

responded with mixed messages about wanting parents to be a part of the collaborations; 
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some teachers did not regularly include parents in the collaborations where other teachers 

regularly included parents. Parents were uncertain about their roles, too, perhaps 

because teachers were also unclear or uncertain about the benefit. One parent thought 

she had bad ideas and didn't know how to involve herself, and she openly asked for an 

invitation with directions. 

All the parents and teachers believed that parents influenced and supported the 

EC in some way. Parents mentioned they helped plan field trips and school events and 

helped with the parent advisory council. Two teachers also mentioned the parent 

advisory council as influential in the EC. Teachers mentioned other resources that 

influenced the EC rather than parents, yet still claimed parents were an important 

influence in the development of the EC. 

Summary of Similarities and Differences of Parent and Teacher Perceptions 

The emergent curriculum is negotiated by several influential participants, 

including teachers, children, and sometimes parents. The nature of this collaboration 

depends on whom you ask. Parents and teachers agree on some aspects of parent roles in 

the EC and in other aspects there are more discrepancies. To better understand both the 

parent and teacher perspective on these issues, I examined parent involvement beliefs and 

then examined EC thoughts of both parents and teachers. 

Parents and teachers agreed on several ideas pertaining to parent involvement (PI) 

and the emergent curriculum (EC). For instance, both parents and teachers agreed PI is 



182 
important, volunteering is a good way to participate, preschools offer many PI 

opportunities, and both parents and teachers enjoy the parent-teacher relationships. The 

EC ideas that were similar include: children leam through play, teachers help facilitate 

play, parents are available for collaborations, and parents can be resources. 

Parents' perceptions about how they influenced the EC are different from 

teachers' perceptions. Parents wanted to be a part of the EC collaboration, because they 

believed that they had many ideas, however, they were unsure how to enter the 

collaborations and present their insights. Some parents became a part of the parent 

advisory council and were able to contribute there. Other parents helped with creating 

the documentation or adding insight to the documentation. Both teachers and parents 

believed the parent advisory council and documentation processes were good outlets for 

parents, but each viewed the outlet differently. Teachers wanted parents to be a part of 

the classroom community but more as an extra pair of hands. Teachers believed that 

parents could be resources but counted on others to collaborate with, first, for EC 

matters; then secondly, they used parents as a resource if needed. All participants 

believed in using the EC as an effective curriculum model for preschool and viewed 

working together in collaborations as important. 

Conclusion 

This chapter answered and presented interpretations for aspects of my first two 

research questions and fiilly addressed the last two research questions. I provided my 



data analysis techniques, descriptions of categories I used to interpret data, and presented 

findings for each research question. I described parent protagonist attributes; ways 

parents contribute to the emergent curriculum, including parent participation levels and 

parent interactions and conversations. I also described both the parents' and teachers' 

perspectives about how parents influence the curriculum. In the following chapter, I 

provide two case study analyses to describe two parents as protagonists and how they 

contribute to the emergent curriculum. These case studies help to fiirther address my 

first two research questions. In the last chapter, chapter 6,1 provide a summary of my 

findings and implications for parents, educators, and researchers. 



CHAPTERS 

PARENTS AS PROTAGONISTS AND CONTRIBUTORS TO THE EMERGENT 

CURRICULUM; TWO CASE STUDIES 

In the previous chapter, I explained ways parents contribute to an emergent 

curriculum and parent and teacher perceptions about the emergent curriculum. I also 

described the different categories used to interpret the data and responded to all of my 

research questions. This chapter contains case studies of two parents, one parent from 

each preschool, to address other aspects of my first and second research questions: How 

are parents protagonists? And, how do parents contribute to an emergent curriculum 

setting that is influenced by the philosophy of Reggie Emilia? The case studies offer a 

portrayal of the two parents as protagonists and how they contributed to the emergent 

curriculum in order to provide more in-depth understandings and insights. 

Defining a Case Study 

Anne Edwards, of Doing Early Childhood Research (MacNaughton et al., 2001), 

explains a case study: "Cases are often referred to as units of analysis, the bounded 

systems which we explore in our study" (p. 126). Edwards goes on to say, 

" . . .  They  [cases ]  p rov ide  a  de ta i l ed  snapsho t  o f  a  sys tem in  ac t ion"  (p .  126) .  I  use  my  

case study analysis as a system to understand the relationship of a parent to a specific 

program involving their child. Merriam (1998) offers: 'T believe that research focused on 

discovery, insight, and understanding fi'om the perspectives of those being studied offers 
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the greatest promise of making significant contributions to the knowledge base and 

practice of education" (p. 3). 

I offer insight, discovery, and understanding from the parents' perspectives 

throughout my case study analysis. My case studies focus on in-depth understandings of 

how parents collaborate with teachers in the emergent curriculum. I add insight into the 

relationships between parent and teacher, and [ offer understanding from both the 

parents' and teachers' perspectives. 

Participants and Selections Criteria 

My case study analysis focuses on two parents who participated frequently in preschool 

as parent volunteers. One participant, Dorine, is a parent from the Erickson CAPS 

Preschool Program and the other parent, Linda, is a parent participant from Second 

Street Children's School. 

I selected the parent participants for case study analysis based on several factors. 

Before I made any selections I knew that I wanted one parent from each preschool to be 

the focus of the case study, therefore, I looked at all three parent participants' records 

from each school to determine the candidates. My main selection factor was the number 

of observation records that I had collected for each parent. The two parents I chose were 

committed to staying at preschool and volunteering their time on a regular basis. I 

collected 16 observational records for Dorine and 13 for Linda; whereas I collected 

between 9 and 12 for all the other participants. Another main factor to determine these 
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two participants for case study was that both parents participated at the most interactive 

participation level. Level Four, on some occasions (see chapter 3 for definition of levels). 

Based on this study and my theoretical understandings, I have come to value high-level 

participation by parents in preschool settings. I, therefore, wanted to understand how 

this interactive participation (the process of participating at higher levels, interacting and 

conversing with others, of being a protagonist) unfolded. (See chapter 4 for more 

information regarding the participation levels.) Both of these parents participated at the 

other participation levels as well, but reached the greatest amount or the highest 

interactive level on several occasions. Other pertinent factors that were common in both 

selected participants include: both parents engaged in conversation with parents and 

teachers on a daily basis; both parents perceived parent involvement as important 

according to their interviews; each parent described parent involvement as necessary and 

something they were committed to; and both mentioned how their younger child (both 

toddlers) loved being in the preschools and that influenced their decisions to volunteer 

regularly and frequently. 

Data Collection and Analysis 

Once I selected the participants based on the above factors, I analyzed my data 

for the cases by sorting through all of my observational records and interview transcripts 

of Dorine and Linda. Then I created new categories to examine how the parents are 

protagonists and how the two parents contributed to the emergent curriculum. 
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While the focus of my study is on parent contributions to the emergent 

curriculum, it is important to understand how parents are protagonists in early childhood 

settings, and how they come to appreciate parent's roles and experiences in the 

classroom. These understandings lend support to how parents contribute to the emergent 

curriculum. I utilized three data sources to learn about parents as protagonists and parent 

contributions: parent observations records, parent interviews records, and the visible 

emergent curriculum threads. Both the observations and interview data provided 

information about the parent and what they do and think. The emergent curriculum 

threads helped me verify if the preschools utilized the leads provided by parents. 

I collected the parent observational records at both preschools, during times that 

parents volunteered. I documented parent patterns, parent roles, parent actions, parent 

locations, and parent conversations during each observation period. I used the 

information to gain a sense of how parents participate, how parents are protagonists, and 

how they contribute to the emergent curriculum. 

I interviewed the parents to learn about what parent thoughts, ideas, and 

perceptions related to parent involvement and the emergent curriculum. The interviews 

provided a time for parents to talk about how they feel in regards to parent involvement 

and the emergent curriculum and to tell me if they thought schools were encouraging or 

discouraging their practices. I interviewed the parents after [ began to collect 

observational data. This was an effective strategy because I was able to refer to specific 
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instances or examples that I had previously seen. I had already built a relationship with 

the parents, one where parents fek comfortable sharing their thoughts with me. 

In the previous chapter, I discuss parents' protagonist attributes as well as ways 

parent contribute through their participation levels and interactions/conversations. The 

analysis in chapter 4 combines all the parent data sources. In this chapter I focus on two 

parents and present "a day in the life" description which accounts for parent experiences 

and links to the emergent curriculum. 

Categories 

In analyzing the data for the case studies, I sorted through my data once again. 

To learn about classroom experiences of each parent, I laid out two large pieces of 

butcher paper, one labeled Dorine and the other Linda. Along the left vertical edge of 

Donne's paper, I wrote the times in 15 minute intervals between 8:30 a.m. and 12:30 

p.m., the total class day at the Erickson CAPS Preschool. I had documented Dorine in 

the classroom during these times. Similarly, I wrote times on Linda's paper, however, I 

used five minute increments between 9:00 and 11:00 a.m., the time I had witnessed Linda 

at her daughter's preschool. I combed through al the observational data records and 

wrote in events or practices for each corresponding time. I created an account of 

experiences for each parent. In the experiences section, where I describe "a day in the 

life" of each parent, I refer to some of my categories fi-om chapter 4 including Parent 

Protagonist Attributes, Participation Levels, and Interactions/Conversations. The parent 
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protagonist attributes are characteristics and actions that I detected in parents that 

volunteer in the preschool. (For a complete list of attributes see Illustration 4.1.) The 

participation level is a measure of involvement for parents that volunteer in preschool 

classrooms. It is a continuum of involvement based on the locations a parent frequents 

and the corresponding action at the different locations in the preschool environment. 

(See Illustration 4.2 for a more detailed account of the participation levels.) I also 

mention the Interaction/Conversations category in the case analysis. This category refers 

to whom parents interact and converse with in the preschool environments. (See 

Illustration 4.3 for more information regarding this category.) 

I used colored paper to help me code information about parent links to the 

emergent curriculum. I designated a difierent color to each parent and on each paper 

noted parent interests, insights, and enrichments that emerged fi-om the various data 

sources. I called this category the Links to the emergent curriculum. 

Experiences and Links are the two main categories that I use to interpret and 

understand the data I collected about Dorine and Linda. Initially, I knew for my case 

study analysis, that I wanted to write a descriptive account of their volunteer practices 

and experiences. To clarify this aspect, I formed the category Experiences. Experiences 

encompasses all of the typical things the two parents do when they volunteer. Dewey 

(1938) uses the term experiences when he discusses his theory of learning. He writes, 

"[A philosophy of experience]... is a plan... Like any plan, it must be framed with 

reference to what is to be done and how it is to be done" (p. 28). Dewey goes on to say. 
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principle of continuity of experience means that every experience both takes up something 

from those which have gone before and modifies in some way the quality of those which 

come after" (p. 35). 

I write "a day in the life" descriptions based on the two parents experiences. I use 

approximate times and practices to explain the parents as protagonists and to demonstrate 

areas where they made contributions. Several important themes emerged from this 

category of Experiences; they are: parent initiated activity, interest, insight, and 

enrichment. I later used these themes to help tie the Links together and help me make 

sense of the actual contributions made by parents. 

