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ABSTRACT 

 Young rural children are more likely to live in poverty and experience the 

majority of their early learning in their own homes or homes of relatives or neighbors.  

The needs of early childhood education programs in rural communities have remained, 

by and large, unexamined.  Currently, home visiting programs are the target of intense 

debate and scrutiny with regards to their effectiveness to provide support, information, 

and assistance to families with multiple risk factors.  This case study examines initial 

recruitment, participation, and engagement of families in the Parents as Teachers home 

visiting program, in a small, rural Midwest community.  The findings suggest that parents 

and parent educators alike consider home visits to be the most important service 

component.  Home visits allow parent educators to build close personal relationships with 

family members and gain information that allows them to tailor services to best meet the 

needs of rural families.   

 

 



  

 

CHAPTER 1:  Introduction 

Introduction 

 Future citizens of our society must be well educated in order to think critically 

and reflectively.  They must be literate, able to use sound reasoning, consider issues from 

multiple perspectives, and make wise decisions after carefully evaluating all available 

information.  Educating the future citizenry in a democratic society must be a high 

priority if the society is to endure. 

  The belief that every child should have access to a fair and equal education has 

long been a central theme of America’s democratic tradition.  Judicious decisions 

concerning how we fairly provide for the physical and mental health, education, and 

welfare of our youngest citizens are critical considerations for our country’s future.  

Vigilance is crucial when considering how these choices will ultimately affect, and thus 

benefit, our society.  

Background Information 

 Our nation has long recognized an achievement gap, which begins early in life.  In 

an effort to address issues of social justice and equity in education, the value of preschool 

programs as instruments of change has been explored (Weikert, Bond, & McNeil, 1978; 

Zigler & Valentine, 1979; Berueta-Clement, Schweinhart, Barnett, Epstein, & Weikert, 

1984; Ramey & Campbell, 1984; Reynolds & Bezruczko, 1993; Zigler, Styfco, & 

Gilman, 1993; Reynolds, 1994).  Researchers have provided us with a plethora of studies, 

offering ample evidence of the value of early childhood education, including both center-
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based and home-visiting programs (Schweinhart, 2003; Ramey & Ramey, 2004; Love, 

Kisker, Ross, Raikes, Constantin, Boller, et al. 2005; Pfannenstiel & Zigler, 2007; 

Wagner, Spiker, & Linn, 2002; Barnett, Young & Schweinhart, 1998; Zigler & 

Muenchow, 1992; Whitehurst, Epstein, Angell, Payne, Crone & Fischel; 1994; Barnett, 

Escobar & Ravsten, 1988;  etc).  Although the importance of high-quality early childhood 

programs is well documented, low income and working-class families face considerable 

challenges in accessing such programs (Kagan, 2009; Barnett & Yarosz, 2004).  Formed 

during the Great Society movement of the 1960’s, Head Start grew out of the realization 

that the majority of Americans living in poverty were young children.  Head Start offered 

a solution to a nationwide demand for early childhood education programs and offered an 

opportunity for continuing research in the field of early childhood education 

(Schweinhart, 2002).  

 Intensive research, which has been ongoing since Head Start’s inception, indicates 

that it has been an effective program and has become the standard for comprehensive 

intervention services for at-risk children (Styco, 2006).  Academic achievement and 

adjustment are among the long-term benefits of these intervention services. These 

services have also reduced the need for special education and have resulted in a reduction 

of grade retention (Barnett, Brown, & Shore, 2004).  And, the public has become more 

aware that quality preschool programs enhance school readiness as well as subsequent 

academic performance and adjustment among children raised in poverty.  According to 

Pianta (2007), “The debate is no longer whether children should be exposed to early 

education opportunities but rather how best to leverage these resources in ways that 

contribute positively both to children’s development and to society” (p. 6).  While center 
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based preschool experiences have improved young children’s school readiness (Zigler, 

Gilliam, & Jones, 2006), home visiting programs offer an alternative or supplement to 

center-based preschool programs, which have also been proven to be beneficial 

(Administration for Children and Families [ACF], 2002; Jones Harden et al., 2003; 

Pfannensteil & Seltzer, 1985) .          

 Modern home visiting programs began as part of the War on Poverty (Minnesota 

Department of Health, 2001). Programs that started in the 1960’s were based on child 

development research that provided evidence of the importance of the first five years of 

life for intellectual development (Piaget, 1952; Bloom, 1964; Hunt, 1961).  These 

programs shared a common focus on the importance of infant and child development and 

the pivotal role parents play in shaping young children’s lives.   

 Since the early 1990’s, both public and private funding for home visiting 

programs has significantly increased (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 

2007).  Evaluation results for the effectiveness of home-visiting programs have been 

promising (Administration for Children and Families [ACF], 2002; Jones Harden et al., 

2003; Pfannensteil & Seltzer, 1985).  High-quality home-visiting programs can produce 

life-long benefits for both parents and children (Family Strengthening Policy Center, 

2007).  Home-visiting programs can uniquely tailor support and educational services to 

meet the precise needs of each individual family (Gomby, 2005).   

  Risk factors recognized and acted upon by early childhood education programs 

exist in all parts of America but more frequently in low-income areas.  Rural America can 

present specific challenges to families affected by poverty and to those who seek to 

support them.  According to Grace, Shores, Zaslow, Brown, & Aufseeser (2006), rural 
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life itself can be an additional risk factor for some families.  They note, “Rural life can 

mean lower education and earning power for parents, persistent poverty, poor-quality 

early care and education, and higher rates of school failure” (p. 7).  Furthermore, the 

inherent transportation issues in rural communities have combined with difficulties in 

coordinating child care and work schedules to create very specific challenges for 

accessing center-based preschool programs.  These risk factors, for  rural families, 

challenge educators to find ways to respectfully support the educational efforts of parents 

to nurture their children’s development through experiences that will stimulate early 

language and literacy development, cognitive and social/emotional growth, and introduce 

pre-academic skills. 

 Research conducted by Early Head Start programs indicates that families and 

children who participate in both center-based and home-based services fare best.  The 

combined-approach programs reliably enhanced children’s language development and 

certain aspects of social/emotional development (Early Head Start Research and 

Evaluation Project, 2006).  However, the study by Grace, et al. (2006) found lower 

overall rates of participation in center-based early care and education programs by rural 

children.   

 Grace et al. (2006) point out that children from rural areas are more likely to 

experience all of their early learning in their own homes or the homes of close relatives. 

Factors that guide families’ choices for early learning experiences are as yet unclear.  The 

desire to preserve rural culture and values may play a part in parental decisions 

concerning early education.  In addition, rural children live in poverty during their 

preschool years at a higher rate than their urban and suburban counterparts.  Thus, family 
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monetary concerns may negatively impact early educational opportunities.  These 

situations, which often have an effect on rural children, offer a challenge to early 

childhood education programs, prompting them to consider ways to improve access to 

quality early education and preschool programs that more closely fit with parents’ desire 

for in home-based care while offering assistance as parents prepare their children for 

formal school expectations.  The challenge, then, comes in designing home-visiting 

programs that offer beneficial parenting information, reciprocally supportive 

relationships, and that connect families to community resources, especially if parents 

interpret the efforts of outside agencies to be disrespectful, overly intrusive, judgmental, 

or condescending. 

 Home-visiting programs that serve parents and families in rural communities can 

provide educational, social/emotional support and connections to other community 

resources often needed by rural families. Parents as Teachers is a research-based parent 

education and family support program that has demonstrated its effectiveness in 

increasing children’s school readiness and later school success.  Children’s school 

readiness, defined as parents effectively helping their children be prepared for school, has 

been boosted through low-income parents’ participation in the PAT program 

(Pfannenstiel, Seitz, and Zigler, 2002).  PAT, an adaptive program, fits well with parents 

who prefer a home-based early childhood education. 

 Even with their demonstrated success, home-visiting programs have had difficulty 

in recruiting families who are most “at risk” and have also had difficulty sustaining 

families’ involvement (Zigler, Finn-Stevenson, & Hall, 2002).  PAT is no exception.  

Multiple factors have impeded, and continue to impede, optimum implementation by 
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PAT educators and site coordinators and interfere with the acceptance and utilization of 

services by some families (Smith & Wells, 1997; Zigler, Finn-Stevenson, & Hall, 2002).  

This is especially evident in regard to those hard-to-reach families in which income levels 

and parent-education levels are low (Copple and Bredekamp, 2009; Smith & Wells, 

1997; Zigler, Finn-Stevenson, & Hall, 2002) even though these families may have the 

greatest need for support, education, and connection to community services that might 

positively impact their lives. 

Statement of the Problem 

 These conditions raise an important question:  Given that PAT is a research-based 

program open to all parents free of cost and is not limited to low-income families, what 

motivates families to become involved in the program?  More specifically, what goals 

influence families’ decisions concerning whether or not to participate in the PAT 

program and how do these goals motivate parents’ depth of engagement in the program?  

How do relationships between parent educators and families mediate parents’ willingness 

to engage in the program and follow through with information and assistance offered by 

parent educators? 

 In an effort to understand how and why parents participate in Parents as Teachers, 

I investigated a select group of parent participants’ perceptions of the PAT program in a 

small rural community. I also examined the role selected parent educators played in 

initial recruitment, sustained engagement, relationship development, and the factors that 

affect parents’ potential to positively impact their children’s early development and 

education.   
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 As I began the study, I assumed that both parents and parent educators may have 

carried into the PAT program preconceptions about one another and divergent sets of 

cultural values that impacted the formation of relationships; thus affecting the potential 

impact of the PAT program.  I acknowledge my own preconceptions as a researcher, 

which I have carried into the study.  Given my background as a classroom teacher for 

many years, as well as my intimate knowledge of the community in which the research 

takes place, I concede the limitations of my own perceptions of both the parents and the 

parent educators.  

Research Questions 

  The overarching research question that guided this study is the following:  How 

do selected parent and parent educator participants in a rural, mid-west community, 

perceive and participate in the Parents as Teachers home-visiting program?  In order to 

fully explore this question, I addressed the following additional sub-questions: 

RQ 1:  How do parent educators perceive the effectiveness of the Parents as 

Teachers home-visiting program in reaching, retaining and helping families in a 

small rural community?   

RQ 2:  How do parent educators’ perceptions of rural families’ needs mediate 

their efforts in fostering recruitment, continuing engagement, and follow-through 

of families in the PAT program? 

RQ 3:  How do participating rural parents understand the PAT program? 
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Significance of the Study 

  This study of factors that influence rural parental participation in PAT advances 

the knowledge base in the field of early education programs, particularly home-visiting 

programs that serve rural communities. The study has practical implications as well for 

educators who work in rural home-visiting programs.  This study of families’ preferences 

and challenges in rural communities, particularly those of families with cumulative risk 

indicators, revealed new insights about ways to respectfully recruit, engage, maintain, 

help, and support families in home-visiting programs.  According to Grace, et al. (2006), 

little research centering on early childhood education in rural areas has been published to 

date.  This study, which concentrated on preferences and challenges in rural 

communities, provides information which may be of interest not only to local PAT 

programs but also to Parents as Teachers National Center and legislators.  In our present 

economic downturn, where funding constraints at the federal, state, and local levels are of 

grave concern, it is important to offer research data that will inform those who are in 

positions to make equitable decisions about early education programs.    

 According to Korfmacher et al. (2008), those who are planning home visiting 

programs for families with young children need information about which program 

services are valued by particular families, which services may be more effective for 

particular families, and which methods and practices used by program implementers may 

be more successful in engaging families.  As early childhood educators continue their 

efforts to close the achievement gap, home-visiting program designers, policy makers, 

and legislators need to be made aware of the perceptions of parents and parent educators 
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when determining how home-visiting programs offer knowledge and support for 

children’s developmental growth and school readiness. 

Definitions of Terms 

Engagement – The emotional quality of interactions with the program; how family 

members feel about or consider the services they receive, such as the strength of the 

relationship between family and program staff, or how closely the information offered by 

the parent educators aligns with the parents’ beliefs about child rearing and education 

(Korfmacher et al., 2008).  Engagement (as referred to in this study) is a level of 

interaction with the Parents as Teachers program that goes beyond mere participation; in 

other words, going through the motions of taking part in the service components offered 

by Parents as Teachers.  It involves a deeper level of personal commitment to the parent 

educators and/or the other parents involved in the local program, as well as a committed 

belief in PAT’s mission and goals for themselves as parents, and for their children. 

Family – A supportive group of people who are committed to each other. Examples may 

include, but are not limited to, nuclear, extended, foster care, adoptive, and step or 

blended families. 

High-needs families – Families who exhibit characteristics as defined by the Parents as 

Teachers National Center for high needs (See Appendix A). 

Parents as Teachers Born to Learn
®
 model – “The PAT Born to Learn model is a 

universal-access model, adaptable for families of all configurations, in all life 

circumstances, and from all types of communities. With funding from the Missouri 

Department of Elementary and Secondary Education and the Danforth Foundation, New 



10 

 

Parents as Teachers (NPAT) began in 1981 as a pilot project for first-time parents of 

newborns. The program was expanded statewide and renamed Parents as Teachers in 

1984. Since 1985, programs offering PAT services have expanded to all 50 states and to 

other countries. In the 2006-2007 program year, approximately 3,000 PAT programs 

served close to a quarter of a million families and over 300,000 children.” (Promising 

Practices Network, 2009) 

Parent educators – A group of professionals and paraprofessionals exhibiting descriptive 

characteristics and having met the criteria of the Early Childhood Development Act 

(Senate Bill 658, 2006, pp. 10-12).  

Parent – A biological or “adoptive” parent of a child, foster parent, person acting in the 

place of parent (such as a grandparent, stepparent, aunt, uncle, etc. with whom the child 

lives), or any caregiver who has primary responsibility for the care and support of a child. 

This does not include individuals who care for children while parents are working. 

Parent Involvement – The process of the parent connecting with and utilizing the services 

offered by the program to meet the needs of the family, to the best of the parent’s and the 

program’s ability. 

Participation – The act of taking part in the service components offered by the program   

School readiness – The whole-child model recommended by Zigler et al. (2006) is based 

on Bronfenbrenner’s (2004) ecological perspective, which stresses the importance of 

environmental factors in forming human development.  In this context, school readiness 

takes into account nearly every possible environmental structure that might influence a 

child’s development (National Governors Association Task Force on School Readiness, 

2005; Pianta & Cox, 1999; Piotrkowski, 2004).  Primary structures that influence a 
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child’s development include child resources, family resources, school resources, and 

community resources. 

Ready Schools – based on Bronfenbrenner’s (2004) ecological perspective that includes 

the responsibility of schools to respond reciprocally to children and their family 

background, making appropriate accommodations that are culturally responsive and 

respectful of children and their families. 
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CHAPTER 2:  Review of the Literature 

Introduction 

 The questions that guide this qualitative research study concern both parents’ and 

parent educators’ perceptions of the Parents as Teachers program in a rural community.  

This includes parent educators’ perceptions of how the program reaches, retains, and 

helps those families--most particularly those families who have been identified as most in 

need.  The research questions have foundations in four substantive areas of the literature:  

rural culture, rural poverty, home-visiting programs, and the Parents as Teachers 

program. 

 These substantive areas will be viewed through two theoretical lenses.  First, 

Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory helps to explain the context of the families being studied.  

This perspective provides reasoning for home-visiting programs that operate under the 

premise that parents mediate instruction, experiences, educational activities, and 

decisions about care for their children.  It is through respectful interaction with parents 

that children learn, grow and develop to realize their full potential, which is the vision 

statement for the Parents as Teachers program (Parents as Teachers National Center, 

2010).  Secondly, cultural models offer context for rural parents’ decisions about whether 

to become part of the Parents as Teachers program, the degree to which they engage in 

the program, and how the program impacts their lives and the lives of their children.  The 

theoretical lenses will be considered before the literature in the substantive areas is 

reviewed.   
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 The first substantive area of literature, rural culture, explains the context in which 

this study takes place.  It further offers reasoning for why it is necessary to take a closer 

look at how rural culture and the needs of rural people are often dismissed or 

misunderstood.   The next section, rural poverty, examines the challenges these families 

encounter as well as the considerable challenge inherent in tracking indicators of child 

well-being in rural areas.  This section also considers how risk factors for rural families 

and rural schools impact children’s future school performance. The third section, is rural 

poverty and child well-being.  This section discusses the information gap that exists due 

to a lack of data collection on children living in rural communities and challenges 

individuals face when attempting to promote rural children’s well-being. The fourth 

section addresses difficult issues with which rural schools must grapple.  This section 

investigates the multiple challenges of small schools in rural communities, as they 

compete with larger schools, in urban and suburban communities, for funding and 

adequate consideration of situations they must confront.   The fifth section gives an 

overview of home-visiting programs, including their purpose, goals, methods of service 

delivery, and eligibility guidelines.  It also examines six nationally known home-visiting 

models that have been those most thoroughly studied.  The sixth and final section looks at 

a particular home visiting program, Parents as Teachers.  This section offers an overview 

of the vision, mission, core values, core curriculum goals, and services of the Parents as 

Teachers (PAT) program.  Multiple research studies are reviewed, investigating the 

effectiveness of the PAT program, and offering as historical overview of the program, as 

well. 
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Theoretical Constructs 

 Sociocultural theory. 

 Sociocultural theory explains the significance of using rural culture as a context 

through which to view the participants in this study. In order to understand participants’ 

perspectives of the Parents as Teachers program, their group membership in rural culture 

must be considered.  A basic premise of sociocultural theory is that all higher forms of 

cognition originate from social and cultural contexts and are acquired from shared 

understandings of the group members within those contexts (Berk & Winsler, 1995).  The 

knowledge that is acquired from group membership is necessary for interactions and 

understandings within that context.  Vygotsky placed great emphasis on the impact of 

cultural and social context in determining an individual’s thinking (Perret-Clarmont, 

Perret, & Bell, 1991). 

 Vygotsky’s sociocultural perspective on the cognitive development of individuals 

emphasized collaborative dialogues with more knowledgeable members of their family, 

community, and society (Vygotsky, 1978).  His theory was grounded in the premise that 

thought and language are inextricably woven together and establish the foundation for all 

later understanding (Vygotsky, 1962, 1978).  He further argued that young children 

internalize the dialogues they share with their parents and learn to think and act in ways 

that reflect their community’s culture through activities and social experiences prescribed 

by the institutions within that culture.  Vygotsky viewed acquisition of cultural 

knowledge (acquired through language used in social interactions and experiences) as 

key to an individual’s cognitive development, determining his or her intellectual 

condition (Bodrova & Leong, 2007).   
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 A child’s home, family, and community play a critical role in his or her 

socialization and understanding of the world.  Schools are cultural sites of literacy 

practices and have developed specific rules or norms for how language is to be used 

(Kucer, 2005).  These practices may build on the child’s home language and literacy 

experiences, expect the child to make changes in order to conform, or devalue or discredit 

the child’s home language and literacy practices (Heath, 1983; 1984; 1986; Purcell-

Gates, 1995; Heath, 1983; Hicks, 2002).   Purcell-Gates (1995) points out that the forms 

and functions of language experiences, as well as literacy events and practices performed 

in children’s homes, may look strikingly dissimilar to those that children will later 

encounter in school.  This disconnect can cause difficulties for children and their families 

when those children enter formal schooling institutions.  

 Taylor (1986) contends, in her discussion of family storybook experiences, that in 

order parents help children integrate the experiences of their immediate interactions, 

within the structure and support of their family, in order to learn important and necessary 

lessons for future interactions with others people they will encounter and experiences 

they will have later in life.  Erickson (1982) sheds more light on the importance of these 

interactions by suggesting the profound influence social participation in structuring and 

shaping the individual's opportunity to learn.  Parents play a key role through their 

interactions with young children during play sessions, storybook reading, and discussions 

of the natural events that take place during normal family routines or outings.  It is 

through their immediate interactions within the structure and support of the family that 

children learn important and necessary lessons for future interactions with others and 

encounter experiences that will transfer to situations they will have later in life.  Dewey 
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(1938/1976) speaks of gleaning the full meaning of present experiences, and participation 

with others during the course of social interactions, as the only preparation, which in the 

long run, amounts to anything.  Taylor (1986) rationalizes our need to know how 

interactions with others, in the context of family experiences and intentional 

teaching/leaning between the parent and the child, are understood by each of the 

participants and how these events function to shape the ways children make sense of their 

world.  All the while, these experiences prepare them for the social and academic 

challenges they will encounter in schools, in work, and in life.  

 Taylor (1986) posits that in order to understand what's really going on with 

families and children, we must set aside our own "agenda" for our research purposes and 

"maintain allegiance to their world and a fervent, if not fierce, relation with it". In other 

words, we can't understand experiences/people until we become intimately involved in 

their world and understand what is happening through their perspectives and 

interpretations of their own personal realities.    

 Cultural models. 

 The concept of cultural models, which is supported by Vygotsky’s sociocultural 

theory, provides an additional lens through which to examine rural culture and rural 

poverty.  According to Vygotsky (1986) language, culture, and thought are so intertwined 

that we cannot separate one from another.  Wink (2005) points out that culture is not 

singular, but extremely multiple (i.e. multicultural).  Unfortunately, however, many 

people see culture as only “my culture” (Wink, p.39).  This tacit understanding leads to 

misconceptions concerning the beliefs and values posited by various cultures and the 
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varied understandings of concepts, such as child development, raising children, or school 

readiness.     

 Holland (1992) suggests, “In the context of social interaction, the individual 

comes to internalize cultural resources, such as cultural models, language, and symbols, 

as means to organize and control his or her thoughts and emotions” (p. 63).  Holland 

further explains cultural models as “simplified worlds, taken-for-granted worlds” that are 

“stereotypical distillates, generalizations from past experience that people make” 

(Holland, 1998, p. 55).  Therefore, we tend to interpret new experiences based on our 

assumed perspectives, which themselves have been shaped by past experiences and 

culturally transmitted understandings.            

 According to Gee (2002), cultural models are “everyday ‘theories’ (i.e. storylines, 

images, schemas, metaphors, and models) about the world that people socialized into a 

given Discourse share” (p. 36).  Further, Gee (2002) explained that cultural models as 

tacit understandings “tell people what is ‘typical’ or ‘normal’ from the perspective of a 

particular Discourse” (p. 39).  He explained them as “movies or videotapes in the mind” 

(Gee, 1996, p. 78).  Discourses, according to Gee (2002) are “ways of combining and 

coordinating words, deeds, thoughts, values, bodies, objects, tools, and technologies, and 

other people (at the appropriate times and places), so as to enact and recognize specific 

socially situated identities and activities” ( p. 35). Gee (2002) further suggests that we can 

think of Discourses as “identity kits” (p. 35).  In this line of thinking, Gee points out that 

it is almost as if there is a “tool kit” for each particular identity. We act in certain ways 

and engage in particular activities associated with that identity.  These situated meanings 



18 

 

are the ways in which we recognize certain patterns in our experience of the world (Gee, 

1999).  

 Cultural groups, including rural families, may assume that their cultural model is 

the societal norm.  They perceive their behaviors, values, and beliefs as “the way it’s 

supposed to be” (Kucer, 2005, p. 198).  Problems arise when cultural models become so 

deeply entrenched as to be misconstrued by a group as “truth.”  For instance, there exists 

a tension among cultural and socioeconomic groups as to expectations concerning how 

children should be raised.  Lareau (2003) discusses a phenomena known as “cultural 

repertoires” (p. 4), and suggests that professionals who work with children (e.g. teachers, 

counselors, doctors) are generally in agreement about how children should be raised.  She 

further contends that they hold broadly accepted guidelines for raising children which 

include such beliefs as the importance of education, the role of talk and reasoning with 

children, teaching them to problem solve, and use discussion as an alternative to brute 

force in order to resolve conflicts.  Lareau (2003) points out that these guidelines have 

become so commonly accepted within the norms of the professional class that they have 

formed a dominant set of cultural repertoires and expectations concerning how children 

should be raised (p. 4).  Therefore, these same expectations permeate the expectations for 

school culture and dominate teachers’ beliefs about what are appropriate behavioral 

expectations for children in schools.  These norms become problematic when they collide 

with the conflicting beliefs and values of working class families and families of poverty 

who hold differing views concerning how children are to be raised.  
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Substantive Constructs 

 Rural life. 

 Defining what it means to be rural can be complicated, since it is characterized 

differently by different organizations.  Often it is more easily defined by what it is not, 

than what it is.  According to the United States Department of Agriculture’s Office of 

Rural Development, rural is defined by various population thresholds that are the key 

element in the definition.  They define rural as any area other than the following: 1) a city 

or town that has a population of greater than 50,000 inhabitants, and 2) the urbanized 

areas contiguous and adjacent to such a city or town (www.rurdev.usda.gov ).  Therefore, 

bordering communities, which extend beyond the urban fringe and surround an urban 

area (even when they have populations of less than 50,000 inhabitants), are considered to 

be urban.  The USDA Office of Rural Development further clarifies that a rural area 

begins beyond the legal boundaries of an urban area, where undeveloped, open areas of 

land are located.   

 According to official U.S. Census Bureau definitions (U. S. Department of 

Agriculture, 2007), rural areas comprise open country and settlements with fewer than 

2,500 residents.   Areas designated as rural can have population densities as high as 999 

per square mile or as low as 1 person per square mile.  Rural areas consist of all territory 

located outside of urbanized areas and urban clusters. The rural population in the United 

States was 59 million (21 percent of the total population) in the census year 2000. 

 Urban clusters (built-up territory in and around small towns and cities) are areas 

that consist of at least 2,500 but less than 50,000 persons. In the census year 2000, 11 

percent of the U.S. population lived in 3,158 urban clusters. Urban areas have been 

http://www.rurdev.usda.gov/
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described using the same basic threshold of a 50,000 population for each census since 

1950, but procedures for defining the urban fringe have become increasingly liberal. In 

the year 2000, 68 percent of Americans lived in 452 urbanized areas (U.S. Department of 

Agriculture, 2007). 

 Miller and Luloff (1981) contend that rural refers to factors that include 

ecological, occupational and sociocultural dimensions.  Although many people may think 

of rural as a location where farms are located and farming is the principal occupation, in 

reality, farm employment is only seven percent of all rural employment (Greenberg 

Quinlan Rosner Research, Inc., 2002).  Even when taking into account suppliers to farm 

production, processing and marketing employment, only 11.7 percent of jobs in rural 

areas are actually agriculturally related.  Participants in the Greenburg et al. study (2002), 

242 rural, urban, and suburban Americans in several regions of the country, saw rural 

America life in peril. A substantial percentage of respondents in their study perceived 

rural America as being plagued by persistent poverty (a situation rooted in low wages) 

and dismal job opportunities.  They further identified multiple problems faced by families 

living in rural communities such as the following: agricultural profitability, lack of jobs, 

inadequate access to healthcare, fewer educational choices, few opportunities for 

professional advancement, and few cultural resources.   

 The ecological component of rural refers to spatial distribution of a population 

(Miller & Luloff, 1981).  Specifically, it refers to an area where the population is small, 

sparsely dispersed, and remote in relationship to urban or suburban areas.  Due to its 

precise and empirical nature, the ecological indicator is the one most commonly used by 

organizations to define rural.  While the ecological definition is a concise and well 
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established method of identifying rural areas, Miller and Luloff (1981) point out that, of 

the three previously mentioned dimensions, the sociocultural dimension provides the 

most descriptive and comprehensive conceptualization of the term rural.  They further 

point out the cultural sub-dimension, sociocultural, represents value structures or shared 

ideals that serve as guidelines for patterned interactions between and among the 

individuals in a rural community.  Specifically, the findings of Miller and Luloff’s (1981) 

indicate that rural culture could be identified as the presence of a group of individuals 

who share a community of mind on three issues: civil liberty, abortion, and racial 

segregation, all of which would fall within the general scope of what could be termed 

“social conservatism” (pp. 7-8).  While it must be pointed out that rural Americans are 

diverse, and behavior, attitudes, and beliefs vary from region to region, Miller and Luloff 

(1981) suggest that when taken as a whole, there are some general patterns that hold true 

across particular regional rural populations.   

 Miller and Luloff’s (1981) study indicated that people who were classified in their 

study as wholly rural tended to be married, engaged in active occupations, older, and 

have relatively low-levels of education and income.  Further, these people tend to identify 

formally with some religion, particularly Protestant and express conservative political 

views.  Miller and Luloff (1981) also suggested that current residence has less to do with 

being considered rural than do factors indicating beliefs and values based in rural cultural 

norms.  In other words, there are many people living in suburban or urban communities 

who are “rural transplants”, such as the family in Purcell-Gates’s study (1995) who 

relocated from a rural Appalachian area to an urban community seeking employment 

opportunities.  While these families may have been physically located in an urban or 
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suburban community, they “thought and acted” according to the customs and culture of 

their former rural life.  

 Greenberg et al. (2002) further suggests that perceptions of rural America are 

focused on a series of dichotomies.   

 Rural life represents traditional American values, but is behind the times. 

 Rural life is more relaxed and slower than city life, but harder and more grueling. 

 Rural life is friendly, but intolerant of outsiders and difference. 

 Rural life is richer in community life, but epitomized by individuals struggling 

independently to make ends meet. 

Furthermore, they found an overwhelmingly positive view of rural life; however, this 

view was mitigated by the understanding that rural Americans face considerable 

economic hardships (Greenberg et al., 2002). 

   According to Economic Research Service (ERS) of the United States 

Department of Agriculture (USDA) (2010), the largest share of rural jobs comes from the 

service sector, which employs over half of all rural workers.  Jobs in the service sector, 

together with the manufacturing sector, employ two out of every three rural workers.  

Additionally, ERS/USDA (2010) data revealed that average urban wages have grown 

more rapidly than average rural wages over the past thirty years.  This trend reflects an 

overall inequity between rural and urban earnings; consequently, rural workers’ average 

earnings per job are now equal to approximately 69 percent of average urban earnings per 

job (down from 81 percent in the late 1970’s).  Interestingly, respondents in the 

Greenberg et al. (2002) study did not identify low-wage employment as a contributing 

factor to the economic depression of rural families. 
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 There has always been substantial diversity in rural communities.  Viewpoints on 

what exactly rural character means have been difficult to define.  One point most rural 

researchers would agree on is the notion that rural character often includes people who 

know and interact with their neighbors, and also those who hold to traditional values 

(Washington State Growth Management Program Guide, 1994).  Ultimately, each rural 

community determines its own definition of rural character, and that is the community’s 

single most defining aspect (Washington State Growth Management Program Guide, 

1994.   

 According to Howarth (1997), “American culture embodies a central paradox: in 

a Nation dominated by urban people, our prevailing values derive from rural traditions” 

(p. 5).  Urban people see rural folk as their opposites--primitive and yet unspoiled.  

Descriptions of rural areas, by urban and suburban residents, consist of a series of 

contradictions.  They see undeveloped land as uncivilized, and yet typifying simple, 

traditional, and time-honored customs.  Additionally, despite its antiquated ways, rural 

life is seen as genuine and honorable. 

 Logan (1997) suggests that rural America is a symbol of American values.  He 

further purports that Americans value rural life because it symbolizes the values that have 

been lost to urban lifestyles.  However, Logan (1997) also points out that much of what 

urban and suburban people attribute to rural life is in actuality more a romanticism of the 

reality, rather than an accurate assessment.  He contends that values attributed to rural 

America by popular media, and the perspectives of those who are not privy to the realities 

of rural life, are in large part myths cultivated by nostalgic images of America’s past.  

Logan (1997) maintains that values attributed to rural America include the following: 
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hard work and honest living; close family ties; close and caring community relationships; 

self-sufficient lifestyle; wise stewardship of nature’s resources; and relationships built on 

trust in one’s neighbors and friends. 

 Greenberg et al. (2002) also found that words or phrases attributed to rural 

America reflect a strong implication toward traditional values.  When asked which words 

or phrases best characterized rural America, respondents to their research study were 

most likely to choose “strong sense of family” (33 percent), “hard working” (31 percent), 

“commitment to community” (21 percent), and “strong religious beliefs” (20 percent), 

“self-sufficient” (14 percent) (p. 7).   Greenberg et al. (2002) further found that 84 

percent of the respondents, both rural and non-rural (82 percent of non-rural respondents) 

agree that they have an “overwhelmingly positive view of the people, the values, and the 

culture of rural America” (p. 8).  

 Dillon and Savage (2006) contend that rural Americans are slightly more religious 

than urban dwellers, as measured by their weekly church attendance and their self-

professed “born-again” positions.  They further suggest that rural Americans are more 

likely to oppose abortion and same-sex relationships than their urban counterparts 

(traditionally conservative political views).  The Dillon and Savage study seems to 

support the findings of Miller and Luloff’s (1981) study, including their claim that wholly 

rural individuals tended to identify formally with some religion (especially Protestant), 

and express slightly more conservative political views.  Nevertheless, rural populations 

are widely diverse and regionally dissimilar; therefore, regional differences in 

conservative versus liberal political views are likely to exist (Logan, 1997). 



25 

 

 There was a broad range of socioeconomic diversity among rural families in the 

county where this study took place. The average median household income in the county 

was between $37,000 and $42, 000 (http://www.missourieconomy.org).  Diversity in 

rural communities across the state are increasing with Hispanics being the fastest growing 

ethnic minority group (increased from 2.1% in 2000 to 3.5% in 2010).  Hispanic 

populations are also more broadly dispersed geographically.  There were 89 out of 115 

counties in the state that had poverty rates higher than the state average and the percent of 

children under 18 years-of-age living in poverty is 25.3% in rural counties, as opposed to 

18.2% in urban counties.  The state unemployment rate was 9.2 % in 2010 and 56 of the 

115 counties had unemployment rates that were even higher than the state average (some 

topping out at 20 %).  Finally, education rates (high school graduation rates) were low for 

the county with 17.4 % - 23.3% of population completing less than a high school diploma 

as compared to 15.4% as the national average.   

 All these factors affect children’s life chances.  Social factors, such as education, 

child care, income levels, housing, and resources of the community in general play a 

critical role in the child’s well being.  Since often in rural communities these are lacking 

or not easily accessed, it puts rural children and families at a disadvantage in comparison 

to those in suburban and urban communities. 

 Lareau (2003) discusses ways families in differing socioeconomic levels raise 

their children differently.  According to Lareau, middle-class parents are much more 

intentional concerning the activities and free time of their children.  They purposefully 

select and nurture natural talents exhibited by their children.  Then carefully cultivating 

and orchestrating the paths of their children, they nudge them toward predetermined 

http://www.missourieconomy.org/
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future goals.  Lareau contends that middle-class parents assume a cultural logic of child 

rearing she terms “concerted cultivation of children” (p. 2). 

 At the same time, Lareau (2003) asserts that working class families have an 

altogether different approach to child rearing, wherein they do not consider the concerted 

development of their children a necessary component of good parenting.  In fact, they are 

more concerned with putting a roof over their children’s heads, food on the table, clean 

clothes, and getting them to bed on time and to school the next morning.  The child’s 

spare time consists of chores and play.  The lines are clearly drawn between grown-ups 

and children and expectations for children are not negotiable.  Lareau (2003) calls this the 

“accomplishment of natural growth” (p. 3). 

 Finally, Lareau (2003) suggests that these divergent childhoods set the course for 

very different experiences in school and ultimately dissimilar paths for life opportunities.  

The expectations of professionals in schools, which are more in alignment with the 

expectations and child rearing practices of middle-class families, cater more closely to 

the social norms of middle-class child rearing practices.  This positions middle-class 

children to acclimate more readily to school and the reverse is true for working-class 

children.  Lareau (2003) suggests that social norms of working class children and 

children of poverty are very different middle-class expectations in children’s home 

environments, as are the assignments of roles for adults and children.  This makes it more 

difficult for these children to adjust to the expectations of school.  Children of poverty are 

most at risk, since they have often not had their needs met, due to the financial constraints 

of their families.  This disconnect sets a tone for children’s interactions with the school. 

They do not see their cultural background reflected in the school context, and are often 
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not accepted and valued by their teachers and administration, thus damaging their 

feelings of self-worth. Children from these two cultural groups begin, early on, to 

distance themselves from school.     

 Rural poverty. 

 One in every five children of poverty resides in rural communities (O’Hare, 

2009), with the poverty rate being the highest in completely rural counties (those not 

adjacent to metro counties).  In fact, 16.8 percent of the population in completely rural 

counties is poor, as compared with the largest metro areas where only 11.5 percent of the 

population is poor (Children’s Defense Fund, 1994).  Measuring, monitoring, and 

tracking child poverty is critical to the livelihood of rural America, because children 

growing up in poverty are less likely to become skilled adult workers, accomplished 

parents, and fully engaged citizens (Children’s Defense Fund, 1994).   

 Significant dissimilarities exist between rural and urban poor children.  One 

difference is that rural poor children are more likely to be white European descent 

(O’Hare, 2009).  More than half (57%) of the children of poverty in rural areas are non-

Hispanic white, compared with about one-fourth or (28%) of poor urban children.  

Conversely, only 21% of poor children in rural America are African American, as 

compared with 30 % in urban America.  Hispanic children in America’s rural areas make 

up only 15% of rural poor children, compared with 35% of poor urban children (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2008). 

 Most of the counties whose majority population is a minority (e.g. African 

American, Hispanic) are in rural America.  Additionally these counties are, at the same 

time, high poverty populations (O’Hare, 2009).  Poor rural children are highly 
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concentrated in the South and the Midwest.  These two geographic regions contain more 

than three-fourths of all poor rural children.  The South has the highest concentration or 

rural poor (55%) (due in part to the fact that more children overall live in the South and 

there are more children of poverty, irrespective of racial composition, in the South)  while 

the Midwest comes in second with 25% of all poor rural children.  Also, problematic for 

the Midwest is a recent increase in rural poverty (three percentage points since 2000), 

which is higher than any other geographic region in the United States (O’Hare & Savage, 

2007).  

 Most poor rural children living in the Midwest are non-Hispanic white (72%), 

whereas poor rural African American children (95%) live, for the most part, in the South 

and Southeastern states (O’Hare, 2009).  Almost one-half of poor rural non-Hispanic 

white children live in the South, while one-third of this same population lives in the Mid-

west.  Poor rural Hispanic children live predominantly in the Southwestern regions of the 

United States and along with southern regions of Texas.  In fact,  a recent study reports 

that “Child poverty in Texas border counties approaches, and in some cases exceeds 50 

percent, and is highest among Hispanic children” (Center for Public Policy Priorities, 

2006, p. 1).   Furthermore, O’Hare reports, the majority of poor rural American Indian 

children are clustered into a few reservations in the Southwest and Northern Plains, while 

poor rural Asian children are concentrated mainly on the West and Midwest.   

 Not only are children in rural areas more likely to be poor, but they are also more 

likely to live in “deep poverty”, where family incomes are less than 50 percent of the 

poverty threshold (O’Hare, 2009).  Additionally, deep poverty is significant because 

poverty at this level becomes entrenched.  The needs of families in deep poverty are more 
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extreme, and families in these desperate situations tend to lose hope, accepting their 

plight and believing there is no way out of their present circumstances (O’Hare, 2009).  

Welfare reform in the late 1990s may have served to intensify this already dismal 

situation (Blank, 2007).  Lichter and Johnson (2007) conclude that “rural children—those 

still in persistently poor counties—may be more disadvantaged than ever, if we measure 

disadvantage by lack of opportunities and community resources that can promote positive 

development” (p. 354). 

 Persistent poverty, or poverty that endures year after year, is much more 

detrimental to a family than short bouts of periodic poverty (O’Hare, 2009).  Persistent 

poverty can affect entire communities, as well. Families who experience persistent 

personal poverty, and live in persistently poor communities, endure compounded 

burdens.  According to O’Hare (2009), children living in communities that are 

persistently poor confront unique challenges, since communities shape a child’s 

schoolmates, peers, and role models.  In addition, the rural poor tend to experience 

poverty for longer periods of time than urban counterparts (O’Hare, 2009).  According to 

the United States Census Bureau (2005), the median length of rural poverty is 15 percent 

longer than in urban communities. 

 Child poverty in rural areas is significantly affected by family structure.  Two-

parent families are much more likely to have adequate financial resources to care for their 

children, while children in single-parent families and parents in cohabiting households 

have much higher poverty rates.  The gap is greatest for single-mother families; more 

than half (51 percent) of rural children in single-mother families are considered to be 

poor (Economic Research Service, 2004).   
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 Rural women have babies at an earlier age than their urban counterparts, and that 

teen birth rates in rural areas are also substantially higher than in urban areas (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2007).  Data from the 2007 American Community Survey indicate that 

rural teens (ages 15-19) were 26 percent more likely than urban teens within the same age 

bracket to have had a child in the past 12 months (U. S. Census Bureau, 2007).  Early 

pregnancies are likely to defer the educational plans of the mother, diminish the 

probability that a lasting marriage will ensue, and increase the chances that the mother 

and her child will be destined for a life of poverty.  The cycle of early unwed births and 

intergenerational persistent poverty is a situation that occurs frequently in some rural 

communities (O’Hare, 2004).   

 Among the hardships associated with rural poverty is early withdrawal from high 

school.  About 11 percent of rural adults ages 25-44 in 2007 had not completed their high 

school education.  Furthermore, the number of college graduates in rural communities is 

low.  Slightly over one-third or 35 percent of urban 25-to-44-year-olds hold a four-year 

college degree, whereas only 20 percent of rural counterparts possess four-year college 

degrees (U. S. Census Bureau, 2008).  Over the past 30 years, those individuals with 

college educations have reaped the benefit of their schooling, by way of increasingly 

higher salaries.  This situation explains, in part, the reason poverty is more prevalent in 

rural areas (O’Hare, 2009).  However, at every education level, rural adults are poorer 

than their urban counterparts.  The gap is most evident for those individuals without a 

high school diploma.  A full 37 percent of rural high school dropouts are poor, compared 

with 29 percent of urban high school dropouts (U. S. Census Bureau, 2008).              
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 Nearly every measure, including health, cognitive development, educational 

achievement, and social-emotional adjustment, indicates that children in low-income 

families cope with formidable risk factors when compared with children in families with 

higher incomes (Vandivere, O’Hare, Atienza, and Rivers, 2007).    Child poverty is the 

most significant factor in tracking child well-being, and—therefore—it is pivotal as 

policy makers identify those in need and respond with governmental support services 

(Waldfogel, 2010).  Policymakers, administrators, and child advocates have found child 

well-being indicators indispensable as they strive to help identify areas of need, monitor 

the impact of legislation, and evaluate the continuing performance of specific programs 

(Moore, Brown and Scarupa, 2003).   

 Rural poverty and child well-being.   

 Over the past ten years, the collection and distribution of data on children in the 

United States has developed into what is known as an “indicator system,” which may 

contain the richest and most extensive collection of information on children of any nation 

in the world (Brown and Moore, 2003). One weakness of the contemporary indicator 

system is that it offers a significantly less detailed picture of the socioeconomic, health, 

and educational status of children in rural areas (U.S. Department of Health and Human 

Services, 2003).   

 This information gap is an area of concern to those who attempt to develop 

programs that support families who are raising their children in rural communities. In 

general, rural areas have demographic, economic, and social characteristics that differ 

from national and state averages. Poverty levels, unemployment, and underemployment 

are often higher in rural areas; while education levels, individual incomes, and rate of 
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earnings per job are all lower (Whitener, Weber and Duncan, 2002). Beyond these 

characteristics, low population densities indicate that health care, social, and educational 

services can be more difficult to obtain, especially when reliable transportation is not 

available (Capizzano & Fiorillo, 2004).  

 Given these characteristics, it is clear that promoting child well-being is 

particularly challenging in rural areas. Existing national and state-level indicators are of 

limited use for understanding the unique circumstances of rural children (Grace, et al, 

2006).  Rural areas are, by their very nature, remote or isolated in relationship to the 

services children and their families need.  Therefore, policies enacted by state and local 

governments often fail to consider the difficulties facing rural families, thus limiting the 

use of those services. 

 Research suggests that young children and their families in rural areas confront 

significant risk factors, including lower education and earning power for parents, 

persistent cycles of poverty, poor-quality early care and early education programs, and 

higher rates of school dropout (Grace, et al., 2006).  Using two nationally representative 

samples of young children known as the Kindergarten Cohort (ECLS-K) and the Birth 

Cohort (ECLS-B) Grace et al. (2006) compared rural and non-rural children on numerous 

indicators.  Their findings indicate that rural infants and toddlers are significantly more 

likely than non-rural very young children to live below the FPL (Federal Poverty Level), 

and receive supplemental foods, food stamps, and Medicaid coverage.  Also, rural 

children are more likely than non-rural children to experience all of their early learning in 

their own homes, the homes of relatives, or informal non-relative care situations, as 

opposed to high-quality, licensed, center-based early childhood programs.  It is unclear 



33 

 

whether these choices are primarily the result of rural cultural beliefs and values, such as 

strong kinship ties in rural communities and greater interdependence among kin in lower 

income, rural families (Dill & Williams, 1992; Uttal, 1999; Smith, 2006), or the shortage 

of alternative child care options in rural communities. 

 As a result of the afore-mentioned challenges, rural schools, which serve children 

of rural poverty, will confront considerable odds at the starting gate.  Poverty in rural 

school districts adds to the disparities rural districts must overcome when preparing their 

students to complete with urban and suburban counterparts, and comply with the No 

Child Left Behind federal mandates.   

 Rural schools. 

 More than 13 million, or roughly one-third of America’s children and adolescents 

attend school in rural communities and isolated towns (Mathis, 2003). Of these, over nine 

million go to school in rural communities with fewer than 2,500 people. Another 4.2 

million more go to school in towns that are both small and remote, often well over a 

hundred miles from urbanized areas.  This means that there are four times as many 

children who are rural students as there are those who attend public schools in New York 

City, Los Angeles, Chicago, Houston, and nine other highly populated cities in the 

United States — combined (The Rural School and Community Trust, 2009). 

 Despite the large population of rural constituents, rural schools receive little state 

legislative attention regarding financial equity or adequacy issues in comparison to large 

urban and suburban districts (Mathis, 2003).  Faced with budget crises, states look for 

ways to reduce education costs.  Cost-effectiveness initiatives result in laws with 
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incentives for consolidation.  Thus the concept of small community-minded schools has 

become tantamount to “inefficiency” in the minds of many legislators (Mathis, 2003).        

 An average enrollment for the majority of rural schools is just under 1,400; 

however, in many rural areas there are school districts have enrollments of significantly 

fewer students (e.g. 517 students K-12 for this study’s research site).  While conditions in 

these schools and in the communities they serve vary greatly, small rural schools face 

many common issues.  Rural schools serve higher numbers of children of poverty 

(Malhoit, 2005; Beeson & Strange, 2003).  Adding to the difficulties faced by rural 

schools are issues such as remote locations, long distances from homes to school, 

insufficient transportation, lack of access to quality and affordable early child care, lack 

of health care and proper nutrition, and a lack of social programs to support families 

dealing with these issues (Malhoit, 2005; Nadel & Sagawa, 2002; Smith, Patterson, & 

Doggett, 2008).  General agreement among educators and researchers suggest that these 

and other factors translate into higher costs for educating children of poverty (Malhoit, 

2005). 

 Rural schools are small by both choice and circumstance.  Rural parents object to 

consolidation due to the negative effects of loss of local community culture and parent 

involvement in larger schools.  Rural parents believe that academic achievement and 

social efficacy flourish in small rural school environments where students are personally 

known by their teachers and provided more one-on-one attention (Finn, 2002; Irmsher, 

1997).  School size research suggests that small schools contribute to attributes such as 

respect, parent involvement, accountability, and belonging (Irmsher, 1997).  A growing 

body of literature supports the notion that small community schools have a positive effect 
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on educational achievement (Malhoit, 2005).  Moreover, research suggests that small 

community based schools are effective vehicles for ameliorating social difficulties such 

as poverty and significant differences in early experiences presented within diverse home 

environments (Howley, 2002; Howley & Bickel, 1999; Finn, 2002).   

 On average, rural schools spend approximately $2,000 dollars less per pupil than 

student expenditures in urban schools (Mathis, 2003).  Concurrently, adequacy studies 

are showing that rural schools need larger amounts of money, due to an excessive 

dependence on a declining property tax base (local revenue), which has resulted in a lack 

of sufficient funds to support adequate schools (Malhoit, 2005).  The 2006 National 

Center for Education Statistics (NCES) survey reported that rural public schools receive 

only 39 percent of their revenue from local funds, while local sources provide 52 percent 

of funds for urban schools and 48 percent of funds for suburban schools.  Rural schools 

must, therefore, rely on state and federal assistance attained through legislation and 

equity litigation (Johnson & Strange, 2007).             

 Rural diversity is often misunderstood and rarely given adequate consideration as 

in matters of public policy.  It is therefore important that the situations in rural 

communities be brought to light, if they are to be given the same thoughtful consideration 

as urban and suburban issues (Malhoit, 2005; Mathis, 2003).  Early childhood education 

programs, which serve as agents of school readiness, can be powerful mediators of 

change by offering meaningful educational experiences for rural preschool children and 

helping families see ways in which these programs can make their lives richer (The Rural 

School and Community Trust, 2009).  Although high quality preschool has long been 

considered critical for 3- and 4-year-olds in rural areas, especially low-income students 
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(Malhoit, 2005; Slavin, Karweit, & Wasik, 1994), rural families face daunting challenges 

as they attempt to access non-profit and community-based private early childhood 

education services (Maihoit, 2005).  Additionally, rural schools encounter higher costs 

when seeking to offer early education programs within the public school.  Furthermore, 

due to their remote locations and isolation from the mainstream of society, rural school 

have difficulty recruiting, retaining, and providing competitive salaries for high-quality 

preschool and early childhood teachers (Malhoit, 2005). 

 Distinct and identifiable features of rural culture seem to guide the attitudes, 

values, and actions of those who live there (Greenberg et al., 2002; Miller & Luloff, 

1981).   Enduring values in present-day rural America include hard work and honest 

living; close family ties; close and caring community relationships; self-sufficient 

lifestyles; wise stewardship of nature’s resources; and relationships built on trust of one’s 

neighbors and friends (Logan, 1997).  Rural communities are more likely to embrace 

traditional views associated with Christianity and hold more conservative views on 

political issues (Dillon and Savage, 2006).   

 A disproportionate number of children in rural communities live in poverty 

(Capizzano & Fiorillo, 2004; Grace, et al., 2006; Whitener, et al., 2002; O’Hare, 2009; U. 

S. Census Bureau, 2008)).  Opportunities for these children to grow and thrive are limited 

by inadequate education, health care, parental work prospects, housing, and social 

supports to address these issues (Children’s Defense Fund, 1994; Vandievere, et al., 

2007).  General agreement among educators and rural education researchers suggest that 

rural schools face a myriad of difficulties, which are directly related to issues of rural 

isolation and higher percentages of poverty in the population (Grace et al., 2006; Malhoit, 
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2005; Mathis, 2003; Nadel & Sagawa, 2002; Smith et al., 2008; The Rural School and 

Community Trust, 2009) .  These challenges translate into higher educational costs for 

schools, and potentially limit opportunities for rural children, especially children of 

poverty, to be successful in school, secure lucrative future employment, and live full and 

productive lives (Malhoit, 2005). 

 Small rural schools can be powerful agents of change by educating rural children 

and supporting families (Finn, 2002; Irmsher, 1997).  Rural schools can have a significant 

and positive effect on educational achievement, serving as effective vehicles for 

ameliorating social difficulties such as poverty and deficit home environments.  

Furthermore, social efficacy in small school environments contributes to the development 

of positive characteristics such as respect, involvement, and belonging (Finn, 2002; 

Howley, 2002; Howley & Bickel, 1999).  

Home-visiting programs. 

 Home-visiting programs now number in the thousands (Gomby & Colross, 1999; 

Gomby, 2005).  One estimate suggests that as many as 400,000 children and families are 

being reached by home-visiting programs annually across the U.S. at an estimated cost of 

$750 million to $1 billion (Gomby, 2005).  In the past 30 years, home-visiting has 

emerged as a core strategy for enhancing the skills of parents, as well as linking higher-

risk families to other resources in the community (Family Strengthening Policy Center, 

2007).  Currently, 40 states implement a statewide home visitation program (Allen et al., 

2009). 

 More recently, Allen, Astuto, Brooks-Gunn, Bryant, Daro, Haskins, Paxson, and 

Wasik (2009) point out President Obama’s commitment of 750 million dollars over the 
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next five years, which will provide a direct funding stream to home visiting programs.  

Allen et al. (2009) presents important concerns and contemporary developments in the 

field of home visitation.  Additionally, they suggest that “continuous quality 

improvement” as well as rigorous evaluations of effectiveness be implemented to ensure 

continuous quality improvement of home visiting programs.   

 There is a wide variety of home-visiting program models, which have numerous 

and diverse goals.  They do, however, share a common focus on the importance of infant 

and child development and the pivotal role parents play in shaping young children’s lives.  

They all send individuals into the homes of families with young children and seek to 

improve the lives of the children by encouraging changes in the attitudes, knowledge, 

and/or behavior of the parents (Gomby & Colross, 1999).  They operate on the premise 

that one of the best ways to reach families and young children is to go to them.  Home-

visiting programs offer the opportunity to observe the environments in which families 

live and, thereby, gain a first-hand understanding of the family’s needs.  Based on this 

knowledge and evaluation, services can be tailored to meet the precise needs of each 

individual family (Gomby, 2005).  

 Home-visiting programs are linked by their method of service delivery and their 

goal of helping children by helping the parents of those children. The method of 

delivering the service to families in their own homes offers an advantage in that parents 

do not have to arrange transportation, child care, or time off from work in order to access 

these services (Sweet & Appelbaum, 2004). Home visiting is also an attractive strategy 

because it can bring services to socially or geographically isolated families.  It  may also 

be more acceptable to families who want to keep their children at home rather than place 
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them in a center-based early childhood education program, especially when children are 

very young (birth through age 3) (Gomby, 2005).  Finally, bringing the intervention into 

the home provides an opportunity for more whole-family participation, personalized 

service, individual attention, and rapport building. These factors offer support to families 

in and of themselves, but they also have the potential to increase program retention rates 

(Sweet & Appelbaum, 2004). 

 The primary goals of home visiting programs are preventative in nature (Sweet & 

Appelbaum, 2004; Gomby, 2005; Gomby & Colross, 1999).  Programs target prevention 

of preterm or low birth-weight babies, child abuse and neglect, reliance on public 

assistance, learning delays, and behavior disorders.  They also work to promote healthy 

child development, early language, literacy, and cognitive development, and school 

readiness skills (Sweet & Appelbaum, 2004; Gomby, 2005; Gomby & Colross, 1999).  

Individuals dedicated to the home-visiting profession believe that it is best to influence 

the family when the children are young so that constructive practices, and their associated 

positive outcomes, become established routines early on and progress into the children’s 

formal schooling and beyond (Sweet & Appelbaum, 2004). 

 Most home-visiting programs seek to produce change by providing parents with 

social support and practical assistance, often linking families with other community 

services and education about parenting and child development (Larner, Halpern, & 

Harkavy, 1992).  The social support and practical assistance offered to families helps 

establish connections and build relationships of trust between home visitors and parents. 

These enduring relationships, in turn, are meant to help parents feel empowered, 

increasing their feelings of efficacy, as they undertake the difficult work of acting upon 
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the information and education provided by the programs. For some parents, creating 

trusting relationships with the home visitors develops their ability to form and sustain 

secure relationships with others (Heinecke & Ponce, 1999).  

 Home-visiting programs operate under the premise that parents mediate changes 

for their children. According to Powell (1993), “the ultimate goal of most home visiting 

programs is to improve the life of the child.” (p. 24).  The premise of most home visiting 

models has been to affect positive changes in parents’ child rearing practices, and thus to 

improve child outcomes.  More recently, the parents themselves have also been targeted 

and home visitors have focused on developing self-efficacy, through improving literacy 

skills and completing their education, or receiving vocational skills.  Additionally, a main 

focus is educating the parent to understand child development and ways to enhance the 

child’s development through activities, experiences, and interactions between the parent 

and the child (Powell, 2993).   

 Most home-visiting programs employ professionals and paraprofessionals, not to 

interact directly with children, but to encourage and educate parents to support their 

children’s development.  Home visitors (parent educators) often work with children in the 

home to demonstrate how parents can interact with their children in meaningful ways, 

using activities and experiences that will stimulate growth of language, literacy 

development, and cognition.  Direct help might include coaching parents to assist their 

children while completing their homework, while indirect help might include providing 

parents with emotional support, job training, or connecting the family to other community 

support services (Sweet & Appelbaum, 2004). 
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 Korfmacher, Green, Staerkel, Peterson, Cook, Roggman, Faldowski, & Schiffman 

(2008) discuss the significance of parent involvement in home visiting programs.  They 

define the major dimensions of involvement as: participation and engagement. Further, 

they see these two dimensions as separate constructs.  Korfmacher et al. (2008) delineate 

the differences between these two terms by suggesting that participation is a more visible 

measure of involvement and can be defined by the following terms: amount, frequency, 

length or duration of services.  Korfmacher et al. (2008) point out that merely being 

present for home visits or showing up for group meetings is important, but not sufficient 

in order for the parent to meet program goals.  They further suggest that positive 

engagement (achieving treatment goals, positive interactions with the parent educator, 

showing interest in the program, or perceived level of satisfaction with the program), at 

some level, must take place.  At the same time Korfmacher et al. (2008) recognize that 

negative engagement does take place (i.e. parents’ disappointments in services or parent 

educators’ disappointment in parents’ reasoning for participating in the program).  

Finally, Korfmacher, et. al suggest that engagement must include an element of the 

“helping relationship” (p. 180), interactions between the home visitor and the parents that 

produce positive change.  This relationship is the focal point of the helping element and 

must include dimensions such as: trust, positive communication, reciprocal responsibility 

and building an emotional bond between the parent and the home visitor).  

 In a report issued by the board on Children, Youth, and families of the National 

Research Council and Institute of Medicine (Margie & Phillips, 1999), they conclude that 

“home visiting is not an intervention per se, but rather a context for intervention” (p. 1).  

They further discuss the differing terminology that is currently used to define home 
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visiting.  Some view it as a strategy for delivering services to families, other see it as type 

of program, and still others as a location.  They determine that it is the activities that take 

place within the context of home visiting that are the crux of the intervention (Margie & 

Phillips, 1999).   

 Well known national models of home-visiting programs include the following: 

Early Head Start, Healthy Families America (HFA), Home Instruction for Parents of 

Preschool Youngsters (HIPPY), Nurse-Family Partnership (NFP), Parents as Teachers 

(PAT), and the Parent-Child Home Program (PCHP) (Gomby & Colross, 1999; Gomby, 

2005).  Together, these programs have thousands of sites across the nation. Many other 

home-visiting programs, not affiliated with these large national models, exist nationally; 

but these six programs are among the best known, most carefully researched, and are 

likely the most influential. They are the prototypes of most home-visiting programs in the 

nation. These model programs are a fair representation of the home-visiting programs 

that seek to help parents provide their children with the best possible start in life.  Four of 

these programs have national headquarters to help launch new programs, to provide 

training for new home visitors, to develop and improve curricula, to sustain the quality of 

the programs across the nation, and to conduct continuing research.    

 Parents as Teachers represents the only preschool home-visiting model which 

offers universal eligibility, regardless of family income status or at-risk characteristics (at 

the time of this study) (Gomby, 2005).   Eligibility requirements of the other five 

programs mentioned above include one or more of the following: low-income, at-risk for 

abuse and neglect, teenage parents, limited formal education of parents, first-time parent, 
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teen parent, families who have children with disabilities, and/or families who have low-

birth weight babies (Sweet & Appelbaum, 2004; Gomby, 2005).   

 According to Wight and Chau (2009), there are more than 12 million infants and 

toddlers (under age three) in the United States. Fully 44 percent, or 5.6 million of those 

children, are considered “low income,” which means that families make 100 to 200 

percent of the Federal Poverty Level (FPL).  Cauthen & Fass (2008) suggest families 

require twice the FPL to meet their most basic needs (e.g. food, clothing, shelter).  

Anything below that is considered low income.  FPL is measured as follows: $22,050 for 

a family of four; $18,310 for a family of three; and $14,570 for a family of two.  Twenty-

two percent of the low-income children are considered to be poor, which means they 

have family incomes which are below the FPL.  The percentage of infants and toddlers 

living in low-income families (both poor and near poor) has been increasing.  It has risen 

from 42 percent in 2000 to 44 percent in 2008.  During this same time period, the overall 

number of the very youngest children (under age three) increased by nearly 11 percent, 

while the number who were low-income and poor increased by 15 percent (low-income) 

and 29 percent (poor) respectively.  

  According to the Administration for Children & Families Head Start Program 

Fact Sheet (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2008), in the Fiscal Year 

2007, $689 million was used to support more than 650 programs that provided Early 

Head Start child development and family support services to all 50 states and in the 

District of Columbia and Puerto Rico. These programs served nearly 62,000 children 

under the age of three. (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2008, pp. 2-3).  

This represents a very small portion of the neediest children in our nation.  In the Fiscal 
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Year 2010 budget proposal, President Barack Obama proposed $8.5 billion over a ten-

year period to be set aside for home-visiting programs. This new mandatory spending 

program would provide monies to states for evidence-based home-visiting programs for 

low-income children, such as Early Head Start.   

 Guidelines to meet income eligibility requirements for the Early Head Start 

program match the FPL numbers. However, those families that make even slightly more, 

even a few dollars more, are not eligible to participate (Zigler, 2006).  Many children in 

families of the working poor and those in lower-middle class families are not able to take 

advantage of the low-income services; yet their families do not have sufficient resources 

to provide their children with access to quality childcare programs or preschool.    

 Kagan (2009) points out that children from middle income and lower-middle 

incomes are the most underserved population in regards to their access to early 

educational services.  Forty-one percent of the children from middle-income families 

(earning $40,000 -$50,000 annually) attended preschool in comparison to close to half of 

all children from low-income families (earning $10,000-$40,000).  Additionally, children 

from families in the upper socioeconomic range attend preschool even more frequently, 

with 62 percent of the children from families earning $60,000-$70,000 annually, 68 

percent from families earning $75,000-$100,000 annually, and 78 percent of the children 

from the wealthiest families attending (Barrett & Yarosz, 2004). Access to quality center-

based childcare for infants and toddlers of low-income families follows a similar 

progression, based on income levels (Flanagan & West, 2005).       

