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ABSTRACT

Over seven million children in America receive special education services yearly,
meaning millions of families participate in the special education process each school year
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2021). The Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act, or IDEA (2004), required that parents and educators collaborate within
the special education process. Given that positive parent-school collaboration correlated
with increased student achievement, researchers sought to identify components of a
collaborative parent-school partnership in special education: an atmosphere of trust,
mutual respect, empathy, cooperation, and a balance of power between the school and
special education staff (Hampden-Thompson & Galindo, 2017; Henderson et al., 2020;
MacLeod et al., 2017). Even with the collective understanding in the field of education
regarding the characteristics of positive parent-school partnerships in special education
and the benefits for student achievement, a disconnect between special education staff
and parents persists (Fenton et al., 2017). Given the impact of parent-school collaboration
on student achievement, the purpose of this basic interpretative study was to explore how
parents of children who qualified for special education and have participated for two or
more years in the public-school special education process described their experiences in
the special education parent-school partnership. Using in-depth interviews with six
families representing different disabilities, researchers collected the stories the families
shared of their experiences navigating a combined 59 years of special education with
their children. The following themes emerged: The difference one educator can make;
inequality in knowledge; parent to parent support; inequality in access; balancing and

navigating the professionals; and the depth of a parents’ unwavering love.
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Chapter |
INTRODUCTION

According to the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, or IDEA (2004),
parents of children with disabilities and school staff must collaborate to determine
students' special education services and goals because researchers found that positive
parent-school collaboration correlated with increased student achievement. Researchers
sought to identify components of a collaborative parent-school partnership in special
education: an atmosphere of trust, mutual respect, empathy, cooperation, and a balance of
power between the parents and special education staff (Hampden-Thompson & Galindo,
2017; Henderson et al., 2020; MacLeod et al., 2017). Even with this collective
understanding of positive parent-school partnerships in special education and the benefits
for student achievement, a disconnect between special education staff and parents persists
(Fenton et al., 2017). Given the impact of parent-school collaboration on student
achievement, the purpose of this basic interpretative study was to explore how parents of
children who qualify for special education and have participated for two or more years in
the public-school special education process described their experiences in the special
education parent-school partnership. In this chapter, I addressed the background of this
study, defined the problem, purpose, and significance of the study, and established the

theoretical framework used.



Background

Almost 7.3 million students, or approximately 14% of public-school students ages
3-21, received special education services in 2020-2021 (National Center for Education
Statistics, 2021). To protect the rights of these millions of families taking part in the
special education process each year, Congress enacted laws empowering parents as
necessary and equal participants in the special education process (ESSA, 2015; IDEA,
1997; IDEA, 2004; Reiman et al., 2010; U.S. Department of Education, 2020). As part of
the special education process, parents and school staff collaborate each year as an
individual education program (IEP) team to review, revise, and determine students' goals,
services, and accommodations (Francis et al., 2016; Henderson et al., 2020). The IEP
team drafts IEP goals to scaffold students to as near to grade-level expectancy as
possible, positively impacting student achievement (Cohen & Mosek, 2019; Francis et
al., 2016; Heller et al., 2019; Lalvani, 2012; McCoach et al., 2010; McGee, 2004;
Reynolds & Howard, 2013; Sheldon & Epstein, 2005; Zhang et al., 2011). When
studying this collaborative parent-school partnership in special education, researchers
found that parents' involvement ranged from passive to active participation (Fish, 2006;
Trainor, 2010; Turnbull et al., 2011). Many parents initially reported feeling lost,
confused, or disempowered in the IEP process (Trainor, 2010; Turnbull et al., 2011). As
parents learned more and became active advocates for their students, they more
frequently questioned school staff's IEP recommendations or implementation (Turnbull et
al., 2011). When disagreement occurred, parents perceived educators' reported values
regarding parental participation as incongruent with educators' responses to authentic

parental participation (Bezdek et al., 2010; Bodvin et al., 2018; Fenton et al., 2017; Lake



& Billingsley, 2000). Specifically, researchers found that when parents proactively
advocated by challenging the school's recommendations for implementation of the IEP,
educators described parents as a "squeaky wheel" or "an annoyance" (Bezdek et al., 2010;
Lalvani, 2012; Rosetti et al., 2021).