Therefore, in this chapter I describe each parent as a protagonist, and I present a 

description of the two parents' experiences in the classroom when they participate. Then, 

[ offer information that links parent actions to the emergent curriculum. [ use 

observational data records, interview records, and emergent curriculum threads as my data 

sources. These case analyses answer aspects of both my first and second research 

questions regarding how parents are protagonists in early childhood classrooms and how 

parents contribute to the emergent curriculum. 

Dorine as a Protagonist and Contributor 

Dorine turned 30 this year. She looks like she is 30, although she would prefer 

others to think she is younger. She is slim and often wears tight clothes. She has bleached 

blonde hair and is usually happy by nature. She has two daughters. Felicity and Kendra, 
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Kendra, who are five and a year-and-a-half old. Dorine always speaks proudly of both 

daughters and is eager to share their latest achievements as well as her own with anyone 

who will listen. Dorine is often seen sharing personal information and engaging others in 

conversation. Dorine has worked part time at two different jobs this year, one as a 

photographer in a photo studio at a local department store and the other as a child care 

worker at a health club. She received tips on both job opportunities from other parents in 

the CAPS Preschool during the year, however, both jobs ended badly. Dorine has a high 

school degree, but no particular work interest. Her husband works two jobs: one is a 

maintenance worker for an airline, and the other is a custodian for a middle school. 

Dorine's older daughter. Felicity, qualifies for the free meal program in the school 

district. 

Dorine's Classroom Experiences 

When Dorine enters the classroom in the morning, she loudly plops a torn diaper 

bag on the counter and next to it she places her thermal cup of coffee. She always makes 

her presence known when she enters the classroom. She volunteers one day a week on a 

regular basis and sometimes more if we (the class or teachers) are doing something that 

she finds interesting, such as a field trip or special activity/project. If Dorine is not 

volunteering on that particular day, Dorine loudly talks about the day she will be 

volunteering in the near fiiture. Dorine always greets the teachers, children, and other 

parents energetically as she walks into the classroom and does not wait for others to 
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greet her. She watches to see who acknowledges her and pursues conversation with 

them. 

Dorine usually enters the classroom holding her baby, Kendra, who is often a little 

fiissy. Once inside the classroom, Dorine puts the "baby" (as Dorine always refers to her) 

on the round gray carpet where Kendra always cries and fusses more, once out of reach 

from her Mom. Dorine leans against the front counter, a good vantage point to see the 

whole classroom. Dorine watches for other parents to arrive and initiates conversation 

with incoming friends. I identified this action in every observational record. Dorine stays 

at this location for 10-15 minutes every morning, even on days she is not planm'ng on 

remaining at school. Around 8;4S, if she is not participating that day, she leaves Erickson 

CAPS to go home. If she is participating, she moves over to the food preparation area 

several feet down the counter on the other side of the sink, [n the beginning of the year 

Dorine would just observe as the teaching assistant and other parents prepared the family 

style meals (table washing, table setting, food in bowls, etc.). As the year progressed 

Dorine took on a more active role in meal preparation, a common task for parents. On 

one occasion she prepared the meal on her own when the teaching assistant was 

indisposed. 

Dorine enjoys eating breakfast with the children. She mentioned this on several 

observation records. Her two children are always the first to sit down and eat when they 

see Dorine helping. Dorine sits at the tables with her girls and stays at the table until 

everyone has finished. She finishes her children's leftovers and her coffee. Other parents 
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and teachers usually finish most of the cleanup by the time she stands up to help. Nearly 

every observational record indicates that she eats and waits for others to clean up before 

she joins them. Towards the end of the year she became more eflBcient with helping and 

noticing when other adults began to clean up and joined them more quickly. 

After breakfast, Dorine remains indoors while the children go outside. One day 

Dorine mentioned it was too hard to bring Kendra outside in the sand because she always 

got dirty, and she would have to change her. Kendra actually seemed happiest during this 

time in the classroom, when the classroom was quieter and emptier. Sometimes there 

were a couple of children who would stay inside for various reasons. 

Dorine always takes this quiet opportunity to talk with the teaching assistant, who 

is also inside. They discuss upcoming activities and events. Dorine helps prepare the 

different areas in the classroom by getting out materials or locating different items for the 

teachers and children. On some days Dorine left to go home at this time, while on other 

days she stayed all day. Her decision depended on the nature of her baby and if she had 

other things to do. If Dorine decided to stay, she often nursed the baby. She always 

seemed a bit awkward about sharing that she still nursed her 18-month-old. We (all the 

teachers) always commended her and praised her for her efforts to nurse her second child 

(she did not nurse her first and lacked support to nurse the second). On two occasions, 

teachers shared personal stories with Dorine about their own nursing experiences. On 

one occasion a parent also offered nursing experiences with Dorine. Dorine appeared 

more responsive when the parent offered input. Dorine opened up to the parent and 
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wanted advice about weaning her daughter. Dorine also appeared proud that she nursed 

this baby and said, "I will nurse my next baby, too, because it is better for the baby." 

After nursing the baby, Dorine always locates the teaching assistant and moves 

near her. Dorine makes small talk about home events with Jennifer, the teaching 

assistant, on a regular basis. Jennifer always finds small tasks for Dorine, such as filling 

paint cups or wasWng tables. Jeiuiifer claims, "Dorine would stay there talking to me all 

day if I didn't give her jobs to do." According to Jennifer, Dorine's conversation centers 

around her own experiences, including weekend or afternoon outings, her job or lack of a 

job, and her own experiences specifically related to the classroom materials and activities. 

Occasionally Dorine asks if she can put a particular toy such as tinker toys or the doll 

house on a table or activity area. She would always add a personal story why she wanted 

a particular activity. For instance, she once said, "Felicity loves those dolls and the little 

wooden furniture. Could we put that on a table during choice time?" 

This parent action (parent-initiated activities) is encouraged but rarely acted upon 

by parents. When I began the this research project, I was looking for parent-initiated 

activities as a theme within the Experiences category. My hope was that parents were 

helping to plan and facilitate the experiences in the classroom with the guidance of the 

teachers. Dorine, the most involved parent in my study, who frequently participated at 

Level Four and initiated more ideas and activities then any other parent in the study, still 

did not iiutiate activities frequently. Dorine suggested classroom activities six times 

during the course of the observation period. These activities were ones she had 
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participated in previously during volunteer times or had seen her children playing with 

recently. As time went on, she became more comfortable and familiar with items and her 

role in the classroom. 

Another theme that emerged were the interest, insight, and enrichment aspects. 

These aspects are also parent protagonist behaviors. Dorine brought items and activities 

to school to add enrichment to the experiences in which she saw children participating. 

She noticed emerging ideas in the children's play, both from seeing children involved in 

the experience and from teacher conversations which directly led to her adding 

enrichment to the topic at preschool. I discuss the enrichment activities later in the Links 

section of this chapter. 

Children begin entering the classroom once activity areas are prepared, about 45 

minutes later. Most children participate in small group literacy time while a few 

stragglers find a quiet space to observe other children in small group time. Dorine 

followed Felicity to her small group on every volunteer day both on the round gray carpet 

or in the library (both locations of small group). On five days, Kendra ventured off to 

other areas during small group and Dorine followed Kendra. On two of these occasions, 

Dorine was the only parent volunteer in the classroom, and she stayed near Kendra but 

played with a table activity privately while tr>-ing to keep Kendra quiet. The other three 

dates, when parents were in the environment, she watched Kendra walk away, then 

Dorine approached other parents and engaged them in conversation. The small group 

times that Dorine attended, she sat on the floor with the rest of the group and placed 
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Kendra in her lap. Dorine sang songs loudly with the children and always appeared to be 

enjoying the stories or writing activities. 

I noted that four times Dorine revisited the same piece of literature that we had 

been reading during small group literacy time. Three of the times she read it with her 

daughter(s) and the other time she flipped through it by herself. 

Choice time begins after small group literacy time. Children are free to choose 

where in the classroom they want to play. Many of the tables have activities on them and 

other areas of the classroom have a variety of options. Parents in most cases sit at an 

activity table during this time, including Dorine. During every recorded observation, 

Dorine sought out tables that had another parent or teacher already there, and in most 

cases she seated herself directly next to the other adult. All parents were given an 

overview of expected parent actions in the classroom before school began, including how 

to work/talk/play with children and how to be small. How to interact with a child during 

school time, rather then socializing with other parents during these times, was also 

explained. Parents are encouraged to have personal contacts during other times of the 

day. Social events for parents are planned monthly as well as other opportunities, such as 

home visits and before and after school time. Parents are guided and supported 

throughout the school year, the most effective strategy being modeling actions. Teachers 

model interactions, talk with children, model classroom work habits, and where to 

physically place yourself in relation to the children and other adults. Teachers frequently 

request help in certain locations or suggest a parent accompany a group of children in an 



197 
area. Teachers made several verbal requests for Dorine to move around the space herself 

away from other adults. Approximately three months into the school year teachers 

stopped directing Dorine and observed her experiences. Dorine appeared more helpful, 

productive, and joyful (all important parent volunteer aspects and parent protagonist 

attributes, see Illustration 4.1) when she was near an adult friend. We (teachers) 

continued encouraging Dorine to be more independent, but allowed her to make the 

decisions about her actions in the classroom. 

Because the teacher's main priority during choice time is interacting with children, 

teachers do their best to attend to children's needs and limit their personal contact with 

adults, however, Dorine was frequently seated near or next to a teacher. Dorine initiated 

a conversation with an adult within the first five minutes of choice time on all but two 

occasions according to the observation records. Most conversational topics were about 

the activity talcing place on the table near her. This excerpt from a observation data 

record is an example. 

Dorine: These pattern blocks are really neat. Where do you get them? 

Teacher: We usually order most of our toys from catalogs. 

Dorine: Oh, can parents order from them, too? 

Teacher: Yes, anyone can, but probably teachers and schools do most of the 
ordering. There are also a few stores in town that may sell these 
pattern blocks. 

Dorine: Oh, you will have to tell me later when I can write it down ^cause 
this would make a good Christmas present for Felicity. 
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Other times, conversations have a more personal nature. On one occasion Dorine 

sat next to me and started talking immediately. She did not notice that I was engaged in 

conversation with another child. I asked her to wait a few moments. She nodded. She 

looked anxious. I finished my interaction with the child and the child moved on to 

another area. Then I approached Dorine to see if there was an issue I needed to attend to 

immediately. I asked her the following. 

Hilary: You looked anxious to tell me something earlier, do you still want 
to talk? 

Dorine; Yeah, I think I'm gonna be fired at my job today. 

liilary: Let's move somewhere more private. 

We continued the conversation for several minutes. After a few more moments, we 

continued with other things in the classroom and later picked up on the same 

conversation after everyone had left school. Dorine appeared relieved to have someone 

to share with. She later told me she was glad to have someone with whom to talk. 

Once choice time is over, the CAPS preschool class children transition to lunch, 

and various things happen. Children and some adults return the environment to a more 

usable state. Some areas, including the lunch tables, are cleared and cleaned up; other 

areas are saved or maintained in a way so the children can return to them in the future. 

The areas are cleaned up in a sense. Some children make signs to save a special creation. 

