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Abstract

Parent involvement in children’s education is crucial to their education. It may also facilitate
the social integration of children with disabilities which has been advocated but which has
been lacking. To effectively involve parents in promoting social integration, information is
needed. Of interest would be knowledge of parents’ support of social integration and the role
they play in promoting it. These questions were investigated based on teachers reports. Using
a qualitative inquiry method, the research found only partial parent support and participation.
Implications for advancing practice and research are suggested.
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Parent Involvement in Promoting Social Integration in Elementary Schools in Canada —
A Preliminary Teachers’ Report

Parent involvement in children’s education is crucial to children’s development and
education and has indeed long been promoted. Research has shown a significant association
between parent involvement and a child's academic performance beyond the impact of the
child's intelligence (Topor et al., 2010). Literature reviews have concluded that students with
strong parent involvement are more likely to attend school regularly and stay in school
longer, earn high grades, show appropriate behavior, and graduate to enter higher education
(Henderson & Mapp, 2002; Jeynes, 2005). Parent involvement in special education, such as
in Individualized Education Program (IEP) meetings, is mandated in the U.S. (Goldman &
Burke, 2017).

Parent involvement is broadly defined as various types of parent engagements (Zhang
et al., 2011). Grossly, parent involvement is classified into home-based activities engaged
between the parent and the child such as outside of school. Parent involvement also includes
school-based activities, which include child-focused activities typically conducted at school
(Fishman & Nickerson, 2015). Despite its influence on children’s education and
development, parent involvement is less studied in special education (Zhang et al., 2011).
Even less, if any, research has examined parent involvement within the school in the broader
context such as promoting social integration for children with disabilities or other special
needs.

Inclusion of children with disabilities in the regular class has been ardently called for
since 1990s (Stainback & Stainback, 1990). Inclusion has long been legislated in the United

States such as in the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) (Goldman & Burke,
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2017). Inclusion is considered to benefit all aspects of child development for children with
disabilities (Stainback & Stainback, 1990). A major purpose of inclusion is to cultivate social
inclusion. “Social inclusion matters in K-12 school,” according to Juvonen et al. (2019, p.
251). Based on research, social inclusion is defined as “the presence of reciprocal friendships,
interactions between special education needs (SEN) and non-special needs (non-SEN)
students, the social status of SEN students as perceived by non-SEN students, and the
acceptance of SEN students by their classmates” (Vyrastekova, 2021, p. 1).

Researchers and educators have advanced the term “social inclusion” to “social
integration.” Social integration is specifically applied to people with disabilities (McCay &
Keyes, 2001). A main goal of inclusion, also commonly referred to as mainstreaming, is the
social integration of children with disabilities or other special needs. However, social
integration is far from being achieved in the U.S. or Canada even today. A lack of social
inclusion for children with disabilities has persistently been reported. Earlier studies found
that preschool students with disabilities experienced rejection and low acceptance from peers
(Odom et al., 2002). Children with disabilities were found to be less popular and had fewer
friends than their nondisabled peers (Avramidis, 2013). More recent studies found that a child
with Down syndrome would be less socially accepted than a child without disability (Schwab
et al., 2016). Adolescents with autism were reported to be lonely and lacking friendship in an
inclusive school setting (Locke et al., 2010). In a study, students with hearing impairment
reported feeling less socially integrated and less accepted by their peers. They interacted
more with other students with special needs. Social inclusion for children with disabilities
continues to be an elusive and difficult goal (Koller & Stoddart, 2021).

There is a clear need for promoting social integration in schools and communities.

Given the potential influence parents possess in children’s lives and education, they have a
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role to play in contributing to the fulfillment of social integration. Of beginning interest are
whether parent involvement takes place and what type of involvement they assume in
promoting social integration. No studies have examined parental involvement in this regard.

The ecology of human development proposes that the child is surrounded by a set of
overlapping layers of sub-ecological environments which would impact their development
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). The most intimate sub-ecological environment is the home, which is
normally headed by parents. Parents’ participation in their children’s education would have a
crucial impact on their children’s development. Because parents are inherently supportive of
their children’s education as literature has shown, parents would be expected to support an
important school activity such as promoting social integration. With various parenting skills,
parents could also employ methods to help promote the social integration of children with
disabilities. These assumptions were tested in the present study.