In several studies, educators described parent-school communication as positive
only when it aligned with educators' values and expectations (Bezdek et al., 2010; Burke
et al., 2019; Henderson et al., 2020; Lake & Billingsley, 2000; More et al., 2013).
Consequently, instead of collaborating, parents often perceived that school staff tended
towards a one-way transmission of knowledge that undervalued parents' expertise and
negated the concept of equal participation (Cavendish & Connor, 2018; Hodge &
Runswick-Cole, 2008; Kluth et al., 2007; Kurth et al., 2020; Singh & Keese, 2020; Valle,
2011). When challenging this hierarchical structure within the IEP team, parents reported
stress, isolation, and marginalization due to school staff limiting communication or
negatively labeling them (Burke et al., 2019; Fenton et al., 2017; Reynolds & Howard,
2013).

Despite extensive research related to parents and special education, researchers
over the last 20 years continued to report a disconnect between educators and parents
(Adams et al., 2016; Baxter et al., 1995; Fish, 2006; Fish, 2008; Fu et al., 2020; Harry,
2008; Henderson et al., 2020; MacLeod et al., 2017; Valle, 2011; Wang et al., 2011;
Zagona et al., 2019). This disconnect matters because researchers have found that
positive communication and collaboration between parents, teachers, and staff critically
impacted students' achievement, decreased disciplinary issues, and increased the

graduation rate of students with disabilities (Cohen & Mosek, 2019; Francis et al., 2016;



Heller et al., 2019; Lalvani, 2012; McCoach et al., 2010; McGee, 2004; Reynolds &
Howard, 2013; Sheldon & Epstein, 2005; Zhang et al., 2011). After years of participation
in the special education process, parents most likely have varied experiences establishing
relationships with multiple school staff. Researchers have yet to study how parents'
perceptions and experiences of numerous years of involvement in the special education
process impact parents’ interactions and collaboration with school staff each new school
year. Parents' experiences navigating their children's special education over several years
most likely include untapped insight or knowledge (Kurth et al., 2020). Exploring this
untapped insight and expertise could help uncover ways to bridge the reported disconnect
in special education, thus allowing parents and educators to move towards genuine
collaboration in the spirit of IDEA (2004), ultimately impacting student achievement
(Zagona et al., 2019).
Problem Statement

Researchers established that some parents report an adversarial relationship with
special education or school staff despite the legal mandate for parent-school collaboration
(Bezdek et al., 2010; Burke et al., 2019; Henderson et al., 2020; IDEA, 2004; Lake &
Billingsley, 2000; More et al., 2013). To better understand parents' perspectives on the
parent-school relationship, Kurth et al. (2020) surveyed parents regarding their
experiences with the special education process. Kurth et al. found that the parents' sense
of battling the schools for years was pervasive among the study's sample and appeared to
take "a toll on the families" (p. 42). Because Kurth et al. collected data only through an
online survey, the depth of information collected was limited. Researchers have yet to

conduct in-depth analyses of how parents described their perceptions and experiences of



navigating the special education process across multiple school years and how those
experiences impact their ongoing interactions with current school staff. By researching
parents' longitudinal experiences within the special education process, educators may
more deeply understand how parents' perceptions and experiences led to their "watchdog"
or "battle" stance. When parents approach the parent-school partnership with a defensive
posture, positive collaboration may be affected, impacting student achievement (Collier
et al., 2015; Tucker & Schwartz, 2013). With a deeper understanding of parents'
perceptions of the special education process, teachers and administrators may better
recognize and negotiate barriers to an authentically equal and collaborative special
education parent-school partnership, which is both required by IDEA (2004) and
correlated to increased student achievement (Collier et al., 2015; Tucker & Schwartz,
2013).

