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Parents Show Strong Interest in School Involvement
By Catherine Gewertz
The vast majority of parents believe it is important for them to be
involved in their teenagers’ high
school educations, a study shows,
but parents whose children attend
low-performing schools say their
schools do little to involve them.
The report, released last week by
Civic Enterprises, a Washingtonbased nonprofit organization that
studies public-policy issues, found
that parents whose children attend
high-performing schools said their
schools do a far better job reaching out to them than did parents of
children in low-performing schools.
Most parents cited lack of time
as the biggest barrier to their
involvement at school, the study
notes. But it assigns primary responsibility for poor parent engagement to the schools.
“Parents at low-performing
schools are clearly dissatisfied
with the ways their children’s
schools reach out to them,” the
study says. “This failure on the
part of schools leads parents to
lower levels of involvement.”
The report is based on a nationally representative 2007 survey of
1,006 parents of current and recent
high school students, and on focus
groups conducted with parents in
Cincinnati, Los Angeles, and Nashville, Tenn. Parents identified their
schools as low-, moderate- or highperforming by estimating the portion of graduates who went on to
college.
The study was conducted by
Peter D. Hart Research Associates,
and funded by the Bill & Melinda

Gates Foundation, which also underwrites Education Week’s annual
Diplomas Count report on high
school completion.
John M. Bridgeland, Civic Enterprises’ president and chief executive officer, said he hopes the study
can “debunk the myth that parents

with 78 percent of white parents.
Parents of children in low-performing schools were more likely than
those in better-performing schools
to say it is important for them to
be involved as advocates in their
child’s high school: Eighty-five
percent said so, compared with 78

ents and their children’s schools.
“It’s a constant problem—the
willingness of educators to assume
that low-income parents, especially
minority parents, don’t have the
same aspirations for their children
that wealthier parents have,” she
said. “It’s not that they have differ-

Grading the High Schools
In a recent survey, parents of students in high- and low-performing high schools gave these
responses when asked whether their children’s schools do a good job.
Low-Performance Schools

Informing parents of the requirements
for graduation and college admission

High-Performance Schools

70
30
68

Informing parents about whether their children
are on track to be able to go to college

29
57

Arranging a meeting with a counselor or adviser at the
beginning of high school to discuss the importance of college

22
46

Encouraging parents to be involved
in their child’s education
SOURCE: Civic Enterprises

don’t care or want to be engaged in
the academic development of their
children. The evidence is overwhelmingly to the contrary.”
More than 90 percent of AfricanAmerican and Hispanic parents
surveyed said it is very important
for their children to get an education that leads to college, compared

Struggling Schools Lag

38%

Giving parents an opportunity to be involved
in selecting the courses their children take
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percent of high-performing-school
parents.
Kati Haycock, the president of
the Education Trust, a Washingtonbased group that presses for better
schooling for disadvantaged children, said those findings help erode
a stereotype that undermines good
relationships between minority par-
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performing schools reported that
they have had good conversations with most of their children’s
teachers, compared with 70 percent of parents in high-performing schools. Eight in 10 parents
in high-performing schools said
their schools do a good job of
communicating with them about
their children’s academic performance, but only four in 10 parents in low-performing schools
thought so.

90%

ent values. It’s that the quality of
schools their children attend is different.”
Parents may share a belief in
the value of academic success, but
their experiences trying to support
it are linked to the schools’ own
performance, the study found.
Barely half of parents in low-

Far fewer parents of children in
low-performing schools thought
the schools encouraged their involvement or informed them well
about graduation and collegeentrance requirements, the study
found. Parents in high-performing
schools also saw more opportunity
for substantive involvement in
their children’s academic work.
More than two-thirds said schools
give them the chance to participate in choosing their children’s
courses, compared with only 30
percent of parents in low-performing schools.
Lower-performing schools score
poorly not only in their dealings
with parents, but in their work
with students. Fifteen percent or
fewer of parents in those schools
felt the schools did a good job
of challenging their children
or keeping them engaged, compared with more than half the
parents in high-performing
schools. Only two in 10 parents
in the struggling schools thought
educators did well preparing their