Legislation such as the IDEA advises that educators form partnerships with parents,
specifically in the field of special education. It also requires schools to allow parents to
participate in all phases of educational assessment and planning for students who
receive special education services. Parent collaboration is thus important especially in the
field of education. For optimal collaboration, teachers’ opinions become pivotal. Teachers’
perspective and experience with parent involvement in the promotion of social integration
would provide a good start toward actions to plan and generate effective parent involvement
in such a movement. Teachers’ reports have been published to inform various aspects of
education concerning disabilities (Laia & Gil, 2014). This study thus examined parent
involvement in promoting social integration based on the perception and experience of
elementary school teachers in Canada. As a pilot study, certain beginning questions have

arisen which are: (a) what is the state of parent involvement in the form of support for social
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integration; and (b) What kinds of parent involvement are taking place? The answer would

help planning and programs to promote the social integration of children with disabilities.
Method

Participants

The participants were 54 Canadian elementary school teachers, all but one of whom
taught regular classes. The one exception taught special classes. The schools are located in a
metropolitan city with a population of 360,000 in the Pacific-West region of Canada. The
Canadian teachers taught kindergarten through Grade 7. The schools had a student population
ranging from 200 to 650. The teachers had varying degrees of teaching experience, from 2 to
over 30 years. Privacy prevented the collection of information on the teachers’ ages. There
were 15 males and 39 females.

Procedure

With the approval of the university research ethics committee and the initial approval
by the school principal, the researcher verbally presented a written description of the project
to the teachers as a group or individually. Teachers took part in the study voluntarily with a
verbal and written consent.

The teachers were interviewed by the researcher. Each interview was facilitated by a
questionnaire devised to examine issues surrounding social integration. Interviews were tape-
recorded and later transcribed.

Instrument

This study is part of a larger study which applied a set of questions concerning
various aspects of social integration. The questions related to the present study were: (1) How
much parent support is there in your school for social integration of children with disabilities;

(2) What role do parents play in facilitating social integration?
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Data Analysis

The transcribed interview data were analyzed according to the questions, using the
content analysis method (Johnson & LaMontagne, 1993). Each word, phrase, or sentence
related to the topic being asked constituted a unit of analysis. Major categories were first
identified after comparisons were made for similarities and differences between each smaller
category or concept. Major categories were subsequently used for coding the rest of the data.
New themes were added as they emerged. The coding reliability was further examined by
comparing between the two coders. The reliabilities for the entire data were 78% to 90%,
with an average of 81%.

Results

Results are presented by the research questions as follows:
Degree of Parental Support

Table 1 below presents themes and frequency of teachers' responses to the question:
“In your class, how much parent support is there for the social integration of children with

special needs/disabilities?”
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Table 1

Degree to Which Parents Supported Social Integration Based on Teacher Responses

]
Theme Statistics
n %

1. Parents are supportive 11 50.0
(Teachers: They've been outstanding)

2. Parents are not very supportive
(Teachers: Did nothing that I was aware of, outside 8 36.4
of school, to encourage friendships)

3. Miscellaneous
(Teachers:|I think they have some concerns but 3 13.6
I don't think they know how to go about doing it;
parent support is crucial)

Total 22 100.0

As seen in Table 1, only 40% of the teachers responded to the question. Of the
responses, half of them reported that parents were supportive of social integration while 36%
of the teacher gave a negative response. As one teacher remarked, “Parents did nothing that I
was aware of, outside of school, to encourage friendships.” Another 14% had mixed reaction.
One reason for the mixed response was that, despite support for social integration, some
parents lacked the ability to promote it. Another reason for the non-supportive response was

the teacher’s lack of knowledge of the parents’ stance and views regarding social integration.
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Type of Parental Support
Table 2 presents themes and frequency of teachers' responses to the question: “What
role have parents been taking in facilitating social integration?”