MacLeod et al. (2017) found that parents did not believe school staff purposefully
perpetuated a hierarchical structure regarding the parent-school disconnect in the special
education process. Nevertheless, parents' perceptions of the imbalance of power led both
lower and higher socioeconomic status (SES) parents to describe the special education
parent-school partnership as an ongoing battle (Czapanskiy, 2014; Lake & Billingsley,
2000; Lalvani, 2012; Love et al., 2017; Mazher, 2012; Rosetti et al., 2021). Furthermore,
when parents perceived that school staff ignored or excluded them, they were more likely
to contact the school because of a lack of trust and reciprocity or the perception that they
must monitor special education services (Carlson et al., 2020; Lalvani, 2012).
Researchers found that as parents increased their communication with school staff,

teachers became uncomfortable due to perceived criticism or perceived legal risks, so



they avoided or limited contact, creating an escalating cycle of misunderstanding between
the parents and teachers (Lake & Billingsley, 2000; Mueller, 2015). In response to
teachers' reactions to the strained parent-school partnership, parents reported that they
had to be the "watchdog" that fought for their children (Lalvani, 2012). Lalvani (2012)
found that some parents expected an ongoing contentious parent-school partnership
throughout their children's education, creating a barrier for future teachers to overcome.

Additionally, when parents do not feel like equal or meaningful participants in
their children's IEP development, parents may request due process hearings (Blackwell &
Blackwell, 2015; Burke et al., 2019; Fenton et al., 2017; Rosetti et al., 2021). In one
southeastern state, due process complaints going to court without resolution increased
from 11% in 2010 to 28% in 2020 (The Center for Appropriate Dispute Resolution in
Special Education, 2020). The Director of Special Education of a large southeastern
urban school district reported spending more on special education litigation in 2019 than
on the combined salaries of all the special education teachers in the district (B. McGaha.,
personal communication, September 28, 2021). In a zero-sum environment like a school,
litigation costs divert funds away from other educational resources that could increase
student achievement.

Purpose of Study

Given the impact of parent-school collaboration on student achievement, the
purpose of this basic interpretative study was to explore how parents of children who
qualified for special education and had participated for two or more years in the public-
school special education process described their experiences in the special education

parent-school partnership. Using in-depth interviewing, I sought to give voice to parents'



experiences of renegotiating the special education parent-school partnership across
multiple school years to uncover parents' untapped knowledge and insight. This
information may help educators empathize with how parents experience special education
parent-school partnerships (Hampden-Thompson & Galindo, 2017; Heller et al., 2019;
Lo, 2008; Weiss et al., 2014). When parents perceived that educators treated them with
empathy and as authentic equals in the parent-school partnership, they often shifted from
a "soldier preparing for battle" mentality to an empowered participant (Lalvani, 2012;
MacLeod et al., 2017; Mazher, 2012; Rosetti et al., 2021; Santamaria Graff et al., 2021).
By gaining this more profound understanding of parents' experiences, school staff may
better understand how to successfully negotiate the special education process, which
ultimately benefits student achievement (Burke et al., 2019; Osborne & Russo, 2010).
The population included in this study was parents whose children have received special
education in a public-school setting for more than two school years. The parents'
experiences included transitioning their children to middle or high school because these
transitions required re-establishing the parent-school partnership with unfamiliar staff.
Significance of Study

More than seven million American families participate in the special education
parent-school partnership each year, meaning a better understanding of the disconnect in
the special education parent-school partnership may benefit many families (National
Center for Education Statistics, 2021). The quality of the parent-school partnership is
significant because of its correlation to increased student achievement (McCoach et al.,
2010). While studying the parent-school collaboration, researchers found that teachers

described communication with parents as positive when it aligned with their values and



expectations and problematic when it challenged school recommendations (Bezdek et al.,
2010; Burke et al., 2019; Lake & Billingsley, 2000; More et al., 2013). Goodall (2021)
described the process of one individual or group attributing negative characteristics to an
opposing group as "othering" (p. 100). The risk of educators "othering" parents involved
in the special education process is that it perpetuates a deficit model of families and a
hierarchical parent-school dynamic (Bodvin et al., 2018; Goodall, 2021; Harry, 2008;
Kurth et al., 2020; Lalvani, 2012). When parents perceived a hierarchical power
differential within the school relationship, parents' willingness to engage with the school
decreased, which may negatively impact student achievement (Henderson et al., 2020).
Researchers have yet to explore how parents' cumulative experiences impact present
interactions with educators, especially if parents repeatedly encounter a hierarchical
power differential. In addition, researchers found that parents of children with disabilities
had a different perspective than educators regarding their children's disabilities, which
could contribute to misunderstandings in the parent-school partnership (Koch, 2016; Ray
et al., 2009). The original contribution of this study was to research the gap in the
literature regarding how parents' longitudinal experiences within the special education
process impacted their interactions with their current school staff to understand better the
complex dynamics of the parent-school partnership in special education.