 Styfco (2006) finds it troubling that Early Head Start is an economically 

segregated program. She believes it is “just as morally wrong to segregate children by 
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socioeconomic status as it is by race” (p. 217).  Furthermore, (Schechter, 2002) points out 

research indicating that in preschool programs, low-income children showed more 

significant gains in language development when they were in programs with middle-class 

peers than did low-income children who were placed in economically segregated 

programs (Schechter, 2002). Early Head Start and Parents As Teachers both include 

group meetings or playgroups in which parents and children meet together, share 

experiences and socialize.  In addition, parents observe their children interacting with 

their peers (Early Head Start Research and Evaluation Project, 2006; Early Childhood 

Development Act, 2008).  But only Parents as Teachers offers events that would provide 

opportunities for interaction between children of varied socioeconomic strata. 

  

Parents as Teachers program. 

 At the time of this study, the Parents as Teachers program was a voluntary home-

visiting program with universal access.  Tight state and local budgets have more recently 

reduced access to the program.  According to the Parents as Teachers National Center 

(2010), the program provides parents with child-development information and parenting 

support four service delivery components:  

Personal visits – the primary service component during which a parent educator provides 

families with appropriate child development information,  helps parents learn to be 

careful observers of their child's development, talks with parents about concerns they 

might have, and provides activities the parent and child can do together.  All of these  

enhance and support the child’s development  
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 Group meetings –(scheduled monthly, usually during the regular school year) – these 

meetings offer parents an opportunity to meet with other parents in the district PAT 

program and talk about parenting issues, offer support to one another, socialize, listen to 

guest speakers present information on child development, health, nutrition, safety, etc., 

and observe their children play and interact with other children 

Screenings – parent educators conduct annual developmental, health, vision and hearing 

screenings in order to identify any possible developmental delays and/or health, hearing 

and vision difficulties that may require referral for follow-up services 

Resource network – parent educators work together with families to identify additional 

services they may need and connect them with community agencies that provide the 

necessary services.  This may further involve helping families overcome obstacles that 

may stand in the way of accessing the needed services.  

 According to the Parents as Teachers National Center website, the PAT program 

has the following core values: 

 Parents are their children’s first and most influential teachers 

 The early years of a child’s life are critical for optimal development and provide 

the foundation for success in school and in life 

 All young children and their families deserve the same opportunities to succeed 

regardless of any demographic, geographic, or economic considerations 

 An understanding and appreciation of the history and traditions of diverse cultures 

is essential in serving families  

 Established and emerging research should be the foundation of parent education 

and family support curricula, training, materials and services 
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(Parents as Teachers National Center, 2010) 

The mission of PAT is “to provide the information, support and encouragement 

parents need to help their children develop optimally during the crucial early years of 

life” (Parents as Teachers National Center, 2010).  The core curriculum goals are:   

 Increase parent knowledge of early childhood development and improve 

parenting practices.  

 Provide early detection of developmental delays and health issues.  

 Prevent child abuse and neglect.  

 Increase children's school readiness and school success.  

(Parents as Teachers National Center, 2010) 

 Parents as Teachers history. 

 The original model for what was to become the Missouri Parents as Teachers was 

designed by Burton White of Harvard University, who initiated the pioneering research 

and development of the Brookline Early Education Program (BEEP) in Brookline, 

Massachusetts in 1970 (White, 1990).  According to White (1990), “the purpose of the 

program was to test the question whether the public educational system should provide 

professional guidance for the learning process from birth on, rather than from the 

conventional beginnings at kindergarten age” (p. 4).  BEEP was Burton’s first project; his 

second was the New Parents as Teachers Program, sponsored by the Missouri State 

Department of Education.   

 White left Harvard in 1978 and began a nonprofit organization known as the 

Center for Parent Education.  According to White (1990), the organization had two 
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purposes: 1) to advocate for better educational services for families beginning to raise 

their children; and 2) to try and help professionals who were already attempting to 

provide educational services for families through special training programs, films, 

educational toys, etc.  White (1990) believed that “the family was the first and most 

fundamental educational delivery system” (p. 5).   

 Given the importance of the parental role in early childhood development, it is 

ironic that so few parents are properly prepared for parenthood.  Not only is therelittle 

information available, but, even if we did have sufficient research-based knowledge 

about effective child-rearing practices, it would not be routinely transmitted to parents.  

In spite of progress in the last twenty years, our society still does not educate its parents 

to assume the role of first teachers of their children. (p. 5)    

 At about the same time, educators in Missouri noticed that children were 

beginning kindergarten with varying levels of learning readiness (Smith & Wells, 1997).  

White’s (1985) research suggested that parents are children’s first and most important 

teachers and their involvement in children's learning is a critical link in the child’s 

potential and optimum development. Early childhood professionals suggested that a 

program to help parents understand their role in encouraging their child's development 

right from birth could help prepare children for school and life success (Winter & 

McDonald, 1997). Such a program, if made available to all families, would help level the 

playing field for all Missouri children (Smith & Wells, 1997). 

 With funding from the Danforth Foundation of St. Louis, Missouri, the Center for 

Parent Education, under the direction of White (1990) and the Missouri Department of 

Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE), began a project to test White’s question 
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again.  At first, White trained and worked with Missouri personnel.  However, “sharp 

disagreements over the nature and rapidity of development of the program” (Smith & 

Wells, 1997, p. 8) resulted in White’s withdrawing from the project.  

 Mildred Winter, originally a teacher in the Ferguson-Florissant school district 

located in suburban St. Louis, Missouri, was responsible for developing a number of 

innovative programs for early childhood education in her district.  Later, she became a 

Missouri DESE administrator and began to study the Brookline Model (BEEP).  She 

subsequently adapted this program to the Missouri context, and in 1981 she initiated a 

pilot study of the New Parents as Teachers (NPAT) program in four school districts 

across the state of Missouri (Smith & Wells, 1997).  The schools involved in the original 

study were Winter’s own Fergusson-Florissant District in St. Louis, Francis Howell in St. 

Charles, Farmington R-7 in Farmington, and Independence School District in 

Independence.   

 An independent evaluation was conducted by Research and Training Associates 

(Pfannensteil & Seltzer, 1985) which suggested that children of families involved in the 

NPAT program showed significant developmental gains over children not participating in 

the program (Smith & Wells, 1997).  The project was funded by multiple funding 

sources, including the Danforth Foundation and the Department of Education.  As a 

direct result of the success of the NPAT pilot study, in 1984 then-Governor Christopher 

Bond, heads of relevant state agencies, and Missouri legislators wrote and passed the 

Early Childhood Development Act (ECDA) (PL 658).  “Missouri became the first state in 

the nation to mandate parent education and family support services beginning at the 

child’s birth, in every school district” (Parents as Teachers, 1989, p. 1).  Convinced of the 
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program's benefits and cost effectiveness, state funding was provided in 1985 to 

implement the PAT program in all Missouri school districts. Since 1985, the program has 

expanded to all 50 states and to other countries. 

 The PAT program as legislated by the ECDA was different from the original 

NPAT.  First, the PAT program was no longer limited to first-time parents.  According to 

the ECDA Program Guide (Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary 

Education, 2008) the program was open to all parents with a child from birth up to three 

years of age.  The ECDA Program Guide further stated that when a child turned three 

years old, the family would no longer be eligible for services under the Prenatal to Three 

Program. The family would then need to exit the Prenatal to Three Program, but would 

be eligible for the Three to Kindergarten Entry Program. Participation in either program 

was voluntary and free to parents (p. 16).   

 The ECDA Program Guide (Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary 

Education, 2008) contended that parent education should be available to all families on a 

year-round basis.  They further directed that parent education services were to be offered 

to families, by the local cooperating school district, for a minimum of eight-months 

during the regular school year.  These services were to include at least eight contacts for 

each family during the program year and parents could select from the following options: 

four personal visits and four group meetings; five personal visits and three group 

meetings; or six personal visits and two group meetings.  The length of each personal 

visit was approximately 50 minutes to one hour each, per child, per family and group 

meetings were scheduled to cover a time frame of approximately 50 minutes to one hour 

each (Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, 2008, p. 16).   



51 

 

 More recent PAT studies. 

 A general consensus of educational professionals agrees that parents play an 

integral role toward building the foundation for their children’s development (Bornstein, 

1995; Collins et al, 2000; O’Conner, 2002; Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000; and Zigler & 

Styfco, 2006).  Because of the importance of early foundations, home visiting programs 

have been implemented.   

 According to Zigler, Pfannenstiel, and Seitz (2008), there are two primary types 

of home visiting programs, based on two differing goals: one goal is to change 

inappropriate or ineffective behaviors of the parents (i.e. child abuse and neglect or 

spanking as a form of discipline); the second goal is to enhance the development of the 

child by educating the parents. The later types of home-visiting programs operate under 

the premise that parents mediate changes for their children. Thus by educating the parent 

and teaching them best practices in parenting, based on the most current research, the 

parent will them translate these practices into their daily routines with the child.   

 Research studies such as Brooks-Gunn  and Markman (2005) and Gomby (2005) 

support the implementation of two-generation programs.  These home visiting models 

work in tandem with both the parent and the child. Examples of these program models 

are Head Start, the Perry Preschool, and the Chicago Child-Parent program (Zigler et al., 

2008).  Recent research (Brooks-Gunn, 2003; Brooks-Gunn & Markman, 2005; St. Pierre 

& Layzer, 1998) suggests that neither of these models have positive effects on children.  

Brooks-Gunn and Markman (2005) further contend that home visiting programs are 

unlikely to “enhance school readiness” (p. 153).  This has brought home visiting program 

usefulness and funding under heated debate. 
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 Gomby (2005) concluded that when home visiting programs are well done 

(implemented with fidelity), they can benefit both parents and children, however cautions 

that positive effects on children may be modest. Zigler and Styfco (2006) concur with 

Gomby and defend the value of home visiting programs.  Zigler, Pfannenstiel, and Seitz 

(2008) presented research examining the Parents as Teachers program and looking in 

particular at the programs efforts to affect school readiness.   

 PAT developed a curriculum model, Born to Learn™, which was informed by 

theories that support the critical importance of early brain development (Nelson, 2000).  

PAT in collaboration with neuroscientists at Washington University in St. Louis, 

Missouri, developed the present Born to Learn™ curriculum model. An early study 

conducted by McGilly (2000) found that parents who were in homes where the Born to 

Learn™ curriculum was implemented demonstrated improved child development 

knowledge and their children exhibited fewer incidences of maladjusted behaviors 

(McGilly, 2000).   

 According to Drotar, Robinson, Jeavons, and Kirchner (2008), this study was later 

shown have multiple limitations.  First, random sampling was not used to determine the 

sample groups.  Second, there were high levels of sample attrition.  Finally, parent reports 

were utilized as the primary measure of child development.  Because of the earlier 

study’s limitations, Drotar et al. (2008) conducted a three-year study, using random 

assignment of control groups (participant setting was Cleaveland, OH and its eastern 

suburbs), to investigate children birth through three years-of-age.  Children were given 

comprehensive assessments measuring the following areas: cognitive, adaptive behavior, 

security of attachment, mastery motivation, language development, concept development, 
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pre-reading skills, and social competence. A second improvement made for this study 

was to test the efficacy of the Born to Learn™ curriculum with a diverse sample of high- 

and low-socioeconomic status families (Drotar et al., 2008).   

 The results concluded that families in the sample group whose home visits 

included using the Born to Learn™ curriculum demonstrated beneficial effects with 

mastery motivation (e.g. task competence) (spontaneous problem solving at 36 months of 

age (Drotar et al., 2008).  Additionally, the sample group whose home visits included the 

Born to Learn ™ curriculum had positive effects on cognitive development and mastery 

motivation of children from low SES versus high SES at 24 months.  However, according 

to Drotar et al. (2008), findings suggest that the Born to Learn ™ curriculum may require 

modification in order to have positive effects more broadly across multiple 

developmental areas.  Researchers suggest that further studies should be conducted 

involving a broad array of sample populations (including interventional samples) from 

various settings in order to better determine the effectiveness of the Born to Learn 

curriculum (Drotar et al., 2008). 

 While the studies on the Born to Learn™ curriculum had mixed results, earlier 

studies by Pfannenstiel and Seltzer (1989), Pfannenstiel et al. (1991, 1996) concluded 

that PAT was effective in improving school readiness for the children of the sample 

group families within the studies (children from sample groups representative of families 

across Missouri).  The results of these studies were corroborated by Pfannenstiel, et al. 

(2002).  Using a causal model, they confirmed both direct and indirect effects of 

participation in the PAT program on children’s school readiness.  First, parents were 

found to read more to their children.  Second they were more likely to make sure their 
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child attended some sort of preschool program.  These factors were shown to improve 

school readiness.  Direct effects of PAT were found and suggest that child rearing 

practices employed by parents were also changed in constructive ways (Pfannensteil, 

2002).  This study however, had some limitations. The study utilized “attendance in a 

poverty neighborhood school” as an indicator of poverty, rather than the preferred 

indicator of child’s individual poverty status (eligibility for free and reduced lunch).  

Additionally, the earlier Pfannenstiel (2002) study only utilized school readiness as the 

ultimate dependent variable versus using school readiness coupled with third grade 

performance on the Missouri Assessment Program (MAP) scores.  

 Zigler, Phannenstiel, & Seitz (2008) replicated and corrected the weakness in the 

earlier Phannenstiel et al. (2002) study, using as their measure of poverty, free and 

reduced lunch eligibility status.  Additionally, they strengthened the longitudinal value of 

their study by including third grade performance as one of the variables.  And finally, 

they considered improved socialization practices, based on sample group participants’ 

practices in PAT, as an important variable since socialization practices lead to improved 

school readiness, and they posited that school readiness would be predictive of later 

school performance, based on earlier research findings by scholars Alexander and 

Entwisle (1988) and  Zigler et al. (2006).  

  Zigler et. al.’s  (2008) study was conducted as a part of the Missouri School 

Assessment Project.  The purpose of this project was to gather information concerning 

three important elements of school success; school readiness of children entering 

kindergarten, children’s preschool experiences, and children’s access to health care.  

Three cohorts, with a final sample population of N=5,721 Missouri children, were 
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ultimately identified for the third grade analyses.  Fifteen percent of the sample group 

self-identified as being a racial or ethnic minority, and 45% were identified as poverty 

status (based on eligibility for free or reduced lunches).  This study implemented a 

measurement instrument, the School Entry Profile (a revision of the Student Observation 

Record developed by Pfannenstiel, 1997, which was developed by an expert panel of 

early childhood educators and professionals), which assessed seven areas of the child’s 

performance and skills (Zigler et al., 2008).  A second instrument was used, The 

Parent/Guardian Survey, to gather information about health issues, preschool attendance 

and home literacy activities. Finally, the MAP Communication Arts Assessment, 

developed in collaboration with CTB/McGraw-Hill, was used to measure third-grade 

achievement (Zigler et al., 2008). 

 In regards to the results of the analyses, parents who participated in the PAT 

program read to their children more often and were more likely to enroll them in 

preschool, and both increased school readiness.  According to Zigler et al (2008), in 

regards to the first cohort, “minority status was no longer a direct predictor of school 

readiness” (p. 111).  Thus this study strengthened the predictive importance of poverty 

and reduction of the importance of minority group membership.  School readiness at 

kindergarten entry was the most important significant predictor of third-grade 

achievement.  It outweighed all other demographic variables, including poverty, although 

poverty continued to be harmful to achievement, its effects were reduced in comparison 

to its extent at school entry.  Minority status was not determined to be a significant path 

to school readiness, it did however predict third-grade achievement (Zigler et al., 2008).   
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 Length of PAT participation had a direct effect on third-grade achievement, and 

additionally an indirect effect on school readiness, which cumulatively led to better 

ultimate school achievement. School readiness and third-grade achievement were 

examined to determine whether or not preschool experiences had an effect on the child’s 

level of performance.  Results confirmed Pfannenstiel’s (2002) findings in regards to her 

earlier study; children of poverty had lower school readiness scores than did children who 

did not meet the free and reduced lunch criteria, for each of the four types of preschool.  

Zigler et al. (2008) do point out that impoverished children whose parents participated in 

PAT, and who attended preschool, achieved school readiness scores nearly comparable to 

those of non-impoverished children who had not attended any type of preschool program 

enrichment.  Finally, the gap between children of poverty and those children who were 

not considered poverty status, had widened (Zigler et al., 2008). 

 The results of the preceding study give credence to the effectiveness of families’ 

participation in the PAT program.  It further confirmed that PAT improved school 

readiness through a direct effect (e.g. better parenting practices) and two indirect effects 

(e.g. increased reading to children in the home environment and increased likelihood that 

the child will attend preschool.  Zigler et al. (2008) contend that the most important 

finding of the study was evidence that improved parenting practices, as a result of 

participation in the PAT program, enhanced both school readiness and later school 

achievement.  Length of PAT attendance was a significant and consequential size in both 

models.  The effects of positive parenting towards enhancing healthy child development 

is well established in the professional community (Collins et al., 2000; O’Conner, 2002; 
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Rutter, 2005).  According to Zigler et al. (2008) it is entirely possible that “the positive 

effects of home visiting programs are being underestimated” (p. 118).   

 In a more recent study Pfannensteil, Seitz, and Zigler (2009) concurs with 

previous findings (Zigler & Styfco, 1993) that PAT in combination with later preschool 

programs results in raising school readiness for children of poverty, as well as children 

from middle-class backgrounds.  Other studies have also found that programs which 

include both home visitation, as well as center-based preschool and/or longer duration of 

services have been associated with greater long-term benefits for children of poverty 

(Campbell & Ramey, 1994, 1995; Horacek, Raimey, Campbell, Hoffmann, & Fletcher, 

1987; Reynolds, 2000) 

 In response to the need for strong evidence of the effectiveness of the PAT 

program, both generally and with low-income families, SRI, in partnership with the 

Parents as Teachers National Center (PATNC) conducted a multi-site evaluation of the 

PAT program in three communities (Wagner & Spiker, 2001).  The purpose of their study 

was to evaluate the role of engagement and highlight the various aspects of parental 

engagement in the PAT program, and additionally identify the important factors that may 

influence parents’ engagement at varying levels. 

 This study maintained both rigorous quantitative assessment of program 

participation, and additionally, reports the findings of qualitative methods, investigating 

the perspectives of parents and parent educators regarding engagement (Wagner & 

Spiker, 2001).  Study participants included 667 families in three communities – the first 

was an Eastern Seaboard rural community, the second was located in a mid-size Southern 

city, and the third was located in a large Western city.  Families were then randomly 
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assigned to participant and control groups. The family sample for this study additionally 

focuses on areas where there were high concentrations of low-income families. 

 This study assessed a variety of family characteristics at the time of enrollment.  

These characteristics included: maternal demographics, household characteristics, health 

status, mother’s previous experience with infants and information-seeking behavior with 

regards to parenting and children, and finally child care use ((Wagner & Spiker, 2001), 

These assessments revealed a widely diverse sample population and provided information 

in order to ensure effective randomized distribution of the participant and control groups.  

Differences among the groups were accounted for through the use of multivariate 

analyses of outcomes (Wagner & Spiker, 2001).  The analyses of engagement probes the 

intricacy of engagement and its various dimensions: “say yes” engagement; “be there” 

engagement; “be involved” engagement; “do the homework” involvement; and “look for 

more” engagement (Wagner & Spiker, 2001, p. 33). 

 According to Wagner et al. (2000), there is no consistent profile of either an 

engaged parent or one who is “poorly engaged” (p. 40).  One barrier to engagement was 

lack of participation or “be there”.  Overall, 44% of those who enrolled in the study were 

still participating in home visits by their child’s second birthday.  Additionally, only 

slightly over half (.52) of the visits attempted were actually provided.  Four out of every 

ten visits scheduled were cancelled on average.  Families who persisted in home visits 

into the child’s second year were rated more highly by their parent educators for “be 

involved” (Wagner & Spiker, 2001).  In the final analysis, minority status and poor 

mental health were the only two factors that significantly affected engagement.  

According to parent educators, based on information gathered from parents during focus 
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groups, two barriers to engagement identified by parents were their jobs, going to school, 

and general turmoil in the home,  however none of these were found to be significant 

when characteristics of families were controlled by multivariate analyses ((Wagner & 

Spiker, 2001). 

 PAT has as one of its most basic theoretical stances that changing parent 

behaviors is central to stimulating assistance and advantage for the child (Wagner & 

Spiker, 2001).  Therefore, the study looked at parents knowledge of child development 

and parenting, attitudes toward parenting, and parents’ demonstrated behaviors.  Results 

show that the ultimate goal of PAT is produce positive parenting behaviors in program 

participants ((Wagner & Spiker, 2001).  Increasing parents’ knowledge, improving 

attitudes concerning parenting, offering explicit instruction, offering suggestions, 

modeling strategies for activities and interactions with the child are intended to produce 

positive changes in parenting behaviors.  Teaching parents to be perceptive observers of 

their child’s actions, behaviors, verbal scripts of their thinking, and overall development 

is critical to leading the child’s development (Wagner & Spiker, 2001).  Foremost in 

producing positive change for the child was promoted through parent/child interactions 

during activities 

 For PAT participants as a whole, small but positive benefits for parents were 

identified on several of the dimensions of participating in PAT.  These positive effects 

involved all three of the dimensions of parent impacts: knowledge, attitudes, and 

behaviors (Wagner & Spiker, 2001). The most reliable and substantial effects were for 

parenting behaviors.  As expected, based on Gomby’s (2005) study effects on children 

were small and few.  No benefits to children’s behavior were noted.  However, benefits 
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for the lowest-income families were noted (Wagner & Spiker, 2001).  This suggests that 

PAT participation may be as effective for low-income families, but not necessarily more 

effective, then participation for moderate-income families.   

 Overall, what we can learn from Wager et al. (2000) is that engagement in PAT is 

multidimensional and complex in nature.  Another important point that was brought out 

through this study is that some dimensions of engagement are independent of others, such 

as parents may participate in components of the program but fail to follow-through with 

suggestions from their parent educator.  One component does not necessarily lead to 

another (Wagner et al., 2000).  Finally, the assumption that benefits to children mainly 

accumulate through developing positive parenting skills and changing parenting 

behaviors, not just teaching the knowledge and reception of knowledge, is an important 

truth.  However, changing parenting behaviors can be difficult since parenting is deeply 

rooted in cultural practices, parents’ own childhoods, traditions set in place by family 

beliefs, values, and religious preference (Wagner et al., 2000).  These beliefs and values 

are not easily altered and might require the parent to go against the traditions of her 

extended family.  The extent of determination and dedication on the part of the parent to 

make such changes would be beyond the scope of their capability (Wagner, et al., 2000). 

Changing times for PAT. 

 State funding for the Parents as Teachers program was cut initially for the 2009-

2010 school year by ten percent across the board (Nancy Cambria, 2009).  The cut 

essentially erased a $4 million funding increase for the Parents as Teachers program 

created under former Gov. Matt Blunt. Parents as Teachers received about $36 million 

from the state in the previous year.  These cuts filtered down to the local level and were 
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absorbed by many school districts, including the Fairfield School District.  However, 

later in February of 2010 two million dollars was withheld from the original proposed 

budget and later, in March of 2010, Governor Jay Nixon recommended that the budget 

for PAT, receive an additional cut of slightly over four million dollars.   This cut is on top 

of the nearly three-and-a-half million dollar reduction last year, and the two million dollar 

withholding which occurred the month before.  According to Sue Stapleton, 

president/CEO of the National Center for Parents as Teachers at the time of the funding 

cuts, “They are really deep cuts.  The state cuts come at a time when local school districts 

are strapped themselves.  I know superintendents are having to make choices they don’t 

like to make” (Marty Harris, 2010).    

 These deep funding cuts translated to a nearly 60% cut in PAT funding.  Some 

districts had cut their programs entirely, while others have reallocated money to keep 

their programs funded. At the local level of the Fairfield School District, the PAT 

program went from three parent educators to one parent educator.  With changes to the 

high needs indicators, requiring that families must meet at least two of the “new” high 

needs indicator list, they essentially only serve high needs families.  According to the  

revised guidelines, families must meet two of the following criteria: chemical 

dependencies; use of foster care or court-appointed guardian; receive free or reduced 

lunch; referral from the Division of Family Services; have lived in more than two family 

homes in the past year; death in the immediate family; experience of an ongoing health 

concern for the child, parent or sibling; disabled parent; non-English or limited English 

speaking; child has disability; family involvement with corrections; military family; teen 

parent; low birth weight; parent has less than high school diploma; and single-parent 
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household.  (see Appendix A for the earlier high needs indicator criteria used during the 

2009-2010 school year).   

 Now, it is much more difficult to include any families except those who are the 

most high needs families.  This funding change has generated a change in the guidelines 

at the local level: whereas PAT has always promoted “universal access for all families”, 

now, according to the department of elementary and secondary education, the focus of 

the program must primarily be centered on high needs families (Erin Ragan, 2011). 
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CHAPTER 3:  Methods 

Research Paradigm 

 The research paradigm of this investigation was social constructivist.  Social 

constructivism aligns closely with Vygotskian theory and seeks to replace the 

individualistic ideology of Piaget and Inhelder (1969) with collective concerns (Gergen, 

1995).  From the social constructivist standpoint, the individual is not the possessor of the 

contents of reality, but rather participates in the co-construction of reality.  Additionally, 

social constructivism views individual subjects and the domain of the social as 

interconnected.  From this perspective, “the mind is seen as part of the broader context: 

the social construction of meaning” (p. 480).  Moreover, the world as understood by 

individuals is actually socially constructed and creates a shared experience of the 

underlying physical reality (Ernest, 1990).  Therefore, I will be collecting and 

interpreting data by means of collaborative understanding, thus engaging, integrating, and 

critically exploring the views of others (Gergen, 1995).  

   According to Ernest (1995) social constructivist ontology assumes “sophisticated 

realist” ontology.  In other words, “there is a world out there supporting the appearances 

we have shared access to, but we have no certain knowledge of it” (p. 480).  It is further 

based on a fallibilist epistemology (i.e. concerned with establishing criteria and 

justifications for knowledge-claiming) that considers conventional knowledge as “that 

which is lived and socially accepted” (Ernest, 1995, p. 480).       

 Epistemologically, from a social constructivist perspective, “knowledge is 

symbolically constructed and not objective, and understandings of the world are based on 
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conventions” (Hatch, 2002, p. 15).  In other words, “truth is what we agree it is” (Hatch, 

1985, p. 161).  However, this humanly constructed reality is constantly being modified 

and interrelated to fit the ontological reality, even though it can never truly represent it 

(Ernest, 1995).  Additionally according to this view, the subjective reality that is being 

investigated is co-constructed by both the researcher and the participants through 

observations and the interview process (Misher, 1986).  Vygotsky (1979) contends that, 

“The social dimension of consciousness is primary in fact and time.  The individual 

dimension of consciousness is derivative and secondary” (p. 30).   Thus, follows the 

understanding that: 

Thought is something essentially “on the surface,” as something located on the borderline 

between the organism and the outside world.  For thought has a life only in an 

environment of socially constituted meanings” (Bakhurst, 1988, p.38). 

Consequentially, social constructivists take the individual-in-social-action as their unit of 

analysis (Minick, 1989).     

 In regards to methodology, naturalistic qualitative research methods are the data 

collection and analytical tools of the constructivist researcher (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

Lincoln and Guba (1985) argue that the researcher spends extended periods of time 

interviewing participants and observing them in their natural settings in an effort to 

reconstruct the constructions participants use to make sense of their worlds.  Qualitative 

researchers are interested in understanding the meanings people have constructed 

(Merriam, 1998).  It is further assumed that the meaning is embedded in people’s 

experiences and is mediated through the investigator’s own perceptions (Patton, 1985).   
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 Finally, in regards to reporting, knowledge produced within the social 

constructivist paradigm is often presented in the form of case studies or rich narratives 

that describe the interpretations constructed as part of the research process.  Accounts 

include enough contextual detail and sufficient representation of the voices of the 

participants that readers can place themselves in “the shoes” of the participants at some 

level.  

 This research study sought to understand the perspectives of parents and parent 

educators toward the Parents as Teachers program, based on their beliefs, values, and 

viewpoints concerning caring for and educating children.  Following the logic of social 

constructivism, the researcher engaged in dialogue with the participants in order to 

understand those participants’ perceptions of their socially constructed reality.  

According to Gergen (1995), by taking a social constructivist view of research, the 

researcher gains an understanding of the participants’ perspectives, while at the same 

time maintaining a keen awareness of his or her own viewpoint, and simultaneously 

opening new spaces for possible collaboratively constructed positions.  The relationship 

between the participants and the researcher develops as the dialogue develops (Steffe & 

Gale, 1995).   

 Gergen (1995) further introduces the metaphor of “culturally and historically 

contexted dialogue” (p. 45).  He posits that the “correctness” of interpretations is only a 

temporary location, residing at one particular time and space.  Therefore, interpretations 

of this knowledge must also be situated in their particular referential context.  The 

cultural and historical context of the participants has a significant role in this research 

study.  The participants’ collective understandings of early childhood, parenting, and the 
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value of children’s early education, along with the historical context of the Parents as 

Teachers program, will be integral features of data collection and interpretation. 

Research Tradition 

 According to Merriam (1998) and Yin (1994) case studies are a special kind of 

qualitative work that investigate a contextualized contemporary phenomenon within 

specified boundaries.  Yin (2003) argues that there is a distinctive need for case studies in 

order to understand complex social problems.  He further contends that case study 

methods allow investigators to retain the holistic and meaningful characteristics of real-

life events.  Finally, Yin (1994) suggests that case studies are particularly suited to 

situations in which it is impossible to separate the phenomenon’s variables from its 

context.   

 Merriam (1998) defines case study as “an intensive, holistic description and 

analysis of a single instance, phenomenon, or social unit” (p. 21), which could be a 

person, a program, a community, or a specific policy.  She further suggests that the single 

most defining characteristic of case study research involves delimiting the object of 

study. In other words, Merriam values defining the case as a “bounded system” (p.27) in 

order to delimit the borders of the case.  Hatch (2002) reiterates this notion, admonishing 

case study researchers to clearly specify the “unit of analysis” (p. 30) and noting that the 

key decision in case study designs is defining the boundaries or specifying the unit of 

analysis.  This study investigated a single bounded unit: the Parents as Teachers program 

at Fairview Fields School.     
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   The constructivist view of case study encourages the researcher to provide raw 

data and “rich thick description” (emic or insiders’ interpretations), the interpretations of 

the reality by the people most knowledgeable about the case.  The descriptive nature of 

case study includes the complexities of a situation, the influence of personalities on an 

issue, differences of opinion on an issue and how those differences may influence the 

issue (Hoaglin, 1982). 

 This type of description allows readers the opportunity to decide for themselves 

the degree to which the study will generalize to each reader’s individual situation.  

According to Stake (1978), “Case studies will often be the preferred method of research 

because they may be epistemologically in harmony with the reader’s experience and thus, 

to that person, a natural basis for generalization” (p. 5).  

Researcher Role 

 Stake (1995) suggests that case researchers have the option of taking on different 

roles and also have options as to how these roles will be played out.  Each researcher 

consciously, or at times reflexively, makes decisions about how much emphasis to give 

each role.  Stake (1995) further contends that the most important roles of the researcher 

are those of “gatherer of knowledge” and interpreter of the meaning of that data (p. 99).   

 In the social constructivist ideology, researchers agree that knowledge is 

constructed, not discovered.  What individuals know of reality is what they have come to 

believe, based on their own individual experiences, as well as the collective 

interpretations of those social groups to which they belong--family, community, church, 

school (Stake, 1995).  In this study, I have explained the Parents as Teachers program 
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based on the perceptions and interpretations of the people most knowledgeable about the 

case – the participants. 

 My role as the researcher was one of interpreter and collaborative constructionist 

(Stake, 1995).  I worked collaboratively with the participants in the study and attempted 

to construct a clear, descriptive reality of their situations and understandings of the 

Parents as Teachers program.  Having grown up in the same county where the study took 

place, I was intimately familiar with this regional rural culture.  Also, having been a 

public school teacher in two of the four schools in the same county, and additionally 

having had children who went to school in those districts, I had somewhat of an insider’s 

view of the background context and the people in this community.  At times this insight 

was an advantage, since I was able to identify with the parent educators (because I was a 

long time teacher) and the parents (since I too had been a parent in this culturally 

community).  I was accepted, for the most part, as “one of them” (an insider), which 

allowed me to obtain information from the participants, to which an “outsider” would not 

have been entrusted.  Conversely, at times my “insider perspective” was problematic, due 

to the cultural models (norms) that I had developed as a child growing up in a 

conservative rural community and a middle-class Christian home. 

 My beliefs concerning parenting and education forced me to continually examine 

my reporting of participants’ responses and actions.  I had to continually guard against 

“blind spots” (McDaniel, 2006): “those areas of my life that needed to be examined 

carefully for automatic, unquestioned thoughts and behaviors (p. 40).  Self-reflection was 

a necessary and ongoing process in order to avoid imposing my beliefs about education 

and parenting practices into the study.  At these times, I required the outsider’s 
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perspective of my dissertation co-chairs to temper my reporting and to guide me, in order 

to achieve empathic neutrality (Patton, 2008).  Suffice it to say when I discuss the context 

of this study I possess a certain expertise concerning this regional rural culture.     

Participants 

 The participants in this study included the three parent educators (one of whom 

was also the district coordinator) who worked for the Fairfield Parents as Teachers 

program in a small, rural community in the Midwest.  These parent educators were 

purposefully chosen because I knew they were serving families in exactly that--a small, 

rural Midwestern community.  Additionally, I intentionally chose the Parents as Teachers 

district coordinator to participate in the study based on a pre-existing relationship I had 

with her.  Through this relationship, I knew of the coordinator’s broad and lengthy 

connection with the Parents as Teachers program.  The coordinator had been a part of the 

PAT program from its local inception and had supervised the program at the district site 

for 25 years. Furthermore, she had participated in designing curriculum manuals, 

assessment tools, and procedural manuals, and had served as a state and regional trainer 

for various programs within the PAT program.  She possessed an emic (insiders’) view of 

the PAT program and served as a gatekeeper for information that further explained the 

PAT program.  Moreover, she had connections to people in positions of decision-making 

status in the PAT program at the regional, state, and national levels who could also offer 

further information on PAT programs that serve primarily rural areas.  This information 

provided a rich foundation from which to describe, compare, and interpret data collected 

during this study.   
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 In collaboration with the three parent educators, I purposefully selected (Merriam, 

1998) ten families (three or four from each parent educator’s case load).  These families 

were chosen from the pool of families participating in the district’s PAT program during 

the 2009-2010 school year.  The selection sample represented a cross-section of socio-

economic status: low-income, working class, middle class, and affluent.  Finally, the 

family participant sample was selected to reflect a cross-section of high-needs 

characteristics as defined by the Early Childhood Development Act (ECDA) (Senate Bill 

658, 2006) (see Appendix A).  Since there were no preexisting formal documents that 

would reveal whether or not the families meet the criteria for high-needs characteristics 

based on the families’ self-disclosures, the parent educators determined which families 

meet the criteria for each high-needs characteristic. 

Research Site 

 The research site (school district) from which the sample population was chosen 

was a small school district in a rural community in the Midwest.  The total school 

population consists of 517 students K-12 (Missouri Department of Elementary and 

Secondary Education, 2010).  Racial composition of the student population for the 2009-

2010 school year consisted of 93.8 % Caucasian, 5.0 % African American, 1.1 % 

Hispanic, 0.2 Asian, and 0.0 % Indian.  The free and reduced lunch rate (FTE) of the 

district was 39.6 % (Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, 

2010).   All grade levels were housed on one campus, consisting of three separate 

buildings (elementary school – PK-3, middle school – 4 -8, and high school – 9-12).  The 

actual physical location of the school campus was approximately six miles from the 
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nearest village, which had a total population of 442 as of July 2008.   The district 

buildings were in close physical proximity to one another.  The location of the PAT room 

was a classroom inside the elementary school building, next to the preschool room. 

Gaining Access to the Research Site 

 Since initial contacts with those individuals who were research participants were 

so important in setting the tone of the study, it was essential that I carefully investigated 

who controlled access to the research site. Gatekeepers determine whether and to what 

extent the researcher will be admitted to the research site; additionally, gatekeepers 

determine the extent of access to the sources of information the researcher desires (Hatch, 

2002).  As noted earlier, I gained access to the research site through a preexisting 

relationship with the PAT district coordinator, who acted as the official gatekeeper for the 

research study.  Her long-time position in the school district, as well as her personal and 

professional relationships with the district administration, parents, and parent educators, 

made it possible for me initially to develop a position of trust with the research 

participants. 

 The co-chair of my dissertation suggested, during an initial planning discussion, 

that I conduct a pilot study of the research site (the district-level PAT program), as a 

means of determining the focus of the study and more narrowly defining the research 

questions.  Based on her direction, I decided the best way to understand the program was 

to volunteer at the research site.  For a period of two-and-a- half months, I volunteered 

two days each week.  Volunteer duties included the following: filing, organizing the local 

PAT library, photo copying, running errands, putting together activities, and whatever 
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else the parent educators needed to be done.  Additionally, during this time I shadowed 

the district coordinator as she conducted her day-to-day duties, went about her normal job 

routines, and carried out activities necessary to oversee the district’s PAT program.  The 

opportunity to be a “fly on the wall”, observing the goings on of the local PAT program 

at the grass-roots level, also offered me the opportunity to gain a greater familiarity with 

the parent educators and to meet some of the parents who were involved in the program. 

 During my pilot study, I became more familiar with the other two parent 

educators.  While I had no relationship with them up to the time of my study, by  

volunteering at the PAT site and spending time with the parent educators two or three 

days each week, allowed me to get to know them and develop a relationship with them.  

This relationship continued to deepen as I accompanied them on home visits once my 

official study began.  They often prepared me for each visit, giving me information about 

the family I was to observe and then debriefing with me at the conclusion of the home 

visit.  These interactions allowed us to share a bond (as educators) of sorts, which in turn 

allowed me to ask questions and access information from them that would not have 

otherwise been afforded. 

Approval Procedures 

 Campus IRB approval. 

 I submitted my Exempt Application to the Campus Internal Review Board for this 

research study received exempt approval in April 2010. 
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 Informed consent process.   

The parents and parent educators who participated in this study were asked to give 

written informed consent before I began collecting data.  At the initial observation visit, I 

explained to the participants the purpose, the procedures, confidentiality procedures, 

benefits, significance, and potential risks of this study.  I then asked the participants for 

their informed consent.  See Appendix C for a sample of the parent consent form and 

Appendix E for a sample of the parent educator consent form.  After the participants 

signed the consent forms, I gave each participant a copy to keep for their records.  The 

signed forms are being kept in a locked file along with other documents relevant to the 

research study. 

Ethical Considerations 

Participants’ confidentiality has been maintained through the use of pseudonyms 

for the participants and school district name.  In addition, the name and location of the 

school district was changed to a pseudonym and disguised in the dissertation.  In 

consideration of the participants’ privacy, I used the digitally recorded data only for 

analysis and for no other purpose.  This project did not pose any risks greater than those 

encountered in everyday life. 

Data Sources and Data Collection Procedures 

 The instrumentation of choice in a qualitative research study is the researcher 

himself or herself (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  According to Patton (2002) fieldwork is the 

central activity of qualitative inquiry.  This allows the researcher to have direct and 
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personal contact with the participants in their own environments.  These experiences 

include getting close to the people and situations in order to understand their realities.  

Patton (2002) further contends that the researcher must actively participate in the life of 

the observed, getting to know the program staff and participants on a person level.  This 

closeness made it possible for me to understand and describe both “externally observable 

behaviors and internal states (e.g. worldview, opinions, values, attitudes, and symbolic 

constructs)” (Patton, 2002, p. 48).  Finally, Patton suggests maintaining “empathetic 

neutrality” – a middle ground between becoming too involved, which can cloud 

judgment, and remaining too distant, which can reduce understanding” (p. 50).  

 I developed a close relationship with the parent educators as I followed them to 

the home visits, worked with them side-by-side in the PAT room, gained more detailed 

information and insight into the motives behind their actions through the interview 

process, and conducted frequent member checks as I analyzed data and wrote up the 

findings.  I found it was critical for me to keep checking back with them to make sure I 

was telling the story from their perspectives and not my own.  I continued this process as 

I wrote the context, descriptions of the families, and the findings for the parent educator 

sections (Parts I and II of the study). 

 After protocols of the parents’ interviews were typed, I distributed them to the 

families in order for them to read and check over them to make sure I had accurately 

portrayed their view and responses in the typed protocol.  I left them a copy of the 

interview protocol, along with my phone number and e-mail address.  I asked each family 

to continue to look over the contents and get back with me about any parts they wished to 

remove or clarify.  I was able to talk face-to-face with several of the families about the 
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protocol, after they had a chance to review the contents.  The rest I contacted by phone 

and one family e-mailed me their approval of the contents.  I sent each family a thank-

you note for participating in the study and asked them to please stay in contact with me in 

the future.  

Observations. 

 Hatch (2002) suggests that the purpose of observations in a qualitative study is to 

understand the culture, setting, or social phenomenon being studied from the unique 

perspectives of the participants.  Through observations we are able to view the 

participants in their natural surroundings and see the topic of study through their eyes.  

Careful and purposeful observations allow us to better understand the participants’ points 

of view, motivations for their actions, and the meaning of those actions at a particular 

point in time (Schwartz & Jacobs, 1979).  

 Patton (1990) suggests there are strengths which may be gained by employing 

observational methods.  These strengths enhance the potential for understanding the 

context, as well as discovering inductively how participants understand the phenomenon.  

Through observations researchers can gain insight into information which may be “taken-

for-granted understandings” of the participants.  Additionally, observations offer 

researchers a first-hand experience with the social phenomenon. 

 Merriam (1998) points out that the observer can take on one of several positions 

while collecting data, ranging from observer as full participant to observer as a “fly on 

the wall.”  My role while collecting observations for this study was “observer as 

participant.”  This means my participation in the home visit was secondary to the 

gathering of information.  Adler and Adler (1994) identify this role as a “peripheral 
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membership role” (p. 380).  As the researcher, I observed and interacted closely enough 

with parents and parent educators to establish an insider’s identity without participating 

in activities at the level of core participant membership.  See Appendix C for a sample of 

the parent consent form and Appendix E for a sample of the parent educator consent 

form.         

 I observed the families and the parent educators as they interacted during 

normally scheduled, routine home visits.  The initial contact served four purposes.  It 

accomplished the following: 1) established rapport and developed a preliminary 

relationship with the parent participants; 2) offered an opportunity to initiate a further 

interview process with parents; 3) offered the opportunity to have a first-hand, up-close 

observation of the family and the parent educator as they interacted and participated 

during a regularly-scheduled home visit; and 4) provided a basis for context and 

comparison as I completed the analysis and findings portion of the research study.  

Additional observations were necessary for two of the families (the Johnsons and the 

Logans) in order to further understand the parent participants’ context and relational 

factors involved in their interactions with the parent educator.   

 During the observations, I asked permission to use a digital tape recorder in order 

to preserve a record of home visits, and so that I could transcribe portions of the data for 

future analysis.  I also collected raw field notes during each visit and then used them to 

add details to the observation protocols (Hatch, 2002, p. 77).  These field notes were 

cross-referenced with the digital audio recordings to make sure I gave an accurate 

account of data I collected.  None of the families denied me permission to digitally record 

either the observations of the home visits or the one-on-one parent interviews. 
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   I kept a reflexive journal (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) which functioned as a log of 

my visits and interviews.  I recorded information such as: personal thoughts, self-

reflection, insights, and possible interpretations of the happenings during the study.  

Additionally, I noted changes I made in the study, and the reasoning I had for such 

decisions.  I took into consideration all this information as I analyzed the data (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985).   I believe this log added additional trustworthiness to the study, since it 

offered information about possible biases I may allowed to infiltrate my thinking while 

conducting the study. 

I used the digital recordings, coupled with raw field notes, to develop observation 

protocols.  While I intended to develop typed protocols for every parent visit observation, 

it became increasing apparent, as I typed the transcripts of the interviews and began 

analyzing this data source, that the interviews were the most important data source to 

answer my research questions and the observations served more as a source for 

corroborating information when there was a question or contradicting information that 

needed to be clarified.  I frequently cross-checked information as I analyzed the data in 

the interviews, comparing information in the interviews against information in both the 

field notes and the observation recordings.  Participants were contacted when I found it  

necessary to confirm information that wasn’t obvious within the interviews, field notes, 

or the observation recordings. 

Follow-up observations were requested for two of the families (the Johnsons and 

the Logans) in order to observe the interactions of the parents and parent educators during 

an additional home visit session.  Understanding the context of the relationship between 

the families and the parent educators was extremely important to this investigation; 
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therefore, with these two families I felt it was necessary to observe this relationship an 

additional time.    

Interviews. 

 According to Patton (1990), the main purpose of an interview is to allow the 

researcher to find out what is “in and on someone else’s mind” (p. 278).   Merriam (1998) 

explains that interviewing becomes necessary when we cannot observe behavior, 

feelings, or how people interpret the world around them.  She further suggests that 

interview is the best data collection technique to use when conducting an intensive case 

study of a limited number of participants.   

   Since it is the assumption of a social constructivist qualitative researcher that 

meaning is embedded in the participants’ prior experiences, in-depth, one-on-one 

interviews were conducted with each of the participants to investigate and understand the 

relationships between and among parents and parent educators and ways they 

reciprocally mediated actions and reactions within the program.  Additionally, through 

the interview process, I hoped to uncover participants’ cultural beliefs and values, which 

I believed to be unique to rural communities and mediated their understandings of the 

PAT program.  I further believed the interviews might reveal how the relationships 

parents have with parent educators mediated the depth of the families’ participation and 

engagement in the PAT program.  

 I conducted semi-structured interviews with each of the study participants.  Semi-

structured interviews assume that “individual respondents define the world in unique 

ways” (Merriam, 1998, p. 74).  They further allowed me to respond to the situation at 

hand and to the emerging views of the respondents, as well as new ideas about topics that 
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were brought up by the interviewee (Merriam, 1998).  This format allowed the parent 

participants to expound on issues they wishes and to address issues that were not 

included.  I allowed parents to take the lead, when they wished to do so, and gave them 

free rein to continue each vein of thought until they had exhausted the topic.  All 

interviews were audio recorded in a digital format and later transcribed.  Transcripts were 

used in data analysis and were made available to the participants. This was done in order 

to confirm (or deny) that the researcher’s reconstructions of the interview data was an 

accurate representation of the participants’ own recollections and realities (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985).  Each participant had opportunity to review his or her interview protocol 

and offer feedback concerning additions or deletions to the interview protocol.  These 

interview protocols were used as the focal piece of data analysis and for triangulation 

purposes in order to strengthen the credibility of the study. 

  Interview questions for parents and parent educators are located in Appendix B 

and D respectively.  The research questions served as only a skeletal framework for the 

interviews.  Open-ended questions, with flexible wording, allowed the participants’ 

answers to take multiple directions.  I explained to the participants that there were no 

“correct answers” to any of the questions I asked, but that any answer was acceptable as 

long as it reflected their true beliefs and experiences.  Each of the participants agreed to 

engage in the interview process.  None of the participants asked to omit or change any of 

the initial interview data.        

Unobtrusive data. 

 According to Hatch (2002), documents (official written communications) are 

powerful indicators of value systems operating within an institution.  They give a sense 
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of history and official positions of the institution or program being studied.  Patton (1990) 

suggests that documents can provide a behind-the-scenes look at institutional processes 

and how they came into being.  The documents I collected during my study provided a 

paper trail of events and information discussed in the findings.  I collected official 

documents such the following: newsletters, calendars, descriptions of events, summaries 

of group meetings, news releases, internal memos, informational pamphlets, parent hand-

outs, and handbooks.  These documents were collected and analyzed in order to gain a 

greater understanding of the Parents as Teachers program and to provide further 

verification of events and happenings of the local PAT program during the 2009-2010 

school year.   

Personal communications offer a different perspective since they are unofficial 

and may reflect individual views.  These communications could potentially reveal 

resistance to official positions and offer insights into the individual thoughts and ideas of 

the parent educators.  During the course of the study, I watched for opportunities to 

request and collect personal communications produced during the normal course of 

implementing the PAT program.  These personal communications among parent 

educators, school administrators, and families offered a glimpse into the unofficial 

workings of the program.  Permission from those who were involved in the 

communications was requested and secured before collecting and analyzing these 

documents. 

Records provide evidence of diverse occurrences within a program.  Personal, 

financial, and performance records are a few of the types of records that are normally 

kept by a program.  Some examples of documents I collected are the following:  records 
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documenting home-visits; types and frequencies of assessments; parent questionnaires; 

evaluations of group meetings; parent input and feedback concerning the services offered 

by the local PAT program.  I inquired about obtaining records used by and within the 

PAT program.  When permission was granted by the PAT site coordinator, I secured and 

later analyzed these documents   

 Unobtrusive data and artifacts, along with observations, field notes, reflective 

journal entries, and interviews were used in the triangulation process, which was intended 

to improve the confidence of the reported findings (Hatch, 2002). 

 All research questions were answered using the following data sources:  field note 

observations of parents and parent educators during home visits and group meetings, 

expanded field notes that filled in the gaps not covered by digital audio tapes; observation 

protocols, parent and parent educator interviews digitally audio-taped and developed into 

transcript protocols, unobtrusive data, and reflexive journal entries.  Additionally, not all 

observations were fully transcribed into transcripts.  It seemed more prudent to listen to 

the audio tape and purposely select sections which addressed particular areas of interest 

and transcribe only those sections that were pertinent to support (or discount) the 

interview data. 

Data Analysis Procedures 

 I used interpretive analysis, in order to give meaning to the data collected.  

According to Hatch (2002), interpretive analysis seeks to make sense of social situations, 

constructing explanations for what is occurring.  My role in the data analysis involved the 

following: making inferences, developing insights, refining understandings, and drawing 
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possible conclusions (Hatch, 2002).  These interpretations were a dynamic process that 

suggested numerous possible meanings of an event, object, experience, or text (Hatch, 

2002). 

 According to Crotty (1998), “Social constructivism emphasizes the hold our 

culture has on us: it shapes the way in which we see things (even in the way in which we 

feel things!), and gives us a quite definite view of the world” (p. 97).  Because the major 

focus of social constructivism is to uncover the ways in which individuals and groups 

participate in creating their perceived social reality, I studied the multiple realities 

constructed by the participants and the implications of those constructions on their lives, 

as well as their interactions with others.  During this process, I looked for patterns that 

repeated in the data.  I used those patterns to gain an understanding of the collective view 

of these participants as members of a rural community.  This process gave me additional 

insight into the understandings of these participants in a small rural community and in 

particular their understandings of the Parents as Teachers program.            

 Formal data analysis began early and was conducted both simultaneously with 

data collection (Merriam, 1998).  I analyzed the data, as I collected it, in order to gain 

knowledge that would provide guidance for future observations (Hatch, 2002; Lincoln 

and Guba, 1985).  I wrote notations in the margins of the interview protocols in order to 

stimulate critical thinking about the issues that were investigated. In addition, I wrote 

myself memos in a separate notebook in order to reflect on issues that were brought up in 

the observations and/or interviews and related them to the theoretical and substantive 

constructs (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992).  I used these memos as a tool to help me make 

sense of the data, and, later, as a way to make decisions about writing up the findings (i.e. 
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what should be included and how they should be represented) (Hatch, 2002).  A 

combination of raw field notes, observation protocols, transcripts from recorded 

interviews, documents that were collected, and journal entries were later used for data 

analysis, as well as for triangulation of the data.     

 Hatch (2002) suggests that researchers who intend to analyze their data using the 

interpretive method should begin with inductive analysis of the data first and then move 

on to the next level by adding on an interpretive aspect to their earlier inductive analysis.  

Therefore, initial data analysis involved inductive thinking; first examining the 

particulars within the data and then looking for patterns across individual observations 

(Hatch, 2002).  I read the early data looking for units of data, the tiniest bits of 

information that seemed to be relevant.  Based on Hatch’s (2002) recommendations, 

observational protocols and interview transcripts were examined line-by-line, word-by-

word to identify “specific individual utterances” (p. 163) that explained how meaning 

was constructed by the participants.   

As the units of data began to emerge, and I added to the observation and interview 

protocols available, I began to look for patterns across the units of data that seemed to 

make sense with what was emerging.  This led to the construction of frames of analysis 

or conceptual categories, which added a way of organizing the data into understandable 

frameworks.  Identifying these frames of analysis was guided by the purposes of the 

study and the research questions.  Because this study sought first to understand the 

individual perceptions of the participants toward the phenomena of the PAT program, it 

was important to thoroughly analyze the participants’ observation protocols and interview 

transcripts, looking for “units of data” (Merriam, 1998, p. 179) that reflected incidents, 
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respondents’ remarks, or words the participant used to describe their perceptions, 

feelings, or the PAT program in general.  These bits of information were then sorted into 

categories and compared to each consecutive piece of data I collected.  Additionally, as 

transcripts and observation protocols were read, I made notes, comments, questions, and 

personal observations in the margins of the protocols about aspects of the study that 

seemed to be most salient.  These notes were continuously collected and grouped as 

recurring regularities or patterns that began to emerge and form categories (Merriam, 

1998).            

 Next, I developed a set of domains (categories of meaning that include other 

categories) derived from the data.  According to Spradley (1979), all knowledge that 

individuals use to make sense of their worlds can be organized into domains.  Identifying 

domains allowed me to figure out how participants organized their perceptions and took 

part in the Parents as Teachers program.  I read each piece of data keeping Spradley’s 

(1979) semantic relationships in mind.   

 As the domains were identified, I created domain sheets to record the findings 

(see Hatch, 2002) and coded them for organizational purposes (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).  

Next, using the data-reduction method, I identify which domains seemed to emerge as 

being most useful for the purposes of the study.  This step helped me narrow the focus of 

the analysis.  Then, using the “constant comparative method” of analysis (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985, p. 341) I read and reread the data with specific domains in mind.  As these 

domains were located, coded in the margins, and then compared them with previous 

incidents in the same or different groups. Later these domains were sorted into various 

categories (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).   
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 Domains emerged spontaneously from participants’ responses.  These reflective 

insights and circumstances, which were revealed and made relevant by the participants in 

the study, were not initially obvious to me.  These domains were useful to stir up 

reflective thoughts that led to descriptive and explanatory categories.  I used memos, 

which I developed both during the course of the investigation and as reflective practices 

after data had been collected.  Additionally, the memos helped guide the course of further 

investigation and data collection, which was not initially identified as a part of my 

planned investigation.  Later, as I wrote up the summary and discussion of the findings, I 

returned to the memos to help guide my final thoughts concerning specific discussion 

points.   

 During the final step in the inductive process, I was looking for connections 

among the domains (Spradley, 1979).  I searched for patterns that were repetitive within 

the data and for patterns that showed linkages among the various parts of the data (Hatch, 

2002).  This final step involved carefully rereading the data with a broader focus in mind.  

The question, “What does all this mean?” became the main focus of my analysis.  

According to Hatch (2002), interpretation involves assigning meaning to the data.   

Interpretive data analysis involves “making sense of social situations by generating 

explanations for what’s going on within them” (p. 180).  It further involves making 

inferences, developing insights, assigning significance, refining understandings, and 

drawing plausible conclusions (Patton, 2002).     

 I began the interpretive phase of analysis by carefully rereading of the data to get 

a more holistic view of what was included.  Then I made an organized search of the 

interpretive thoughts I had identified throughout the data collection and analysis process.  
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Next, I reviewed the thoughts I had recorded in the margins of the protocols and 

transcripts during the early analysis.  I re-evaluated those impressions, searching for those 

thoughts that seemed to explain what was actually going on.  This process led me to 

identify some relationships among my impressions.  Finally, I identified some tentative 

hunches concerning the possible significance of observed events, or reasonable 

explanations for participants’ responses or behaviors (Hatch, 2002). 

 Using these impressions as a guide, I wrote an interpretive summary drawing 

together relevant interpretations I had gathered from the memos and drawing them 

together into a cohesive narrative account of what seemed to be the most significant 

phenomena.  The interpretive summary offers a descriptive account of how the 

participants made sense of their individual and collective experiences, while alternately 

focusing on specific details and broader issues. 

 It must be said that my role as an elementary teacher in the Fairfield schools for 

ten years in this district, as well as my close relationship with the Fairfield PAT 

coordinator, Hannah, played a role in my collection and interpretation of data for this 

study.  While an outsider would never have been accepted into the fabric of the 

community, nor would they be allowed to conduct a study such as this, at the same time, 

my close association with the families, parent educators, school district administration, 

must be understood as having influenced my interpretations of the data.  It is understood 

in qualitative research that as the researcher, my perspective is affected by my past 

experiences and relationships.     

Methods Implemented to Establish Trustworthiness 
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 Patton (2002) suggests that social construction and constructivist perspectives 

have “created a new language and concepts” (p. 546) in order to distinguish quality in 

qualitative research.  Lincoln and Guba (1985) proposed that qualitative research requires 

different criteria from traditional quantitative methods.  They suggest using credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability in order to establish trustworthiness.  To 

ensure the trustworthiness of this study, I utilized the following procedures. 

Credibility.   

 According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), credibility can be established by applying 

the following techniques:  prolonged engagement; persistent observation; triangulation; 

peer-debriefing; referential adequacy; and member checks.  I established prolonged 

engagement by conducting the study over a seven month period.  This provided sufficient 

time to “learn the culture, test for misinformation, and build trust” (p. 301).  In an attempt 

to establish credibility, I began my project with a pilot study nearly nine months prior to 

my first “official” observations.  In this way, I was able to gain a more extensive 

understanding of the research site and the daily routines of the parent educators as they 

carried out their official and unofficial duties.  Additionally, it allowed me to establish a 

rapport with the parent educators which permitted me to better appreciate how and why 

they implemented the program services.   

 Lincoln and Guba (1985) argue that the purpose of persistent observation is to 

identify the components in the context that are the most pertinent to the issues involved 

and concentrate on them.  This adds an element of relevance to the study.  Persistent 

observation was conducted in a systematic manner starting with observations of the 

parent educators and parent participants during regularly scheduled home visits.  During 
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this time, I made tentative speculations about factors that seemed to be most relevant in 

the study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  As more and more observations occurred, these 

factors were explored in greater detail to determine whether or not they were important 

and if they could be confirmed throughout the study 

 Triangulation was also used to improve the credibility of this study.  Lincoln and 

Guba (1985) suggest that using different data collection methods (e.g. interviews, 

observations, unobtrusive data, etc.) as a means of triangulating the data strengthens the 

study’s credibility.  As the study progressed I compared particular pieces of information 

which surfaced against other sources to confirm whether or not they were genuine (i.e. 

factual, accurate, correct, authentic, etc.).  According to Lincoln and Guba (1985) “no 

single item of information (unless coming from an elite and unimpeachable source) 

should ever be given serious consideration unless it can be triangulated” (p. 283).         

 Both formal and informal member checks were conducted with the parent 

educators and parent participants, and proved to be a crucial technique for establishing 

credibility (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Upon completing observation protocols and 

interview transcripts, I provided participants copies of these documents so they could 

look over the contents and offer feedback.  Additionally, as I wrote up the findings, I 

included the parent educators in constructing the contents.  

 Peer debriefing occurred as I discussed various aspects of my study with a 

doctoral peer to explore aspects of the study that I may have misinterpreted.  

Additionally, debriefing continued as I worked with a high school English teacher, who 

assisted me in the editing and revision process.  Her questioning and discussion of the 

content, as we worked together editing and revising the text piece-by-piece, compelled 
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me to think more deeply about the data and the meaning which I intended to portray.  

Finally, as I continued the writing process, a second professor read parts of my 

dissertation to help me clarify the intended meaning and also provided opportunities for 

me to receive meaningful feedback, as I continued to edit and revise sections.  His fresh 

perspective offered me an additional opportunity for clarification of my thinking, as I 

talked through the ideas and impressions that surfaced during analyses and writing up the 

findings.   

Transferability.  

 Transferability has been established mainly through thick, rich description of the 

context, participants, research methods, and procedures, etc.  The decision as to whether 

this case can be transferable to other situations is up to the reader. 

Dependability. 

 According to Guba (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), there can be no validity without 

reliability and no credibility without dependability; therefore, by demonstrating 

credibility, the researcher will establish dependability.  Overlap methods (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985) are much the same as triangulation, which has already been discussed.  

Describing the researcher’s role as interpreter, as well as analyzing the limitations and 

obtrusiveness of that role, is another way I have established dependability.   

Confirmability.  

 The audit trail is the primary technique I used to establish confirmability.  I 

thoroughly documented all raw data.  Further, all information was labeled and filed in a 

well-organized manner to make certain that all data were protected and kept confidential 
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(Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Anyone questioning the method, data, or analysis can simply 

follow the audit trail. 

TABLE 1:  Methods Implemented to Establish Trustworthiness  

  

Criteria Methods  

Credibility  Prolonged engagement 

 Triangulation of sources and methods 

 Peer Debriefing 

 Member check 

 Constant Comparative Method 

 Referential adequacy 

  

Transferability  Thick, rich description 

Dependability  Overlap of data collection methods 

 Systematicity of observations and data 

collection 

 Estimations of data collection 

obtrusiveness 

 Thick descriptions  

 Analysis of researcher’s role  

 

Confirmability  Audit Trail  

 Triangulation 

 Systematicity of observations and data 

collection 

 Peer debriefing 

 Member check 

 Thick, rich description 

(Adapted from Baker, 1995)  

 

Limitations 

First, due to time constraints, I was only able to observe and collect data from ten 

of the families enrolled in the PAT program for this small rural school district.  During 

the 2009-2010 school year, the district’s PAT program served 82 families.  While the 
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study sample of ten families is only a small portion of the total program, it intentionally 

represents a cross-section of the district’s PAT families.  Further, the majority of the 

families were low income or working class.  I intentionally asked the parent educators to 

include more families who were low income, since I wanted to understand how they 

understood the program and ways the program was of service to them.  This study offers 

one representation of the Parents as Teachers home visiting program serving a small rural 

community, and must be understood in light of this limitation.  More families would need 

to be studied in order to fully understand the perceptions of rural parents concerning the 

PAT program. 