Some children are more active in the clean-up process than others, similar to the parents. 

When children are finished with their clean-up tasks, they go either to the large gray 

carpet or to the library. At both locations children either read books with a fiiend or 
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adult or write/draw/dictate in their journals. The teacher and some parents help with the 

clean up and reading/journal time. The teaching assistant and other parents help prepare 

lunch. Parents have their choice which task they want to do. Most parents choose lunch 

preparation. It is more task directed, and they don't have to sit on the floor. Dorine 

generally chooses the lunch preparation task unless Kendra requires attention. On three 

dates Dorine began lunch preparation and left because the baby fussed and cried. To 

resolve the baby issues, Dorine began preparing a lunch plate immediately for the baby 

and let Kendra eat first. This solved Kendra's problems but created new problems for 

Felicity and several other children wanting to eat early. After Dorine fed Kendra, she 

would stand against the counter and try to initiate conversation with other parents while 

the other parents continued to help with lunch preparation. Some parents tended to 

either ignore Dorine or quickly respond with quick short answers while they helped with 

lunch. Toward the end of the observation period, Dorine began sitting with Kendra and 

eating with her. One day the teaching assistant was not available to prepare lunch, nor 

were there any other parent volunteers to help, and Dorine rose to the task. She 

prepared the meal (set the tables, advised student helpers, and prepared the serving 

bowls) and fed Kendra all by herself. She had a look of pride when all the children sat 

down to eat, another parent protagonist attribute. 

After lunch, the children and adults transition to the departure. As children finish 

their meals, they clear their plates and brush their teeth. Adults in the enviroimient, often 

many adults because they come early to pick up and join the children for lunch, clean 
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tables and stack chairs. Dorine finds fiiends to talk with and rarely helps with the end of 

the day clean up. Once children and parents begin to depart, Dorine locates her items 

(diaper bag, phone, coffee mug) and signs Felicity out on the parent clipboard. Dorine 

locates the blue Erickson Volunteer sign-in sheet at the same time. She writes in 

appropriate information about her volunteer hours on this blue page which is later turned 

in at the main school office. Dorine then lingers until most of the children and parents 

have left. Kendra is often very fussy by this time and sometimes speeds up the departure. 

Dorine actively participates in the CAPS Preschool as a volunteer. By spending 

time in the environment Dorine has time to understand and see what is happening in the 

classroom and with her child. Dorine is an important figure to her child, an important 

member of the classroom community. Dorine is a prime figure in her child's life, 

particularly at school, and can advocate for Felicity's learning. She remains a "principle 

party." These are all aspects of a protagonist. See chapter I for a definition of a 

protagonist. 

In this category of experiences, I described "a day in the life" of Dorine. Dorine 

displayed many protagonist characteristics and actions while in the classroom and 

contributed to the emergent curriculum. Several themes emerged in this section, 

including parent-iiutiated activities, interest in her daughter's work as well as other 

children's, insight into activities, and enrichment to daily routine. The next section 

further explains how the themes help link Dorine to the emergent curriculum. 
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Links to the Emergent Curriculum 

The emergent curriculum is a slowly evolving process that builds on children's 

ideas and discoveries. Parents lend support as well as show glimpses of children's lives at 

home which can enrich the daily activities. Forman and Fyfe (1998) write, "We support 

negotiated learning by extending these fortuitous discoveries into a variety of contexts" 

(p. 251). Dorine supplied links to the emergent curriculum by adding_/br/M;roii5 

discoveries. Dorine was unaware of her impact. She mentioned in the beginning of the 

year, "I want to help in any way that I can. Just tell me what to do." Later, after Dorine 

was involved in the CAPS Preschool for several months, she answered an interview 

question about the emergent curriculum like this: 

Isn't that [emergent curriculum] where you change the toys and things you do. 
Like when you were talking about the castles and all the things you did with that 
cause the kids want to do it. 

She went on to say; 

I get to help with stuff in the class, too, if I want to. You always let me do the 
stuff that I want to do ... like the plants and seeds. I like coming here. 
Sometimes this is the best part of my day. 

Dorine helped support the specific emergent curriculum threads as well as the day-to-day 

activity. She wanted to help and felt that she could help in any way she wanted. 

Dorine added insight and support to two specific emergent curriculum threads 

during the observation period. Her thoughts and ideas, ones that were related to current 

classroom work, as well as specific to Felicity's and her interest at home. The two ideas 

were helping with the castles and the Fairy tale land and planting seeds and growing 
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plants. She had an active role in both explorations. Dorine showed interest, added 

insight from her own experiences as well as her daughter's experiences, and she brought 

supporting items from home for enrichment at school for each of these topics of interest. 

The three elements (interest, insight, and enrichment) are important aspects when 

negotiating the curriculum. 

Castles. One of the emerging curriculum threads of the school year was castles. 

This thread began with teachers reading fairy tale stories with the children. The children 

began acting out King-Queen-Princess scenarios and later moved on to dress-up and 

building castles. Around December, the teachers had a parent meeting to share current 

class information, including possible project ideas or emergent curriculum threads. 

Teachers discussed the children's interest in castle play and asked parents for help to 

create a dramatic play area that supported this learning. One parent offered to make 

capes and crowns, and others offered to fmd appliance boxes. Dorine asked if she could 

help collect smaller boxes and help paint them in the classroom. Dorine showed interest 

in the project. 

Over the next few weeks Dorine added insight. Dorine talked about how we could 

create the castle, where it should be located, and how we could decorate it. Dorine 

talked a lot about bringing her boxes to school, after she collected them. She discussed 

where she found them, the size, and the nature of them on four different observation 

records in addition to the interview. Unfortunately, she did not follow through and bring 
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the boxes into school. She mentioned in her interview, in response to question 5 (see 

Appendix B) regarding contributing to curriculum plans: "I have been trying to bring 

those boxes but it is hard with the baby or I just forget to. Maybe Monday I will bring 

them." She never did bring them. 

Plants. The other important emergent curriculum link Dorine made was with 

plants. Gardening is one of Dorine's hobbies, and she began tending her garden at home 

in mid winter-early spring, as did other parents in the classroom. This became a common 

conversation topic among parents. One parent brought several clippings for the children 

to investigate and to plant. After a long group discussion, we decided to plant some of 

the clippings in soil, and we placed the others in water to root. Dorine was very 

interested in our investigation. She came in two days in a row to see what we were 

doing. Later that week Dorine came in and told us she had bought many seed packets 

from a local store. She added insight about how she was plaiuiing on using then at her 

home and offered to bring some seeds to school to share. We asked her if we could plant 

the seeds that she was going to bring with our other plants (we had several other planting 

activities developing). She happily told us she would bring everything to plant them. We 

nodded and smiled at her. Throughout our plant investigation, Dorine grew more and 

more interested, continually added insight, and added items of enrichment for the 

children. 



204 
A week into tlie investigation, Dorine brought a large paper bag filled with 

gardening items, which included a medium-sized bag of soil, 16 clear plastic cups, a 

gardening shovel, and eight seed packets. The seeds were various flower and vegetable 

seeds. Dorine placed the bag of goodies on the counter and smiled, then added, 'T need 

to hurry home because the baby is still asleep and she will cry if I am not there" (her 

husband was at home with the baby). Dorine looked rushed and a little agitated. I asked 

her if she would like us to save the items for a time when she could help plant the seeds. 

A smile spread across her face and she happily said, "YES, YES, YES! I will volunteer 

Wednesday." She volunteered Wednesday, and we planted the seeds. 

Dorine also made other potential links to the enacted emergent curriculum. She 

noticed the children's interest in bugs and asked about this possible emergent curriculum 

thread. She helped save a few bugs and make bug homes out of glass jars in the 

classroom on her volunteer days. She also linked the bugs to a book in the upcoming 

book order form. She discussed these observations with teachers and tried to suggest 

ways to further these explorations. She was moving into the curriculum planning phase 

of the emergent curriculum. These connections are a vital aspect for parent involvement 

to be meaningful to the parent and for the parent to feel a connection with the emergent 

curriculum. When the parent acts upon the interest of their child in a meaningful way in 

the classroom, they are a protagonist. Dorine made various contributions to the 

emergent curriculum as well. Dorine's "agenda" for parent participation was not 

specifically to help aid the emergent curriculum, nor was it for her to do work in the 
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classroom. She wanted to be a part of her daughter's school life, she wanted to know 

what aspects of school were positive for her daughter, she wanted to see her daughter's 

friends, she wanted to be a part of the classroom conununity, she wanted to please the 

teacher, she wanted to fulfill her parent expectation responsibilities for the CAPS 

program. Her experiences of volunteering regularly helped her understand what was 

happening in the classroom, she initiated activities, she showed interest, added insight, 

and enrichment-all of which enriched her child's experience in preschool. 

Linda as a Protagonist and Contributor 

Linda is 36 years old. She is of medium build, has medium length blonde hair, 

wears linen pants or a sun dress, and she usually has a straw hat on her head to protect 

herself from the hot Tucson sun. Most days she carries a mug of ice coffee in one hand 

and nothing in the other. She lives across the street from Second Street Children's 

School which has come in handy on two occasions when she needed to run back home 

for some forgotten item. Linda works part-time at the hospital as a lab technician. She 

only works the night shift so she can be home during the day with her children. Her 

husband works full time during the day and is pursuing his Master's degree at the 

University of Arizona. Linda grew up in Canada and has a Bachelor of Science degree in 

biochemistry from the University of Regina, Province Saskatchewan, Canada. 
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Linda's Classroom Kvperiences 

Linda volunteers her time, in the same way, at the same time, everyday. She added 

the following during the parent interview. 

I stay there [Second Street Children's School] everyday until at least 10:00. I 
hang out there every morning. Sometimes I sit at the snack table and help them 
with that. Sometimes I sing with Bob and sometimes I just watch Lucinda. 

She also mentioned later in the interview that she volunteers at the school about six hours 

a week. For research purposes, I conducted observations of Second Street Children's 

School parents, including Linda, on Tuesdays and on two occasions on Thursdays. 

Linda usually arrives at Second Street Children's School around 9:15 with both 

daughters, Rosalind and Lucinda, although one day she arrived closer to 10:00. The girls 

eagerly enter the playground before Linda does, looking for activity. Rosalind runs, with 

a smile on her face, to find her fiiends and Lucinda watches her big sister run ofif on the 

playground. Linda walks towards the Rainbow Room to sign in Rosalind (a legal 

requirement of the State of Arizona). Linda nods or smiles at other parents she sees as 

she passes. A teacher briefly acknowledged Linda on every occasion. Three mornings 

Rosalind's teacher was the greeting teacher in the outdoor environment and engaged 

Linda in a short conversation about school events. One other morning a teacher sought 

out Linda to inquire about her house building project. Each of these conversations were 

between 5 and 10 minutes in length. Linda looks tired on some mornings, and less eager 

to converse. When Linda enters the building to sign Rosalind in, her younger daughter, 

Lucinda, remains outdoors for more than half of the time. Once Linda is finished inside 
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(the task takes approximately one to two minutes), she comes back outside and walks 

around the front of the building to the east end of the structure where the lunch 

refrigerators are located. There are two large refrigerators here for the Bear Children to 

stow their lunch boxes. Rosalind does not take much notice of Linda's actions. Rosalind 

only watches to make sure Linda does not leave without a hug or saying "goodbye." 