Collier et al. (2015) documented that when educators listened to parents' stories of
navigating their children's disabilities and school relationships, they realized how
significantly their role impacted families, positively or negatively. In contrast, when
teachers lacked firsthand experiences with disabilities, they often lacked understanding of

the parents' points of view, leading to strain on the parent-school partnership (Hampden-



Thompson & Galindo, 2017; Heller et al., 2019; Weiss et al., 2014). Marshall and
Rossman (2006) described the value of in-depth interviewing:

Human actions cannot be understood unless the meaning that humans assign to

them is understood. Because thoughts, feelings, beliefs, values, and assumptive

worlds are involved, the researcher needs to understand the deeper perspectives

that can be captured through face-to-face interaction (p. 53).

Understanding the special education parent-school partnership from the parent's point of
view may reduce the disconnect parents experience by increasing educators' critical
consciousness of the need for genuinely equitable parent-school partnerships in special
education (Freire, 1970/2000; Gibbs et al., 2021).

In addition, a deeper understanding of parents' perspectives and experiences helps
educators avoid a fundamental attribution error regarding parents in the special education
process. Instead of attributing parents' behaviors as internally caused by parents' negative
personality traits, educators may consider parents' interactions within the special
education parent-school partnership to be reactive responses to their cumulative
experiences of the special education process (Ungvarsky, 2022). Avoiding this error
prevents educators from seeing special education families through a deficit model that
perpetuates "othering" and encourages the empathy and mutual understanding needed for
effective parent-school partnerships (Goodall, 2021). Sharing the stories of parents
navigating special education for multiple years may help to prevent families who may
already experience isolation related to their children's disabilities from experiencing

further marginalization in a context that is supposed to support their participation.



Research Questions
A deeper understanding of how parents' perceptions shifted in response to
historical experiences may identify and uncover barriers to collaboration, which
educators can then identify and work to more effectively address when establishing the
parent-school partnerships required in special education each year. To better understand
these experiences, the following research questions guided this basic interpretative study:
RQ 1: How do parents of children who qualify for special education and have
participated for two or more years in the public-school special education
process describe their experiences?
RQ 2: How do parents of children who have participated for two or more years in
the public-school special education process describe the impact of previous
experiences and perceptions in the special education process on how they

currently interact and collaborate with school staff?

Theoretical or Conceptual Framework
Several theorists have described the parent-school partnership using a systemic lens. In
his ecological systems theory, Bronfenbrenner (1979) theorized that the interactions of
multiple systems within children's lives impacted their development. In their model of
parental involvement, Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (1995) used the ideas of systems
from Bronfenbrenner's ecological systems theory to describe how those systems
interacted to produce varying levels of parental involvement with the school. In her
theory of overlapping spheres of influence, Joyce Epstein (1987) also applied
Bronfenbrenner's idea of interacting and overlapping systems to describe the systemic

interplay within the community-parent-school relationship. The concepts of these three
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theories help to understand the dynamics of the parent-school partnership in special
education.
Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory

As part of his theory, Bronfenbrenner (1979) stated that the interaction of a child's
microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, and macrosystem facilitated child development.
The microsystem included teachers, parents, students, and peers, but their interactions
and relationships with each other were part of the mesosystem. Within the mesosystem,
parents, teachers, doctors, and therapists interact to provide support and services for
children, especially those with disabilities. The parent-school partnership in special
education developed as the microsystems worked together or in conflict. The quality of
microsystem interactions creates the mesosystem and may influence the exosystem. The
exosystem included power settings, such as social policy, laws, courts, or school boards
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Power settings included special education law, school board
decisions, and school district expectations for the special education process. The
macrosystem component related to special education included social norms about
inclusive education and the treatment of people with disabilities. The systemic concept of
this theory applied to the development of the special education parent-school partnership,

given that the interaction of multiple systems affected its relational dynamic.