Second, I did not develop a transcribed protocol for each of the observation digital 

recordings.  I made a decision to listen carefully to each observation recording and 

transcribe only the portions that seemed to corroborate evidence I had previously 

identified through the interview analyses or my field notes.  This could potentially affect 

the thoroughness of the analysis; however, every possible effort was made to be 

methodical, conscientious, and honor the intent of each participant’s perceptions, based 

on the recordings.  

Finally, the researcher as instrument also has limitations.  “At all levels of the 

system, what people think they’re doing, what they say they’re doing, what they appear 

to be doing, and what in fact they are doing, may be sources of considerable discrepancy.  

Any research that threatens to reveal these discrepancies, threatens to create dissonance 

both personal and political” (MacDonald & Walker, 1977 in Merriam, 1998, pp. 42-43). 

My role as researcher had limitations as well.  My presence in the homes of families in 

light of my previous role as a classroom “teacher”, for many years in this same district, 
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may have been a factor in the level of comfort with which parents answered the interview 

questions.  Also, my role as a researcher and a doctoral candidate from a university, well 

known to the community, may also have affected parents’ interactions during my 

observations at home visits, as well as their answers to questions during the interview 

sessions.  I did my best to make parents feel comfortable.  I explained that there were no 

right or wrong answers, encouraged them to be candid in their responses, and allowed 

them to take the lead, when there were issues they wished to pursue.  I do however 

concede that they were in all likelihood affected in diverse ways by my presence, my 

questions, and my intentions as I carried out the study. 
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CHAPTER 4:  Findings 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to understand how and why parents in Fairfield, a 

small rural school district, engaged in the local PAT home visiting program.  I began 

reporting the findings by first describing the context of the study.  The context was 

composed of five separate but intertwining elements: the surrounding rural community, 

the school district, the local PAT program, the parent educators (PEs), and a selected 

sample (cross-section) of ten PAT families.  Each of these elements played a distinct role 

in explaining the findings of this study; however, none developed in isolation.  Therefore, 

the context could best be explained as an intersection of elements in various 

configurations and at differing levels of intensity.  This assumption permeated the 

reporting of the findings for this study. 

By way of further explanation, I gathered the background information presented in this 

chapter by spending several months (August 2009-October 2010) in the company of 

parent educators as they carried out their duties, including home visits, screenings, group 

meetings, and staff meetings.  

 The overall structure I use to report the findings of this research is guided by my 

research sub-questions.  I begin by addressing sub-question one:  How do parent 

educators perceive the effectiveness the PAT home-visiting program in reaching, 

retaining and helping families in rural areas?  In particular, how do parent educators 

perceive the effectiveness of  PAT in reaching, retaining, and helping those families who 

have been identified as meeting the criteria of” high-needs” (Senate Bill 658: The Early 
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Childhood Development Act, 2008, p. 20)?  A brief profile of each parent educator has 

been provided as an introduction to this section.  The profiles offer a more personal and 

historical account of the PE participants.  They are intended to situate the reader to better 

understand the reasoning behind the choices PEs made while implementing the PAT 

program with the families they served.  Further, they have provided a lens through which 

to view the families included in the study. 

Next, I address research sub-question two: How do parent educators’ perceptions 

of parents’ and families’ needs mediate their efforts in fostering recruitment, continuing 

engagement, and long-term retention of families in the PAT program?  For this question, 

I examine the ways in which the needs of parents and families, as perceived by the parent 

educator participants, influence parent educators’ efforts to actively promote recruitment, 

cultivate high-level engagement, sustain long-term retention, and provide personal 

assistance to the families in this study. 

Context of the Study 

Surrounding community.  

 The community surrounding Fairfield School District is mainly farm ground-- 

rolling grasslands, and rich river-bottom crop land.  The landscape is dotted with large, 

brick plantation-like homes, many of which were built in the pre-Civil War era.  These 

picturesque farms are a touching reminder of days gone by, since most large “family 

farms” have been taken over by city land owners or broken apart into smaller sections of 

ground and sold to individual home owners.  There are still a few family farms and a 

group of farmers who rent/lease ground from the city land owners.   These local farmers, 
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as well as the historically strong agricultural roots of the community, ground the school 

in “rural cultural norms” and offer stability and pride in rural values.  The predominance 

of an agrarian culture has maintained a longstanding and proud heritage of the Future 

Farmers of America (FFA) organization within the Fairfield School District.     

There are two main villages and several smaller communities which compose the 

Fairfield School.   Elmsville (population 435) has its origins dating back to 1835 and is 

located on a main, four-lane state highway.  The town was built along the Short Line 

Railroad and connected the town to a major urban area in the state.  Centerville 

(population 490) is located along the Mississippi River and has historical roots tied to 

explorers such as Lewis and Clark, dating back to the early 1800’s.   Along with five 

other much smaller communities, these two main villages make up the Fairfield School 

District population.  

Three main industries, which are located along the Mississippi River, were the 

main tax base and employment source for the community.  They included a fertilizer 

plant, a cement plant, and a chemical plant.  The recent economic recession had forced 

the closing of two of these three main employers.  This reduction in local tax-based 

revenue, along with recent state funding cuts, have further added to the economic woes of 

the school district.  During the summer of 2010, it was announced that one of the main 

buildings would be temporarily closed in order to reduce costs.  Several veteran teachers 

were encouraged to accept retirement packages, and reductions in staff for art and music 

were also decided. 
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The racial composition of the community surrounding Fairfield School at the time 

of this study was primarily Caucasian.  Racial demographics for the two main villages 

and Fairfield School District are as noted in Table 2: 

TABLE 2:  Racial Demographics 

Breakdown of Fairfield School District and Surrounding Community by 

Percentages 

 

Racial 

Demographics 

Caucasian African-

American 

Asian American 

Indian 

Latino Other 

Fairfield 

School 

District 

93.8 5.0 0.2 0.0 1.1 0.0 

Elmsville 93.1 6.2 0.0 0.5 1.8 0.9 

Centerville 90.8 9.4 0.6 0.0 3.1 2.0 

   

According to the 2000 Census, 22.3% of the families in Centerville and 14.8% of 

the families in Elmsville live below the Federal Poverty Level (FPL).  Considering the 

national economic downturn, coupled with the local loss of major employers, I would 

expect the 2010 Census to reveal a significantly higher number of families living below 

the FPL.  The food services clerk at the Fairfield School District informed me that the 

district is nearing the 53% FRL rate (Interview KG, September, 2010).  She also 

informed me that there are a substantial portion of Fairfield School District families who 

could qualify for FRL but are reluctant to do so, based on their fear of being looked down 

on by the local community.   
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Rural pride suggests that you “make do with what you have” and “pull your self 

up by your own bootstraps”; therefore, families are reluctant to accept help (hand-outs) 

from government agencies, even when families meet the low-income criteria.  

Additionally, a prevalent line of thinking is that if people suffer from financial difficulty-- 

loss of income, hunger, etc.-- it must be because they did not work hard enough or didn’t 

manage their money very well.  Those who are not financially able to care for the needs 

of their families may believe that they are admitting to being indolent or foolish.  

Families who meet the financial criteria for FRL and yet refuse to accept help may not 

understand that this decision not only affects their families, but may affect funding 

allocations for the entire school district.  Schools identified as  Title 1 (due to high 

numbers of FRL students) were able to access funding that financially benefitted the 

whole district (i.e. Title 1 preschool funding, funding for all snacks/meals provided for 

the 21
st
 Century Before and After School Care program, etc.).  These decisions are 

examples of the strong rural pride that exists in the Fairfield school district and 

surrounding communities. 

The majority of the community was solidly lower-middle class – the working 

poor.  The median household income for Centerville is $23,611 (per 2000 Census Data) 

and for Elmsville it was $35,104, both well below the county average.  When these data 

are amalgamated with the district’s FRL data, it is clear that the economic status of the 

community surrounding Fairfield school was depressed.    

The community surrounding Fairfield School had a long-standing strong base of 

Christian beliefs and values that was a part of the culture of the community and, 

consequently, the school.  According to Lareau (2003), “The actions of individuals are 
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guided by norms (rules or guidelines for specific situations).  Over time, some of these 

rule systems…coalesced into institutions” (p. 14).  One such institution is the school.  In 

Fairfield, the strong Christian origins and rural culture of the community are embedded in 

the social norms of the school culture.  Hence, the behavioral expectations, social 

guidelines/norms for conduct among the school population, including administration, 

faculty, staff, and students, were based, at least in part, on these principles.  While these 

standards for behavior and social norms were generally not explicitly set forth, they were 

implicitly imparted in the way teachers valued particular actions (behaviors) of their 

students and others were not.  At times their expectations conflicted with the expectations 

children had been taught in their home context. 

 Fairfield school.  

Parents’ reasons for engaging in PAT (or not) and following through (or not) were 

influenced by a complex set of mediating factors, that included the context of the 

Fairfield School and the surrounding rural community.  Fairfield School District was 

located in a secluded rural area.  The physical location was set in the picturesque rolling 

hills, and knobs which border the Mississippi River Valley.  On every side of the school’s 

perimeter were grain fields, pastures with grazing cattle, stately barns, and wooded areas.  

Fairfield lay approximately six miles from the nearest village and 17 miles from the 

nearest town with a grocery store.  Its remote location was both an advantage and a 

drawback for those who worked in and attended Fairfield schools. 

 Three main buildings housed the 517 students PK-12 at Fairfield School: an 

elementary; a middle-school (recently closed due to severe funding cuts locally and by 

the state); and a high school.  The school buildings were all one story and had been built 
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and renovated over a lengthy period of time starting in the 1950’s.  There was a strong 

sense of community and school pride within the district. Parents who had grown up 

attending Fairfield School were fiercely loyal to the school, and often made sure their 

children also attended even when that attendance meant a long commute to work or 

relocating within the district.  Loyalty to the district was of such importance that those 

alumni who lived outside of the boundaries of the school district were willing to pay 

tuition to have their children attend their alma mater. 

A passion existed in the community for commitment to and achievement in 

sports.  Several state championship teams had originated from the Fairfield school 

district.  Signs, commemorating victorious soft ball and basket ball teams, marked the 

entrance of the school driveway.  These served as evidence of historic school pride.  

Inside the school, large pictures of sports teams decorated the entrance.  Academic 

achievement was also highly regarded.  A robust emphasis was placed on responsibility, 

hard work, and diligence, which were expected of the students and their parents alike.  A 

high percentage of Fairfield’s students graduated from high school (95.1 % for 2009-

2010 school year as compared with 79.0% graduation rate for the state) and a respectable 

number of the previous year’s graduating class went on to a four-year college (29%), a 

two-year college (22.6 %), or a post-secondary institution (9.7%). 

A significant majority of teachers were former students at Fairfield, and fiercely 

loyal to the district as well.  Historically, teachers had maintained a long tenure in the 

district, with a high percentage staying between 25 and 35 years.  This gave the district 

stability in their faculty’s philosophy and a sense of pride and commitment to excellence 

in education of the district’s children.  There was also a strong sense of camaraderie 
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among the teachers in the school.  When misfortune struck a member of the faculty-- in 

terms of illness, accident, or death-- the faculty rallied to aid that colleague or the family. 

For example, a benefit dinner and auction were held to raise money to meet the cost of 

hospitalization and care of a family in need when, in 2005, a teacher at Fairfield was 

diagnosed with liver cancer. That benefit raised over $10,000 for his medical bills and to 

help his family. 

While the district was committed to excellence in academic performance, the 

administration had not been consistent in allocating funds to accomplish this goal.  

Teacher salaries had kept pace with some neighboring districts, surpassing the salary 

schedules of the other three county schools.  However, in comparison with suburban and 

urban districts, salaries were considerably lower than schools even as close as 20 miles 

away.   

Additionally, the priority for excellence in academics did not lead to consistent 

purchases of curriculum materials. Provisions had not been in place to update textbooks 

on a set rotational basis (which is policy in many districts in the state), and many of the 

textbooks were significantly outdated (social studies textbooks copyrighted in the early 

1980’s) and in ill repair.  The kindergarten – sixth grade (K-6) science series was adopted 

and implemented during the 1996-1997 school year.  Prior to this K-6 series adoption, 

there had been no purchases during the past 10 – 15 years.  A math textbook series was 

adopted and implemented during the 2007-2008 school year, and plans were made for a 

reading textbook series adoption for the 2010-2011 school year.  

Another indication of the personal commitment to the needs of families in the 

Fairfield School District, and the value placed on academic excellence, was the decision 
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in 2001 to apply for a 21
st
 Century Community Learning Center (21

st
 Century CLC) 

grant.  This grant was written by the local YMCA director (former high school principal 

at Fairfield) and is a countywide program, housed locally in all four county school 

districts.  This program provided a before-and-after-school program which consisted of 

the following components: before-school program–parents could drop off a child at 

school as early as six a.m. and children were provided breakfast and care until school 

commenced; after-school program–children came directly after school dismissal, were 

provided a snack, and helped with homework.  There was a focus on core subjects such 

as reading, math, and science; however, cultural experiences, recreation time/physical 

activity, and transportation home were also provided 

(www2.ed.gov/programs/21stcclc/index.html).  When the program began, it was fully 

funded (free to parents) with a gradual increase in the parents’ financial responsibility 

over a three-year period until the parent was completely financially responsible.  Local 

scholarships were available for children whose families could not afford for them to 

attend, but were in need of the program’s services. 

One final indicator of the district’s commitment to excellence in education is the 

decision to write a grant to start a three-and four-year-old preschool program, housed 

within the public school.  Additionally, the administrators who initiated the preschool 

grant showed judicious foresight by including transportation to children who enrolled.  

Being in a rural district, they knew that children would not be able to attend unless 

transportation was provided.     
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Fairfield Parents as Teachers program. 

Parent educators. 

 The local Fairfield PAT program consisted of three parent educators (PEs); 

Hannah, Sally, and Brenna.   Hannah performed a dual role--parent educator and program 

coordinator (PC).    The program was housed in a classroom (formerly one of the 

kindergarten rooms) within the lower elementary building.  PEs were considered a part of 

the school faculty and reported for work in the morning, as did the rest of the teachers in 

the district.  Their schedule was significantly different than a regular classroom teacher, 

however, since they began their day by catching up on record keeping, planning or 

documenting group meetings. They frequently left school before noon to visit families 

and often they did not return for the remainder of the day.   

Parent educators had to be flexible as they scheduled their days.  While meeting 

the needs of families with young children, parent educators frequently experienced 

cancellations, rescheduling, and numerous failed attempts when doing home visits.   

Some visits had to be scheduled in the evenings or on Saturdays in order to accommodate 

parents’ work schedules.  PEs scheduled their visits and their lives around the needs of 

the families they served.  Often they would travel many miles to a home visit only to 

discover that the family was not there.  In rural areas this could be costly in both time and 

fuel, since families lived up to 25 or 30 miles from the school.  Parent educators tried to 

call ahead and talk with a family member to remind them before they traveled to the 

home; but, there were still frequent missed visits (especially with High Needs families). 

Parent educators developed close relationships with many of their families.  This 

relationship was built over time and was reinforced (or undermined) through the 
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collaborative encounters between the PE and the parent, which happened mainly during 

the home visits.  The common bond they shared, which was the focal point of their 

relationship, was their desire to give the child/children the best possible start in life.  This 

gave them a common goal on which to focus their attention.  The closer the match 

between the beliefs of the parent and the PE, concerning how the goals could be 

accomplished, the stronger the reciprocal relationship became. 

 At the time of the study, parent educators at Fairfield School were all well 

qualified and properly trained to implement the PAT program.  They had to have one of 

the following additional certifications:   

 Certification and/or a four year degree in one of the following:  

o Early Childhood Education  

o Early Childhood Special Education  

o Elementary Education  

o Vocational Home Economics or Family and Consumer Sciences  

o Child Development  

 A two-year associate degree or two-year certificate program in Early Childhood 

Education, Child Development, or Nursing and demonstrated ability in working 

with your children and their parents.  

 60 semester hours or more of credit from an academic degree granting institution, 

which is contained within the United States Department of  Education’s Directory 

of Post-Secondary Institutions, and two years of successful  experience in a 

program working with young children and their parents as  approved by the 

Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE).  
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 Five years of successful experience in a program working with young children 

and their parents as approved by DESE. 

(Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, 2008) 

Additionally, all PEs had to have completed at least 30 clock hours of pre-service 

training in the Born to Learn Curriculum™.  Hannah had 25 years of service with the 

PAT program and was a Registered Nurse (RN).  Sally had 16 years of experience in the 

program.  Brenna had served three years in the local PAT program and was on track to 

complete her BS in early childhood education in May of 2011.  All PEs at Fairfield 

School had completed all professional development hours required by the ECDA 

Program Guidelines and Administrative Manual (Senate Bill 658, 2008, pp. 10-11). 

PAT funding and program services.                     

School districts in this state were required by state law to provide PAT services to 

families.  Funding allocations for district PAT programs were issued by the Department 

of Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE).  Each local school district was required 

by the state to serve at least 44% of their targeted preschool population in order to 

comply with Missouri School Improvement Program (MSIP).  A quota was set by the 

state, based on a formula which involved Full Service Equivalent Units (FSEU) for 

children birth-through-age-three and basic contact units (BCU) for children ages three 

through kindergarten entry.  A FSEU was five contacts and a BCU was three contacts.  It 

was the goal of the PAT program to provide full service to all eligible families.    

During the school year of this study, Fairfield School’s PAT program served 93% 

of the prenatal-to-three-years (P1) quota and 122% of the three-years-to-kindergarten 

(P3) quota.  Historically, this program had served over and above its quota by making the 
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decision as a district to serve all families who requested services.  This decision involved 

additional funding provided by the local district in order to pay for the additional 

families.  Fairfield clearly valued the PAT program and its role in preparing children to 

be successful in school at kindergarten entrance.  Fairfield parent educators believed that 

this could best be accomplished by providing parents with child development education, 

offering support and encouragement, and presenting models of best practices in 

parenting--which were based on the most current research in early childhood education.  

  The local PAT program served 90 families during the 2009-2010 school year.  

Families were divided among the three parent educators as follows: Hannah 15 families; 

Sally 43 families; and Brenna 32 families.  A total of 117 children were involved in the 

PAT program at Fairfield School during the 2009-2010 school year: 73 children who 

ranged in age from birth through three years of age; and 44 children ages three years 

through five years.  The percentage of PAT families in the Fairfield School District who 

met the high needs (HN) criteria was 67%.  These families were eligible to receive 

additional personal visits, per the state’s ECDA (See Senate Bill 658, 2008, pp. 16-18).      

The total budget for the Fairfield PAT program during the 2009-2010 school year 

was $48, 736.  Of this total budget, $27,576 was contributed by the state Department of 

Elementary and Secondary Education.  The total budget also included $21,160 provided 

by the Fairfield district.  The district was reimbursed by the state for screenings and 

contacts (home visits and/or group meetings) based on reports submitted by the 

coordinator to the superintendent at regular intervals during the school year, with a final 

report submitted on May 15th of each year.  
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Personal home visits. 

Families with children ages birth through three years were offered a minimum of 

eight contacts per year.  These were split between home visits and group meetings (with 

no fewer than four personal visits offered per year).  Families with children ages three to 

five years were offered a minimum of three contacts per year (two personal visits and one 

group meeting).  Teen parents (parent under the age of 20 years), who required a 

specialized program, were offered a minimum of one personal visit, while all remaining 

contacts (up to 22) were offered as either group meetings or personal visits.  Fairfield 

served eight teen families.  Brenna had completed specialized training (offered through 

the PAT National Center) to address the needs of teen parents.  She was the primary 

parent educator who worked with teen families.   

High needs (HN) families, as stated above, were eligible to receive additional 

contacts, above and beyond those provided by the PAT program’s basic services.  HN 

families with children prenatal through three years of age were offered an additional 20 

contacts per year.  HN families with children ages three years through five years were 

offered an additional 22 contacts per year.  All additional contacts for HN families were 

required to be personal visits (with the exception of teen families). 

Group meetings. 

Group meetings were offered to parents seven times throughout the 2009-2010 

school year.  As stated in Senate Bill 658 (2008), the primary purpose of group meetings 

was to “provide child development information to families in an environment that will 

encourage them to share with other families with similar age children and discuss 

parenting issues” (p. 14).  Parent educators in the Fairfield School District believed that 
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group meetings were an opportunity to involve the children in activities with other 

children their own ages and allow parents to observe ways their child interacted socially 

with other children (PEIP HH 3; PEIP SL 4 & 5).  Furthermore, parent educators 

believed it was important for PAT parents to interact with each other, develop 

relationships, and learn from each other, since they would most likely be interacting for 

the remainder of their children’s schooling (preschool through twelfth grade) (PEIP HH 

3).  Therefore, parent educators purposefully arranged group meetings that were 

interactional and activity oriented, as well as informational in nature (PEIP SL 4 &5; 

PEIP BL 5 & 6).   

According to the Fairfield parent educators, one of their main objectives for these 

meetings was to structure activities that would encourage parent/child interactions, 

child/child interactions, and parent/parent interactions (PEIP HH 3; PEIP BL 5).  Each of 

these social relationships was built over time and was extremely important to the ultimate 

educational achievement of the children.  Parents as Teachers’ group meetings were often 

a family’s first exposure to the school district, since group meetings were most often held 

at the school site.  These meetings offered parents the opportunity to become familiar 

with the teachers and administrators at Fairfield School, and hopefully to begin to build 

mutually respectful relationships with these individuals (PEIP SL 6 & 7). 

The first group meeting during the 2009-2010 school year was held early in 

September and involved a district-wide yard sale at the Fairfield Elementary School.  

“Tailgate for Tots” had traditionally been held in the village of Elmsville, but since the 

Child Identification & Protection program was being held the same day at the school, the 

PAT district coordinator asked to combine the two events.  Six more group meetings 
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were planned and carried out during the 2009-2010 school year.  In early October 

“Pumpkin Patch,” a visit to a local pumpkin farm, offered opportunities for parents and 

children to engage in activities such as a hayride, hot dog roast, and straw maze.  Later in 

October, “The Harvest Festival” was jointly sponsored by the Parent/Teachers 

Organization (PTO) and Fairfield Parents as Teachers.  Activities included a chili supper, 

Halloween costume parade, games with prizes, and a book fair.  Parents and children 

ages preschool through sixth grade, were invited to this event.   

Winter group meetings included “Breakfast with Santa” in early December and 

“Nutrition from A to Z” in early February.  Activities planned for “Breakfast with Santa” 

got those in attendance into the holiday spirit by participating in parent/child activities 

such as Igloo Building, Snowball Toss, Letters to Santa, Sled Race, and. of course, 

Breakfast with Santa Claus.  The February meeting featured a speaker, a nutritionist from 

a large urban area children’s hospital.  This event was sponsored by the Fairfield parent 

educators, and organized with the help of a foster parent who has been involved in the 

local PAT program.  She arranged for the nutritionist to come and encouraged several of 

the foster parents in her local foster parent support group to attend the “Nutrition from A 

to Z” group meeting.  The before- and after-school care program workers at Fairfield, a 

program offered through the local community YMCA organization, were invited to 

attend as well.  There was a presentation and many pamphlets and handouts concerning 

proper nutrition for preschool children.  Childcare was provided for parents who came to 

the program. 

Spring group meetings involved the children and their parents in outdoor 

parent/child activities.  The March group meeting “Spring Fun” included activities such 
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as an Easter egg hunt, bubble blowing activity, bunny ear craft project, egg decorating, 

and corn dig.  The Easter Bunny made an appearance, as well as a live rabbit for children 

to observe, pet, and hold.  The April group meeting, “Spring Round-up” (western theme 

of cowboy and cowgirl activities), had to be cancelled in light of the extensive state 

funding cuts to the Parents as Teachers program during the 2009-2010 school year.    

In May, the final group meeting event for the 2009-2010 school year was the “Family 

Appreciation Picnic.”  The local PAT program sponsored a barbeque (hot dogs and 

hamburgers) with parents bringing carry-in food items to add to the buffet-style meal. 

There was also a 25th Birthday Celebration of the PAT program and a surprise 

retirement reception for Hannah, to celebrate her 25 years of service with the PAT 

program.  She was presented with a plaque and many gifts.  Birthday cake was served to 

all those attending.  Children were encouraged to bring their tricycles, bicycles and 

scooters to ride in a roped-off area of the parking lot (an especially enjoyable activity for 

rural children who have limited hard-surface riding space at home).  The event was held 

in the recess area of the lower-elementary school, so children were allowed to play on the 

playground equipment.  

Screenings.              

Annual developmental screenings were offered to families through Fairfield 

School’s PAT program.  These screenings were defined in the Early Childhood 

Development Act (ECDA) as, “The process of measuring the progress of children to 

determine if there are problems or potential problems or advanced abilities.”(Senate Bill 

658, 2008, p. 3)  Screening involves the use of varied assessment instruments to monitor 

physical growth and development (e.g. health, hearing and vision), as well as cognitive, 
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language, motor, and social-emotional development.  Screenings occurred at regular 

intervals for children aged six months through five years.  The first screening was 

completed when children were between six months and one year of age.  Subsequent 

screenings occurred yearly from ages two years through kindergarten entrance.   

While the state only reimbursed the Fairfield district for one screening per year, 

Hannah (Member Check, March 29, 2011) pointed out that  parent educators did 

screenings more frequently (without compensation from the state), if they felt it was in 

the best interest of the child.  If concerns were identified during a regularly scheduled 

screening, alternative intervention strategies (activities) were suggested by the parent 

educators and progress was monitored monthly.  The parent educator rescreened the child 

a month or two later to determine whether to refer for further evaluation, continue current 

intervention strategies and then rescreen, or change/increase strategies and rescreen at a 

later time.    

The three primary screening instruments used by the PEs at Fairfield School were  

the Ages & Stages Questionnaires®, Third Edition (ASQ-3™) (© Paul H. Brookes 

Publishing Co., Inc.); the Denver II (© Copyright 2002-2010 DDM),  and the 

Developmental Indicators for the Assessment of Learning – Third Edition (DIAL-3) 

(Copyright © 2011 Pearson Education, Inc.).  The ASQ-3 was filled out on or close to the 

child’s second birthday, during a regular monthly visit, or at initial registration by the 

parent educator (if entering the PAT program between two and three years of age).  All 

screenings up to age three were given by the parent educator in the child’s home.  

Fairfield PAT children were screened using the Denver II at one year of age and again at 

age three.   
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Toward the end of each child’s third year, parents were asked to bring their child 

to the school for a thorough health, hearing and vision screening.  Children were taken to 

the school nurse’s office, where they were weighed and measured, and a Born to Learn 

Health Record (PAT National Center, 2005) was filled out jointly by the parent and the 

parent educator.  This document was updated annually and kept in the child’s file. During 

this visit either the Denver II or the ASQ was selected and administered at the discretion 

of the parent educator.   

Early childhood screenings were available to all preschool children in the 

Fairfield School District in the month of March.  All preschool children in the Fairfield 

District were eligible to be screened, even those who did not participate in the PAT 

program.  Children who were planning to participate in the Fairfield Preschool program 

were especially encouraged to participate.  All children attending the Early Childhood 

Screening were assessed using the Dial-3.     

    Kindergarten Round-ups were sponsored in the month of April by the Fairfield PAT 

program and were open to all children who would be attending kindergarten during the 

successive school year.  Often this screening included children who were not currently 

participating in the PAT program, nor had they had any association with the PAT 

program in the past.  Kindergarten teachers took an active role in these screenings, 

making sure to personally screen any children who would be in their classes, so that they 

could have an idea of these children’s performance as they planned for curriculum 

implementation and instructional strategies.  The speech and language teacher, the school 

nurse, and a former parent educator from Fairfield School also helped with the 

Kindergarten Round-up screening process.  Children were weighed and measured, given 
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a health, hearing and vision screening assessment and a dental screening.  Additionally, 

parents were asked to fill out a brief Health Questionnaire.  The DIAL-3 was then 

administered to each child. 

Program evaluation. 

 Evaluation of the Fairfield PAT program involved internal evaluation by an 

Advisory Board.  This board was composed of the following members:  the 

superintendent, the elementary and high school principals, the preschool teacher and 

aides, the parent educators, the district coordinator, the school board president, the 

present school nurse and a former school nurse, the school counselor, the school librarian, 

a physical therapist (PT) and an occupational therapist (OT), Parent/Teacher 

Organization (PTO) president, a former administrator, a retired teacher, a member of the 

local business community, and a minister.  The Parents as Teachers National Center 

(PAT National Center, 2005) provided guidelines and self-evaluation procedures, 

whereby Fairfield’s local PAT program could evaluate its effectiveness in implementing 

a quality program and keeping proper records, which offered evidence of the program’s 

performance.  The Advisory Board met twice each school year, on September 29, 2009, 

and again on April 27, 2010.  This committee was comprised of 25 members and was 

kept informed of the program’s implementation and performance, based on the prescribed 

standards and quality indicators developed by the PAT National Center (Program 

Evaluation Handbook, 2004).    

 Parent educators held staff meetings every other week during the school year.  

During the first staff meeting in the fall, they developed yearly goals for program 

improvement based on parent evaluation forms collected at group meetings and from the 
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end-of-the-year evaluations filled out by parents at the Parent Appreciation Picnic in 

May.  In addition, parent educators had informal discussions with parents (during home 

visits) periodically throughout the school year concerning which program goals and 

implementation strategies they felt were going well and things they would like to see 

changed in their own personal services.  In the first fall newsletter, parents were offered 

the opportunity to make changes with program services, including a change in their 

parent educator, if for any reason the parent did not feel comfortable with their present 

service implementation or parent educator match-up.  

 Parent educators were evaluated by the PAT district coordinator (Hannah) once 

during each school year.  She accompanied each parent educator on a home visit and 

filled out an evaluation form, based on program indicators and expectations for a parent 

educator’s performance during home visits.  She met with each parent educator and 

reviewed her performance.  Together they discussed strengths and weaknesses in the 

parent educator’s performance and program implementation.  Based on this joint review 

of performance, they documented goals for improvement during the current school year.  

These goals were revisited and reviewed with each parent educator in the spring.   

  Periodically, the district coordinator was evaluated by a state trainer from the 

PAT National Center.  Since the district coordinator at Fairfield School District was also 

a state trainer for the PAT National Center, she felt she was not evaluated as frequently as 

other district coordinators in neighboring districts.  The last time she was evaluated was 

during the 2007-2008 school year.  Additionally, at this same time, the Fairfield PAT 

program was evaluated by a state trainer from the PAT National Center.  
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Recommendations for improvement were identified and addressed during the following 

school year.    

Where it all started.  

 I began my journey in education as a preschool teacher and then later as a regular 

classroom teacher in public school.  Having spent 24 years in the regular public school 

classroom, I realized the importance of early childhood experiences in language and 

cognitive development providing the undergirding for literacy, problem solving skills, the 

comprehension of mathematical concepts, and generally building a base of knowledge for 

later subject specific content.  My studies in early childhood at the masters and doctoral 

levels confirmed that parents who read to their children regularly, who talked with them 

about the happenings of the day, who spent time playing games with them, interacting in 

the daily routines of life, while explaining in verbal scripts what was happening, were the 

children who were most successful in school.  

 Knowing the importance of early experiences confirmed to me the necessity of 

providing quality early childcare and preschool opportunities for children.  Having lived 

in a rural community all of my life, I knew that many families in my county did not have 

access to childcare centers or preschool.  Many of the children I taught in public school 

had no experiences in organized educational settings prior to kindergarten. Having 

watched a segment of the children I taught in kindergarten progress through the 

educational system struggle academically, especially in the area of literacy, it became 

clear to me that children who started school without having had the rich language and 

literacy experiences in the years prior to kindergarten were significantly at risk to 

continue to struggle academically through the grades. 
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 As I contemplated the early childhood opportunities for rural children in my 

community, I realized that the one program that offered all rural families access to early 

childhood education experiences, regardless of their financial situation or their ability to 

either provide or access transportation to and from early care or preschool, was the 

Parents as Teachers program.  This program offered universal access, and parent 

educators came to the home of the participants and brought materials and activities to 

engage the child.  They further provided child development education, education 

concerning best practices for parenting, developmentally appropriate curriculum for 

parents to share with their children and exposed children to experiences that would 

enhance their development.   

 When I began my study, it was my intent to understand the Parents as Teachers 

home-visiting program through the eyes of the parent educators and the ten families who 

agreed to participate in my study.  I wanted to understand what may have influenced 

families’ decisions concerning whether or not to participate in the PAT program.  

Additionally, I wanted to understand how the relationships between parent educators and 

families mediated parents’ willingness to engage in the program and follow-through with 

information and assistance offered by parent educators. 

 I hoped to study the perspectives of both parents who chose to participate in PAT 

and those who did not.  I realized when I began recruiting participants for my study that it 

was very difficult to gain access to families who chose not to participate in the PAT 

program.  Quite possibly for the same reasons they chose to not participate in the PAT 

program, they also chose not to participate in my study.  Consequently, I sought to 
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understand how and why parents chose to participate in Parents as Teachers, as well as, 

what influenced parents’ intensity of engagement and follow-through in the program. 

Parent Educators’ Sketches 

Hannah. 

 Hannah was a life-long member of the community surrounding Fairfield School.  

She attended the Fairfield School during her first through twelfth-grade education and at 

the time of the study lived on a family farm approximately ten miles from the school.  

Hannah was a certified, Registered Nurse (RN) and she served as the school nurse at 

Fairfield School for several years prior to her position as a Parent Educator and district 

PAT Coordinator.  She initially began her work with the PAT program 26 years earlier, 

administering health, hearing, and vision screenings for the program. 

Hannah worked as a State Trainer for approximately ten years.  As a State 

Trainer, she taught parent educators how to administer the health, hearing and vision 

screenings. In that role, she went to other school districts to teach and offer technical 

advice.  She also worked as a PAT National Consultant.  In this capacity, she traveled to 

other states, and helped audit programs.  At the time of the study, she worded as a State 

Trainer in the area of health, hearing, and vision screening services.  She continued to 

provide in-service training to new PEs. 

Hannah was in her mid-sixties and recently retired from the Fairfield School 

District (May of 2010).  She had served the district in one capacity or another for over 30 

years.  Hannah’s husband was a local farmer. Hannah’s two sons attended Fairfield 

School, and her grandchildren were enrolled in the district.  Her sons and their families 
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all lived within five miles of Hannah in a rural community within the Fairfield District.  

Hannah and her family had been involved in many benevolent activities of service to 

their neighbors.  They attended church regularly and were actively involved in programs 

offered through the church. 

Sally.    

 Sally had been a PE with the PAT program for the past 16 years.  She was also a 

long-time member of the Fairfield community and had three daughters who attended 

Fairfield School.  She and her husband lived in a rural community approximately five 

miles from the school.  Her husband worked at the local prison.  Additionally, she and 

her husband were engaged in a large-scale truck-farming operation.  

 Sally began with the PAT program the first year it was instituted.  She reported 

that Fairfield School District participated in a co-op of neighboring districts, and the PE 

they had originally hired quit half-way through the year.  Since Sally had had PE training, 

she stepped in to finish out the school year, working with all seven districts and serving a 

total of 50 families.  The following year, she and her family moved back to the city, so 

Hannah took over the position in 1985.  Sally returned to the PAT program again in 1995.  

Besides the basic training required by DESE, Sally had the three-to-five year old training 

(training for the Born to Learn™ Curriculum for three to kindergarten entry and Born to 

Learn™ Curriculum for two to kindergarten entry).  She also had received training to 

work with “High-Needs (HN)” families. 

 Sally was in her mid-fifties, and she saw herself working in the PAT program for 

many years to come.  In addition to her official duties as a PE, her unofficial duties 

included managing the screenings, orchestrating a seamless transition from PAT to 
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kindergarten, as well as record keeping for the preschool.  Shortly before the time of the 

study, she had been hired by the district to work as an aide in the early primary grades, 

assisting with children who were developmentally delayed in language and literacy skills.  

She also worked as a bookkeeper for the preschool program.   

Brenna. 

 Brenna was the youngest PE in the Fairfield PAT program.  She was married and 

had three young children.  She had been a PE in the Fairfield PAT program for 

approximately three years.  In addition to her basic training, Brenna had received the 

PAT Teen Mom Training, which was a specialized two-day training offered by the PAT 

National Center.  During the time of the study, she was working on finishing her 

Bachelor of Science degree in Early Childhood Education and graduated from a nearby 

private college in May of 2011.  Upon completion of her degree, Brenna applied for a 

teaching position in the public schools.  While it was her desire to stay with the PAT 

program, the salary differential between the two positions was nowhere close to 

comparable.  PEs made approximately one-third of the salary of a public school teacher 

and had no benefits.  Although she expressed deep regret for her choice to pursue a 

public school teaching position, she believed she had to since it paid considerably more 

money annually.  

 Brenna was a unique PE due her previous relationship with the PAT program as a 

parent.  Hannah was Brenna’s PE for approximately three years.  It was this relationship 

that motivated Brenna to become a PE.  Her positive experience with the program as a 

young parent, and her steadfast belief in PAT prompted her to apply for a position when 

it became available.  She saw it as a way to serve others in her community. 
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 Brenna found that much of the child development information provided through 

the parent-education curriculum was helpful, especially to a new parent.   She believed 

that even though she had had two years of early childhood education coursework, there 

were still areas of child development that were unfamiliar to her.  Brenna found the child 

development information, activities, experiences, and support from other parents in the 

program extremely valuable. Additionally, she appreciated the opportunities for her 

children to interact with other children their ages.  In her role as a parent educator, she 

used those experiences to help others and provide examples of what PAT can offer to 

new parents.  Brenna had a real rapport with her teen moms, as well as with parents of 

poverty.  Her caring attitude and non-judgmental approach offered her opportunities to 

reach families that would be inaccessible to the other PEs. 

Part I:  Parent Educators’ Perceptions of the Parents as Teachers 

Program 

Introduction. 

 The role of parent educators is critical when determining the integrity of the PAT 

program and its implementation.  Their interpretation of how and why the PAT program 

services are delivered to families is of upmost consequence.  Despite the prescriptive 

guidelines outlined by the PAT National Center, The Early Childhood Development Act: 

Program Guidelines and Administrative Manual, and the Born to Learn ™ curriculum 

manual, each parent educator interprets and implements the program based on their own 

personal history, their educational philosophy, as well as their determination of each 

family’s needs.  The program, therefore, is never delivered exactly the same way twice. 
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 Analysis of the parent educators’ interviews (PEIP) revealed six themes that 

explain the Parent Educators’ perceptions of the ways the PAT program reaches, retains, 

and meets the needs of rural families in the PAT program, especially those who met the 

high needs (HN) criteria.  The themes are as follows:  1) Home Visits: The Heart of the 

Program; 2) Building Committed Reciprocal Relationships; 3) Priority: Parent and Child 

Interactions; 4) Bridging Home and School; 5) Rural Challenges; and 6) Building 

Parents’ Self-Reliance and Self-Efficacy.  The following section discusses these themes. 

 Themes. 

Home visits: The heart of the program. 

Parent educators interviewed in this study saw the time spent together during home visits 

as the most important component of the PAT program.  Hannah described these visits as 

“the meat of the program” (PEIP HH 3).  During home visits, parent educators shared 

information about child development, what would be developmentally appropriate for the 

child at particular age ranges, and ways parents could enhance growth and development 

in each of the domains (e.g. language, social, intellectual, and physical development).  

Additionally, parent educators offered parents ideas for activities and experiences they 

could do with their child that would enhance their learning.  Parents seemed to be more at 

ease asking personal questions about concerns that arose with the child’s development or 

issues such as toilet training or discipline in the privacy of their own homes.  Hannah 

explained:  

You know…if a child is sitting up, what will be coming next in their motor 

development?  Will they be pulling up next?  Or we might start talking to them 
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about what’s coming next in language development.  We talk about the 

importance of reading and talking to their children.  You know parents want to be 

the best parents they can be, but maybe they don’t realize the importance of some 

of those things. (PEIP HH 3) 

Sally discussed parents’ comfort level in asking questions: 

They feel comfortable asking you questions.  You stress the importance asking 

questions.  If I don’t know the answer, I’ll help you find it.  Helping them realize 

they have support.  Having someone who can be objective is helpful. You act as a 

kind of independent source of knowledge that can help them make educational 

decisions about their kids.  (PEIP SL 6)  

 Hannah further discussed the accessible forum that a home visit offers for parents 

to ask questions: 

If parents have questions…and I don’t have the answers to.  A lot of times they 

have questions I don’t have the answers to, but I say, “Well I’ll see what 

information I can find out about that.” or “What have you tried with that?”  If the 

child is biting, “What have you tried with that?  And then, “Did that work?”  And 

kind of brainstorm with them, “What are some things you could try?”  (PEIP HH 

5) 

 Hannah described the types of issues parents asked questions about; real-life 

problems they struggled with daily:   

Sleep issues seem to be a real problem, and we’ve had programs on sleep issues 

before and of course potty training/potty learning.  Sometimes eating issues, 
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pickiness and sometimes, Parents want to know how they can encourage their 

child to try other things. (PEIP HH 5) 

 The premise on which the PAT program was founded was that parents are the first 

and most influential teachers in their child’s life.  Parent educators saw their role as 

supporting and encouraging parents as they endeavored to raise and educate their 

children.  They offered parent education information through the Born to Learn™ 

curriculum.   This curriculum was designed to provide parents with information that is 

based on reliable and current research in the areas of child development and 

neuroscience.  Sally offered information about the curriculum on which parent educators 

rely: 

The curriculum is kind of all set up for you in months (developmental age of the 

child), from birth through 36 months particularly.  And you’ve just got different 

activities that you will do.  It encompasses the whole child’s development, so 

parents know what to look for, be watchful for.  Like, when the child will get their 

first tooth.  (PEIP SL 3) 

 Hannah described the reasoning behind the PAT home visiting program and the 

way it was implemented the following way: 

The philosophy of the program is that parents are the first and best teachers a 

child will ever have, so it’s called “Parents as Teachers.”  We want the parent 

involved in the activity that we do with the child.  During most all of my home 

visits I sit on the floor.  It takes some encouragement to get the parents involved, 
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but we always have at least one book in the home visit and you’ll say, “Johnny, 

take this book and have dad or mom read this to you.” (PEIP HH 5) 

 Parent educators saw home visits as a time to meet together with parents, one-on-

one, and build a relationship with the parent.  They saw the depth of the relationship as 

critical to the effectiveness of meeting the needs of the family.  The opportunity to visit 

with parents in their homes, where they felt comfortable and confident in their own 

surroundings, offered the parent educator an opportunity to view the parents and children 

in a more naturalistic setting.  Spending time with the families in their homes provided 

the parent educators with information that allowed them to individualize the curriculum 

to better meet the needs of each family.  Home visits provided parent educators with an 

opportunity to observe the parent and child as they interacted.  Parent educators were able 

to observe the parent and child as they collaborated on a learning activity or reading a 

book together; and this provided the perfect opportunity for interjecting just the right 

information at just the right time to help both the parent and the child.  Sally explained it 

this way:  

Home visits are the most important component, because you get to build one-on-

one rapport with the families.  They get to trust you.  You get to know them.  

They feel comfortable asking you questions.  It is the strength of the 

program…the fact that it is home based.  You catch people where they are 

comfortable, in their natural surroundings.  (PEIP SL 6) 

 Brenna pointed out ways she individualized curriculum in order to meet the 

precise needs of each family: 
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You know I make sure that mom and dad get time to go over what we are doing.  

I help them understand what I’m doing with the child.  I always try to conclude, 

go back over everything with the parents and give out the handout that tells about 

the child’s stage of development. At the end of every visit, we write down any 

questions or concerns so that next visit I can personalize it.  I never do two visits 

exactly the same. (PEIP BL 3)  

 It was obvious the parent educators included in this study believed that home 

visits were the cornerstone of the PAT program.  These parent educators recognized their 

roles in engaging parents in the program through establishing a close, personal 

relationship with them during home visits.  Parent educators embraced their responsibility 

to be perceptive, flexible, and establish a relationship with the families based on mutual 

respect and trust.  They believed by developing a relationship of this nature, they could 

be successful in meeting the unique and diverse needs of each individual family. 

 Committed reciprocal relationships. 

 In order to meet the needs of families and provide the support and encouragement 

needed to fulfill the goals set mutually by the parent and parent educator, PEs believed 

they must first build a close personal relationship with the family.  PEs further believed 

that parents must feel secure in this relationship if they were to accept the counsel and 

information offered to them.  This relationship between themselves and the parent was 

viewed as the single most important factor that mediated parents’ engagement and long-

term involvement in the Parents as Teachers program.  The parent educators believed it 

allowed them to provide support and help to families in the program.  Brenna described 

her relationship with her families:   
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When you don’t visit somebody monthly…you don’t have that rapport, that 

connection with them.  I mean they don’t have that with their doctor who they 

might see every few months, but they do have it with you.  I think that’s the 

difference that sets PAT apart.  It’s the personal connection we have with parents. 

(PEIP BL 8)  

Later in the interview, Brenna offered another example of the way she established close 

personal relationships that engaged parents in the program at a level that facilitated 

meeting their needs:   

I have one family in particular that when I went in I believe mom is very 

low literacy. I think she reads but it’s probably at a very low level.  She 

was pregnant the first time I went, which is rare.  When I first went 

there, it was almost like she didn’t have any confidence. Now, she’s 

become a parent that is an advocate for her child and wants to attend 

meetings and wants to make their lives better.  Every time I go she 

wants to show me all the things they’ve done over the month and all the 

little activities she’s done with them. I think building up her confidence 

over the years that we’ve been visiting, made the difference. She’ll call 

me personally and ask me questions or tell me about an activity they 

did.  So, she’s become a friend to me. She’s a good mom, and I think 

she just needed some support to realize that. (PEIP BL 16) 

Hannah discussed the importance of the relationship between parents and parent 

educators.  She recognized that this relationship must take priority, even over 

relationships between parent educators within the program.  When there was a conflict 

between a parent and a parent educator, and the parent wished to change PEs, Hannah 

sided with the parents and made this happen.  She realized that if there was discord 

between the parent and the PE, it would damage the opportunity to engage the family in 

the program.  Hannah discussed just such an incident within the Fairfield PAT program 

and how she addressed it: 
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Well, it’s really important that they hit it off.  I’m sure we all have people that we 

hit it off with and people that we don’t.  That’s really important to think about in 

working with the families. (PEIP HH 8) 

 Hannah went on to discuss ways they stayed in contact with parents through 

sending out newsletters and then checking in with them at home visits and group 

meetings. She offered parents an opportunity to select a different parent educator if the 

relationship with their current parent educator did not seem to be working.  She discussed 

how at times this could cause hurt feelings among the parent educators.  But Hannah 

always put the family’s wishes above those of the parent educators.     

 Hannah also realized that there were families who were not involved in the 

program--hard-to-reach families.  She recognized the importance of the parent educators’ 

attitude toward hesitant parents as a pivotal point that either engaged families in or 

alienated families away from the PAT program:   

I think a lot of it has to do with the parent educator’s critical view of families and 

our willingness to accept the families right where they are, not think that they 

have to be somewhere they are not.  Accepting them just where they are is a 

critically important factor.  It’s very hard to get some people involved, it just is.  

(PEIP HH 14) 

 Priority: Parent and child interactions. 

 Parent educators considered interactions between parents and their children to be 

of paramount importance to the overall development of the child.  Positive interactions 
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between the parent and the child reinforced learning events.  These interactions built an 

emotional bond that enhanced the social-emotional development of the child.  Positive 

social-emotional development has been shown to be critical to a child’s future success 

and achievement in school (Evans & English, 2002).  Parent-child activities, a key 

component of the Born to Learn  curriculum, provided opportunities for parents to 

observe and interact with their children while engaging in activities planned by the parent 

educators. 

 Hannah believed this was the most critical element for parent educators to stress 

when working with parents.  She contended that parents didn’t fully realize the important 

role they played in their child’s educational foundation.  Further, they did not see 

themselves as teachers.  They believed that formal education, beginning when children 

started school was true education.  They understood this type of teaching/learning as 

being different than the kinds of learning that take place at home during the early years.  

They did not realize how much children learn vicariously, during the normal course of 

routines within the family. Hannah discussed this below:   

Getting the parents involved during home visits, not just having the parents sitting 

on the couch, but getting them involved in the play activities, story book reading, 

games, etc.  Having them see the importance of responding and interacting with 

the child during activities. Parents are the most important teachers the child will 

ever have.  They just are!  (PEIP HH 7; 23) 

 Sally, who could be a bit more critical of parents’ interactions with their children, 

concurred with Hannah’s response and brought up some additional points to consider.  
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First she suggested that parents need to stay involved in their child’s education after they 

get into formal school.  They need to be present at conferences, parent/teacher 

organization meetings, school activities, and volunteer programs.  They can also support 

the child’s education by letting the child know they are important to the family and they 

are proud of their efforts in school.  Finally, as the parent helps to build the child’s self-

confidence and self-esteem, they are better able to become risk takers in school.  Fear of 

failure holds many children back by staying within the “safe” confines of easier skills, 

underperforming in order to ensure success:   

[long sigh]  If we share with parents that children do learn so much during the 

first five years, and that they really do build the foundation for their child to have 

so much more success at school…by staying involved, showing the child that they 

are important, and building their self-esteem. I think we help parents do that. 

(PEIP SL 9) 

 Brenna continued the discussion about parent/child interactions, confirming her 

beliefs that parents may not realize the importance of interacting with their children.  She 

began by discussing the possibility that this is the result of poverty, but quickly rethought 

her position and realized that it is not just parents of poverty that struggle with carrying 

through with parent/child interactions.  A second point Brenna discussed that needs to be 

emphasized is how much children enjoy this one-on-one time with the parent educator 

and observing these interactions makes parents aware that they too should set aside time 

each day to be interacting with their child.  An incident with Sally’s family emphasizes 

this: 
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I go into quite a few of my lower income families are very, very poverty-stricken 

families…and that’s even true of some of my more upper class families…and the 

child is waiting for me to play with them. So I think parents realize the benefit of 

it when they see it modeled.  We assume parents know to do that, but not all 

parents do. (PEIP SL 4) 

 While it is important for parent educators to model and demonstrate for parents 

“how” to interact with their child, parent educators may need to become more proactive, 

encouraging the parent to become a part of the experience and coaching them on 

strategies that will better prepare them to take over the process during the periods of time 

when the parent educator is not present. 

Bridging home and school. 

One of the goals of PAT is to establish positive partnerships between home and school.  

Parent educators recognized the importance of this goal and believed that through group 

meetings parents are extended an opportunity to establish friendships and connections 

with other families in the school community.  These same families will be ones that they 

and their children will encounter throughout their child’s educational career.  In a small 

rural community, where there are only two sections of each grade level, children stay 

with the same base of classmates for their entire K-12 schooling. 

 Parent educators noted that beginning school with a positive outlook and attitude 

is extremely important to a child’s future success for a number of reasons.  This feeling 

of empowerment can propel children’s self-efficacy, which, in turn, will enable them to 

ask questions and participate at an active level of engagement in the classroom. Parents 
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must feel welcomed by the school if they are to support the school’s efforts towards 

educating their child. Having a sense of agency in the school community can make 

parents realize they have a voice in their child’s school and offer them a sense of control 

over the child’s achievement.  

 Sally indicated the importance of cultivating a positive relationship between 

parents and the school in the following passage:    

Getting parents used to being in the school district, knowing what’s expected of 

them.  Helping a family realize that school is so important, and you can’t learn it 

all at home…you learn from everybody around you.  Helping them realize the 

importance of schooling, education.  (PEIP SL 9) 

 In another section of the interview, Sally once again reiterated the importance of 

the home-and-school connection.  She stated, “PAT is a liaison between home and 

school, giving them their first impression of what school is going to be like.  I still have 

parents call me with questions.”  (PEIP SL 6)  Hannah acknowledged the importance of 

this connection as well, “Group meetings give parents an opportunity to meet other 

parents who will be involved in the school district as their children go through school.” 

(PEIP HH 3) 

   Rural challenges. 

 Challenges in a rural area were recognized by parent educators, and they were 

cognizant of how often these challenges presented barriers to a child’s participation in 

early childhood education.  Distance and isolation were two issues that presented 

challenges to parent educators and parents alike.  Rural areas have economic and social 
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characteristics that differ from suburban and urban areas. Poverty levels, unemployment, 

and underemployment are more often higher in rural areas; while education levels, 

individual incomes, and rate of earnings per job are lower.   Quality center-based 

childcare and preschools can also be more difficult to access.   

 Parent educators in this rural area acknowledged the complex difficulties rural 

families encountered as they went about their daily lives.  Of particular importance to the 

families they served was rural cyclic poverty.  Brenna pointed out this challenge in the 

following passages: 

I think a lot of times in rural society…poverty is sort of a norm here.  

You’ve got to encourage the parents to move past that…help them 

realize they are capable of more.  A lot of times, families just don’t have 

high expectations for themselves or for their children.  I think that’s sad.  

There’s definitely a group of people here that don’t value education. I 

also see families that wanted an education for themselves, but weren’t 

able to get it, especially in my teen parents.  But I do think they want 

that for their children.  It’s not just a norm that you graduate high school 

and go to college.  And for some people, I don’t think it’s a norm that 

you even graduate from high school.  It just seems like that’s ok with 

them.  It’s a strange thing. (PEIP BL10) 

 Brenna was not cognizant of her own privilege here.  Those of us who grew up in 

lower-middle class homes, went to college, because that was the expectation of our 

families (in order to make a better life for ourselves and our own children) do not 

question this way of thinking as “right”.  We find it difficult to understand families who 

don’t have these expectations for our children.  Brenna said, “It’s a strange thing.”  But to 

those families who have grown up in poverty, and never believed they had the financial 

means or opportunity to go to college, see their lives completely differently.  How can 

they be expected to value an ideal that is seemingly out of their reach?   
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 Sally described additional challenges families in rural communities faced such as 

their lack of quality child care facilities, distance issues, and the reality of increasing 

poverty in the Fairfield community: 

Lack of preschools and quality childcare are two important problems facing rural 

families.  Good childcare when you do have to work has always been a problem.  

We lack people, quality people, to watch our kids.  And distance between 

people…you have to travel such a distance to get your child to the sitter or 

preschool.  (PEIP SL11-12) 

 Sally went on to explain that, while there were some preschools/daycares in the 

small town adjacent to the rural communities, these locations were 25-30 miles away and 

if parents weren’t working in those small towns, it added hundreds of miles each week to 

a parent’s commute.  Finally, she alluded to the increasing need for both parents to work 

in order to make ends meet.  This was another testament to the decreasing standard of 

living, due to the lack of jobs in the area (the closing of two major plants).  

 Hannah discussed challenges of social isolation experienced by families in rural 

areas, especially when children are not able to be with other children who were their 

peers. (PEIP HH 12)  She viewed this situation as a disadvantage for children in rural 

areas, because it affected their ability to interact socially in appropriate ways with peers 

when they began school.  She indicated that success in school is dependent, not only on 

children’s intellectual ability and exposure to academically challenging experiences, but 

also on their ability to interact and get along with others.   
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Building parents’ self-reliance and self-efficacy. 

One of the goals of the Parents as Teachers program is to build parents’ self-efficacy.  

Parent educators repeatedly pointed to the importance of building self-reliance and self-

determination in parents.  Hannah referred frequently to an old Chinese Proverb when 

discussing how best to help and support families, especially those who met the high 

needs (HN) criteria: If you give a man a fish he will eat for a day.  If you teach a man to 

fish he will eat for a life-time. (PEIP HH 4)  Hannah saw the best way to help parents as 

“a hand up,” not “a hand out.”  She clearly conveyed this thinking to the parent educators 

who worked with her (PEIP SL 2-3; 5). 

 Parent educators walked a fine line between offering temporary help that 

“enabled” parents who were facing financial and personal crises by “giving” them the 

resources they needed, and offering assistance in the form of “real help and support” that 

scaffolded their ability to care for themselves.  Brenna discussed the often heart-

wrenching situations she encountered as a parent educator while working with families in 

need: 

I’ve had a lot more of dealing with the poverty aspect and parents needing 

resources for their children.  I’ve given people rides to appointments; doctor’s 

office or group meetings they wanted to go to that they just didn’t have a ride.  I 

think it is the social aspect of PAT that you become friends with your families and 

you want to do everything that you can, so whatever their need is, you leave 

carrying that need in your heart. (PEIP BL 3) 

 Sally explained the position of PAT on building efficacy.  She described her 

interactions with the families she served in the following segment: 
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We’ve always been taught to empower our families to seek help and support on 

their own.  We make suggestions and we help them look for agencies, but usually 

it is up to the parent to make the calls.  (PEIP SL 5) 

 Hannah also pointed out her own struggles with very similar difficult scenarios.  

She describes it this way: 

Referring families to support systems if they need something is an 

important component of PAT.  You know a lot of parents are not aware 

of these organizations that are around that do help with these types of 

costs.  And then sometimes you go on a home visit and you have your 

activities all planned for the day -- for that home visiting and that parent 

tells you they are going to have their electricity cut off!   Then they’re 

going to be more concerned about talking about that than whether their 

27 month old colors, or not!  So, you think to yourself what’s an agency 

that I could refer them to that could help? (PEIP HH 3)   

  Hannah put these difficult situations into perspective, balancing her desire to help 

families by “doing it for them” with a more practical and long-term view of “helping” by 

scaffolding the parents’ efforts to seek temporary assistance from outside agencies 

without doing it for them.  Hannah referred to the goal of PAT, which is to develop self-

reliance, personal responsibility for themselves and their children: 

And like I mentioned before, we don’t want parents becoming totally dependent 

on us.  We want them to start looking for these support agencies themselves.  I 

mentioned that adage “If you give a man a fish.”  We want to encourage parents 

to be advocates for their children, to be good advocates for their children, and 

check into these services for themselves and their families. (PEIP HH 4) 

Sally also discussed the importance of building self-reliance in parents.  She 

referred to Hannah’s adage and expounded upon this thinking by offering hope that 
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parents will feel good about taking responsibility for their own situations when 

appropriate support and modeling, accompanied by gradual release of responsibility to 

the parent, was offered by the parent educator.  She explained it this way: 

If you work with the parents…show them how to do it, how to teach the child in 

developmentally appropriate ways or teach them effective parenting techniques, 

they’re more apt to keep up doing it themselves, because they feel the confidence.  

They say, “Oh yeah, that’s easy.  I can do that.” (PEIP SL 19-20) 

 Summary. 

 The findings from this question clustered around six main themes: importance of 

home visits, close personal relationships with the family, critical interactions between 

parents and children, bridging the relationships between the home and the school, rural 

challenges, and  developing self-efficacy and autonomy among parents.       

 Parent educators saw the time spent together with parents, during home visits as 

the single most important component of the PAT program.  They believed this service 

component engaged parents in the program and allowed parent educators to best meet the 

individual needs of families   

 Parent educators believed that developing close, personal relationships with the 

families was the key to parents’ engagement and follow-through in the PAT program.  

Additionally, taking advantage of opportunities to consistently foster mutual trust and 

respect positioned the parent educators to best offer timely advice, support, 

encouragement, and information that was helpful to parents. Additionally, this 

relationship promoted open and honest dialogue between the parent educator and parent, 
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which consequently revealed essential information the parent educator needed to best 

individualize the home visits to meet the needs of each family. 

 Interactions between parents and children were of paramount importance to the 

optimum development of the child.  Positive interactions between a parent and child 

reinforced and scaffolded learning events, and in addition provided an emotional bond 

that enhanced positive social-emotional development of the child.  Parent educators 

modeled these types of interactions for parents during home visits. 

  Parent educators believed that establishing positive partnerships between home 

and school is critical to the future success of the child in school.  Parent educators worked 

toward bridging home and school relationships by locating many of the group meetings 

within the public school.  During these group meetings, parents were extended an 

opportunity to establish friendships and connections with other families in the school 

community.  These same families would be ones that they and their children would 

encounter throughout their child’s educational career.  In a small rural community, where 

there are only two sections of each grade level, children stay with the same base of 

classmates for their entire K-12 schooling. 

 Helping parents navigate rural challenges that presented potential barriers to early 

childhood education.  Distance and isolation were issues that presented challenges for 

parent educators and parents alike.  Parent educators understood the difficulties rural 

families encountered as they about their daily lives.  They provided encouragement and 

support to families, as well as connecting them with community services.  The rural 

challenges faced by families in this study included generational poverty, lack of access to 
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high-quality childcare and preschool education, social isolation, and distance from 

needed support services. 

 The importance of developing self-efficacy and autonomy among parents was a 

primary focus of the parent educators.  It was their policy to stand by parents and offer 

help and support, but at the same time create opportunities for parents to develop self-

determination and self-worth.  Parent educators believed parents felt validated when they 

were supported to take responsibility for their own circumstances, and then parent 

educators would gradually withdraw the level of support until the parent was fully in 

control.  Often, successfully implementing educational activities suggested by the parent 

educator and experiencing positive reactions from their children was a rewarding and 

affirming occurrence for the parent. 

Part II:  Parent Educators’ Perceptions of Rural Families’ Needs  

 Introduction. 

 I now turn my attention to the views of the parent educators toward the families 

and their needs.  Guidelines and expectations for implementing the four main service 

components (personal home visits, group meetings, monitoring and assessing children’s 

development, and developing a resource network for families) were developed by the 

PAT National Center and further stipulated by the state.  These service components were 

ultimately implemented and monitored by the local parent educators.  Concurrently, 

administrative overseers monitored the efforts of the parent educators as they carried out 

their work.  Fairfield PAT program overseers were as follows: the local PAT coordinator 

(Hannah); the Fairfield PAT advisory board (made up of PAT staff, school personnel, 
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early childhood professionals, health professionals, and interested community members); 

the superintendent; the local school board; the state level overseer; and the PAT National 

Center.  These individuals and organizations looked in on the Fairfield PAT program at 

various times to assure the quality and proper implementation of the program.   