Table 2

Type of Parental Support for Social Integration

Theme Statistics
n %
1. Very supportive/helpful in classroom 30 25.9

(Teachers: Parents help on field trips, organizing class
activities, fund-raising)
2. Little or no involvement/not supportive/rely on teacher
(Teachers: None of the parents of the children I'm working 30 259
with this year have come into to drive on a school trip or

accompany the students)

3. Parents supportive outside of classroom/support from home
(Teachers: Special needs child is in a loving, caring foster 20 17.2
home and the parents are very aware of his difficulties
socially and they try to find playmates for him)

4. Parents supportive through communication

(Teachers: I phone them and they phone me a lot) 14 12.1
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5. Involved/deciding role

(Teachers: Very heavy involvement for better or worse — 9 7.8

advocates)
6. General care/concerned attitude
(Teachers: Very concerned and wanting as much 3 2.6

extra help for their child as we can provide)

7. Parent is having difficulty coping 3 2.6
(Teachers: I think she's trying to juggle the needs of two
kids and working)

8. Parents have unrealistic expectations
(Teachers: I think they often have expectations that I think 1 0.9
at times are very optimistic and unrealistic in what they
expect us to within the regular classroom)

9. Miscellaneous

(Teachers: You see, by having extra special contact, allIdo 6 53

Page 10
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is single him out. He's better as part of the crowd if he can
be; all kids primarily learn their attitudes and beliefs from
their home and the culture of their home and the view of the

world)

Total 116 100

Various levels of parent involvement were revealed from the teachers’ responses to
the question of “What role have parents been taking in facilitating social integration?”” The
responses ranged from very positive to non-supportive. The same percentage (26%) of
presence of parental support and absence of parental support was also reported. Parental
support was provided through various means of involvement in the school such as help on
field trips, organizing class activities, and fund-raising. A significant percentage (17%) was
reported to have provided support outside the classroom and at home. Inviting classmates to
the child’s house was a major form of parental support. Another common form of parental
support was through communication between school and parents of children with disabilities
(12%). Still another common means of parental support (7%) appeared in parents serving as
“very strong advocates.”

On the other hand, there were parents who lacked the skill to provide support for the
social integration of children with disabilities (3%). The lack of parental support was also
attributed to the teachers’ view that the children’s home and culture, not the parent alone,

were responsible for the promotion of social integration.
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Discussion

This study examined parent involvement in promoting social integration of children
with disabilities. The study was prompted by the lack of social integration of such children
and the importance of parent involvement in children’s education which may serve as a
potential source for increasing social integration. Based on the teacher’s reports, the results
failed to confirm the expectations as would be predicted by the ecological model of human
development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) and by research. The research found instead that only
half of the parents were in support of social integration philosophically and were providing
the actual support. Moreover, where parent support was delivered, the activities were limited
to participating in regular school activities such as driving for field trips, participating in
some classroom activities, and fundraising. Occasional support involved inviting playmates
to the home of children with disabilities.

The study thus found parent involvement has yet to be enhanced. It is unknown why
parents do not support social integration aside from the fact that some parents lacked the
resources or knowledge for providing support for social integration.

The results suggest that despite the potential for parents to help educate their children
and promote their social development, parents have been underutilized in promoting social
integration. There is therefore the need to increase parent involvement in promoting social
integration. As the study shows that parents may not have the knowledge or the skill for such
an undertaking, short-term workshops or information sessions may be helpful to educate
parents in promoting social integration. Schools, with government funding, may facilitate
such a program.

Moreover, a child with disabilities poses challenges for parents (Ludlow et al., 2012).

In comparison to parents of nondisabled students, parents of students in special education
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encounter greater barriers to involvement and are less involved (Dyson, 1997; Fishman &
Nickerson, 2015). To promote social integration, it may be helpful to enlist the help of
parents of children with disabilities with special support such as transportation, information
sessions for promoting social integration or baby-sitting to facilitate their participation.

Alarmingly, the study found that only a small number of teachers reported whether
there was parent support for social integration. This observation does not imply the lack of
parental support. Rather, it suggests that there may be a lack of knowledge among the
teachers about parents’ participation in promoting social integration. The phenomenon speaks
to the possible lack of teacher-parent cooperation in social integration. Schools may consider
increasing efforts or developing programs to encourage more teacher-parent cooperation for
the promotion of social integration.

This study pilots the research and provides preliminary information on parent
involvement in promoting social integration. Further research may extend the present
findings and begin a more systematic examination and exploration of parent involvement for
the promotion of social integration for children with disabilities. Many issues regarding
parent involvement remain to be addressed in research. One may well be the definition of
social integration, which has to date not been clearly defined. The definition with its main
components would serve as a starting point for activities and programs for a systematic
approach to promoting social integration or social inclusion. Only through systematic
research, planning, and program delivery can society in general and schools in particular
improve the social integration and inclusion of children and adults with disabilities. A clear
definition would also provide a guide for systematic research of social integration: in theory

and in practice.
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