Epstein's Overlapping Spheres of Influence
Building on the ideas of Bronfenbrenner's ecological systems theory (1979),
Epstein (1987) proposed a model for understanding the family-school partnership, which
she called overlapping spheres of influence, based on the assumption that schools and

families shared responsibility for the education of the child given their ecologically
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nested interactions. Epstein stated that four forces predicated the degree of overlap: time,
community experience, family experience, and school experience. Epstein described time
as Force A and included developmental and historical timelines for students, families,
and schools. Force B included families' experiences and perceived pressures regarding
school organizations. Force C included school experiences, like teachers' attitudes
towards parents in conferences or staff flexibility in scheduling IEPs. Force D included
the community, which could extend beyond physical borders (Epstein, 2011). How
parents and school staff related shifted the level of overlap (Epstein, 2011). Maximum
overlap occurred when parents and schools were collaborative partners (Epstein, 2011).
When school staff and parents became adversarial, the spheres had minimal overlap.
Epstein's model visually represented the level of positive collaboration between the
parents and the school.
The Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler Model of Parental Involvement

The Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler model (Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1995) of
the parental involvement process provided a way to interpret the interactions between the
microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, and macrosystem described by Bronfenbrenner
(1979). This model proposes a temporal merging of parents' past experiences regarding
schools, their perceived life contexts, and their beliefs and values (Green et al., 2007;
Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1995). Parents' perceived life contexts included their
knowledge, skills, time, and energy, all components of the parents' microsystem. Parents
were more likely to be engaged with the school when they perceived they had more
knowledge, skills, time, and energy. When interacting with special education school staff

in the mesosystem, parents may have been intimidated by the complexity of special
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education jargon and IEP procedures and, consequently, limited their interactions
(Mueller & Buckley, 2014). Surprisingly, parents who were strong and informed
advocates often found that their knowledge negatively affected the parent-school
partnership as school staff perceived the parents as a legal threat and thus limited
communication (Burke et al., 2019). Mesosystem interactions with school staff
encouraged or discouraged parental involvement (Epstein, 2011). The exosystem and
parents' motivational beliefs impacted parents' role perceptions regarding their children's
education (Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005). Their role perceptions also shifted in response
to experiences in the mesosystem with school staff and other service providers for their
children (Green et al., 2007; Shelton, 2019). Some parents defined their role as managing
the school, while others saw their role as a support for the school with deference to
educators' expertise (Gibbs et al., 2021). Parents' experiences in the mesosystem affected
their beliefs about how effectively they could help their child to succeed in school (Green
et al., 2007). For example, when parents perceived a hierarchical power structure with the
school in the expert role, parents became adversarial or disengaged (Cohen & Mosek,
2019; Henderson et al., 2020; Kluth et al., 2007; Kurth et al., 2020; Lalvani, 2012).
Multiple systems, both past and present, impacted the parent-school partnership and
student achievement (Epstein, 2011).
Researcher's Assumptions and Delimitations
Assumptions
1. Throughout the interview series, participants were open and honest in
their self-reports of their experiences with their children's special

education.
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2. Parents were sincerely interested in the study's purpose.

3. Parents possessed expertise regarding their children that may differ from
educators.

4. Most educators strive to make the special education process a positive
experience for parents.

5. Parents and teachers have distinct roles in the special education process,
which may lead to tension in their relationship.

6. Collaboration efforts impact IEP team decision-making and the potential
of students’ academic success.

7. Participation in the research occurred on a volunteer basis, and
participants may withdraw at any point during the study.

8. Participants were not inclined to answer questions based on my
relationship with them.

9. I monitored researcher bias and positionality to minimize the impact on
data collection and analysis.

10. As a researcher, I assumed that the qualitative data gathered through
interviews and analyses will provide in-depth information about parents'
experiences.

Delimitations
The following delimitations bound the scope of the study:

1. The research location and the sample were limited to parents with

children receiving public-school special education in a southeastern state

in the United States.
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2. The scope of the study sample included only parents whose children
participated in special education for two or more years to provide the
year-to-year perspective referenced in the research questions of this
study.

3. Participants included only fluent English speakers.

4. The researcher's interview guides provided the data collection instrument
for this study.

5. The timeframe was limited to a few months during the summer between
the 2022-2023 school year and 2023-2024 school year.