 While this robust framework was in place to support and oversee the program’s 

implementation, parent educators still held the real potential of the program in their 

grasp.  They were the grass roots workers who executed the program where the “rubber 

met the road.”  In other words, much of the promise of the program’s purpose, goals, and 

benefit to families was up to them.  Parent educators’ expertise in child development, 

genuine care and compassion for the families they served, direct knowledge of the culture 

of the community, and awareness of the specific needs of the Fairfield School District, 

were the foundation on which the Fairfield PAT program was implemented. 

 I considered the possibility that parent educators’ perceptions of families, the way 

they interpreted families’ reasoning and goals for becoming involved in the PAT 

program, their responses to parents’ engagement and follow-through in PAT, and finally 

the level of emotional support needed by each of the families may have reciprocally 

influenced parents’ participation, engagement, and willingness to act on information 

offered by the parent educators.  I further contemplated the possibility that parent’s 

participation in the Parents as Teachers program, their ease of recruitment, depth of 

engagement, willingness to carry through on suggestions, and needs for emotional 

support reciprocally affected parent educators’ commitment to implementing the program 

in ways that may have enhanced (or deterred) parents’ engagement and follow-through.    
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 During the initial stages of data analysis, the parent educators and I 

collaboratively decided on the criteria that would used to evaluate the participating 

parents’ ease of recruitment, engagement, follow-through, and parent educators’ level of 

emotional effort needed to implement the program.  After deciding on the criteria, I 

designed an evaluation instrument.  The intent of the evaluation was to develop parent 

educators’ awareness of the families, and as a way for me to have a better understanding 

of the following four phenomena: recruitment, engagement, follow-through, and amount 

of emotional effort required to implement the service components and meet the needs of 

families (see Table 3 below).  Rating descriptors used by parent educators to evaluate 

families’ performance were as follows for the each of the evaluated areas:  for 

recruitment – easy; moderate, and difficult;  for engagement – high, moderate and distant; 

for follow-through – high, moderate and infrequent; and for parent educators’ level of 

emotional effort – little, moderate, and intense.  In addition, I used field notes and 

observation protocols, information I observed during home visits and collected during 

interviews with parents and parent educators, to triangulate the parent educators’ 

perceptions of families’ performance.  Table 3 reveals important similarities and 

differences across families.  

 It is important for readers to understand that these were the parent educators’ 

“perceptions” of the participating families’ not a hard and fast “truth” about them.  These 

evaluations could be easily criticized as biased by the parent educators’ own notions of 

the families, but according to Roggman et al. (2001), the use of these types of rating 

scales by teachers (parent educators), has long been accepted as a method of gathering 

information for use in studies such as this one.  Parent educators are well aware that they 
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are more effective when implementing the program with some families than others, that 

families respond differently to the same information or suggestions, and that some 

families make changes in their parenting practices while others do not.  This evaluation is 

not meant to be a critique of the families, but to inform the parent educators of the 

various paths that lead to PAT and as to ways they can enhance engagement and follow-

through of families.  Table 3 below, presents a synopsis of the information collected and 

further allows for comparison among the families, and across the various dimensions. 

 

TABLE 3:  Parent Educators’ Perceptions of Families in the Fairfield 

PAT Program 
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 Parent educators’ perceptions of families grew out of their observations and 

interactions with the families over time.  They used the data to strengthen the program 

components and better meet the needs of families.  Their initial perceptions were formed 

during the recruitment stage.  

 Recruitment.  

 Parent educators’ perceptions of the ease or reluctance with which parents entered 

the PAT program revealed something about the parents’ beliefs concerning the program’s 

goals and what parents believed the program could do for themselves and their children. 

In other words, parents who called and contacted the parent educator or the school to 

initiate enrollment in the PAT program, were obviously motivated to participate and had 

some perception of the value of the program.  

 Parents were recruited during a variety of events in the community.  Parent 

educators would go the events and set up a booth or a card table with information to share 

about the program, and how families could get involved.  Some events where families 

were recruited were:  the WIC (Women and Infant Children) agency, an organization that 

assists families with purchase of food items; the local county fair; Fall-Back-to-School 

Day; Spring Parenting Fair; or Fairfield School District screenings.  There events 

required more persuasion by the parent educator in order to convince them of the value of 
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the program.  Initial visits with the family often included an explanation of the program’s 

goals and ways the program could serve the family’s needs.   

 Some families were contacted on recommendation of the school counselor or 

nurse, pediatrician, and even at times, by the Department of Family Services.  Frequently 

these families were reported for abuse or neglect.  They required a lot of patience and 

persistence on the part of the parent educators.  In order for the program to be embraced 

by the family, parent educators had to lay the groundwork on which to build supportive, 

caring relationships encompassed in trust and a genuine encouragement.  Parent 

educators’ perceptions of how and why the family came into the PAT program influenced 

their initial interactions with the family. Furthermore, future decisions about 

implementing each of the service components, took into account the unique needs of each 

family.  

 Knowing how families entered the PAT program set the tone for the initial visit 

and subsequent interactions.  These initial encounters became a part of the accumulating 

history of the family’s involvement in PAT.  It was interesting to me that when asked this 

question during the interview process, some parents immediately answered while others 

paused to remember their initial entry into the program.  

 As indicated in the earlier section, families came to the PAT program by different 

paths.  Some self-initiated their preliminary involvement in the PAT program, while 

others required moderate persuasion to initiate involvement.  Hannah suggested that, 

“Word of mouth is a good way.  Our secretary (elementary principal’s secretary) is good 

to inform new families, if they have younger children, and tell them about the Parents as 

Teachers program.”   (PEIP HH 7) 
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 Sally made an observation about recruiting rural families for the Parents as 

Teachers program: 

 It’s pretty easy to recruit in rural districts, because everybody knows 

 everybody.  When there’s a new baby being born somebody is sure to let you 

 know.  We still do get notes from the hospitals and  I go through birth 

 announcements in the paper  (PEIP SL 6) 

 Most parents received pamphlets about the Parents as Teachers program when 

they were in the hospital at the time of the birth of their baby.  Some of these parents 

followed up on the information they received, called the Fairfield school to enroll in the 

PAT program, and asked to have a parent educator come for an initial visit.  The Martins 

(Family #10), Conners (Family #9), Aldersons (Family #6), Shermans (Family #3) came 

to the PAT program in this way.  Jessie Martin said, “When I gave birth to my first child, 

I received paperwork at the hospital and so I phoned the local school district and got a 

hold of Hannah.” (PIP JM10 1) 

 Other parents came to the program through agencies in which they were involved.  

The Davidsons (Family #8) had been long time foster parents and they became involved 

in Parents as Teachers through the social services agency.  Amy Davidson discussed how 

she got involved in PAT, “I became involved with Parents as Teachers when I first 

became a foster mom twelve years ago. The social worker that placed the children is the 

one that gave us the information about Parents as Teachers.” (PIP AD8 1) 

 Still other parents had younger brothers or sisters who had been involved in the 

Parents as Teachers program.  They viewed the experiences of their younger siblings as a 

positive influence and wanted this same experience with PAT for their own children.  
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Lori Drake (Family # 7) and Jolene Johnson (Family #1) had a younger brother and/or 

sister who were involved in Parents as Teachers.  They watched their younger siblings 

grow up in the PAT program.  This inspired Lori Drake to call the school and make the 

initial contact with PAT.  Lori discussed her entrance into the program, “My youngest 

brother and sister were involved in it when I was younger, so then when I had my oldest 

daughter, I joined too.”  (PIP LD7 1) 

 While Jolene Johnson had also watched her younger sibling’s involvement in 

PAT, this encounter did not inspire her immediate involvement in the program.  After her 

first child was born, her mother suggested she get involved in PAT.  While Jolene 

required more persuasion than did Lori Drake, she did eventually come to the program as 

a result of her mother’s urging that the program could be of value to her and her child, as 

well.   

 Hannah suggested that a few families were referred to the PAT program by a 

physician who called Parents as Teachers to ask that a family be recruited.  While none of 

the families in this study entered the PAT program in this manner, it is important to 

consider that a few families entered PAT by other paths and with much more reluctance; 

and this type of recruitment affected the families’ initial (and most likely their continued) 

participation in the PAT program.  Parent educators had to win them over, so to speak, 

before any real progress was made implementing the four service components, and 

engaging them in the program at a level that would allow for follow-through.    

 Moreover, having experienced more prescribed recruitment situations, these 

encounters gave Hannah and the other parent educators a broader perspective as to the 

importance of the parents’ attitudes and motives when entering into the program. 
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Additionally, Hannah noted that parents’ continued motivation to remain in the program 

and engage at a level that allowed for follow through with suggestions made by the 

parent educator, was also affected by their initial reasoning at the time of recruitment.  

Hannah described a family who came to the Fairfield PAT program through a physician’s 

referral.  This family could have benefitted from the support, encouragement, and 

connection to services that PAT could have provided, but PAT is also a voluntary 

program and parents may not see the advantages of becoming involved:  

A mom brought her little boy in for screening.  He had just turned three and she 

brought him in for screening prior to preschool.  The child’s physician had 

diagnosed the child with Fragile X Syndrome and referred the family to PAT and 

First Steps.  I talked with the mother, but she was not interesting in being 

involved in PAT.  I do not know if she ever contacted First Steps or not, either.  

(PEIP HH 8) 

 Hannah suggested that when families decide they are not interested in becoming a 

part of the program, parent educators do not beleaguer the family, but they do follow-up 

periodically in case families change their minds:    

We have a list of parents, their names and phone numbers and we send out a letter 

in the beginning saying, “We are recruiting again.  If you are interested in PAT let 

us know.” And then each contact that we make we write down and we try to make 

three contacts.  So if the parent is interested later, we try to sign them up. (PEIP 

HH 9) 
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 Only a few families entered the Fairfield PAT program with extreme reluctance.  

These families were required by the Department of Family Services (DFS) to be a part of 

the PAT program, due to a reported incident of child abuse or neglect.  The parent was 

required to make the call to PAT himself or herself, but Hannah suggested that you could 

tell by the tone of the parent’s voice and his or her wording that he or she was being 

required to participate in the program.  None of the families in this study fit the preceding 

profile; however, working with families who came to the PAT program this way, may 

have affected the eagerness with which the parent educators dealt with less than 

enthusiastic families.  Hannah discussed these types of referrals and parent participation: 

If a family has been referred to Parents as Teachers by the Department of Family 

Services (DFS), when they call they will say, “I have to be a part of the Parents as 

Teachers program.” This is different from most other parents who say, “I’d like to 

sign up to be a part of the Parents as Teachers program.  Often, families who 

become a part of the program in this way, do not stay after the time required by 

DFS.  (PEIP HH 19) 

 The partnership between DFS and PAT is a strange affiliation indeed.  PAT is 

completely voluntary; DFS is most frequently imposed on families.  Parent educators are 

mandatory reporters.  This can make parents uncomfortable allowing parent educators in 

their homes.  Especially those families who children most need PAT    

 Sally also discussed one of her families that had been referred by the Department 

of Family Services to the PAT program.  She explained this parent’s involvement: 

I guess I’ve only had one girl who was required by DFS to participate in the PAT 

program.  She never told me she was required to have the visits.  She invited me 
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when DFS came and they sat in on the visits and meetings.  It was a “have to” 

type situation.  I don’t know that she got a whole lot out of it.  She was just doing 

it because she had to.  She was going through the motions.  She did not continue 

when her required time was completed. She moved out of town.  (PEIP SL 5) 

 Most families came to the PAT program willingly and made the initial contact 

with the program by calling the school and asking for the PAT coordinator.  All of the 

parent participants in this study came to the program willingly; however, some initiated 

the contact on their own, while others required moderate persuasion by a parent educator, 

a friend, or a family member in order to make the final decision to enter the program.  Six 

of the ten families involved in this study called the school and initiated the contact on 

their own.  The other four required moderate persuasion to become involved. 

 Families in this study who fit the criteria of multiple high needs indicators--the 

Johnsons, Logans, Shermans, Dawsons, Henrys, Aldersons, Drakes, and Davidsons--

were evenly split in regards to the ease with which they were recruited into the PAT 

program; the Shermans, Drakes, Henrys and Davidsons made the initial contact with the 

PAT coordinator and the Johnsons, Dawsons, Logans, and Aldersons required moderate 

persuasion to get involved.  The other two families made the initial contact on their own, 

as well.  

 Engagement. 

 In Part I of this study, I discussed the relationship the parent educator had with the 

family and the critical role this relationship plays in the parents’ participation in home 

visits, group meetings, and follow-through of suggestions made by the parent educator.  
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Over a period of time, parent educators developed a relationship with families that moved 

beyond a professional association and became a personal connection.  It was that 

reciprocal relationship, built over time and based on mutual respect and trust, that led the 

parents to a deeper level of involvement commitment to the program.  This relationship 

consequently allowed the parent educators to share information about child development 

issues and suggestions for activities and strategies to implement with the child that were 

more readily accepted and acted upon by the parents.  It was this level of interaction with 

the parent that led them to an emotionally committed participation in the program that 

could be considered “engagement”. 

 As parent educators facilitated the process of engagement, their next step (after 

recruitment) was to assess information concerning the needs and goals of the family.  

This process was accomplished through a variety of methods including the following:  

initial home visit observations, parental input through verbal conversations with the 

parent educator, completion of program entrance forms, initial screening data, and /or 

information accessed through referral agencies such as First Steps, Department of Family 

Services.  The parent educator contemplated each family’s particular needs in order to 

develop curriculum, access appropriate resource networks, set up the necessary 

screenings, and determine the appropriate level of support needed by each family to meet 

their needs and fulfill their goals.  Programs were tailored to fit each individual family’s 

needs.  

 Parent educators met with parents for their initial home visit and consciously 

refrained from developing a predetermined set of goals for the family.  Parent educators 

allowed the families to take the lead as they began their partnership. They asked parents 
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to determine the goals they had for themselves and their child through participating in the 

PAT.  The parent educator and parents collaboratively filled out a form stating the goals 

identified by the family, so they could look back at the end of the year and evaluate 

whether or not the goals had been met.  This process was repeated at the beginning of 

each school year.  Hannah explained that parents’ participation in home visits, group 

meetings, and their interactions with their children during learning activities were the 

essential elements that engaged families in the program.  She described her thoughts: 

Keeping the parents involved through group meetings, and home visits, and not 

just having the parents sit on the couch during home visits.  Getting them 

involved in the play activities, reading books, playing games, with their child is 

critically important.  Having them see the importance of responding to the child 

and interacting with them during the various activities (PEIP HH 7) 

 Sally pointed out that her perception of the strength of the program and the hope 

of true engagement on the part of the family was through the relationship that was built 

between the parents and the parent educator:   

The home visits allow you to build one-on-one rapport with the families.  They 

come to trust you.  They feel comfortable asking you questions.  You are able to 

meet with families where they are comfortable, in their natural surroundings.  

(PEIP SL 5) 

 Brenna believed that building the parents’ confidence in their parenting ability 

was also a key to engagement in the program:    
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 I think a lot of times you build up parents’ confidence.  Not that you 

 necessarily go into the home intending to do that, but I think when you support 

 them and you make them feel confident about their parenting,  It makes them 

 want to be involved in their child’s education.  (PEIP BL 15)   

 During each home visit, the parent educator and the parent discussed the needs of 

the family and monitored the developmental progress of the child.  Parent educators 

always began the visit by talking with the parents and having them explain what had gone 

on in the family during the period of time between visits.  Parent educators ended each 

home visit by discussing the child’s development with the parents and what they could 

expect to see next on the developmental continuum.  They asked parents if they had any 

questions or concerns that needed to be addressed or researched for the next visit.  They 

ended the visit by giving parents handouts with information about the developmental 

milestones they should be watching for next and activities they could do with their child 

to support and facilitate the child’s development between visits.  If parents needed to 

follow up with a physician or health care professional on information gathered during 

recent screenings (i.e. eye exams, dental exams, motor development concerns, possible 

speech and language delays, etc.), these were also discussed.  If the family had needs 

beyond the scope of the parent educator’s knowledge and expertise, she referred the 

parent to support agencies that could help meet those needs.  Parents also received 

information about child development during group meetings.    

 Finally, at the end of each school year, parent educators checked in with parents, 

once again, to gather information about parents’ perceptions of the programs’ 

effectiveness over the course of the past year.  Parents filled out evaluation forms at the 
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end of the year group meeting, the Parent Appreciation Picnic, and offered feedback as to 

their perceptions of what went well with the program and what changes needed to be 

made.  Through these evaluation forms, parents were able to critique the program and/or 

the performance of the parent educator.  Parent educators took these evaluations very 

seriously.  They used this information to strengthen their methods of implementation, 

work toward enhancing parent/child interactions, and match the services and 

implementation methods most appreciated by particular families in order to make the 

program useful to each family.  In this regard, Hannah said, “It seems like we (both 

parent educators and families) feel the home visits are the “meat” of the program.”   

(PEIP HH 10) 

 In conclusion, parent educators identified three critical elements they believed 

influenced parents’ engagement in the PAT program.  First, they believed the relationship 

built between the parents and the parent educators was critical to engagement.  They 

further believed that relationships that extended beyond the professional level, and 

moved more into a personal level, seemed to influence a more emotionally invested and 

committed participation in the program which could be considered engagement.  Finally, 

parent educators believed relationships of this sort could only be developed over an 

extended period of time, through mutual respect, honest and open dialogue, and 

reciprocal trust.   

 A second element that parent educators identified as important in strengthening 

engagement in the PAT program was continual evaluation of parents’ needs and goals for 

their children through the program.  Parents needed to know that parent educators were 

committed to working collaboratively with them; designing appropriate content 
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(curriculum) for home visits and group meetings that followed the guidelines of the 

parents goals for their children; locating needed support services; offering timely 

information concerning school readiness concepts and/or early childhood education 

research; working together with them to solve parenting concerns; and generally seeking 

to meet the best interests of the children and fulfill the goals parents set forth at the 

beginning of each school year.   

 A third element identified by the parent educators that affected parents’ 

engagement in PAT was enhancing parents’ confidence and self-efficacy in their 

parenting methods.  They believed as parents were strengthened through learning a 

variety of strategies for parenting and effective methods for teaching their child, their 

confidence increased.  Consequently, as parents built up confidence in their parenting 

skills and were better able to work together with their child effectively, their desire to 

engage in the program reciprocally increased.  

 A fourth element, not mentioned by the parent educators, but one that I noticed as 

I observed during home visits and group meetings, and was later confirmed during  

interviews with parents and parent educators, was the reciprocal influence of the 

interactions between the parent educator and the parent.  These interactions both 

strengthened the relationship and consequently drew the parent into deeper levels of 

engagement and follow-through, as was the case with Hannah and the Martins or Sally 

and the Henrys.  Conversely, interactions could fracture the relationship and cause the 

parent to gradually dissociate themselves from the parent educator, and consequently the 

program.  The rift also negatively impacted engagement and follow-through.  Sometimes 

these fractures were mended and the relationship gradually healed, but other times it 
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continued to deteriorate until the parents left the program or were no longer influenced by 

the parent educator’s presence.  I saw this lack of depth in the relationship between Sally 

and the Johnsons (Family #10).  I will address this situation in more depth later in this 

section.  Brenna also discussed her interactions with a family with whom she had 

difficulty making a connection, and thus their relationship never reached a level where 

the parent felt comfortable fully engaging with  (PEIP BL 16-17).   

 Thus, the personality or disposition of the parent educator played an important 

role in the implementation of the PAT program, and consequently the way families 

responded.  Parent educators who were successful in initiating, fostering, and maintaining 

caring personal relationships with parents that were balanced, sincere, compassionate, 

tenacious but respectful, and that provided the appropriate portions of high expectations 

for accountability appeared to be most successful in developing relationships that in-turn, 

nurtured higher levels of engagement and follow-through.  

 Finally, there seemed to be a contradictory phenomenon in that parent educators 

were required by PAT National Center to have a high level of educational expertise (in 

child development) to effectively implement the curriculum, conduct and evaluate the 

assessments, and talk with parents judiciously about recent research and support 

programs that affect their children.  Brenna brought this up in her interview, suggesting 

that some parent educators did not have an appropriate level of education to satisfy the 

requirements of a parent educator’s job (PEIP BL 9-10), especially when working with 

parents who were well-educated (e.g. teachers).  However, it also became apparent, based 

on my observations and interviews, that some families (often those who are HN) were 

put-off by parent educators who they believed exhibited an all-knowing or condescending 
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demeanor.  Consequently, the most effective parent educators were quite extraordinary 

people who could bridge these two important requirements, and effectively traverse all 

facets of implementing the PAT program.        

 Follow-through. 

 The parent educators’ educational background in child development and expertise 

in parent education was well documented (see p. 101-102 for a list of professional 

requirements for parent educators); therefore, the information parent educators offered to 

parents in the way of child development, knowledge of what behaviors should be 

expected at each developmental level, and activities parents could put into action with 

their children to facilitate and enhance development were well founded and substantiated 

by Parents as Teachers National Center (PATNC).  Moreover, parent educators were 

trained by state level trainers to administer assessments and screenings, evaluate the 

results, and explain outcomes of the screenings and assessments to parents with accuracy 

and professionalism.   

It was, however, the choice of parents as to whether or not they would accept or 

trust the information offered to them by the parent educator and, consequently, act on that 

information by carrying through with suggestions to seek the counsel of a physician or 

health care professional, implementing suggested activities or behavioral pattern changes, 

or seeking help from suggested support service agencies or benevolent organizations in 

the community. 

As I observed during home visits and group meetings, talked informally and 

conducted one-on-one interviews with parent educators and parents, and attended 

meetings at the local, regional, and state level, I began to understand the importance of 
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parents’ respect for and trust in their parent educator.  Additionally, parents’ belief in the 

effectiveness of the PAT program’s practices was a critical factor in whether or not 

parents chose to follow through with the parent educators’ efforts to help and support 

families.  Parent educators played a reciprocal role in establishing and cultivating a 

relationship with the parents that either facilitated parents’ willingness to accept and 

implement the information given to them, or conversely, fail to accept or follow-through.   

Follow-through was often as simple as implementing activities to strengthen the 

conceptual knowledge of the child.  The parent educator would initiate the activities 

during a home visit, and the parent educator left similar activities for parents to 

implement as follow-up strategies for re-teaching and/or enhancing the concept.  Hannah 

frequently left a packet of activity sheets for her three-to-five-year-olds to work on.  

During a home visit to the Martin family (Family #10), Hannah left a packet for Nathan.  

She told him it was his homework.  This was met with great enthusiasm by Nathan when 

he realized he was doing homework just like his big sister brought home in kindergarten.  

When Hannah came back for her next visit, Nathan was waiting at the door for her, with 

his homework in hand.  He was excited to show her his completed packet of activities 

(Field Notes, September 14, 2009)   

An additional example of follow-through happened with another one of Hannah’s 

families, the Conners (Family #9).  Hannah had suggested to the grandparent (the child 

lived with his mom and maternal grandparents) that the family talk with the child and 

help him remember experiences they had together (the child had a minor speech delay).  

The next time Hannah went back, the grandmother produced a scrapbook she had put 

together of a trip the family made to the zoo over the summer.  She told Hannah how she 
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and Max (Family # 9) looked at the scrapbook together and “relived” the trip, through 

discussion. She would ask Max questions and have him tell her about the animals they 

saw, using the scrapbook as a prompt for language development.  (Field Notes, October 

12, 2009) 

Sally also experienced follow-through in her encounters with her families.  She 

was working with Allison Henry (Family #5) who was having difficulty getting her 

daughters to go to bed at a reasonable time.  She shared her concerns with Sally at one of 

their regular home visits.  Sally conferred with her concerning the importance of a 

bedtime routine and that, even if it is still light outside (during the summer months), 

when it is eight o’clock, it was bedtime.  She encouraged Allison to buy a room 

darkening shade and keep the same routine each evening.  This routine involved brushing 

their teeth, dressing for bed, reading a story, tucking them in, giving them each a kiss 

goodnight, and then leaving the room.  She further suggested to Allison that if the girls 

got up, simply to take them back to their bed, tuck them in again and matter-of-factly say 

good-night and exit the room.  Allison eagerly shared at her next home visit that she had 

followed the routine all through the month, with positive progress and good results.  The 

children were now generally sleeping through the night and staying in their beds much 

more consistently. 

Another example of a follow-up activity suggested by Sally came after an activity 

was presented with nesting cups during a home visit with the Henrys.  Sally showed 

Bailey how to take the cups apart and then put them back together.  Bailey enjoyed this 

activity and spent a considerable amount of time repeating the process and attempting 

getting the sequence of the cups in the appropriate order.  Allison commented on the 
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length of time Bailey spent repeating the task over and over and how she seemed to enjoy 

such a simple activity.  Sally suggested that Allison allow the girls to play with some 

measuring cups during bath time to follow up on this activity and give it an additional 

dimension (water).  During the next home visit, Allison commented on the fun the girls 

had playing with the cups during bath time, while at the same time bemoaning the loss of 

her measuring cups and how she would have to replace them the next time she went to 

Dollar General.    

Follow-through involved many facets of the interactions among parent educators, 

parents, and their children as discussed above.  Sometimes the follow-through involved 

outside agencies and complex medical procedures (as in the case of the Alderson’s son 

Chance).  Other times the follow-through activities were simple struggles and victories of 

parents with their children.  All were important parenting concerns as parents and parent 

educators worked together to help children grow and develop, face new challenges and 

progressively implement alternative strategies to address developmental delays.  These 

interactions serve as examples to illustrate families who respected and trusted the parent 

educators’ recommendations, and consequently followed up on their suggestions to try 

when parents share struggles they are facing or ways to keep their children busy during 

long days when they could not get outside to play.  These interactions had the potential to 

further bolster the relationship between the parent and the parent educator and positively 

influenced the parents’ follow-through in subsequent visits.   

 When families struggle with consistent follow-through, it was often due to a 

pattern of cumulative challenges they were facing.  Brenna worked with one family in 

particular that struggled with inconsistent follow-through.  She had been visiting the 
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family after witnessing the mother sobbing uncontrollably, at the local medical clinic, and 

openly discussing with a nurse in the reception room about her son and the sleep 

problems he was experiencing.  The Logan’s son, Gabe, (Family #2) was experiencing 

some social-emotional problems in response to his father’s absence in the home, which 

had manifested itself as insomnia.  Brenna contacted a mutual friend who put Jenna in 

touch with PAT.  Brenna began visiting the family within a month, got them involved 

with First Steps who arranged a complete evaluation.  Once this process was completed, 

Gabe started preschool in the fall of the following year to address the areas that were 

identified as developmental delays.  Brenna continued to visit the family and offer 

support in the form of information on child development, and parenting tips that might be 

helpful in coping with some of Gabe’s challenging behaviors.       

 Brenna suggested reading to Gabe frequently, as well as including some fun 

activities for Gabe and his mom, Jenna, to do together.  She encouraged Jenna to talk 

about (provide a verbal script) during the activity, since Gabe’s oral language skills were 

delayed.  Further, she encouraged Jenna to work with Gabe, helping him learn to write 

his name.  When we went back for his next regular home visit meeting, Jenna and Gabe 

excitedly showed Brenna an art project they had completed together, and also a paper 

where Gabe had been practicing writing his name. (Field Notes, September 15, 2010)  It 

was obvious, based on their facial expressions and excitement in their voices, that both 

Gabe and Jenna had followed through with the suggestions and were proud of their 

accomplishments.  Brenna reciprocated their excitement and celebrated their 

achievements.  Jenna made an effort to follow through with suggestions made by Brenna 
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whenever she could, but her own personal struggles with frequent and severe depression, 

that required hospitalization, resulted in fragmented follow-through at best. 

Lori Drake (Family #7) also struggled with bouts of depression.  The Drakes had 

six children, ranging in ages from 15 months to 14 years-of-age.  Family life was hectic 

and family members were all going to different activities as various times and places.  

Lori rarely attended school functions.  She explained to me in her interview that she 

struggled socially and had difficulty interacting with people outside her immediate 

family.  Lori’s husband worked long hours outside the home.  He held down a full-time 

job and several part-time jobs in order to fulfill the financial obligations of the family.  

This meant Lori was left alone to care for all the children. Furthermore, due to the 

family’s financial struggles, Lori’s parents helped out the family by purchasing clothing 

for the children.  They also stepped in and paid for preschool for the next to the youngest 

child, as she struggled in her development with language acquisition skills and social 

interactions.  When the cumulative effects of these factors are taken into consideration, it 

is easy to see why the Drakes were considered by their parent educators to have 

inconsistent follow through.  

 A third example as to why some families had inconsistent follow-through can be 

seen with the difficulties faced by the Aldersons.  Darci was a young mother (in her late 

teens when Chance was born) and now in her early twenties.  Chance was born 

prematurely and suffered a stroke, which caused brain damage affecting his vision and 

motor function.  Chance suffered from frequent and persistent seizures and was placed on 

medication (every 12 hours) to control the seizure activity.  According to Darci’s 

description, Chance had only 20% to 30% of normal vision.   He had additional physical 
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and motor development delays. Chance received physical therapy (PT) and occupational 

therapy (OT) twice weekly, as well as, visits from a developmental therapist once per 

month, and vision therapist who also came once per month.  All therapy was coordinated 

and delivered through the First Steps program.  The PAT coordinator also began seeing 

the family in August, 2009 and visited them monthly.  Darci lived with her mother and 

step-father.  She finished college during these early months, when Chance was 

experiencing so many health concerns.  Her mother cared for Chance when Darci was in 

school.  Darci and her mother had a close relationship, but at times disagreed about 

parenting decisions about Chance.  This added to Darci’s stress.  She shared with me in 

her interview that she got mixed messages from the therapists who visited and this made 

it difficult to maintain consistency in Chance’s follow-through.  The PAT parent educator 

was only one source of follow-through with which Darci had to contend.  It is easy to see 

with the multiple challenges Darci was facing, and why the parent educator evaluated her 

as moderate in her efforts for follow-through. 

 Finally, the Shermans struggled with financial concerns.  Frequently, they were 

unable to meet even their most basic needs; food, rent, electricity, and necessities such as 

diapers and formula.  This was due in part to the minimum-wage jobs the parents held, 

but also to their failure to follow-up on support services that could have made up the 

difference in their wages and their needs.  Brenna had frequently stepped in to resolve 

near crisis situations of repossessing their car and losing their home.  Often Darla would 

call Brenna to help her find benevolent agencies who could provide food to finish out the 

month.  Brenna was very compassionate and eager to help the family, but after multiple 

years of crisis situations and lack of follow-through with agencies that would provide 
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consistent assistance, Brenna grew weary with what she perceived as the parents’ lack of 

responsibility. It is understandable why the family had moderate follow-through in this 

capacity.    

 Follow-through involved many facets of the interactions among parent educators, 

parents, and their children.  At times, follow-through involved outside agencies who 

could provide assistance (as in the case of the Shermans providing food or money for 

electricity bills or house payment), and other times it involved complex medical 

procedures (as in the case of the Aldersons, Chance saw a physical therapist, 

occupational therapist, speech/language therapist, vision therapist, and First Steps 

facilitator).   

 Concurrently, there were follow-through activities that were simple, such as in the 

case of the homework packet given to Nathan Meyers, or in the case of Gabe Logan, 

practicing writing his name.  Notwithstanding the degree of difficulty, some families 

struggled to follow-through, while other families consistently followed through with 

suggestions made by their parent educators.  All suggestions by the parent educators were 

intended to be opportunities to enhance the lives and development of the children.   As 

parents and parent educators worked together, they helped children to face new 

challenges, and, when indicated, progressively implemented alternative strategies to 

address developmental delays. 

 Not all families in the Fairfield PAT program were eager to follow up on the 

suggestions offered by the parent educators.  In the following section, parent educators 

discuss and describe situations when parents were not always in agreement with the 

information and suggestions they proposed.   
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 It should be pointed out that families have differing views on appropriate 

parenting styles.  There is not one right or wrong way to parent young children (although 

abusive or neglectful parenting styles are never appropriate).  It was my perception that 

when parent educators offered what they believed to be “best parenting practices” for 

parenting, and parents did not choose to follow their advice, parent educators found it 

frustrating.  Over time, if parents persistently resisted accepting and implementing 

information offered by the parent educator, their decisions to ignore the parent educator’s 

advice had a cumulative effect, which eventually eroded the relationship between the 

parent educator and the parents.  Consequently, the fractured relationship further affected 

a downward spiral of failing to follow-through and growing dissention.  Such was the 

case of Sally and the Johnsons (Family #1).  Families who required a high intensity of 

emotional effort when implementing the program goals are addressed in the following 

chapter.  These were also the families whose levels of follow-through were, at best, 

inconsistent and consequently required intense amounts of emotional effort by the parent 

educator to encourage them to follow-through with alternative parenting practices.      

Parent educators’ intensity of emotional effort.  

 According to Table 3, the parent educators reported that they invested varied 

levels of intensity of emotional effort with families.  Some families required a high 

intensity of emotional effort while carrying out their responsibilities, while others 

required moderate to low levels of emotional effort.  Parent educators began their joint 

efforts by carrying out the initial appraisal of the parents’ goals for becoming a part of the 

PAT program in a respectful and professionally circumspect manner.  Using this 

information as their guide, along with the mission and goals of the PAT program, they 
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attempted to match the needs of families for parent education, as well as support and 

connections to additional services that might be needed by individual families.  They 

further implemented the Born to Learn™ curriculum as a method of delivery.  Taking all 

these resources into consideration, the parent educators gathered materials and activities, 

such as: storybook reading, finger plays, and action poems to enhance language and 

phonemic awareness; math manipulatives to enhance cognition of concepts such as 

sorting, size, seriation, counting, number, pattern recognition and repetition, geometrical 

shapes, etc.); artifacts and pictures of nature such as seeds, leaves, rocks, plants, and 

animals etc to build vocabulary, stimulate conversations, and experience phenomena 

from the natural environment.   

 The parent educators modeled appropriate ways to interact with the child during 

these activities to scaffold and enhance the child’s understanding concepts and 

performance of activities.  Parent educators encouraged parents’ active participation with 

the child during the home visits.  They explained and demonstrated various methods of 

interacting with the child, however, it must be pointed out to the reader that it was not 

consistent with the philosophy of the PAT program to “insist or require” parents to 

interact with their child during the visits.  PAT is a voluntary program based on the 

philosophy that the parent is the first and most important teacher their child will ever 

have.  The parent educators in the Fairfield School District, as well as those parent 

educators who were in attendance at the regional meetings adamant that PAT is not an 

intervention program (where home visitors would be expected to develop a “theory of 

change” and then carry out a plan of action to change parenting behaviors, and then 

evaluate the home visitors’ and parents’ abilities to carry out these changes and 
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demonstrate that the identified outcomes of those intervention strategies were 

accomplished).  PAT’s philosophy was based on the belief that parents are the most 

important teachers their child will ever have, and the role of the parent educator was to 

offer education in child development, support, encouragement, and connections to 

services parents may need.     

 Parent educators identified the Martins, Conners, Davidsons, and Henrys as 

requiring little emotional effort to carry out their responsibilities, responding to the needs 

of their families.  Further, they identified the Drakes, the Aldersons, and the Logans as 

requiring moderate emotional effort to carry out their responsibilities as parent educators.  

Finally, parent educators identified the Dawsons, Shermans, and Johnsons as requiring 

intense emotional effort necessary to carry out their responsibilities.  The purpose of 

these evaluations was as I said before, two-fold.  First, it was to bring to a heightened 

level of consciousness how the parent educators viewed and understood the families.  It 

was my intent that they would then use this knowledge to make changes in the program 

that would enhance the parents’ engagement and follow-through.  The second purpose of 

the evaluations was to make the views of the parent educators more transparent to me.  

This information helped me to understand more clearly how and why the parent 

educators made the decisions they did about choices of activities and experiences, 

support services, and the differing ways they interacted with the families, based on their 

needs. 

 As a part of the data analysis process, I created a series of tables based on the 

emergent themes that surfaced from the parent interview data.  Then comparing them 

along several dimensions (i.e. goals for becoming involved in PAT, participation in home 
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visits and group meetings, parents’ and parent educators’ relational closeness, and rural 

parents’ beliefs and values) and then triangulating those with the parent educators’ views.  

While these tables were helpful to me in terms of the analyses, and revealed otherwise 

hidden relationships among the data, I have only included those that are most relevant in 

the final paper.   

 First, I theorized that close relationships parent educators’ built between the 

parents and the parent educators were connected to parents’ engagement and follow-

through in PAT.  Therefore to further investigate how this relationship might enhance or 

deter parents’ engagement and follow-through in PAT I asked parents to describe their 

relationship with their parent educators.   

 The Meyers and Davidsons described their relationship with their parent educator 

as being close as family.  The Shermans, Conners, Logans, and Henrys described their 

relationship as being as close as a friend.  The final four families, the Johnsons, Drakes, 

Aldersons, and Dawsons listed their relationship with their parent educator as closer than 

a professional relationship (this implies the type of relationship a family would have with 

their physician or lawyer).   

 Parent educators’ greatest challenges.  

 Three main types of challenges emerged as the predominant sources of difficulty 

when attempting to meet the unique needs of rural families.  The first type involved 

parents who fail to follow-up on important information about developmental delays and 

did not seek additional expertise to address a delay identified during a regularly 

scheduled screening. The second type of challenge for parent educators occurred when 

they attempted to provide information and support to parents who needed help providing 
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for the basic needs of their family.  A third type of challenge involved parents who were 

struggling with the realization and acceptance that their child had a disability.  Each 

challenge, as well as each family’s unique circumstance, required a combination of tact, 

consistency, compassion, and honesty on the part of the parent educator.  

 Early detection of delays in development is critical to a child’s future 

development and achievement in school.  Parent educators were aware of the importance 

of detecting developmental delays and implementing intervention strategies as early as 

possible.  If parents had difficulty acknowledging the child has a developmental delay, or 

appeared to impede efforts for further assessment, evaluation, and intervention services, 

parent educators found this extremely frustrating.  They felt powerless to resolve the 

situation and get the child the help they believed they needed. 

 Sally identified the first type of challenge.  The following selection described her 

interactions with the Johnsons (Family #1).  Despite frequent reminders to Jolene of the 

importance to contact First Steps, an agency that could provide further testing and 

prescriptive procedures if indicated, Jolene continued to ignore Sally’s suggestions and 

reminders:   

[long sigh] The toughest part of my job is when a family doesn’t follow 

through with what I suggest.  I have been trained to know ways to help 

this child get where they need to be, and the parents just ignore it 

completely. Parenting is a tough job and you can’t just sit back and 

watch what happens.  You’ve got to nudge the child along.  That’s why 

we offer suggestions.  Your child will be doing this in the next few 

months, and this is what you can do to help support them in their 

development.  That’s what the Born to Learn™ curriculum is based on.  

(PEIP SL 10 & 17) 

 As I stated in Part I of this study, PAT was, and continues to be, committed to 

developing and nurturing parents’ self-reliance and self-efficacy.  The goal of parent 
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educators is to stand by families: to encourage and support, to provide timely information 

about appropriate child development, to connect parents to necessary resource networks, 

to monitor children’s developmental progress, and to offer help and support.  It was not, 

however, their policy to take over the parents’ responsibilities for carrying out their 

duties.   

 The second type of challenge for parent educators occurred when they attempted 

to provide information and support to parents who needed help providing for the basic 

needs of family.  Basic needs such as money for food, rent, electricity, heat, etc. were a 

continuing problem for many families in the Fairfield district.  While parents appeared to 

eagerly accept information provided by the parent educators that would provide 

temporary assistance to meet the family’s needs, nevertheless, when parent educators 

returned for the next visit, the parent had not followed up on the parent educators’ 

previous suggestions, and the needs of the family continued to be of critical concern.  

This situation could be very frustrating for the parent educators, and, over time, these 

situations had a cumulative effect that eroded the reciprocal relationship between the 

parent educator and the parents. 

  Brenna struggled with this very frustration.  She discussed her concerns for her 

families and their needs, but at times, she shared how she felt powerless to help them and 

make long-term changes that would significantly improve their lives.  In the following 

excerpt, Brenna referred to the Shermans (Family #3) and explained how discouraging it 

could be when families fail to follow-up on information that could help to meet their 

needs: 
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[sigh] The toughest part of my job is when you see the needs of the families and 

you can’t help.  Hannah always told me, “You can lead a horse to water, but you 

can’t make them drink.”  And that’s so true.  You can offer parents the resources, 

but it is ultimately up to them as to whether or not they choose to follow up on 

this information.  (PEIP BL 16) 

 Brenna went on to discuss the dilemma she faced when supporting a family who 

did not have the financial resources to buy food for their family.  She shared with them a 

number of possible resources such as SNAP (Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 

Program) and TANF (Temporary Aide for Needy Families).  She gave them the phone 

number to call these agencies, but in keeping with the philosophy of PAT that you stand 

by and help, but do not take over the responsibilities of the parents, she did not insist they 

make the call in her presence or accompany the parents to the agency.  However, she was 

dismayed at her next home visit to learn that they had not followed up with either of the 

possible sources for assistance.  

  Brenna found it tempting to cross the line between offering support and taking 

over the responsibility of the parents to meet the needs of their family.  She found it 

particularly difficult to refrain from intervening when the welfare of the children was at 

stake.  Turning families in to DFS for neglect would most likely sever the relationship the 

parent educators had established.  However, when help, support, and timely information 

were offered, and the parents chose not to follow up on information, she interpreted the 

parents’ lack of response as irresponsible at the least, and neglectful at the worst.  Once 

again, these types of encounters had a cumulative effect that eroded the relationship 

between the parent educator and the parents. 
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 Thinking critically about this situation and looking at it through the perspective of 

the parents, perhaps the family did not have the literacy skills necessary to complete the 

required forms or perhaps the family was embarrassed by their lack of money for food 

and need for help.  Many rural families would rather have their children go hungry than 

to admit they needed help.  Also looking critically at the situation in terms of  Brenna’s 

role in following up with the family, there is a dilemma parent educators confront as they 

determine how much help is too much help.  Should Brenna have gone with the parent to 

sign up for TANF? Perhaps Brenna did not want to overstep her bounds with parents and 

appear to be domineering?  If the children are suffering, due to lack of food, shouldn’t 

she step in and get DFS involved?  All these are complex and difficult questions with 

which parent educators must contend, making tough decisions that affect families lives.    

 Hannah discussed a third type of challenge met by parent educators that caused 

them frustration and anxiety.  This challenge involved parents who were struggling with 

the realization that their child had a disability.  Parents who face this reality grapple with 

the heart ache of what Hannah called the loss of dreams for their child.  They rejected the 

idea that their precious and perfect child may not attain what would be expected of a 

“typically developing” individual, or that this child may face significant challenges in 

their future schooling or as an adult in the workplace.  They have not accepted that the 

child may not be able to attend college or live completely independently when they leave 

home.    

 Hannah stated that working with parents who had just realized their child had 

significant developmental delays (especially those that are severe) was the most difficult 

part of her job.  Helping those parents deal with the feelings of loss that accompany this 
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realization is painful, not only for the parent, but also for the parent educators, since they 

develop close personal relationships with both the parents and the children.  She spoke 

about her relationship with Darci Alderson (Family #6) and her son Chance.  Hannah 

explained her concern for both Darci and Chance:     

As a parent educator, it’s very hard when you see a problem in a child’s 

development and have to make sure the parent realizes that.  You know that is a 

loss of dreams. We all think we have the perfect child, and when you see a child 

that you know has a problem with their development and the parents can’t  see 

it…  Well, breaking that news to them is hard.  (PEIP HH 19-20) 

 Hannah went on to talk about the child’s diagnosis of a disability.  She continued 

discussing a home visit with Darci and Chance.  As a trained parent educator and years of 

experience as a school nurse and a parent educator, she could see ahead to what the 

family would most likely be facing.  She was saddened to think of the years of physical 

and occupational therapy, the special education program, medical bills, expensive 

equipment that would be required for Chance.  It broke her heart to think what this young 

mother would have to endure.    

 Brenna had a similar experience with a parent of a child (this parent and child 

were not a part of this study, but provide an example of what parent educators 

encountered throughout their tenure) who struggled with the realization that her child had 

a significant developmental delay: 

I’ve had families that I just couldn’t connect with.  I had one in particular, when I 

would go there mom would almost leave the room, like she was uncomfortable 
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with me even being there… like she didn’t want somebody talking with her about 

her child.  (PEIP BL 17) 

 Brenna went on to discuss how uncomfortable the parent felt when she went for a 

home visit.  When she would try to schedule a home visit, the mother would tell her they 

were not going to be home.  When she finally found a date that worked for the parent, 

when Brenna arrived the parent and child would not be there.  After a couple of years, 

Brenna finally was ready to give up.  But it was hard because she knew the child had 

developmental delays and needed to be assessed by First Steps.   

 The parent had an older child who was in a third grade, and so she had some 

experience with child development.  Brenna was not sure if the parent realized the child 

had delays and was having difficulty accepting it or if she truly did not realize the baby 

had delays. According to Brenna, she was not able to reach her, or help her and this was 

very difficult for her to accept.      

 As illustrated in the preceding scenarios, parent educators took their role very 

seriously.  They consistently screened the young children of their families, identified 

possible delays, and then provided the necessary information for parents to know what 

support systems and agencies were out there to help meet the needs of the child.    

 Hannah discussed statistics (this information came through the PAT National 

Center’s research) that suggested when children do not receive early intervention services 

for developmental delays, and they later receive remedial education, the costs to school 

districts are enormous; $3,700 dollars more, per child, per year than a typically 

developing child, to educate them in public school.  And so, identifying problems early 

was advantageous to the school district when thousands of dollars could be saved each 
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every year.  But if those delays were not identified early, and alternative strategies or 

intervention services were not put into place, precious time was wasted that could be 

spent implementing corrective measures. (PEIP HH 17)   

Sometimes the corrective measures were simple, such as physical activities and 

special learning strategies for the child.  Children were screened regularly through PAT 

and when delays were identified, parents were given alternative intervention strategies so 

they could work with their child in that particular area of development (e.g. fine or gross 

motor, cognitive development, language acquisition).  However, if the delay was 

significant, the child was referred to either First Steps (for further evaluation) or to the 

child’s physician, health care professional, or another support service agency. 

 Hannah mentioned another encounter she had with a family whose child was 

developmentally delayed.  In this case, the child was referred to Fairfield PAT by a local 

pediatrician (quite an uncommon occurrence).  While this family was not a part of this 

study, it further illustrates the frustration that parent educators encounter as they carry out 

their responsibilities.  In this case, the parent was reluctant to participate in the PAT 

program.  She further refused to accept the fact that her child had developmental delays.  

Hannah recalled how difficult it was to support, help, or engage the parent in the PAT 

program.  Cases such as these prepared parent educators for subsequent encounters with 

parents in similar situations.   

 Parent educators faced multiple challenges when attempting to recruit, engage, 

offer support, encouragement, and appropriate developmental information to families.  

While at times families reacted positively to the program and all it offered, at other times 

parent educators were met with considerable resistance, outright refusal, and rejection.  
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The challenges they encountered could be extremely discouraging and emotionally 

draining.  Families who embraced the program, were highly engaged, and had high levels 

of follow-through provided the counter-balance of emotional validation and job 

satisfaction. 

 In the next chapter, I will present my findings on the participating families. 
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CHAPTER 5:  Rural Family Participants’ Sketches 

Introduction 

 This chapter begins with a brief sketch of each of the ten families included in the 

study.  These profiles provide a window into the lives of the parent participants, through 

which readers may view, appreciate, and identify with the challenges families in rural 

communities face as they strive to raise and educate their children.  The reasoning behind 

the choices and preferences of the parent participants help to explain why families may 

have chosen to engage in the PAT program at a level that provided assistance to them in 

their parenting responsibilities or, conversely, distanced them from the program and the 

help it may have provided.   

 Family #1: The Johnsons. 

 Jamie (37-months-of-age) and Josh (22-months-of-age) lived together with their 

mom and dad, Jolene and Nick Johnson, in the village of Elmsville.  The family rented a 

small, four-room frame home, built in the 1940’s, which had undergone several 

attempted renovations.  Sitting on the front porch of the house was a muddy four-wheeler 

(which mom later revealed to us no longer ran) and a large, over-stuffed recliner.  

Multiple vehicles of various makes and models were parked in the yard, as well as 

multiple rusting metal lawn chairs, old lawn mowers, broken bicycles, etc.  Two large 

dogs, one Rottweiler and one Pit-bull, were barking wildly in the back yard. 

 We were greeted at the door by Jamie, simply wearing a diaper.  He was chubby 

for his frame and his diaper was sagging.  Jolene appeared soon afterward, wearing her 

night shirt.  She led us into the living room where Sally immediately sat down on the 
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floor and opened her bag.   The contents of the bag held an assortment of toys, games, 

and books.  Jamie was eager to see what was inside, but waited patiently on the floor 

beside Sally.  As we waited for mom to awaken Josh, I glanced around the room.   

 The living room was small, which gave it the appearance of being somewhat 

crowded together.  First, I noticed a large cardboard box filled with toys in the corner. I 

saw one book in the home. It was a tattered children’s book sent by a publisher 

attempting to solicit families in a book-of-the-month club (I did not see any additional 

children’s books in the home in three observation visits I attended with Sally and the 

family).  Next to the toy box sat a large flat-screen T.V. that was turned on when we 

came in and remained on throughout our visit.  Across the room were two over-stuffed 

recliners (similar to the one on the front porch) with an end-table between them.  Lastly, I 

noticed the kitchen, which was easily visible from the living room.  Dishes were stacked 

on the table, the counter, and in the sink.   

 Josh came running in, but when he saw me, he stopped short and stood close by 

Sally.  He was also wearing a diaper; however, his diaper was freshly changed.  He 

hesitated to engage in the play, but after some coaxing by Sally, he picked up the toy she 

offered him (a shape sorting box with shape pieces to insert in the holes) and sat down by 

his brother to play.  He kept a wary eye on me, while periodically ignoring my intrusion 

and playing with his toy.  Eventually, he warmed up to me and brought his toy over so I 

could help him select the correct holes that matched the corresponding shapes.  

 Jamie had been diagnosed and treated for a “lazy eye” condition.  He was also 

prescribed eye glasses, but was not wearing them during our visit.  When Sally inquired 

of mom about why Jamie was not wearing his glasses, she replied that he no longer 
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needed them to see.  Sally did not pursue this topic of conversation, but was visibly 

troubled by Jolene’s response.  In a conversation on our way home from the visit, Sally 

confided in me that Jamie frequently did not wear his glasses during home visits and 

when she questioned Jolene about the whereabouts of the glasses, she gave various 

explanations concerning where they were and why Jamie was not wearing them.   

 Through previous screenings (Denver II), Jamie and Josh had both been identified 

as having language delays.  Jamie’s delay was significant and Josh’s delay was slight.  

Sally suggested to mom that Jamie might require further testing offered through First 

Steps. (First Steps is designed for children, birth to age 3, who have delayed development 

or diagnosed conditions that are associated with developmental disabilities. The program 

offers coordinated services and assistance to young children with special needs and their 

families.)  Jolene was extremely reluctant to pursue further testing, but after several 

months of intense persuasion by Sally, and the fact that by then Josh (22 months-of-age) 

was talking more often and using more words than Jamie (37 months-of-age), she finally 

conceded and allowed Sally to initiate further testing with the First Steps program.  The 

testing conducted by First Steps revealed delays in the following developmental areas: 

language (nine month delay); cognitive (12 month delay); social-emotional (six month 

delay); and adaptive (seven month delay).  Since Jamie had recently turned three years 

old, public school had taken over responsibility for his intervention services; however, 

Jolene refused to allow Jamie to attend the Fairfield preschool program (where he would 

receive speech and language intervention services), despite the fact that the program was 

free of charge to the family and transportation services to and from the school were also 
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provided.  After several months of Sally’s pleading, Nick stepped in and agreed that 

Jamie could begin attending the Fairfield preschool program in January of 2011.           

 Jolene and Nick had lived together for a period of time prior to Jamie’s birth and 

were married in December of 2010.  Jolene was 24 years of age at the time of my first 

observation and dad was 28.  Nick had a daughter and a son from a previous marriage.  

His daughter lived in Oklahoma with her mother, but his son lived with Nick, Jolene, 

Jamie, and Josh.  Sally spoke to me about the demographics of the family on the way to 

the observation and mentioned some tension between Nick’s son, by his previous 

marriage, and his step-mom.  Nick’s older son was in fifth grade and attended middle-

school at Fairfield.  

 Neither parent in the family had jobs outside the home.  Nick had significant 

health issues--Lupus and a serious heart condition, which eventually became so severe he 

underwent open-heart surgery in the fall (2010).  He had applied for disability payments, 

in order to offset his inability to earn a living, prior to the open-heart surgery, but had not 

received approval at the time of my observation (April, 2010).  Mom suffered from 

persistent depression.  In order to control her condition, she took medication (when she 

had enough money left over to purchase the prescription).  She also experienced frequent 

bouts of anxiety attacks.  The family got by on government aid, food from the local 

ministerial alliance’s food pantry, and Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) food 

packages.  There was little money left over for rent, utilities, clothing, and diapers.  

 Jolene was taking on-line courses through a nearby community college.  She had 

received financial aid and talked openly to Sally about her schooling and finances.  While 
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she was not forthcoming about her future career goals, she was obviously very proud of 

this achievement and Sally commended her frequently for her efforts. 

 At the time of my first observation, Jolene and Nick were both present at home.  

During much of Sally’s home visit, they each sat in their respective recliners; Nick was 

watching a T.V. program and Jolene was talking with Sally, periodically intervening 

verbally with Jamie and Josh (most often to reprimand unacceptable behavior).  Neither 

parent got down on the floor with Sally and the boys, or interacted in the activities, 

games, or puzzles with the children during the home visit observation.  Both parents 

would answer questions or discuss issues if Sally brought them up.  During my second 

and third observations only Jolene was present.       

 Family #2: The Logans.  

 The Logans lived in a small five room frame home in the village of Elmsville.  

The inside of the home was modestly furnished, but extremely neat and clean.  The 

outside was neatly mowed and trimmed.  Family members included Gabe (41-months-of-

age), Jenna (30-years-of-age) and Ray (age unknown).  Ray had recently been 

incarcerated (for several months) due to recurring alcohol related offenses (i.e. DWI’s--

driving while intoxicated).  Ray had a job prior to his incarceration, but it was not clear 

whether he was working at the time of my observations.  Jenna suffered from severe and 

persistent depression, and experienced two episodes that required her to be hospitalized, 

one in May 2010 and one in August of the same year.  She did not work outside the home 

at the time of my visits with the family.       

 During Ray’s incarceration, Gabe suffered from an extended period of 

sleeplessness, which precipitated various out-of-control behaviors. Jenna finally resorted 
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to taking him to a Crisis Nursery, in a neighboring sub-urban area, so she could get some 

respite care for herself and secure a safe place for Gabe to stay while she got some sleep.  

This visit set off a series of events which eventually led Jenna to the Fairfield PAT 

program and a referral for Gabe to First Steps. He qualified for Speech and Language 

services through the Fairfield School District’s Early Childhood Special Education 

program, and began attending preschool there in the fall of 2010.   

 At the time of my first observation (September, 2010), Jenna was the only parent 

present.  She was highly involved in the home visit verbally, and she also redirected Gabe 

when his attention would wane.  Jenna showed Brenna a picture of picture that Gabe had 

made for her earlier in the month.  It was a sketch of his (Gabe’s) hands, which he had 

made with the help of his mom, and attached was a card Gabe had made for Brenna and 

signed neatly, all by himself.  Brenna thanked Gabe repeatedly and praised him for the 

excellent “G” he had written when he signed his name.  Gabe beamed!   

 Gabe attended to Brenna’s activities for short spurts of time, but eventually burst 

into running activities or other motor-driven antics.  He sat intently as Brenna read him a 

story about “vehicles,” pointing excitedly to each vehicle he recognized and talking with 

Brenna about the pictures he saw in the book.  Later, Brenna and Gabe did an art project 

that required Gabe to color, cut, and glue objects onto construction paper.  Gabe appeared 

to enjoy this activity and gave his full attention to Brenna for the duration of the 

experience.  However, when Brenna tried to talk with Jenna about Gabe’s speech and 

language services or other topics concerning Gabe’s progress, he darted about and 

performed attention-seeking behaviors.  Sharing Brenna’s attention with his mother was 

extremely difficult for Gabe.   
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 During periods of time when Brenna had Gabe’s attention, Jenna would attempt 

to remove objects from the room that had proved to be distractions for Gabe.  Jenna’s 

attention was focused on Brenna and Gabe’s experiences and activities, but she did not 

get down on the floor with them and interact in the activities.  Neither did I see her read a 

book to Gabe, although there were children’s books clearly visible in the living room.    

 During my second observation of a home visit with Brenna, Gabe, Jenna, and 

Gabe’s grandmother (not clear if she was a maternal or paternal grandmother) were 

present.  Additionally, Ray came by briefly during the visit (this was the only time I saw 

him).  He acknowledged Gabe, and Gabe was visibly elated to see his dad.  Ray did not 

stay long, nor did he participate in the home visit at any level.  He spoke briefly to Jenna 

and the grandmother, but he seemed to be in a hurry when he left.   

 Gabe’s grandmother observed the home visit intently and did what she could to 

steer Gabe back to Brenna during periods of time when his attention would wane.  Her 

general demeanor seemed positive toward Brenna and the activities she was presenting to 

Gabe.  She also seemed very supportive of Gabe’s mom and tried to help redirect Gabe 

(although not always successfully) when he would attempt to interrupt Brenna’s 

conversations with Jenna. 

 Family #3: The Shermans. 

 The Sherman family lived on the outskirts of Elmsville in a double-wide trailer.  

The half-mile lane leading to the home was rough creek gravel, with deep ruts washed in 

the road.  The home was set at the top of a hill overlooking a deep ravine.  Traveling up 

to the home was difficult.   
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 Members of the Sherman family included Isaac (28-monthsof-age), Jonathan 

(junior high age), Darla (34-years-of-age), and Caleb (35-years-of-age).  Both Darla and 

Caleb worked outside the home at minimum wage jobs, during which time Isaac was 

cared for by his paternal grandparents.  Jonathan, Isaac’s older brother, was active in 

sports and was successfully achieving academically. Both parents were actively involved 

in the lives of their children, as were the grandparents on both sides.  Family members 

attended sporting events (football and basketball games), parent teacher conferences, 

Open House, and the Christmas Program. Both parents grew up and attended school at 

Fairfield and exhibited a sense of loyalty and pride in the school.   

 Due to the low paying jobs held by the parents, the family was frequently behind 

paying their bills.  Multiple times (according to Brenna, Family Profile Data Sheet, 

February 9, 2011), Brenna would go for a visit and Darla would tell her that they had no 

food.  Brenna would give Darla information about food banks available through the 

ministerial alliance, and other resources available in the community where she could get 

food, but when Brenna would return for the following visit, Darla had not followed up on 

any of the resource agencies, and the family would be in need of food again.  This 

happened repeatedly.  Brenna further disclosed that the parents’ marital relationship was 

periodically unstable.   

 Brenna discussed in her personal interview (PEIP BL 16) that Darla had low 

literacy comprehension abilities and low reading skills.  Brenna believed that this 

condition affected the mother’s self-esteem and ability to see herself as a “teacher” and 

an advocate for her children at parent/teacher meetings.  Gradually, over the three years 

she worked with this family, Brenna saw Mom’s self-esteem improve and noticed that 
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she attended more and more school functions with confidence.  Darla did not drive and 

would call Brenna from time to time and ask for rides to school functions.  During my 

personal interview, there were times Darla had difficulty understanding my questions and 

Caleb would intervene and attempt to explain them to her.  He also would offer 

explanations for her answers to me, when he believed that I did not fully comprehend the 

intent of her answers.    

 During my observation visit, both parents were present and actively participated 

verbally in the home visit.  They would interject information, periodically, as Brenna 

interacted with Isaac in activities and “interpret” Isaac’s verbal jibber-jabber when 

Brenna was unable to understand.  Darla and Caleb (Caleb in particular) would share in-

depth stories, by way of explanation, when Isaac would tell Brenna about something that 

happened during the day or since the time of her last home visit.  It was clear from these 

side-bar conversations that these parents were actively involved in the lives of both of 

their sons.  Additionally, Isaac was always dressed in his “Sunday best” when Brenna and 

I came to visit.  The parents clearly made the needs of their children a priority in their 

choices for expenditures from within the family budget. 

 Family #4: The Dawsons. 

 The Dawson family lived in an older model double-wide trailer, at the end of a 

narrow side street, in the village of Elmsville.  The small yard around the home was 

neatly cut and trimmed.  An older swing set and turtle sandbox were noticeable in the 

small side-yard.  A tiny screened-in porch was built onto the back of the trailer and I 

noticed as we entered the modest home, that it was exceptionally clean, neat, and orderly.  

Sally immediately went in the living room area and sat down on the floor with Jason (37-
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months-of-age).  She selected an activity and they began to talk and play an insect (color) 

sorting game. 

 At first, Holly sat on the couch, but soon she moved to the floor beside Sally and 

Jason.  She engaged in the play and talked with both Sally and Jason as they engaged in 

the activity.  Jason was sorting the insects, first by insect type, and then by color.  Holly 

asked leading questions and offered observations as a means of suggesting “hints” to help 

her son choose the correct color or insect classification.  Later, when Sally read a book to 

Jason, Holly actively participated in questioning and prompting Jason as Sally read.  This 

interaction with her son appeared to be routine (Holly’s normal behaviors as she and 

Jason engaged in such interactions daily) and genuine.  This level of interaction between 

a parent and child, during a home visit, was not typical of the other families in the study.  

It was one of the few times I witnessed a parent interact with her child during a home 

visit at a level I considered “engagement”. 

 Jason had been a part of the Fairfield PAT program from the time he was 18 

months old until the time of my observation.  Although he had been in the program for 

more than a year-and-a-half, frequent colds and ear infections had prevented him from 

having consistent, monthly home visits (one visit during his first year in the program and 

two in his second year).  There had been a lapse in his visits from October 2009 through 

April 2010.  During this period of time, Jason had his tonsils removed.  This procedure 

seemed to have helped improve his overall health. 