Lucinda wanders through the yard finding something interesting or wet to play with. On 

four occasions Lucinda found large water tables and proceeded to get wet; moreover, 

when Linda noticed Lucinda getting wet, she always seemed to expect this occurrence 

and seemed a bit perturbed by it as well. After placing Rosalind's lunch in it's 

appropriate spot, Linda locates her toddler and older daughter and stands near one or 

both children. She looks tall in this environment fiill of children. She wanders around, 

mostly after Lucinda, usually stopping in the shade when Lucinda becomes engaged in 

activity or when some other adult engages Linda in conversation. At times, Linda allows 

the toddler to roam 20-30 feet from her before she moves closer. Lucinda is always in 

good spirits. Most of the days, 12 out of 13, Linda made contact with another parent. 

Their conversations were generally brief and ended abruptly when Linda needed to chase 

afrer her toddler. 

Tuesday mornings, at 10:00, Bob, the folk singer, appears under one ramada 

outside during a free choice time. Some children are eating snack and others are engaged 

in play. About 10-15 children out of the 35 outdoor children regularly choose to sing 

with Bob, although all Bear children are invited. Later in the day (on Tuesdays) all Bear 
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children sing with Bob indoors during a large group time. Bob stays approximately 30 

minutes outside and children are free to choose to sing with Bob while they are outside. 

Linda encouraged one or both of her children to sing with Bob 6 out of the 13 days that I 

observed. Linda has quiet conversations with other parents and occasionally a teacher 

while her children are singing. The other days that her children did not sing with Bob, 

Linda, Lucinda, and usually Rosalind, venture oflf to the snack table under the other 

ramada. Lucinda is always one of the first customers at snack time. Again, Linda stands 

next to the snack table instead of sitting. Linda chit-chats with the snack teacher on a 

regular basis and discusses personal issues rather then school-related matters. On three 

occasions Linda helped supervise the snack table for several moments alone. Linda 

generally left school after snack time, sometime between 10:00 and 10:30. The children 

also transitioned at this time to the indoors, so it was an easy separation. Linda would 

say goodbye to Rosalind at the gate and give her a hug goodbye. Lucinda, the toddler, 

always looked reluctant to leave. 

Linda followed this routine every Tuesday that I observed her. Linda made an 

effort to help the school when they needed extra assistance for special events or field 

trips. When asked, she drove her children and others to field trip locations and helped 

supervise the school yard. Linda had regular interactions with parents and teachers. Her 

interactions with children were mainly with her own unless there was some conflict that 

one of her children was having with another child. Linda approached Rosalind two times 
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to help her work out a situation with other children although, she mainly observed and 

interacted with her own children. 

Linda believes that parent participation is important. When I asked her why she 

had several different remarks. In response to question number three on the parent 

interview (appendix B) regarding why do you participate, Linda stated. 

I think parent participation is important. I mainly stay because I have nothing else 
to do and Lucinda likes to stay, but I don't know, I don't see them beating down 
my door asking me to help them with things. 

Linda added in another response. 

My participation definitely affects my daughter. She knows that I am there if she 
needs me. I get to know her fiiends and see how she plays. I also see some stuff 
that they are doing at school. 

Linda made one other comment about why she should be involved. 

Well, you [the parent] know what is important for your child. Parents should 
have a say in what happens to their child especially when you are paying so much. 

. Linda wants to be a part of the school environment. She participates on a daily 

basis. She sees and knows events at the school. Linda's daughters know that Linda is 

there, too. They count on their mother for support when necessary. The school also can 

count on her support. Linda is an regular part of the Second Street Children's School 

morning. 

The above description of Linda's experiences primarily demonstrates how Linda is 

a protagonist in her daughter's preschool experience. Linda is in the environment and her 

daughter knows that she can count on having her mother there when she needs her. 

Linda sees who her children are playing with, interacting with, and eating with on a 
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regular basis. Linda is familiar with her daughter's teachers and the routine. She displays 

many protagonist characteristics and actions, including pride, confidence, patience, and 

understanding. Linda did not initiate any activities while I was observing her. She did, 

however, make contributions in other ways. She often showed interest in daily 

happenings with regard to Bob, the singer, and other activities on the playground. She 

showed insight and added some enrichment which I describe in the following section on 

links. 

Links to the Emergent Curriculum 

The emergent curriculum at Second Street Children's School is actualized in the 

same maimer as at Erickson CAPS Preschool. Children display interest or motivation in 

some subject, then teachers, children, and some parents pursue the interests. Linda 

helped support the enacted emergent curriculum in several ways by being involved in the 

school. Her agenda may have been different then Dorine's agenda. Originally she 

mentioned that she mainly stayed because her toddler liked staying too. As she thought 

about why she wanted to participate more reasons emerged including her interest in her 

older daughter; wanting to know about the day to day happenings at the preschool; 

having enough time to participate; seeing a need for help on the premises; and wanting to 

be an advocate for her children. As far as Linda's involvement specifically in the 

emergent curriculum, similar themes emerged for Linda; interest, insight, and enrichment. 



211 
Linda volunteered at Second Street Children's School on a regular basis. She was 

interested in different aspects of the school and how Rosalind interacted with children, 

adults, and the environment. Linda provided insight into her own life and took an interest 

in others. She also enriched emergent curriculum threads on several occasions. The 

following section describes events where Linda contributed. 

Cement and bricks. One day, in early January, Linda appeared a little more rushed 

than usual. She walked over to the snack table where her youngest daughter was eating. 

It was nearing 10:00. She told Lucinda to "hurry up." Lucinda didn't take much notice 

of the direction her mother gave her. A teacher, Sara, approached the snack table and 

said hello to Linda. They engaged in a conversation about the weather then the following 

dialogue began; 

Linda; We have to go soon cause I am going to let Lucinda watch the cement 
being poured. 

Sara; You are having cement poured? 

Linda; (nodding) Yeah, we are building a garage. 

Sara; Hey, can I bring a few kids over to watch? We have a couple that I 
know would be really interested. 

Linda; Yeah, (pause) I guess you can. 

A few minutes later Sara gathered five children at the gate. Other children began asking 

where they were going. Within five more minutes the whole Bear group (approximately 

30 four- and five-year-old children) were waiting at the gate. Other teachers walked over 

to Linda to find out what was happening, Linda just shrugged at the other teachers. 
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Linda looked a little in awe. One teacher assigned all of the children a friend^uddy to 

hold hands with as they crossed the street to see the cement being poured. This same 

teacher, Kiley, also started talking about cement and the possible things they might see. 

Sara stood there holding the original five children's hands (in a chain). Another teacher 

came over and asked if they had enough teacher supervision. She made a head count of 

four teachers, 27 children, and three parents. The whole group walked to Linda's 

backyard, approximately 100 feet away. The children sat on the ground and watched the 

workmen. The workmen did not say anything for 10 minutes. When they did, Linda 

walked over to them and explained the situation. 

The cement was mixing when the group arrived. Kiley commented to the children 

that she had left the water hose running near a tree and it made a big muddy spot. Then 

she added it would be good mud making cement, kind of like the cement they were 

seeing. Some children started discussing the cement mixing procedures with her. Most 

children just sat there and watched. Linda stood there holding her toddler. On the walk 

back to school, a child began speaking to me. He said the following: 

The concrete took a long time to mix. (Pause) We saw them put the cement on. 
They had a cement truck. They put new cement in there (the truck) cause it was 
all out. They put it on to these wheel barrows and they poured it out and some of 
the mans tripped on the wires. They put wire over the cement. So their boots 
wouldn't get sticked to the cement. The cement has to dry for a couple of weeks 
and looks different than our yard because they put sand and then they put water 
and it made it mud and that is all they did. 

The child took a breath then looked away fi'om me and turned to his fiiend and 

began conversation. The above conversation demonstrates the child's knowledge about 
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what he was experiencing. It also displays prior knowledge and how he tied the two 

experiences together. Teachers and parents can help document these experiences and 

negotiate the curriculum at school so it is meaningful at school. Linda is playing an 

important role in this process. The process goes on .. . 

A week later Kiley approached Linda and inquired about the cement and the 

garage project. Several children and some parents had commented on the event to both 

Linda and other school teachers. Linda mentioned how the bricks were supposed to be 

laid later that day. Kiley asked if they could watch again. Linda hesitated a bit and then 

she nodded and added; 

Linda; You could watch from the alley. I have a doctor's appointment at 
11 ;00, so I might not be able to stay the whole time. 

BCiley: Oh, that's no problem. We would love to watch. Some of the children 
are very interested. 

Later, I asked Linda if any teacher had discussed her garage project with her. 

Linda told me; "Not really, only when they were laying bricks, but I wasn't sure when 

they were doing it (laying the brick). I did mention that the bricks go up fast, and it 

would be fun to watch." I do not think Linda realized the potential emergent curriculum 

thread that was evolving. Later in the school, 1 did notice more blocks in one classroom 

as well as large hollow blocks in another classroom. Both rooms had large building 

projects with signs explaining them or asking them to be saved. Outdoors there seemed 

to be more mud and construction than usual, but this is hard to determine. These 

activities were initiated after the cement and brick experiences. 
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Second Street Children's School engages in a play-based curriculum. The school 

tries their best to pass along this information with parents. Some parents understand the 

process better then others. Some of the understandings come from being in the 

environment regularly and frequently. This is the case for Linda. Linda's response to the 

interview question about the play-based philosophy at Second Street Children's School 

seemed to indicate an understanding of this method. This was her response; 

I would say that it is pretty much just playing and every time I go in there it just 
looks like so much fun. I would say it is definitely play-based. 1 mean every time 
you go into the Bear Room you see all of the kids playing with different things 
and they are all having fun. It isn't like that other school that Joanie (another 
teacher) was talking about where they have a half hour of math and a half hour of 
reading. It definitely isn't like that. Yeah, I would say they follow a play-based 
curriculum. 

Linda's response mentions that children are having flm, doing/playing with 

diSerent things, and are not required to attend structured learning activities for long 

periods of time. Linda is basing this information on what she has observed in the 

preschool environment and believing them to be important aspects of a play-based 

program. When I pressed her for more information regarding the emergent curriculum, 

she admitted that she didn't know what it was but was sure teachers at the school would 

be willing to explain it if she made an appointment with them. Linda knew how to find 

more information if she wanted more. 

Dance. Linda added insight towards another emergent curriculum thread that she 

was not aware was happening until after it occurred. Linda's daughter, Rosalind, was 
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taking ballet lessons outside of Second Street Children's School. Linda purchased 

Nutcracker Ballet tickets and was planning to take Rosalind to the performance. Linda 

mentioned this upcoming event to a teacher. The teacher who was musically inclined 

found the music of the Nutcracker ballet and later played it at school. A few days later 

children became more interested in the music, and the teacher helped them create a 

"stage" (a platform created with large hollow wood blocks). Then they added scarves 

and the children danced. Rosalind was able to see the performance and tie her school 

experience to the actual performance. This authentic experience became more 

meaningful to Rosalind and Linda. The whole school experience was initiated by insight 

from Linda. Linda did not add enrichment for the whole school, but she did for her own 

daughter. 