6. The research findings will only generalize to some special education
parents.

Definitions of Terms
Advocate. A person who seeks to ensure that students receive the most appropriate
special education services available to meet specific and measurable goals addressing the
student's academic deficits (Blackwell & Blackwell, 2015).
Collaboration. A mutual effort between school staff and parents to plan, implement, and
evaluate the educational program for a given student (Carrea et al., 2005).
Disability. A disability under IDEA (2004) includes an intellectual disability, a hearing
impairment (including deafness), a speech or language impairment, a visual impairment
(including blindness), emotional disturbance, an orthopedic impairment, autism,
traumatic brain injury, other health impairment, a specific learning disability, deaf-

blindness, or multiple disabilities.
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Due Process. Parents have the right to remediation or a due process hearing to resolve
conflicts with their local school system regarding the educational program for their
children with disabilities (IDEA, 2004).

IEP. The Individualized Education Program provides specially designed instruction for
students with disabilities eligible for services through IDEA (2004). IDEA (2004)
regulations defined a child who is eligible for an IEP as a child aged 3-9 experiencing
developmental delays or a child aged 3-21 whose educational performance is adversely
affected due to the presence of one or more of the following disabilities: autism, deaf-
blindness, deafness, developmental delay, emotional disturbance, hearing impairment,
intellectual disability, multiple disabilities, orthopedic impairment, other health
impairment, specific learning disability, speech or language impairment, traumatic brain
injury, and visual impairment (including blindness).

IEP meeting. A meeting where the school staff and parents discuss, develop, and review a
student's IEP and progress monitoring (IDEA, 2004).

IEP team. The minimally required participants for an IEP meeting include the parent, one
special education teacher, and one general education teacher. Other participants may
include the student, other classroom teachers, school psychologists, therapists, other
supportive family members or friends, advocates, attorneys, and other service providers
(Blackwell & Blackwell, 2015; IDEA, 2004).

Parent Involvement. Attendance at the IEP meeting, participation in the IEP
development, progress monitoring of services and goals, and academically supporting

students in the home setting (Gibbs et al., 2021; McNeal, 2012).
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Parents. A biological or adoptive parent of a child; a foster parent of a child; a guardian
authorized to act or make decisions on behalf of the child; or an individual acting in the
place of a natural or adoptive parent with whom the child lives or an individual legally
responsible for the child's welfare (IDEA, 2004).
Parent-school partnership. A collaboration between the parents and teachers in the
student's educational interest that emphasizes shared responsibility between these two
parties (Epstein, 2011).
Resource. Small group, individualized instruction by a special education teacher in a
separate classroom from the general education classroom (Bateman & Cline, 2015).
Special Education. Specially designed instruction to meet the unique needs of a child
with a disability (IDEA, 2004).
Special Education Process. The process includes the following steps: identification,
evaluation, eligibility, placement, IEP development, and progress monitoring (IDEA,
2004).
Team-taught. Another term for co-taught. Co-teaching is a collaborative approach to
instruction in which two teachers, typically a general education teacher and a special
education teacher, work together to plan and implement instruction for a class that
includes students with disabilities and general education students (Bateman & Cline,
2015).
Summary

Using a basic interpretative study design, I conducted in-depth interviews to

explore parents' perceptions and experiences of renegotiating the special education

parent-school partnership across multiple school years to gain empathy for how parents
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experience the special education parent-school partnerships (Hampden-Thompson &
Galindo, 2017; Heller et al., 2019; Lo, 2008; Weiss et al., 2014). Parents of children with
disabilities who have participated in special education for two or more years were
included and chosen through purposive sampling. By gaining this more profound
understanding of parents' experiences, educators may better understand how to
successfully negotiate the special education process, which ultimately benefits student
achievement (Burke et al., 2019; Osborne & Russo, 2010). The literature review in the
next chapter examines the history of special education law, pertinent theories for
evaluating parent-school partnerships, and research related to the special education

process from both the parents' and educators' points of view.
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Chapter I1
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