 At present, Holly was a stay-at-home mom, although she had formally worked at 

a preschool.   Jim worked outside the home, but he was laid off from work at the time of 

my observation.  He was not present the day I came for the observation, nor was he 
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present when I came later, for the parent interview.  The couple was not married, but had 

been living together for several years.  The family was not native to the Elmsville area.  

They had moved here from a neighboring county in 2007.  Jason had two school-age 

step-sisters from a relationship Holly was involved in earlier in her life. She indicated 

that Jason loved his older sisters, especially the younger of the two.  Jason and his sisters 

often read together and played computer games. 

 As a family, (at least Holly, Jason’s sisters, and Jason) they were very involved in 

reading together on a daily basis.  During our interview, Holly shared various books that 

Sally had read with Jason and the interactive style of book sharing that Sally used to keep 

Jason’s interest piqued.  She recalled books that had finger-puppets, which Sally used to 

act out the story as she read.  Holly indicated that Sally used the puppets with Jason to 

“retell” the story, and she allowed Jason to manipulate the finger-puppets as he acted out 

the story characters’ roles.  Holly’s vivid memory of literacy events such as this one 

suggests that she was attending closely to Sally’s interactions with Jason.   

 Holly mentioned an activity that Sally had suggested she do with Jason, leaf 

rubbings.  Then she described in detail how they (Jason, his sisters, and Holly) completed 

the leaf rubbing activity.  Additionally, she portrayed the variety of leaves they had 

picked from the neighborhood trees and all the paper they had used to complete the 

rubbings during the previous week.  Holly also indicated that if it were up to her, she 

would give her T.V. away.  She shared her love for books and music.  Additionally, she 

told me that Jason, his sisters, and she often sang songs, counted, and recited the ABC’s 

during car trips.        
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 Jason had been a part of the Fairfield PAT program since he was 18 months-of- 

age.  Frequent colds and ear infections had prevented him from having consistent, 

monthly home visits (one visit during his first year in the program and two in his second 

year).  There was a lapse in visits from October 2009 through April 2010. 

 Family #5: The Henrys. 

 The Henrys lived in a small wooden-frame home in the village of Elmsville.  The 

family consisted of Bailey (28-months-of-age), Madison (13-months-of-age), an older 

brother (9-years-of-age), Allison (late twenties) and Travis.   They had three Pit bulls 

(one mature dog and two puppies).  The dogs were in a small cage by the front door when 

we arrived for our home visit.  When I came back for my interview visit, the dogs were in 

the kitchen in the same cage.   

 As we entered the house, there were numerous articles on the floor (toys, papers, 

magazines, books, etc.).  Allison met us at the door and cleared a spot on the floor to 

spread a blanket for Sally and the children to sit on.  This seemed to be a common routine 

for Sally and she began unpacking her bag.  The girls were excited to see Sally and 

swarmed her as soon as she sat down, so they could see what she had brought for them to 

play.  Sally pulled out stacking cups and multi-colored clips for the girls to play with.  

She focused her attention on Bailey first.  She asked Bailey to stack the cups one on top 

of the other.  Then she showed Bailey how the cups could fit inside each other.  She 

talked to Allison periodically, and shared with her why the game was developmentally 

appropriate and the concepts it helped Bailey to visualize and comprehend.  Shortly 

afterward, Sally held Bailey on her lap and read a book with her.  Bailey thought the duck 

in the story had a broken wing.  She was very concerned about the duck, so Sally tried to 
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redirect her attention to a new book about fireflies.  They read the story together and 

Sally stoped periodically to ask Bailey questions about the pictures in the book and the 

colors of the objects.   

 After the stories, Sally turned her attention to focus on Madison.  It was very 

difficult for Bailey to understand that she was not the center of attention now.  She 

become jealous and tried interrupt, taking toys away from Madison.  Sally was very firm 

with Bailey about not intruding in their play and reprimanded her.  Allison tried to 

redirect Bailey and sent her to her room to get a tub of toys to play with.  While Bailey 

was out of the room, Sally talked with Allison about the multicolored clips she brought, 

explaining that they had multiple purposes.  First, they could be used to verbally label 

color words for Madison.  Then they could be used to strengthen fine motor skills as 

Madison attempted to squeeze the clip ends together and open the clip.   

 Madison showed no interest in the clips, but instead played with a toy Miss Sally 

had given her when they first sat down.  This toy had a round chamber with slots cut in 

the top.  Large over-sized buttons of various sizes fit into corresponding size slots in the 

chamber.  Sally helped Madison, hand-over-hand, put the buttons in the correct slots.  

Madison smiled and gibber-jabbered with glee, when the button fit into the correct slot.  

Sally concluded the visit by holding Madison on her lap and read a board book with her 

about babies.  She left the book with Madison and directed her attention to Allison.               

 Allison stayed close by and showed great interest in the activities.  She talked 

openly with Sally about the children and their developmental progress.  She also shared 

with Sally about an upcoming family camping trip her dad had planned and paid for, so 

that she and her family could attend (family funds were limited).  Allison discussed her 
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recent triumph over progress in the girls’ sleep routines.  She shared with Sally that she 

had made a curtain out of heavy black material to cover the girls’ window and darken the 

room, so the girls would go to sleep earlier (since it was still light outside at 8:00 pm, 

their bedtime).  Sally praised Allison for her efforts toward developing and maintaining a 

more consistent bedtime and sleep schedule for her children.  A consistent bedtime 

routine had apparently been an ongoing struggle that Allison had been working to 

establish for some time.     

 The family became involved in the Fairfield PAT program when Allison was 

pregnant with Bailey.  They attended the “Tailgating for Tots,” a Fairfield PAT yard sale, 

with a friend who was in the PAT program.  Sally struck up a conversation with Allison, 

and noticed that she was pregnant.  She encouraged Allison to participate.  The friend 

who had brought Mom also encouraged her to join, and shared the positive aspects of the 

program.  (Allison, Bailey, and Madison spend a lot of time with Family #1.)  Sally 

called Allison later that fall.  She encouraged her once again to become a part of the 

Fairfield PAT program, which she did.  The family has been active participants in PAT 

since that time. 

 Allison had suffered from multiple health issues.  She had been diagnosed with 

paroxysmal dyskinesias (PNKD), which is a neurologic condition characterized by 

sudden episodes of abnormal involuntary movements.  Additionally, Allison had a bi-

polar disorder that she took medication to control.  Mom did not work outside the home 

at the time of the visit, but took on-line college courses to prepare her to pursue a career 

once the girls were both in school.  She indicated in her interview (PIP AH 2) that Sally 
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had encouraged her to look into taking some college courses.  Travis worked outside the 

home as a sheet metal worker. 

 Bailey and Madison were both born slightly prematurely (three weeks and two 

weeks respectively).  Allison was confined to bed rest for high blood pressure at the end 

of her pregnancies.  Both girls were developing typically and had no apparent lingering 

effects from their premature arrivals.  Soon after my interview visit with Allison, a close 

family friend moved in (temporarily) with her two children. 

 Family #6:  The Aldersons. 

 The Alderson family consisted of Darci (21-years-of-age), who was a single 

mother, and her son Chance (13-months-of-age).  The birth father had limited contact 

with Chance.  Darci and Chance lived with her mother and step-dad in a large double-

wide trailer in a remote rural area.  There was an immense yard surrounding the double-

wide and a large pond behind the house.  The yard was well-manicured and there were 

multiple large trees in the yard.  A baby swing hung on the porch. 

 Chance was born a month-and-a-half premature.  He suffered a Hypoxic ischemic 

brain injury (an aortic clot that that went to his brain).  He was in intensive care 41 days 

immediately following his birth.  Chance’s doctors initially told Darci that he would not 

survive, and if he did, he would be in a vegetative state.  Early on, Chance suffered from 

frequent and persistent seizures and was placed on medication (every 12 hours) to control 

the seizure activity.  While the seizures had lessened in frequency, his doctors still 

believed Chance was experiencing petite-mal seizures frequently throughout the day.    

 During his initial hospital stay Darci was referred to PAT and First Steps services.  

She accepted assistance from any/all programs made available to her (PIP DA 1).  
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Chance had a full neurological evaluation at a highly respected children’s hospital in a 

nearby urban area.  This confirmed Hannah’s suspicions that Chance’s vision was indeed 

impaired.  According to Darci’s description, he saw as if he were looking through a piece 

of Swiss cheese (20% to 30% of normal vision).   He had additional physical and motor 

development delays.  He received physical therapy (PT) and occupational therapy (OT) 

twice weekly, as well as visits from a developmental therapist once per month, and vision 

therapist who also came once per month.  All therapy was coordinated and delivered 

through the First Steps program.  The PAT coordinator began seeing the family in 

August, 2009 and visited them monthly, at the time of the study, to offer additional 

developmental support services, as well as social-emotional support to Darci and Chance.   

 At the time of my first observational visit with the family (October, 2009), 

Chance was six months old.  Hannah had seen the family once prior to this visit.  I was 

just a tag-along observer learning more about the local Fairfield PAT program and acting 

in the capacity of a volunteer.  At this time Hannah, the PAT coordinator, noticed some 

developmental delays in Chance’s motor skills and vision tracking.  While he responded 

readily to auditory stimuli (e.g. Mom’s voice, Grandma’s voice, dog barking, T.V. 

commercials), he did not attend (or seem to even acknowledge the existence of) visual 

stimuli, even when placed in very close proximity For example, Hannah tried reading a 

book to Chance and he did not acknowledge that the book was present.   

 Chance was able to push his chest up with his arms, when placed on his stomach 

(cried and did not like this position), and would push against a surface with his legs for 

brief periods when held face-to-face on Hannah’s lap.  He did not have developmentally 

appropriate control of his head, however, and would frequently bump on Darci’s shoulder 
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when she held him.  Hannah verbalized concern about this situation and asked Darci 

when he was scheduled for the neurological evaluation.  Later, when Chance went for the 

complete neurological workup, the developmental delays in motor and vision domains 

were confirmed. 

 Darci noted that Chance liked music, bouncing (either on someone’s knee or in 

his bouncy chair), and being outdoors (PIP DA 9&10).  Chance also enjoyed being held 

close by Darci or his grandma.  He took pleasure in having someone read to him and sing 

songs to him.  Darci voiced concern about taking Chance out in public (PIP DA 10).  She 

was uncomfortable with the reaction of people toward Chance.  She mentioned that they  

were “looking at us funny” (PIP DA 10).  Darci and Chance’s maternal grandma were 

both present and actively involved in both home visits I observed.  They held and readily 

responded to Chance’s needs during the visit.  It was clear he responded back to them, 

cooing and turning his head when he heard their voices.      

 Darci had recently completed her bachelor’s degree, having taken classes at a 

college in a nearby urban area.  She was unable to get a job in her field, due to the 

depressed job opportunities in the small rural area, and had to take a position as a 

corrections officer at a local men’s correctional center.  She confided to me that the hours 

she worked made it impossible for Chance to attend a local (developmentally 

appropriate) center-based child care facility in the same town as her current work 

position.  In her interview (PIP DA 11), Darci disclosed her desire to live on her own; 

however, her inability to access childcare that met Chance’s special needs, as well as 

services offered within a time frame that coincided with her current work schedule, made 

it impossible. 
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 Family #7:  The Drakes. 

 The Drakes lived in an out-of-the-way location approximately twelve miles from 

Fairfield school. Their home was located at the most northern edge of the school district, 

at least a 25-30 minute bus ride, if the bus went directly from school to home.  They lived 

just off a county gravel road and additionally had a quarter mile lane.  Their ranch style 

home (on a basement) was built in the 1980s.  It was fairly modern and had a large 

surrounding yard.  

 The Drake family consisted of Lori (Mom, in her mid-to-late 30s), Carson (Dad, 

also in his mid-to-late 30s), and six children ages 14, 12, 10, seven-years of age, 46-

months old, and the youngest who was 15 months old.  Lori did not have a job outside the 

home.  Carson worked a fulltime job outside the home and also mowed yards (with his 

dad and oldest son), as a side-job to earn extra money.  He was gone often and Lori had 

primary care and responsibility for the children’s educational needs and their attendance 

in extra-curricular activities.  All of the school-age children were required by their 

parents to complete homework on time, and maintain above-average grades.  Lori 

expressed her desire that the children do well in school and try their best.    

 Lori suffered from brief periods of depression from time-to-time, and Hannah 

commented that there were times she would go in the house for a home visit and all the 

blinds would all be drawn and the house was dark (Personal conversation, July 12, 2010).  

Lori would confide in Hannah that she had not been outside with the children for several 

days.  Further, she rarely attended school functions.  She commented on her social 

backwardness during her interview with me (PIP LD 2 & 4).  Lori and Carson both 

experienced some very significant health issues, which required extended hospitalization 



192 

 

stays and put the family in additional financial difficulties.   Lori’s parents were very 

supportive.  They often took their grandchildren home with them (a couple at a time) and 

helped with yard work, house painting and repairs, and would offer financial assistance 

whenever they could.   

 The two children I observed at the Drake home visit were Melissa (34-months-of-

age) and Maggie (9-months-of-age).  Maggie was just starting to crawl and pull up to 

furniture.  She was also beginning to say a few words (e.g. thank-you, bye-bye, Momma, 

“nanna” – banana, and Mia) and developing typically in every way.  Melissa on the other 

hand, according to Mom (Observation Recording October, 2009), had struggled with her 

inability to attend to tasks for extended periods of time, impulsive behaviors, lack of 

ability to understand  cause-and-effect relationships, as well as issues with sibling rivalry.  

Additionally, her most recent screening showed some concerns with speech and language 

development.  Both Lori and Hannah expressed concern over Melissa’s jealousy, when 

Maggie was the focus of attention.  Melissa would grab Maggie and shake her in a rough 

manner.  Furthermore, Melissa was extremely sensitive to admonishments by her parents 

or Hannah, and often over-reacted in a melodramatic fashion.  Because of her concerns 

about Melissa’s impulsive behaviors, short attention span, and possible speech and 

language disorder, Hannah suggested that Melissa be referred for further evaluation to the 

Speech and Language Pathologist at the Fairfield School District. 

 Melissa was tested, and her speech and language were within normal range for 

Melissa’s age.  Therefore, she did not qualify for any services through the school district.  

Hannah had hoped that she might qualify for speech and language services, so she could 

go to preschool at no cost to the parents.  The family met the requirements for FPL, 
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which would have allowed Melissa to attend Head Start; however, the nearest Head Start 

program was 23 miles, one way, from their home, and the family only had one vehicle 

(which Carson took to work).  Transportation services for children in rural areas such as 

the Fairfield community were not available.  Therefore, even though Melissa qualified for 

Head Start, transportation to and from the center made it impossible for her to attend. 

 Melissa’s maternal grandparents were aware of the concerns Lori and Hannah had 

for her.  They were additionally aware that the cost of preschool at Fairfield was more 

than the family could afford.  They also realized that transportation to and from Head 

Start each day was impossible for the family to arrange.  Therefore, they volunteered to 

pay for Melissa to attend preschool at Fairfield for the 2010-2011 school year.          

 Family #8: The Davidsons. 

 The Davidsons lived just outside of Elmsville, on a small farm.  The family’s 

home was in a modern, two-story frame house with a large wrap-around porch.  A long 

winding drive lined by a white fence, framed the green pastures where Irish cattle grazed.  

In addition to the cattle, the Davidsons raised goats, chickens, and sheep, The family also 

had pets; a dog and multiple cats.  They moved to the area three years earlier from a large 

metropolitan area.  Amy (Mom) and Fred (Dad) were both over 50, and each had been 

married previously.  Fred had two grown sons from his first marriage and Amy had three 

grown adopted adult children from her first marriage. 

 Amy worked at home, caring for their adopted and foster children (five of the 

children attended school and three were preschoolers), while Fred ran a wholesale wood 

business located out of a large metal building located adjacent to the home.  In addition to 

their grown children from previous marriages, the family had adopted six children with 
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special needs, ranging in age from preschool to ninth grade.  All were originally placed 

with the Department of Family Services (DFS) from biological parents who had abused 

drugs and alcohol, and all suffered physical, cognitive, and social-emotional disabilities 

as a result of either their biological genetics and/or their previous environmental 

circumstances.  Some had been severely abused and/or neglected prior to their placement 

with the family.   

 The Davidsons had provided care for multiple foster children in the preceding 

years.  In fact, Amy had been involved with more than 60 foster children during her 12- 

year history as a foster parent.  At the time of my observation, she was caring for two 

foster children; a thirty-three-month-old child with language and articulation delays (PAT 

screening revealed a 12-month delay in language development and possible speech 

delays) and behavior issues, as well as a seven-month-old infant who had experienced the 

results of severe neglect.  The mother of the infant was incarcerated and the father was 

unable to provide adequate childcare arrangements for the baby (and her other siblings) 

with his current job situation.  First Steps had already evaluated the infant and was 

visiting her on a regular basis, as was PAT.   

 The children I observed during my home visit with Sally, on April 26, 2010, were 

the current foster children, Erin (33-months-of-age) and Amber (seven-months-of-age).  

Also at home, during the time of my visit was Neal, a four year old adopted boy who had 

been with the family since he was a toddler.  Neal had an older biological sibling who 

was also adopted by the Davidson family.  She attended first grade at Fairfield 

Elementary School. 
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 Amy met us at the door, holding Amber and accompanied by Erin and Neal.  The 

home inside was nicely furnished and decorated with art work.  Additionally, eight-by-

ten pictures of all the Davidson’s adopted children hung on the walls in the dining room.  

We proceeded to the formal living room, and this is where Sally sat down on the floor 

(quite routinely) and started unpacking her bag.  Erin tagged along close behind and 

eagerly (quite impatiently) anticipated Sally’s attention and activities.  Erin 

spontaneously hugged Sally as she pulled out an attribute activity game that involved 

sorting items by color, shape, and size.  As Sally played with Erin, she explained to Amy 

the purpose of the activity and the sequence of learning levels Erin would go through as 

she processed this information: discriminating and identifying the same group of objects 

by size, shape, and color; differentiating one attribute at a time. 

 Neal, the Davidson’s adopted son, watched from across the room, where he sat 

“reading” a book about Big Bird.  It was clear that he longed to enter into the attribute 

activity, but had been advised by Amy that this was Erin’s time to play with Miss Sally.  

Amy was working with Amber, assisting her as she practiced turning over from back to 

front.  Restriction, caused by sitting for inappropriately extensive periods of time in a car 

seat, had inhibited Amber’s motor development.  She did not put any weight on her limbs 

when supported in a standing position, and she did not try to push her chest up when 

lying on her tummy.  Additionally, she was not able to sit up or creep.   

 Intermittently, as Sally and Amy worked with and interacted with the children, 

they had an ongoing discussion about routine events in their lives, obviously based on 

their personal friendship.  Amy referred to Sally as a “friend” (PIP AD 3) and later as a 

part of her extended family (PIP AD 3).  Throughout the home visit, Amy discussed the 
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following topics with Sally:  the arrival of humming birds to the area, mechanical 

problems with her dishwasher, challenging behaviors by Erin, potty training and bedtime 

routines, developmental progress made by Amber, the quirks of the foster care system, 

challenges of going to the grocery store (or anywhere else) with eight children,  which 

restaurant in the area served the best fried chicken, and where she could purchase flower 

boxes to put on the back patio.  Sporadically dispersed within the context of the home 

visit, both Amy and Sally redirected, admonished, and corrected inappropriate behaviors 

demonstrated by Erin.  Erin was clearly jealous of any attention given to Amber, during 

Amber’s turn to be the focus of the visit.  (The parent educators at Fairfield routinely 

centered the attention of the home visit on the older sibling first, and then the younger 

sibling.  It was their observation that jealousy was common among siblings vying for 

their attention.)       

 Amy expressed her frustration in dealing with Erin on a daily basis, stating that 

she had difficulty coming up with activities that stimulated Erin’s imagination and 

attention for any length of time.  Sally suggested several engaging activities that would 

be developmentally appropriate and at the same time address multiple developmental 

domains.  Amy also expressed concern to Sally that her contact person within the foster 

care system locally had hinted that Amber’s biological dad was hoping to regain custody 

of her in the near future.  Amy protested this possibility and expressed her concerns about 

whether or not Amber’s dad was capable enough or stable enough to be caring for a child 

Amber’s age.  Amy was visibly distressed about this possibility, but noted that she did 

not have an option to adopt in this case. 
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 Family #9: The Conners. 

 The Conner family home was located in a remote, rural area at the eastern border 

of the Fairfield School District.  It was an older modular home, built on a basement, and 

surrounded by a large, neatly mowed lawn.  A large dog greeted us when we arrived, but 

was not unfriendly.  When we knocked on the door, no one answered.  Hannah indicated 

that the family was usually very reliable about keeping their visit appointments and 

suggested that she often waited a few minutes before leaving.   

 We sat in the car and waited about 15 minutes.  During this time, Hannah filled 

me in on the demographics of the family.  She identified them as a unique family because 

they had a two-generation history of involvement in PAT.  Andrea was the mother of 

Max.  He was the focus child.  Andrea had also been through the PAT program when 

Hannah first began working with PAT twenty-five years earlier.  The child’s 

grandmother, Yetta, had enrolled Andrea in the PAT program and had been instrumental 

in making sure that Max (45 months-of-age) was involved in the PAT program.  Andrea 

was a single mother.  She moved in with her mom and dad when Max was approximately 

six months-of-age, and had lived with them while she completed her nursing degree and 

worked part-time.  Max’s grandparents both worked outside the home.  Grandma was a 

Registered Nurse and Grandpa worked at a local cement plant.  The family worked 

together to rearranged their work schedules so that one of the three adult family members 

could be at home with Max at all times.  He did not go to child care unless it was an 

emergency situation. 

 When it looked as though the appointment would be missed, Hannah put a note 

on the door, and we started down the road.  We hadn’t gone even a mile, when Hannah 
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recognized their car, so we turned around and followed them back to their home.  Yetta 

was bringing Max home from preschool in a nearby town.  Andrea and Yetta decided that 

Max was not receiving enough social interaction with children his own age and believed 

that having him participate in a preschool experience two days each week would be 

advisable considering their extreme rural location and the fact that he wasn’t around other 

young children very often. 

 Yetta was the only adult present during our home visit.  She led us into the house, 

which had several modern conveniences and was clean and orderly.  We proceeded to the 

living room where Hannah and I got down on the floor with Max.  Yetta sat on an 

overstuffed footstool close to where Max was playing.  Hannah had brought a box with 

sorting objects in three sizes—small, medium, and large.  She dumped them on the floor 

and then provided a verbal script for Max’s actions.  Max was expected to sort the objects 

by attribute and then arrange each group in order from smallest to largest.  Hannah 

verbally labeled each concept and action, as Max sorted and seriated the objects. 

 Periodically, throughout the visit, Hannah addressed her comments to Yetta about 

activities in which Max should be engaged.  She suggested simple sequencing activities 

(A/B patterns) with colors or shapes.  She also suggested that Yetta reinforce and connect 

these skills to real-life situations Max could relate to (such as the sequence of Max’s 

daily schedule—get up, get dressed, eat breakfast, brush teeth, drive to school, etc.).  

Yetta discussed issues she was concerned about such as Andrea’s work schedule and 

challenges Andrea faced with going to school, working part time, and being a single 

mom.   
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 As the home visit progressed, Max sorted money (coins) into piles (e.g. pennies, 

nickels, dimes, and quarters.)  Yetta shared with Hannah how Max could identify quarters 

even when he was much younger, since these were the coins he could use in the snack 

machine when he visited her at work.  Hannah and Max concluded their sorting activities 

by sorting plastic foods into categories.  Then Hannah read Max a picture book (The 

Napping House).  This version of the story was a flap book.  Max enjoyed pulling the 

flaps and discussing the story.  Hannah used a “dialogic” style of interaction while 

reading the story, connecting real-life happenings with the happenings in the story and 

asking Max questions about the content of the story.  

 Toward the end of the visit, Max wanted to get into Hannah’s box and find 

another activity.  Hannah had already told Max that he had to wait for her to get the 

activities out.  Max became insistent about getting in the box and started acting out when 

Hannah would not let him open the box.  He defiantly stepped on puzzles, sat on the box, 

and growled at Hannah.  Hannah held her ground and would not allow Max to get into 

the box.  Finally, Yetta intervened and asked Max if he wanted to go to his room (which 

in rural middle class homes means—stop what you’re doing or you are going to be put in 

time out!!).  Max started to cry, and Yetta took him to his grandpa, who was home by this 

time.   

 Yetta and Hannah continued their conversation about activities to do with Max 

before her next home visit.  She also shared information about the Fairfield preschool for 

next fall and the Parent Appreciation Picnic the following evening.  Finally, Hannah 

discussed the planned changes that were happening at the state level with the PAT 
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program for the following school year (a crippling reduction in funding for the PAT 

program statewide). 

 As we were leaving, Max came running out of his bedroom and hugged Hannah 

goodbye.  He said he was sorry for trying to get into her box without permission.  She let 

Max know that she forgave him and she appreciated his apology.  Yetta shared a picture 

album/scrapbook she had made for Max, showing different activities (e.g. going to the 

creek to catch crawdads, a trip to Six Flags, a family reunion, raking leaves and jumping 

into the piles, sledding, building a snowman) they had done together as a family 

throughout the year.  She told Hannah how they would look at the album and discuss the 

events, reliving them with Max.  Hannah commended Yetta for this activity.  She let her 

know it was an excellent way to build language and memory skills.  

 Family #10: The Martins. 

 The Martins lived in a newly completed home located on a gravel county road 

approximately two miles from Fairfield School.  The home sat atop a hill, surrounded by 

a large yard which had not yet been planted in grass, and a small lake in the valley below 

the house. The family was not native to the area, but had recently moved there from a 

large suburban area.  The land on which the family built their new home belonged to 

Dad’s mother (she lived in an older country home and was a retired physician).   

 Family members included Nathan (46-months-of-age), Wesley (15-months-of-

age), Hope (6-years-of-age), Jessie (Mom) and Tom (Dad).  The parents were both in 

their late thirties. Tom was a paramedic in a large suburban area and commuted to work.  

Jessie was a stay-at-home mom and spent her time caring for the three children and 

taking care of the household.  Both parents had college degrees.   
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 Tom met us at the door and led us into the living room.  Sally and I sat down on 

the floor where Nathan and Wesley quickly joined us.  The boys watched intently as 

Sally opened her bag.  She pulled out a play farm set which included animals, a tractor, a 

barn and silo.  Animal sounds would play when buttons beside the animal pictures were 

pushed.  Wesley was enamored by this toy, especially the sounds of the animals and the 

music that played when you opened the barn door (Old McDonald Had a Farm).  Nathan 

watched and helped his brother play with the farm set (making the animal sounds play).  

 Jessie and Tom were present and equally actively involved in the home visit.  

Tom’s mother also came by for a visit toward the end of my observation.  She however, 

did not take an active part in the home visit, but rather remained a casual observer, 

patiently waiting to have her own turn to interact with her family. 

 The parents were very conscious of developmentally appropriate activities and 

valued quality family time together.  They expressed to Sally that they limited T.V. 

viewing, encouraged reading and visited the library regularly, did science experiments 

with their children in the evenings, and set aside time for deliberate teaching/learning 

activities—based on their children’s interests.  They were diligent about following up on 

health concerns and tried to cultivate their children’s artistic talents and interests (dance 

classes for Hope and tumbling for Nathan).  The children were expected to help out with 

household chores and encouraged to accept responsibility for their actions.   

 There was visible evidence of an abundance of educational and developmentally 

appropriate toys (both inside and outside the house) for each child’s age, and each child 

had his or her own bedroom.  There was also an abundance of quality children’s 

literature, and books of all genres were scattered in different locations around the living 
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room.  Tom discussed watching Public Broadcasting Service (PBS KIDS) shows with his 

children and specifically mentioned a dinosaur show that Nathan enjoyed.  Tom quizzed 

Nathan about the specific dinosaur names and facts he had learned by watching this 

program.  They told Sally that the children had received a globe for Christmas, and they 

were teaching them about the locations of various countries.  Tom shared their recent 

night-time routine of conducting science experiments.  Their children were obviously the 

focus of their time, resources, and energy. 

 This visit was the first time the family had interacted with Sally as their parent 

educator.  For the previous five years, Hannah had been their parent educator.  This may 

have prompted some of the conversation topics, since Sally was unfamiliar with the 

family’s routines and expectations (these would have been presumed if Hannah had been 

the parent educator).  I had visited the family previously with Hannah earlier in the 

school year and I noticed consistency in the family’s behaviors and interactions with their 

children across both observations.  Additionally, Jessie and Tom were present throughout 

both home visits, and they seemed equally involved across the two observations.  A 

summary chart, outlining rural families’ characteristics, can be found in Appendix H. 

Rural Families’ Perceptions of the Parents as Teachers Program 

In this section, I discuss sub-question three:  How do rural participating parents 

understand the PAT program?  This section begins with a brief sketch of each of the ten 

families included in this study.  These profiles provide a window into the lives of the 

parent participants, through which readers could view, appreciate, and identify with the 

challenges families in rural communities face as they strive to raise and educate their 
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children.  The reasoning behind the choices and preferences of the parent participants 

helps to explain why families may have chosen to engage in the PAT program at a depth 

that provided assistance to them in their parenting responsibilities or, conversely, 

distanced them from the program and the help it may have provided.                                                                            

 The following themes emerged from the data from the parent interviews and 

observations.  I discuss each in turn, then at the end of this chapter, I offer an 

interpretation of the findings.   

 Theme 1: Parents’ goals for entering the PAT program. 

 Theme 2: Parents’ perceptions of home visits and group meetings. 

 Theme 3: Parents’ perceptions of their relationship with their parent educators. 

 Theme 4: Rural parents’ cultural beliefs and values.  

 While all parent participants in this study were from the same small, rural 

community, they came to Parents as Teachers with differing goals for participation in the 

program.  Their beliefs and values concerning how children should be raised and the 

importance of education during the early years of life were based on their own upbringing 

and their level of educational attainment.  These perceptions mingled together with the 

expectations of the community in which they lived.  Additionally, the differences among 

the families’ perceptions of the PAT program were also based on their individual 

experiences and interactions with the parent educators, their family and friends who were 

or had been involved in the program, as well as their beliefs about and concerns for their 

children.   The reasons behind the choices and preferences of the parent participants may 

help to explain why some families in this study engaged in the PAT program in ways that 

provided them with help and support, while others dissociated themselves from particular 
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components of the program that may have provided them with additional benefits. A 

chart depicting parents’ goals can be found in Appendix I. 

I address each theme individually in order to better illustrate the role it played in 

each family’s engagement and follow-through in the PAT program. 

Theme 1: Parents’ goals for entering the Parents as Teachers program. 

Introduction. 

 Parents’ beliefs about parenting practices and early childhood education 

influenced their decisions to become involved in the Parents as Teachers program.  Often 

these were closely tied to the goals parents had for themselves and their children.  At 

some level, either conscious or tacit, parents believed that the PAT program could help 

them realize these goals.  Consequently, inferences could be made about the parents’ 

initial perceptions of the Parents as Teachers program based on their initial goals for 

entering the program.   

One of the first topics parent educators introduced during the initial visit with the 

family was to ask parents to put into words the goals they had for themselves and their 

child throughout the year.  In other words, what did they hope to accomplish and how 

could the PAT program help them realize their goals?  The goals were documented on a 

form, and together the parent educator and parents discussed the goals and the reasoning 

behind them.  Subsequently, the form was held by the parent educator until the last home 

visit of the year, at which time she collaboratively reviewed the past years’ goals with the 

parents, and determined the degree to which the goals had been accomplished.  Parent 
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educators believed this was an essential first step for parents to consider when entering 

the program.   

In like manner, one of the first questions I asked parents during our one-on-one 

interviews was, “How did you become involved in the Parents as Teachers program?  

What brought you to the program?”  As a follow-up question I asked, “When you became 

involved in the program, did you have any specific goals in mind that you felt like PAT 

could help you accomplish?”  Parents’ responses to these questions revealed their beliefs 

about the program’s potential toward helping them fulfill their stated goals.  The findings 

related to their responses clustered around six themes.  In the following section, I present 

the themes and then point to ways these common themes (parent’s goals) influenced 

parents’ engagement in the program, as well as their willingness to act on information 

offered by the parent educators.  Parent interviews revealed a wide range of family goals.   

School readiness. 

Five families in the study, the Martins, Conners, Dawsons Shermans, and Logans, 

indicated that school readiness was one of their main goals for becoming involved in the 

Parents as Teachers program.  These parents believed that PAT would help them prepare 

their children to be successful in school.  Four of the five families’ beliefs concerning the 

meaning of “school readiness” were closely aligned with academically oriented sorts of 

skill-based knowledge such as: counting, knowing letters, colors, shapes, etc.  They were 

looking for activities and experiences that would help prepare their child to be 

academically successful in school.  They knew there would be a kindergarten screening 

given prior to kindergarten entrance and they wanted their child to perform well (i.e. 

show appropriate developmental growth) in all assessed areas.   
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Jessie Martin (Family #10) discussed her goals for entering the PAT program with 

me during a personal interview.  Both parents in the Martin family were college 

graduates.  Additionally, the paternal grandmother was a physician.  Clearly, there was a 

history of academic achievement within this family and expectations that their children 

would also excel.  Therefore, the emphasis these parents had in mind as to their initial 

intent for entering the PAT program, as well as their main goal for their children, was 

school readiness.  Furthermore, they were seeking to learn more about appropriate 

activities that could enhance and lead development.  Jessie expressed her goals for 

entering the PAT program and her perceptions concerning how effectively PAT had 

helped her to meet those goals: 

 I think the goal was to make sure our children had a good basis before they 

entered school.  I just wanted them to have a head start in their learning.  I thought 

that they would have good learning tools that I may not necessarily know about 

and opportunities to be around other families in the area.  I think their reason is to 

help parents educate their children and give them the tools for successful 

academic achievement before they reach school.  (PIP JM1 1-2) 

 One family, the Conners, identified their initial goal as school readiness; however, 

it became apparent that Yetta Conner’s interpretation of school readiness was different 

than the rest of the parents who named school readiness as an initial goal for entering the 

Parents as Teachers program.  School readiness, as interpreted by Yetta, referred to 

“social readiness for school.”  In other words, she was concerned about her grandson, 

Max’s, ability to participate successfully in an organized, public school classroom setting.  

She described school readiness as following directions, participating in organized 
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activities and expected experiences directed by the teacher, getting along with other 

students in the classroom, following the classroom rules and expectations of the teacher, 

and accepting the consequences of inappropriate actions.  Yetta’s overarching goal was to 

prepare Max to conform to the social expectations (acceptable behaviors) of Fairfield 

public school: 

I think my goal was to make sure that Max had a well-rounded atmosphere.  He 

was the only child in a household of adults.  At that time, he did not go to a day 

care or a preschool.  We all took turns and worked our work schedules around so 

that one of us could always be here with him.  He didn’t go to a baby sitter unless 

it was absolutely necessary and it was very, very infrequent.  So I think my main 

goal was to make sure we gave him a well-rounded atmosphere. (PIP YC9 1-2) 

 Later in our conversation, Yetta revealed further explanation for her reasoning 

and choice of goals for Max:    

I think for me, I think PAT is probably one of the most important parts of the 

school system, because I feel like that if the kids don’t get it when they are Max’s 

age, they’re not going to get it later.  When they learn behavior – expected 

behavior, acceptability, and if you wait until  they get in school, some habits are 

already set.  The self-confidence that they get, it’s the most important part of 

preparing them for the rest of their school years and their life.  (PIP YC9 19-20) 

 Socioeconomic status (SES) did not seem to be a factor that influenced whether or 

not the families’ goal for becoming involved in PAT included school readiness, at least in 

this study.  The Meyers’ and Conners’ families, who stated school readiness was one of 
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their goals for entering PAT, were upper-middle and middle-class respectively; however 

other families from working-class and low-income SES also suggested school readiness 

was one of their goals.  The Shermans (Family #3), Dawsons (Family # 4), and Logans 

(Family #2), stated school readiness as one goal for becoming a part of the PAT program.  

They were identified by their parent educators as being working poor or low-income (see 

Table 3, pp. 169).  Social class and parent education, nevertheless, influenced how many 

school readiness opportunities families could provide on their own, without the assistance 

of PAT.  

 As a side-bar conversation, I want to point out a significant problem relative to 

parents’ desire for school readiness and access to preschool.  While the parents, as 

discussed above, who expressed their keen desire to have their children succeed 

academically in school transcended SES demographics, their access to quality early 

childhood educational programs (preschools, nursery schools, and daycare centers) was 

not readily available in the Fairfield area.  Even when financial guidelines for admittance 

to low-income programs such as Head Start were an option, transportation to and from 

the program made it impossible for these rural children of poverty to attend.  Parents as 

Teachers offered a program that was accessible to all families, even those in extremely 

remote areas, and further, taking advantage of PAT services was not dependent on the 

families’ financial position.  The preschool education came to the child’s home and it was 

free of charge to the parents. 

 Holly Dawson’s family would have met the low-income guidelines set forth by 

Head Start, but transportation was not possible. Transportation was offered by the 

Fairfield Preschool program, but the tuition fees were too much for the family to absorb.  
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Holly had been told by a close, trusted friend (in another school district) that PAT was a 

good program to be involved in and she decided to give it a try.  She had two older 

daughters, so she wasn’t inexperienced at motherhood.  She had a good idea, based on 

her prior experiences, what to expect developmentally from her children.  She also had 

worked in a preschool for a while, which gave her additional insight and experiences 

concerning what might be expected to  prepare young children to be academically and 

social-emotionally prepared for public school.  Even with her background knowledge and 

parenting experience, Holly felt it was advantageous to her son, Jason, to become 

involved in PAT.  Her goals for entering the program could be inferred by the goals she 

identified in the following interview selection.  They seemed to reflect Holly’s concern 

that Jason would be prepared academically for kindergarten:   

At first, it was kind of one of them things where I wasn’t sure what the program 

was all about, but now after being in the program for almost two years, I think I 

understand.  At our first visit, Sally asked me, “Is there anything you would like 

Jason to know so he will be prepared for kindergarten?”  So we got the counting 

down, we’ve got the numbers down.  We’re starting on the ABC’s.  It’s a little 

confusing, that one.  (PIP HD4 1-2) 

 The Shermans (Family #3) wanted to do their best for their children, and they did 

everything within their capabilities to secure a better life for them.  They exhibited raw 

determination as they encountered many obstacles on their way to providing even the 

most basic needs for their family.  They needed what Hannah called, “a hand up”.  The 

Shermans knew they wanted their youngest child, Isaac, to be academically prepared for 

school achievement.  His brother had the opportunity to go to preschool free of charge 
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(Fairview had been awarded a grant to fund preschool free of charge to the district’s most 

needy families for a period of three years, with funding being gradually decreased in 

relationship to the families’ ability to pay on a sliding scale).  There were multiple years 

between their children, and the free preschool option was no longer available.  The 

parents wanted to help Isaac to be just as successful in school as his older brother had 

been, and they obviously attributed much of the older brother’s success to preschool.  

They couldn’t identify what they could do to make this happen, but they showed faith in 

Brenna to guide them in their efforts.  Darla conveyed her goals for her younger son, 

Isaac, and the ways she believed she was helped in meeting those goals through the 

family’s involvement with the PAT program: 

I just wanted Parents as Teachers to teach my children. They helped me teach him 

things like building with blocks, learn shapes and colors, and ABC’s…She 

brought pictures for Isaac teaching him his ABC’s and his numbers.  He tries to 

count now  and he likes puzzles.  And we are trying to work with crayons.  He 

scribbles and he tries to cut with his scissors.   (PIP DS2 1-2; 14) 

 Families in this rural area did not have access to the same resources as families in 

urban areas.  There were no libraries close-by where parents could go to access quality 

children’s literature.  The small libraries located in nearby towns (20-25 miles away) 

offered few choices.  Owning books was expensive, a luxury many families could not 

afford or certainly was not a priority for their financial resources; consequently, books 

were scarce in many rural homes, especially low-income homes.  Many parents in rural 

areas still believed the main purpose of kindergarten was to develop social skills, which 

was the purpose of kindergarten when they were going through public school.  They did 
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not understand the shift that has taken place in kindergarten curriculum toward a more 

academic emphasis, especially in the areas of reading and writing instruction.  

 It was important to Jenna Logan (Family #2) that her son Gabe be prepared to be 

successful in school.  She alluded to this in her interview by stating the decision she and 

Gabe’s father made to live in the Fairfield School District was made because they knew 

Fairfield was a quality school where Gabe would have access to a good education (PIP JL 

3).  The difficulties she and her family went through when Gabe’s father was in prison 

and the suggestion initiated by the Crisis Nursery staff that Gabe might be autistic served 

to bolster Jenna’s resolve to seek out help for Gabe.  She was willing to accept help from 

multiple agencies in order to get him on track, so as to insure his future success in school.  

While Jenna had the desire, she lacked knowledge of child development and skill in 

developing activities and experiences that would enhance Gabe’s development.  Despite 

her deep commitment to help Gabe, she lacked the materials and resources necessary to 

carry out learning activities.  Jenna was willing, but she needed someone more 

knowledgeable about child development and appropriate educational expectations to 

guide her.          

 I asked Jenna what her goals had been for getting involved in the Parents as 

Teachers program.  I wanted to know what value she saw in the program for Gabe and for 

herself.  She responded to this question in the following segment: 

Well, my sister-in-law had her kids in PAT and, I could see the difference in 

them.  After their visits, and what her children learned, I knew, especially with it 

being a part of Fairfield School, I knew it would be good.  That’s why we bought 

the house here is because we wanted Gabe to go to school in the Fairfield District. 
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And Brenna has done that… she’s made a world of difference.  She’s really 

special to Gabe. (PIP JL2 3) 

 Support for parenting. 

 Providing support and encouragement to parents is one of Parents as Teachers 

goals.  PAT supports the belief that parents have a critically important job as the first and 

most important teacher of their children.  Further, they contend that parents require help 

and support from others in order to successfully carry out this role.  Perhaps Sally said it 

best, “Well, kids don’t come with instruction manuals.”  (PIP JJ1 12)  Jolene Johnson 

(Family #1) concurred with Sally’s quote by reporting that, for her, parenting was not an 

easy job. (PIP JJ1 12)  

 Eight families in this research study entered the PAT program with the goal of 

receiving support and encouragement as they carried out their parenting responsibilities.  

Some families were consciously aware that they needed support and freely admitted this 

was their intended goal.  Other families were in great need of help and support but 

perhaps too proud to admit it, even to themselves.  

 Andrea Conner (Family #9) was a young single mother who had no problem 

admitting that she needed help and support raising her son.  Andrea and her son, Max, 

lived with her mom and dad who provided a steady source of reinforcement as well as 

financial support.  Despite the fact that Andrea’s family offered her parenting advice, she 

also valued Hannah’s visits.  Andrea appreciated the up-to-date professional information 

Hannah provided concerning topics on parenting issues: 

I know for me personally, while I was not a terribly young mother (she was 18 

years of age when Max was born), I was a younger mother and it really helps give 
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you the confidence, like when Hannah would come and visit with us.  It would let 

me know I was doing what you need to do and my child was developing the way 

he should.  It just gave me that extra confidence to feel like I was doing a good 

job as a new parent.” (PIP AC 2) 

 One parent that openly and quite vocally showed appreciation for the parenting 

support offered by the PAT program was Amy Davidson (Family #8).  As a foster parent 

of young children with special needs, Amy realized the awesome responsibility of her 

parenting role.  She readily accepted the challenge, but equally enthusiastically accepted 

the help, support, and encouragement Sally gave her during each visit.  Amy was not shy 

about expressing her appreciation for PAT and for Sally. Perhaps it is a case of the 

greater the need, the greater the appreciation:   

I could not do what I do for the foster kids or for our adopted children without 

Parents as Teachers, because they all came from the same situation (most are drug 

or fetal alcohol babies).  But even if they weren’t, just having somebody come to 

the house and support me and what I’m trying to do or somebody just to talk to 

about what I do and get other ideas and things is unbelievably enriching. Every 

child is different and there’s not been a perfect child.  (PIP AD8 1-2) 

 Other families in the study had more than their share of family troubles.  A case in 

point was Jolene Johnson’s family.  She had two young boys who were only 15 months 

apart (ages 37 months and 22 months).  Her husband was disabled with a serious heart 

condition which meant most of the parenting responsibilities fell to her.  On top of all 

that, her husband’s son lived with the family and he had behavior problems at school on a 
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regular basis.  Additionally, the family easily met the guidelines of poverty, since neither 

parent worked outside the home.  The only known means of support the family had to 

pay their bills was the payments Nick received from his government disability benefits.     

 While Jolene rarely missed her home visit, for some unknown reason she was 

reluctant to follow through on the suggestions and advice that Sally, her parent educator, 

gave her.  When possible delays were identified as being present in Jamie’s (the older of 

the two children) development, during a regularly scheduled screening, Jolene required 

repeated reminders from the Sally, over an extended period of time (several months), 

before she would agree to follow-up and contact First Steps to arrange for more in-depth 

testing for Jamie.  It is standard procedure for the parent educator to suggest that the 

parent contact First Steps when a significant delay has been identified; at the same time, 

parent educators are resolute in their expectation that the parent take the initiative and 

make the call.  Jolene was not following up on this support service and from Sally’s 

perspective appeared to be in denial that a problem even existed.  It was only when the 

language skills of the younger child actually caught up to and exceeded the skills of the 

older child that she was finally willing to admit that there was a problem, a lag in Jamie’s 

speech/language development.   

 When Jolene did finally make the decision to call and get First Steps involved, 

their further testing identified lags in multiple areas of Jamie’s development.  By then, 

however, Jamie was three years of age and no longer eligible for First Steps services.  

The public school had then become the agency that would follow up with the information 

provided by First Steps’ testing.  Jolene refused to allow Jamie to attend preschool at 

Fairfield.  Despite the fact that services were free of charge and a bus would provide the 
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transportation to and from the program, Jolene remained unyielding in her refusal to 

allow Jamie to attend preschool (where he could receive speech/language services).    

 The Johnsons appeared to be a family that fit the profile of “difficult to help” as 

identified by Smith and Wells (1997, p. 82-97).  Sally found it required additional effort, 

copious emotional stamina, and an ample amount of additional patient determination to 

find ways to enhance the Johnsons’ commitment to a higher level of engagement and 

follow-through in the PAT program.  Additionally, Sally struggled to find ways to 

provide supportive assistance to this family as they worked to meet the most basic needs 

of their children. Jolene responded to Sally’s suggestions with what appeared to her as 

subtle indifference or, at times, even outright defiant rejection of follow up suggestions 

for further testing and preschool services for Jamie.  Even after he had been identified by 

First Steps as having multiple developmental delays (see Family Sketch, pp. 139-143 for 

details) she remained resolute.  Jolene’s decisions seem to contradict her consistent 

participation in home visits and more than infrequent attendance at group meetings (41% 

attendance).  

 The fact that Jolene did eventually agree to more in-depth testing for Jamie, and 

eventually did allow him to attend preschool, upon her husband’s directive, suggests that 

she saw a measure of value in the PAT program.  Jolene expressed her reasoning for 

involvement in the program, “I didn’t really have any goals in mind when I first started in 

the Parents as Teachers program, but I had watched my brother excel by being in the 

program.   I got to watch him grow up, too!”  (PIP JJ1 1-2) 

 Later in the interview, Jolene revealed that the home visits and the support she got 

from Sally were what she believed was most important for her.  This implied that what 
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she was looking for, despite her reluctance to accept the professional advice given by 

Sally, was support and encouragement.  She alluded to this, “Sally’s helped me out a lot.  

Just like, if I don’t know something, or when things go on with the boys, she’s somebody 

there I can talk to.”   (PIP JJ 9) 

 The Shermans also identified support for parenting as a reason for entering the 

PAT program.  They appreciated the support Brenna gave them concerning parenting 

issues such as toilet training, eating habits, and bedtime routines.  These were on-going 

areas of concern that the Shermans were dealing with at the time of the study (Field 

Notes, April 26, 2011).  Sometimes, they just needed to vent about an issue and have 

Brenna lend a compassionate ear.  Other times they needed professional advice on how to 

get Isaac to eat without causing a power struggle or go to bed at night without a crying 

fit.  Finally, they had been struggling with toilet training issues and shared with Brenna 

their victories and setbacks.  Darla Sherman believed that Brenna had been a source of 

support and encouragement to their family.   

 Another parent who identified support for parenting as a goal for entering PAT 

was Jenna Logan (Family #2).  Jenna had experienced the trauma of having her home life 

and family spin “out of control.”  Rural families included in this study were not immune 

to the same types of struggles families encountered in urban areas.  In particular, 

substance abuse and maternal depression were two problems that were seen with some 

regularity by the Fairfield parent educators in the families they served.  Parents who were 

affected by these two diseases had children who suffered ill effects as a consequence of 

their parents’ conditions.  The Logan family (Family #2) was afflicted with both; Jenna 

suffered with severe depression and Ray (Dad) with substance addiction.  The 
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consequences for Gabe, their son, were devastating.  His hyperactivity and frequent 

temper outbursts were reactive behaviors, expressions of his emotionally turbulent home 

environment.  Despite the troubles encountered by the family, they fought against the 

odds to carve out a more stable life for themselves and especially for Gabe. 

 The circumstance of a total family breakdown was the precipitating factor that 

brought Jenna and Gabe to Parents as Teachers.  Jenna was in desperate need of help and 

support.  A crisis situation brought Jenna to the PAT program.  The story is best told in 

her own words: 

I was having some problems with Gabe.  Ray went to jail and about 

three or four days after he went to jail, Gabe started acting up really bad.  

He was hitting his head on the wall, throwing fits, and not sleeping.  I 

mean literally, he would go three days with only 15 or 20 minutes sleep.  

He’d lay down to sleep for a few minutes and then he’d be right back 

up.  So I took him to a crisis nursery So, he went there for 24 hours and 

when I picked him up, they had given him a Denver test, or some 

screening, and they said, “Oh yeah, he’s autistic.”  So I was all upset.  

And it just so happened that the day I had him (Gabe) in the doctor’s 

office, Brenna (parent educator) just happened to be there with two of 

her kids.  And when she got back home, she asked Ruthie (a mutual 

friend) if I was still living in the Fairfield School District?  And Brenna 

asked Ruthie if she would give me her (Brenna’s) phone number.  So I 

called Brenna. I made an appointment for her to come and see Gabe.  

Ray (Gabe’s dad) was in jail for seven months.  Gabe had started 

progressing, but when Ray came home, Gabe really made a turn-around, 

and then with all the help from Brenna, it really made a difference.  So I 

got a hold of First Steps and he came and Brenna came, so they were 

here together.  First Steps did an evaluation on Gave, and he seen no 

signs of autism.  So I switched doctors.  I took him to Dr. Jones for a 

second opinion, and he said, “There is no way this child is autistic.”  

And Gabe’s been talkin’, and he’s countin’, and he knows his colors and 

shapes now.  (PIP JL2 1-3) 

 Further along in the interview, I asked Jenna what her goals had been for getting 

involved in the Parents as Teachers program.  I wanted to know what value she saw in the 

program for herself, for Gabe, and for her family as a whole.  She responded: 
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Well, my sister-in-law had her kids in PAT and um, I could see the difference in 

them.  After their visits and what her children learned and everything like that, I 

knew it would probably do him a world of good to have that.  And Brenna 

has…she’s made a world of difference.  Brenna did it!  She did!  She’s really 

special to Gabe, too.   (PIP JL2 3) 

 Even parents who were seasoned parents and well informed as to parenting skills 

also needed help and support for their parenting practices.  The Drakes and the Martins 

were families who had a combination of both knowledge and experience that equipped 

them to be extremely capable parents.  However, even the most knowledgeable parent 

needs support and encouragement to see them through the trying times of parenthood.   

 Lori Drake had been a part of the PAT program for over 14 years.  All six of her 

children had either been served or were currently being served by the PAT program at the 

time of my observation.  Despite the fact that she was not a new mother at the time of this 

study, and had had an abundance of experience parenting, she indicated that some days 

she just felt like a failure as a parent.  She further indicated that all parents need support 

and encouragement.  So even after all these years, she believed that remaining in the PAT 

program was still valuable to her.  She discussed her thoughts:  

So, I think being a parent, I think you kind of like that reinforcement to know that 

you’re doing a good job, because some days being a parent is hard… sometimes I 

yell.  And I think to myself, “Am I failing at this.  I just need someone to say, 

“You’re not failing.”  “You’re doing a good job!”  Sometimes parents have bad 

days and they need someone to reassure and encourage them.  Hannah has done 

this for me.  (PIP LD 19-20) 
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  Another seasoned parent who identified support and encouragement for parenting 

as one of her goals for participating in the PAT program was Allison Henry.    Allison 

discussed ways PAT had helped her with her parenting skills.  She suggested that having 

someone who could help her see her parenting practices from a more impartial 

perspective could be helpful:   

 Well, my kiddos are much smarter than I used to give them credit for and it 

helped me just … before PAT came around here, I was a very impatient parent.  I 

had no patience for noise. I used to say, “Oh, you can do it yourself.” I wanted my 

kids to be independent.  I was forcing my son to be more independent than he 

needed to be and she just taught me to give them a little more leeway.  The way 

you treat them is the way they’re going to react. (PIP AH 3) 

 Finally, Jessie Martin (Family #10) suggested that while she didn’t feel she 

needed to take advantage of all the supports that were available to her as a parent, she 

appreciated that they were made available to families that did need them.  In particular, 

she said she appreciated the parenting support that was provided through the pamphlets 

and handouts brought to the home visits and left by the parent educators.  She found this 

information helpful to refer to at a time when it was convenient for her to read over them.  

Jessie believed it was important for parents to be reminded of important information 

about child rearing such as nutrition, dental health, safety, and effective discipline 

strategies.  Most of all, Jessie appreciated the one-on-one time with the parent educator, 

just talking with her about the children and all they had learned and accomplished during 

the lapse time between visits.       
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 Parent education in child development. 

 All of the parents in the study mentioned parent education (either directly or 

indirectly) as a goal for involvement in the PAT program.  No matter how well educated 

parents were in their knowledge of child development or parenting practices, they were 

interested in learning more about appropriate expectations for their child’s development 

and what their child should be doing at particular ages and stages of development.  They 

were also interested in learning about activities and experiences that would enhance 

development and prepare their child to be successful in school.    

 Jessie Martin made note of her goal to learn more strategies for teaching concepts 

through activities that were developmentally appropriate and would engage the children’s 

interests in learning:   

I thought that the parent educators would have some good learning tools that I 

might not necessarily know about. I think so, as far as the skill building action, I 

don’t know that I would have gone anywhere else to get that information, so I 

thought that was good.  I mean you teach them things at home, but I just liked 

knowing that they were hitting their developmental milestones or were beyond the 

norm, so it was good for me just to know that as a parent.  (PIP JM 1; 5) 

 Andrea Conner (Family #9) also made reference to the importance of parent 

education.  She remembers a time when Hannah gave her important information about 

teaching Max his personal information such as: his full name, names of his parent 

(grandparents), phone number, and address.  Hannah pointed out to Andrea that this 

information could be critical in case of an emergency.  Andrea discussed how she had 



221 

 

never thought of teaching these concepts to her son.  She shared her realization of this 

information and her appreciation to Hannah for pointing this out to her: 

One thing that sticks out for me last school year, I’ve always thought that Max 

was pretty… doing very well for his age, especially with language and motor 

skills and the last screening she did, his language skills were down, because he 

didn’t know his full name and that had never dawned on me that, at his age, he 

should know that?  Hannah said, well you know before he starts preschool he 

should know his full name and your full name.  (PIP AC 9) 

 Another parent who valued the parent education component of PAT was Allison 

Henry (Family #5).  She was not a part of the PAT program when her oldest child was a 

preschooler.  She realized, after having enrolled her two younger children in the program, 

the ways PAT could have enhanced her efforts to educate her son.  Additionally, Allison 

valued the ideas she has learned about through her parent educator: 

Mainly, with my son, it was hard for me to teach him certain things because he 

was my first born and I didn’t know if I was doing it right.  We did preschool at 

home.  I wanted PAT to tell me, “Yes, you’re doing this right or no you’re doing 

this wrong.”   I needed someone to tell me, “He needs to be learning these things 

right now.”  So, I needed PAT to help me know how to teach them.  Just to make 

sure I had them on the right path.  (PIP AH 1)  

 Darci Alderson (Family #6) appreciated the parenting education she received to 

help her interact with her son, Chance, who had some significant developmental delays 

and vision impairment.  She needed more than a basic level of expertise in child 
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development to know what activities were appropriate for Chance as he continued to 

grow and change.  She wanted to challenge him, but at the same time, she wanted her 

strategies for parenting and stimulating Chance’s development to be appropriate, taking 

into consideration his developmental delays.  Darci valued the information Hannah 

brought her, and she realized that Hannah interacted with Chance in a way that she and 

the other therapists, who were also working with Chance, did not.  Hannah, because of 

her medical background, coupled with her extensive knowledge of child development, 

brought a fresh perspective and approach with Chance that others who saw him could not 

employ.  Hannah was able to provide differentiated interactions with Chance that were 

developmentally appropriate, and additionally, plan activities that were modified 

especially for him.  Hannah was in a position to see both typically developing children as 

well as atypically developing children, such as Chance. Darci discussed her thoughts:  

Hannah would bring like little games and papers and like tell us what we can do 

to try to entertain him and interact and stuff like that.  But, mainly, she would just 

come in and see how he’s doing and then try to help with his progress and try to 

see if he would interact or react differently to different stuff.  She would bring 

packets. For Chance, it gives him a way to interact with other people and I like it 

because he’s kind of sheltered.  (PIP DA 2)             

 Parent education came in multiple forms.  While many parents gained information 

and were educated about child development and parenting skills through the home visits 

and pamphlets brought to them by their parent educators, parents also received parenting 

education through the group meetings offered by PAT.  As was discussed in the 

“Context” portion of Chapter 4, group meetings were held approximately once per month 
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and came in two different formats; one type was more child/parent activity oriented and 

one was more lectures directed at topics of interest for parents.  Topics addressed at these 

meetings were generated by parent surveys, filled out by parents at the beginning or end 

of the school year.  Both types offered parents an opportunity to learn more about how to 

raise and educate their child. 

 Amy Davidson (Family #3) appreciated both types of parent education formats.  

She enjoyed her parent educator, Sally, coming into her home and bringing (and 

modeling/demonstrating) activities and written handouts/pamphlets that offered her 

education concerning topics of interest in raising and educating her children.  Being a 

foster parent of children with special needs, she needed specific kinds of information that 

Sally was able to help her locate and interpret.  She appreciated Sally’s level of expertise 

in child development and her objective view of the children.  This assisted Amy as she 

made every effort to meet their individual needs.   

 Amy was a very social and outgoing person.  She missed the opportunities for 

social interaction she had enjoyed when living in a bustling suburban area.  She liked 

meeting with other parents and getting feedback from them, as well.  Amy talked about 

the value of group meetings, as a forum for parent education:   

I think both types of group meetings are important, the activity oriented ones, as 

well as the parent education ones.  Both are both equally important, because there 

are things that I get out of it that I absorb more when I’m not trying to watch my 

children.  So there are things like nutrition that parents need information about. I 

wish there was more one-on-one training.   (PIP AD 2-3) 



224 

 

 Amy also appreciated the parent education information she received during home 

visits.  She realized that some of the topics that she needed in-depth information on were 

not appropriate to discuss in a group meeting.  She valued the opportunity to talk openly 

about these sensitive issues with Sally in the privacy of her own home.  Amy compares 

the two types of education opportunities in the following discourse: 

I get more when she’s here with me, because then I can ask the questions and not 

be embarrassed in my old age asking a silly question in front of some twenty-

year-old mom who knows all the answers. Because my children are so different, I 

mean seriously delayed physically, emotionally neglected, or over stimulated or 

under stimulated…I feel better here because privacy, I can’t always share that in a 

group.  (PIP AD 5-6) 

 Many parents appreciated the way parent educators let them know which skills 

they should be working on with their child.  Even when parents had difficulty articulating 

this, they appreciated that parent educators knew which skills their children were ready to 

learn and which ones to hold off introducing.  They counted on the parent educators to 

steer them toward the right activities and appropriate interactions with their children.  

Jolene Johnson (Family #1) felt that the PAT program had parent education information 

that was helpful to her in raising her sons.  She appreciated the information on language 

development and also pre-academic activities to do with her children (PIP JJ 2&5)  Holly 

Dawson (Family #4) also believed that PAT offered her parent education information that 

made her job as a parent easier.  She especially welcomed the information about early 

literacy skills and mathematical concepts (PIP HD 1&2)  
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 The Shermans (Family #3) and the Logans (Family #2) valued the interaction 

with their parent educator and because of that relationship they tried to incorporate many 

of the activities Brenna left for them.  Brenna would often introduce and model an 

activity and then leave the activity for the parents to do/play with their children in 

between visits.  Both families struggled financially, so they did not have the resources to 

purchase many materials, but Brenna would make activities or loan them books, puzzles, 

games, and other educational materials that they could use to interact between visits.  

These parents were very vocal about their interactions with their children between visits 

and frequently had artifacts (writing papers and art projects) they would give Brenna 

when she came that demonstrated they were trying to interact with their children and 

intentionally focus on pre-academic skills such as alphabetic knowledge, reading, 

writing, and counting. (Field Notes April 26, 2010, September 15, 2010, and October 13, 

2011)   

 Screenings and developmental monitoring. 

 Another reason parents had for entering the PAT program was for the screening 

and developmental monitoring that PAT provided.  This was one of the four main service 

components offered through the PAT program.  While PAT offered screenings free of 

charge, once a year, for preschoolers in the entire district, those in the PAT program 

received not only the screenings, but additional developmental monitoring.  Parent 

educators could closely observe the child’s progress over time and suggest appropriate 

experiences and activities to enhance the child’s development.  Parents could work with 

their child during the time between visits and the parent educators would then check in at 

monthly visits to see how the child was developing.  Children with delays were carefully 
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monitored and rescreened to ensure accuracy of the assessment results.  If the child’s 

assessment scores were significantly below expectations, they could then be referred on 

to First Steps for additional, more intensive, diagnostic testing.   