Linda's pattern of volunteering regularly was known to the school and to her 

children. Linda's experiences of lending a hand, talking with teachers, observing her 

child, interacting in the school environment, and seeing the children in action, led Linda 

to a greater understanding of how the emergent curriculum played out and why the play 

was so important. Her role in the school environment and relationships with teachers and 

children helped enrich school projects and activities. She was not always aware of the 

influence she had in the emergent curriculum, but others were. She showed interest in 

what her child was doing, she added insight about her child's interests, and added 

enrichment in ways that only Linda could. 
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Conclusion: Parents as Protagonists 

Both Dorine and Linda are regular participants in the school environment. 

Teachers, other parents, and children felt comfortable approaching these two parents and 

talking with them. These components are necessary for a trusting relationship. With a 

trusting relationship, comes respect and the possibility for a give and take between 

involved members. Teachers are able to build on ideas that parents feel comfortable 

enough to present and share. The ideas from both parents (castles, plants, cement and 

bricks, and dance) reflect interests of the children as well as the families. 

Three protagonist attributes-interest, insight, and enrichment-work together. 

They are not a hierarchy of achieving one, then the next, but rather they blend together in 

different combinations to enhance a child's school experience. Parent protagonists help 

explain and provide understandings about their children's interests. Being with the child 

at school on a regular basis is one effective way. This holds true for both Dorine and 

Linda. The two parents both take an active interest in their children's schooling by 

making a regular effort to attend and volunteer for school functions. The volunteering in 

both cases takes on different forms. One parent volunteers on a weekly basis and sees 

her child and other children through all daily school tasks. The other parent helps begin 

her daughter and other children's school day regularly, so that she becomes a regular 

figure, one that teachers and children rely on. Children, teachers, and other parents 

recognize these parents and learn to depend on them. 
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By examining the data through the Experiences and Links categories, I was able to 

understand how a parent is a protagonist for their child and contributes to the emergent 

curriculum. The three themes that emerged from both categories are insight, interest, and 

enrichment. 

Both parent protagonists, described in the cases, lend insights. Insight is produced 

in several contexts. In the two cases described, insight is gained through conversations. 

The conversations add detail about the lives of the children, parents, and in some 

instances, the teachers. In these cases they are specific to the child and family units. The 

insights offer details of personal situations and offer differing perspectives from the 

family's point of view. Teachers uses these insights to relate them to the daily 

happenings at school. This makes for a more authentic and meaningful experience; 

hence, the emergent curriculum evolves. 

Enrichment is a third attribute which enhances both interest and insight. Parents 

have a great deal to offer schools. These offerings can be material or experiential as in 

the two cases described in the above sections. Dorine offered time and time again to 

bring items to support the day-to-day activities. She brought actual materials from her 

home and offered to locate and, if necessary, purchase more items. Linda offered an 

authentic experience at her home that only she could offer. The interest in this event led 

to more discoveries and interpretations at school. 

The three attributes-interests, insight, and enrichment-are ways parents support 

their children's schooling experience. Parents are an important influence and component 
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that is intertwined with the school in many ways. Eva Tarini describes the collaboration 

between teachers, atelierista, and parents (1993): 

As my circles of contact widen, I begin to see how collaboration is a spiral of 
interaction between people who work here. Maybe it's more than one spiral, 
something similar to those figures of DNA strands, spiraling around each other. 
Only it's not even just two strands that power this living entity, but many strands 
which cross paths in more ways than I know. It must have been last week 
sometime that I realized how interconnected the work/lives of people are, and 
how this contact fUels the entire projects. I think I was sort of stunned to realize 
the depth of this phenomenon. And simuhaneously it made so much sense to me. 
Instead of setting up shop in a myriad of separate classrooms, where individual 
teachers are doing their own thing, working hard and sharing a little bit, instead of 
all that, the teachers here use all the power and energy and inspiration that must 
come firom people cooperating to create a system that truly works. I don't think 
that the teachers here work any harder than we do at home, it's that they work 
differently, that they work together, (p. 4) 

The above excerpt discusses how a collaboration between various members of a school 

community, including teachers, parents, and children, benefits all; how all are creating a 

system that truly works. 
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I initiated this study because I wanted to leam more about the parents that I work 

with in my preschool classroom, particularly their role in the emergent curriculum. I have 

always believed that a parent's presence in the classroom is important to their child, to 

themselves, to teachers, and possibly to the emergent curriculum. Therefore, the purpose 

of this study was to investigate how parents are protagonists in their child's educational 

process and how parents contributed to the emergent curriculum in preschools influenced 

by practices of Reggio Emilia. The following research questions guided my 

investigation; 

1. How are parents protagonists? 

2. In what ways do parents contribute to an emergent curriculum setting that is 
influenced by the philosophy of Reggio Emilia? 

3. How do parents believe they influence the curriculum? 

4. How do teachers believe parents influence the curriculum? 

I used an ethnographic approach to gain "a holistic account that includes the 

views, perspectives, beliefs, intentions, and values of the subjects of the study" 

(MacNaughton et al., 2001, p. 194). By using this approach, I was able to observe, listen. 
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and understand parents in context. I was a participant observer in two preschools, both 

of which I had close ties to; in one as a parent and in the other as a teacher. The 

familiarity allowed me a closeness with the participants that I would not have had 

elsewhere. Throughout this study, I tried to gain knowledge that would help me 

understand better ways to work with parents, particularly when the school has influences 

from the Reggio Emilia approach and is using the concept of an emergent curriculum. 

My hope is that the information that I gained will influence others in the field of early 

childhood education. 

To learn about parents as protagonists, parent contributions, and perceptions, I 

collected data from four sources including: parent observations, parent interviews, 

teacher interviews, and emergent curriculum threads, over a four-month period. I noted 

commonalities, patterns, and regularities as I collected data from the beginning of my 

study, and I used my research questions to guide my investigations. For each question, I 

created categories to help interpret the data. [ utilized Glaser and Strauss' (1967) 

method of grounded theory; 'The discovery of theory from data systemically obtained 

social research" (p. 3). I discovered categories by examination of the data, and this was 

ongoing through my data collection. My participants included three parents from each of 

the two preschools (six parent participants) and three teachers from each of the two 

preschools (six teacher participants), for a total of 12 parent and teacher participants. I 
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used two preschools to increase the number of participants and amounts of data, not for 

comparison and contrast of the participants and data. 

Theory and research in the areas of parent involvement and the emergent 

curriculum provided a basis for my study, particularly the works of Epstein (1986, 1988, 

1995, 1996), Edwards, Gandini, and Forman (1998), Kaminsky (2001), Moll, Amanti, 

Neff, and Gonzalez (1992), and Jones and Nimmo (1995). These theories and 

researchers created a framework for my study, which included current parent 

participation practices, parent perceptions about parent involvement, what the concept of 

an emergent curriculum, the project approach, developmentally appropriate practices, 

play, and the philosophy of Reggio Emilia; all of which are important aspects of my 

investigation. My review of the literature in chapter 2 provides in depth descriptions 

about the above topics and their relation to my study. 

In this chapter, I review the summary of findings related to my four research 

questions. After a brief description of the data analysis, sununary of the findings, and a 

description of what I have learned about each of my research questions, I provide insights 

and implications of this research for other early childhood educators, teacher educators, 

researchers, and parents in the area of parent involvement and the emergent curriculum in 

preschools influenced by practices Reggio Emilia. 
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Summary of Findings 

For each of my research questions, I provide a summary of my data analysis, the 

major findings, and what I have learned for that particular question. 

Parent Protagonist Attributes 

My first research question was How are parents protagonists? To address this 

question I wanted to learn about how parents participate in preschool, the profile of 

parents who participated in their children's preschool. I wanted to find common 

attributes including characteristics and actions, and I wanted to hear what these parent 

participants said about their experiences. 

To learn about how parents are protagonists, I reviewed two of my data sources: 

parent observation records and parent interview transcripts. As I scrutinized each data 

record, various themes emerged; the first being specific characteristics that most of the 

parents possessed. I then broadened this theme and created a parent protagonist attribute 

category. (See Illustration 4.1 in chapter 4 for a list of attributes.) I searched for 

characteristics as well as actions that [ saw parents exhibiting in the preschools and 

discuss during their interviews. I also examined how the parents participated in the 

preschool classrooms. I noted their various participation levels, which included parent 

locations in preschool environments and parent actions at the various locations. I created 

a participation level chart (see Illustration 4.2) which is based on the different parent 
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locations and parent actions. I examined the levels at which the parents participated, in 

each of their respective preschools. I looked for common patterns that parent 

protagonists follow. After determining participation levels, I reviewed each parent's 

interactions and conversations to see who parents conversed with and what parents said 

during each interaction. (See Illustration 4.3 for more information regarding interaction 

definitions.) 

To further my understandings about parent as protagonists and contributors, I used 

case study analysis for two parents. My case studies offer a portrayal of both parents, 

one parent at each preschool site, as a protagonist and contributor. The cases are 

described as "a day in the life" of both parents. Lincoln and Cuba (19S5) discuss aspects 

of a case study. They emphasize "thick description." They state, "A thorough 

description of the context of setting within which the inquiry took place and with which 

the inquiry was concerned. This is one of the two items that make up the bulk of the 

'thick description.'" The other is: "... a thorough description of the transactions or 

processes observed in that context..." (p. 362). These descriptions offer insights into 

these two particular cases of parents as protagonists and contributors in their children's 

educational lives. 

The types of attributes that I identified were similar to Swick's (1992) teacher 

attributes study. Swick found various teacher attributes encourage parent involvement. 

By this same notion, I found that certain parent attributes are found in parent 
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protagonists who participate frequently in preschools. The most commonly found 

attributes were confidence, initiative, interest, insight, and enrichment. 

I also found parent protagonists participate in their child's preschool on a frequent 

basis. All of the parents in my study used volunteering as their main form of parent 

participation, although all of the parents participated in other ways as well. I noted all of 

the parents' participation levels while they were volunteering at preschool. All parents 

reached Level Two-Supporter and half of the parents reached Level Four-Initiator at 

some point during the four months of observation. I noticed that some teachers 

encouraged parents to move participation levels, therefore, some parents may not have 

moved levels on their own as frequently if a teacher had not been encouraging them. 

Parents participating at Level Four were parents who showed interest, insight, added 

enrichment; were frequently in the environments; understood the school philosophy; and 

could help initiate daily routine tasks as well as their own activity ideas. I found 

parent protagonists interact and converse with teachers, other parents, and their own 

child/ren while in the environment. I was the only parent participant who regularly 

interacted with other children. This I attribute to my early childhood background and my 

prior experiences. Parents mainly interacted with teachers and other parents during the 

school days but also before/after school. Parents mainly discussed daily work routines 

("Should I prepare the lunch?") and personal topics ("What did you do this weekend?") 

conversations. Three parents regularly discussed curriculum idea topics with teachers. 
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These topics of conversations show that parents are comfortable interacting and 

conversing with different people in the preschool environment. Comfortableness is 

another important parent protagonist attribute. The two case studies added "thick 

descriptions" to the parent's interactions and conversations while participating at the 

preschools as well. Throughout my investigations of parents as protagonists, various 

agendas of the parents also emerged. I noted that parents participated for a variety of 

personal reasons as well as reasons for their children. Reviewing parent attributes, parent 

participation levels, interactions and conversation, the case studies, and understanding the 

parent's agendas in each preschool conte.Kt, all lead me to a greater understanding of how 

a parent is a protagonist. 