Study Will Size Up Doctoral Programs for Education Researchers
By Debra Viadero
Two national education groups
are launching a first-time effort
to assess—and possibly even
rank—the hundreds of doctoral
programs that prepare education
researchers.
The field of education produces
an estimated 1,800 doctorates a
year, according to the American
Educational Research Association,
which is overseeing the three-year
study with the National Academy
of Education, known as naed. Such
programs, however, have come
under scrutiny in recent years,
with scholars and policymakers complaining that they suffer
from uneven quality and “mission
muddle.”
Some of those critics said last
week that the new assessment
could be a step toward improving
the caliber of the programs.
“I think this is really very important,” said Arthur E. Levine, who
published a highly critical report
on the state of research doctoral
programs last year. (See Education Week, May 7, 2007.)
“The aera has clout with people
who do research in education and
naed is thought of as having some
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of the best people in the field,” continued Mr. Levine, the president of
the Woodrow Wilson Foundation,
based in Princeton, N.J., a former
president of Teachers College, Columbia University. “It’s very important for peer review to assert
high standards in education research preparation in a way that
hasn’t been done before.”

“

It’s very important
for peer review to assert
high standards in
education research
preparation in a way that
hasn’t been done before.”
Arthur E. Levine
Woodrow Wilson Foundation

Felice J. Levine, the aera’s executive director, who is no relation to
Mr. Levine, agreed. “We know this
will really add to and enhance our
field in education and training for
generations to come,” she said.
Scheduled to take place over
three years and at a cost of more
than $2 million, the evaluation is

intended to parallel a much larger
study of research doctoral programs that the National Research
Council conducts every 10 years
or so. The council—the research
arm of the National Academies,
the respected Washington-based
group that advises the federal government on scientific matters—
surveys, ranks, and gathers data
on thousands of doctoral research
programs across the country. Its
latest study, due out next year,
includes 5,000 such programs at
212 universities.

Controversy and Credibility
While the nrc’s rankings have
sometimes generated controversy,
the assessment includes a wealth
of data on doctoral students, their
professors, and program coursework that institutions can draw
on to improve their programs.
Among other program characteristics, the assessment looks, for
instance, at how long it takes doctoral candidates to earn their degrees and where they end up after
graduation, and at the numbers of
academic citations, publications,
grants, and awards that program
faculty members generate.

“One of the things that makes
the nrc rankings valuable is that
they’ve been really credible,” said
Chris M. Golde, the associate vice
provost for graduate education
at Stanford University and the
former research director for an
extensive study on the education
research doctorate conducted by
the Carnegie Foundation for the
Advancement of Teaching.
The nrc declined, though, to
make education research a part
of that study. One reason: Some
education schools confer the same
Ph.D. degree on all their program
graduates, regardless of whether
those students intend to be superintendents or scholars—a practice
that Mr. Levine, in his own critique, labeled “mission muddle.”
“We decided the study was complex enough already,” said Charlotte Kuh, the nrc’s study director.
Study advisers also raised questions about the difficulty of developing a classification system for
tracking the dozens of research
programs the field offers, which
include traditional mainstays
such as education psychology and
newer fields of study such as neuroscience and education policy.
In comparison, several experts

said, the aera and naed may be
in a better position to undertake
such analyses. The groups’ preliminary study of 1,300 doctoral-level
education programs, for example,
found more than 900 programs
with a primary aim of nurturing
new scholars and more than 300
practitioner-oriented programs.
The issue of program muddle,
nonetheless, goes to the heart of
concerns about program quality,
said Lorrie Shepard, the president
of the Washington-based naed, an
invitation-only group composed
of the field’s most distinguished
scholars.
“By blending both programs, you
serve neither purpose well,” said
Ms. Shepard, the dean of the education school at the University of
Colorado at Boulder. “By the mere
act of participating in this study as
an institution, you get integrated
into the larger conversation going
on in the field around this issue.”
The project is being underwritten, for the most part, by the National Science Foundation. Mathematica Policy Research Inc., of
Princeton, N.J., the same group
that conducts the nrc assessment, is expected to conduct the
research, Ms. Levine said.
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