 Some parents in this study worried about their children being behind when they 

entered school.  They wanted their children to be academically successful, but 

additionally, they wanted them to fit in socially without experiencing significant behavior 

problems.  They believed that if there were lags in the child’s development or issues with 

their behavior, the best course of action was to find and address the problems early in the 

child’s life.  Consequently, some parents identified regular screenings and developmental 

monitoring as their reasoning for becoming involved in PAT. 

 Five of the ten families identified screenings and developmental monitoring as 

one of their main purposes for becoming involved in PAT.  Two of the families that 

identified this purpose were the Aldersons and the Davidsons.  Both families had children 

with significant developmental delays and and/or identified health impairments.  Darci 

Alderson’s son, Chance, was born a month-and-a-half premature.  He suffered an aortic 

clot that that went to his brain.  He was in intensive care 41 days immediately following 

his birth.  He had frequent and persistent seizures and was placed on medication to 

control the seizure activity.  While the seizures had lessened in frequency, his doctors still 

believed Chance was experiencing petite-mal seizures frequently throughout the day.  

They further determined that this situation made it difficult for Chance to attend to 

sensory stimuli for any significant period of time, thus further delaying his cognitive 

development. 
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 Darci was understandably concerned about Chance’s development.  She sought 

out and appreciated any avenues of help for her son.  She discussed Chance’s interactions 

with Hannah and ways the PAT program’s screening tools complimented the other 

professional health care specialists that were also working with Chance.  

Hannah checked the pupils of his eyes, and stuff like that.  She tried the hearing 

test, but he’s ornery and he was uncooperative.  We know he can  hear, but he 

won’t always react to the sounds.  I like how Hannah does that, because then you 

don’t have to go to the doctor to get all those tests.  Hannah and the First Steps 

visitor do assessments here, but, because he just doesn’t always want to 

cooperate, it makes it hard. (PIP DA 5-6) 

 Another parent who appreciated the PAT program for the screening and 

developmental monitoring component it provided was Amy Davidson (Family #8).  

Because she is a foster parent to children with  mild to severe developmental delays, as 

well as significant handicapping conditions due to substance abuse, neglect, and physical 

abuse by their biological parents, she valued the help and support through the screenings 

and developmental monitoring available when participating in PAT.  Amy discusses the 

importance of this component and her intentions when seeking out PAT for this very 

component in the following excerpt: 

The screening process is, well the way they do it here nice.  It’s always playful for 

the children.  They are never intimidated.  My kids loved it.  And at the end of it, 

when I was handed the results, they were very easy to understand and not 

overwhelming at all.  I’ve had Parents as Teachers at the same time as First Steps.  

They each have their own role.  (PIP AD 6-8) 
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 While some parents valued the screening and developmental monitoring-

component of the PAT program, they also harbored some fear and anxiety about finding 

out the results from the screenings concerning their child’s development.  Allison Henry 

(Family #5) was a parent who both valued and feared the screenings.  While her children 

were typically developing, she had high aspirations for their futures.  She wanted them to 

arrive at school more than prepared to be successful and achieve academically.  At first, 

when she become involved with PAT she had some anxiety about the screening 

component.  Allison explained her conflicted notions in the following selection: 

The screenings, I’m always afraid of those.  I’m so afraid Sally’s going to tell me 

my kids are behind, and they’ve never been behind.  The screenings, I thought at 

first, were part of the judgmental part.  I didn’t want anyone knowing if my 

children were behind.  But now I realize it shows me that my children are on 

track, and sometimes above average.  It shows me that I’m doing a good job 

teaching them and they are actually learning something from me.  (PIP AH 6-7) 

 Some parents needed the confidence and the peace of mind to know their children 

were progressing normally (typically) as they grew and developed.  Additionally, they 

wanted to know how they could enhance that development and help their children 

achieve to the very best of their ability.  The Drakes (Family #7) and the Martins (Family 

#10) both saw the screening component of the PAT program in this light.  They valued 

the information the screenings gave them, so that they would know what areas of 

development were strengths for their children and which areas needed some extra work.  

Lori Drake discussed her intentions for becoming involved in the PAT program and 

mentioned this component as one of her primary goals: 
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My goal was just to learn what to expect each month, as my baby got older and to 

learn all the different things to know about how to care for them, what to play 

with them, and know what to look for to make sure they were doing what they 

should be at each particular age.  And with the hearing, Hannah would check with 

all the kids and when I’ve taken all the kids to their checkups they have never 

tested their hearing.  (PIP LD 1; 7-8) 

 Finally, Jessie Martin (Family #10) valued the screenings because it gave her 

information about how her children were progressing.  She wanted to know that they 

were hitting their developmental milestones successfully.  This in turn guided the types of 

activities she planned for them and helped her know what they needed to work on.  Jessie 

discussed her thoughts about the screening component of PAT and why this was an 

important goal she had for entering the program:  

I liked knowing it, because at that young of an age, you don’t know whether they 

can hear very well, or see very well.  You teach them things at home, but I just 

liked knowing that they were hitting their marks or were beyond the norm, so it 

was good for me just to know that as a parent.  I also liked the health screenings, 

because she had been a registered nurse previously.  (PIP JM 4-5) 

 Children’s social interaction. 

 Surprisingly, only two parents indicated that social interaction was a goal they 

had in mind when entering the PAT program.  Especially in a rural community where 

social interaction is challenging because of distance issues and time for travel, I found 

this extremely interesting.  The two families that identified social interaction as an 
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objective for becoming involved in PAT were the Davidsons (Family #8) and the 

Conners (Family #9).  Even though they each believed that interaction with other children 

was an important goal that could be met by PAT involvement, their rationale for their 

goals differed.   

 Amy Davidson’s children were all foster children who had a multiplicity of 

developmental challenges physically, cognitively, and socially/emotionally.  She wanted 

them to have an opportunity to interact with other children who were developing 

typically.  She believed these interactions would be helpful to her children, since they 

were isolated in their rural home setting.  Amy discussed her feelings about social 

interaction in the following passage: 

I was brand new up here and I had a couple of very shy children. I decided that 

since I made my children move to the country, that I wasn’t going to make them 

do it alone.  So it forced me to meet other moms even though I’m the old mom in 

the group.  It helped me to at least recognize faces.  So those connections are very 

important to my children. It’s like an extended family almost at this point, 

because it’s such a small school everybody knows everybody.  (PIP AD 3) 

 Andrea Conner (Family #9) wanted her son Max to be exposed to other children, 

since he was an only child growing up a family of adults.  She and her mother were 

concerned about how this might affect his ability to get along with other children his own 

age.  Andrea discussed her concerns in the following selection: 

Well, my biggest concern was that he didn’t have much child-to-child interaction.  

It was mostly child-adult interaction and I was afraid that he would not know how 

to get along with children his own age. (PIP AC 1-2)  
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       Children’s self-confidence and independence. 

 The final factor named by parents as a goal for entering the PAT program was 

developing self-confidence and independence in their child.  The two participants who 

named this as a goal were both older, more seasoned parents.  Additionally, they had 

children who were older, already in the upper grades of public school or already finished.  

They had a vision that extended beyond the other younger, first-child mothers.  They 

realized what would become even more important than knowing your letters, numbers, 

colors, etc. 

 The two parent participants who identified self-confidence and self-worth as 

important goals for their children upon entering PAT were Yetta Conner (Family #9) and 

Allison Henry (Family #5).  Yetta feared that because her grandson, Max, was an only 

child and was surrounded by older adults who tended to do everything for him, he was 

not developing self-confidence and doing things for himself. He always saw an adult 

model of how to accomplish tasks and feared trying on his own and risking failure.  His 

parent educator, Hannah, encouraged and expected him to try things on his own.  Yetta 

recognized this expectation and appreciated the backup she received from Hannah.  She 

discussed her goals for Max in the following excerpt: 

Well, I think the most important thing we want him to learn is self-worth, self-

confidence, the ability to believe in himself.  Not just now, when he is little, but 

for a lifetime.  We want him to learn to say, “Well I messed it up this time, or I 

failed this time, but I’m just going to do it again, and again, and again, until I get 

it right.”  We want him to gain this attitude, because if you have that then you 

have the confidence, the ability to try, and to become successful.  (PIP YC 18-19) 
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 Much like Yetta Conner, Allison Henry (Family #5) had a similar goal for her 

children: to develop self-worth and self-confidence.  She believed that through becoming 

involved in PAT these traits would be enhanced.  Allison had high expectations for her 

children and often because of this she wanted them to exhibit a “can do” attitude.  She 

expected that when they entered school they would meet the challenge head on and 

demonstrate confidence in their abilities toward new information they were expected to 

learn and toward their teacher.  She did not want them “cowering in the corner acting 

scared of their teacher.”  She believed this was the way she approached school and her 

teacher and she did not want her children to develop that same attitude.   

 Additionally, Allison wanted her children to be independent not only in their 

thinking and their emotional and social attachments; she also wanted them to take care of 

themselves.  Her youngest child was struggling with separation anxiety at the time of my 

study and it worried Allison that Madison was much too dependent on her.   And when 

she was not available, Madison relied on her siblings to fulfill that role.  Allison did not 

want Madison still struggling with separation anxiety when she went to kindergarten, 

crying and having emotional outbursts every day:  

My main concerns are their self-esteem, so that they have the confidence they can 

go in with the attitude that, “I can do this.  I’m ready for this.” Instead of hiding 

back in the corner and being scared of the teacher and scared of the classroom, I 

want them to meet those challenges head on.  I think their social skills, their 

emotional skills, I think that’s really important so that they’re not so dependent on 

parents.  Children need to be independent, it’s very important.  (PIP AH 12) 
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 Parents’ goals for entering the PAT program were varied, but there were many 

similarities among the families.  A chart depicting the parent participants’ goals can be 

found in Appendix I.  It gives a comparative overview of the similarities and differences 

among the goals of the families.  

Summary. 

 In summary, parents’ goals covered a wide spectrum of rationales.  Parents loved 

their children and wanted the best for them.  They looked for people and programs that 

would enhance their life chances.  Several parents were interested in preparing their 

children to be successful in school.  Parents who valued education realized the 

importance of starting early.  They were concerned that their children were meeting the 

developmental milestones within the normal limits.  Still others were interested in 

developing dispositions that would prepare them to get along with others and meet the 

expectations of their teachers.  Parents whose goals for entering the PAT program were 

school readiness, screening and developmental monitoring, child’s social interaction, and 

child’s self-confidence and independence had a tendency to become more deeply 

engaged in the PAT program.  Furthermore, parents whose goals were school readiness, 

support for parenting, screening and developmental monitoring, child’s social interaction, 

and child’s self-confidence and independence were also more likely to act on the 

information offered by the parent educators and follow-through with the suggestions that 

were given to them.  

 Additionally, an important aspect that should be pointed out was that all families 

identified parent education as a goal.  They wanted to learn more about child 

development and where their child’s performance of particular skills should fall on a 
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continuum, if they were to be considered within normal limits.  They wanted to 

understand how to help their child move forward along this continuum and enhance their 

development whenever possible.   

 Often parents are not prepared for all of the challenges that accompany the 

critically important job role of raising children.   This may explain, in part, why a 

majority of the families identified support for parenting as an important goal for entering 

the PAT program.  They appreciated talking with the parent educators about the issues 

that arose from month to month as their child grew and developed.  Each new phase of 

development brought new joys and excitement for parents as their children reached new 

developmental milestones.  They enjoyed sharing these accomplishments with the parent 

educators and getting feedback about their child’s development.  Parent educators also 

had a close relationship with the children in the families they served.  Therefore, they 

celebrated along with the parents when they acquired new skills that were expected for 

that particular phase.  Parents appreciated talking openly with their parent educators 

about the new challenges that ensured with phase.  They wanted to get ideas of ways to 

steer the child toward appropriate behaviors and touch base with them about whether or 

not their decisions were developmentally appropriate.  If problems arose, parents needed 

an objective perspective as an additional resource for answering their concerns.  When 

the problems were beyond the scope of the wisdom and expertise of the parent educators 

they could refer the parent to a more knowledgeable professional to have further 

evaluation or testing completed.  This was a great comfort to parents in the program.  A 

chart depicting parents’ goals for entering the PAT program can be found in Appendix I.          
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  Theme 2:  Parent perspectives on home visits and group meetings. 

 Two foundational service components of the Parents as Teachers program were 

home visits and group meetings.  Parents participated in the Parents as Teachers program 

to varying degrees.  While most families were devoted to the home visit meetings, a 

smaller portion of the families were faithful to be present for both home visits and group 

meetings.  Concurrently, some parents openly accepted and followed through with 

information presented and suggestions offered by parent educators during home visits 

and group meetings (e.g. suggestions for activities, experiences, and interactions with 

their children).  Other parents seemed more reluctant to adopt information provided and 

counsel offered from parent educators and were skeptical of their recommendations for 

alternative methods in parenting practices and/or educational opportunities.  

 Parents’ perceived participation in home visits. 

 All parents stated that the personal home visits were the most beneficial 

component of the PAT program for themselves and their children.  This information 

substantiated parent educators’ beliefs.  Furthermore, based on formal interviews and 

casual conversations with the parent educators, as well as observations I made during my 

18 month involvement with the Fairfield PAT program, parents in this study were nearly 

always faithful in being present and taking part in home visits.  Only one family, the 

Conners (Family #9), was not present when we arrived for their scheduled home visit, but 

they arrived shortly thereafter, and we were able to complete the visit without 

rescheduling.  Two other families in the study, the Logans (Family #2) and the Dawsons 

(Family #4) had to cancel some of their home visit appointments; however, in each case, 

the cancellations were due to medical conditions which required hospitalization of either 
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the parent or the child, and were subsequently rescheduled at the parents’ earliest 

convenience (I attended these rescheduled meetings, so I know they were confirmed).  

 Parents identified five main reasons for selection of home visits as the most 

important component of the Parents as Teachers program.  First, they believed parent 

educators could develop a more authentic understanding of their child’s true development 

and abilities by meeting with the family in their home environment.  This was a place 

where the child felt comfortable and relaxed.  Therefore, the children were more apt to 

participate in activities with their parents, and the parent educator, in ways that most 

closely revealed their actual level of development.  Additionally, parents reported having 

more confidence in the information gathered and interpreted in this context than in 

contrived settings such as the school screening locations and even their family 

physician’s office.  

 Second, parents believed their responses were more genuine, unguarded, and 

productive while interacting with the parent educator in the privacy of their own home 

environment.  They felt more confident that they could disclose their inner-most feelings, 

hopes, and fears, without fear of mockery or embarrassment from others who might be 

present in a group meeting.  Additionally, they believed they could discuss difficult 

issues that they might not otherwise approach in the presence of others, even their own 

family members. 

 Third, some parents believed that the parent educator’s home visits filled an 

information gap with knowledge, facts, and resources that were not available from any 

other single support service or source.  Through the home visit, they were offered 

multiple services, and connections to community services, for themselves and their child, 
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such as: periodic health, hearing, and vision screenings, developmental screenings and 

monitoring, information about family support services, information on child 

development, support for appropriate parenting practices, developmentally appropriate 

curricular activities and experiences to do with their child, and a future liaison between 

the home and their child’s school. 

 Fourth, parents believed the one-on-one home visits allowed for an immediate 

interaction and information channel between the parent and the parent educator.  Parents 

could ask questions and receive immediate feedback.  They could discuss various options 

with the parent educator and were offered guidance by an educated child development 

specialist.  They had someone who would listen to their concerns in an empathetic, yet 

professional, manner, while at the same time offering judicious and sensible information 

to relieve their anxieties about parenting their children. 

 Fifth, and finally, all parents in this study developed (at some level) a personal 

relationship with their parent educator.  This relationship developed over time, and for 

the most part, the length of time in the program strengthened the relationship between the 

parent and the parent educator.  Some families bonded with their parent educator at a 

deeper level and more quickly than others, but all parents interviewed believed they had a 

close, personal relationship with their parent educator.   

 Parents further believed that their ever deepening relationship with the parent 

educator allowed them a level of comfort and intimacy that opened the channels to 

establish deeper levels of mutual respect and trust.  It was this relationship that parents 

believed allowed them to discuss issues that were pertinent to parenting, early childhood 

education, and social/emotional development that they would not otherwise feel 
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comfortable sharing with other support service agencies, or even the child’s physician.  

The following segments of parent interviews support the information described above. 

 Darci was a young mother and Chance was her first child.  She was still going 

through the stages of acceptance that Chance was a child with significant disabilities.  

While she sought out and appreciated the support systems that were in place to help 

Chance, and help her as she cared for him, she did not feel comfortable talking about his 

development in group meetings or with people she didn’t know very well.  She liked 

Hannah coming to the home and talking with her one-on-one.  She was able to share what 

she was learning from the other health support systems and physicians, with Hannah, and 

it helped her to process and feel more in control of all that was going on in her life.  

These conversations drew them together, and she could sense the genuine compassion 

Hannah demonstrated during the home visits.  

 Darci Alderson (Family #6) found the home visits to be the most beneficial 

component of the Parents as Teachers program:  

I like the home visits.  I like the one-on-one contact with the parent educator, my 

child, and me.  I feel like they can tell me more through their personal 

observations or what they believe, based on their observations, and it’s not in 

front of everybody.  Also, they have immediate interaction with me and I like how 

that works.  (PIP DA6 8) 

 Amy looked forward to Sally coming for home visits.  She actively participated in 

the activities, asked questions, and shared what had been going on with the children 

between visits.  At times she got off topic and shared personal concerns about her 

children that were not the central focus of the home visit, but Sally knew her other 
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children and listened intently as Amy shared the issues she was having with them.  As 

soon as Sally was able to draw Amy back to the child who was the focus of the visit, she 

gently nudged the conversation back to the topic at hand.  Sally was masterful at this and 

then they would continue with their focus on the child.     

 Amy Davidson (Family #8) believed that the home visits provided the close 

personal interaction that was really the heart of the program:   

To me personally I think the home visits are the most beneficial, because there are 

no distractions, and I can ask questions and not be embarrassed in my old age 

asking a silly question in front of some twenty-year-old mom who thinks she 

knows all the answers.  I like our time here.  I can’t really speak for the kids, but I 

believe they also like having Miss Sally all to themselves.  (PIP AD8 5-6) 

 Lori Drake (Family #7) had been a part of the PAT program for fourteen years 

(since her oldest child was born) and she had worked with Hannah for the best part of 

that time (the family moved to the Fairfield community when the oldest child was about 

two-years-of-age).  This child was now 14 years old.  Lori and Hannah had history 

together.  Lori found it difficult to interact socially with people other than her immediate 

family.  She did not attend school functions because of her social awkwardness.  Lori 

appreciated that Hannah came to her house and their long-time relationship made it easier 

for her to talk about concerns or celebrations she could share concerning her children.  

 Lori appreciated having visits from the parent educator in her home.  She believed 

her children’s performance, when engaging in activities and being assessed during 

screenings, was more authentic in their home environment: 
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I think because you are in your own home environment and because Hannah and I 

have a close relationship I felt comfortable asking her questions.  I think when 

you are at home, the kids maybe act like themselves more when they’re at home 

than they would at school and so they (parent educators) get a better idea of what 

the child can really do.  (PIP LD7 9-10) 

 Jolene Johnson (Family #1) was very faithful to be present for home visits.  She 

rarely cancelled and never forgot.  She was attentive during the visit and interacted 

conversationally with Sally and her children.  She watched intently the interactions that 

unfolded between Sally, Jamie, and Josh.  It was apparent that she enjoyed watching 

Sally as she interacted with the boys and completed the  activities with them.  Jolene was 

especially proud when the boys would demonstrate their knowledge of a skill or concept 

for Sally.  Jolene felt a sense of comfort in her home and more in control of what went 

on.    

 Jolene also highlighted the importance of interacting with the parent educator in 

her home environment:   

I guess it’s because she comes into the house and it’s more of a comfort, comfort 

zone.  It’s my area, as opposed to meeting at school (the parent educator’s area).  I 

think that’s why the kids accept her, because they’re more in their own comfort 

zone. (PIP JJ1 9) 

The parents in this study believed that Parents as Teachers filled a role that may 

not have been met through any other avenue of service available to them.  Pediatricians, 

family, and friends all play a role in the growth and development of a child, however, 
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Jessie Martin (Family #10) described the unique role that PAT played toward meeting the 

developmental and educational needs for herself and for her children, “I would say just 

the one-on-one time during the home visits with the children, and with us was the best.  I 

definitely appreciate the information and personal contact.”  (PIP JM10 6) 

 Holly Dawson (Family #4) had worked with the Head Start program in another 

mid-size city before moving to the Fairfield community.  She knew the types of activities 

young children needed to be involved in to enhance their development.  She appreciated 

learning new activities to do with her son Jason.  She would get down on the floor and 

enter into the activities.  She talked with Sally about what they were doing and asked 

about additional activities or extensions of the activities that Sally had brought to do with 

Jason in between visits. Holly said, “I like the home visits, because it’s more one-on-one.  

So if we’re sitting there and we’re doing an activity, and I say, “Sally, I have a question”, 

well, she’s right there ready and willing to answer me.”  (PIP HD4 7) 

 In summary, interactions between the parent and the parent educator during the 

home visit were important to all families in this study.  On the whole, parents were more 

likely to keep their home visit appointments with the parent educator, than they were to 

attend group meetings.  Furthermore, parents believed the home visit was the most 

valuable part of their participation in the PAT program.  They appreciated the one-on-one 

interaction with their parent educator.  They also felt more comfortable discussing 

sensitive, uncomfortable, or private issues in their own home environment.  In addition, 

they valued the close personal interaction with their parent educator, as well as the 

support and encouragement she offered.   
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 Relationships that were built on mutual respect gave the parent educator 

credibility in the eyes of the parent.  Parents needed to believe parent educators had not 

only the expertise in their field of child development, but also had common sense 

techniques when it came to raising children, which matched the cultural and social norms 

of the community.  Parents needed to know that the parent educator deeply cared for their 

child and had the child’s best interests in mind.   

 Rural parents were often wary of the motives of others.  They could be easily 

offended if they detected insincerity in the parent educator.  Because they were keenly 

aware of this trait, parent educators conscientiously worked toward building a level of 

confidence and authenticity when offering information or making suggestions.  Parents 

needed to believe that parent educators were not delivering information in a 

condescending manner, nor were they enticing the parent to reveal information that could 

later be used against them to get family services involved.  This was a real fear among 

low income parents that the parent educator was collecting information that they might 

later use against them.  Therefore, developing this close relationship with the parents was 

a critical aspect for both engagement and parents’ willingness to act on information 

provided by the parent educator. 

Parents’ perceptions of the quality, relevance, and importance of group 

meetings. 

 Group meetings were offered seven times during the 2009-2010 school year.  

Various types of activities were planned to include both parents and children in the 

meetings.  Some group meetings focused more on parent/child or child/child interactional 

activities.  Other group meetings concentrated on parenting information and ideas 
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concerning a topic of interest, often generated by parents themselves through surveys 

taken by the parent educators at the conclusion of each school year (e.g. nutrition, safety, 

discipline, toilet training, early language and literacy development).  During these group 

meetings a speaker would present a program (lecture, video, and handouts) for parents, 

while their children were cared for by volunteer childcare workers.  Parents had various 

preferences and these dictated their willingness to participate.  A chart depicting families’ 

average participation in group meetings, as well as a record of which meetings they chose 

to attend, can be located in the Appendices I and J, respectively.    

 Many factors weighed in on parent participation in group meetings, including 

work schedules and meeting times, parent perceptions of the importance of the topic, as 

well as parents’ impressions of social acceptance by other parents in the local PAT 

program. I asked parents about their perceptions of their levels of participation in and 

attendance at group meetings.  I further probed for what role their participation in the 

group meetings played in their level of engagement in the PAT program.  Additionally, I 

looked for evidence regarding the role group meetings may have played in parents’ 

willingness to follow through with suggestions for activities and experiences offered by 

the parent educators or group meetings’ speakers.  The following excerpts from the 

parent interviews explain parents’ perceptions of their level of participation in group 

meetings and the role this component played in their engagement in the PAT program. 

 Jenna Logan (Family#2) explained that her participation in the group meetings 

met both her needs and those of her son, Gabe.  In the following excerpt, Jenna explains 

how the group meetings helped get her involved in the program and offered her an 



244 

 

opportunity to develop relationships with the other parents in the PAT program and share 

experiences and ideas for parenting: 

Yeah, we do those, the group meetings.  Group meetings are helpful because we 

get to go and talk with the other parents.  Plus, the parent educators have the 

different activities for the kids to do and play with, and they supply food.  But 

actually, I would say we each get something out of the group meetings. There’s 

something for both the parents and the kids.  (PIP JL2 4) 

 Darla Sherman (Family #3) recounted her experiences with PAT group meetings 

and her impressions of the benefits for herself and her children.  Additionally, she 

addressed the challenges of coordinating work schedules and attendance in the following 

conversation: 

Yes, we go to some group meetings, but we couldn’t always get off work, so we 

didn’t get to attend as many meetings with Isaac.  We went to the Kids  Expo 

in Lewisburg and they do a lot of different things for the kids.  They have a whole 

bunch of booths and drawings and physical things that they (kids) can do,  so the 

kids get actively involved.  I feel like the group meetings are good, but we  just 

can’t always go, because of our work schedules.  (PIP DA3 3) 

 Allison Henry (Family #5) suggested that the group meetings that were more 

interactive were more interesting and better attended by her family.  She portrayed the 

group meetings as having less importance than the personal home visits; however, 

judging by her description of her children’s interactions at the group meetings, she 
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seemed to be motivated to attend by the fact that her children enjoyed attending the 

activity oriented group meetings: 

I think the group meetings are meaningful, but I never have time to get there, 

really, because my husband doesn’t get home in time and I can’t physically cart 

three kids around by myself.  A lot of other people don’t think that they’re 

necessary and that may be one thing that they could do away with.  We have more 

interest in the group meetings where there are activities and the kids are involved.  

But the speaker meetings need to be more interactive.  (PIP AH5 4) 

 Some parents felt awkward at group meetings and this affected their willingness 

to attend.  When parents felt welcomed and included by other parents in the PAT 

program, it influenced their determination to carve out time for these meetings and to 

make it a priority.  I asked parents if they felt included at group meetings or if they felt 

uncomfortable with the other parents.  In the following segment, Allison Henry (Family 

#5) continued her recollections of attendance at group meetings and her feelings of social 

awkwardness with other parents at these events:    

The group meetings?  The only ones that I’ve been to, it’s been kind of…well it’s 

awkward.  I can tell the parent educators try to make everyone feel comfortable 

and welcome, but there are parents there that think they’re on a higher level, and 

I’m the kind of person that’s a fly on the wall.  I’m just going to sit back with my 

husband and my kids and mind my own business.  So, it’s kind of like, we kind of 

feel borderline singled out or pushed out.  (PIP AH5 5-6) 
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 Another parent, Lori Drake (Family #7) had similar feelings of social isolation, 

which distanced her from participating in the group meetings; despite her faithfulness to 

keep her appointments for home visits.  She also addressed the obstacle of getting six 

children ready and transported to and from the meetings, which made attendance an 

additional challenge.  Lori explained her feelings of frustration and awkwardness in the 

following excerpt: 

I would say I probably didn’t participate as much as I should have or wanted to.  

It always seemed like there was always something else going on. But I always 

took part in the home visits and I did attend some group meetings.  I guess 

sometimes I felt overwhelmed to take all, or part of the kids and it’s sometimes 

hard to pay attention.  But the ones that I knew the kids would really enjoy and 

that they could all be involved in is the ones I usually went to.   (PIP LD7 2) 

 Later in the interview, Lori returned to this discussion and shared what may 

actually have been keeping her from participating in the group meetings.  Lori struggled 

to divulge her feelings in the following dialogue: 

The group meetings I was able to go to, I was getting to meet some of the parents 

that my kids would come home and talk about.  I would get to meet their younger 

brothers and sisters and kind of get to know different parents, and I think that 

helped a lot.  I’m not real social.  I don’t get out a lot, because I think that’s not 

necessarily the fault of the program, I think it’s just…me.  I guess I feel somewhat 

socially awkward [nervous laughter] (PIP LD7 4) 
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 Jessie Martin (Family #10), whose family members were not life-long residents of 

the Fairfield community, did not initiate or develop close relationships with any of the 

other families through the PAT group meetings.  She cited the cause as two fold.  First, 

she was busy watching after her own children and interacting with them in the activities 

parent educators provided.  Second, she revealed her lack of initiative in reaching out to 

other parents to converse or establish a relationship.  She further suggested that it might 

have been due to her somewhat introverted personality.  Perhaps because she had a 

previously established friendship with another family in the Fairfield PAT program, she 

did not feel a need to reach out to other parents, in order to initiate new friendships.  

Jessie went on to explain that she didn’t have discussions with other parents or get to 

know them.  She felt it was partly because she was busy and partly because of her 

personality.  Jessie explained her feelings in the following selection: 

I would say we probably did about 60% of the group meetings.  They were 

usually well organized and fun for the children.  They were excited to do them, 

because they were very hands-on.  I was comfortable with being there and I think 

the children were too.  I don’t know that I talked with other families, because I 

was just busy.  I usually attended with the children by myself, so I was running 

around, watching after my children!  (PIP JM10 2-4)  

Summary. 

 In conclusion, the findings related to parents’ responses concerning group 

meetings clustered around six themes.  First, parents indicated that they believed group 

meetings were both educational and informational for themselves and their children. 
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Second, they considered the activity-oriented meetings more enjoyable. This was 

due, in part, to the enjoyment they witnessed in their children’s behavior, as well as, their 

interaction together with their children in activities planned by the parent educators to 

enhance developmental skills.  

 Third, parents appreciated the opportunity to engage in these experiences at either 

no cost or low cost to the family.  Many times, transportation was provided by the district 

to parents who wished to take advantage of this option.  Other times, events were held at 

the school, which also provided an opportunity to get to know the school buildings and 

school personnel that would later become a part of the child’s school age world.   

 Fourth, parents also valued the interactions with other parents of same-age 

children.  Some realized the importance of these interactions in establishing and nurturing 

relationships that would be on-going throughout the child’s school years. 

Fifth, parents valued the opportunity for their children to interact with other 

children in the Fairfield community.  They realized the significance of establishing 

friendships and learning to interact with others in socially appropriate ways.  They also 

recognized the importance of learning to get along with others and follow the directions 

(instruction) of grown-ups other than their parents.  In addition, parents also appreciated 

the opportunity for their children to interact with other same- or near-same-age children.  

They realized that living in rural isolated communities there were very few opportunities 

to play with other children, especially same-age children.  Parents were often eager to 

take advantage of opportunities for their children to play with other children who were 

likely to be in the same grade/class with their child in the near future.  They felt it was 
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important for their children to have the opportunity to get to know future classmates and 

develop relationships with them prior to preschool or kindergarten.    

 Sixth, parents’ interactions with their own children during group meetings, 

something parent educators believed to be critical to children’s optimum development 

and something they strongly encouraged (see p. 123-126 of this paper), was a factor that 

promoted parents’ participation in group meetings (hence their potential engagement in 

the PAT program).  At the same time, parents suggested that these interactions with their 

own children actually kept them from engaging in conversations and interactions with 

other parents, due to the focus of attention on their own children.   

 Parent educators were eager to find a way to support the three various types of 

interactions that occurred at group meetings: parent/child interactions (which they 

believed to be critical to optimum child development), child/child interactions (which 

they believed to be important to social development of the child), and parent/parent 

interactions (which they considered an effective tool for ameliorating the effects of social 

isolation in rural communities).  They further indicated, during their interviews, that they 

believed these three types of interactions were occurring with the same frequency during 

the group meetings.  However, parents did not agree.  From parents’ perspectives, 

parent/child interactions appeared to be occurring most frequently in the activity type 

group meetings, with child/child interactions happening less frequently, and parent/parent 

interactions happening least frequently.  Moreover, despite the fact that more 

parent/parent interactions were possible during the speaker/lecture type group meetings, 

these meetings were less well attended than activity-type group meetings (see Appendix 
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J); and therefore did not present a viable way to provide more opportunities for parent-to-

parent interactions. 

 Theme 3:  Parents’ relationships with their parent educators. 

Fairfield parent educators believed that in order to meet the needs of families and provide 

the support and encouragement needed to fulfill the goals they mutually set; they must 

first build a close, personal relationship with the family.  Parent educators further 

believed that parents needed to feel secure in this relationship if they were to accept the 

counsel and information offered to them.  Additionally, they viewed the relationship 

between themselves and the parents as the single most important factor that mediated 

parents’ engagement and long-term involvement in the Parents as Teachers program.   

While parent educators described this relationship as the most important component for 

cultivating parents’ engagement in the Fairfield PAT program, as well as parents’ 

willingness to act on information offered to them by the parent educators, it was equally 

important to investigate parents’ beliefs concerning the same phenomenon.  The 

following section describes parents’ perceptions of their relationship with their parent 

educators.  Rather than reporting the responses of all parents in the study, I have selected 

a few representative families to describe parent perceptions of the existence and 

reciprocity of their relationships with their parent educators, and the variations in degree 

of emotional closeness they felt in their relationship with their parent educators. 

All parents described perceptions of their relationships with their parent educators as 

being more than merely a professional parent/teacher relationship.  Parents’ degree of 

closeness with their parent educator ran along a continuum; some parent described their 

relationship as closer than a professional relationship (such as classroom teacher to 
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parent), some portrayed their relationship as a friendship, and others depicted the 

relationship as being more like family.  No matter the degree of closeness the relationship 

ultimately attained, it was intentionally cultivated by the parent educator and grew in 

varying degrees over time. While some families had been in the PAT program for a 

considerable number of years (see Appendix I for a chart that shows length of time in the 

PAT program), other families had only just begun to establish a relationship with their 

parent educator. 

 Some families described their relationship with their parent educator as close as 

family.  Both the Martins and the Davidsons perceived their relationship with their parent 

educators as family-like in nature.  The Martins had been a part of the Parents as 

Teachers program since their oldest daughter was an infant.  She was now six years old.  

Over this period of time, Hannah had been coming to their home, saw two more children 

added to the family.  Watched them build their dream-home and interacted with them as 

they raised their children. 

 Jessie Martin (Family #10) supported the interpretation that parent educators 

became like family to them over the years.  She also confirmed the notion that not all 

parent educators were alike.  Just as families (parents and children) were unique, so also 

were parent educators.  Jessie, concerned with the knowledge that Hannah had retired and 

a new parent educator had taken her place, shared her apprehension about a new parent 

educator who might not demonstrate the same level of expertise, devotion, and 

attentiveness to her children.  Jessie expressed concern about parent educators who do not 

demonstrate the same level of personal care that she had become accustomed to with 

Hannah: 
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We became friends with Hannah over the years.  She is very intelligent, but down 

to earth with the children.  They just loved her and we were sad that she retired.  

We tried to encourage her to stay on until all our children were through the 

program.  I feel lucky that we had her, not to put any others down, but I just really 

enjoyed working with her.  (PIP JM10 10)  

   Amy Davidson (Family #8) suggested that her relationship with Sally was more 

like the relationship you would have with a member of your family.  I witnessed this as I 

observed during their home visits.  They would talk about topics outside the confines of 

the Born to Learn™ lesson for the day.  Amy and Sally talked about restaurants and the 

best place to get chicken.  They talked about humming bird feeders and what type of 

mixture you need to keep the birds healthy.  They discussed overnight sleepovers with 

classmates of her children and the adventures Amy had when chaperoning a middle 

school dance when the tornado sirens went off.    

 Amy pointed out that parent educators’ relationships with parents were built on 

trust.  She realized that not all parent educators or PAT programs were as devoted to their 

families.  She believed parent educators in the Fairfield PAT program went “above and 

beyond” their expected duties for their families.  Amy shared her thoughts about her 

parent educator Sally: 

The first time she came in, she hugged me, and I almost cried, because I thought, 

“Oh my, gosh!”  So she became a friend to me.  She knew that I was lonely and 

totally out of my element and she has been a real godsend to us.  The other 

Parents as Teachers’ educators, it’s the same thing.  I mean we don’t do things on 
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the weekends together, but there’s nothing she wouldn’t do for me and nothing I 

wouldn’t do for her, too.  It’s that type of a community.  (PIP AD8 8-9) 

 Other parents in the Fairfield PAT program described their relationships with 

their parent educator as friend-like.  They felt that they could call on them for advice or to 

provide assistance in a jam.  It seemed natural to them to share good news and they knew 

the parent educator would celebrate with them when joyful events such as outings the 

family would take, birthdays and anniversaries, or important milestones such as an older 

brother or sister losing their first tooth.  Laughing together and offering a friendly ear 

when someone needs comfort during hard times are all ways that relationships are bound 

together.   

Parents in this study offered descriptions of their relationship with their parent 

educator both in response to direct questions, as well as spontaneous utterances in the 

context of answering unrelated questions.  Both types of responses were described by 

Jenna Logan (Family #2).  She explained, “I would say I see Brenna more as a friend.  

Honestly, I have called her quite a few times.  She’s always been there whenever I 

needed her.”  (PIP JL2 5) 

 Relationships between parents and parent educators were frequently forged as a 

result of the parent educator’s relationship with the child.  Parents can sense a genuine 

caring attitude and so can even very young children.  It was easy to see that Brenna and 

Isaac had a close bond.  His eyes lit up when she walked in the door and he ran to hug 

her.  Darla Sherman (Family #3) described the relationship between her son Isaac and 

Brenna.  Darla led the conversation to focus on their friendship and the way she recalled 

it had developed: 
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Brenna and Isaac sit on the floor.  She reads books to him and plays with him.  He 

learns things.  He is very excited to see Brenna.  He gives her hugs and Brenna 

goes out of her way to try to help us.  Like one time we needed formula for Isaac, 

when he was a baby, and she went out of her way to help us.  And if I need a ride 

somewhere, I can call her and she will take me, cause I don’t drive.   (PIP DS3 2) 

 Some parents described their relationship with their parent educator as closer than 

a professional relationship.  In other words, they felt closer to their parent than they did 

their doctor or a family lawyer.  They were familiar enough to have pleasant 

conversations together, share necessary information that was of mutual benefit to the 

child, discuss issues that came up that needed to be worked out, but that is as far as the 

relationship went.  When this was the depth of the relationship, it sometimes made it 

more awkward to discuss the hard issues that needed to be addressed or when 

disagreements developed over how to handle particular issues with the child, there was 

no wiggle-room for disagreements.  Parent educators were careful not to overstep their 

bounds with parents and held steadfast to the premise of the PAT program that the parent 

is the child’s most influential teacher.  Also, because the program is voluntary, parent 

educators were careful not to overstep their bounds and make the parent angry.  They 

didn’t want to risk the parent leaving the program.  It was a delicate balance to maintain.  

It took special people to fill the role of parent educators and effectively implement the 

PAT program.    

 Lori Drake (Family #7) explained how her relationship with Hannah grew over a 

number of years.  She further pointed out that a close relationship, such as the 

relationship she had with Hannah, was more likely to develop in a situation where the 
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parent educator came to the home frequently.  Relationships she had with her children’s 

teachers were not comparably close.  Because it was hard for Lori to interact with people 

other than her family, building a relationship with Hannah over time and feeling 

comfortable in that relationship was critical for her to get the most out of the program 

services.  Lori would not be going to the group meetings, this was the most important 

component for her:   

Being in my own home environment, and being close to Hannah, I felt 

comfortable asking her questions and talking with her.  I enjoyed having her come 

out her.  I’d say I’ve had a closer relationship with Hannah than the children’s 

other teachers, because I have seen Hannah once every month, for welve years, 

and at the time, I only had one child, and now I’ve had many children go through 

the program.  So, our relationship has built over many years.  (PIP LD7 9-10) 

 Jolene Johnson (Family #1) also believed that the home environment was a 

significant factor in the development of the relationship between the parent and the parent 

educator.  She further believed the home environment offered the parent educator more 

fertile ground for cultivating close relationships, both with the children and the parents, 

than would be possible in a school (classroom) setting.  Jolene states:   

Sally’s helped me out a lot.  Just like, if I don’t know something, and when things 

go on, she’s somebody there to talk to.  I think it’s because she comes into the 

house and it (the home) is more of a comfort zone,  I think that’s why the kids 

accept her, because they’re more comfortable in their own environment than if we 

met with her somewhere else.  (PIP JJ1 9)   
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 All parents in this study believed they had a closer than professional relationship 

with their parent educator; however the intensity of closeness varied, as noted in 

Appendix L.  This chart represents an overview of each parent’s perception of the relative 

closeness they shared with their parent educator. 

 Theme 4: Rural parents’ cultural beliefs and values. 

 During interviews conducted with the rural parent participants, I asked a series of 

questions designed to tap into parents’ beliefs that may have been deeply rooted in rural 

cultural models.  After analyzing the data, the following themes surfaced: the value of 

early childhood education, essential concepts parents teach their children, as well as the 

challenges of rural life.  

 The value of preschool education.  

I suspected parents’ views concerning the importance of early childhood 

education, or more specifically, preschool education may have been a contributing factor 

that influenced their level of engagement in the Parents as Teachers program, and/or their 

willingness to act on information offered by their parent educators.  During interviews 

with the parents, I probed to find out if PAT influenced their beliefs about early 

childhood education, particularly preschool, or if the program merely validated their 

earlier beliefs.  Furthermore, I posited that parents’ perceived value of early education 

and preschool may have influenced their level of engagement in the PAT program, as 

well as their willingness to act on information offered by their parent educators. 

To determine parents’ views on preschool education, I asked the following 

question during my interviews:  What are your beliefs about preschool education 
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programs?  Then depending on the parents’ response, I followed their lead for drawing 

out additional information, such as whether or not they intended their child to attend 

preschool, and what, if any, influence the Parents as Teachers program may have had on 

their decisions. Six families in this study highly valued preschool education for all 

children (the Martins, Conners, Drakes, Aldersons, Logans, and Shermans).    

 Two families highly valued preschool and believed it was advantageous for 

enhancing their children’s future academic success, the Conners (Family #9) and the 

Martins (Family #10).  Both the Conners and the Martins were middle-class SES.  They 

believed that preschool was an opportunity to develop social skills necessary to interact 

successfully in public school classrooms:   

I think we had a goal for him to go to preschool, but I think our parent educator 

also encouraged us that it was a very good idea, especially in Max’s situation 

where he did not get a lot of interaction with other young kids.  I think she just 

confirmed our beliefs.  We felt like that was something he needed to do.   Hannah 

believed it would be good for him to have that socialization and to learn the 

structure of school ahead of time.  (PIP YC9 19)  

Yetta’s daughter Andrea (Max’s mother) also valued preschool.  She believed that 

Max would benefit from attending preschool, especially since he lacked the structure of a 

formal learning setting in his earliest years of life.  Yetta suggests, “Max needed to learn 

about the structure of school, it’s hard for any age to make the transition from non-

structure to structure.  And I thought that it would be beneficial if he was used to that 

before he got into kindergarten.  I thought it would give him a slight advantage.”  (PIP 

AC9 18-19)  



258 

 

Jessie Martin (Family #10) also believed that preschool was advantageous for 

socialization skills and for following the directions of an adult authority figure (e.g. a 

teacher):   

Yes, in addition to Parents as Teachers, our daughter attended one year of 

preschool prior to kindergarten, and we intend that both of the boys do the same.  

I don’t know think Parents as Teachers really changed my beliefs about early 

childhood education.  It did probably confirm them.  I’d probably have sent them 

to preschool, just because my main goal in preschool was for socialization and 

following directions from an adult other than a family member.  (PIP JM10 6; 9)  

Three families (Davidsons, Henrys, and Dawsons) believed preschool had only 

situational value, depending on the child.  They did not believe it was necessary for all 

children to attend preschool, but believed for some children it was very important.     

Amy Davidson (Family #8) felt young children should be sheltered, nurtured, and 

kept at home as long as possible, especially children that had experienced trauma, abuse, 

neglect, or general instability in their early years of life.  As a foster parent, Amy 

suggested that the children she cared for needed the security of a home-based early 

childhood education program (such as Parents as Teachers):   

I think that the kids are pushed out too early.  I really do.  And I think a lot of 

times, it’s convenience for the parents, especially where I did come from.  So 

parents can brag about their child was doing this and they could do that at three 

and that’s great, but I also wonder, emotionally, “Where’s your child all day long?  

Who are they with?”  So that was a concern for me.  When I had the choice to 

stay home and be a mom, full-time parent, I decided to do that.  (PIP AD8 14-15) 
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Holly Dawson (Family # 4) suggested that preschool (three- or four-year old 

center-based programs) education was not necessary for all children.  She used her own 

children as an example to explain her thinking.  While she believed her older daughter 

would have benefitted from preschool, her second daughter, who attended one year of 

preschool as a three-year-old, did well in school without an additional year of preschool.  

Holly’s experiences with her older children led to her decision about whether or not her 

son Jason should attend.  Holly described her beliefs about the value of early childhood 

education and her intentions for Jason’s participation in preschool: 

I think he’s doing just fine being at home.  He’s going to know what he needs to 

know before he gets to school.  His sister Alisha did not go to preschool, my 

oldest one.  She didn’t know everything she needed to know.  So preschool would 

have been a lot more beneficial to her than for him.  But then she had a hearing 

impairment that affected her language speech.  (PIP HD4 10-11) 

Allison Henry (Family #5) discussed her beliefs concerning preschool education 

in light of the cost issues and her beliefs about who should be responsible for educating 

young children, parents or the government.  Allison described her own situation and how 

she resolved these issues for her own children:  

We couldn’t afford preschool, because we would have sent him two or three days 

a week.  That’s why I opted to just do preschool at home.  Instead of spending 

that much money every week, I spent a fraction of that and we did it all here.  And 

the only thing that he didn’t know was his phone number and address. I believe it 

is my responsibility to teach my children.  I do believe it would be a good idea for 

some families and children. (PIP AH5 13-14) 



260 

 

Not all parents were convinced that preschool would be helpful for their young 

children.  Based on their own past experiences with schools, school isn’t always a happy, 

fun place to go.  Jolene Johnson (Family #1), had a negative experience with the Fairfield 

Public School.  This experience left her feeling angry and alienated from the school as an 

institution (Sally shared this information during a personal interview on April 27, 2010).  

She was reluctant to have her children in a situation where they might have a similar 

experience.  Jolene had serious reservations about allowing her children to attend 

preschool:   

I don’t exactly know how I feel about preschool.  My sister went to preschool and 

I didn’t, but I did better than her in school.  I guess it’s different for different 

children.  I never even really thought about my boys going to preschool ‘cause I 

do stuff with them here.  When the time comes, I will decide how much they have 

achieved as to whether they go to Head Start or not.  (PIP JJ1 8-9) 

In summary, slightly over half of the families in this study indicated that they 

highly valued preschool education and believed it was an important step in the 

educational process.  A few of the families believed preschool had situational value for 

some families and one family believed that center-based preschool education was 

unnecessary.  For a view of the families’ varying beliefs about preschool, see Appendix 

M.  

The majority of families in this study valued preschool, at least to some degree.  

Nevertheless, opportunities for attendance were not available for a majority of the 

families in this study due to multiple factors: financial resources; access due to location, 

distance, and availability of facilities; and/or conflicts with work schedules.  
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Essential concepts parents teach their children. 

 The Parents as Teachers program has as its core belief that parents are a child’s 

first and most important teachers, hence the name of the program, Parents as Teachers.  It 

was my assumption that the concepts parents in this study valued most and considered 

essential to teach their child revealed something concerning their fundamental values and 

beliefs.  I further theorized that beliefs and values that were inherently “rural” would also 

surface.    

 The findings concerning a possible relationship between what parents’ believe is 

most important to teach their children, suggests that parents in this study had diverse 

ideas about this topic.  For some parents, these were pre-academic skills, which they 

believed would boost their child’s academic achievement in school and lead to a success 

later in life.  For other parents, essential concepts were dispositions, such as compassion, 

and humility.  Additionally, families valued particular character traits (dispositions) and 

expectations for their children’s behavior (e.g. respect, responsibility, integrity, and polite 

manners).  Moreover, some parents valued more individualistic character traits such as 

self-confidence, independence, or perseverance, which could potentially lead to 

successful career goals.      

The findings related to these concepts clustered around four main themes; pre-

academic skills and concepts, dispositions, self-help skills, and motor skills.  In the 

following section, I grouped the families together according to their beliefs concerning 

what was important to teach their children and present their perspectives in their own 

words (quotes).  Although there was a broad array of concepts, skills, and dispositions 

that parents believed were important, there were similarities among the families as well.  
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See the chart on Appendix N for a better understanding of the complexity of the findings, 

and how they compare and contrast among the families.   

Parents who valued academic success tended to note pre-academic skills as the 

most important ideas, skills, lessons they should teach their children.  Jessie Martin 

(Family #10) valued academic achievement for her children.  She wanted them to be 

successful in school, in order to become successful in life.  Jessie discussed her views 

regarding both academic skills and appropriate dispositions.  She highlighted skills that 

the parent educator emphasized that she hadn’t thought to teach her children.  In the 

following excerpt, Jessie shared what she believed to be most important to teach her 

children:  

I believe it is important for my children to have respect for their teachers, to know 

their basics before they enter school.  I wanted them to get off to a good start.  

Just being able to work with an elder, other than mommy, was an important lesson 

to teach my children. We read to our children a lot and I think it’s evident.  We 

also do science projects with them.  Tom thinks that science is important.  That’s 

his background and my background is reading.  (PIP JM10 9) 

Jenna Logan (Family #2) valued teaching her son, Gabe, pre-academic skills in 

order to ensure his success in public school.  She realized the importance of being 

successful in school.  She had concerns about Gabe’s development, but she was pleased 

with his recent progress and recognized her own efforts in making these changes happen.  

She shared her thoughts with me about what she considered most important to teach Gabe 

in the following passage:    
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Well, I know what to look for and what to do with him.  Whatever Brenna tells 

me to do with Gabe, that’s what we do.  He’s still learning and I’m teaching him.  

You know if we hadn’t had Brenna, I wouldn’t know how to help prepare him for 

school.  When he first starts kindergarten, I want him to be able to write his name, 

and I want him to be able to tie his shoes. [She laughs loudly] But I also want him 

to know how to count, know the colors and the shapes.  (PIP JL2 8-9)   

Several parents expressed their beliefs that lessons focusing on social skills and 

dispositions were most important to teach their children.  Yetta Conner (Family #9) 

conveyed her beliefs about what was most important to teach her grandson Max: 

I think probably, in my opinion the most important thing to teach Max is respect.  

Respect for himself and respect for others.  The ability to know right from wrong 

and that there are consequences when you do something.  Everything you do has 

consequence and if you choose to do it, then you have to accept the consequence.  

Manners are also important.  These are all things that make a well-rounded 

person.   (PIP YC9 16-17) 

Several of the parents in the study, including Holly Dawson (Family#4) valued a 

combination of social skills/dispositions and pre-academic skills.  She explained her 

thoughts on what she valued as most important to teach her son, Jason, in the following 

selection:   

Manners, first and foremost.  But for Jason, I want him to be able to count, I want 

him to know his colors, and be able to recognize his numbers and ABCs.  I want 



264 

 

him to be able to do everything he should be able to do before he enters 

kindergarten.  (PIP HD4 8) 

Social skills and dispositions were highly valued by Allison Henry (Family #5).  

In fact, she believed social skills were even more advantageous than pre-academic skills, 

at least early on in her children’s learning development (birth through three).  She 

expressed her thoughts regarding what she valued most to teach her children, in the 

following passage: 

I kind of feel like it is my job to instill confidence, independence, and the basic 

skills.  Instead of having them pre-K ready, I prefer that they strive to be first or 

second grade ready.  I have very high expectations for my children.  My main 

concern is for their self-esteem. I want them to have confidence in themselves.  

They need to be able to be ready to learn and soak in all they can.  Having a better 

attitude about it, it will be easier for them.  (PIP AH5 11-12) 

 Andrea Conner (Family #9) shared similar beliefs with Allison Henry (Family #5) 

concerning fostering self-confidence in her son.  Andrea shared what she believed to be 

important dispositions to teach her son in the following excerpt: 

Well, I think the most important thing I need to teach him, not only for now, but 

for his whole life, is self-worth and self-confidence, the ability to believe in 

himself.  I want him to say, “Okay, I messed it up this time, but that just makes 

me want to do it again, and again, and again, until I get it right”, whether it’s 

academics, or sports, or anything.  (PIP AC9 16-17) 
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 It was important to Lori Drake (Family #7) to impart her religious values to her 

children.  She expressed the importance of treating other people with respect and 

compassion (dispositions).  She further instructed her children to show consideration for 

the beliefs of others, even when they are different than their own.  Lori also taught them 

to stand up for what they believed, even when it wasn’t popular:   

 I’ve always told my kids that I wanted them to be kind to others.  I think it’s 

important as they go to school and branch off with different friends.  I’ve always 

told them to not try to impress anybody, just try to do well in school and be nice 

to everybody.  You don’t have to like everybody, but don’t go out of your way to 

hurt anyone’s feelings.  I just want my children to be true to themselves.  I tell 

them, “Don’t be a follower.  Make your own decisions.  (PIP LD7 16) 

 Parents as Teachers allowed for a great deal of flexibility and parent choice in the 

program.  Parent educators attempted to tailor curriculum to meet the specific needs of 

each family.  They also worked closely and collaboratively with other agencies, such as 

First Steps, to deliver a program uniquely developed to meet the specific needs of each 

individual child.  Darci (Family #6) explained what she considered to be the most 

important concepts to teach her son, Chance.  She looked to experts in early childhood 

special education and child development to help her make decisions about 

developmentally appropriate curriculum and expectations for her son.  Darci valued 

independence.  Darci wanted Chance to be able to care for his own needs and gain 

competency in self-help skills.  In the ensuing segment she expressed her thoughts: 

My main goal is to try to help Chance be as independent as he can be.  That’s why 

we’re still trying to work on his sitting and his standing.  We’re getting new 
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equipment to help with that.  I want him to try to fit in with other children, and if 

he doesn’t, then he will go to a special school.  I don’t want to send him to a 

normal school where people judge him.  I don’t like going to Wal-Mart, because 

people look at us funny.  (PIP DA6 9-10) 

The families in the study held varied beliefs about what was most important to 

teach their children; however, the results of all important concepts could be clustered 

around four main themes:  self-help skills; pre-academic skills and concepts; social 

behavior and dispositions; and motor skills.  Table 10 depicts these themes and the 

concepts within each theme.  

 Rural Challenges.  

   One of my main objectives for this study was to understand the role that rural 

culture plays in families’ levels of engagement and willingness to act on the information 

offered to them by their parent educators.  I believed there would be both distinct 

advantages and challenges rural families encountered when raising and educating their 

children.  Implicit understandings of what it means to be rural are often overlooked by 

those who were born, grew up, and have lived in rural communities.  Often people in the 

midst of a cultural community, who have only experienced life in that same community, 

cannot recognize the advantages or disadvantages of their situation (Gee, 2002; Holland 

et al., 1998).  They assume their norm is everyone’s norm.  In this following section I 

address two distinctly rural challenges faced by rural families, especially when it comes 

to accessing quality preschool education.  
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 The people of Fairfield, those who had been born, reared, and still lived in this 

rural community were not aware of the differences in how others (those families who 

moved to Fairfield from suburban and large town communities) viewed the rural way of 

life. 

 While seven out of ten of the families participating in this study were 

authentically rural (were born, grew up, and lived their lives in the Fairfield community) 

both in their remote locations, as well as their roots in the Fairfield community, the 

findings did not reveal distinct rural beliefs and values (which I initially theorized I 

might find).  Similar beliefs and values to the ones identified in this study might be found 

in any community’s setting (e.g. rural, suburban, or urban areas).  However, three 

challenges identified by this study were distinctly rural, and had a significant impact on 

the rural families in this study.  They were lack of social interaction, disadvantages due to 

remote location, and disparity in accessing needed services. 

 One of the parents in this study noticed and addressed these issues, perhaps in 

part, because she had only recently relocated from a suburban community.  Amy 

Davidson (Family #8) had been born, raised, and lived most of her adult life in a fairly 

affluent suburban community.  Amy had a unique perspective concerning the rural 

culture of Fairfield, and was able to detect disparities between the advantages of suburban 

communities over rural communities.  She identified challenges faced by rural families, 

which they left unquestioned. One issue she discussed was the lack of quality health care 

professionals and facilities available in rural communities, as compared with the wealth 

of quality healthcare services and providers, which are easily accessible in urban areas.  

In the following excerpt, she shared her concerns:  
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AD:  We’ve been in the country for three years and before that I lived in 

a very  metropolitan area where medical resources and pediatricians are 

immediately available.  Up here, I have yet to see an actual medically 

licensed doctor for my children.  I always see a nurse practitioner or…I 

think she’s a nurse practitioner, I’m never really sure.  It’s treated more 

like a clinic type setup here.  It’s kind of “move ’em in, move ’em out”.  

I think if I wasn’t knowledgeable about typical child development, as 

well as I am, especially children with special needs like mine, and if I 

hadn’t been specially trained by First Steps to ask specific  questions, 

which a lot of rural moms wouldn’t know to ask, I think a lot would be 

missed.  I think there are a lot of problems that may be missed up here.   

(PIP  AD8 1-2) 

 Later in her interview, Amy returned to this topic once more.  She expressed her 

concerns for parents in rural areas with young children who may not know who to turn to 

when they have concerns about developmental lags they suspect in their children.  She 

also addressed concerns about parents’ inabilities to see their child through objective 

eyes.  Amy discussed the stigma she perceived was attached to having a child with a 

disability.  She expressed anxiety over the fact that some parents’ apprehension toward 

facing this reality might take precedence over addressing the lags that may have been 

present in their child’s development.  Amy believed that there were parents’ in the 

community whose fear over their status in the community may have kept them from 

following up on possible developmental delays, and instead, excused or ignored them: 

I feel like that regular screenings are the most important part of the PAT program.  

In a rural community, such as it is here, I have not had good  experiences with the 

medical facilities and personnel.  So screenings for developmental delays up here 

is so important.  Parents might not notice that the child has developmental delays.  

Sometimes people don’t want to admit that their child has a delay.  They are 

embarrassed by it.  (PIP AD8 7) 
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 Amy noticed additional situations, for which she expressed apprehension, while 

other rural parents appeared to accept these events as unquestioned norms.  In the 

following conversation, she discussed her assessment of the Fairfield community’s rural 

social norms: 

Socially, we’ve found it is difficult in a rural community.  There are just not a lot 

of opportunities for social interaction up here.  If there is, we’re just not 

being invited.  My kids have found that in order to have social interaction they 

have to stay over at other people’s houses or they come here.  I hate overnights, 

but up here when their friends are in another town 30 miles away, you can’t just 

drop them off for a play date.  So everybody spends the night.  (PIP AD8 9-10) 

 Because Amy’s children were children with special needs, who had histories of 

abuse and neglect, she had concerns for her children that most people, even professionals, 

in rural areas were not accustomed to treating.  She pointed out the unique and often 

overwhelming draw backs of raising children with special needs in a rural community:  

I think in a rural community, kids with really serious and specialized emotional 

needs like my son’s, kind of get ignored, because I don’t think there are that many 

of them up here (kids who have severe emotional issues).  I think sometimes the 

school, and the other children in the school, don’t know what to do with him.  I 

have called and tried to find a psychologist.  There aren’t any in this county.  I 

have to take my son back to his former psychologist.  (PIP AD8 11-12) 

 Finally, Amy offered insight into another cultural phenomenon that was not 

mentioned, and was possibly not perceived, by other rural families.  She spoke 
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concerning her observations about the role of religion (Christianity) in the Fairfield 

community.  Amy conveyed her insights in the following segment:  

So there are benefits to being here, not necessarily to me, not to my benefit, but 

theirs.  I do notice that in the country, church has more of an outward importance.  

There’s a more central Christian focus up here than there is in my former 

suburban community.  Where I used to live, everybody just kind of went their 

own way and you never talk about church.  In this community, church is a central 

part of life.  I think that helps the kids up here.  It’s all connected.                         

(PIP AD8 15) 

 Holly Dawson’s family (Family #4) shared the perspective of an outsider, much 

the same as Amy Davidson, since she was also born, raised, and lived much of her adult 

life in a large town about 40 miles from the Fairfield community.  Like the Davidsons, 

they had moved here from a much larger community (not a large metropolitan area, but a 

city with a population of around 13,000).  Holly noticed differences between the much 

larger school district from which she came, as compared to the small rural Fairfield 

district.  She discussed how her friend from her former community made fun of her for 

being “out in the sticks”.  She, however, perceived the small school environment as 

advantageous and became defensive with friends when they made negative comments 

about Fairfield.  Holly discussed her views in the following passage: 

Fairfield has small class sizes.  They have teachers that actually care about our 

children and will work with them when there are assignments they don’t 

understand.  Her teacher is on the phone with me or she sends me an e-mail every 

week to let me know how she is doing.  It makes a difference.  So I may be out in 
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the middle of nowhere, but there’s nothing wrong with their school.  (PIP HD4 

14-15)   

 While other parents in the study failed to discuss, or possibly consciously 

consider the advantages or disadvantages of living in a rural community, some families 

did indicate that there were challenges related to their rural location. The Sherman, 

Drake, Logan, and Johnson families all met the federal financial guidelines set for Head 

Start services (these families met the poverty criteria necessary to attend Head Start), but 

they were unable to take advantage of these services (even if they wanted to) because of 

the distance from their homes to the center.   Head Start did not provide transportation to 

rural locations (these families lived between 20-30 miles from the nearest Head Start 

center).   