After conducting my investigation about how a parent is a protagom'st, I have 

learned which parent actions and characteristics to look for and encourage in my parent 

participants in my preschool classroom. I have also learned that I need to take a more 

active stance in helping parents move along the parent participation level continuum. I 

can help parents become more proactive in their child's educational process when 1 know 

what a parent protagonist looks like and what actions to encourage. 

Parent Contributions to the Emergent Curriculum 

The second research question that guided my investigation is In what ways do 

parents contribute to an emergent curriculum setting that is influenced by the 
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philosophy of Reggio Emilia? To answer this questions I used all four of my data 

sources (parent observation records, parent interviews, teacher interviews, and emergent 

curriculum thread that I documented), and I utilized the same grounded theory methods 

that I used in interpreting my first research question. I looked for patterns and 

commonalities throughout my data collection to help me interpret events. I used the 

same categories (Parent Participation Levels, and Interactions and Conversations) and I 

used the case study analyses "a day in the life" category similarly to how I did for the first 

research question. I looked for different aspects or themes within these categories; the 

aspects involved parent contributions to the enacted emergent curriculum, in each 

preschool. 

I found that parents contribute to the emergent curriculum in various ways. By 

examining the participation levels, I noted parents who utilized the highest level (Level 

Four-Initiator) contributed the most in the way of ideas and activities that the preschools 

used in their enacted daily curriculum. These Level Four parents also are active with the 

children and locate themselves in the center of activity in the classroom. When I 

compared the parent ideas with the emergent curriculum thread data source, I noted that 

some of the ideas were the same, such as plants and bricks. The two parents featured in 

the case studies presented several ideas that the preschool teachers acted upon during 

later dates. Together, parents and teachers prepared activities that were appropriate for 
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the children. These topics were initiated when the parent showed interest, insight, and 

added enrichment. 

Parents who participated at lower Participation Levels (Level One-Observer or 

Level Two-Supporter) also contributed in less visible ways. Some parents observed 

classroom events while others helped facilitate specific activities. Many of these parents 

knew the daily routines and participated when they felt comfortable. The interactions and 

conversations still occurred even at the lower participation levels. On several occasions 

Level One and Level Two parents offered interest and insight to topics of study in the 

classroom. 

I have learned that I need to have more opportunities for parents to feel 

comfortable and be able to participate at both Level Three and Level Four. By doing 

this, [ give more parents opportunity to add enrichment as well as the interest and insight 

factors, which I see already on occasion. I also learned parents want to have time to 

discuss personal matters with teachers because each parent comes to school with their 

own set of experiences and reasons for wanted to be invovled. Personal conversation 

helps parents feel more comfortable and able to share important knowledge that I would 

not have learned elsewhere. This is similar to the 'Tunds of Knowledge" theory that 

Moll, Amanti, NefF, & Gonzalez (1992) discovered where teachers can learn useful 

information when they take the time to get to know families, particularly in their family 

homes. 
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Parent and Teacher Beliefs 

My third and fourth research questions are similar {How do parents believe they 

influence the curriculum? How do teachers believe parents influence the curriculum ?), 

however, the subject in each research question is diflferent. I inquire about beliefs and 

perceptions in both questions, therefore, in this section I describe my methods for analysis 

(which was the same for both questions), and I discuss my findings and interpretations of 

parents and teacher beliefs separately. 

To investigate both parent and teacher beliefs I used interview records as my main 

data source. Wolcott (1990) states,".. . My growing bias toward letting informants 

speak for themselves is exactly that-a bias in favor of trying to capture the expressed 

thoughts of others rather than relying too singularly on what I have observed and 

interpreted" (Eisner & Peshkin, 1990, p. 130). On several occasions I revisited parent 

observation records as well to help me determine what the parent meant or believed. 

During the interviews I used an open-ended questioning process as Seidman (1991) 

states, ".. .A second type of open-ended question focuses more on the subjective 

experiences of the participant than on the external structure" (p. 63). Some participants 

discussed a particular example or incident that occurred during one of my observations. 

When this happened, 1 was able to go back to the observation record to help make 

interpretations or inferences about what the parent belief was. 
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To analyze the data about parent and teacher beliefs and perceptions, [ divided all 

data responses into two categories, either parent involvement issues or emergent 

curriculum issues. Within these categories, I found several subcategories that were 

prominent for both parents and teachers, including; why parent involvement is important, 

how preschools support parent involvement, parent involvement practices, the concept of 

emergent curriculum, and the parent's role in the emergent curriculum. 

Findings about parents' beliefs. Several interesting themes emerged from the 

parent responses to parent involvement. All the parents agreed that parent involvement 

was important. This was not a new finding since I selected all the participants based on 

their previous volunteering habits. Parents believed that schools offered many 

opportunities for them to be involved; although parents believed there was a variety of 

misconceptions given by preschool teachers. Parents recollected that schools often asked 

parents to participate but then did not help parents to know or understand what the 

school wanted from them. One parent stated, "They told us to come but, once they got 

us there they [the school or teachers] didn't know what to do with us." There were 

similar incongruencies involved with the emergent curriculum category. Parents believed 

that schools asked them to participate, collaborate, and in some instances even initiate 

activities, but when teachers actually did the collaborating or initiating of activities, the 

teachers did not include the parents. Parents played into this notion as well. Parents 
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offered to help or bring items for activities and did not follow through on their word all 

of the time. Other findings about parents' beliefs were that parents believed children 

leam through play and learning in preschool is fun. Overall, parents strongly believed 

their role was important to their child. 

Findings about teachers's beliefs. Teachers believed that parent involvement is 

important as well as they (teachers) need to offer many opportunities so all parents can 

find their niche. Teachers viewed parents as helpers, as an extra pair of hands or eyes, or 

as someone who could help with the daily routine tasks (lunch/snack preparation). 

Several teachers called parents resources for information not necessarily for emergent 

curriculum ideas. In fact, I found very few teachers encouraged parents to participate in 

the emergent curriculum planning and collaborations. A couple of teachers mentioned 

that parents should or could be a part of the collaborations and two other teachers flatly 

stated "No." Documentation was another area that teachers believed parent influence 

was beneficial. Some teachers encouraged parents to participate in the documentation 

process while others were still struggling with their own documentation issues. 

What I learned. I learned that parents and teachers both believe parent 

involvement is important and both parties want various types of parent involvement 

opportunities in preschool. I learned that it is possible to have a strong working 
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relationship between parents and teachers, a relationship where both learn to depend on 

one another, one where parents take some of the responsibilities and teachers help them. 

Teachers need to be strong facilitators with parents and continuously invite, include, and 

encourage parents to participate. I also learned that parents and teachers do not always 

trust each other and sometimes teachers give mixed messages about their parent 

expectations. On the same note, parents do not always follow through with their end of 

the bargain, when they say they will help. By learning about and understanding these 

parent-teacher issues, I (as a teacher, parent, and researcher) will better be able to 

understand the parent and teacher perspectives. I will be able to better encourage parent 

participation, particularly in relation to the emergent curriculum in preschools influenced 

by the Reggio Emilia approach. 

So What?; Implications of this Research Study 

In this section I explain the implications of my research study to others. To begin 

with, I use the phrase "So what?", a phrase my father often asks me after I have 

completed something [ believe to be meaningful, and something he does not quite 

understand yet. To answer this question, I describe the implications of parents as 

protagonists and parent contributions to an emergent curriculum to educators, parents, 

and researchers so that others will understand the importance. While the focus of this 

study can not be generalized to other educators, parents, or researchers, there are 
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1990). So, I answer the "so what" question briefly, especially as preschools continue to 

strive for quality as suggested by the National Association for the Education of Young 

Children (Bredenkamp, 1998). Many of these quality preschools will discover the 

exceptional early childhood schools of Reggio Emilia, Italy, and strive to emulate aspects 

of these schools. In doing so, parent involvement practices and the emergent curriculum 

issues will arise. These issues will be examined and explored in order to create the best 

possible environment for children to learn. Therefore, my investigation is an important 

one for early childhood educators, future early childhood educators, researchers, and 

parents wanting what is best for children. 

Implications for Educators 

Parents as protagonists and parent contributions to the emergent curriculum in 

early childhood classrooms, those influenced by the Reggio Emilia approach, are 

important matters for educators, specifically early childhood educators to consider. In 

this section, I describe what early childhood educators can learn fi-om the parent 

involvement and emergent curriculum aspects of my research study, then I describe the 

implications for preservice early childhood educators. 
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Parent involvement. Throughout this study I have discussed the importance of 

parent involvement. I contend that parent involvement helps parents learn about their 

child, helps parents be a part of their child's educational process, and helps parents be a 

part of the preschool learning environment. All of these factors lead to greater school 

success for the child. Parents have many opportunities to participate in preschool. 

Berger (1995) claims that more parents participate at the preschool and kindergarten 

level than any other grade level because parents feel the most comfortable here, and many 

parents still have young children at home to care for; therefore, they are not working and 

have more time to come to the classroom. The opportunities for participation in 

preschools include a wide array of options including volunteering, home visits, parent 

advisory councils, family gatherings, and other ways that meet a school's needs. The 

National Commission on Excellence in Education (1993), in its report A Nation at Risk: 

The Imperative for Educational Reform, told parents: 

You bear a responsibility to participate actively in your child's education. You 
should encourage more diligent study and discourage satisfactions with 
mediocrity and the attitude that says "let it slide"; monitor your child's study 
habits; encourage your demanding courses; nurture your child's curiosity, 
creativity, and confidence; and be an active participant in the work of the schools, 
(p. 35; Berger, 1995, p. 7) 

Emergent curriculum. The emergent curriculum, often found in early childhood 

programs (preschools) that are influenced by the practices of Reggio Emilia, is a process 
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of learning about children and what is meaningful to them. The emergent curriculum 

builds on children's interests and provides meaningful experiences for involved 

participants. It is important for teachers, parents, and children to work closely together 

to negotiate experiences. Parents can eflfectively participate in these negotiations, too, by 

participating in classroom practices; interacting with teachers, parents, and children; and 

by helping to interpret and create documentation. Parents lend interest, insight, and 

enrichment to the process of negotiation. 

The emergent curriculum begins with a child's thought or idea. These ideas or 

thoughts can be built upon. Dewey discusses this notion of looking for these child 

initiated ideas: 

A question often asked is; If you begin with the child's ideas, impulses, and 
interests, all so crude, so random and scattering, so little refined or spiritualized, 
how is he going to get the necessary discipline, culture, and information? If there 
were no way open to us except to excite and indulge these impulses of the child, 
the question might well be asked. We should either have to ignore and repress 
the activities or else to humor them. But if we have organization of equipment 
and of materials, there is another path open to us. We can direct the child's 
activities, giving them exercise along certain lines, and can thus lead up to the 
goal which logically stands at the end of the paths followed. (Dewey, 1959, p. 37) 

The role of the adults, teachers, and parents are to help bring the ideas to life, to help 

facilitate the learning. With teacher encouragement, parents can play an active role in this 

process of learning. 