When IDEA (2004) became law, the intent of the law was to actively include
parents in their children’s special education program planning. Despite legal mandates for
parent-school collaboration in special education, parents have continued to report an
adversarial relationship with the school. (Bezdek et al., 2010; Burke et al., 2019;
Henderson et al., 2020; IDEA, 2004; Lake & Billingsley, 2000; More et al., 2013). Bray
and Russell (2016) found that even when schools proactively sought parent involvement,
the legal requirements and implications of the IEP process created an unrecognized
barrier to improved parent-school relationships because parents and teachers perceived
vulnerability in the IEP process. Teachers perceived parents as a legal threat, while
parents feared schools' retaliation in response to being challenged (Bray & Russell, 2016;
Henderson et al., 2020; Love et al., 2017). Consequently, parents and teachers adopted a
wary stance when entering the parent-school relationship, resulting in the parent-school
partnership being overly focused on compliance with the law (Cavendish & Connor,
2018; Love et al., 2017). As a result, special education meetings often proceeded with a
school-oriented agenda giving limited attention to parental concerns (Blue-Banning et al.,
2004; Santamaria Graff et al., 2021). When parents did not feel like their concerns were
acknowledged or addressed, a disconnect in the parent-school collaborative relationship
often occurred (Adams et al., 2016; Baxter et al., 1995; Fish, 2008; Fu et al., 2020; Harry,

2008; Henderson et al., 2020; MacLeod et al., 2017; Valle, 2011; Wang et al., 2011;
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Zagona et al., 2019). This disconnect is significant because researchers have found that
positive communication and collaboration between parents, teachers, and staff critically
impacted students' achievement, decreased disciplinary issues, and increased the
graduation rate of students with disabilities (Cohen & Mosek, 2019; Francis et al., 2016;
Heller et al., 2019; Lalvani, 2012; McCoach et al., 2010; McGee, 2004; Reynolds &
Howard, 2013; Sheldon & Epstein, 2005; Zhang et al., 2011).

Given the impact of parent-school collaboration on student achievement, the
purpose of this basic interpretative study is to explore how parents of children who
qualify for special education and have participated for two or more years in the public-
school special education process describe their experiences in the special education
parent-school partnership. A deeper understanding of how parents' perceptions shifted in
response to historical experiences may identify and uncover barriers to collaboration,
which educators can then identify and work to more effectively address when
establishing the parent-school partnerships required in special education each year. To
better understand these experiences, the following research questions guided this basic
interpretative study:

RQ 1: How do parents of children who qualify for special education and have
participated for two or more years in the public-school special education
process describe their experiences?

RQ 2: How do parents of children who have participated for two or more years in

the public-school special education process describe the impact of
previous experiences and perceptions in the special education process on

how they currently interact and collaborate with school staft?
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In the following sections of this literature review, I discuss three theories used to
view parent-school relationships: Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory,
Epstein’s Overlapping Spheres of Influence Theory, and the Hoover-Dempsey and
Sandler Model of Parental Involvement. To better understand parents’ perspectives, I also
included a brief history of special education law in how it relates to parental involvement,
a description of the role of parents’ previous life experiences with schools, their
perceived life context, and the effect of parental stress on school partnerships. To better
understand the school staff’s perspective, I described the impact of the staff’s previous
experiences with parents, personal life experiences, and beliefs on the parent-school
partnership. By exploring parents’ and school staff’s experiences, I sought to understand
more deeply what led to the disconnect between parents and school staff in the special

education partnership.

Theoretical Framework

In this theoretical framework section, I discussed three theories used to view
parent-school relationships. The first is Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory
(1979), which he updated in 1993 to include a biological component. I referenced
Bronfenbrenner’s theory throughout this review as ecological systems theory and, where
warranted, the more recent bioecological systems theory. The second theory included in
this framework is Joyce Epstein’s Overlapping Spheres of Influence Theory (1987),
referenced in this review as overlapping spheres of influence theory. The third is the
Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler Model of Parental Involvement (1995), referenced as the
Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler Model in this review. The three theories are connected

because the overlapping spheres of influence theory and the Hoover-Dempsey and
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Sandler Model developed from the concepts described in Bronfenbrenner’s original
ecological systems theory.

In the original ecological systems theory, Urie Bronfenbrenner (1979) pioneered a
systemic view of how children and their environment interacted to impact a person’s
development. Within his systemic contextual perspective, Bro