 Rural challenges included parents’ ability to access preschool services.  Each 

family dealt with the inability to access Head Start services in their own way.  The 

Sherman’s son, Isaac, would simply not be able to attend preschool.  The Drakes’ 

daughter, Melissa, received funds from her maternal grandparents to attend preschool at 

Fairfield where busing was available through the public school.  The Logan’s son, Gabe, 

qualified for speech and language services, and began attending the Fairfield preschool 

program in the fall of 2011.  The Johnson’s son, Jamie, who also qualified for Early 

Childhood Special Education services, which would have allowed him to attend 

Fairfield’s preschool program.  Whereas Jolene discussed allowing Jamie to attend Head 

Start during her interview, she was adamant that he would not attend Fairfield preschool.        

 Darci Alderson’s son, Chance, was also disadvantaged by his extremely rural 

location.  Due to his special needs status, Chance required specialized care.  He and his 
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family were served by First Steps.  Health care professionals came to his home (a 

physical therapist, occupational therapist, and a vision therapist) and provided him with 

therapy for his disabilities.  While this met Chance’s basic needs, he could have 

benefitted from the stimulation and follow-up therapy sessions provided by preschool 

teachers with early childhood special education degrees at a reverse mainstream 

preschool, which was located in a town approximately 35 miles from his home.  The 

distance to the facility, along with a schedule that was incompatible with his mother’s 

work schedule, prevented Chance from taking advantage of this opportunity.   

 All families in this study (regardless of their socioeconomic status), who valued 

preschool education, took advantage of any opportunity to have their children attend.  

Some families preferred home visiting programs to center based programs; other families 

chose to take advantage of both options.  Several families in this study were denied 

access to preschool both as a result of their economic status; and additionally by their 

remote rural locations.  Additionally, low income, poverty, and working poor families 

struggle with the financial means to provide their children with quality preschool 

education, despite their commitment to its value.  Distance, in combination with financial 

status, prohibits access to quality preschool for some rural families, even when the family 

would qualify financially for Head Start services. 

 While a lack of social interaction prevailed in the Fairfield community, the local 

PAT program tried to address this need through two types of group meetings.  

Unfortunately, parents did not believe these opportunities afforded them the opportunities 

to interact with other parents in the same way the parent educators intended.  This 
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situation will require further research in order to determine how best to meet the needs of 

rural families.   

Interpretive Summary 

 Outsider’s perspective of the inner-workings of Fairfield PAT program. 

 I began my study by spending time volunteering with the day-to-day workings of 

the Fairfield PAT program.  This provided me with a fly-on-the-wall view of the inner 

workings of the program.  While I had been at the school where this program was based, 

I only had superficial knowledge of the program’s actual practices.  I saw the parent 

educators struggle to open the doors, laden with bags hanging from their bodies, and I 

obligatorily opened the doors for them, when I was outside with my children during 

recess.  I rarely had lunch with them or saw them only in passing in the teachers’ work 

room.  

 It struck me that the desks of the three parent educators were set in a triangular 

fashion, facing each other.  This became symbolic, as I saw the way the parent educators 

worked collaboratively together.  The strengths of the one became the strengths of the 

whole.  Hannah was the Fairfield PAT coordinator, and she led by example.  She was 

strategic in her placement of parent educators with families; matching parent educators 

and families based on their individual personalities and needs.  She was also flexible in 

these decisions and willing to allow families to make changes in their parent educator 

when they requested.  She was as willing to step aside, as she was to ask other parent 

educators to do the same.  This was respected by parents and parent educators.  
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 As I shadowed parent educators, over a period of several months, observing their 

interactions with families during home visits, group meetings, and screening sessions, I 

came to realize the deep commitment these parent educators had for their families.  They 

referred to them as, “My families”, when talking among themselves.  Some parent 

educators might have identified them as clients; but these three parent educators saw the 

families whom they served in a much more personal way. 

Relationships. 

 A reciprocal relationship existed among the families and their parent educators.  

Parent educators’ individual actions and reactions toward the parents shaped by the 

subsequent actions and reactions of the parents; conversely, parents’ actions and reactions 

toward the parent educators shaped and were shaped by the subsequent actions and 

reactions of the parent educators.  This complex and intertwining context was permeated 

by intense emotion and energy (both positive and negative), which set into motion the 

course of relationships, realization of goals (both those of the parent and the parent 

educator), as well as, depth of commitment (both that of the parent, as well as the parent 

educator) to the program and engagement within the program service components (e.g. 

home visits, group meetings, screenings, and connections to community services). 

 Parent educators faced many challenging situations as they implemented the local 

PAT program.  They were required to make split-second decisions when talking with 

parents and “think on their feet” as they composed responses that met the varied needs of 

each family.  Additionally, parent educators were required to walk a fine line between 

help and support, while at the same time nurturing the parents’ responsibility, self-

reliance, and self-efficacy.  Families with multiple high needs indicators, such as the 
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Johnsons, Logans, and Shermans, required intense portions of patience, persistence, 

common sense, wisdom, and a precise balance of compassion, coupled with high 

expectations.  At times, the parent educators felt elated, with a great sense of 

accomplishment, but at other times they were left emotionally drained, frustrated, and 

discouraged.  They rode a roller-coaster of emotional ups and downs.  These intense 

emotional incidents took a tremendous toll on parent educators, both personally and 

professionally.   Later, when back at the Fairfield PAT home-base classroom, they were 

able to process their experiences with their fellow parent educators.  The relationships 

among the three parent educators provided a stable support system in which to debrief 

and reflect.  It also provided a system of checks and balances, in order to better serve the 

interests of the families in the Fairfield PAT program. 

 Bridging the gap. 

 Parent educators in this study were often pitted against opposing cultures; the 

culture of the home and the culture of the school.  Those parents whose beliefs and values 

about raising and educating young children were dissimilar to the beliefs and values of 

the school culture (i.e. Parents as Teachers who have as one of their goals, school 

readiness) at times caused tension between the parents and the parent educator.  As in the 

case of the Johnsons, who did not want their child to attend preschool, the parent 

educator, Sally, believed that Jamie would not be successful in public school without the 

intervention of speech and language services, combined with center based preschool 

education.  She was extremely frustrated with the parents and could not understand why 

they would not also want these opportunities for their child.   



276 

 

 While Sally was commissioned with the responsibility of doing whatever she 

could to support and encourage the parent as they prepared the child for future success in 

school and in life, she was also representing the school district and bound to them to help 

parents make decisions that would save the school district money.  Her beliefs about what 

children should know to be successful in school, aligned closely with those of the district.  

While all the parent educators in this study had a keen sense of responsibility to both the 

school and their families, at times they found themselves pitted between the two.  

Ultimately, the decision to seek further evaluation and follow-through with the 

recommendations of professionals that the child would benefit from preschool services, 

as well as intensive speech and language services, was up to the parents.  If they refused 

the services, the parent educator and the school district were required to abide by the 

parents’ decisions. 

 As in the case of these parents (especially the mother, Jolene), on the other hand, 

parent educators may encounter families who do not trust the school.  Due to a bad 

experience she remembered her brother having with the school, Jolene was reluctant to 

hand over her child to a system that had already let her down.  She felt she could do a 

better job of preparing her son educationally, than the Fairfield School.  Parents have 

many reasons for not feeling a sense of comfort with and trust for schools.  

 Making sure the needs of families were met often took precedence over other 

parental matters such as school readiness or social development.  Due to low educational 

attainment, low paying jobs, health issues, maternal depression, and generational poverty, 

families in the Fairfield community often struggled to meet their most basic needs.  

Moving families from positions of victim status to positions of autonomy and self-
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efficacy was one of the goals of parent educators.  They were, however, determined to 

take a position of offering connections to resource agencies, encouragement, and support 

without taking over the parents’ responsibilities.  Some families, such as the Shermans, 

fell into patterns of behavior that situated them for recurring instances of crisis, when it 

came to meeting the basic needs of their family.  Despite the fervent efforts of the parent 

educators to connect the families to agencies that could provide assist to them, the family 

at times, repeatedly failed to follow-up on these options.  They fell into a category of 

cyclical neediness.  Parent educators grew weary and frustrated with this process, which 

took an emotional toll, over time.  They were at risk for becoming either hardened and 

cynical or experiencing burn-out in their job.  Like many service oriented jobs, parent 

educators’ pay was low.  This made it even more tempting to opt out of the position.  

 Parent educators were on the front lines of locating and identifying children with 

disabilities, lining up the appropriate agencies to help and support the needs of the child 

and the parents.  Providing support and encouragement to the parents came to grips with 

this reality was also a part of the parent educators’ responsibility.  Early on, parent 

educators act as a liaison between the home and the school.  It is part of their 

responsibilities to help parents locate support services for themselves and their children.  

As Hannah pointed out in this study, this process could also be emotionally grueling 

especially for the parents, and subsequently for the parent educators, especially when a 

close bond developed between them.  She expressed her concern for Darci Alderson as 

she came to understand the full extent of Chance’s disabilities, and even more difficult, 

the loss of dreams for his future. 
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 Some parents were unfamiliar with early developmental screenings for young 

children; and when indicated, further diagnostic testing and placement in special 

programs.  Matching the appropriate screening tools, explaining and discussing with 

parents why these are important to identify developmental lags or even more possibly 

severe disabilities early on was critical to the child’s opportunity to succeed later in 

school.  Helping parents locate the First Steps representative in their area and following 

up with the parent to support them as they set up the initial meeting were all ways the 

parent educator could provide help, support, and encouragement to the parents.  

 Liaisons.   

 One of the most unique, and potentially positive, contributions PAT made in the 

communities in this state was the role of parent educators as liaisons between the home 

and the school.  Other well known home visiting programs such as Early Head Start, 

Healthy Families America (HFA), Home-based Instruction for Parents of Preschool 

Youngsters (HIPPY), and Nurse-Family Partnership are not directly connected with the 

public school (FRIENDS National Resource Center, 2007).  Therefore, they do not act as 

a representative of the public school.  However, the State Board of Education 

recommended that high-quality educational services be made available to every family 

and preschooler in the State of Missouri; and in March of 1984, “the 83rd General 

Assembly enacted Senate Bill 658, the Early Childhood Development Act (ECDA), 

which authorized the administration of a program of services for children below 

kindergarten entry and their parents” (Early Childhood Development Act, 2008).   

 Parent educators were hired by each local school district and trained through the 

PATNC. As parent educators fulfilled their responsibilities, implementing the four 
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service components of the program, one of the expected outcomes of the program was for 

early establishment of positive partnerships between home and school (Early Childhood 

Development Act, 2008).  

 As parent educators developed close personal relationships with many of their 

families, they helped parents and children prepare for, and transition into, school 

expectations.   They knew the school’s curriculum, the expectations of the kindergarten 

teachers for academics and social interactions, and they were in a position to convey 

those expectations to parents.  Parent educators genuinely cared for their families and 

wanted their children to be successful in school.  They were proactive advocates for their 

families and often continued a close relationship with the families long after their 

children had entered public school and were no longer a part of PAT. 

 Teachers in regular classrooms could never have opportunity to develop a similar 

relationship with families.  They often only know and interact with the family during the 

course of one school year, while parent educators often interact with families over the 

course of five years and beyond if there are multiple siblings in the family.  They have 

watched the child grow and develop from birth through school age and have a unique 

perspective of the child, because of this extended period of observation and interaction.  

Additionally, they have a relationship with the parents that has also been developed over 

the course of many years and has been built on mutual respect.  

 Advantages of PAT for rural communities. 

 PAT has many advantages for families in rural communities.  First, one the 

program’s hallmarks are its home visits.  This offers parents in remote rural areas access 
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to early education services without having to provide transportation to center-based 

education.   

 Additionally, through the PAT group meetings (usually once a month during the 

regular school year) parents have an opportunity to interact with other parents, and their 

children have an opportunity to interact with other same or similar age children.  Parents 

appreciate the opportunity to expose their children to opportunities to interact socially 

with other children during developmentally appropriate activities and experiences that are 

fun and educationally sound.  In rural communities there are often few, social events to 

attend that are relatively close.  Many times, due to the distance families in rural areas 

must drive to attend social activities, they only interact regularly with extended family or 

people they encounter at their church.  

 Finally, PAT provides parents in rural areas a connection to support services of 

which they may not be aware.  Because rural families are isolated from services available 

in large urban areas, they may not be aware of the services that are available to them in 

their community and how to make contact with the support service organizations.  Parent 

educators educate themselves to the services in their communities and connect families 

with the services that may best meet their needs.  The choice to accept the help and 

support of the organization always remains the prerogative of the family.  In this way, 

families develop their self-efficacy and maintain their autonomy.      
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CHAPTER 6: Summary, Discussion, and Implications 

 The following chapter offers an overview of this research study, including the 

following sections:  1) purpose of the study; 2) methodological procedures; 3) summary 

of the findings – answering my research questions; 4) narrow scope of the study; 5) 

discussion.  I will bring the chapter to a close by discussing the implications of these 

findings for the local Parents as Teachers program, the school district in which the study 

took place, policy and legislation, and future research. 

Purpose of the Study  

 The purpose of this study was to understand how and why rural families 

participate in Parents as Teachers I investigated a purposefully selected group of parent 

participants’ perceptions of the PAT program in a small rural community. I also 

examined the role that selected parent educators played in initial recruitment, sustained 

engagement, relationship development, and the factors that affected parents’ potential to 

positively impact their children’s early development and education.  Moreover, I 

explored the potential role relationships between the parents and their parent educator 

played in parents’ engagement and their follow-through with information offered to them 

by their parent educators.   

 As I began the study, I posited that both parents and parent educators may  have 

carried into the PAT program preconceptions about one another and divergent sets of 

cultural values that impacted the formation of relationships, thus affecting the potential 

impact of the PAT program.  In consideration of all these forces, this study asked the 

following questions.  The overarching research question for this study is as follows:  How 
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do selected parent and parent educator participants in a rural, mid-west community, 

perceive and participate in the PAT home-visiting program?  In order to fully explore this 

question, I addressed the following additional sub-questions: 

RQ 1:  How do parent educators perceive the effectiveness of the Parents as 

Teachers home-visiting program in reaching, retaining and helping families in a 

small rural community?   

RQ 2:  How do parent educators’ perceptions of rural families’ needs mediate 

their efforts in fostering recruitment, continuing engagement, and follow-through 

of families in the PAT program? 

RQ 3:  How do rural participating parents understand the PAT program? 

Summary of Methodological Procedures  

 I used a combination of observations and semi-structured interviews to collect 

data for this case study of a single PAT program.  Initially, I spent four months (three 

days each week) observing (as a fly on the wall) and volunteering with the Fairfield PAT 

program.  I accompanied Hannah Henry, senior Parent Educator (also the Program 

Coordinator), to home visits and group meetings.  I tagged along as the Parent Educator 

held local staff meetings and attended regional and state level PAT meetings.  These 

experiences not only allowed me to understand the day-to-day duties and routines 

performed by the three Fairfield Parent Educators, but also developed a framework for 

conceptualizing the varying expectations for implementing the PAT program at the 

district, state, and national levels.   
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 Once I officially began collecting data, I accompanied each of the parent 

educators and observed a regularly scheduled home visit with each parent participant 

selected for my study (some of whom I had already met and observed during my 

volunteer position).  At this visit, I gained permission for a one-on-one interview which 

was carried out per the parents’ convenience.  In-depth interviews were also carried out 

with each of the parent educators, investigating their beliefs about and perceptions of the 

PAT home-visiting program in reaching, retaining and helping families, in particular high 

needs families, in rural areas.    

 I used two stages of analysis as I examined the data.  Inductive analysis (Hatch, 

2002) was used first, to examine the particulars within the data and then to look for 

patterns across these specifics found in individual observation and interview protocols.  A 

line-by-line analysis was used to identify “units of data” which explained how meaning 

was constructed in the everyday social contexts of the participants.  Then using the 

“constant comparative method of analysis” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 341), I read the 

data with these specific units in mind.  Then looking more broadly across the units for 

patterns, I identified semantic domains (categories) that seemed to explain what was 

going on in the data.  As domains were located they were coded and compared with 

previous incidents in the same or different groups, then coded into various categories 

(Glaser & Strauss, 1967).    

 The second stage of my analysis was interpretive (Hatch, 2002), which helped me 

to gain a more “holistic” view of the data.  I used raw data from interview and 

observation protocols as background information to help me develop a story-like 

narrative, guiding me to explain ways the participants made sense of their individual and 
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collective experiences in the Parents as Teachers program, and additionally, weaving in 

my own interpretation of the events I witnessed and a vision of the program through the 

eyes of the participants.  For the final interpretive report I used thick rich description in 

an attempt to make the participants and contexts of the study more authentic to the reader 

and present the findings in a convincing manner (Hatch, 2002).  Content within the report 

is intended to weave a story concerning the interactions and perspectives of the study 

participants, alternately focusing on specific details and broader issues. 

Summary and Discussion of the Findings 

 This qualitative study investigated the perspectives and understandings of three 

parent educators and ten rural families involved with the Parents as Teachers home 

visiting program.  While center based preschool experiences have proven to be beneficial 

for young children to improve school readiness (Zigler, et al., 2006) research suggests 

that rural children have lower overall rates of participation in center-based early care and 

education programs (Grace et al, 2006; Smith, 2006).  Additionally, Grace et al. (2006) 

suggest that many rural children are more likely to experience all of their early learning 

in their own homes or the homes of close relatives.  This situation is of concern when, 

according to Smith, Brooks-Gunn, and Klebanov (1997), close to 40 percent of 

associations between young children’s lower academic performance and economic 

disadvantage are explained by the lower quality of their home learning environments. To 

date, researchers have not definitively determined the reasoning that has guided rural 

parents’ choices for early learning experiences for their children.   
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 One possible factor that may guide parents’ choices for their children’s early 

education may be the prevalence of poverty in rural areas (O’Hare, 2009; U.S. Cnsus 

Bureau, 2008).  Rural children are more likely to live in “deep poverty”, where family 

incomes are less than half of the poverty threshold (O’Hare, 2009; Grace et al., 2006).  

Lichter and Johnson (2007) suggest that rural children who grow up in persistently poor 

counties are more at risk than ever, when taking into consideration the disadvantage of 

lack of opportunities and community resources.  Quality center-based childcare and 

preschool education are expensive and rural families incur additional costs when 

considering transportation to access these services (Grace et al., 2006; Smith, 2006; 

Kagan). 

 Another factor that may affect parents’ choices for early education is access.  

According to Smith, Patterson, and Doggett (2008) levels of access to pre-k are lower in 

rural school communities than in urban or suburban districts.  Additionally, rural 

communities face significant challenges in providing access to the high-quality preschool 

programs that are needed to help alleviate these problems (Grace et al., 2006; Smith, 

Patterson, Doggett, 2008).  However, even when access is available, research suggests 

that center-based preschool and early care does not always have a close fit with the needs 

and preferences of rural parents (Grace et al., 2006, Smith, 2006; Smith, Patterson, & 

Doggett, 2008).  

 I contend that home visiting programs, such as Parents as Teachers, may provide 

an effective option to meet the early childhood education needs of rural families, while at 

the same time, offering them the convenience and self-reported preference of home-based 

early childhood education.  Research on the Parents as Teachers program indicates its 
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effectiveness in enhancing school readiness and school success (O’Brien, Garnett, & 

Proctor, 2002; Pfannenstiel, Lambson, & Yarnell, 1991; Pfannenstiel, Lambson, & 

Yarnell, 1996; Pfannenstiel, 1999; Pfannenstiel, Seitz, & Zigler, 2002; Pfannenstiel & 

Zigler, 2007), improving parents’ knowledge of child-rearing practices and child 

development (McGilly, 2000; Pfannenstiel, & Seltzer, 1985), engaging parents and their 

children in more language and literacy activities and behaviors (Pfannenstiel, Lambson, 

& Yarnell, 1996; Shaklee, Hardin, Clinton, & Demarest, 2003; Shaklee, Demarest, 

Hardin, Lazelle, & Welsh, 2005; Wagner & Spiker, 2001), facilitating positive 

relationships between parents and their children’s school, thereby increasing involvement 

in their children’s schooling (O’Brien, Garnett, & Proctor, 2002; Pfannenstiel & Seltzer, 

1985; Pfannenstiel, 1989; Pfannenstiel, Lambson, & Yarnell, 1996), and providing early 

detection of developmental delays and health concerns (Parents as Teachers National 

Center, 2004; Pfannenstiel, Lambson, & Yarnell, 1991).  A qualitative study by Smith & 

Wells (1997) offers considerable insight into the adaptations necessary to implement the 

PAT program effectively with disadvantaged families in urban communities. I compare 

my findings to theirs later in this chapter.   

 The purpose of my study was to understand the Parents as Teachers program 

through the eyes of the parent educators and the families in a small, rural community.  I 

additionally intended to investigate how and why families participated in the local PAT 

program at varying levels of engagement.  Using my research questions as a guide, in the 

following section I offer a summary of my findings and a discussion of their relationship 

with and contribution to the known literature. 
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Sub-Question 1 

How do parent educators perceive the effectiveness of the Parents as Teachers 

home-visiting program in reaching, retaining and helping families in small rural 

community? 

 

 The findings from this question clustered around six main themes: importance of 

home visits, close personal relationships with the family, critical interactions between 

parents and children, bridging the relationships between the home and the school, rural 

challenges, and developing self-efficacy and autonomy among parents.       

  I found that parent educators believed home visits were the single most important 

service component of the PAT program.  My findings concur with those of Sweet and 

Appelbaum (2004) that the personal home visits offered an opportunity for parent 

educators to build a close, personal relationship with parents.  This relationship provided 

the underpinning and a filter through which all other interactions were viewed by both the 

parent and the parent educator.  Getting to know the family, observing the child, as well 

as the parent/child interactions in their most natural environment, allowed parent 

educators to plan curriculum and activities to best meet the individual needs of families.   

 Additionally, Roggman, Boyce, Cook and Jump (2001) noted that because of the 

individualization of home visiting programs, services are more likely to be closely 

matched to parents’ needs, thereby increasing the probability of long term retention.   

Taking advantage of opportunities to foster mutual trust and respect, parent educators in 

my study were able to offer timely advice, support, encouragement, and information that 

was helpful to parents.  Parent educators contended that developing close, personal 

relationships with the families was the key to parents’ engagement and follow-through in 
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the PAT program.  Like Powell (1993), who noted the importance of a trusting 

relationship between the parent and the home visitor as the core vehicle of meaningful 

change in the parent, Fairfield parent educators contended that developing close, personal 

relationships with the families was the key to parents’ engagement and follow-through in 

the PAT program.  This relationship promoted open and honest dialogue between the 

parent educator and parent, which consequently revealed essential information the parent 

educator needed to best individualize the home visits to meet the needs of each family.  

 According to the PAT staff, interactions between parents and children are of 

paramount importance to the optimum development of the child (Barnard, 1997), and 

thus parent-child interactions are an important goal for home visiting programs (Raikes et 

al., 2006).  Peterson, Luze, Ashbaugh, Jeon, and Ross-Kantz (2007) suggest that home 

visitors need to coach parents as they develop effective strategies of interacting with their 

child.  My findings are consistent with Barnard’s (1997) claim that parent-child 

interactions help set the course for a child’s development.  These positive interactions 

between the parent and child reinforced and scaffolded learning events, and in addition 

provided an emotional bond that enhanced positive social-emotional development of the 

child.  Parent educators modeled these types of interactions for parents during home 

visits.   

 Prior research has indicated that parents who participated in the PAT program 

were more likely to regard their school district as responsive to their children’s needs 

(Pfannenstiel and Seltzer, 1985) and to be more involved with the school when their 

children were in kindergarten (Allen, Sethi, and Astuto, 2007).  Fairfield parent educators 

believed that establishing positive partnerships between home and school is critical to the 
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future success of the child in school. They worked toward bridging home and school 

relationships by locating many of the group meetings within the public school.  During 

these group meetings, parents were extended an opportunity to establish friendships and 

connections with other families in the school community.  These same families would be 

ones that they and their children would encounter throughout their child’s educational 

career.  In a small rural community, where there are only two sections of each grade 

level, children stay with the same base of classmates for their entire K-12 schooling.  

 Helping parents navigate rural challenges that presented potential barriers to early 

childhood education was another theme in the parent educator interviews.  I found that 

distance and isolation were issues that presented challenges for parent educators and 

parents alike.  This finding is consistent with Grace et al. (2006) who contend that rural 

life can be a risk factor that includes persistent poverty, and a lack of quality early care 

and preschool education.  Parent educators understood the difficulties rural families 

encountered as they went about their daily lives.  Familiarity with these risk factors 

allowed them to provide needed encouragement and support to families and sometimes 

connecting them with community services.  

 Developing self-efficacy and autonomy among parents was a primary focus of the 

Fairfield parent educators.  Their policy was to stand by parents and offer help and 

support, but at the same time create opportunities for parents to develop self-

determination and self-worth.  Parent educators believed parents felt validated when they 

were supported to take responsibility for their own circumstances, and then parent 

educators would gradually withdraw the level of support until the parent was fully in 

control.  Often, successfully implementing educational activities suggested by the parent 
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educator and experiencing positive reactions from their children was a rewarding and 

affirming occurrence for the parent.  Powell (1993) suggests that while the ultimate goal 

of home visiting programs is to improve the life of the child, program goals that 

emphasize steps toward parent self-efficacy improve parenting competency and therefore 

affect the enhancement of the child’s life through this process.  Brenna was particularly 

masterful at helping to scaffold parents in this transition.  Perhaps this was because she 

herself had participated in the Fairfield PAT program, not so many years prior to my 

study, or it may have been due to the fact that she had grown up poor.  Whatever the 

reason, she knew better than Hannah or Sally what it took to help parents through this 

transition from neediness to autonomy.  Brenna’s work with the Shermans and the 

Logans exemplified what Smith and Wells (1997) call turn around cases: these were 

success stories of families who were difficult to recruit, maintain, or help, but become 

strong supporters of the program.  Developing a close relationship with the family and 

building step-by-step on their successes, Brenna was able to help them become stronger, 

more confident parents. 

Sub-Question 2 

How do parent educators’ perceptions of parents’ and families’ needs mediate their 

efforts in fostering recruitment, continuing engagement, and follow-through of 

families in the PAT program? 

 

 I argue that my study adds to the knowledge of home visiting programs by 

investigating the Parents as Teachers program in a small rural community, and focusing 

on both parents’ engagement in the program and willingness to act on information 
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offered to them by their parent educator.  I gave a high priority to including the voices of 

both parents and parent educators, both during data collection and in my report of the 

findings.  Often the voices of the rural families have been overlooked in previous home 

visiting research studies. 

 Korfmacher et al (2008) point out that it is important to find out why families do 

not participate more fully and what can be done to improve program design.  Further, 

they contend that there is a need for further research focused on how home visiting 

programs work, and especially on how they involve parents more fully in program 

services.   

 Recruitment. 

 Smith and Wells (1997) suggest that recruiting strategies and practices for the 

hard-to-reach families in urban communities must be “aggressive, imaginative, and 

personal in nature” (p. 52).  This was not altogether true of the parent educator 

participants in my study; however, recruiting rural families into the PAT program did 

require multiple paths. Nearly all parents in the state were given a pamphlet about the 

PAT program when their children were born (in a hospital).  Five families in my study 

were recruited this way.  Parent educators also set up informational booths at events and 

places that families might frequent such as fairs, festivals, school events, the county 

courthouse, Wal-Mart bulletin boards, etc.  What’s more, they set up a recruiting table at 

their county-wide developmental screenings, and in fact, one family from my study came 

to the program through this type of recruiting.  The other four families in my study came 

to the PAT program through various means such as the recommendations of family or 

friends, or a professional (pediatrician, or an agency referral (foster care).  In all cases 
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recruitment was voluntary and was either self-initiated or took only moderate persuasion.  

While seven of the ten families in my study were below middle class SES, they did not 

require extreme recruitment tactics, such as those used by Smith and Wells (1997) to 

become involved in the Fairfield PAT program. 

 For many of the families, considering PAT had been a part of the “norm” in this 

state for nearly 25 years, it was fairly ingrained in parents that the program was credible. 

In the Fairfield School District nearly 80 percent of the eligible families participated. This 

meant that recruitment for these families had become fairly routine.  All families in my 

study were either easy to recruit (parents initiated their enrollment) or only required 

moderate persuasion to enroll.   Six of the ten families involved in this study called the 

school and initiated the contact on their own.  The other four required moderate 

persuasion to become involved. Families in this study, who fit the criteria of multiple 

high needs indicators were evenly split (half being in the easy to recruit category and half 

in the required moderate persuasion category) in regards to the ease with which they were 

recruited into the PAT program;   

 The educators made an effort to be visible in the community. They recruited at the 

WIC (Women and Infant Children) agency an organization that assists families with 

purchase of food items; the local county fair; Fall-Back-to-School Day; Spring Parenting 

Fair; or Fairfield School District screenings.  Their efforts were notable, but much of the 

ground work had already been laid, over the past 20 years.  At the time of the study, 

second generation families were starting to go through the PAT program.  While this was 

very rewarding for the parent educators, they were still not addressing a problematic 

situation. 
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 In my interviews with the parent educators, I asked if they believed they were 

reaching the neediest families in the Fairfield School District, and all three agreed that 

they were not.  Therefore, an obvious question remains: What would it take to reach this 

most needy population?  What if they were implementing the aggressive, imaginative, 

and personal types of strategies, such as was suggested by Smith and Wells (1997), to 

reach these families? What strategies would be necessary to reach these families?  In an 

area that is readily known for its manufacturing and distribution of methamphetamine, 

especially in remote rural areas, is it too dangerous to expect parent educators to seek out 

the neediest populations of families?   

 As I discussed this issue with the Fairfield parent educators, it was their belief that 

some families were just unreachable and there was nothing they could do to change this 

reality.  Smith and Wells (1997) calls this fatalism (parent educators’ beliefs/attitudes 

about possibilities for families were fixed and unyielding).  Reasons the Fairfield parent 

educators gave for why they believed the neediest families refused to participate in 

Fairfield PAT were as follows:  parent educators’ would be too critical of the families 

parenting or housekeeping (Hannah), the parents did not want the parent educator in their 

home because of legal issues such as drugs, child abuse or neglect, and the parents were 

worried the parent educators would hot line them (Brenna and Sally), they were simply 

unreachable, uninterested and they did not want PAT involved in their lives (Sally), some 

parents just don’t value education (Brenna).  These were the perceptions of the Fairfield 

parent educators, but the question remains, what would the neediest families have to say 

about why they don’t participate in the Fairfield PAT program?   



294 

 

 Another area of concern to me, related to recruitment, is the lack of representation 

of minority participants or parent educators in the Fairfield School District.  Clearly, the 

district is primarily Caucasian (93.8%) with only 5.0 % African American and 1.1% 

Latino; however, there was no representation of either of those ethnicities in the Fairfield 

PAT program.  When I asked about this, the parent educators were reluctant to discuss 

their reasoning and seemed uncomfortable with the question.  Sally told me that she had a 

few African American families who lived in the Centerville area several years ago (she 

was vague about the time-frame), but that these families had moved to a community 

closer to a metropolitan area when there was a major flood from the Mississippi River 

and they lost their homes.  Hannah said they had reached out to the Latino population in 

the area, but they were not interested in participating.  I wonder now whether they had an 

interpreter with them and how aggressively they pursued these families.  In hindsight, I 

should have asked more questions about this situation.      

 Engagement. 

 Korfmacher et al. (2008) point out that understanding parent involvement in 

home-visiting programs requires both quantitative measures, such as frequency of 

contacts and length of visits, duration of enrollment or length of time in the program, and 

ratio of expected visits to actual visits, and qualitative measures that emphasize the 

parents’ perspectives.  Most research has focused on the home visitors’ perspectives or on 

ratings of the parents based on reviews of video-recordings (Roggmann e al., 2001). 

Korfmacher et al. also argue for research concerning how home visiting programs work, 

especially how they involve parents in program services; why families do not participate 

more fully; and what can be done to improve program design.  Lastly, Korfmacher et al. 
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propose that studies of parent involvement in home visiting programs should include 

measures that go beyond mere participation and attempt to measure “engagement”. My 

study addressed each of these needs. I emphasized the voices of both parents and parent 

educators as I examined parents’ engagement and willingness to act on information 

offered to them by their parent educator and considered possible factors that may have 

influenced the parents’ actions.  

 I followed the lead of Korfmacher et al. (2008) in defining engagement as a 

separate construct from participation, one that involves the emotional quality of 

interactions within the program.  For example, parents may be present for home visits or 

show up for group meetings without being engaged (i.e. enthusiastic or wholehearted) 

about being there or being involved in what is going on.   I define engagement as a 

deeper level of personal commitment to the parent educators (home visitors) and to the 

mission and goals of the program itself, for themselves and for their children.   

 In the initial stages of data analysis, I worked collaboratively with the parent 

educators to develop a graphic rating scale as a way for parent educators to evaluate the 

families’ performance in recruitment, engagement, follow-through, and level of 

emotional effort needed by the parent educator to (see Appendix F for a more complete 

depiction of the phenomena, rating descriptors, and criteria indicators used by the parent 

educators to rate each family in the study).  In addition, I used information I observed 

during home visits and collected information during interviews with parents and parent 

educators to triangulate the parent educators’ perceptions of the families’ performance.  

 The Fairfield parent educators identified four families as having high levels of 

engagement, five families as having moderate engagement, and one family was identified 
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as distant.  Korfmacher et al. (2008) suggest that engagement is not solely dependent on 

the parent, but is mutually developed by the family and the home visitor.  Although I 

acknowledge Korfmacher et al.’s perspective, I suggest that families’ engagement may be 

influenced by three elements within the PAT program:  the degree of relational closeness 

parents felt with their parent educator; the parent educators’ commitment to continual 

evaluation of the families’ needs and the parents’ goals for their children; and the parent 

educators’ efforts to enhance parents’ self-confidence and build parents’ self-efficacy.  

 According to Powell (1993), all home visiting programs acknowledge the 

significance of building a trusting relationship between the home visitor and the parent.  

Heinicke (1991) concurs and further states that it is critical in home visiting programs 

that the parents and home visitors strengthen their ability to form and sustain mutually 

satisfying personal relationships if there is any hope of affecting lasting, positive change 

in the family.  My study seems to verify Heinicke’s findings in that families who were 

identified by their parent educator as having high or moderate levels of engagement also 

described their relationship with their parent educator as either friend-like or family-like 

in nature. 

 On the other hand, families identified by the parent educators as having high or 

moderate levels of engagement may have been influenced by the parents’ goals for 

entering the PAT program the parent educators’ commitment to continual evaluation of 

the families’ needs, or the parent educators’ efforts to enhance parents’ self-confidence 

and build self-efficacy.  Heinicke (1991) contends that home visiting programs should 

emphasize listening carefully to parents’ concerns, offering suggestions for possible 

alternatives, and discussing effective use of support services as ways to strengthen 
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parents’ ability to meet their needs.  More recent studies (Brooks-Gunn, Berlin, & 

Fuligni, 2000; McCurdy & Jones, 2000; Wagner, Spiker, Gerlach-Downie & Hernandez, 

2000) suggest that the quality of the home-visitor/participant relationship is a “strong 

predictor of overall parent involvement and benefit from home visiting programs” (Austo 

& Allen, 2009, p. 13).   

 One contradictory phenomena concerning parents’ engagement in the PAT 

program, which I noticed during my observations of home visits, and was further 

corroborated by interviews with both parents and parent educators, was the issue of 

parent educators’ level of education (training).  Korfmacher et al. (2008) addressed this 

issue and suggests there is little empirical evidence concerning the influence of 

professional education (training) of home visitors and parent involvement in program 

services (Hans & Korfmacher, 2002).  They further state that paraprofessionals are 

typically hired to because of their strong connections to the participants in the 

community. This differs from findings of an earlier study of the implementation of the 

Nurse Family Partnership home visiting model, which investigated differences between 

nurse and paraprofessional home visitors, and found that families who were visited by the 

paraprofessionals had less contact with the program and dropped out sooner and more 

frequently (Korfmacher et al., 1999).   

 Powell (1991) concurs with Korfmacher et al. (2008), stating that home visiting 

programs tend to hire paraprofessionals due to their strong ties and consistency with the 

cultural and ethnic makeup of the community in which they serve.  This gives them more 

credibility with their families, which is also believed to increase effectiveness in 

recruiting and retaining families in the program, especially those hard-to-reach families.  
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Powell also points out the drawbacks of paraprofessionals such as a lack of credibility 

with professional families, increased staff turnover, and the need to provide more 

extensive staff development including both preservice and inservice training.   

 Training for parent educators can be very costly and is wasted if they quit the 

program within a short interval of service to the program.  Interestingly, the findings of a 

more recent study by Wagner et al. (2000) state that the level of education held by parent 

educators was not of particular advantage or disadvantage.  They further suggested that 

the content area of their educational degree did matter (e.g. nursing, social work, 

education).  My findings seem to concur with Powell’s study (1991).  I observed that 

families who were highly educated were more satisfied with the parent educators who 

were more highly educated (i.e. Hannah, RN and Brenna, nearing completion of her BS 

in early childhood education).   

 Conversely, those families who were less well-educated felt more comfortable 

with the parent educator who had less education but had been working with the PAT 

program for 16 years.  Her practical, no nonsense manner was appreciated by many of the 

families.  Hannah felt very strongly that parents should have a voice in choosing their 

parent educator, and she was willing to change parent educators at the parent’s request 

(even if a parent asked that she be removed in preference over another parent educator).  

She indicated that her willingness to change had caused hard feelings in the past, but she 

did not elaborate on the circumstances.   

 Interestingly, when Brenna was asked if there was anything she would change 

about the program, she said she believed that parent educators should be required to have 

bachelor’s degrees in early childhood education.  She went on to say that parents who had 
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a bachelors’ degree in education didn’t want a parent educator who had less education 

than themselves coming in and telling them how they should be raising their child.  She 

said she had parents inquire as to her level of education, so concluded that it was 

important to some parents.  On a related note, none of the certified teaching staff at 

Fairfield took part in the PAT program (at the time of the study).  I found this curious and 

thought it might be related to Brenna’s thoughts concerning the level of education 

required for parent educators.  I hypothesized that this may have been because the PAT 

program was not valued by the Fairfield School District teaching staff.  However, after 

extending the parameters of the study, and following up on this possibility (I broadened 

the parameters of my study and received approval through IRB to include two more 

participants, the preschool teacher at Fairfield School and one of the kindergarten 

teachers at Fairfield).  However, it was not substantiated by information gathered in the 

two interviews, so I did not include it in the data. 

 Follow-through.  

 Korfmacher et al. (2008) suggest that both logically and empirically, outcomes 

are stronger when participants are more involved in the home visiting program.  They 

further propose that involvement functions much like a “dosage” (i.e. measured quantity) 

and consequently, the higher the dosage, the greater the outcomes.  In other words, as 

parents participate more and more in the program’s services, the greater their level of 

outcomes.  Other studies concur (Heinicke et al., 2000; Korfmacher et al., 1998; 

Leiberman et al., 1991; Raikes et al., 2006; Ramey et al., 1992; and Wagner et al., 2001).  

However, Korfmacher et al. caution against developing simplistic interpretations of the 

relationships between parent involvement and program outcomes.  They suggest that 
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these relationships are complex and must fully consider the conditions that differ in 

particular home visiting models and within diverse communities.   

 My study examined parents’ willingness to act on information offered to them by 

the parent educators or what I term as follow-through.  To date, I have not found 

literature that specifically focuses on this phenomenon, and the relationship between 

follow-through and outcomes in home visiting programs.  However, a study by Wagner 

et al. (2000) that describes five “dimensions of engagement,” one of which could be 

construed as follow-through.  They term this dimension “do the homework” (pp. 20-23).  

Do the homework “relates to the involvement of families with PAT information, ideas, 

and materials between home visits.  Trying out suggestions made by the parent educators 

or making or playing with PAT materials” (Wagner et al., 2000, p. 20).   While this 

dimension takes in a portion of what I term “follow-through,” it does not encompass the 

scope of my terminology (i.e. parents’ willingness to act on information offered by parent 

educators, and includes not just the activities left to interact with the child between visits, 

but encompasses the parents willingness to carry through with suggestions to contact 

support services within the community such as First Steps, WIC, local benevolent 

agencies or clubs, preschool enrollment, medical appointments, eye doctor and dentist 

appointments, enrollment in preschool, etc.).   

 I argue that follow-through on the part of the parents is a critical factor when 

interpreting outcomes of home visiting models, and should be interpreted  through a 

wider lens than just activities suggested by the parent educator to do with the child 

between home visits (i.e. literacy- and numeracy- promoting activities, having 

conversations with the child, etc).  Therefore, I considered it deserving of a closer look.  
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 Wagner et al. (2000) point out that receiving information and gaining knowledge 

to inform parenting practices is not the primary goal of PAT.  Learning “how” to 

incorporate new parenting skills and then actually “performing” those same skills in real-

life is the “intended outcome” of the PAT program (p. 51).  Parents had to “act” on the 

information and suggestions offered by parent educators in order to benefit from the PAT 

program both personally and in respect to affecting positive change for their children.  

This was a choice on the parents’ parts.  One of the underlying goals of Fairfield’s parent 

educators was to enhance self-efficacy.  They expected parents to take responsibility for 

their own actions and choices.  The role of the parent educator was to offer information 

and support services to the families NOT to take over and follow-through for them.  This 

created a tension, at times, between the parent educators and their respective families.  

Smith and Wells (1997) suggest that some parents are looking for a “fairy god-mother” 

who will take care of all their problems and magically make their life better.  This was 

not the role of the Fairfield Parents as Teachers program.  

 Parent educators in my study rated the families’ follow-through (It is important to 

point out that this evaluation was based solely on the perceptions of the parent educators 

as they considered the indicators found within the evaluation instrument, see Appendix 

F).  Based on these evaluations five families were identified as having high levels of 

follow-through, four families had moderate follow-through, and one family was 

identified as having infrequent follow-through.  Furthermore, two of the five families 

identified as having high levels of follow-through by their parent educators were of 

working poor SES and had multiple high-needs indicators.  This finding suggests that low 

income families can achieve high levels of follow-through with adequate support and 
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encouragement from the parent educators.  This, in turn, logically leads to positive 

outcomes of meeting program goals (as well as meeting the stated goals of the parents 

when they entered the PAT program).     

 Three important and interrelated concepts observed by Smith and Wells (1997) 

within the “hard to help” category were: “not looking forward to the child’s 

development,” “affective distance,” and “too many problems” (pp. 82-83).  Smith and 

Wells found that parent educators had difficulty influencing change and/or affecting 

positive outcomes, based on the goals of the program, with these families.  They suggest 

that some families are simply overwhelmed by outside events such as poverty, the arrival 

of multiple children in a short period of time, and single parenthood.  Other hard-to-help 

families dealt with internal challenges such as psychological and emotional problems 

(e.g. depression and mental illness).  Smith and Well’s term for such families was 

idiosyncratic families.   

Similarly, the one family in my study who struggled with consistent follow-through had a 

pattern of cumulative challenges as identified by the high-needs (HN) categories (see 

Appendix A).  The Johnsons had multiple HN indicators, and it seemed as though the list 

kept growing (even during the period of time they were involved in my study).  The 

Johnsons were extremely low SES.  Neither parent worked outside the home.  There were 

indications of generational poverty in Jolene’s childhood family, as well.  When I asked 

her a question about support service Women, Infants and Children (WIC), she responded, 

“Oh, I know about that.  My mom’s been getting stuff from them for a long time.”  Jolene 

suffered from bouts of recurring depression; however, Sally indicated that it often went 

untreated.  According to Jolene, they didn’t have the money for the medication.  
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Additionally, Jolene and her husband were caring for his child from a previous marriage.  

This was a stressful situation for Jolene, since she and the child did not get along and she 

had frequent calls from the middle-school because he was in trouble.  Finally, the biggest 

stressor for Jolene was the illness of her husband, Nick.  He suffered from a chronic heart 

disorder, which required a heart transplant, and he was currently on the waiting list for a 

heart donor.  He was not able to work or do much of anything physically, so Jolene was 

responsible for meeting all the needs of the family.  When Sally explained to her that 

Jamie had multiple developmental delays and she needed to call First Steps, it was the 

last straw.  She shut down, dug her heels in, and retreated into denial.  She refused to 

contact First Steps, despite Sally’s frequent and fervent pleas.   It was all more than she 

could bear. 

 Despite all that Sally knew about the family, their history, and the multiple 

stressors in their lives, Sally was less than understanding.  She was openly critical (to the 

other parent educators, and in my presence) about what she considered to be lack of good 

judgment on Jolene’s part in not seeking further evaluation for Jamie through First Steps.  

Later she criticized Jolene (to the other parent educators) for not taking advantage of 

sending Jamie to the Fairfield preschool.  When Jolene did finally agree to contact First 

Steps, his developmental delays were confirmed in the speech and language, cognitive, 

and motor domains.  By the time the testing was completed, Jamie turned three years of 

age and was then served through the public school. He could then go to preschool free of 

charge, and his transportation would be provided since it was an all day program at the 

public school and he could ride the school bus.  Jolene refused to allow Jamie to go to 

preschool.  Sally was frustrated and could not understand why this mother would not take 
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advantage of an opportunity for preschool, especially when it was paid for and she didn’t 

have to transport the child.  Once again Sally persistently petitioned the parents, pleading 

with them to allow Jamie to attend preschool.  This left me wondering why Jolene stayed 

a part of the PAT program.  Did she sense Sally’s disapproval that was so obvious to me?  

Did she perceive Sally’s relentless promptings (which I considered nagging) as a sign of 

“caring”?  What makes families such as the Johnsons participate in the PAT home 

visiting program and what might encourage them to become more engaged?  What makes 

parent educators like Sally not give up and quit?  

 Intensity of emotional effort.   

 Parent educators experience a wide range of emotions as they carry out their 

responsibilities and implement the PAT program curriculum, activities, and experiences 

(Smith & Wells, 1997).  These emotions are difficult to describe and often overlooked in 

program evaluation; nevertheless, they are critically important to the successful 

implementation of the program and in meeting the goals of the families.  The parent 

educator wears many hats: teacher, coach, role model, social worker, and potential agent 

of change in the parent’s development as a person and a parent (Wagner, et al., 2000).  

 Smith & Wells (1997) conclude that parent educators must be masterful in their 

ability to work within the parameters of the family unit, utilizing skills that are 

imaginative, spontaneous, and exude both compassion and strength.  Such lofty 

expectations require stamina and resolve on the part of the parent educator and can take a 

great toll, especially long-term and/or in placements with high needs families (Wagner et 

al., 2000).    
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 Considering this aspect of the parent educators’ role, I included in my study an 

opportunity for the parent educator to evaluate the family, not just based on their 

engagement and follow-through, but also on the perceived amount of emotional effort 

needed to meet the goals of the program and the needs of the family (results of this 

evaluation can be seen on Table 3, in Chapter 4).  Four families required little emotional 

effort, and three of the four families were either upper middle-class or middle-class SES. 

 Parent educators identified three families who required them to exert moderate 

emotional effort to carry out their duties.  The parent educators identified the last three 

families as requiring their intense emotional effort in order to work with the family and 

carry out the requirement of their job.  The Dawsons and Shermans were identified as 

working poor and the Johnsons were identified as extremely low income.   

 Parent educators’ greatest challenges. 

 Finally, parent educators faced many challenges during their tenure in the PAT 

program.  The parent educators in this study pointed out the three most difficult 

challenges of their job.  All three stem from what seemed to the parent educators to be a 

lack of follow-up on the part of the parents.  The first was supporting families as they 

followed-up with further screenings or contacting First Steps when a developmental 

delay had been identified through initial screenings.  The scenario above of Sally and the 

Johnsons is a perfect example of how challenging it can be to balance the needs of the 

parents, their children, and what parent educators believed was their moral obligation to 

the families as a whole.  They were required to make difficult decisions that affected 

various family members differently (Smith & Wells, 1997).  Often they negotiated 

compromises with their own personal principles in order to do what was ultimately best 
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for the family.  This caused conflict from within that spilled out into their relationships 

with the families. Always, the needs of the children were paramount in the motives and 

actions of the parent educators. 

 The second challenge was supporting families when they were unable to meet 

their most basic needs (e.g. food, clothing, housing, electricity, and water).  Connecting 

families to community services that could provide assistance to meet their needs was just 

one step in the process to actually securing the goods or services families needed.  Lack 

of follow-through on the part of the parents, which affected their children’s welfare, was 

very difficult for parent educators.  It was instinctive to step in and take over; however, 

this would not facilitate the parents’ journey toward self-efficacy.  This was the situation 

Brenna encountered with the Shermans.  Multiple times, Darla and Caleb would come up 

short at the end of the month, unable to pay their rent, buy food, or pay their electric bill.  

Both parents worked at low-wage jobs and traveled considerable distances to get to work.  

Caleb was very involved in the lives of his children, making sure they participated in 

sports events, coming to parent/teacher conferences and other school functions (the 

Christmas program, Fall Festival, PAT activity meetings, etc.)   Additionally, Caleb’s 

parents, who provided childcare while the children were of preschool ages, were actively 

involved in the lives of the children.  Brenna believed that Darla had a very low level of 

literacy and cognitive function.  

 The research of Lareau (2003) seems pertinent to this situation.  Lareau suggests a 

type of cultural logic of child rearing where middle-class parents provide organized 

activities and experiences that they believe will give their children an edge in the 

educational and professional world, a process termed concerted cultivation (from which 
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children develop a sense of entitlement that includes questioning adult authority and 

interacting with them somewhat in the capacity of equals), whereas working-class 

families adhere to cultural logic of childrearing termed the accomplishment of natural 

growth (in which children are allowed long stretches of leisure time, child-initiated play, 

clear boundaries between adults and children, and daily interactions with kin).  In my 

study, the Shermans, who were clearly working-class SES, were engaging (or at least the 

father was engaging) in a process of concerted cultivation.   Caleb spoke with me during 

our interview about their older son (middle-school age) and how he had good grades in 

school, was playing football, and was thinking about going to college on a football 

scholarship. Caleb took great pride in the accomplishments of his children and wanted to 

do all he could to secure a better life for them. However, the reality of their daily lives 

persistently included tremendous economic strains.  Since Brenna was there for home 

visits on a monthly basis, she regularly witnessed the struggles of the family.  Having 

built a close relationship with the family, she experienced their worries in a very personal 

way.  Brenna struggled with how to best help the family meet their most basic needs 

(especially keeping in mind the physical and emotional needs of the children), while at 

the same time mentoring them to more stable level of autonomy and self-efficacy 

(especially Darla, who suffered from low self-esteem and the effects of generational 

poverty).    

 The final challenge faced by parent educators involved Hannah, as she supported 

parents who have children with disabilities.  Parents may go through a series of emotional 

reactions when faced with the reality that their child has been diagnosed, or is in the 

process of being diagnosed, with a disability (Cook, Klien, & Tessier, 2004).  Many 
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family members go through three phases of adjustment: 1) confrontation (denial, 

blame/guilt, shock; 2) adjustment (depression, anger, bargaining); and 3) adaptation (life-

cycle changes, realistic planning, adjusting expectations (Anderegg, Vergason, and 

Smith, 1992).  All families do not go through these phases of adjustment, and parent 

educators must be knowledgeable about how best to support families and remain 

sensitive to the ways in which families differ as they manage their feelings (Cook et al. 

(2004).  Having someone who genuinely cares and is willing to listen as parents vent, 

without judging, is helpful.  The findings in my study address the challenges parent 

educators face when helping parents as they cope with the realization that their child has 

been diagnosed with a disability.  Hannah suggested it was the most difficult challenge 

she encountered in her job as a parent educator.  She discussed a family (not in this study) 

whom she tried to help, but who distanced themselves from the reality of their child’s 

disability, and at the same time distanced them from the PAT program.  It was not often 

that Hannah (the senior member of the Fairfield PAT staff and a 25 year veteran on the 

PAT program) was unsuccessful working with a family and she was tormented by what 

she perceived as her failure in meeting the needs of this family (particularly the child who 

was involved). 

Sub-Question 3 

How do rural parents understand the PAT program? 

 

 Within the rural context there lies a vast array of diversity, and even within the 

context of the Fairfield community parents’ beliefs and values, which are shaped by their 
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own upbringing, their level of education, and local expectations, are reflected in the goals 

they have for entering the PAT program.  The intended goals and underlying rationales 

that permeate parents’ decisions to enter the PAT program are the topics for discussion in 

the following section.  Additionally, how these goals possibly influence parents’ levels of 

engagement and follow-through will also be reviewed.   

 Parents’ goals for entering the PAT program. 

 The parent educators in this study considered parents’ goals to be a primary focus.  

Parent educators used the Born to Learn™ curriculum as their guide for activities and 

experiences; however, they also focused on parents’ goals as well.  Knowing these goals 

would be taken into consideration was an additional source of affirmation for the parents 

as they participated in this collaborative partnership with their parent educator. These 

goals were documented in written form (further confirming their significance) and kept as 

a record that would be later collaboratively reviewed by the parent and the parent 

educator at the end of each year to confirm or refute evidence that the goals were 

accomplished, and additionally as a source of contemplation for continuing or additional 

goals for the future. 

 The findings related to parents’ responses clustered around six themes.  This 

review reveals a wide range of goals identified by the ten families. To date, I have been 

unable to find earlier research studies that specifically look at parents’ goals for entering 

the PAT program.  Therefore, I argue that these findings add to the knowledge base of 

home visiting in general and PAT programs specifically. 

 The six goals identified by parents for entering the Fairfield PAT program, and 

their frequency of identification among families are as follows:  school readiness (five 
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out of ten families named this goal); support for parenting (eight out of ten families 

named this goal); parent education (ten out of ten families named this goal); screening 

and developmental monitoring (five out of ten families named this goal); social 

interaction (two families named this goal), and child self-confidence and independence 

(two families named these goals).   

 Parents who entered the PAT program with a goal of school readiness were 

motivated to learn everything they could from the parent educators that would give their 

children an edge toward school success.  Furthermore, they intended to follow-through 

with suggestions for experiences and activities that would enhance their children’s 

success in formal school settings.  This seems to suggest that these parents valued 

education and saw PAT, along with preschool education as an important step in the 

educational process.  My study concurs with Margie and Phillips (2000) who contend 

that, “parents need to believe that the home visiting services will help them accomplish 

goals that they have set out for themselves, and that warrant an extensive commitment” 

(p. 8).  These parents were committed to their children and giving them an “edge” when it 

came to schooling and academic achievement.   

 Finally, it is noteworthy to point out that parents in this study had differing ideas 

of what school readiness meant.  Most families saw school readiness as academic 

preparedness, but one family in particular saw it as social preparedness to engage 

effectively with the teacher and the other children.  PAT provided activities which would 

enhance both conceptions of school readiness.  The parents who named it as a goal were 

motivated to learn ways they could make it happen and impart these to their children. 
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Another goal that seems to be important to parents in this study was screening and 

developmental monitoring.  Parents who identified screening and developmental 

monitoring as a goal for entering the Fairfield PTA program, were concerned about their 

child’s developmental progress and wanted to be sure they were on target, developing 

typically (within the parameters of typical), or if they weren’t, they wanted to know what 

support services could be of help.  If a developmental delay was identified, which was the 

case for the Alderson and Davidson families, they wanted to be connected with the 

appropriate support services, and start immediately to mediate the ill effects of their 

children’s delays.  Interestingly, despite the fact that they named screening and 

developmental monitoring as a goal, the Henry’s discussed “fearing” the screenings, 

because they were worried that Sally would find that their children were behind 

academically or had a developmental delay.  It was a big step for them to face their fears 

and allow their children to take part in the screening process, for the greater good of their 

children. 

 It is noteworthy to point out that all ten families named parent education as a goal 

for entering the Fairfield PAT program.  All families were motivated to learn more about 

best practices in parenting.  They wanted information on topics that would enhance their 

knowledge of child development and keep them current with the latest research on 

parenting practices that translate into positive outcomes for young children.  It is also 

important to point out that this goal transcended families’ income levels and all families 

in this study believed they could benefit or their children could benefit from learning 

more about parenting. 
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 Providing parents with support and encouragement is one of Parents as Teachers’ 

care values (Parents as Teachers National Center, 2012).  PAT supports the belief that 

parents have a critically important job as the first and most important teacher of their 

children.  Further, they contend that parents require help and support from others in order 

to successfully carry out this role.  Perhaps Sally said it best, “Well, kids don’t come with 

instruction manuals.”  (PIP JJ1 12) and Jolene Johnson (Family #1) concurred by stating 

that parenting was not an easy job. (PIP JJ1 12).   

 According to Powell (1993), some experts view child rearing as a difficult job that 

requires expert knowledge and guidance.  Burton White, one of the founding fathers of 

Parents as Teachers stated (in Vartuli & Winters, 1989), “we should teach each and every 

prospective parent all the known and accepted fundamentals about educational 

development in the first years of life” (p. 101).  Powell (1993) suggests, for this reason, 

PAT in the state of Missouri has been from its inception in 1981, up until the 2010-2011 

school year when funding cuts reduced it to a program that extends its services to 

primarily high needs families, a universal program open to all parents.      

 Eight families in this research study entered the PAT program with the goal of 

receiving support and encouragement as they carried out their parenting responsibilities.  

These families were consciously aware that they needed support and freely admitted this 

was their intended goal. 

 I found it interesting that only a few parents identified social interaction as a goal 

for entering the PAT program.  Considering the remote and isolated locations of their 

homes in relationship to larger communities and even to the Fairfield School, I 

anticipated that more families would want their children to interact with other same-age 
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children, however, only two of the ten families in the study (both middle-class SES) 

named this as a goal.  Most families believed that their children got plenty of social 

interaction and stimulation while playing with cousins, children of friends, and by going 

to church, sporting events, or school activities with their older siblings. 

 Only two families named child self-confidence as a goal for entering PAT.  

Additionally, two families named independence as a goal for their participation.  The 

parent participants who named these goals were both older, more seasoned parents.  Not 

only were they older, but they had children who were older, already in the upper grades 

of public school or already finished.  They could see what lay ahead.  They realized the 

importance of being prepared to take care of your own needs and approach like with 

confidence.  These were dispositions that would carry them a long way in high school 

and college, as well as the world of work beyond.   

 Parents’ level of participation in home visits and group meetings. 

 Two foundational service components of PAT were home visits and group 

meetings.  Most families in this study were devoted to home visits.  A smaller percentage 

consistently attended group meetings.  Two types of group meetings were offered: 1) 

activity type group meetings that included both parents and children interacting during 

predetermined activities/centers/stations; and 2) lecture type group meetings that included 

a speaker informing parents of topics of interest (e.g. nutrition, health issues, toilet 

training, discipline alternatives) with child care provided by volunteers so that parents 

could be free to concentrate on the speaker and interact with other parents.   
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 Home visits. 

 The Board on Children, Youth, and Families of the National Research Council 

and institute of Medicine (1999) acknowledge that home visiting is not an intervention, 

but rather a context for intervention.  This is an important distinction to keep in mind.  

Deborah Daro (in Margie & Phillips, 2000) states “home visiting is a portal, which can 

and should be used, to introduce families to broader systems of support” (p. 12).  

Additionally, the Parents as Teachers National Center (PATNC) website (2010), and the 

Born to Learn Model™ describe home visits as the primary service component during 

which a parent educator provides families with appropriate child development 

information, helps parents learn to be careful observers of their child's development, talks 

with parents about concerns they might have, and provides activities the parent and child 

can do together.  Finally, home visits afford an opportunity to reach families early and 

with greater flexibility for providing service and support (Austo & Allen, 2009).  The 

Fairfield parent educators agreed that home visits provided all of these benefits.  They 

characterized home visits as the heart of the program and the most important component 

for providing information, support, and encouragement to parents as they raise their 

children.    

 Sweet and Appelbaum (2004) state that offering services and/or interventions to 

families in the context of their own homes is advantageous because parents do not have 

to arrange for child care, take time off of work, or arrange transportation.  Home visits 

can also be better matched to the parents’ styles and needs, which increase the family’s 

engagement and therefore the likelihood of program retention and fidelity (Roggman, 

Boyce, Cook & Jump, 2001).  Wagner et al. (2000) note that for children to benefit from 
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the PAT program, parents must not only learn about new innovative ways of parenting 

but actually put into practice these newly acquired skills. Therefore, the success of the 

PAT program, according to Wagner et al. (2000) hinges on behavior adoption (e.g. 

behavior change) (Wagner et al.)  Parenting behaviors are multifaceted, often convoluted, 

based on behaviors that were deeply entrenched during their own childhoods, within their 

own families, and cultural traditions.  Asking parents to “change” their parenting 

practices can be tantamount to negating all they have grown up to believe was the “right” 

way to raise children (Wagner et al., 2000).    

 All parents in my study identified home visits as the most beneficial service 

component of the PAT program.  This concurs with the parent educators’ earlier 

selection.  Parents identified five main rationales (themes) to support their selection of 

home visits as most beneficial.   

 First, parents believed they gave parent educators a more authentic view of their 

children and their development, because the context in which the parent educators were 

observing was familiar to the child.  Second, parents believed their responses to parent 

educators were more candid and authentic in the home setting.  They believed home 

visits offered the most appropriate forum in which to discuss sensitive parenting issues 

that would most likely not be brought up in a group meeting forum.  Third, parent 

believed the parent educators could fill an important information gap for them as a source 

that could answer their questions or put them in contact with someone who could.    

Fourth, parents liked the one-on-one attention to their needs and immediate feedback to 

their specific questions, which relieved their anxieties about their children.    Fifth, 

parents believed that their relationship with their parent educator was strengthened with 
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each visit, and this helped them feel comfortable, relaxed, and better able to trust 

information the parent educator was offering.  While it was impossible to determine the 

influence home visits had on engagement and follow-through, these statements from 

parents suggest they experienced positive interactions and thought home visits were 

beneficial to their involvement in the program. 

 Accompanying parent educators on home visits and observing as they interacted 

with the families was the most rewarding part of my study.  I thoroughly enjoyed 

watching the way the parent educators interacted with the families: the children excitedly 

standing at the door eagerly anticipating what the parent educator had in her bag for them 

to play with, the pride in the parents’ eyes and voices as they discussed the progress the 

child had made since the last visit.  The children were always eager to show Miss 

Hannah, Miss Sally, and Miss Brenna what they could do as parent educators modeled 

interactions with the children and parents observed.  Then parent educators attempted to 

engage the parents by asking them to play a game, read a book, or do an activity with the 

child, while they (parent educators) observed the parent/child interactions. 