Once parents are involved in their child's preschool process and have their foot in 

the proverbial door, parents are better able to contribute to the emergent curriculum 
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(EC). Parents are one participant in the negotiation of the emergent curriculum. Many 

preschools which are influenced by Reggio Emilia schools use an emergent curriculum. 

Loris Malaguzzi discusses this notion of involving parents in EC plaiming as well as the 

documentation process in an interview with Leila Gandini (1998). Restates: 

Family participation requires many things, but most of all it demands of 
teachers a multitude of adjustments. Teachers must possess a habit of questioning 
their certainties, a growth of sensitivity, awareness, and availability, the assuming 
of critical style of research and continually updated knowledge of children, and 
enriched evaluation of parental roles, and skills to talk, listen, and leam from 
parents. 

Responding to all of these demands requires from teachers a constant 
questioning of their teaching. Teachers must leave behind an isolated, silent mode 
of working that leaves not traces. Instead, they must discover ways to 
communicate and document the children's evolving experiences at school. They 
must prepare a steady flow of quality information targeted to parents but 
appreciated also by children and teachers. This flow of documentation, we 
believe, introduces parents to a quality of knowing that tangibly changes their 
expectations. They reexamine their assumptions about their parenting roles and 
their views, about the experiences their children are living and take a new and 
more inquisitive approach toward the whole school experience, (pp. 69-70) 

The collaborations between parents, teachers, and children are components of the EC 

(Jones & Nimmo, 1995). 

Preservice early childhood educators. There is a need for preservice early 

childhood educators and experienced educators to leam about parent contributions to the 

emergent curriculum. Many early childhood schools (primarily preschools but possibly 

up through grade three) are practicing various Reggio Emilia principles, including parent 
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participation and following an emergent curriculum. Other preschools and some 

elementary schools are looking to these model early childhood sites for more information 

about these practices. Preservice education and professional development opportunities 

for experienced educators are two other options for educators to leam about these 

practices and how to implement them. 

As states recognize and understand the importance of early childhood education, 

state universities begin to add programs and degrees for educators in this field to meet 

the growing needs. Some states are even going as far as creating programs that are 

tailored to Reggio Emilia practices and Developmentally Appropriate Practices' 

guidelines from the National Association for the Education of Young Children 

(NAEYC). More and more preschools are striving for quality education and reaching for 

accreditation from the NAEYC which requires some parent involvement in schools as 

well as educated professionals, ones who have college degrees and training specific to 

early childhood education. Because of these needs, it is essential for research, such as 

mine, to continue to influence preschools, educators, future educators, and preservice 

college programs that prepare early childhood educators. 

When preservice and experienced teachers leam more about these practices, parent 

participation, and the emergent curriculum, it is easier to initiate them effectively in the 

classroom. In my own preservice education, I did not receive much preparation in both 

working with families and using constructivist practices such as the emergent curriculum. 
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Looking back, the lack of information hampered many of my teaching practices. I was 

fortunate enough to have professional development, administrators, and parent support 

during my endeavors to become a better educator. For fiiture early childhood educators 

and practicing teachers, having opportunities to see "in action" parent participation 

practices and the emergent curriculum, particularly the negations and collaborations 

between the two, will enhance all teaching abilities. Having opportunities to work in 

classrooms that already practice these ideas is most beneficial in my view for both 

preservice teachers and experienced teachers. 

Implications for Research 

To begin this section, I describe some issues that arose during my investigations of 

how parents contribute to the emergent curriculum, then I go on to describe ideas for 

future research. The first issue that arose during my investigation was the selection of the 

participants. I should not have used myself as a parent participant in this study. My 

experiences in early childhood education and my feelings about parent involvement, 

particularly in relation to the emergent curriculum, were probably skewed firom the 

beginning. I took on a different role, at times, because of my experiences as well as 

certain teachers asking me to take on different roles, because of my known experiences 

and background. Some of the findings in the parent interactions and conversations would 

have been different if I did not participate. Acting as a teacher participant worked fine in 
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this study as I help facilitate a program that follows an emergent curriculum, one that is 

inspired by schools of Reggio Emilia, and one that encourages parent participation; 

therefore, my beliefs and practices were similar to other teachers in this study. 

Another issue that arose was parent attendance. Two parent participants, both of 

whom agreed to participate the minimum requirement (one hour a week during a time I 

was at the school) were more involved and volunteered more towards the beginning of 

the study, and their volunteer habits changed towards the last two months of the study. 

The parents continued to come somewhat sporadically and sometimes for shorter 

periods. The sporadic volunteer times made data collection for those two participants 

more difficult. 

The last issue is related to the previous one; I would have liked to have more 

opportunities to collect data from all the participants. If I were doing this study again, I 

would plan for a whole year to collect observational data. [ suspect parent participation 

changes as the year goes on. The four months may not have been long enough for me to 

see all the ways a parent could be a protagonist and to see other potential ways parents 

contribute to the emergent curriculum. The parents' and teachers' beliefs about the 

process may change throughout the year as well. Therefore, a longer time frame may 

change some of the findings 1 presented in this study. 

I see several implications for the need of further studies. To begin with, the role of 

documentation in my study continuously left me wondering. I wondered about the 
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parent's role in the documentation process. Were teachers using parents effectively in 

this role, and could or should collaborations between parents and teachers include more 

documentation? Teachers all mentioned documentation or the lack of documentation as 

a gap or issue for them and they continue to struggle with documentation in their own 

practices. I believe educators, especially ones involved with Reggio Emilia, would 

benefit in this area of research. An example of this type of research may be to follow 

teachers, children, and parents in the process of gathering data for documentation; 

examining how they create the documentation; and analyzing the outcome of the 

documentation process. 

Other areas for future research include both parent talk and home-school 

relationships. I noticed very few parents interacting with children other then their own 

children. Perhaps the issue of parents interacting and speaking with children does not 

arise between parents and teachers, and therefore, both parties do not realize this is an 

issue; or possibly parents feel uncomfortable interacting with other children. In either 

case, schools and teachers could make more of an effort to help parents and teachers 

understand and leam how to deal with this issue so parents can make a stronger 

connection with all the children. In addition to interacting, parents generally speak to 

children (give directions or instructions-"Wash your hands") rather than talk with 

children ("Tell me about the block tower you built") in conversation. An example of this 
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type of research project may be to listen to parent-child talk in various situations. This 

area of research may lead into some parenting issues. 

The last issue, home-school relationships, is a topic for further consideration as 

well. I saw the beginnings of many relationships. Some of these relationships lacked 

trust, a component that is necessary for strong relationships. It appeared that both 

parents and teachers enjoyed the relationships, but the relationships needed more open 

communication and time. Some parents felt unsure about when or how to speak with 

teachers on personal and educational matters. Thus, further research in this area of 

parent-teacher relationships would be beneficial to early childhood educators as well. A 

research project in this area may include home visits by a researcher to examine the 

relationships as well as careful observations of parents and teachers in the classroom. 

Implications for Parents 

My investigation of how parents influence the emergent curriculum in early 

childhood classrooms has several implications for parents. First of all, all parents can be 

protagonists for their children in their child's educational setting. In the first chapter I 

wrote the dictionary definition for a protagonist which stated, "3 .a. A leading or principle 

figure, b. The leader of a cause; a champion. 4. A proponent; an advocate" {The 

American Heritage College Dictionary, 1993). All of these ideas apply to the parent and 

the role they take in raising their child and can play a role in their child's preschool. 
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When parents participate in their child's schooling by volunteering, being on a parent 

advisory council, participating in home visits, collaborating with teachers, helping with 

documentation, or other means, parents are going the extra mile for their children by 

being a protagonist. A parent may say, "So what? Why do I want to be a protagonist? 

Isn't it the school's job to educate the children?" My response would be, every parent 

wants what is best for their child. Young children, in particular, benefit fi^om continuity, 

an integrated continuous approach that includes a child's school, family, and community 

support (Berger, 1995). When these elements are in place for a child, he/she has a higher 

rate of success in school (Lombardi, 1992). 

I noted several specific parent actions in my research which may help parents once 

they decide to become a protagonist. Both parents and teachers agree that volunteering 

is one of the best ways for parents to participate in preschool. Parents in my study had 

different volunteer patterns. Some volunteered for short, yet firequent, times on a regular 

basis, while others volunteered large chunks of time, even as much as a whole school day. 

I found the short exchanges between parents and teachers were very meaningfijL These 

short interactions provided a place for conversation where the parent and teacher had 

coimections. One where both exchanged information about the child, the family and 

about future curriculum ideas. I also found that parents who learned the daily routine, 

and knew ways to support the routine, felt more comfortable and displayed more 

confidence in their abilities in the preschool classroom. Both being comfortable and 
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showing confidence were characteristics of parent protagonists. These parents also 

showed interest, added insight, and enrichment to help contribute to the emergent 

curriculum. 

Lastly, parents can help contribute to the emergent curriculum to make the 

emergent curriculum more meaningful to their child. In some instances, parents needed 

to be more persistent to be included, however, parents succeeded through daily 

conversations, helping in collaborations, being supportive, and helping interpret and 

create documentation. 

There are various opportunities for parents to be involved in their children's 

preschool. Children see their parents involved and interested, which in turn helps 

promote a positive relationship between parent and child and parent and school. When 

parents regularly participate, they build special relationships with teachers, too. This 

important concept, which many Reggio Emilia inspired early childhood educators 

practice, can be effectively incorporated into preschools to promote the special 

relationships. This last excerpt, from Alicia, demonstrates the caring bond between a 

parent and teacher: 

This morning Alicia walked into the classroom with her son and her young niece 
just like she did on any other day of the week. After she signed Juan in on the 
parent sign-in, she walked over to me. I could tell she was a little nervous by the 
way she was looking right at me with a small smile on her face. I said "Hello," 
and she giggled a quiet hello in return, then she quickly handed me a bulky 
sandwich-sized baggy. I looked at the baggy then back at her. I could see the 
shy, quiet Alicia, who was raising her two sons and her two-year-old niece, with 
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minimal support, at age 23; Alicia who dropped out of middle school because she 
was pregnant with Junior; Alicia who was always so helpful, pleasant, and happy 
at school; Alicia, who I knew I could count on, to lend that extra support; Alicia 
who few others noticed because of her quiet disposition; Alicia handed me this 
special baggy. I was unsure what it contained, but it felt warm and had a 
delicious aroma. I smiled at her and she immediately added, "I made the tamales 
this weekend all by myself and I saved you two." I put my hand on her shoulder 
to say thank you and she turned towards me and gave me a big hug. I knew the 
hug was a thank you from her, for helping her to be an important member in the 
classroom and in her sons' lives. 

Conclusion 

This study helps clarify how parents are protagonists, how parents contribute to 

the emergent curriculum, and parent and teacher beliefs about this process, particularly in 

classrooms influenced by the practices of Keggio Emilia. I have learned how I can 

benefit children by encouraging parent participation and collaborations between parents 

and teachers. These strong relationships help promote quality preschools, quality 

curriculums, and children who will succeed further, which are common practices in the 

Reggio Emilia approach. Loris Malaguzzi states the following in an interview with Leila 

Gandini; 

The central act of adults is to activate, especially indirectly, the meaning-making 
competencies of children as a basis of all learning. They must try to capture the 
right moments, and then find the right approaches, for bringing together, into a 
fhiitful dialogue, their meanings and interpretations with those of the children. 
(Edwards et al., 1998, p. 81) 
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It is important for parents and teachers to have a positive working relationship, one 

where all parties can contribute to the emergent curriculum, one where all parties have a 

say in what is important for the children, and one that encourages experiences that are 

meaningful to its participants. 

The implications of this study will contribute to the growing knowledge base of 

parent involvement, the emergent curriculum, and how parent can be involved in the 

process. These elements are crucial in quality early childhood programs which truly 

benefit young children. 



APPENDIX A 

Parent Teacher Contract 

STATE-FUNDED PRESCHOOL 
CHILD AND PARENT SUCCESS 

CAPS Parent/Teacher Understandings 

The Child and Parent Success program has been fully expianed to me. 

I understand that; 

1. It is important for my child to attend the CAPS program every day. If my child is 
absent from school, it is my responsibility to call the school and notify the 
teacher. If my child is ill for more than three (3) consecutive days, I will provide a 
written e:<cuse. If my child is absent for more than 10 days without an approved 
excuse, they may be dropped from the program; 

2. The CAPS teachers will mai<e home visits to support family strengths, enhance 
parenting skills, and promote my child's learning in the home, 

3.' It is expected that I or another family member wilt be involved in my child's 
education so that my child continues to see me as his/her most imiMrtant 
teacher. 

4. The CAPS teacher and I will keep each other informed about my child's 
progress. 

SIGNATURE, 
(CIRCLE) Mother Father Guardian 

Teacher's Signature. 

Forms/Parant /raacherUndatstandingOO 
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APPENDIX B 

Erickson Roadrunner 

The Legend of the Roadrunner 

In Erickson's early years, on a day of gilded turquoise and soft spring breezes, a 
roadrunner came to school. He came at lunchtime, drawn perhaps by the laughter of the 
children and the kaleidoscope of colors in courtyard and playground. The children, 
entranced by the roadrunner's visit, crowded 'round him, and followed as he explored the 
courtyard.Some, carried away, chased him onto the playground; and there, in the sun and 
breeze, a boy stoned the roadrunner to death. He died, fluttering, in a cardboard box in 
the office. As the excitement subsided, the boy grew aware of what he had destroyed, and 
felt a need to face each team and apologize for his act. This he did. 

Yet out of destruction grew something special for Erickson. The roadruimer's 
death had made such an impression on the children that they decided to immortalize him 
by naming him as Erickson's mascot. 

Thus a roadrunner's untimely death has come full circle to symbolize positive 
change. And as the years have passed, the roadrunner himself has come to mean the spirit 
of growth, freedom and perseverance that is Erickson. 
By Chrysann Tsaguris (Erickson Elementary School Website, 2002) 
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APPENDIX C 

Parent/Teacher Consent 

I, give my consent to Hilary Seitz, the researcher, to collect 

data for her research regarding parent involvement in early childhood classrooms. [ am 

aware that the researcher will be collecting observations samples and conducting 

interviews with the participants. My name will be changed in this study to protect my 

identity and privacy. 

SignatureDate 
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APPENDIX D 

Parent Interview 

Parent Date 

Background Information 

3. What are the ages of your child/ren? 

4. Where do they go to school? 

5. What is your educational background? 

6. How old are you? 

7. Where did you grow up? 

8. Did you attend preschool? 

9. Did you attend private or public schools? 

10. Did you like school? 

11. Were your parents involved in your schooling? How? 

Parent Involvement 

1. How are you involved in your child's school? 

2. Has the school asked you to participate? 

3. Do you like participating at the school or do you participate because you think 
you should? 

4. Why do you think parent participation is important? 

5. How does parent participation affect your child? 
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6. Do you volunteer at the school? 

7. What do you do when you volunteer? 

8. How many hours a week (approximately) do you volunteer at the school? 

9. Do the teachers at the school encourage parent participation? How? 

10. What types of school related activities do you like to be involved in ? 

11. Do you participate in Home visits with the school? Do you like Home visits? 

Emergent Curriculum 

1. The parent handbook mentions that the school follows a play based curriculum, 
do you know what that is? 

2. Teachers at this school follow an emergent curriculum. Do you understand what 
an emergent curriculum is? Has the school helped you understand how they 
develop their curriculum? 

3. Do you think the school/teachers are willing to explain how they develop the 
curriculum? 

4. Have teachers asked for input regarding their curriculum plans? Activities? 

5. Do you think you have contributed to the curriculum plans? Activities? 

6. Do you want to be a part of the curriculum development? 

7. How would you like to contribute to the school? 

8. Would you like to make any suggestions about the school's curriculum? 

9. What types of changes would you make if a teacher asked you? 

10. Do you feel like a valued member of the school community? 



Child information 

1. How old is your child? 

2. How long has your child attended this school? 

3. Does your child like school? 

4. Does your child like it when you participate at the school? 

5. Does your child talk about school events at home? 

6. What are your child's favorite activities at school? 
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APPENDIX E 

Teacher Interview 

Teacher Date 
Background Information 

1. What age group do you work with at this school? 

2. How long have you been teaching here? What is your title? 

3. What is your educational background? 

4. What is your greatest strength as an early childhood teacher? 

5. Did you always want to be a teacher? 

6. Do you have any children? Ages? 

Parent Involvement 
1. How do you involve parents in the classroom? 

2. What are the school expectations for parent involvement? 

3. How do you think parents should participate in the classroom/school? 

4. Would you like more parent involvement? What types? 

5. Why do you think parent involvement is important? 

6. How many parents in your classroom volunteer? 

7. What do they do when they volunteer? 

8. Do you make home visits? If yes, what types of things do you do on the home 
visit? Why do you think home visits are important? 

9. Do you have a parent advisory council or parent group to help make decisions for 
the school? 
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Emergent Curriculum 

1. The parent handbook mentions that the school follows a play based curriculum. 
Tell me about how you use a play based curriculum. 

2. Are you familiar with the Reggio Emilia philosophy? How does this philosophy 
influence the program you teach in? 

3. Many play based curriculums and programs influenced by the Reggio Emilia 
approach implement the emergent curriculum into their planning. Do you use an 
emergent curriculum? Tell me how. Give an example. 

4. How do you explain to parents about the emergent curriculum or play based 
curriculum? 

5. Where do you go for ideas and/or supplemental information for the classroom? 
Do you seek input form anyone? 

6. Do you work in collaborative teams at this school? Who is involved in the 
collaborations? 

7. Do you involve parents or family members in your curriculum planning? How? 

8. Do you involve children in curriculum planning? How? 

9. [f you were in charge of the school curriculum development, what changes would 
you make? 

10. Do you feel like a valued member of the school community? 
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APPENDIX F 

List of Codes 
Categories 
PL Participation Level 

LI Level One-Observer 
L2 Level Two-Supporter 
L3 Level Three-Worker 
L4 Level Four-Initiator 

PI Parent Interaction 
PT Parent-Teacher 
PP Parent-Parent 
PC Parent-Child 

CT Conversation Topic 
CC Chit-Chat 
DR Daily Routine 
CI Curriculum Idea 

PI Parent Involvement 
WHY Why Parent Involvement is Important 
HOW How School Support PI 
WHAT Parent Involvement Practices 

EC Emergent Curriculum 
WHAT What is the emergent curriculum 
HOW How Do Parents Contribute 
SC School Collaborators 



254 
APPENDIX G 

Participation Level Code Sheet 

Trina Obs.# Location Action extra info 

LI 12 Chair, Wall sitting, listening, standing. 
watching 

20 Counter made phone calls, listen 
21 

L2 12 Chairs near table stands, listens, talks with 
10 counter parents, talks with teachers 
22 counter talks 
19 counter, table and chair 
20 counter in food area 
21 chair, counter 

L3 12 table lunch prep 
19 table cut out materials 
19 table (after school) sat, read, talked, cut out 
21 chair/table items 
22 walked in between tables offered to stay and help with 

an ongoing project 
placed items on tables. 
cleaned tables 

L4 

INB 
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APPENDIX H 

Parent Involvement - Code Sheet 

Parent Teacher 

• Teachers ask us to bring things 
and ask us for information - Dor. 
#4 

• Holidays - Rachel 

• Parents help with holiday 
celebrations - Jamie 

Parents help with documentation -
H, Jennifer, Dana 

• Parents want to be helpful -

• Rachel, Dorine, Linda 

• Things happen in families lives 
that are important, parents share 
information - Mary, #2 

• Parents help arrange field trip -

• Trina, Dorine, Alicia 

• Parents are resources for 
information, connections, ideas -
Jennifer, #7 

Parents offered to help with 
activities - all 

• Informal parent advisory - Dana, 
#7 

Parents need to be in classroom to 
see "stuflf" - Alicia - #4 
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APPENDIX I 

Sample Home Visit Tub 

Name: Muffins 
• Book - If You Give a Moose a Muffin, by Laura Joffe Numeroff 
• Large recipe card with simple pictures, numbers, words - directions 
• Muffin making ingredients (muffin mix, milk, eggs) 
• Utensils (large bowl, muffin pan, paper muffin cups, wooden spoon, measuring 

cup, and measuring spoon) 
• Rags/dishwashing soap 
• Apple timer 

Extra milk cartons (single serving) 
• Single servings of blackberry jam. 
• Butter knife 
• Paper Plates 
• Napkin 

Home visit tubs always contain a story/book that relates to an activity. All the activities 
are non-threatening and have potential for parents to try at home with everyday materials 
found in most homes. 



APPENDIX! 

NO WAY - THE HUNDRED IS THERE 

The child 
is made of one hundred. 

The diild has 
a hundred languages 
a hundred hands 
a hundred thoughts 
a hundred ways of thinking 
ofplaying, of speaking. 

hundred, always a hundred 
ways of listoimg 
of marveling, of loving 
a hundred joys 
for singing and understanding 
a hundred worlds 
to discover 
a hundred worlds 
to invent 
a hundred worlds 
to dream. 
The child has 
a hundred languages 
(and a hundred hundred hundred more) 
but they steal ninety-nine. 
The school and the culture 
separate the head from the body. 
They tell the child: 
to think, without hands 
to do without head 
to listoi and not to speak 
to understand without joy 
to love and to marvel 
only at Easter and Christmas. 
They tell the dtild: 
to discover the world already there 
and of the hundred 
they steal ninety-nine. 
They tell the child: 
that work and play 
reality and tantasy 
science and (magmation 
sky and euth 
reason and dream 
are things 
that do not belong tog^er. 

.And thus they tell the child: 
that the hundred is net there. 
The child says: 
"Noway. The hundred is there" 

Loris Maliiguzzi (translated by Leila Gandinl) 
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