 It was interesting how parents reacted to the parent educators’ visit.  Some, I 

could tell, had gone to considerable effort cleaning and preparing the house as if for a 

special guest.  For other households, parents just cleared a place on the floor and put 

down a blanket so the parent educator could sit down on the floor with the children close 

at her side.  While the children played with the newest discoveries from the bag, the 

parent educator would talk with the parents and “catch up” on what was going on with 

the family.  For most families, this was a clearly established protocol for the home visit.  

It was as if their favorite aunt had come over for a visit.  
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 This was not completely true of the visits I observed at the Johnson’s.  The 

relationship between Sally and the children was the same.  The children eagerly met her 

at the door, she plopped on the floor with the children intently hovering, watching her 

every move.  However there was an obvious tension in the room among Sally, Jolene, 

and Nick.  (I wonder how much my presence there put them on edge or if this was the 

norm for their behaviors?)  The parents sat in their recliners, while Sally interacted with 

the boys.  Jolene was observant, periodically interacting verbally with Sally, and 

answering her direct questions.  Nick was watching television, present but detached.  

Jolene kept an emotional distance and was guarded in her answers to Sally’s questions, 

which were often probing.  Jolene always responded, but seemed somewhat agitated by 

Sally’s directness and persistence.  The situation felt stilted and unnatural.  As Sally 

interacted with the boys she would address Jolene, explain what she was doing with them 

and why.  She talked to Jolene about activities she could do with the boys between visits.  

Sally also modeled ways Jolene could interact with the boys, providing a verbal script of 

thinking, as they played together (Josh was playing with a shape-sorting toy and Jamie 

was interacting with Sally as they counted objects and sorted them into piles by shape or 

color).  She asked Jolene questions, such as what they had been reading together, or had 

they been going out for walks, or did she take the boys outside to play.  She asked about 

their dogs and commented about the muddy four-wheeler on the front porch.  Sally also 

asked Jolene personal questions about her schooling (Jolene was taking on-line classes 

through a community college in the nearest suburban area), her mother, and her step-son.  

Their conversation was productive, but at the same time, it felt somewhat forced. 
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 I was struck with the way Jolene seemed to truly enjoy watching her children play 

and interact with Sally.  She would laugh at their antics and encourage them to “perform” 

for Sally, counting, saying letters of the alphabet.  Her voice was loud and gruff, but the 

boys were undaunted by her abrasive manner.  She reprimanded them when they were 

impolite, but otherwise directed her conversation mainly to Sally.  It made me think there 

was a level of comfort (for Jolene) in having Sally there and in knowing she and Sally 

were doing something with the boys that was good for children.  It made Jolene feel 

content to have Sally there.  I wonder if this were one of the few opportunities she had to 

truly enjoy her children without feeling the heavy weight of responsibility for them.  

Smith and Wells (1997) discuss working with parents who don’t enjoy their children (for 

a multitude of reasons).  Jolene’s family is what Smith and Wells would term an 

idiosyncratic family.  They contend that working within the structure of the family, 

accepting them where they are, and focusing on the development of the children is the 

best place to start making inroads for change.  I wonder if this encounter with Jolene is an 

example of this type situation.   

 Observing in the homes of the various families, and across the gamut of SES 

locations, helped me understand the program in a way I never had before.  Even though I, 

myself, had participated in the PAT program about 18 years earlier, my visits to a variety 

parents’ homes, following along with the parent educators gave me an additional lens 

with which to interpret the program.  In anticipation of the home visits, I would usually 

meet the parent educators at the school; spend some time with them in the PAT room 

listening in on their conversation.  Then, when it was time for the visit, I would travel to 

the home visit with one of the parent educators.  As we drove to the family’s home (often 
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a 20-30 minute drive), each educator would prepare me for the visit, filling me in on the 

family history, explaining what activities they had selected to implement, and supplying 

important background information they thought I needed to know about the family.  On 

the way home from the visit, we would debrief.  I would get the parent educator’s “take” 

on the visit, what she thought was successful, concerns she had, and her next plan of 

action for the family.  We would discuss situations that came up that I didn’t understand.  

I would ask questions that helped me clarify misunderstandings I may have had or just 

comment on reactions by the parents or the children.  I contend these conversations were 

thought provoking and stimulating for the parent educators, as well as for me.  By the end 

of my study I had an even greater understanding and appreciation for the difficulty of 

their job and the importance of the home visit.   

 Group meetings.  

Group meetings were offered to parents seven times throughout the 2009-2010 school 

year.  As stated in Senate Bill 658 (2008), the primary purpose of group meetings was to 

“provide child development information to families in an environment that will 

encourage them to share with other families with similar age children and discuss 

parenting issues” (p. 14).  Parent educators in the Fairfield School District had five main 

purposes for group meetings:  1) arrange opportunities for parents to interact in 

educational activities with their children; 2) provide an opportunity to involve children in 

activities with other children their own ages, allow parents to observe ways their child 

interacted socially with other children, and consider their child’s development in 

relationship with other same age children; 3) provide parents an opportunity to interact 
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with each other, develop relationships, and learn from each other; 4) bring in outside 

experts to speak and provide information on topics of the parents’ interests.  

 Fairfield Parents as Teachers’ group meetings were often a family’s first exposure 

to the school district, since most group meetings were held at the school site.  These 

meetings offered parents the opportunity to become familiar with the teachers and 

administrators at Fairfield School, and hopefully to begin to build relationships based on 

reciprocal trust and respect.  Since getting parents acclimated to the school and 

developing inroads of partnership relations with the school is one of the goals of PAT, 

this seemed a good fit (PATNC, 2010).  

 Smith and Wells (1997) discuss the challenges of group meetings with parents of 

urban poverty.  I saw strikingly similar challenges in the rural Fairfield community.  Both 

communities struggled with attendance at group meetings; although Smith and Wells 

describe only one type of group meeting, and the Fairfield community had both activity-

type and lecture-type meetings (see “context section”, pp. 107-110 of this study, for a 

complete description of group meeting types).  Both communities encountered 

difficulties with transportation issues. For Smith and Wells’ population, this was due 

mainly to transportation costs and lack of reliable vehicles or mass transit.  For the 

Fairfield community, the challenges were distance, transportation availability and costs, 

and parents’ time.  

Parents’ perspectives about group meetings clustered around six themes:  1) parents 

believed group meetings were educational and informational for both themselves and 

their children; 2) parents considered activity-type group meetings more enjoyable; 3) 

parents appreciated engaging in group meetings at low-cost or no-cost to their families; 
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4) parents valued interactions with other parents, especially knowing these would be 

people they would encounter for the rest of their children’s educational time-span (e.g. K-

12) at Fairfield School; 5) parents valued the opportunity for their children to interact 

socially with other same age- or near-same-age children, and begin to form friendships; 

6) parents valued the opportunity to interact with their own children through experiences 

that were, for the most part, different from the types of experiences they provided for 

their children at home. 

 One interesting finding that leads to the need for further research was the parents’ 

perspective that parents did not have opportunities to interact with other parents at 

activity-type group meetings because they needed to focus their attention on their own 

children.  According to my interviews with parent educators, they were not aware that 

this phenomenon existed or that it was problematic.  Parent educators clearly valued and 

encouraged the opportunities for parents to talk together, interact, and develop 

relationships with other parents in the program.  They simply had not considered the 

allocation of parents’ time and focus for parent/child interactions during activity type 

group meetings.  While lecture-type group meetings provided an opportunity to interact 

with other parents, since childcare was provided, parents did not attend lecture type group 

meetings with any consistency.  Attendance at these meetings was extremely low (see 

Appendix J).  Therefore, parents were simply not interacting with other PAT parents 

during PAT group meetings at the level expected/believed by the parent educators. 

 It is noteworthy that parents did not take full advantage of group meetings, nor 

did they participate at the same level as they did home visits.  When taking this into 

consideration, group meetings did not altogether achieve their intended purpose for the 
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majority of families in the Fairfield PAT program.  The Martins with 94% average group 

meeting attendance and were perhaps the only family who received the intended benefits, 

and according to their interview data, they did not interact with other parents to any 

degree during group meetings.  While parents’ rationales for inconsistency in group 

meeting attendance were varied, there were two reasons stated with some consistency: 1) 

time off from work was a factor for four families in the study, because their work 

schedule conflicted with the times of the group meetings; 2) parents’ feelings of social 

awkwardness was a factor stated by seven of the ten families, who indicated a lack of 

social connectedness with other PAT families affected their group meeting attendance. 

 Parents in the Fairfield PAT program much preferred activity-type group 

meetings to lecture-type meetings.  The attendance data speaks for itself in regards to this 

finding (see Appendix J).  I wonder if this was due to their social awkwardness during 

lecture-type group meetings that required more parent-to-parent interactions versus 

activity-type group meetings where their attention was focused on their own child.  Was 

their reasoning for higher attendance at activity-type group meetings tied to their 

commitment to their child and caring more about their child gaining experiences during 

the fun activities provided during activity type group meetings contrasted with their own 

needs for parent education that could be gained at the lecture type group meetings?  

Further research into these issues seems prudent. 

 Parents’ relationship with their parent educator. 

 Parent educators placed a great deal of importance on developing early connected 

relationships with parents during home visits, and considered this relationship critical to 

the long-term engagement of families (Korfmacher et al., 2008; Powell, 1993; and 
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Wagner et al., 2000).  My findings from the parent educators in the Fairfield PAT 

program concur with these studies.  While this finding is important information to 

consider, it is equally important to consider parents’ perspectives on the same issue.   

 Wagner et al. (2000) contend that establishing an “initial bond” with the parents 

was critical to for long-term engagement on all dimensions.  All parents in my study 

described their relationship with their parent educator as being at least closer than that of 

a professional relationship (such as one would have with a physician, lawyer, or 

counselor). They described their degree of relational closeness to their parent educator as 

one of the following: 1) closer than a professional relationship, 2) like a friend, and 3) 

like family. (see Appendix K).   

 Based on my observations and experiences during this study, as well as my long-

standing experiences in public school in this general community, it is my contention that 

the relationship between the parent and the parent educator is the single most important 

element affecting parents’ engagement in the program, as well as the parents’ willingness 

to act on the information and suggestions offered by the parent educators.  Establishing a 

level of trust and respect within this relationship was of upmost importance, if parents 

were going to accept and follow through, implementing new ideas for parenting practices.    

Relationships with this caliber of respect and trust don’t develop overnight; they build 

over time, and are reciprocally strengthened (or diminished) by either of the partners in 

the relationship.  Hannah was particularly masterful at forging these types of 

relationships and was persistent but respectful in maintaining them.  She met parents 

where they were, affirming their present efforts toward good parenting practices.  She 

was always positive in her interactions with parents, building up their level of self-
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efficacy.  She made specific comments to parents about positive parenting behaviors she 

noticed them engaging in their child that enhanced their belief in their ability to make 

good choices for their children, which boosted their confidence and supported them in the 

next parenting challenge.  As she worked side-by-side with parents, taking into 

consideration their “zone of proximal development” (ZPD), a skill with which Hannah 

was not consciously aware, but implemented implicitly in her interactions with parents.    

 Some parents reminded me of weary hikers, disoriented, hoping to find their way 

out of the forest.  They needed to know that while there was no “one” clear path to 

successful, they were headed in the right direction.  Hannah provided the role of 

“compass.”  The intensity of parenthood, especially when very young children are 

involved, makes it difficult for parents to have time and presence of mind to pause and 

evaluate the “big picture.”  Fairfield parents received support and solace from the parent 

educators, who could look at their situation through a wider lens and offer encouragement 

and suggestions for parents’ concerns. 

 Rural families’ cultural beliefs and values. 

  Korfmacher et al. (2008) suggest that certain assumptions can be made about 

parents’ involvement in home visiting programs.  One assumption is that parents bring 

demographic, socio-emotional, and interpersonal characteristics into an intervention, all 

of which influence their level of involvement in the program services. My study rested on 

the premise that parents in the Fairfield PAT program had deeply held beliefs and values, 

which were rooted in rural culture, that served as an underpinning for their decision to 

enter the PAT program, and ultimately influenced their engagement and willingness to 

act on suggestions and information offered by the parent educators.  Therefore, in order 
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to more fully clarify these phenomena, I asked questions during the parent interviews that 

I hoped would tap into parents’ beliefs and values.   

 Findings for rural families’ beliefs and values clustered around three main 

themes:  value of early childhood education (more specifically preschool education), 

essential concepts parents teach their children, and rural challenges.  I will present the 

findings for each theme and then further examine their possible influence on engagement 

and follow-through.   

 Value of preschool education.  

 Although I found no support in the literature to substantiate that parents’ value of 

education motivates their participation in home visiting programs, I believe this may have 

been the case.  Parents’ beliefs and values concerning the importance of early childhood 

education, or more specifically, preschool education may have contributed to their 

decision to enter the Parents as Teachers program, as well as their commitment to the 

program, and their willingness (or not) to act on information offered by their parent 

educators. 

 I asked parents to rate their beliefs concerning the importance of preschool.  The 

findings fell across a continuum:  six families indicated they highly valued preschool 

education, three believed it had situational value for some families, and only one family 

did not believe it was beneficial.   

 Interestingly, four of the families in the study made a conscious choice not to send 

their children to preschool. While they each had different reasons for not sending their 

child to preschool, it was interesting to me that they still valued PAT. Allison Henry 
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strongly believed that parents are responsible for the early education of their children, not 

the government. 

 Amy Davidson believed children should be kept at home and protected during the 

preschool years (she was a foster mom who was caring for children who had experienced 

the ill-effects of parents who were addicted to drugs or alcohol).  

 Holly Dawson’s reasoning for belief that preschool had situational value, and it 

was not necessary for her son.  She made sure he had a good base of knowledge 

necessary for kindergarten entrance (she had two older daughters who had already gone 

through kindergarten).  She read and talked regularly with her child; she appreciated her 

collaborative relationship with Sally and the regular screenings to make sure her child 

was on target developmentally, so she saw no reason to send him to preschool.  

 The Johnsons did not value preschool.  Jolene had encountered bad experiences 

with the school, first with her brother, and then with her stepson. She suggested that she 

would not send her children to Fairfield School and would home school her children 

instead.  I would conclude that in each of these cases these families valued education, but 

they did not necessarily value preschool, at least for their own children. 

 Essential concepts parents teach their children. 

 The core belief of Parent as Teachers is that parents are the first and most 

important teachers their children will ever have.  I investigated what parents in this study 

believed was most important to teach their children.  I theorized that these concepts 

would indicate parents’ fundamental beliefs and values.  I further reasoned that 

intrinsically “rural” beliefs would surface.  They did not.  What did surface was a 

complex inventory of parents’ anticipations and expectations for their children.  The 
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complexity itself speaks to the diversity of rural families as discussed by Logan (1997) 

and common misconceptions of rural life.  The beliefs and values that emerged in my 

study could just as well have been found in urban or suburban communities.   

 To date, I have found no studies that specifically investigate the beliefs and values 

parents bring into a program or how these beliefs and values may influence their 

engagement and follow-through in the program.  While Korfmacher et al. (2000) assume 

that this phenomenon exists (parents bring particular characteristics into a program such 

as demographic, socio-emotional, or interpersonal, all of which influence their level of 

involvement in the program services) they do not investigate this theory.  The findings of 

my study, therefore, are new contributions to the field.   

 Findings for this clustered around four main concepts, skills, and dispositions 

parents believed essential to teach their children:  pre-academic skills and concepts; 

dispositions; self-help skills; and motor skills.  Although there was a broad array of 

concepts, skills, and dispositions that parents believed were important, there were 

similarities among the families as well.  See the chart on Appendix M for a better 

understanding of the complexity of the findings, and how they compare and contrast 

among the families.   

 I was overwhelmed by the complexity of these findings.  I assumed I would find 

fewer and more consistent concepts, skills, and dispositions among the families.  I also 

believed that beliefs and values that were uniquely “rural” would emerge.  This was not 

clearly apparent.  These findings have caused me (an authentically rural individual) to 

rethink what I believed about rural families and what they value.  By extension, my 
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misconceptions seem to support Logan’s (1997) finding that much of what is believed by 

urban and suburban people about rural life is in reality more romanticism than truth. 

 However, one value emerged that I believe points to rural culture (at least to the 

rural culture that illustrative of this small community).  First, the importance of Christian 

beliefs and practices in the community was named by two of the families.  It was 

important to Lori Drake to impart her religious values to her children.  She expressed the 

importance of treating other people with respect and compassion (dispositions).  She 

further instructed her children to show consideration for the beliefs of others, even when 

they differed from those held by their family.  She also taught them to stand up for what 

they believed, even when it wasn’t popular. 

 Another parent in this study also noticed and addressed the role of Christianity 

and the church in the Fairfield Community.  Amy Davidson had a unique perspective 

concerning the rural culture of Fairfield, perhaps in part due to her recent relocation to the 

area, after living her whole life in the suburbs.  She offered insight into this cultural 

phenomenon that was not mentioned, and was possibly not perceived, by other rural 

families as anything out of the ordinary.  She observed the role of Christianity in the 

Fairfield community as a common thread woven into the daily lives of those who are 

long-time residents.  She noticed that in this community, church (Christianity) was a 

central part of life.  She found this to be a positive influence on her children’s lives. 

 Rural challenges. 

 One of my main objectives for this study was to understand rural families’ 

perspectives concerning the PAT program, and the role of rural culture in parents’ 

engagement and follow-through in the PAT program.  Families in this study had implicit 
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understandings of rural culture, which were not discernible to them.  People in the midst 

of a cultural community do not always discern the advantages or disadvantages of their 

life’s circumstances (Gee, 2002; Holland et al., 2998).  They assume their norm is 

everyone’s norm, and do not question their circumstances. 

 Inequity pervades early childhood education, critically limiting who has access to 

services, the quality of services available, the competency of those who educate young 

children, the nature and application of regulations, and the quality and thoroughness of 

the expectations and the standards that guide pedagogy and instruction (Kagan, 2009).  

According to Grace et al. (2006), significant inequalities exist in early learning 

experiences for rural children and suggest a need for better ways to provide parent 

support and educational opportunities in rural communities. Moreover, reaching parents 

who need information, locating the support services that can provide help and connecting 

parents with those support services is a first and necessary step to improving outcomes 

for rural children. I found two important challenges faced by the parent participants in my 

study:  lack of access to center-based preschool and lack of opportunities for social 

interaction.  

 Daro (2006) concludes that combining home visiting programs with center-based 

preschool provides more robust outcomes for young children (Daro, 2006; Love et al., 

2002).   In the PAT program, parents are the focus of parent educators’ teaching, with the 

assumption being that parents are the best agent of change to provide for the needs of 

their children (Austuto & Allen, 2009).  Combining these two services strengthens the 

child’s opportunities to be prepared in every sense of the word for formal schooling.  

However, in rural communities, access to preschool is limited.  Access includes many 
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variables such as transportation, cost of transportation, distance issues, and cost of 

service.  Access to quality center-based preschool was a challenge for the majority of 

families in this study.  Distance and transportation are problematic for all rural families; 

however middle-class and upper-class families have the financial means to offset these 

difficulties.  Working-class, low-income, and poverty families have no recourse for 

meliorating these challenges.  Therefore, they are left with few options for providing 

intentional learning experiences and activities for their children.  Even when parents in 

rural communities, such as Fairfield, qualify for Head Start, transportation is not provided 

to rural areas, and parents have no way to get their child to the necessary locations. 

 Lack of opportunities for social interaction was another issues brought up by 

parents in my study.  In particular, those families who had lived in larger nearby towns or 

suburban neighborhoods were astounded by the lack of social interaction opportunities 

for their children.  The Parents as Teachers program tried to address this issue by 

providing opportunities for families to interact socially through group meetings.  

Meetings were planned for child-to-child interactions, parent-to-child interactions, 

parent-to-parent interactions and additionally they often held group meetings at the 

Fairfield School in order for PAT parents to have an opportunity to get to know the 

school faculty and staff, and initiate a sense of belongingness among the child’s future 

classmates.        

Narrow Scope of the Study   

 It is important that readers of this study consider that the scope of this study 

focuses on a small rural school district, which is only one of several regions of rural 
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populations (i.e. the Mid-west).  Additionally, the study represents only one regional area 

of rural poverty, primarily populated by white ethnicity.  Further, bear in mind that the 

study has a small sample size of ten families and three parent educators.  Finally, readers 

must take into account that a high proportion (nine out of the ten) of the families in the 

study sample were considered high needs (had at least one high needs indicators) based 

on the criteria set forth by the Early Childhood Development Act (Senate Bill 658, 2008); 

and at the time of the study, more than half of the ten families had multiple high needs 

indicators. 

Implications  

 The present study makes several noteworthy contributions to the understanding of 

home visiting programs in general, and the Parents as Teachers program in particular.  

This research examined the understandings of both parents and parent educators in 

regards to the Parents as Teachers program.  Elements that influence rural parental 

participation in PAT have the potential to advance the knowledge base in the field of 

early education programs, particularly home-visiting programs that serve rural 

communities. This case study of a small rural community examined parents’ and parent 

educators’ perceptions of the Parents as Teachers program.  It has practical implications 

for early childhood educators who work in rural home-visiting programs.  By studying 

families’ preferences and challenges in rural communities, particularly those of families 

with cumulative risk indicators, new insights have been revealed about ways to 

respectfully recruit, engage, help, and support families in home-visiting programs.  

According to Grace, et al. (2006), little research centering on early childhood education 
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in rural areas has been published to date.  This study confirms previous findings and 

contributes additional evidence that may be of interest not only to rural PAT programs 

but also to Parents as Teachers National Center and those who determine early childhood 

education policies.  It is important to offer research data that will inform those who are in 

positions to make essential and equitable decisions about early education programs, 

particularly when funding resources are severely restricted.    

 According to Korfmacher et al. (2008), those who are planning home visiting 

programs for families with young children need information about which program 

services are valued by particular families, which services may be more effective for 

particular families, and which methods and practices used by program implementers may 

be more successful in engaging families.  They further suggest the importance of 

examining why families do not participate more fully and what can be done to improve 

program design.  Early childhood educators need to step up their efforts to close the 

achievement gap.  Home-visiting program designers, policy makers, and legislators need 

to be made aware of the perceptions of parents and parent educators when determining 

how home-visiting programs offer knowledge and support for children’s developmental 

growth and school readiness. 

 Implications for practice. 

 Home visits are one of the four main service components of the Parent as 

Teachers program.  It is during the home visit that parent educators develop close 

personal relationships with parents and deliver information and connections to services to 

the family.  Parent educators in this study believed this component of the program was 

critical in encouraging parents’ retention, engagement, and follow-through in home-
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visiting programs.  Home visits provided a means for fostering mutual respect and 

providing individualized services to families.  The parent educators in this study believed 

it was the most important component of service.   

 During the home visit, parent educators develop a close collaborative relationship 

with the family.  Fairfield parent educators believed this relationship was a high priority 

because it provided the underpinning and filter through which parents received 

information and suggestions.  By getting to know the family and understanding their 

needs and goals, the parent educator could best tailor the curriculum for each family. 

 Often in home visiting programs the parent is the focus of the services.  It is 

assumed that the child will receive the benefits through the parent’s increased knowledge 

and access to services.  The parent educators in this study believed it was essential to 

encourage positive parent-child interactions.  These interactions reinforced and 

scaffolded learning events, and provided an emotional bond that further enhances the 

learning.  Parent educators in this study did not believe parents in their community 

understood the gravity of this relationship and its effects on the child’s learning.  They 

made it their mission to model and encourage these encounters in home visits and group 

meetings, and they left “home work” activities for the parent and child to do together 

between visits. 

 Building partnerships between the home and the school was a top priority for 

parent educators in this study.  They scheduled group meetings at the local school site 

and invited both faculty and administrators to PAT events to work toward introducing 

and enhancing relationships between these two groups of individuals.  They understood 

the importance, especially in rural communities, of these relationships and their potential 
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for enhancing or limiting the child’s success in school.  It was important for the children 

to build friendships with other children who would be a part of their K-12 schooling 

experience and for parents to build relationships with the families of the children who 

would later be a part of their children’s lives. 

 Rural challenges such as distance and isolation potentially inhibit families’ access 

to services such as preschool, health care, and social interactions.  Parent educators 

believed this was a primary concern and viewed themselves as mediators who linked 

families to services and helped them develop self-efficacy as they accessed the services 

they needed.  It was their philosophy to “stand by and assist”, not to take over the 

parents’ responsibilities.  They believed that parents felt validated as they experienced 

success in their parenting and took charge of securing the necessary services to meet the 

needs of their family. 

 Parent educators in this study believed it was important to match the needs of the 

family with the parent educators who could best meet those needs.  The preference of the 

family was considered over the wishes of individual parent educators. Parent educators 

believed the family would be more engaged and follow-through with the suggestions of 

the parent educator if it was someone they felt comfortable with, respected, and was 

credible (from their perspective).  Sometimes it meant that they preferred a parent 

educator who had a professional level of education (a Registered Nurse or an educator 

with a bachelor’s degree in early childhood education).  Other parents might prefer and 

find more credible someone from their own community who was also a parent, and was 

more culturally aligned to themselves.  Parent choice needed to be taken into 

consideration when matching the parent educator to the family. 



335 

 

 Matching the needs of the family with the parent educators, who could best meet 

those needs, was a high priority of the program coordinator (Hannah).  The preference of 

the family was considered over the wishes of individual parent educators. Parent 

educators believed the family would be more engaged and follow-through with the 

suggestions of the parent educator if it was someone they felt comfortable with, 

respected, and was credible (from their perspective).  Sometimes it meant that they 

preferred a parent educator who had a professional level of education (a Registered Nurse 

or an educator with a bachelor’s degree in early childhood education).  Other parents 

might prefer and find more credible someone from their own community who was also a 

parent, and was more culturally aligned to themselves.  Parent choice needed to be taken 

into consideration when matching the parent educator to the family. 

 Parents’ reasoning for entering the PAT program may have been influenced by 

the goals they had for themselves and their children.  It is important for the parent 

educators to be aware of these goals and tailor the curriculum, activities, and strategies 

for implementation with the parents’ goals in mind.  Parent educators should also check 

in frequently with families concerning whether or not they believe their goals are getting 

accomplished, and make changes to home visit agendas, when indicated, in order to best 

meet the needs of each family is of critical importance to engagement and parents’ 

willingness to act on information parent educators offer.   

 Activity oriented group meetings were preferred by the families in this study.  

Attendance was much higher for these group meetings than for lecture type meetings.  

District coordinators should use this information to plan more activity type meetings in 

order to match parent preferences and increase attendance.  Finding ways to maximize 
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the incorporation of parenting information into the activity meetings sould be an 

important consideration. 

 Most rural families in this study valued preschool education; however they faced 

considerable challenges accessing these services.  Helping families find alternative 

pathways to access preschool services would be helpful in rural areas.  Since distance and 

transportation are both barriers to children attending preschool in rural areas, 

communities and school districts need to work together to find viable options to meet this 

need.  Research suggests that home visiting programs such as PAT (for children birth -

,three), followed by two years of center-based preschool has the greatest impact on 

narrowing the gap in school readiness.  Finding equitable options that provide rural 

children equal access to these programs should be a top priority for those involved in 

policy decisions.  

 Home visiting programs offer opportunities to tailor services to meet the needs of 

the cultural community they serve.  Rural families have their own cultural norms that 

should be taken into consideration and respected if programs such as PAT hope to make 

positive changes in parenting practices. Meeting families where they are, establishing 

close relationships between parents and parent educators, building on parents’ positive 

parenting skills, validating their efforts, suggesting research-based options for best 

parenting practices in a respectful manner, modeling ways to interact effectively with  

young children, sharing activities and experiences that are developmentally appropriate, 

providing close scaffolding within the parents’ zone of proximal development,  and 

offering suggestions for parent/child interactions in between visits are all ways to help 

and support parents as they raise their children.         
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 For further research. 

 When I began the study, I had hoped to study the perspectives of both parents 

who participated in PAT and those who did not. Unfortunately, for reasons that are very 

likely related to parents’ reluctance to participate in the Parents as Teachers program, it 

was very difficult to gain access to these nonparticipants. Therefore, I continued the 

study, focusing on parents who do participate, their reasons for doing so, differences in 

their levels of participation, and possible reasons for their varying levels of participation.    

Parent educators in this study believed that, despite the fact that they were reaching 

nearly 80% of the eligible children in their community, they were not reaching the 

neediest children.  Further, they believed that there were families that were unreachable.  

This is an area of concern that is in need of further research.  I suggest that by 

determining the needs of those families who are most hard to reach, meeting them where 

they are (accepting their general life-styles and cultural understandings of parenting), as 

well as implementing innovative approaches for “getting your foot in the door,” these 

parents can be reached.  However, further research into this topic is necessary to 

determine how best to approach families in culturally appropriate ways.  

 Understanding how home visiting programs work and ways they involve parents 

in program services is an important topic for further research.  This study looked at 

factors such as parents’ goals for entering the program, parents’ value of preschool 

education, degree of closeness with the parent educator, parents’ participation in home 

visits and group meetings and their influence on parents’ levels of engagement and 

follow-through, and parents’ beliefs about what’s essential to teach their children.  While 

the findings suggest that a few of these factors may have influenced parents’ engagement 
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and follow-through, more factors need to be considered, such as length of time parents’ 

have participated in the PAT program, the role of particular curriculum models (and 

components within those models), the role of parent educators who have professional 

degrees versus those who are paraprofessionals with similar cultural attributes and 

longevity in the community, etc.  It is also important to look at these through both the 

lens of the parent educator and the parent, comparing the similarities and differences in 

perspectives and sifting out the balance between the two.  

 Parent interactions with other parents in the PAT program were an important goal 

for parent educators.  Due to the social isolation of parents in rural communities, parents 

often didn’t have an opportunity to interact with other families in the community.  

Further, since these same families would be ones parents would encounter during the 

remainder of their children’s schooling, parent educators believed it was important for 

parents to build relationships with each other.  However, the findings of this study 

revealed that this type of interaction was not taking place, due to the parents focus on 

their own children during group meetings.  This was an a situation that needed to be 

brought to the attention of the parent educators, so they could rethink how best to 

facilitate these parent-to-parent interactions.  My recommendation is that further research 

be implemented to investigate how to best facilitate interactions among the parents in the  

Fairfield PAT program. 

 Parents in the Fairfield PAT program reported that they often felt a lack of social 

connectedness with other parents at group meetings.  They further stated that this was one 

reason for their lack of consistency in attending group meetings.  I recommend further 

research, looking into parents’ reasoning for their feelings of social awkwardness and 
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how these issues can be altered in order for parents to maximize the benefits of group 

meetings in general and parent-to-parent interactions in particular. 

 In addition, further research should focus on the various influences of beliefs 

about child socialization in rural communities, including parents’ own family 

backgrounds, church, and media. 
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APPENDICIES 

Appendix A:  Parents as Teachers High Needs Characteristics  

 

Teen Parent(s) – Parent(s) under the age of twenty years, during the program year, with 

children prenatal to kindergarten entry. 

Child with Disabilities – A child, meeting the age eligibility for PAT services, with a 

physical or mental impairment that substantially limits one or more major life activities. 

Parent(s) with Disabilities – A parent with a physical or mental impairment that 

substantially limits one or more major life activities. 

Low Educational Attainment – A parent who did not complete high school or GED and is 

not enrolled. 

Low Income – Families eligible for Free and Reduced Lunches, Public Housing, Child 

Care Subsidy, Women, Infant and Children (WIC), Food Stamps, Temporary Assistance 

for Needy Families, Head Start/Early Head Start, and/or Medicaid. 

Speakers of Other Languages – A language other than English is the primary language 

spoken in the home. 

Single-Parent Household – Only one parent is present in the home and has a need for 

additional services. 

Chemical Dependencies – The inability to stop drinking or using drugs despite serious 

consequences. 

Foster Parent(s) – The child is placed with foster parents. 

Court-Appointed Legal Guardians – The child has a court appointed legal guardian. 
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Adoptive Parents – An adoption occurring within the program year. 

Transient/Numerous Family Relocations and/or Homeless – Moves frequently; lacks a 

fixed, regular, and/or adequate residence. 

Involvement with the Corrections System – Incarcerated or probation-restricted parent. 

Low Birth Weight – Birth weight is under 2500 grams or 5.5 lbs., which affects the 

development of the child. 

Involvement with Mental Health or Social Services Agencies – Child or parent is 

involved with Mental Health or Social Services Agency. 

Relative who is the Primary Person in the Parent Support System – Grandparents, aunts, 

uncles, etc., who have the primary care of the child/children. This does not include 

individuals who care for children while parents are working. 

Death in the Immediate Family – The death of the child, parent, or sibling. 

Ongoing Health Problem of Child, Parent or Sibling – Ongoing health problem serious 

enough to substantially limit one or more major life activities. 

Children with Serious Behavior Concerns – Children who exhibit atypical behaviors for 

their age and developmental level. 

Referred to PAT Program Because of Suspected Child Abuse – Referred by appropriate 

agency due to suspected child abuse. 

Multiple Children Under Age Five Years – Three or more children under the age of 3: or 

4 or more children under kindergarten age. 

Military Family – A parent/guardian with orders issued by a military authority calling for 

active duty from organized units of the National Guard, or any component of the armed 

forces of the United States.  (Early Childhood Development Act, 2006, p. 20)  
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Appendix B:  Semi-structured Parent Interview Questions 

 

1. How did you become involved in the Parents as Teachers (PAT) program? 

2. What or who persuaded you to become involved in the program? 

3. When did you first become involved?  How many years have you participated? 

4. What was your purpose for becoming involved?  What did you hope to 

accomplish by participating in the program?  What were your goals for yourself?  

What were your goals for your child? 

5. How would you describe your participation in the PAT program? 

6. Would you describe the purpose of PAT as you understand it? 

7. Has PAT had an impact on your life?  On the life of your child? 

8. How would you describe the home visits?  What effect do they have on your 

participation in the PAT program? 

9. How would you describe the group meetings?  What effect do they have on your 

participation in the program? 

10. Have you developed relationships with any other parents who participate in this 

local PAT program?  What, if any, effect has this had on your participation in the 

PAT program? 

11. Can you describe the screening services provided to your child by the PAT 

program? 

12. Do you feel the PAT program has connected you with the resources you have 

needed to meet your parenting goals? 
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13. Traditionally, family, church, and school have worked together to socialize young 

children into our society.  In what ways have your family, the church, the 

community, or PAT preschool groups prepared your child to get along with others 

in this world? 

14. Have you noticed any other locations in this community where your child has 

learned to get along with others? 

15. Has what you watch on television, hear on the radio, see online, or read affected 

the way you raise your children?  If so, how?   

16. What, if anything, would you change about the program? 

17. PAT has as its core belief that parents are their children's first and most influential 

teachers. What are the most important ideas/skills/lessons you feel you should 

teach your child? 

18. PAT has as set forth as one of its four goals to “increase children's school 

readiness and school success.”   How would you describe the impact of the local 

PAT program toward helping you meet this goal for your child?  How has the 

program helped you increase your child’s school readiness?   

19. What activities do you do with your child to prepare him or her to be successful 

when he or she enters formal school?   

20. What influence has the PAT program had on the “school readiness” activities you 

do with your child and how often you do them? 

21. Has PAT affected your beliefs about early childhood education programs (such as 

three- or four-year old preschool programs offered in church or school settings, 
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Head Start, etc.)?  If so, please describe how your feelings have changed since 

you have been involved in the PAT program? 

22. Can you describe your interactions with your parent educator?  

23. What, if anything, would you change about the program? 

24. Do you know of anyone (i.e. friends, family, neighbors) who have young children 

and are eligible to participate in the PAT program but who do not?  Could you 

speculate on reasons they might not want to participate?  

25. Is there anything else you would like to tell me about your experiences during 

your involvement in the PAT program? 
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Appendix C:  Parent Consent Form 

 

My name is Jill Smith.  I am a doctoral candidate at the University of Missouri in 

Columbia, Missouri.  I am conducting a research study in which I hope you will agree to 

participate.  The purpose of this study is to investigate parent and parent educator 

perceptions of the Parents as Teachers home-visiting program in a rural community.  I 

expect to collect information for my research project starting the third week of April, 

2010 and continuing through the last week of August, 2010. 

Information will be collected for analysis and may be published in a research journal 

and/or presented at a conference.  Data will be collected in four ways:  observations, 

interviews, documents and artifacts.  With the help and consent of local parent educators, 

I will set up an observation of a regularly scheduled home-visit, lasting approximately 

fifty minutes to one hour.  Pending your agreement, this observation will be audio-taped 

using a digital voice recorder.  I will also collect hand-written field notes in a small 

notebook.  Digital recordings will later be transcribed and developed into a written 

protocol (typed document), using field notes to fill in important details.  You will have 

opportunity to review this observation protocol and offer feedback.     

During my initial observation of the home-visit, I will be asking your permission to set up 

an interview with you, at which time I will ask questions about your understanding of the 

Parents as Teachers program.  This interview will last approximately 40 – 60 minutes per 

family, and I will be asking a list of semi-structured interview questions.  It is important 

to understand that there are no right or wrong answers to these questions.  The interview 

will be recorded using a digital voice recorder (pending your approval) and later 

transcribed and developed into a written protocol.  You will have opportunity to review 

the interview protocol and offer feedback.  A short (approximately 15-20 minute) follow-

up interview may be necessary to clarify information later in August.  You may review 

the recordings, upon request, at your convenience.   

Additionally, I intend to collect and review related documents and artifacts concerning 

the Parents as Teachers program, including but not limited to the following:  newsletters, 

calendars, event descriptions, minutes from meetings, PAT news releases, official 

memos, informational pamphlets, parent hand-outs, and handbooks.  Most documents 

will be collected from the local PAT coordinator; however, any documents or artifacts 

you deem important to the study will be gratefully accepted.    

Your participation in this research study is entirely voluntary.  You may refuse to answer 

any questions or choose to withdraw from the study at any time.  This project does not 

involve any greater risk than those encountered in everyday life.  Permission to conduct 
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this study is being obtained through the University of Missouri’s Institutional Review 

Board and school administration. 

The anticipated benefit associated with participation in the study is the information and 

insights gained from participating in the investigation and an opportunity to share your 

perceptions of the Parents as Teachers program in a safe environment.  The investigation 

findings may further inform those who make decisions about the Parents as Teachers 

program services for families in rural areas in particular or home-visiting programs in 

general. Participation in the study will be an opportunity to contribute to the research 

base in the field of early childhood education. 

Every effort will be made to keep your information and identity confidential.  I will use 

fictitious names to protect the identity of participants in the study and the identity of the 

local school.  I will not use names of real people or places. 

Please note: I must maintain copies of all pertinent information from the study for a 

period of three (3) years from the date of completion of the study.  This information 

includes, but not limited to the following: digital recordings, instruments, copies of 

written consent agreements, and any other supportive documents.  All information will be 

kept in a secure place. 

The findings of the study will be shared with the researcher’s doctoral committee at the 

University of Missouri, the local PAT coordinator and parent educators, the local 

administration, the Parents as Teachers National Center, and those who choose to read 

my doctoral dissertation.  Additionally, if published (in whole or in part) the findings may 

inform those interested in the field of early childhood education. 

Thank you for your willingness to participate in this research study.  If you have any 

questions concerning the study, please contact me, Jill Smith, at (573) 795-3557 

jas0e4@mizzou.edu or Dr. Nancy Knipping, at the College of Education, University of 

Missouri knippingn@missouri.edu.  If you have questions regarding human participation 

in research, please feel free to contact the Campus Institutional Review Board (IRB) at 

(573) 882-9585.   

Jill Smith, Doctoral Candidate, Early Childhood Education Department, 111F Townsend 

Hall, University of Missouri, Columbia, MO   

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

---------Informed Consent Signature Form 

I have read the above letter and understand my role as a participant.  I agree to participate 

in this study as described above.   

mailto:jas0e4@mizzou.edu
mailto:knippingn@missouri.edu
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Participant’s Name (please print) 

_________________________________________________          

Participant’s Signature 

_________________________________________________________ 

Date of Signature 

_____________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix D:  Semi-structured Parent Educator Interview Questions 

 

1. How long have you been a part of the Parents as Teachers (PAT) program? 

2. What motivated you to become involved in the PAT program? 

3. What is your current position and how many years have you been in the role?  

Have you been involved with PAT in other capacities? 

4. Would you explain the PAT program as you understand it? 

5. How do parent educators recruit parents who are eligible to participate in the PAT 

program? 

6. From your point of view, what components, features, or relationships keep parents 

involved in the PAT program? 

7. From your point of view what components, features, or relationships in the PAT 

program best support parents’ efforts in raising their child?    

8. What do you believe are the strengths of the program? 

9. What would you change about the program? 

10. How would you describe the impact PAT has on the lives of the families and 

young children with whom you have worked? 

11. What unique challenges do believe families in rural communities encounter while 

raising and educating their children? 

12. Do you believe PAT reaches and makes a difference to the families who are most 

in need in the district? 

13. From your point of view, why do you believe some families are more difficult to 

recruit and engage in the PAT program? 
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14. What do you believe could be further done to reach out to these families? 

15. How would you describe the relationship between the district and this local PAT 

program? 

16. From your point of view, do you believe early childhood teachers (kindergarten 

through third grade) in the district understand the purpose and goals of the PAT 

program?  How would you describe your professional relationship with these 

teachers? 

17. How would you describe the community’s understanding of the purpose and goals 

of the PAT program?   

18. What’s the toughest part of your job when carrying out your duties as a Parent 

Educator? 

19. What has given you the most job satisfaction? 

20. From your point of view, what are currently the most urgent concerns for the PAT 

program?  Whom do you feel should address these concerns? 

21. What do you believe the future holds for the PAT program?  
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Appendix E:  Parent Educator Consent Form 

 

My name is Jill Smith.  I am a doctoral candidate at the University of Missouri in 

Columbia, Missouri.  I am conducting a research study in which I hope you will agree to 

participate.  The purpose of this study is to investigate parent and parent educator 

perceptions of the Parents as Teachers home-visiting program in a rural community.  I 

expect to collect information for my research project starting the third week of April, 

2010 and continuing through the last week of August, 2010. 

Information will be collected for analysis and may be published in a research journal 

and/or presented at a conference.  Data will be collected in four ways:  observations, 

interviews, documents and artifacts.  With your help and the consent of parent 

participants selected for this study, I will accompany you and observe four of your 

regularly scheduled home-visits with four different families, lasting approximately 50 

minutes to one hour, per family.  Pending your agreement and the agreement of the 

family, this observation will be audio-taped using a digital voice recorder.  I will also 

collect hand-written field notes in a small notebook.  Digital recordings will later be 

transcribed and developed into a written protocol (typed document), using field notes to 

fill in important details.  You will have opportunity to review this observation protocol 

and offer additional information and/or feedback.     

Additionally, I will be asking your permission to set up an interview, at which time I will 

ask questions about your understanding of the Parents as Teachers program.  This 

interview will last approximately 40 – 60 minutes and I will be asking a list of semi-

structured interview questions.  It is important to understand that there are no right or 

wrong answers to these questions.  The interview will be recorded using a digital voice 

recorder (pending your approval) and later transcribed and developed into a written 

protocol.  You will have opportunity to review the interview protocol and offer additional 

information and/or feedback.  A short (approximately 15-20 minute) follow-up interview 

may be necessary to clarify information, later in August. You may review the recordings, 

upon request, at your convenience.   

I also intend to collect and review related documents and artifacts concerning the Parents 

as Teachers program, including but not limited to the following:  newsletters, calendars, 

event descriptions, minutes from meetings, PAT news releases, official memos, 

informational pamphlets, parent hand-outs, and handbooks.  I anticipate that most 

documents will be collected from the local PAT coordinator; however any documents or 

artifacts you deem important to the study will be gratefully accepted.    
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Your participation in this research study is entirely voluntary.  You may refuse to answer 

any questions or choose to withdraw from the study at any time.  This project does not 

involve any greater risk than those encountered in everyday life.  Permission to conduct 

this study is being obtained through the University of Missouri’s Institutional Review 

Board and school administration.  

The anticipated benefit associated with participation in the study is the information and 

insights gained from participating in the investigation and an opportunity to share your 

perceptions of the Parents as Teachers program in a safe environment.  The investigation 

findings may further inform those who make decisions about the Parents as Teachers 

program services for families in rural areas in particular or home-visiting programs in 

general. Participation in the study will be an opportunity to contribute to the research 

base in the field of early childhood education. 

Every effort will be made to keep your information and identity confidential.  I will use 

fictitious names to protect the identity of participants in the study and the identity of the 

local school.  I will not use names of real people or places.   

Please note: I must maintain copies of all pertinent information from the study for a 

period of three (3) years from the date of completion of the study.  This information 

includes, but not limited to the following: digital recordings, instruments, copies of 

written consent agreements, and any other supportive documents.  All information will be 

kept in a secure place. 

The findings of the study will be shared with the researcher’s doctoral committee at the 

University of Missouri, the local PAT coordinator and parent educators, the local 

administration, the Parents as Teachers National Center, and those who choose to read 

my doctoral dissertation.  Additionally, if published (in whole or in part) the findings may 

inform those interested in the field of early childhood education. 

Thank you for your willingness to participate in this research study.  If you have any 

questions concerning the study, please contact me, Jill Smith, at (573) 795-3557 

jas0e4@mizzou.edu or Dr. Nancy Knipping, at the College of Education, University of 

Missouri knippingn@missouri.edu.  If you have questions regarding human participation 

in research, please feel free to contact the Campus Institutional Review Board (IRB) at 

(573) 882-9585.   

Jill Smith, Doctoral Candidate, Early Childhood Education Department, 111F Townsend 

Hall, University of Missouri, Columbia, MO   

---------Informed Consent Signature Form 

mailto:jas0e4@mizzou.edu
mailto:knippingn@missouri.edu
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I have read the above letter and understand my role as a participant.  I agree to participate 

in this study as described above. 

Participant’s Name (please print) 

________________________________________________________          

Participant’s Signature 

________________________________________________________ 

Date of Signature 

________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix F:  Criteria for Parent Educators’ Perceptions 

Criteria for Parent Educators’ Perceptions of Recruitment, Engagement, Follow-through, and 

Perceived Intensity of Emotional Effort Required by Parent Educators 

Phenomena 

Description 

Easy – Self Initiated Moderate Persuasion Difficult – Required 

Numerous Attempts  

Recruitment 

Initial contact/or 

attempt to become 

involved in the PAT 

program 

Easy to recruit  

parent contacted PAT  

Required moderate 

persuasion by friend, 

family member or parent 

educator 

Referred by outside 

agency such as 

physician or DFS 

 High Moderate Distant 

Engagement 

 

Beyond mere 

participation (going 

through the motions of 

participating) in the 

PAT program 

 

:Indicates a personal 

commitment to the 

program’s mission, 

personal relationship 

with the PE, belief in 

the program goals to be 

of help, and a respect 

for the PE and/or other 

PAT families 

 

Only occasionally 

misses home visits 

 

Frequently attends group 

meetings 

 

Actively participates in 

home visit activities and 

interacts readily with PE 

and child 

 

Displays reciprocal 

caring relationship with 

parent educator 

 

Displays faith in PE’s 

knowledge of effective 

parenting practices and 

child development 

 

Values information and 

suggestions offered by 

PE and actively works 

together with the PE to 

attain goals mutually set 

for the child 

Sometimes misses or 

reschedules home visits 

 

Attends some 

(approximately half) of 

group meetings 

 

Participates in home 

visits at a moderate level 

of interaction with PE 

and child 

 

Displays respectful 

relationship with PE but 

more business-like in 

nature 

 

Reserved interactions 

with PE at times when 

discussing parenting 

issues or the child’s 

developmental progress 

 

Values most information 

and suggestions offered 

by the PE and works 

together with the PE to 

set goals, works toward 

achieving goals set for 

the child  

 

Misses and/or 

reschedules home visits 

sporadically 

 

Occasionally attends 

group meetings 

 

Keeps to self, interacts 

with own family or 

small number of 

preexisting friends at 

group meetings 

 

Relationship with PE is 

most often amiable, but 

at times relationship can 

be strained 

 

Reserved interactions 

with PE when discussing 

parenting issues and 

child’s developmental 

progress 

 

Values some of the 

information and 

suggestions offered by 

the PE, sets goals with 

input from the PE, 

works on achieving 

goals on a case-by-case 

basis 

 

 

 

 High Moderate Infrequent 
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Follow-through 

 

Engages in activities & 

suggestions made by the 

PE in between visits 

 

Utilizes information 

offered by PE 

concerning 

development 

expectations and 

appropriate 

enhancement activities 

 

Acts on screening 

information to develop 

new plan of action for 

interactions with the 

child 

 

Evidence can be verbal, 

artifacts, or 

demonstrations   

 

 

Ample evidence that at 

the next visit that he 

parent has actively 

engaged in the PE’s 

suggested activities 

 

Evidence the parent 

frequently reads quality 

literature to the child, 

engages the child in 

stimulating 

conversations, writes 

interactively with the 

child, and engages in 

learning games with the 

child  

 

Follows-up quickly on 

screening information 

 

Evidence parent takes 

child on field trips and 

outings, at regular 

intervals,  then follows 

up with conversations 

about what was seen and 

experienced 

 

Parent frequently 

models literacy events 

during daily routines 

 

Numerous 

developmentally 

appropriate toys and/or 

materials available to 

stimulate cognitive 

development 

 

Parent shares 

enhancement activities 

and interactions engaged 

in with the child 

between visits 

 

Some evidence of active  

engagement in activities 

and/or use of materials 

suggested by PE at 

preceding visit 

 

Some  evidence that 

parent reads 

developmentally 

appropriate children’s 

books and stories at 

regular intervals, talks 

with the child 

periodically throughout 

the day, makes writing 

materials accessible and 

encourages child to 

write, and plays games 

with the child  

 

Follows-up in a timely 

manner on screening 

information  

 

Some evidence of family 

trips and outings, and 

follows up with 

conversations about 

what was seen and 

experienced 

 

Parent models literacy 

events through daily 

routines 

 

Adequate 

developmentally 

appropriate toys and/or 

materials to stimulate 

cognitive development 

 

Parent discusses 

enhancement activities 

and interactions engaged 

in with child between 

visits, when asked by the 

PE  

 

 

 

 

Infrequent evidence of 

follow-through from 

visit to visit of activities, 

materials suggested or 

provided by the PE 

during preceding visit 

 

Few children’s books 

visible at visits or 

evidence of storybook 

reading or story telling 

by the parent with the 

child 

 

Follows up slowly on 

screening results or 

suggestions by PE that 

child may need to seek 

further expert 

knowledge and/or 

treatment by a 

pediatrician, dentist, eye 

doctor, etc, and may 

require frequent 

reminders to carry 

through  

 

Sparse evidence that 

family has opportunities 

to engage in field trips 

or family outings 

 

Parent rarely volunteers 

information about 

activities, experiences, 

outings, etc. the parent 

and child have interacted 

in together 

 

Few developmentally 

appropriate toys and/or 

materials available to the 

child to stimulate 

cognitive development 

 

Parent seems distant 

when discussing 

enhancement activities 

and interactions engaged 

in with child between 

visits 
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 Little Moderate Intense 

Level of Emotional 

Effort Required by 

Parent Educator to 

Meet the Needs of the 

Family 

Parent appears to look 

forward to visits 

 

Parent acts quickly on 

information offered by 

PE to enhance 

development, address 

health concerns and/or 

developmental delays 

 

Parent engages in a 

close personal 

relationship with the PE 

 

Parent and PE develop 

goals together for the 

child  

 

Parent is present  

routinely for home visits 

and attends most group 

meetings  

 

Parent routinely carries 

through on suggestions 

for experiences and  

ideas for activities 

offered by the PE to 

enhance the child’s 

development 

Parent appears prepared 

for the visit, cordial, and 

pleasant 

 

Parent acts on most 

child development 

information in a timely 

manner when revealed 

by routine screenings, 

acts quickly on issues of 

developmental delays 

and/or health concerns 

 

Parent and PE have a 

friendly, but more 

business-like 

relationship 

 

Parent is respectful of   

PE’s in put when 

developing goals for the 

child  

 

Parent makes an effort 

to keep home visit 

appointments and attend 

some of the group 

meetings 

 

Parent carries through 

on most suggestions for 

experiences and ideas 

for activities offered by 

the PE to enhance the 

child’s development 

Parent appears ill-

prepared for the visit, 

but adapts and carries 

through with the visit 

 

Parent acts on some 

child development 

information and 

addresses health 

concerns and/or 

developmental delays, 

by requires frequent 

reminders and coaxing 

by the PE 

 

Parent and PE have a 

relationship that is most 

often amiable, but parent 

can be distant, reserved, 

and at times defiant 

 

Parent may suggest 

different goals for the 

child than the PE 

believes to be 

developmentally 

appropriate 

 

Parent may sporadically 

miss or reschedule home 

visit appointments 

 

Parent intermittently 

carries through on 

suggestions for 

experiences and ideas 

for activities offered by 

the PE to enhance the 

child’s development 

 



356 

 

Appendix G:  Parent Educators’ Perceptions of Select Rural Families in 

the Fairfield PAT Program 
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1 
Johnsons Sally  

 
 

 
  

 

  

 

  

 

3 
Shermans Brenna 

 

 
 

 

   

 

   

 

4 Dawsons Sally  

 
 

 
 

    
   

 

2 
Logans Brenna  

 
 

 
 

 

  

 

  

  

6 Aldersons Hannah  

 
 

 
 

  
 

 

  

 

 

7 
Drakes Hannah 

 

 
 

 

 

  

 

  

 

 

5 Henrys Sally 
 

 
 

 

   

  

 

  

8 
Davidsons Sally 

 

 
 

 

  

 

  

 

  

9 Conners Hannah 
 

 
  

  

 

  

 

  

10 Martins Hannah 
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Appendix H:  Overview of PAT Study Families’ Characteristics 

 

Family  

# 

 

Date of 

Observation 

Date of 

Interview 

Last 

Name 

Mom’s 

Name 

Dad’s 

Name 

Marital 

Status 

Children

’s Names 

Children’s 

Ages at 

Time of 

Observation S
ib

li
n

g
s Years 

in 

PAT 

Family 

SES 

High 

Needs 

Multiple 

indicators 

1 4/27/10 9/22/10 Johnson Jolene Nick 
Live 

Together 

Jamie 

 
37 Mon. 

 

1 

 

2.5 

Extreme 
Low 

Income 

 

Yes 

Multiple 

       
Josh 

 
22 Mon.     

2 9/15/10 10/13/10 Logan Jenna Ray Single 
Gabe 

 
41 Mon. 0 1.5 

Low 

Income 

Yes 

Multiple 

3 4/26/10 9/3/10 Sherman Darla Caleb 
Live 

Together 

Isaac 

 
28 Mon. 1 2.5 

Working 

Poor 

Yes 

Multiple 

4 5/12/10 10/20/10 Dawson Holly Jim 
Live 

Together 

Jason 

 
37 Mon. 2 1.5 

Working 

Poor 

Yes 

Multiple 

5 5/18/10 8/25/10 Henry Allison Travis Married 
 

Bailey 

 

29 Mon. 
 

0 

 

3 

 
Working 

Poor 

Yes 

Multiple 

       
 

Madison 

 

14 Mon.     

6 5/19/10 9/8/10 Alderson Darci  Single 
 

Chance 

 

13 Mon. 0 1 
Working 

Poor 
Yes 

Multiple 

7 5/14/10 9/17/10 Drake Lori Carson Married 

 

Melissa 

 

46 Mon. 
 
4 

 
14 

Working 
Poor 

Yes 
Multiple 

       
Maggie 

 
15 Mon.     

8 4/26/10 9/1/10 Davidson Amy Fred Married 

 

Erin 
 

33 Mon. 
 

6 

 

3 

Middle 

Class 

Yes 

Multiple 

       
Amber 

 
7 Mon.     

9 5/3/10 9/24/10 Conner 
Andrea 

Mom 
 Single Max 45 Mon. 

 

0 

 

3 

Middle 

Class 

Yes 

Single 

    

Yetta 

Grand-
mother 

        

10 5/7/10 8/27/10 Martin Jessie Tom Married 
Nathan 

 
46 Mon. 

 
1 

 
6 

Upper 

Middle 

Class 

No 
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Appendix I:  Goals for Entering the Parents as Teachers Program 

 

F
a

m
il

ie
s’

 

#
 

Families’ 

Names 

S
ch

o
o

l 

R
ea

d
in

es
s Support 

for 

Parenting 

Practices 

P
a

re
n

t 

E
d

u
ca

ti
o

n
 Screening and 

Developmental  

Monitoring  

Child’s 

Social 

Interaction 

Child’s Self-

Confidence 

and 

Independence 

1 Johnsons       

2 Logans       

3 Shermans       

4 Dawsons       

5 Henrys       

6 Aldersons       

7 Drakes       

8 Davidsons       

9 Conners       

10 Martins       
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Appendix J:  Group Meeting Average Attendance for PAT Study 

Families 

Family Parent 

Educator 

Number of 

Years in 

Fairfield 

PAT 

Program 

Potential 

Number of 

Group 

Meetings 

 Number of 

Group 

Meetings 

Attended  

Average  

Attendance 

At Group 

Meetings 

Martins 

Family #10 

 

Hannah 

 

5  

 

35 

 

33 

 

94% 

Conners  

Family #9 

 

Hannah 

 

3  

 

21 

 

11 

 

54% 

Davidsons 

Family #8 

 

Sally 

 

3  

 

21 

 

11 

 

54% 

Shermans 

Family #3 

 

Brenna 

 

2.5  

 

17 

 

9 

 

53% 

Johnsons 

Family #1 

 

Sally 

 

2.5  

 

17 

 

7 

 

41% 

Alderson 

Family #6 

 

Hannah 

 

1  

 

7 

 

2 

 

28% 

Henry  

Family #5 

 

Sally 

 

3  

 

21 

 

5 

 

24% 

Logans 

Family #2 

 

Brenna 

 

1.5  

 

10 

 

2 

 

20% 

Drakes 

Family #7 

 

Hannah 

 

10  

 

70 

 

3 

 

4% 

Dawsons 

Family #4 

 

Sally 

 

1  

 

7 

 

0 

 

0% 

 

*Information for the above chart came from parent educators’ records kept of families’ 

attendance of group meetings.  This information is a portion of the records that are 

required by the state department and must be turned in at the end of each fiscal year. 
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Appendix K:  Group Meeting Record for 2009-2010 School Year 

Group 

Meeting 

Topic 

Group 

Meeting 

Type 

Date Total 

Attendance 
Families 

Represented 
Children Parent 

Educators  

Others 

Tailgate for 

Tots 

Activity 9/12/09 73 28  

(34 parents) 

23 3 13 

Pumpkin 

Patch  

Activity 10/5/09 76 23 

(34 parents) 

39 3 0 

Chili Supper 

& Book Fair 

Activity 10/30/09 91 32 

(DK parents) 

40 3 DK 

Breakfast 

with Santa 

Activity 12/4/09 142 37 

(DK parents) 

DK 3 DK 

Nutrition: 

Apples to 

Zoo 

Speaker 

Lecture 

2/4/10 34 DK 

(5 parents) 

13 3 13 

Easter Egg 

Hunt 

Activity 3/27/10 96 DK 

(46 parents) 

46 1 0 

Parent 

Appreciation 

Picnic/25th 

Birthday 

Party  

Activity 5/4/10 140 DK DK 3 DK 
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Appendix L:  Parents’ Description of Relational Closeness with Their 

Parent Educator 

 

Families Closer than 

Professional  

(moderately 

close)   

Close as a 

Friend 

 (close) 

Close as 

Family 

(extremely 

close) 

Johnsons    

Drakes    

Aldersons    

Dawsons    

Shermans    

Logans    

Henrys    

Conners    

Davidsons    

Martins    
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Appendix M:  Families’ Value of Preschool Education 

 

# Families Value of Preschool Attends 

P-K 

SES 

High Situational Low Yes No Upper 

Middle 

Class 

Middle 

Class 

Working 

Poor 

Extreme 

Low 

Income 

10 Meyers          

9 Conners          

7 Drakes 
         

6 Aldersons 
         

2 Logans          

3 Shermans 
         

8 Davidsons 
         

5 Henrys 
         

4 Dawsons          

1 Johnsons          
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Appendix N:  Overview of Concepts, Skills, and Dispositions Essential 

to Teach Their Children 

Self-help Skills Pre-academic 

Skills and Early 

Concepts 

Social Behavior  

and Dispositions 

Motor Skills 

Toileting 

F8; F6; F4; F3; 

F1 

Pre-academic 

Skills 

(colors, numbers, 

shapes, letters, 

same/different, 

counting) 

F10, F9, F6, F4, 

F3, F2 

Respect for 

Teachers 

(authority) 

F10 

Respect for 

Others 

F9; F7 

Respect for Self 

F9 

Gross Motor 

(jump, hop, 

gallop, skip, run) 

F10; F9 

(push up push off 

with feet, roll 

over, sit, stand)  

F8; F6 

Personal Hygiene 

F6 

Early Writing 

Concepts 

(write name, write 

letters, early 

writing concepts) 

F10; F2; F1 

Knowing Right 

from Wrong 

F9; F3 

Fine Motor 

(cut, draw, color, 

write, tie shoes, 

build with blocks) 

F5; F4; F3; F2; 

F1 

Feeding Self 

F8; F6 

Pre-

reading/Reading 

Concepts 

F10; F9; F8; F4; 

F3;  

Politeness and 

Manners 

F4; F3; F1 

 

Personal 

Information 

(address/phone) 

F9 

Conceptualize 

Consequences for 

Actions 

F9; F7 

Responsibility  

F7 

 

 Language 

Development 

F8; F4; F3 

Self-confidence 

F9; F8; F5 

 

  Independence 

F6; F5 

 

  Perseverance 

F9 

 

  Compassion 

F7 

 

  Humility 

F7 

 

  F = Family    Numeral = Families’ Number per Table 3 
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